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TASCFORCE :

Hans Michael Huber : I would 
like to focus on the two challenges 
and this might provide the picture 
of where we are today. The first 
challenge was to be on track and 
be focused on the path that the 
management team had begun, 
i.e., stay profitable and keep 
bettering one's performance and 
improving the product and 
services we render to our 
customers. I came in at an 
opportune time, when the 
company had begun its 
turnaround, weathering some 
tough initial years. The company 
was small, stable & profitable. So 
the target was to raise the 
profitability, stabilize what we are 
doing and grow slowly. Grow by 
doing things better. We were very 
keen in our initial attempts at 
increasing volumes with value and 
staying profitable. This was not a 
big turnaround strategy where a 
merger takes place, similar to a 
super hero who comes in from 
outside and takes individual 
decisions that make good reading 
in the media. The challenge was 
to begin to do many small things 
correctly. The second challenge 
was to meet the very high 
expectations of our customers. We 
maintained consensus in the 
management team that Mercedes 
Benz must exceed customer's 
expectations about our cars and 
services.  Mercedes customers are 
demanding, world over, but in 
India they are even more 
demanding. This is a big 
challenge. Our products are 

 It's been a year 
since you took over as the CEO 
of Daimler Chrysler India 
Limited. What challenges did 
you face then and today?

car, but a whole family wants to 
become Mercedes Benz's 
customer.  For instance, we have a 
Chairman who drives the S-Class, 
his sons, or the General 
Managers taking the E-Class and 
the rest of the “family” drives the 
C-Class or the Coupes. So a 
“customer's family” takes 15-20 
cars. We have to provide them a 
family of cars, with the latest 
technology, and not a model that 
is not on the roads in Europe 
anymore. In this regard the Indian 
customers' awareness is very high. 
We then looked at the distribution 
network.  The link between the 
customer and us is the dealer-we 
do speak to the customers directly 
when they visit us at the customer 
services, but the basic sale is 
through the dealer, therefore he is 
the link between the company, the 
brand and the customer. It's the 
service that the dealer provides 
that determines the perceptions  
the customers  have of Mercedes. 
It is, therefore important to 
regularly monitor our dealer 
network. A portfolio of cars, with 
the latest technology and an 
effective retail network are the 
three important issues. 

TF : There has been a recent 
study by Harvard Business 
Review on multinationals, 
referring partly to India, that a 
native born manager may not 
have the same share of voice at 
the corporate headquarters & 
hence companies resort to local 
born managers, who are 
expatriates. This study also 
states that the perceived 
advantage is lost as these 
expatriates are frozen in time, 
as they remember markets, 
particularly in India, what they 

expensive, because they provide 
value for money; but they are also 
complicated machines. As they 
get more and more complex, we 
need to service them. It is this 
continuous improvement that 
sustains us in a highly competitive 
environment. 

TF : 

HMH : One reason for the big 
turnaround was that we learnt our 
lessons from how we began and 
we understood what went wrong. 
We went from a one-product 
company to a “family of cars”, 
and this  is very unique for an 
Indian family. Our customers are 
“families” in the sense, it's not 
only one individual who buys one 

Apart from the continuous 
improvement, what would be 
some of the reasons for the 
turnaround Daimler Chrysler is 
undergoing in India?

Hans Michael Huber
CEO of DAIMLER CHRYSLER INDIA LTD., 

the makers of Mercedes Benz, 
in an interview with TASCForce
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The star of Mercedes Benz signifies matchless prestige and brand value anywhere in the world. 
To navigate such a legendary company in the Indian market, during its current exciting phase, needs an exceptional mind... 

something that TASMAC students discover for themselves during this tete-a-tete.
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on Daimler Chrysler in India in 
any way for achieving their 
market status. When Daimler 
Chrysler, India, decided to be a 
100% subsidiary, the TATAs 
agreed. 

TF :

HMH : We have a good 
understanding of the composition 
of our existing and potential 
customer base. Today, we 
understand the Indian car market 
better. We believe that the number 
and the quality of our dealers is 
adequate. However, we cannot be 
complacent and need to 
continuously improve our services 
through our dealer network. 

