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Over a six-month period, Spencer Stuart consultants interviewed
over 30 executives at major multinationals in the consumer
packaged goods sector about the role of the country general
manager. The interviewees comprised current general managers,
CEOs, regional presidents and category heads as well as other

senior executives.

We wished to explore the effect of developments in the CPG world on the role of the
country general manager. These developments include the increasing globalisation
of functions, new category structures, country clustering, shared service centres, the

emergence of global retailers and the need for the development of national talent.

Major CPG multinationals have been seeking to optimise their scale and the
impact of their brands globally since at least the mid-1980s. So while some of
these developments may not be inherently new, it is more their convergence and

acceleration that has had an impact on the general manager’s role recently.

The questions we sought to answer included: How have these developments affected
the role and influence of the country general manager? What skills are needed to
excel as a country general manager in today’s environment? What are the career
drivers that determine success? And, is a stint in country general management

still an attractive career proposition for the ambitious CPG professional?

Our discussions suggested that uniform generalisations about company structure or
the country general manager role and its function are unhelpful. Every company has the
organisational structure and general manager profile best suited to its needs. However,
while different models have evolved depending on a company’s stage of development,

sector focus and operating philosophy, certain common themes have emerged.



Local autonomy versus the advantage of scale

In the past, CPG companies tended to grant full
responsibility for all facets of the business in a
given market to that country’s general manager.
However, a need to leverage global brands or
categories, reduce unnecessary duplication, max-
imise R&D investments, optimise manufacturing
resources, as well as the move to reduce costs
through outsourcing/insourcing, have all led to a
change in emphasis for today’s general managers.

Today’s CPG multinationals have all responded
in one way or another to the above with some
form of matrix management. The variation comes
in the degree to which local decision making is
permitted and in what areas. Much depends on
the geographies, with some companies empower-
ing greater decision making locally in developing
markets. By contrast, in the more developed
markets, a more centralised approach focusing on
lowest cost and outstanding execution is required.

Others have structured themselves depending on
their particular categories and brands: whether
mainly local or global. For instance, some dif-

ferentiate between fresh food, short shelf-life,
fast-changing categories with many local brands;
as against ambient products which might be
globally branded, such as detergent powder.

One notable prediction made by some interview-
ees was that the system of clustering countries
together would become more prevalent. Neigh-
bouring country markets would increasingly be
grouped together under the overall control of one
general manager. One current cluster general
manager explained what would spur this develop-
ment: “I think that some countries in Europe

will be clustered together over time because old
frontiers are less relevant now. With one currency
you have common pricing and individual country
differences have become somewhat less signifi-
cant, although they are still very much there,
particularly with regard to consumer habits.”

“I think that some countries in Europe will be clustered together over time because

old frontiers are less relevant now. With one currency you have common pricing and

individual country differences have become somewhat less significant, although they are

still very much there, particularly with regard to consumer habits.”



Achieving balance

As there is no one type of organisation, there

is no one type of country general manager. In
the decentralised structure that was previously
dominant, the country general manager would
assume complete control over profit and loss,
operating as what might be termed a mini-CEO.
The new matrix structures have in some extreme
cases resulted in P&L responsibility being taken
away from the country general manager, with
the emphasis on top line results only. Even in
those instances where the P&L responsibility
remains with the general manager, the role is
focused more on managing the customers, local
marketing and external relations. As one regional
president explained: “This job is about position-
ing and representing the company in the market,
outstanding execution of brand and customer
strategies together with leadership and local
talent development.”

The central dilemma that came up again and
again is how to maximise innovation and apply
synergies without losing touch with the local
consumer. The right balance is needed between
leveraging synergies from supply chain, central-
ised functions and category strategies while giv-
ing general managers enough latitude to behave

entrepreneurially at the local level. What is clearly
acknowledged is that companies gain competitive
advantage by speeding up the transfer of knowl-
edge and best practice from one region to another,
from one continent to another.

One CEO we spoke to makes a point of connect-
ing with general managers directly by scheduling
a series of calls to hear their views on a number of
chosen topics. This is done with the full blessing
of regional directors who understand the impor-
tance of the CEO being in touch with general
managers concerns. This CEO also hosts an an-
nual global leadership conference which is used
as a way of engaging general managers behind
the wider category strategy and corporate agenda.

General managers we spoke to accepted that
many functions needed to be centralised or
outsourced/insourced in order to take advantage
of scale, for example: supply chain, finance, IT,
HR administration, legal, treasury, R&D. The
contentious areas continue to be brand strategy
and innovation.

