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Introduction 
Global The occurrence of globalization has played a major role in changing the way the international business environment is set up through an increase in economic, technological, and commercial links among different nation-states. As an instance, transnational companies have gained success in accessing the foreign markets and exploiting the global production chains, engaging talented employees, exploiting advanced technical breakthroughs. On the other hand, growing interdependence of the world leads to the companies at risk of being influenced by unpredictable things such as economic uncertainties, geopolitical conflicts, and policy change.
In 2024, world trade had the size of $33 trillion. The fact suggests that interdependence not only did not decrease but is also under rapid reordering of global value chains, forced by geopolitical events and change of trade policy (UNCTAD, 2025). UK headquartered Unilever PLC is a major internationally focused consumer goods company. Its products are available all through the world with the company's presence in approximately 190 countries and the top 24 markets of Unilever accounting for around 85% of overall turnover. Besides all that, the revenue of the company in 2025 hit a figure of 50.5 billion, showing the company's vulnerability to the changes in the global business environment (Unilever, 2026).
This piece provides an analysis with an emphasis on the impact that the advances in AI, global tensions and supply chains disruption, and demand increase in sustainability has generated in the international strategy of the global corporation of Unilever and the way in which their operation works throughout the world; identifying probable threat’s, opportunities, or effect that have these changes can generate on areas like in-company innovations, competition’s market, human resources recruitment or talent acquisition and the competitive ability in a global environment. Finally, it offers real strategic practices to adopt by the company to succeed and take off in the middle of a turbulent, fluid, and changing worldwide scene. (UNCTAD, 2025; Unilever, 2026).
Opportunities Created by Current Global Forces
The speed of AI advances presents a crucial opportunity for Unilever. This productivity boost, along with other potential benefits for innovation and strategic decision making across Unilever's international operations are based on AI’s ability to analyse considerable amounts of business data and customer information quicker, at a lower cost and with greater accuracy than prior computational capabilities. Multinationals can thus use data for competitive insights and customer intelligence and automatise routine tasks and use available resources more efficiently. The ambitious productivity improvements associated with "booster" of the human ingenuity that is AI are ultimately constrained by how efficiently it is integrated into the organisation (Filippucci et al., 2024).
In Unilever's case, AI has ceased to be a technological tool of the operations but is part of its "Fit for the AI Age" strategy to transform its business through technology into an organisation "where every function is stronger, smarter and more equipped to thrive and grow" (Unilever, 2026).
AI also presents Unilever with an opportunity to further hasten its product development process and its global supply chain management. The company is integrating AI-based simulations into its R&D team this enables much fewer physical tests and introduces innovations to the market faster. To that end, AI fed workflows are being utilized for supplier onboarding and procurement, providing data on suppliers "that can be used to support faster sourcing decisions and increase efficiency across global purchasing operations" (Unilever, 2026). These capabilities carry a strategic importance because accelerating innovation would enable Unilever to respond faster to shifts in consumer preferences across international markets.
More generally, OECD studies found that over a ten-year span, AI could add 0.40.9pct to yearly work productivity growth "given successful adoption" (Filippucci, Gal and Schief, 2024). Also, AI can be leveraged by Unilever to bolster its marketing efforts and global customer outreach. Unilever has recently introduced AI-powered content capabilities that accelerate the creation of marketing assets and decrease production costs, while enhancing the ability to respond to social-media trends. Also, the company is working on equipping employees with AI skills, most of all those working in marketing roles showing that technology can act as a compliment and not a substitute to human talents (Unilever, 2026). This offers the country a competitive edge at the same time as international firms and consumers increasingly pay for customised advertisement and multicultural message in various markets. Workplace data show,4 out of5 workers that receive up skilling on AI reported performance gains, although “the successful implementation of AI depends on addressing skills gaps, consumer trust issues as well as concerns about job automation”2 (OECD, 2024).
Challenges Created by Current Global Forces
Though, the opportunities created by technological development presented also pose major challenges for Unilever related to cyber security, data protection and responsible use. An increased reliance on AI-enabled digital environments increases vulnerability to more sophisticated cyber-attack vectors while generative technology enables strategic exploitation of the opportunities presented by deepfakes, synthesis and manipulation. Unilever recognized the possible harmful effects on its sales, manufacturing process time, operational efficiency and supply chain functioning and liquidity, in the event of any cyber security attack achieved by AI enabled mechanisms (Unilever, 2026). Hence, the decreased benefits reflect importance to closely observe the implementation of AI process using a combination of strong measures related to the cyber – security, the business controls, and capital planning. As it’s visible that spreading out of AI does not automatically develop a competitive advantage in view of the risk associated on cost operations and the organizations image if implemented without properly being supervised. The supply of various material from across globe till production and distributing finished product (Unilever, 2026) places high value on risk from international unrest, because global conflicts can add additional amount towards transportation and expenses for raw materials and may have new, restrict trade tariffs or a change in regulation and may result in physical disaster or stoppage.