TF : 

 

HMH : I have to be careful here 
because I was not around at that 
time. But, I know of no perceptible 
loss in the brand image. We had 
a technical financial loss and our 
brand image is made up of the 
customer's perception of our 
products and the services 
rendered.  A customer, who 
decides to buy a car, looks at the 
car, the dealer and their previous 
experience and not by reading the 
financial daily!  BIFR is essentially 
a technical issue; we haven't had 
any information so far of losing a 
customer due to this. The impact 
of the BIFR on the stock price of a 
company is another issue, and 
this is not relevant for us. We talk 
about our success in terms of 
rendering quality products and 
services to our customers.

 In this regard, how have 
you coped in the Indian 
Business Environment as a 
100% subsidiary?

Four years ago, Daimler 
Chrysler India Ltd. was referred 
to the BIFR (Board of Industrial 
& Financial Reconstruction) for 
their accumulated book losses, 
which is now being recouped 
over the years. Did this loss 
reflect in any brand loss for the 
Indian operations?

in your savings account. It 
increases because of the money 
you keep adding to it, and not by 
itself. There is a growing 
competition and we might see 
more competition above the 
D-segment also.    

TF : 

HMH : No, it is the strategy to 
keep on getting better. As I said 
earlier, we need to constantly 
improve quality and review our 
product portfolio. We introduced 
a new E-Class last November; a 
better S-Class in April with a new 
engine and facelift. This 
monsoon, we wanted to do 
something with the C-Class, so 
we brought a larger engine and a 
new compressor, imported from 
Germany. We also introduced a 
new option package with a new 
leather upholstery and a compact 
disc changer. Our cars are not just 
about performance and engine, 
but also about the exteriors and 
interiors. We don't talk about 
strategies to counter competition, 
but about improving the quality of 
our products constantly. 

TF : 

HMH : The change you see is to 
draw viewer's attention as yours 
was. People are aware that any 
new product from Mercedes has 

Mercedes C-200 has been 
the second largest selling car in 
D-Segment cars, which are now 
called A5 by SIAM (Society for 
Indian Automobile 
Manufacturers). What are the 
advantages you perceive by 
introducing a compressor 
engine for this best selling car 
from a strategic point of view? 
Is this a strategy to counter the 
competition?

We have the print 
advertisement of the Mercedes 
C200 compressor. This is 
probably the first print ad 
where a Mercedes car is not 
shown. How come this change 
from your regular print ads?

TF : 

 

HMH : This year we faced no 
competition for the S-Class and 
the  E-Class. The C-Class is 
competing with entries in the D-
Segment mainly from Hyundai, 
Toyota, Skoda, Honda, etc. Its 
interesting that the C-Class really 
started the D-Segment, and today 
the D-Segment is crowded with 
competition. The C-Class is a 
superior brand in the D-segment 
as there is a difference in the price 
and the product. Our customers 
demand a value car. Some say 
that they bought it for the brand. 
However, this brand identifies with 
the total perception of both the 
product and services. If the 
products & services do not meet 
those expectations, then people 
are not going to buy the car 
anymore despite the brand name. 
It's like the “value” that you have 

Which are the other 
automobile companies you 
think would be benchmarking 
Mercedes-Benz for their 
marketing strategies in India?
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eh  drivingT
conditions establish 
the need for having 

a Mercedes 
for roads in 

Mumbai or Pune.  
The tougher 

these conditions, the 
more riskier the  

driving. That's when 
you appreciate  a 

large and 
comfortable car with 
good interiors and 
more importantly,

a safe car. 
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saw 20 years ago. Do you see 
any merits of this viewpoint? 
How then should multinationals 
source, identify & place a 
global manager?

