	Few can argue that Jack Trout is among the foremost marketing strategists of our times. It all started in 1969, when Trout first introduced the word ‘positioning’ into the business language in a magazine article on the subject. He teamed up with Al Ries to write another article in 1972 and a book – Positioning: The battle for your mind -- in 1980. Since then, positioning has emerged as a vital approach to marketing and thousands of marketers the world over swear by it. But recently, a few voices have suggested that it is time to leave positioning behind and move on to newer approaches. Many argue that positioning has become outdated.
But in an exclusive interview with Businessworld’s M Anand, Trout came out in defence of positioning. He also spoke on issues like the future of global brands, and on how to develop a meaningful positioning for brand India. Excerpts.
Is positioning still relevant 35 years after you first wrote about it?
It is more relevant now. The original body of work on positioning was made on the premise that the United States was an over-communicated market. There was too much noise and lots of competition for the mind. The mind was the battleground. Then, the question was how do we get into the consumers’ mind in an over-communicated society. Little did we know that it is going to become an even more over-communicated world. In fact, we thought over-communicated was nothing. Now, you have the Internet, satellites etc.. All that has made positioning an even bigger deal. That is why the book continues to sell even now.

Many contemporary marketers believe that positioning is now outdated. In fact, McDonald’s chief global marketing officer Larry light said: “Identifying one brand position, communicating it in a repetitive manner is old-fashioned, out of date, out of touch.” What is your response?
I had a big fight with Larry light and I wrote several counter articles. Larry Light doesn’t know what he is talking about. He has jumped up and said positioning is obsolete. The problem with Larry light is that he has not been able to understand positioning. He never has. I know Larry. And I told Larry that he has not been able to do a good job of positioning accounts. So I told him here is your deal: “if you want the answer to what you are, I will give it to you.” I said, in essence, here is your (McDonald’s) positioning. You are the ‘world’s favourite place to eat’. That’s your concept. That is it. That is a leadership position. And that’s a very powerful idea. And I published that idea. But I know he won’t use it because I wrote it. That’s why I gave it to him. I think Larry has no clue to what positioning is all about.

But other voices like The Economist (in its April 2, 2005 issue) has argued that positioning is not working with sophisticated and knowledgeable consumers. It is argued that consumers now buy on research and personal value, not on how companies seek to ‘position’.
Well, again what people don’t understand is that the definition of positioning is how you differentiate your brand in the market… in the mind. So in other words, if consumers are becoming more knowledgeable, it is more important that they differentiate themselves. What is the reason to buy my brand versus all the other brands that are trying to get my business? So people have to understand what positioning is – it really comes down to differentiation. In US, people want to talk about emotion, they want to talk about stuff that is not differentiating. And as a result what is happening there is that many products are becoming commoditised. Once you reach that stage, you better have a very good price.

But the Internet and information clutter has made positioning more and more difficult…
Let’s talk about that. I believe that the Internet is another medium, another tool. You had the radio, the television and now the Internet. All that means to me is that you as a marketer have another tool to deliver information, which means, it is just another way to deliver your differentiating idea. And bring it to life.

But it has made positioning more difficult...
You are absolutely correct. But then you have more tools to work with. People are doing different things. It is difficult only in that people’s attention is more divided. But your responsibility is to find ways to reach various people through various mediums. 

Many believe that the recent emphasis on customer relationship and experience is taking the focus away from positioning… 
Position and strategy attract customers. It is the reason why a customer buys your product instead of somebody else’s. Customer relationship is what happens after that. How can you have a relationship if he is not your customer yet? So I tell people -- don’t get confused. Part one is to attract customers. Part two is to hang on to them. Once you have a customer, you establish that relationship -- you use one to one marketing, technology etc. 

Is it at all possible that positioning may not be as relevant in the future as it was in the past?

It will always be relevant. It will always be how you differentiate yourself in the mind and if you don’t do that, then you would better have a great price. You don’t have to worry about positioning only if there is no competition. 

What is the future of global brands?
I think global brands have to go where the money is. Once you have pretty much sold yourself out in one country, you have to move on to another. You have to go everywhere, because the money is everywhere. As markets develop, people have money, like in India. But are there going to be only global brands left in the market? No. There are going to be a lot of global brands, but I think -- and this is a book I am going to write -- the defence against the big global brands is specialisation. If you are very good at one thing, either in your part of the world or in your region – you will make it. There will be big global brands. But there are also going to be some very good and powerful specialist brands. That makes sense. That’s the game. The smaller specialised brand is like a guerrilla. If he steps out and starts competing face to face with the global brands, he will get killed… I think I will call the book ‘specialised to survive’.

As consumption shifts to emerging economies, won’t global brands find it difficult to follow the money?

There is a golf term – play it where it lies. You can’t move the ball. You have to play it where it lies. The same is with marketing. You had better play it where it lies. In other words, if you are in a culture where you have a bit of a problem you have to be flexible enough to adapt though you may not like it. Big companies have to be flexible. It is hard for them. Big companies like to do things the same way all around the world. But you have to be much more flexible.

This is where the problem starts. Global brands are finding it tough to adapt to the unique positing. 
That’s very correct.

Take KFC – it is now offering vegetarian thalis in India (see Kentucky Fried what?! In BW issue dated 6 June, 2005) 
The question is how flexible can you be. If your name is chicken and you are not selling chicken you have a bit of a problem. You can try veggie. But it has to be a Kentucky fried veggie! And that is the problem. Very few companies can run one idea all around the world. A Levis can be a Levis all around the world. Not a lot of people can do that. But a Levis saree is just not going to work (laughs)

Are you suggesting that a global brand has to use a different positioning for different markets?
I’d say that global brands have to have some degree of flexibility. But can they totally change their spots. I don’t know. Can we go from chicken to veggie? That’s a question mark. Maybe you have to come up with an interesting product that sort of captures the positioning.