What is clearly acknowledged is that companies gain competitive advantage by speeding

up the transfer of knowledge and best practice from one region to another, from one

continent to another.



Ownership and responsibility

Many of the country general managers we spoke
to expressed frustration that they no longer have
the same control over their businesses as in the
past. Their influence on innovation, brand strat-
egy or marketing budgets for their country have
been markedly reduced, yet they are still respon-
sible for achieving sales and profitability targets.
In extreme cases — particularly when the change
from one system to another had occurred recently
— they felt demotivated and disempowered.

Some general managers interviewed felt they
have lost ownership and can no longer see their
ideas bearing fruit. Many complained that they
were being asked to implement strategies over
which they had had little say and which they felt
were inappropriate for their market. They also
saw their power and influence diminished in
that they no longer had responsibility over the
factories in their country; many of their own
back-office functions such as finance, HR, IT,
legal were now either outsourced to an external
provider or run from another location in a shared
service centre.

The more successful companies have tackled the
ownership issue by ensuring that local general
managers are better connected to the broader
development of category and innovation strate-
gies. They have established more regional, almost
semi-local category development centres as
opposed to running everything globally and have
general managers sitting on global brand teams.
They are capitalising on the general manager’s
key advantage: their ability to understand local
consumer behaviour, shopper habits and distribu-
tion channels.

As one country general manager put it: “Many
strategic decisions are taken globally. If we really
need innovation in country Z, that really isn’t at

all important in the grand scheme of things. The
positive consequence of global thinking is that we
get fewer, but more powerful, initiatives. The dan-
ger, however, is that the company gets removed
from the coalface. You can't react to customer
demands. I don’t think we should go further than
regional control. If you are too global, you get lost.”

The positive consequence of global thinking is that we get fewer, but more powerful,

initiatives. The danger, however, is that the company gets removed from the coalface. You

can't react to customer demands. | don’t think we should go further than regional control.

If you are too global, you get lost.”



The general manager and category structures

Responsibility for the definition of brand category
and innovation strategy has in most CPG multi-
nationals shifted from the countries to the centre
or regional centres. Most of the general managers
we surveyed acknowledged that if you have global
brands, they need to be managed centrally to
speed up the process of learning from different
geographies. And, to make the big bets in R&D
and innovation, you need central category struc-
tures. One country general manager reflected
philosophically on this trend: “Power is split
between the local organisation and the central
units, but the tendency is clearly moving towards
the centralised units. Control of innovation is
shifting from the countries. This is a crucial
development, as innovation is where much of the
power lies.”

However, many general managers we spoke

to were also worried about losing the ability

to compete locally if they had little impact on

the definition of that strategy; if they had little
freedom to respond to local market imperatives;
and if the result of centralised category structures
was slower decision making.

A theme that came through the survey was that
many of the companies with strong centralised
structures are now actively seeking ways of em-
powering their general managers either region-
ally or locally. Much of this of course depended
on the mix of global and local brands in that
company’s portfolio. Many leave local brands

(“local jewels”) outside the category structures.
The more successful seek ways of gaining general
managers’ input and buy-in to the definition of
global brand strategies through membership of
leadership teams that combine both category and
country heads.

One general manager responsible for a cluster

of neighbouring countries in Europe told us

that she receives a menu of products from the
centre, and then enjoys complete freedom to
choose between them: “Our strength lies locally.
In any marketplace you have to be different. I
have responsibility for the local profit and loss,
and pick and choose products that are being
promoted centrally. We have also created our own
product for a domestic market and launched it. I
can make that call locally based on the right thing
to do for the business. I can therefore react much
more quickly than some of my competitors.”

Indeed, some companies are responding to the
softening of consumer demand by increasing
local empowerment. Examples were given of
companies operating in emerging markets giving
greater local empowerment, whereas in more
developed markets the operating frameworks
were less flexible. Some of the mid-sized compa-
nies we surveyed even postulated this approach
as a competitive advantage against some of their
larger competitors.

“Power is split between the local organisation and the central units, but the tendency is

clearly moving towards the centralised units. Control of innovation is shifting from the

countries. This is a crucial development, as innovation is where much of the power lies.”



