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What's in a nane?

Haris Hussain

LET'S FACE IT. For a long tinme, our faith in Ml aysi an nade goods was
limted to just about as far as our pockets woul d dictate.

Sure, spices and sauces were fine (you wouldn't think tw ce about

pi cking up a bottle of Aminah or a packet of Brahim s rendang) but when it
came to conpl ex and technol ogi cal | y-advanced itens |ike tel evision sets,
hone theatre systens and personal computers, those with noney often opted
for the nore established i nported brands |ike Sony, Panasonic or NEC
Even if you couldn't afford to fork out RMLO, 000 for a high-end hone
theatre system the next best option was to go for the | esser-known brands
i ke Sansung or Goldstar. Try and push an obscure, honegrown Ml aysi an
product and chances are you'll get a polite smle and a ~Tak apa-lah; No
thank you...' Add to this the current econonic problens affecting the
country and things | ook decidedly grim..

Even Prine M nister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mohamad has call ed on

Mal aysi ans to be nore supportive of their products because it nmakes good
econom ¢ sense. ~Consuning |local products is not a sign of economc
nationalism' he said recently during the |aunching of the "~Love Ml aysi a,
Buy Mal aysi an Products' canpaign at the Ml aysia International Design
Export Centre (ldec), the Mnes Resort City in Sungei Besi |ast nonth.
"We (Mal aysi ans) shoul d buy | ocal products because inported goods have
becone nore expensive as a result of the decline in the value of the
ringgit.' Mahathir added that Mal aysi ans had the capacity to produce
literally thousands of goods which were of world standard.

There are those who say the current economc situation is a bl essing but
warn that it would be nmeaningless if nothing is done to take advantage of
the situation. "W have to start buying | ocal products because not only
does it help curb currency outflow, it also ensures the healthy

devel opnent of the | ocal manufacturing industry,' says Alternative
Response Sdn Bhd general manager Ml Khalid Abdul | ah

Al ternative Response, a subsidiary of the Country Heights G oup, manages
I dec, which was established to encourage Mal aysians to buy | ocal, thereby
suppl enenti ng and supporting the governnent's efforts in that direction.
Says Khalid, | think Ml aysians have this inpression that inported goods
are better, and that's bad news for our local industries. W want to
change that perception.’

Clearly, alot nore needs to be done before that beconmes a reality,
judging fromthe large M nes exhibition hall which was filled with

mer chandi se ranging fromtel evision sets to furniture to persona
conmputers but which | acked strong i nterest on the day Ml aysi an Busi ness
vi sited.

“It's not always this bad,' explains Shaheedy Affendy Abdul Latiff,
manager of Sal am Metrocourt Sdn Bhd, the distributor for Malaysia's very
own Ni komel ectrical products and one of the exhibitors there. “Nornmally
the crowd conmes in on weekends and even then the response isn't all that
great because people still have this perception about Ml aysi an-nade
goods,' he says. "But weekdays are generally tough.'

The canpaign, initiated by Country Hei ghts Hol di ngs Bhd, will run for
three nonths where exhibitors get to display their goods for free. It ends
on March 31. But why this |Iukewarminterest when it cones to Ml aysi an
products? Are they really at the bottomof the barrel when it cones to
quality?



I think they are on par with anything el se on the market; we've been on
par with products fromother countries for the last 10 years,' says
Federati on of Ml aysi an Consuners Associ ati on (Fonta) president, Professor
Hanmdan Adnan.

If that's really the case, then why are Ml aysi ans not naki ng a beeline
for homegrown products?

Handan explains. "For a long time the focus was on produci ng goods of a
very high quality for the export market. The thinking was that the | oca
mar ket could settle for less. It nade sense, because if the sane standards
were applied by the | ocal manufacturers to the itenms destined for |oca
consunption, production cost woul d escal ate and prices woul d soar.

"So the thinking was, "G ve the locals a little less. As long as the

stuff works, they'll be happy." Handan adds that for a long tine, such

di ffering standards existed within the country. Some manufacturers were
guilty of feeding the | ocal market with “can-do', throw away goods. As
such, the reputation of Ml aysi an goods anbng Ml aysi ans suffered.