The company regards geopolitical tensions and trade restrictions as implications for the supply of products (Unilever, 2026), whilst commodity-price volatility cannot always be passed to customers through price increases. In addition, as more than half of the company's sales are produced in emerging markets (Unilever, 2025), the organisation faces growth opportunities with greater exposure to the risks of this region such as political unrest, exchange rate volatility and restrictions on price increases. Increasing sustainability regulation puts further strategic and financial pressure on business.
Climate and nature-related regulations under the EU Corporate Sustainability Reporting Directive (CSRD) have increased upward pressure on business expectations on the disclosure of environmental, social and governance information and prompted organisations in the EU seeking to operate at scale to generate more consistent and comprehensive sustainability data sets and manage the risks and opportunities of reporting (Unilever, 2025). Environmental regulation affects beyond compliance: the pressures from environmental regulations such as packaging and producer responsibilities and environmental compliance are increasing cost and increasing investment in new materials and formats (Unilever, 2026). Although creating opportunities for sustainable innovation such environmental regulations carry short-term implications on compliance costs to companies operating in a multi-geographic operating environment and across varied jurisdictions
Impact on Unilever's Market Positioning Innovation Talent Management and Competitiveness
The convergence of AI, geopolitics and sustainability pressure has immense impact on Unilever's global market position. The company faces increasingly more intense competition for a premium, digital channel, pick of Power Brands and technologically led marketing than from its international scale. For example, in 2025, Power Brands accounted for 78% of turnover and 4.3% of underlying sales growth while underlying sales grew by 3.5% overall (Unilever,2026). So, focusing investment on defining international brands enhances market position in the face of uncertain economic development. Still, the adverse impact of exchange rate movements, slower growth markets and geopolitical instability can diminish the financial upside of international diversification, resulting in global footprint as a competitive advantage and a potential liability. Innovation, a key driver for Unilever's competitiveness, will be further enhanced by artificial intelligence to shorten development lead-times for products and more quickly adapt to evolving consumer trends and demands.
Unilever spent 836 million on research and development in 2025 and is now experimenting with AI-based simulations that will cut the need for time-consuming physical prototypes and speed up bringing new products to market (Unilever, 2026). Same thing, artificial intelligence will revolutionise marketing: the applications of digital-twin technology appear to have allowed some Unilever content to be produced twice as quickly, at about half the costs22, so improving global reach and local responsiveness. The sustainability of Unilever's international competitiveness Yet will rely on its ability to translate technological efficiency into tangible product innovation and brand recognition, given that rivals will be able to do the same. The changing global environment also has implications for talent management, as the higher level of digitalisation leads to an increase in the need for employees with AI, analytical and technical skills.
Unilever is working across its international markets on building social and AI capabilities, mostly within the marketing function, and its broader 'Play to Win' model is based on the hiring, developing and rewarding of high performers (Unilever, 2026). Meanwhile, AI-powered chatbots are used as a first contact point for most HR issues, while automated workflows are being rolled out in procurement and the onboarding of suppliers. Automation can increase productivity, but too much reliance on technology might cause employee pushback or skills imbalance. Unilever's ability to sustain its future competitiveness will So depend not only on its investment in AI but also on how well it integrates technological change with ongoing employee learning and change management.
Strategic Recommendations
Unilever should keep investing in AI globally under the expertise of established governance systems to manage cyber security, reputational and privacy risks, to be more competitive on the international markets. Also, employee training should be both implemented and promoted so that the usage of technology does not outpace human skills. This is in line with Unilever's strategy of being a 'Fit for the AI Age' and acknowledging (Unilever, 2026) the internal justification for AI use for Unilever, namely the associated senior level operational, compliance and reputational risks.
Unilever should also focus on enhancing the resilience of its supply chain by radiometal suppliers and negotiating more regional sourcing options, establishing contingency provisions with alternative sources of supply and changing manufacturing locations, For critical raw materials. The company employs contingency provisions with suppliers and manufacturing sites, creating substitutes for raw materials, and shifting production from manufacturing units (Unilever, 2026).
Further implementation of these practices would lessen Unilever's exposure to, and risk from, politically volatile regions and hedge against tariffs and transport disruptions. Lastly, Unilever should treat the emerging regulation on sustainability as an opportunity and not as a sunk cost. By actively investing in recycled packaging, emissions reduction and other sustainable activities, with high-quality data and transparency, Unilever can further increase stakeholder trust and brand name. Even though the EU recently simplified its disclosure procedures, such disclosures are still in place (European Commission, 2026). Overall, the promotion of sustainable innovation should not be neglected for long term stability and competitiveness for Unilever.
Conclusion
In essence, the perceived uncertainty of AI geopolitics coupled with demands for sustainability form the advantages and disadvantages for Unilever. The potential for AI to drive innovation, productivity, and marketing, while supply-chain and cost risks from the geopolitical unease, balanced against forthcoming compliance requirements for sustainability (as a platform for responsible innovation).
That's why, Unilever's future international competitiveness will rely on managing technological change against resilient supply chains, competent employees and trustworthy sustainability (Unilever, 2026).
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