Managing the customer and local consumer insight

All agree that managing the customer and local
consumer insight are the two areas of principal
focus for country general managers. As one
general manager told us: “We are all about execu-
tion, execution and execution as it is what drives
growth in the market place. We win by being one
step ahead of the competition through better local
consumer insight, superior management of both
the modern and traditional trades, as well as local
marketing activation.”

The successful country general managers are
those who can “act effectively at the local level yet
understand the global platforms and contribute
to their strategic development through local
insights”. At the same time, there are still many
local brands which need nurturing and which can
provide both a laboratory for testing new ways of
reaching the consumer as well as testing general
managers in their own brand management skills.

The best manufacturing footprint, product
launch or winning marketing campaign is no
good without informed consumer understanding.
As one CEO said: “Through our general manag-
ers we leverage shopper understanding and local
consumer needs and habits which, together with

winning relationships with our retail customers
and outstanding execution, lead to success in the
market place.”

Most of the general managers we spoke to
stressed that a proven ability to handle customer
relationships is crucial to the role, given the
importance of sales and execution. One regional
head argued that strategic brand experience and a
deep understanding of the customers’ businesses
are the necessary components of this ability:

“The ideal career path is customer and brand
experience. The brand experience should be at a
strategic level, involving innovation and creating
campaigns as well as execution. Working with a
major customer these days is not just about sell-
ing. It is about building a business plan. I expect
our general managers to understand customer
strategy as well as they understand our own
brand strategies.”

The successful country general managers are those who can “act effectively at the local

level yet understand the global platforms and contribute to their strategic development

through local insights”.



The general manager as ambassador

Another theme mentioned throughout our
interviews was the increasingly important role
played by the general manager in managing
external stakeholders. The days of the multina-
tional doing its own thing in a country, operating
in more or less of a vacuum, are over. Because of
the attention now paid to the environment and
corporate social responsibility by governments,
the public, media and NGOs, the country general
manager is charged with representational as well
as commercial duties, acting as the face of the
organisation to an external audience. This role is
crucial in maintaining the company’s reputation
as an organisation that cares about its local envi-
ronment and treats its employees and customers
with respect and honesty. It also needs to ensure
the company’s views are heard as far as legislative
developments are concerned.

One CEO made the point that in many emerging
markets general managers of US or European
companies find themselves standing up for
Western ways of working and free-trade capital-
ism generally. In all markets, they have to best
represent their company’s credentials in terms of
sustainability, environmental impact, corporate
governance, health and wellness, and social
responsibility — with a variation of emphasis de-
pending on the categories in which they operate.

A regional head estimated the actual propor-

tion of time that country general managers of a
centralised company assign to different aspects
of their role: “Around 50 per cent of time is spent
on the business side, dealing with customers.

Around 20 per cent on building the reputation
of the company in the local community and on
internal communication with staff. And around
30 per cent handling external stakeholders, such
as NGOs, government and the media.”

One senior regional leader made the point that:
“Increasingly, it is not what you sell but how you
sell it and how you conduct business that is im-
portant. There is a requirement to be seen to be
creating social benefits in the wider community.”

Acting as the external face of the organisation in a
local market may therefore require different skills
from those traditionally associated with a country
general manager, a point made by the regional
head quoted above: “The role has evolved from
the ‘mini CEO’ model to something more like
that of a chairman. You have less direct influence
and more responsibility for government affairs
and employee relations. It requires a different
skill set, more experience and more wisdom. You
need to be a skilful influencer and negotiator.”

General managers still retain fiduciary responsi-
bilities as legal representatives of the corporation
in that country. This is often overlooked by

some general managers, many of whom lack the
necessary training. For example, even though the
factories in their country are run by the global
supply chain organisation, the general managers
are still responsible if they catch fire or there is a
labour dispute, etc.

“Increasingly, it is not what you sell but how you sell it and how you conduct business that

is important. There is a requirement to be seen to be creating social benefits in the wider

community.”



Leadership and talent development

One aspect of the general manager’s role that is
unchanged is the leadership imperative. They still
need to create a vision and an environment that
inspires their local teams to achieve outstanding
business results. Increasingly, general managers
are measured on how they embody the company’s
values and how they attract and develop talent.

Some of the more successful companies base
their annual performance reviews 50 per cent on
business results and 50 per cent on the people
agenda. This could include rolling out the values,
acquiring and developing talent, and driving the
diversity agenda. Many companies use employee
survey results to measure the performance of

Managing the matrix

While the scope of the general manager role may
have reduced, many of our respondents argued
that the role of today’s general manager has
become more complex. The leadership attributes
have changed, particularly as regards dealing
with colleagues in other functions without whose
co-operation the local general manager would not
succeed. Supply chain is a case in point as are the
brand categories and innovation centres.

