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[bookmark: _Toc224815161]Introduction
Human Resource managers are central to organisational effectiveness because they translate organisational strategy and external environmental constraints into effective people management practices. Key HR functions typically encompass talent acquisition and resourcing, employee learning capability development and continuous training, performance management, and the management of workplace relations and employee involvement. These functions matter because they shape whether organisations can attract scarce capability, build workforce skills, coordinate performance, and maintain a stable employment relationship – particularly in complex and changing labour markets (CIPD, 2025).
Extensive evidence suggests that integrated HR practices are linked to enhanced organisational performance, including lower turnover rates, higher productivity, and improved financial outcomes (Huselid, 1995). 
This report evaluates how internal organisational factors and external environmental forces affect HR managers effectiveness in global organisations. It uses the PESTEL model to structure environmental analysis and then applies the model to Unilever as an illustrative multinational case, drawing on books, peer-reviewed studies, and official websites and reports. 










[bookmark: _Toc224815162]Internal and external environment
Environmental scanning is a long-established management activity: organisations monitor external conditions to anticipate risks and opportunities and adjust strategy and capability accordingly (Aguilar, 1967). In contemporary strategy practice, PESTEL is widely used as a structured framework for analysing macro-environmental forces; however, its usefulness depends on the ability of managers to prioritise and interpret factors rather than simply list them; it enables managers to examine political, economic, social, technological, environmental, and legal infleunces (ICAEW, 2017).
The usefulness of PESTEL for HR analysis is that most of the macro forces it captures ultimately operate through people and work: labour supply and skills (economic/social), workforce expectations (social), regulation of employment and data use (legal/political), technology adoption in HR and operations (technological), and climate transition pressures shaping capabilities and jobs (environmental). For global organisations, these forces vary by country and region, creating a continuous tension between global consistency and local responsiveness. 
Unilever’s own public materials explicitly recognise this challenge – for example, noting that it sells products in around 190 countries and must manage its people and operations across diverse conditions and risks (Unilever, n.d.).
However, PESTEL has limitations. It can encourage descriptive, unprioritized lists rather than evidence-led judgement about which factors are most material and how they interact. This weakness is well illustrated by research on SWOT usage, where organisations produced lengthy factor lists, often without prioritisation, verification, or subsequent use in strategy processes (Hill and Westbrook, 1997). The implication for HR managers is that environmental frameworks should be treated as starting points: effectiveness depends on translating scanning into prioritised risks/opportunities, measurable workforce implications, and implementable people interventions supported by governance and data. 
Linking environment to HR functions is also consistent with the broader idea of professional, evidence-based people practice. The CIPD positions its Profession Map as an international standard intended to help people professionals make better decisions, act with confidence and adapt to different contexts and changes – framing HR effectiveness as context-sensitive and capability-driven rather than purely procedural (CIPD, n.d.). empirically, the performance relevance of HR systems further reinforces that HR effectiveness is shaped by both internal alignment and external fit: for example, Huselid’s (1995) found that organisations making greater use of advanced HR practices tend to experience reduced employee turnover, alongside improvements in productivity and overall financial results.  
Finally, internal environmental factors matter because they determine whether HR can respond effectively to external pressures. Internal factors include strategic priorities, organisational structure, leadership capability, culture, and the maturity of HR processes and analytics. For example, a major, current HR textbook emphasises strategic HRM, digital HRM and HR analytics, together with core functions including performance management, learning and development, and employee relations, highlighting that HR effectiveness increasingly relies on both people-related capabilities and analytical/digital expertise (Armstrong and Taylor, 2026).

[bookmark: _Toc224815163]Organisation application 
Unilever is an appropriate case for analysing HR effectiveness under global environmental pressures because it operates at multinational scale and frames people as integral to value creation. In its Annual Report and Accounts 2025, it reports employing around 96,000 people and presents an employee satisfaction indicator as part of its ,,global talent’’ picture (Unilever, 2026).
Unilever’s internal environment and HR agenda are articulated as a ,,People & Organisation’’ strategt focused on building a winning culture and performance discipline, being ,,uncompromising on talent’’, and reshaping work to be ,,simpler, faster, better connected in the AI age’’. The report also notes the use of technology and AI to streamline processes – for example deploying chatbots as a first point of contact for most HR matters – indicating a strategic shift towards digital HR service delivery (Unilever, 2026).
In employee relations and voice, Unilever describes structured workforce engagement activities and the use of tis UniVoice survey to track topics such as engagement, strategy, safety, careers and sustainability (Unilever, 2026). Alongside this, Unilever presents human rights and labour rights as core commitments. Its Human Rights Policy Statement describes a commitment to implement the UN Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights and to ensure policies are aligned with internationally recognised human rights (Unilever, 2023). 
Taken together, these features show a multinational HR system attempting to integrate strategic performance culture, talent development, digital HR enablement and rights=based governance – creating a strong foundation for evaluating how environmental forces affect HR manager effectiveness. 
[bookmark: _Toc224815164]Application of model 
Applying the PESTEL framework to Unilever demonstrates that HR managers’ effectiveness is shaped by both hard constraints and soft pressures. These external factors shape essential HR responsibilities, for example hiring, developing employee skills, overseeing performance, and maintaining effective workplace relationships.
[bookmark: _Toc224815165]Political and Legal Factors
Political and legal factors are highly influential as they define the boundaries within which HR operates. Unilever emphasises labour rights such as freedom of association and collective bargaining, noting that around 55% of its workforce is covered by trade unions or agreements (Unilever, n.d.). In countries with restrictive legal frameworks, the organisation adopts alternative engagement mechanisms while maintaining support for independent unions. This highlights how HR managers must balance global ethical standards with local institutional constraints.
