
Podcast Transcript 51.01 Sudhir Sitapati - Getting the problem definition right 

Also available on Apple Podcasts | Google Podcasts | Spotify     www.playtopotential.com 

   

 2020 Play to Potential Podcast. All Rights Reserved.  
 

1 

 

Context to the nugget 

Sudhir speaks about the close link between IIMA and HUL in terms of the approach towards problem 
solving and Marketing. He speaks about the role of PL Tandon and Labdhi Bhandari in helping build 
the IIMA Marketing curriculum along with Prof AK Jain. He also shares an example of when he failed 
at framing the right question when he was in the Ice Creams business. 

Transcription 

********** 

Deepak Jayaraman (DJ): And yeah in my past life as a search consultant, I guess I did some of those 
placements as well, but I want to take you back in time Sudhir, close to two decades back when we 
were in IIMA and you referred to Professor A. K. Jain and the book and we were in the same section 
and we witnessed some of his marketing genius. You speak about getting the problem right, 
problem definition right. Talk to us a little bit about what you mean by that in the context of 
business and marketing but maybe if you could also reflect a little bit on how you have applied that 
in your journey. 

Sudhir Sitapati (SS): DJ the… HUL and IIMA firstly have a very, very, and I realized this only when I 
was researching the book, a very, very deep relationship. So, P. L. Tandon who was our first Indian 
Chairman and one of the founders along with Ravi Matthai of IIMA, so he was right up there. And 
the person who is credited along with Professor A. K. Jain of building the marketing faculty in IIM 
Ahmedabad is Labdhi Bhandari who a lot of people … he was an HUL Brand Manager. So, in 
marketing in some ways the IIMA way of thinking and the HUL way of thinking as I’ve realized having 
been to both are very similar and at the heart of it is problem definition. It’s always more difficult to 
define a problem than to solve it and you can always get people to solve problems and a lot of our 
time in our education a lot of us try and focus on being problem solvers, but the difficult thing is to, 
you know, as Professor Jain used to say what is the problem and I guess that’s the big learning. If you 
ask me that what’s the big learning in marketing is you got to keep asking that question what’s the 
problem and I’ll give you an example of when I was in ice-creams when I actually despite saying this 
all the time I failed myself. I had just joined the ice-cream business 5-6 years ago and I was going to 
Bombay markets and I found they were small and I asked people why don’t you keep an ice-cream 
cabinet and they said because there is no space. So, I said look, let’s go and design a small ice-cream 
cabinet. So, we designed this small miniature ice-cream cabinet, which we thought was the solution 
to Bombay outlets. But as we started placing them, we realized that it was one-third the capacity but 
it was two-thirds the electricity consumption of the regular cabinet. So, while it made sense in terms 
of real estate, it didn’t really make sense in terms of the overall economics. So, the question I should 
have asked at that time is how do I make ice-creams profitable for the retailer not how do I get a 
cabinet into the retailer? And had I asked that question I wouldn’t have spent the kind of money and 
had the fiasco that we had with the Chhotu cabinets. 
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DJ: Interesting. And back to your journey Sudhir in the context of how you framed your choices, have 
you found this clarifying in terms of the question you asked leading to a different way of looking at a 
situation. 

SS: I don’t know Deepak. I certainly do a lot of it and I certainly am very conscious about it and 
especially when I’m confused. See very often decision making, and we can talk about it later, is 
actually the crucial secret sauce of management and one of the key things that Levers teaches you 
and a good decision has to be both intuitive and rational.  And often when you find these in conflict 
that’s the right time for you to take a step back and say what the problem is? What is the real 
decision I’m making? So, when the heart and the mind are not in tango for a decision that’s when 
you know that you’ve not really clarified the problem. So that’s the way I look at it. 

DJ: No, the reason I ask is in the context of the work I do. Sometimes I tell leaders who are in 
transition what are you solving for? Are you solving for impact, are you solving for harmony across 
domains of life or are you solving for something else and that determines choices? 

SS: That’s right. 

DJ: So, till you have that clarity around what you are… 

SS: And it’s hard. I’m saying to raise the question but you know all of us and it’s a very, very hard 
thing and it’s not an obvious answer on what the problem is. In fact, that’s the hard work and once 
that is answered then everything is quite easy after that. 

Reflections from Deepak Jayaraman  

DJ: The point that Sudhir makes about asking the right question is quite a profound one and 
something that came up in one of my earlier conversations at the Podcast with Tasha Eurich (TE). 
She is one of the leading thinkers in the space of enhancing self-awareness. One of the paradoxes 
here is that you would think that people who reflect a lot would be quite self-aware. But often they 
go down what she calls the rabbit hole of rumination. She goes on to speak about how we should 
conduct the enquiry and frame the question. 

