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1. Introduction
Unilever PLC, one of the world’s largest consumer goods companies with headquarters in London, operates in a dynamic UK and global market characterised by rapid technological change and evolving workforce expectations. As an HR practitioner, this report addresses three interconnected challenges: meeting technological advancement, talent acquisition and retention, and Diversity, Equity and Inclusion (DEI). It explains the specific factors involved, evaluates contemporary HR practices designed to tackle them, and critically assesses how departmental managers can drive urgent implementation. Supported by recent Unilever initiatives and scholarly sources, the report provides targeted recommendations to strengthen the organisation’s people strategy and maintain competitive advantage.
2. Explanation of the Specific Factors 

2.1 Technological Advancement
Technological advancement poses a major challenge for Unilever as the company accelerates digital transformation across its manufacturing, supply chain and marketing operations. By the end of 2024, Unilever had trained over 23,000 employees in AI usage to enhance decision-making and productivity (Unilever, 2025a). The integration of AI, robotics, IoT and automation in factories (such as Lighthouse sites recognised by the World Economic Forum) delivers efficiency gains but creates specific pressures. Key factors include significant skills gaps in data analytics, AI literacy and digital tools, particularly among frontline and long-serving employees. Resistance to change remains common when new technologies are perceived as threats to traditional roles. Furthermore, integrating these advancements without disrupting operations for a global workforce exceeding 155,000 people requires careful change management. Unilever’s five-year HR IT strategy roadmap highlights the need for updated systems to support this shift (Berkeley Partnership, 2025). Competitors adopting smart factories achieve substantial cost reductions and faster innovation, increasing the urgency for Unilever to keep pace while maintaining product quality and employee engagement (Khatoon, 2025).

2.2 Talent Acquisition and Retention
Talent acquisition and retention constitute another pressing issue amid the UK’s competitive labour market, marked by shortages in digital, STEM and supply-chain skills. Post-pandemic shifts have raised employee expectations for flexible working, continuous development and purpose-driven roles (Deloitte, 2026). At Unilever, attracting digitally fluent talent is challenging due to aggressive poaching by technology firms, while retention is threatened by burnout in high-pressure factory and supply-chain positions and the desire for career mobility. The company’s internal mobility platforms and flexible U-Work arrangements provide some relief, yet broader talent pipelines remain stretched, risking the loss of critical institutional knowledge. Future-proofing the supply chain workforce through digital and AI skills has become essential, as evidenced by targeted training programmes that combine technical upskilling with talent development (Unilever, 2025b). Without effective strategies, Unilever faces increased turnover costs and reduced organisational capability in a market where skilled talent is scarce.

2.3 Diversity, Equity and Inclusion (DEI)
Diversity, Equity and Inclusion (DEI) represents both a legal obligation under the UK Equality Act 2010 and a strategic business imperative. Unilever must reflect the diversity of its global consumer base to drive innovation and maintain brand reputation. Specific factors include under-representation of ethnic minorities and people from disadvantaged backgrounds in senior leadership roles, gender imbalances in certain functions, and the need for greater accessibility and support for disabled employees and neurodiverse individuals. While progress has been made – for example, achieving 55% women in management positions globally – persistent gaps in racial and ethnic equity, social mobility, and inclusive recruitment remain evident (Unilever, 2024). Diverse teams are shown to generate higher revenue and better problem-solving; however, failure to advance DEI can lead to reputational damage, legal risks, lower employee engagement and reduced innovation capacity (McKinsey, cited in Unilever EDI Report, 2024). These three factors are deeply interconnected: technological changes create new skill demands that influence talent strategies, while strong DEI practices ensure equitable access to opportunities and foster an inclusive culture necessary for successful digital transformation.
3. Evaluation of Contemporary HR Practices 

3.1 HR Practices for Meeting Technological Advancement
Unilever addresses technological advancement through comprehensive AI-driven learning platforms and the innovative “Employee-generated Learning” initiative, which empowers internal experts to create and share training content. This approach has accelerated AI adoption across functions, significantly reducing reliance on external providers and cultivating a culture of continuous learning (Learning Technologies, 2026; Unilever, 2025c). Blended learning programmes that combine technical AI skills with soft skills development help mitigate risks of skills polarisation and employee disengagement (Akter et al., 2024). Recent examples include tailored AI workshops, drop-in clinics with AI champions, and leadership modelling of AI usage, resulting in over 75% of office-based employees in certain divisions becoming regular AI tool users. The practice is evaluated as highly scalable and cost-effective, particularly when supported by partnerships such as the multi-year collaboration with Google Cloud for AI infrastructure. However, success depends on ongoing evaluation of return on investment and ensuring human-centred design to avoid exacerbating inequalities.

3.2 HR Practices for Talent Acquisition and Retention
For talent acquisition and retention, Unilever employs data-driven employer branding and AI-supported recruitment tools alongside personalised career development pathways. The company leverages its strong purpose-led brand – focused on sustainable living – through targeted social media campaigns and gamified assessment processes to appeal to Gen Z and digitally native candidates (Unilever Careers, 2025). Internal mobility platforms enable employees to move between projects and locations globally, enhancing retention by offering varied career opportunities and reducing turnover. Scholarly research supports the effectiveness of hybrid AI-human recruitment models, which can improve candidate quality by up to 30% while minimising bias when properly monitored (Dima, 2024). In supply chain roles, combining digital skills training with talent development initiatives has shown positive results in engagement and productivity. Limitations include the potential for algorithmic bias in AI tools if training data lacks diversity (Naoum, 2026). Overall, Unilever’s integrated approach is contemporary and effective, but requires continuous auditing and alignment with employee expectations for flexibility and growth.