General managers now need the influencing
skills to gain buy-in and support for their country
agenda. They need to demonstrate that they are
flexible, have organisational influencing skills and
can create alignment. And they need to develop

their general managers. They look at the depth
and quality of resource that the general manager
has built up in that particular country. Many cited
a lengthening of general manager tenure with the
two-year term being extended to four if not five
years. This enables companies to see how general
managers perform over several cycles.

Another senior regional leader commented: “We
judge our general managers not just on busi-
ness results but also ask them: How have you
rolled out the values? What local talent have you
acquired and developed? What have you done
about diversity? To what extent have you built the
reputation of the company locally?”

a more interdependent style of leadership. Many
of the more old-style, directive general managers,
who are unable to work within a matrixed, net-
worked environment, have proved less successful.
This management of interdependency — the
ability to manage from the centre of a complex
web — was mentioned again and again as one of
the key skills of the modern general manager.

Another term we heard repeatedly was “collabora-
tive”, both as a leadership imperative but also to
capture the changing need for general managers
to work at the centre of a matrix — nurturing all
sorts of relationships — rather than operating
independently at the centre of their own kingdom.

Ceneral managers still need to create a vision and an environment that inspires their

local teams to achieve outstanding business results.



General manager — the skills required

In summary then, the skills needed are as follows:

the ambassadorial skills to manage the
external environment and enhance the
reputation of the company;

the cultural sensitivity that goes with this,
particularly if there is a joint venture or
distributor type agreement locally;

a sufficient understanding of corporate and
social responsibility to successfully manage

this agenda at the local level;

the leadership skills in terms of setting a

the ability to drive local marketing activation
through superior consumer insight and, where
relevant, build on local brand franchises;

the influencing and networking skills to
manage interdependency and the matrix;

the strategic skills to align the local brands and

businesses to global brand strategies as well
as contributing to the development of these
strategies;

the self-awareness, integrity and coaching

vision for the business, gaining alignment and skills to model the values of the company;
maintaining morale and team spirit;
> a sufficient understanding of legal and
> the ability to hire and develop great talent, corporate governance matters to take on the
both local and expatriate; necessary fiduciary responsibilities;
> excellence in execution: local P&L > awareness of IR issues and employee affairs
management, cost control, driving for generally.
business results: “entrepreneurship at the

local level”;

> customer management across all channels:
driving sales growth through an effective go-to-
market strategy and acting as business partner
to local retailers;

[The] management of interdependency — the ability to manage from the centre of a

complex web — [is] one of the key skills of the modern general manager.



Career considerations

While this survey is primarily aimed at those who
have chosen to get to the top of big CPG multina-
tionals, competition for this talent from outside
the industry remains intense. All CPG profes-
sionals who aspire to the top will be presented
along the way with opportunities to harvest their
career by joining smaller or mid-sized companies
as CEO. Many have been lured away by the world
of private equity although this has become less
prevalent in the light of the credit crunch.

What is clear from the general managers we
spoke to is that even though CEOs and regional
presidents confirm the importance of these roles,
many incumbent general managers are becom-
ing frustrated with the lack of autonomy and

are looking to leave in order to take on general
management roles in smaller, privately owned
companies where they can control all the func-
tional levers within a business.

This is an issue that talent professionals in CPG
companies are tackling in a variety of ways:
some are responding by creating similar “mini
CEO” general manager-type environments where
their top talent can have this autonomy and be
measured on their results. Others are ensuring
that their top general manager talent have experi-
ence of countries with strong local brands which
they can run with greater autonomy. Indeed,
countries furthest away from headquarters are
often prized for the freedom of action granted to
the general manager.

Many companies make their general managers
feel empowered and valued by ensuring that
general managers contribute to global category
and brand strategies. This not only keeps them
motivated, but also engages their strategic
skills. Indeed, many see a need to strengthen
the strategic dimension of the general manager
role in the face of a relentless focus on flawless
execution. HR professionals seek the views of
global brand leaders when undertaking general
manager performance appraisals and vice versa.
They make a point of celebrating local success
and embedding regular updates and exchanges
between global and local teams. They strive to
avoid unnecessary bureaucracy taking over and
encourage more informal networks.