TE: “so what we wanted to do in our study was understand if why is the wrong question what is the 
right question you know what are these unicorns doing differently than the rest of us and it took us a 
little while to find this pattern but we discovered that when unicorns introspected they almost never 
asked why question they asked what questions and at first sight I thought ohh that just a weird sort 
of flock or weird nuance but as we started to look into it started to make a huge amount of sense. So, 
one example would be you are going back to the question why I didn’t get that promotion unicorns if 
they were in that situation wouldn’t ask themselves that question. Here is some question they might 
have asked instead. What did I learnt that can help me be better position in the future? Or what can I 
do to close the gap between you know where I thought I was and where I need to be? Or what 
support can I enlist from the people around me to help me you know to achieve this goal the next 
time I set it? Or they are going back to why am I so upset about that conversation with my co-worker 
they might instead ask what part of that situation did I owe or what can I do differently in the future 
to avoid that kind of conversation with that person and so what we found was asking “What” instead 
of “Why” really helps us avoid so many of the pit falls of introspection where we you know what 
excavating for the truth that whenever gone find and we are focusing on our problem and feeling 
victimized and disempowered.” 
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DJ: Thank you for listening. For more please visit playtopotential.com. If you are deriving value for 
the content and want to show your gratitude to the podcast, I request you to pay it forward by 
contributing to an organization I am supporting – Antarang Foundation.  It helps 1000s of children 
from challenging backgrounds play to their unique potential. Please visit the pay it forward section 
to know more.   

End of nugget transcription 

********** 

Nugget from Tasha Eurich that is referenced: Limitations of introspection. 

RELATED PLAYLISTS YOU MIGHT LIKE 

Mindfulness: Given we live in a world with exponential increase in content creation and with firms 
like Google, Facebook, Amazon and Apple vying for our attention, it is quite hard to reclaim our own 
space and attention. In this context, being mindful could be a key differentiator and a competitive 
advantage. Some leaders talk about how they created that space for themselves amidst the noise. 
You can access the playlist here. 

Judgment: Judgment is a key trait that differentiates the great leaders from the average ones. How 
do you make decisions and exercise choices in a world full of options and grey areas with multiple 
stakeholders around you. In addition, the playlist has nuggets that discuss how one creates a climate 
for the people around you to exercise good judgment. You can access the playlist here. 

SIGN UP TO OUR COMMUNICATION 

Podcast Newsletter: Join 1000s of leaders who benefit from the Podcast newsletter. Not more than 
1-2 emails a month including keeping you posted on the new content that comes up at the podcast. 
High on signal, low on noise. Sign up for the podcast newsletter here. 

Nuggets on Whatsapp: We also have a Podcast Whatsapp distribution group (+91 85914 52129) 
where we share 2-3 nuggets a week from the Podcast archives to provoke reflection. If that is of 
interest, please click here and send a message stating “INTERESTED”. Do also add this number to 
your Phone Contacts so that we can broadcast our messages to you when we share a nugget. 

********** 

Sudhir Sitapati - Nuggets  

 51.00 Sudhir Sitapati - The Full Conversation 

 51.01 Sudhir Sitapati - Getting the problem definition right 

 51.02 Sudhir Sitapati - Choosing to stay in HUL 

 51.03 Sudhir Sitapati - HR - a department with teeth 

 51.04 Sudhir Sitapati - Entrepreneurial Professionalism 
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 51.05 Sudhir Sitapati - Identifying and nurturing potential 

 51.06 Sudhir Sitapati - Building a personal brand 

 51.07 Sudhir Sitapati - Specialization versus Generalization 

 51.08 Sudhir Sitapati - Core Competence versus Competitive Advantage 

 51.09 Sudhir Sitapati - Company men, Mavericks and Rogues 

 51.10 Sudhir Sitapati - Secret sauce behind the culture 

 

About Deepak Jayaraman 

Deepak seeks to unlock human potential of senior executive’s / leadership teams by working with 
them as an Executive Coach / Sounding Board / Transition Advisor. You can know more about his 
work here.  

Disclaimer and clarification of intent behind the transcripts 

This written transcript of the conversation is being made available to make it easier for some people 
to digest the content in the podcast. Several listeners felt that the written format would be helpful. 
This may not make sense as an independent document. Very often spoken word does not 
necessarily read well. Several of the guests have published books and the language in their books 
might be quite different from the way they speak. We request the readers to appreciate that this 
transcript is being offered as a service to derive greater value from the podcast content. We request 
you not to apply journalistic standards to this document.  

This document is a transcription obtained through a third party/voice recognition software. There is 
no claim to accuracy on the content provided in this document, and occasional divergence from the 
audio file are to be expected. As a transcription, this is not a legal document in itself, and should not 
be considered binding to advice intelligence, but merely a convenience for reference.  

The tags that are used to organize the nuggets in the podcast are evolving and work in progress. You 
might find that there could be a discrepancy between the nuggets as referenced here and in the 
actual podcast given this is a static document.  

All rights reserved. No part of this document may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by 
any means, or stored in any retrieval system of any nature without prior written permission. 
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