It was only recently, in the |ast decade or so that things started
inmproving. In ternms of quality, Mlaysian goods are slowy nmaking a nane
for thensel ves and people are beginning to notice. "The thing is,
consuners are nore discerning. Buying is a very personal nmatter. CQur

pur chasi ng power has increased trenendously over the | ast couple of years
and the choices offered are staggering. People aren't happy with products
that don't meet their expectations. They're | ooking for itens that |ast
and it's conforting to know that |ocal manufacturers realise this.'

Handan stresses that unl ess nmanufacturers take the | ead and ensure that
their products nmeet and exceed the standards of consuners both abroad and
at home, we're back to square one. Shaheedy says the quality of N kom sets
are conparable to that of other high-end sets Iike Sony while costing

bet ween 25 and 50 per cent |ess.

"They can do this because nobst of the conponents are assenbl ed locally
(about 70 per cent) while the rest cones fromother parts of the world,

i ncl udi ng Tai wan and Sout h Korea.' But despite being cheaper, response to
Ni kom s |ine of products, which ranges fromtelevision sets to hone
theatre systens, is still |ukewarm

Why ?

"There are a nunber of reasons but | think advertising, or rather, the
lack of it, is the main problem But this problemisn't confined to N kom
al one. The amount all ocated by nost Mal aysi an conpani es manuf act uri ng hone
appliances is still | ow, sonetinmes non-existent,' says Shaheedy.

I don't know whether it's because Mal aysi an conpani es are not savvy
enough when it conmes to advertising or that there's just not enough noney
to spread around.’

Handan agrees, adding that |ocal manufacturers need to pay nore

attention to advertising and pronmotion. ~Wen was the last tinme you saw a
Pensoni ¢ or Ni komad?,' he asks.

I really don't understand this. You can hardly find adverti senments of

Mal aysi an products in Ml aysia. |f manufacturers don't advertise, how do
you expect to build up brand awareness?' That (advertising) has al ways
been the probl em People want to minimse spending so they cut back on
advertising. That's where you go wong because you can have the best
product on the market but it won't nmean a thing if people don't know about
it.'

Anot her reason for the | ack of response could lie in the choice of brand
nanes. Ml aysi an brand nanes shoul d not sound |i ke cheap knock-offs of the
nor e establ i shed brands.

Says Shaheedy, | think one of the first things that needs to be done is
to come up with brandnanes that reflect our identity. Look at sonme of the



est abl i shed Mal aysi an brand nanes - Proton, Brahim s and Zaitun, for
exanple. | don't think that product confidence is an i ssue because they' ve
built up a nanme for thenselves.'
In a way Shaheedy says he understands why companies gravitate to their
nmore established brethren. But at the same tine, he says, it may prove to
be their undoing. | suppose it works both ways - on one hand, you get
i nstant acceptance; people think you' re sone little conpany from Japan
because you' ve basically got the sanme name but on the other hand, people
m ght think you' re a cheap copy and not hi ng el se.
Anot her area that needs inprovenent, says Handan, is in research and
devel oprment. “No matter how you look at it, basically we're just
assenblers. It's like we've figured out howto crawl and that's all that
matters to us; wal king and running isn't inportant. And that's the wong
attitude. W have to think ahead.'
"I find it hard to understand why we cannot inprove our products to neet
t he needs of our own consuners.'
Handan stresses that if this canpaign is to get anywhere, all parties
must put in their effort. “The problemis, we do things in starts and
stops. Wen the need arises, everyone junps in but after a coupl e of
months, it fizzles out.'
Handan stresses that this time we cannot afford to take things |ightly.
" The canpai gn shoul d be pervaisive. If there is a concerted effort by the
governnent to pronote Mal aysian products, then its efforts should be
carried through.'
Manuf act urers, says Handan, should take up the challenge to nmeet the
expectations of the public for quality nmerchandi se. Attaining the | SO
(I'nternational Standards Organisation) certification, he says, is
somet hi ng | ocal conpani es should strive for, especially now, when
custoners are nore di scerning.
"l also think that the Federation of Ml aysi an Manufacturers shoul d take
the lead. But it's inportant to renmenber that we all rnust do our bit
because if not us, who?
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