Many of the CEOs we spoke to expressed con-
cern about where they will find and develop the
general manager talent in the future, particularly
in terms of local talent. Many of the general
manager roles are reducing in number due to
clustering of countries. General managers are
increasingly aware of work-life balance, have
partners that work or are reluctant to disrupt their
children’s schooling.

It is also harder to find general managers to take
on markets where living standards or safety are

a concern. A number of respondents are now
targeting older general managers whose children
have finished schooling and who are prepared

to take on potentially harsher country manager
roles for the autonomy and professional rewards
they provide.

... countries furthest away from headquarters are often prized for the freedom of action

granted to the general manager.



Others send general managers earlier on in their
career when the children are younger and when
all can benefit from exposure to different cultures.
Again, the general managers benefit from the
freedom of action compared to those operating in
more developed markets. Those companies that
have the best global mobility programmes and
who actively encourage international postings tend
to be more successful. This increased cultural
diversity and helped in developing global leaders.
Also, in some countries with less of a history of
progressive management disciplines, some of the
more enlightened multinationals were taking a
risk in appointing younger general managers.

Another finding was that while it was generally
acknowledged that the future CEOs of CPG
companies need to have spent a formative part

of their early career as general managers, many
companies are now institutionalising twin-track
careers: in-country general management as well
as global category management. Indeed, one

of the most successful CPG organisations now
stipulates that that their senior managers will not
reach the board without having spent time in cen-
tral category leadership roles as well as in-country
or regional general management roles.

A regional president voiced a similar opinion
about the need for ambitious individuals to
switch between staff and local roles: “In career
terms, people in consumer goods companies
won't have the opportunity to rise to the top one
rung at a time. They may have to take a step
down at some stage. Some key roles are at the

centre, some are local, but one isn’'t necessar-

ily better than the other for advancement. You
certainly need to have done a number of different
types of roles.”

The leadership dimension in terms of setting

a vision, gaining alignment around that vision
and executing against it is still the ultimate test
of general management. Whilst the roles may
not be as strategic as they once were — and are
more about operational discipline and manag-
ing external relationships — the opportunity
presented to test the leadership credentials of

a general manager in an outside-facing role is
critical. It is hugely valued by the talent manage-
ment professionals in CPG companies. It could
be argued that these same professionals need to
better articulate the value ascribed to these roles.

“In career terms, people in consumer goods companies won'’t have the opportunity to rise

to the top one rung at a time. They may have to take a step down at some stage. Some

key roles are at the centre, some are local, but one isn’t necessarily better than the other

for advancement. You certainly need to have done a number of different types of roles.”



Conclusion

What is clear is that country general manager
roles still remain the primary testing ground for
future CEOs and continue to be critical in terms
of talent development. While the autonomy
general managers enjoyed in the past has in most
cases disappeared, there are new and different
challenges that require new behaviours and skills,
mastery of which bring their own reward in
terms of career progression.

Our survey underlines the change in emphasis
but not the importance of the general manager
role. There is more emphasis on the “how” as
opposed to the “hitting-the-numbers” orientation
of the past. Some maintain that general manag-
ers are no more than “glorified salesmen”; in
fact the survey results point the other way. The
skills required make these roles an ideal train-
ing ground for high-fliers from many different
functions. All benefit from the interaction within
the functional matrix, the representational and
leadership demands, the need to gain superior
consumer insights and the management of local
customers.

What may be needed is a new vocabulary, a new
definition. In most CPG multinationals, there is

AUTHORS

now only one general manager who has full con-
trol of all the functional levers, namely the CEO.
Perhaps the general manager description should
now only be used as a grade: recognising the
achievement of a certain level of leadership and
broader business management ability as opposed
to the old general manager “mini CEO” defini-
tion. At the same time, companies are giving
equal primacy to the in country general manager
role and global or regional category heads. High
fliers will need to have succeeded in both roles
and will not reach the top without so doing.

Talent managers and HR professionals in CPG
companies need to ensure that their top general
managers are well plugged in to the development
of brand and innovation strategies, otherwise
they will not be equipped to become the CEOs

of tomorrow. At the same time, ambitious CPG
professionals aspiring to the top need to embrace
the newly defined general manager roles and the
different skills and behaviours required of them.
They also need to accept the twin-track career
concept. Providing this is the case, we maintain
that the general manager role remains an attrac-
tive — and essential — career stepping stone for
the ambitious CPG professional.

Frank Birkel (Munich), Jonathan Harper (London) and Edward Speed (London)
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