 

HMH : I would like to address this 
as a “management team” 
approach for  a multinational 
company or a subsidiary of 
multinational like Daimler 
Chrysler of India. They operate 
between the headquarters and the 
market, and they need to build 
and maintain good relationship 
and understanding of both. In our 
case, we are not a German 
American conglomerate right 
now, but a German Technology 
Oriented manufacturer of cars. 
They provide the cars, as well as 
our corporate governance. The 
Indian market is a very special 
market. I wouldn't say it is a 20-
year-old market, but a market 
undergoing rapid development. 
Talking about products, there are 
still the Ambassadors and also 
Corollas, the very latest mass-
used cars, with high technology . 
A management team of a 
subsidiary like Daimler Chrysler 
India, should address these 
challenges. We need people who 
understand the management 
approach, the culture and the 
language of the headquarters as 
well as know how the market 
works. It's not just the market but 
it's the society; the decision 
making process and everything 
that is happening daily in the 
market, which includes the 
government thinking and the 
media. For that you need a good 
team. For a young company, I 
would say that a Managing 
Director should be from the 
headquarters for at least the first 
5-10 years, when it's still building 
& growing. You can reduce the 
number of expatriates in your 
company only if you manage to 
grow a network between the 
nationals, i.e., people from India 
and the parent country i.e. 

competitive, because they have a 
larger market and bad news for 
the others. For instance, a 
company from South West Spain, 
can today, easily market their 
products to Northern Germany 
and if a company is not doing 
well here, it will face competitive 
pressures. This is a European 

point of view. However, for 
Daimler Chrysler India, we are 
more concerned about the 
fluctuating exchange rates. Earlier, 
it was Deutsch Mark Vs Dollar Vs 
Rupee, and now it is Euro Vs 
Dollar Vs Rupee.  When I took 
over, the exchange rate was Rs. 
42/- for a Euro and  today it is Rs. 
52/-,  a 20% increase! We import 
a lot of kits and this exchange rate 
fluctuations affect us financially. 
As a company, we perceive it as a 
problem, however as an 
European, this experiment is a 
good news.

TF : 

HMH : It is advantageous to enter 
a foreign market with a good 
partner. However, you have to be 
very careful in deciding the extent 
of control given. Globally 
speaking, from a multinational 
perspective, it would be useful to 
begin with a local partner and 
later may be, manage it all on 
your own. This is difficult to 
implement. TATA Motors, as they 
are called now, did not depend 

Mercedes Benz made its 
foray in India in 1994, as a 
Joint Venture with Telco, and 7 
years later became a 100% 
subsidiary. For a global 
company, how important is it to 
have a local partner as a joint 
venture, who is well versed 
with market in a better way? 

Germany. At any given point of 
time, we have our staff spend a 
year in Germany with their family. 
This helps understand how the 
Germans think and know their 
approaches. When they return, 
these people then can take 
management decisions having 
understood the network.

TF : 

 

HMH : Before I joined Daimler 
Chrysler, I was a student of 
economics, and was not so much 
of an engineer or a technologist. 
The Euro is a big experiment, 
because we have countries that 
are not united politically and 
economically. Having one 
currency is not an easy 
proposition. First, you need to 
unite the countries, have one 
government, one economic policy, 
one fiscal policy and one 
monetary policy and that would 
naturally imply one currency. 
However, as a political experiment 
it seems to be working. This unity 
helps, because we can compete 
with countries like the United 
States whose strength has always 
been their huge domestic market. 
The European market now has a 
stronger local market. There are 
pressures because we need to 
maintain the same prices for the 
countries within the European 
Union. However, some companies 
have problems to adapt because 
of their differential prices for 
different customers in different 
countries. This maybe good news 
for companies who are 

With the emergence of Euro 
as a single currency for 
countries in Europe, from your 
business perspective, what do 
you see are the implications of 
this?
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Our customers are “families” in the sense it's not only 
one individual who buys one car, but a whole family wants to 
become Mercedes Benz's customer. We have to provide them a 

family of cars, with the latest technology, and not a model that is
 not on the roads in Europe anymore. 

In this regard, the Indian customers' awareness is very high.



Leadership Thoughts

You don't always have to start with 
the United States... for IT 
probably, yes.  It is the 
manufacturing industry that has a 
huge market outside. It is time for 
the managers in the industry to 
take that route, i.e., to look 
beyond  “domestic size”. From the 
talent point of view, I don't see any 
issue. In an environment where 
there is no competition, why 
should one fight, and be 
competitive, why invest in R&D, 
and pay high wages to my 
managers. You then would have 
outdated products, bad 
production and low productivity. It  
is not about mindset or the typical 
behavior of people of any state, it 
is the competition. Take a look at 
you, brilliant young people who 
study long hours, work long 
hours, come on Sundays for 
classes and still willing to work for 
comparatively low salaries. 

