
By Michael Fielding//Freelance Writer

When IndIa’s TaTa Motors Ltd. completed a $2.3 billion 
acquisition of Jaguar and Land Rover (JLR) in June, it took on a 
marketing challenge few would dare attempt. Left ailing after years 
of neglect and lackluster marketing support, the brands had lost 
focus in a crowded and competitive luxury marketplace.

Under Tata’s tutelage, the challenge will be to revive the brands 
through new models, innovation, high-quality production and 
marketing that play to the brands’ historic strengths, while also 
making them relevant to today’s luxury buyers. And as it faces all 
those difficult tasks, Tata also must demonstrate that a corporate 
holding company based in Mumbai has what it takes to stand tall 
among global auto leaders.

“Tata was interested in marquee brands, and its acquisition 
says to the world that it is now a true global organization with a 
couple prestigious brands,” explains David Cole, chairman of the 
Center for Automotive Research in Ann Arbor, Mich.

Tata Group isn’t a novice in big-ticket acquisitions or in 
operating among global powerhouses, however. Its other recent 
forays into foreign brands include the purchase of South Korea’s 
Daewoo Commercial Vehicle Co., Boston’s Ritz-Carlton Hotel 
and Tetley Tea.

While international recognition of Tata Group, the umbrella 
company that encompasses Tata Motors and about 100 more com-
panies around the world, is growing, it is still largely unknown to 
consumers outside India. Within its native India, however, Tata 
is omnipresent. There, Tata Motors has long-featured its logo on 
commercial vehicles ranging from cement mixers to dump trucks; 
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other company holdings include interests in steel, 
chemicals, financial services, energy, engineering, 
hotels and more. 

So, given its diverse portfolio and aggressive 
growth strategy, it wasn’t particularly surprising to 
industry-followers that Tata purchased the Jaguar 
and Land Rover brands from Ford Motor Co. This 
just six months after it announced an audacious 
plan to build the cheapest car in the world called 

the Nano, carrying a proposed sticker price of just 
$2,500 and designed for emerging middle classes 
in congested metropolises around the world. Talk 
about marketing extremes.

Tata, as an automobile company, will have to 
prove itself to Western consumers. Half a century 
ago, the Japanese were willing to enter new markets 
in the West and accept tremendous losses to gain 
market share. Not so with Tata, contends George 
Haley, director of the Center for International 
Industry Competitiveness at the University of New 
Haven in Connecticut. “They’re not going to sit 
back and take 20 years of substandard returns. So 

[with the Nano] Tata has moved into other emerg-
ing markets, and the JLR acquisition is their move 
into industrialized markets.”

In the West, Tata’s potential foothold is 
expected to take some time as Westerners—
particularly Americans—learn more about this 
new international player.

“The Tata name, per se, does not have cred-
ibility in the ultra-premium segment, and 

Western consumers may also be skeptical about 
the quality of an Indian company’s goods,” says 
Lulu Raghavan, associate client director at the 
Mumbai office of Landor Associates. “Since 
there is no precedence of branded, high-qual-
ity goods of India origin, the Tata brand may 
suffer a country-of-origin effect.” Tata Group 
Chairman Ratan Tata has all but assured that 
there will be no overt Tata branding of JLR from 
the parent company. Tata Group representatives 
declined to comment for this story.

It all comes down to product quality, and 
the Tata Group needs to trumpet that, says 

Paul McGowan, CEO of global clients with 
the London-based Added Value Group, part 
of WPP’s Kantar Group that serves as a brand 
development, research and insight partner to 
clients such as AT&T, SABMiller and Deutsche 
Bahn. “Asian manufacturers have demonstrated 
an ability to manufacture quality products at 
substantially lower cost than their Western 
counterparts,” he adds. “As they continue to do 

this, the American consumer will continue to 
stand up and take notice.”

It will be an uphill battle. Land Rover, whose 
U.S. sales were up just 4% last year, placed last in 
the widely followed J.D. Power and Associates’ 
rankings of initial quality and dependability in 
2007. Jaguar, whose U.S. sales dropped 24% last 
year, has become trapped in a dated style pastiche 
and largely lost its appeal as a fast, sexy brand 
unafraid to break styling ground. The good news 
on the Jaguar front is that it has two models, the 
XF and XJ, that auto watchers are saying could 
help return the brand to its glory days. 

The cheapest new car in the world, the Nano carries a proposed sticker price of $2,500.
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Jaguar’s best marketing approach, the 
pundits contend, is to stop chasing volume, 
something it was forced to do under Ford, and 
instead mimic Porsche’s approach, offering lim-
ited cars at a premium price. Analysts caution 
against the temptation to downscale products 
within those top-tier brands, as BMW did with 
its popular entry-level luxury 3 Series. That ven-
ture has been highly successful at increasing 
volume—it’s the best-selling luxury sedan in the 
United States—but its popularity arguably has 
diluted BMW’s premium niche. 

Both Land Rover and Jaguar have dis-
tinct brand identities that have been built over 
decades, culled from British tradition. Tata would 
be wise to not alter those brand identities too 
much, analysts agree. Instead, they say that Tata 
should focus and accelerate efforts in driving new 
product innovation for both brands and should 
preserve the integrity of their British design, 
engineering and manufacturing. 

Tata’s growth plans should include the acqui-
sition or development of a middle brand rather 
than a downscaling of its JLR brands to bridge 
that gap between the Nano buyer and the buyer 
of a top-of-the-line Land Rover. David Smith, 

JLR’s chief executive, told the Financial Times 
earlier this year that the newly acquired brands 
had the potential to be taken upmarket into the 
$150,000 range. He declined to provide details 
of the company’s strategy to enter the brands 
into the Indian market, but he acknowledged the 
brands’ promise in some of the world’s fastest-
developing markets including China, Russia and 
the Middle East.

“The change of ownership creates both chal-
lenges and opportunities from the perspective of 
brand strategy,” McGowan says. “The only brand-
ing upside appears to be subtle financial PR 
messaging around private ownership permitting 
a longer-term investment strategy, which there-
fore creates greater respect for the integrity of both 
brands as they are developed into the future—
more than was possible under Ford ownership.”

Cole agrees. “Having Tata as a new owner 
is probably not a big deal [in terms of brand 
building]. The brands can stand alone without 
consideration of Ford or Tata,” he says.

Haley suggests that Tata begin pushing its focus 
on innovation. Long considered home to call cen-
ters and IT firms, India could very well undergo a 
major perception makeover led by the Tata Group, 

he says. The company’s 2007 agreement with French 
research firm MDI to develop compressed air tech-
nology for engines is just one example.

Despite a saturated American car market, 
Tata still may be able to break through. It just 
needs to offer something special.

“The big issue is, ultimately, the execution on 
the product,” Cole says. “They’ve got to execute 
the daylights out of the products, and there can’t 
be any compromises.” m

Michael Fielding is a freelance writer  

based in Chicago.
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Tata introduced 
the Indica, its 
first passenger 
car, in 1998.
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