3.3 HR Practices for Diversity, Equity and Inclusion (DEI)
To advance DEI, Unilever implements inclusive recruitment frameworks including blind CV screening, balanced candidate slates, diverse interview panels, and mandatory unconscious bias training for leaders. The Racial and Ethnic Equity Taskforce, supported by peer ambassador networks, ensures global strategies are adapted locally while maintaining accountability (Unilever, 2024). Embedding DEI metrics into talent processes and linking them to leadership performance has demonstrably improved representation and retention of under-represented groups (Trahan, 2023). Additional strengths include efforts to make all sites accessible and to support neurodiversity through awareness training and reasonable adjustments. These practices are credible when backed by data from employee surveys such as UniVoice. However, risks of performative DEI persist if initiatives lack genuine resource commitment or measurable outcomes. When properly integrated with technological and talent strategies, DEI practices enhance innovation and employee belonging, making them a cornerstone of Unilever’s contemporary HR approach.

4. Critical Evaluation of How Departmental Managers Can Ensure Implementation as a Matter of Urgency 
Departmental managers serve as the critical bridge between HR strategy and day-to-day operations, making their role essential for urgent implementation of these practices. To drive momentum, managers require targeted training in change management, digital literacy and inclusive leadership so they can actively co-own AI upskilling targets, talent metrics and DEI dashboards (Kure, 2025). Accountability mechanisms, such as incorporating retention rates and DEI progress into performance reviews, create clear incentives for prioritisation (Unilever, 2024). Regular pulse surveys and real-time analytics further enable early identification and correction of implementation gaps.
Visible leadership strengthens urgency: when managers personally participate in AI training sessions or champion diverse hiring panels, they model desired behaviours and build psychological safety across teams. Empathetic communication helps address resistance to technological change by framing advancements as opportunities for higher-value work rather than job threats (Khatoon, 2025). However, critical limitations exist. Without adequate resourcing or dedicated support, managers can experience role overload, leading to superficial rather than meaningful adoption (Fogarassy, 2017). In Unilever’s decentralised structure, the risk of inconsistent application across different UK sites and functions remains significant if central governance is weak.
Another challenge is the “urgency paradox,” where short-term operational pressures overshadow long-term HR goals. To mitigate this, embedding HR-related KPIs into departmental scorecards with quarterly reviews can align priorities effectively. Senior sponsorship is equally vital; without visible commitment from leadership, even motivated departmental managers may struggle to sustain momentum. Overall, while departmental managers possess the proximity and influence needed for successful urgent implementation, their effectiveness depends heavily on organisational support structures, sufficient resources, and a balanced approach that integrates technological, talent and DEI objectives. When these elements align, Unilever can translate its contemporary HR practices into tangible competitive advantages.

5. Conclusion and Recommendations 
In conclusion, technological advancement, talent acquisition and retention, and DEI form interconnected challenges that Unilever must address proactively to sustain its position in the UK and global markets. Contemporary HR practices – ranging from AI-enabled learning and data-driven talent strategies to accountable DEI frameworks – provide robust solutions, provided they are implemented with genuine urgency by departmental managers supported by strong governance.

Recommendations:
Establish a cross-functional “Future-Ready Workforce” taskforce reporting directly to the UK Executive Board, with clear quarterly progress dashboards.
Mandate comprehensive digital leadership and unconscious bias training for all departmental managers within the next six months.
Integrate DEI, skills development and retention KPIs into every manager’s performance objectives, with meaningful weighting.
Accelerate the pilot and rollout of enhanced AI-powered internal mobility platforms across UK operations by the end of 2026.
Commission an independent audit of recruitment algorithms to identify and eliminate potential biases, with transparent publication of findings.
Implementing these recommendations will position Unilever as a leader in people-centric digital and inclusive transformation.
Word count: 1,995 (excluding Title Page, Table of Contents and Reference List)

[image: ]

Reference List (Harvard style)
Akter, S. et al. (2024) ‘Mastering digital transformation in workforce management’, Production Planning & Control.
Berkeley Partnership (2025) Unilever – HR IT strategy and roadmap.
Deloitte (2026) 2026 Global Human Capital Trends.
Dima, J. (2024) ‘The effects of artificial intelligence on human resource management’.
Fogarassy, C. (2017) ‘Critical issues of human resource planning’, SAGE Journals.
Khatoon, U.T. (2025) ‘Technology-Driven Change in Human Resource Management’, MDPI.
Kure, (2025) ‘Line managers’ role in digital HR adoption’.
Learning Technologies (2026) ‘From learning strategy to business impact: lessons from Unilever’.
Naoum, R.F. (2026) ‘A systematic review of AI’s dual impact on DEI’.
Trahan, M.R. (2023) ‘Integrating DEI strategies into talent acquisition’.
Unilever (2024) Equity for Impact – EDI Report.
Unilever (2025a, 2025b, 2025c) Various company reports and news on digital transformation, talent and AI initiatives.

image.jpg




image.png




image2.png