TF : 

HMH : This answer is not a big 
surprise. One immediate issue is 
to improve current business. The 
short-term target is  2005 and this 
means in the year we will  sell 
2005  cars in India. Last year we 
sold 1150, this year we sold 
1550, next year we want it to be 
1800, and then in 2005 we will 
target 2005.  Increase the number 
moderately; improve the quality of 
the product, the portfolio and the 
dealer network. Continue to do 
the many small things correctly 
and enhance the value of the 
company. Monitor additional 
growth opportunities that Daimler 
Chrysler can offer. Daimler 
Chrysler is more than just a 
Mercedes Benz car. The first 
option for expansion is that of 
commercial vehicles. We do not 
have immediate plans for them, 
but with each month we realize 
that there is a future for Mercedes 

As the voice of Daimler 
Chrysler in India, could you 
brief us on the future plans for 
Mercedes in India?

this from the marketing angle as 
well. Since Mercedes is involved in 
Formula 1 and we are “the 
brand” in India, Sundays are a 
highlight at Mercedes Benz in 
India. We invite customers, friends 
and families and as ‘‘Formula 1’’ 
audience and we watch the races 
together. We therefore make the 
most of it, besides, I take my kids 
to “go-karting” often, and now 
that  they have started to beat me 
at it, I have reduced my time 
going there!  

TF : 

 

HMH : The first advice is about 
what you should do during your 
corporate training years. Try to 
spend at least some part of your 
time abroad. Not all of it,  but I 
would encourage you to do your 
studies at a good institution in 
India and  then try spend some 
time abroad. English is a big 
advantage in India. High level of 
computer skills is required, and it 
is not all about mastering 
Microsoft Word, but on 
“networking” issues as well. Take 
a very good look at the company 
you choose, look at the future, 
companies you have talent for, 
which you think, will perform 
better with higher competition. 
This is the company to select and 
that is my advice to you. I know 
this is easier said than done, 
because you need to start off with 
your career and that is not at all 
easy.

This interview was conducted by TASCForce, a 
student initiative at TASMAC, represented by Amit 
Gianchandani and Ram Ratnam Tanay.

As students of TASMAC, 
who are undergoing an MBA 
course validated by the  
University of Wales what 
would be your advice to us?

in commercial vehicles. Rather 
than talking about the Chryslers, 
Hyundai's , Mitsubishi's, who are 
all already established, we would 
say that one major growth 
opportunity for Mercedes is in 
commercial vehicles. We will 
improve the Mercedes passenger 
car business and then identify the 
strategy for this growth 
opportunity. The key priority is 
profitable growth by doing things 
better and continuously improving 
what we do.

TF : 

HMH : We have yet to decide this. 
By the year end, we will evaluate 
whether it is a technically viable 
and an economically feasible 
option, and  would  like to bring 
the car to India. We do get very 
encouraging response from some 
of our customers. Its not easy  
because we are talking about a 
very small volume that requires a 
lot of work, time and investment.

TF : 

HMH : First of all, I don't have a 
hectic work schedule. One of the 
big privileges of this job as a 
corporate head is that you are a 
master of your own schedule. 
Technology helps, the fact that 
one can send emails in cars or at 
home, eases pressures. Given 
that, I do have time and I
do not have to race around on 
racetracks, but I do watch it very 
closely, all the cars and all the 
Formula 1 races. We do consider 

Shifting the focus from 
passenger cars & commercial 
cars, and talking about luxury, 
is it true that Daimler Chrysler is 
introducing the Maybach range 
against the Bentley in India.

You have a passion for 
racing and having worked with 
Juergen Hubbert, the godfather 
of motor sports in Daimler 
Chrysler and considering your 
hectic work schedule, do you 
really get time to pursue this 
sport?
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to be a “car”. So our advertising 
strategies had to be different. If 
you carefully look at the print ad, 
a few things stand out, even when 
you are not reading the captions, 
the fonts are very special and 
unique.