These practices align with the International Labour Organisation’s concept of “decent work,” which positions fair employment as central to sustainable development (Unilever, n.d.). For HR managers, this affects recruitment policies, employee relations strategies, and performance management systems, ensuring compliance while maintaining organisational values.
Legal constraints have expanded with the growth of digital HR systems. In the UK, HR activities are governed by the UK GDPR and the Data Protection Act 2018, which require fairness, transparency, and data minimisation (UK Government, n.d.). The Information Commissioner’s Office (ICO) stresses that employee monitoring must be justified and proportionate, particularly where organisations use surveillance technologies or performance analytics (ICO, n.d.).
Regulation continues to evolve. The UK Data Act 2025 introduces changes to automated decision-making and lawful data processing, increasing compliance demands (ICO, 2025). Similarly, the EU AI Act (Regulation (EU) 2024/1689) creates a risk-based framework affecting HR practices, including restrictions on AI in recruitment and workplace monitoring (European Commission, 2025). These developments require HR managers to develop expertise in data governance and AI ethics, as failure to adapt can reduce effectiveness.
[bookmark: _Toc224815166]Economic Factors
Economic conditions shape HR effectiveness through labour supply, wage pressures, and skills availability. The World Economic Forum (2025) identifies skill gaps as a major barrier to organisational transformation, with employers expecting significant changes in workforce capabilities by 2030. Many organisations plan to prioritise upskilling, redeployment, and targeted recruitment.
This environment places pressure on HR managers to adopt strategic workforce planning. The CIPD (2025) emphasises that effective recruitment is critical in tight labour markets and must align with long-term organisational goals. Unilever reflects this through initiatives focused on building future skills, strengthening leadership pipelines, and investing in digital capabilities (Unilever, 2026).
Therefore, HR effectiveness depends on anticipating skill demands, maintaining employer attractiveness, and delivering reskilling at scale. Inability to respond effectively may result in talent shortages and reduced competitiveness.
[bookmark: _Toc224815167]Social Factors
Social factors include demographic changes, workforce expectations, and cultural norms. Increasingly, HR effectiveness is assessed through employee experience, wellbeing, and engagement. The World Economic Forum (2025) highlights employee wellbeing as a key factor in attracting and retaining talent, indicating a shift beyond traditional performance metrics.
Unilever supports this through tools such as UniVoice and its “Culture Index,” which track employee sentiment and organisational culture (Unilever, 2026). These mechanisms enable HR managers to identify issues and improve engagement.
Cultural differences also influence HR practices across countries. Hofstede (2001) identifies key cultural dimensions, for example power distance and uncertainty avoidance. However, McSweeney (2002) critiques such models for oversimplifying national cultures. For HR managers, this suggests that cultural frameworks should guide, rather than determine, decision-making, supported by local insights.
[bookmark: _Toc224815168]Technological Factors
Technological developments act as both enablers and risks for HR. Unilever’s use of AI and digital tools, including chatbots, reflects a shift towards more efficient HR operations (Unilever, 2026). At the same time, technological skills are becoming increasingly important, as highlighted by the World Economic Forum (2025).
However, technology introduces challenges related to data privacy and ethical use of AI. HR managers must ensure compliance with evolving regulations while maintaining employee trust. This creates a dual challenge: supporting digital transformation while managing associated risks effectively.
[bookmark: _Toc224815169]Environmental Factors
Environmental factors increasingly influence HR through their impact on skills and job design. The transition to a low-carbon economy requires significant reskilling and workforce adaptation, as highlighted by the International Labour Organisation (2019).
The World Economic Forum (2025) also identifies environmental stewardship as an emerging skill area, suggesting that sustainability is becoming a core workforce capability. HR managers must integrate these skills into training, workforce planning, and leadership development while balancing productivity demands.
Overall, applying PESTEL shows that HR effectiveness at Unilever depends on the ability to navigate complex external pressures. HR managers must combine compliance, strategic foresight, and cultural sensitivity to support sustainable organisational performance.
[bookmark: _Toc224815170]Conclusion    
Environmental forces shape HR managers effectiveness by determining the constraints, risks and skill needs within which HR functions must operate. Using PESTEL highlights that HR effectiveness in global organisations is simultaneously: regulatory, economic, social, technological and environmental (ICAEW, 2017; World Economic Forum, 2025; ILO, 2019).
The Unilever case illustrates how internal organisational strategy and culture condition HR’s capacity to respond to these forces. Unilever positions ,,People & Organisation’’ as a strategic lever, reporting large-scale workforce engagement, culture and performance initiatives, and AI-enabled HR service processes (Unilever, 2026). It also frames human rights and labour rights as core commitments and recognises the need to adapt workforce engagement approaches where legal frameworks restrict traditional union activity (Unilever, 2023; Unilever, n.d.).
Future implications for HR managers in global organisations are likely to intensify. The European Commission’s AI Act timeline and prohibitions demonstrates fast-moving regulatory risk around algorithmic HR, while UK data protection reform under the Data Act 2025 illustrates ongoing legal change that will require governance and process adaptation (European Commission, 2025; ICO, 2025). In this environment, the most effective HR managers will be those who combine professional judgement and ethical principles with evidence-based practice – scanning the environment continuously, prioritising genuinely material factors, and translating them into resourcing, learning, performance and employee relations practices that work across countries and cultures (CIPD, n.d.; Huselid, 1995).
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