Is it not at possible for global brands to have a unique global positioning?
Yes, pretty much. Obviously, one position might not sell everywhere but sometimes you have to be happy with 80 per cent or 70 per cent. You may not get 100 per cent. You can do something globally, but do you get 100 per cent of the original position? No. You don’t have to get to 100. You have to get to 80.

You seem to have a negative view of the choice the consumer enjoys today. In your latest book Trout On Strategy, you call it the ‘tyranny of choice’. Is choice really so bad? 
I am saying it is negative from a marketer’s point of view. People have a choice and they say they are moving on to the next product. It is rough. You did not have that in the old days. Good or bad you were stuck with it. The tyranny is something that the marketer has to live with now. {Consumer} choice is a very difficult thing for marketers. 

Has this made positioning more difficult?
It has made business more difficult. It has made positioning more important. It is trying to fight commodisation. What do you do when there are 12 to 16 water bottles out there. That is a lot of choices. That makes it difficult. So I am not saying it is easy. 

Has the proliferation of choice made it impossible to achieve a killer positioning? Take water for example...
I’ve done a lot of work on water. It is difficult but it is possible. In Argentina, there were two leading waters from the Andes -- the big one and the lesser one. Essentially, the big one had a high sodium content. The little one said ‘no sodium’. Nice! In Russia, you have a big killer brand that sold itself as water from the mountains. They call it Aqua Minerale. They even have mountains on their label. Then there was another brand. I advised them to take the position of the ‘Real mountain water’, because they really come from the mountains. The other brand did not come from mountains. 

There are ways of doing it (differentiating). But you really have to find out where your competition is weak. You have to find that weakness and exploit it. Companies in less sophisticated markets do not do this well enough. Some countries don’t like comparative advertising. People get nervous. But that’s the game. You have to attack competition. If your regulation that says you can’t attack competition in advertising, then you have a problem. It is like saying you are in a war, but you can’t use your weaponry.

Can brands from emerging economies go global?
Yes, they can. But it gets more difficult. China wants to be in the automobile business. They are now starting to export some of their brands. You have to remember you are going into a marketplace that is already overloaded with cars -- big brand cars. Finding your way out there is not going to be easy. You might have some success. Am I going to buy a Tata car outside India? No. Not likely. There is too much choice. You have to get past the Japanese, the Germans and the Americans. 

Will such brands ever be accepted by global consumers?

Probably not. The problem is that reputation is a big issue. Will I buy fabric from India. Absolutely -- because you have a great reputation for it. Will I buy tea from Ceylon? Absolutely. Will I buy electronics from Japan? Oh man, yes. 

We did a project for an Argentian hi-tech company. It wanted to go global. I said you can’t let people know you are from Argentina. You must have a US office. You are a US company. The CEO changed his business card and gave himself an American name. 

Could you suggest a meaningful global brand positioning for Indian manufacturing?
Sri Lanka has the same problem. There are a lot of fabric manufacturers in the world. But they have a much higher standard of labour -- no child labour, no sweat shops and women are treated very well. So the product is quite the opposite of China. Essentially you’ve got to play the line that if it is made in Sri Lanka, it is manufactured to a higher standard. That would work in certain parts of the market place. Not at the cheap level. Higher end consumers are concerned about sweat shops etc. So I told them you could make the ‘made in Sri Lanka’ brand mean something to consumers. Sri Lanka can’t take on China because it is a gigantic player. It must look out for weaknesses, that is China’s weakness. 

As a marketing strategist, independent observer and consumer, what messages are you getting from brand India and brand China?
Brand China is perceived to be the workshop of the world. They can make everything. And they are very good at it. Brand India is getting all the hi-tech marks. That’s what you hear about those two brands.

If the India brand is to become a hot global property, what positioning should it take?
I would say that the best positioning India should take right now is ‘India on the rise’. That it is becoming ‘the next hot country’. China is already there. You have to become the next hot country from this part of the world. And you can. But to do that, you have to get your act together. You have to deal with infrastructure, education, property and Pakistan and Kashmir. 

Can Sri Lanka become a global tourism brand?
It could. ‘Back to Ceylon’. (could be its positioning) They can’t use the Sri Lanka name. They have to bring out the heritage name. And you have to dump the negative connotations of Sril Lanka. They need to re-brand themselves. They could do it. 

How would you assess the state of marketing strategy in India?
Getting better. I think they are all in learning mode right now. They are absorbing the skills now and that is good. What you discover here is that India is open-minded. The Chinese are exceptionally open-minded too but the Japanese are not.

Marketers here tend to emphasise more on advertising in their overall branding and positioning strategies? But global marketers are moving away from over dependence on advertising.
They are mixing it up

What would you advise Indian marketers?
You have to learn how to mix things up. You have to learn to develop programmes that are more integrated. It is the same strategy but you find different ways of reaching people with the same strategy. 

What is the state of advertising in India?
I haven’t seen a lot of Indian advertising. But my general sense of advertising around the world is that it is crap. That could be because agencies are not doing strategies, they are doing emotions, they are doing humour. They are not selling anything. I see too many people doing advertising that do not give people a reason to buy. I am not against a little dramatisation and a little fun if it drives the strategy, if it drives the reason to buy. But that’s what is killing the advertising industry because there are too many people doing stupid stuff. And it’s (advertising) now expensive.
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