TF : 

HMH : Yes it does, because it's a 
corporate font. A German artist 
does it for us. The message in the 
print ad is the same and it's not a 
radical change from our print ad 
philosophy. You can do this only 
when you are established in 
business as we are.

TF : 

HMH : The basic thought is about 
growth. We discuss about value 
chains in our strategic meetings, 
about supplier and production 
quality, our product life cycle and 
so on. While discussing strategies 
for our new cars, we think about 
our used-cars. We needed to 
ensure that we retain customers 
for a lifetime. If we lost even one 
Mercedes customer, I would 
consider it a failure. Retaining 
customers, who change their cars 
every 4-5 years, needed a specific 
strategy. We did not want them to 
sell their old Mercedes through a 
second hand car dealer, and this 
provided the answer. There were 
customers in excess of the number 
of cars available who wanted  to 
possess these cars. They want to 
buy their first Mercedes, however  
could only  invest 12-15 Lakhs, or 
they wanted  to go for a premium 

So, does this font represent 
Daimler Chrysler & Mercedes 
Benz?

One of the recent strategies 
of Mercedes Benz has been that 
of marketing pre-owned 
Mercedes cars to counter the 
gray & second hand market. 
Could you explain on the 
thought process while 
formulating such a strategy 
specifically for the Indian 
Market?

Mumbai or Pune, is the driving 
conditions. The tougher these 
conditions, the more riskier the  
driving, that's when you 
appreciate a large and 
comfortable car with good 
interiors and more importantly  a 
safe car. Of course, this is not a 
solution for all, but our customers 
do value this.

TF : 

HMH : It's a tough question, 
because it requires some critical 
comments on India's past industry 
policy. I think there lies the 
problem. I would want India to 
open up; open up the economy, 
encourage competition, permit 
good companies to grow inside 
and do their business. When this 
is done, two things would 
happen: the low quality rip-off 
manufacturers will disappear and 
so would consumer cheaters. The 
industrial policy earlier,  indirectly 
encouraged businesses selling low 
quality goods to the Indian 
consumers, who never had any 
choice. The changes will work, 
because we see a lot of progress 
in the foreign exchange front and 
duty structures. Some consider the 
pace is slow and they may be 
right, but there is a steady 
improvement. The more open we 
are, I would use the phrase “more 
globalization in India”, the more 
weak performers would weed out 
and  the good sustained. Today 
TATA Motors are selling cars with 
Rovers in United Kingdom, Bharat 
Forge is expanding markets in the  
Middle East, China, Russia, etc. 

There is a perception that 
Indian products are not of 
global standards & some 
attribute this to the mindset of 
the people. However, India 
continues to be an important 
destination for global quality 
products & at the same time a 
sourcing base for MNCs. When 
you see this contradiction, what 
would be your views on these 
changing perceptions?

car from C-Class to E-Class, but 
they did not  have the adequate 
money to invest.  We wanted to 
continue business with these 
existing customers and preferred 
to trade their old car for a new to 
ensure that the transition is 
smooth. This augments our 
approach for a new customer. The 

objective is to ensure that they 
have a high value product and 
this  has to be done in a Mercedes 
environment. 

TF : 

HMH : Its not only about cities 
and how dense they are that one 
decides which business to be in. 
Our business is in the high value 
car segment and the C-Class and 
E-Class are not really large cars; 
its just they offer more value for 
the same size. We ensure that the 
car doesn't get too large... it is 5.1 
metres for the S-Class and  4.8 
metres for the E-Class. Our 
objective is not making them 
large but to keep them that small. 
But if you want to add a certain 
value and luxury to the car you 
need to have space for the 
interiors. My answer as to why 
have a Mercedes for roads in  

Indian cities have a very 
high population density and  an 
equally high vehicle density. In 
this context, how does your 
strategy to sell a smaller 
number of bigger cars against 
selling volume cars be relevant 
for Mercedes in India? 
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manufacturing industry 

that has a huge 
market outside. It is time 
for the managers in the 

industry to take that 
route i.e. to look beyond  

“domestic size”.
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