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Introduction
Globalisation is the process through which countries and businesses become more connected through international trade, technology, investment and communication. It allows companies to expand into new markets, reach more customers and create international supply networks. However, globalisation also creates challenges because businesses must deal with economic uncertainty, political conflicts and changing customer expectations (Hill, 2023).
Unilever is a UK-based multinational company that operates in the consumer goods industry. The company sells products in areas such as personal care, beauty, home care and food. Unilever operates in more than 190 countries and owns many well-known brands, making it one of the largest consumer goods companies in the world (Unilever, 2025). Because of its global operations, Unilever is affected by major changes happening in the international business environment.
This essay will examine how three important global forces influence Unilever’s international strategy and operations: the rapid adoption of artificial intelligence (AI), supply chain disruptions caused by geopolitical tensions such as Red Sea shipping problems and China–Taiwan issues, and new sustainability requirements including the European Union’s Corporate Sustainability Reporting Directive (CSRD). The essay will discuss both the opportunities and challenges created by these changes and analyse their impact on Unilever’s competitiveness, innovation and future growth.

Opportunities and Challenges
The Impact of Artificial Intelligence on Unilever
Artificial intelligence has become one of the most important technologies affecting modern businesses. For Unilever, AI creates opportunities to improve efficiency, reduce costs and make better business decisions.
 AI allows companies to analyse large amounts of information, understand customer behaviour and predict future market trends (McKinsey & Company, 2025).
One important opportunity created by AI is improving supply chain management. Since Unilever operates globally, managing products, materials and deliveries across different countries can be complicated. AI can help the company forecast customer demand, manage inventory and reduce waste. This can improve operational efficiency and ensure that customers receive products when they need them. (PwC, 2025)
AI can also support innovation and product development. By analysing customer preferences and market trends, Unilever can create products that better match consumer needs. For example, consumers are increasingly interested in sustainable and healthier products. AI can help Unilever understand these changes and develop new products faster than competitors. (OECD, 2024; PwC, 2025)
However, AI also creates several challenges for Unilever. The implementation of AI requires large investments in technology, software and employee training. Workers need to develop new digital skills to use AI effectively. There are also concerns about data security and privacy because companies must protect large amounts of customer and business information. (OECD, 2024)
Therefore, while AI provides opportunities for growth and efficiency, Unilever must carefully manage the risks associated with adopting new technologies. (McKinsey & Company, 2025)

Supply Chain Disruptions and Geopolitical Challenges
Another major challenge affecting global businesses is supply chain disruption. In recent years, geopolitical tensions have created uncertainty for international companies. Events such as disruptions in the Red Sea shipping route and tensions between China and Taiwan have affected global trade and transportation networks.
(Daniels, Radebaugh and Sullivan, 2022)
For Unilever, these problems can create difficulties because the company depends on suppliers and transportation systems from different parts of the world. Delays in shipping can increase costs and affect the availability of products. For example, longer transportation routes can increase fuel expenses and create delays in delivering goods to customers. (Daniels, Radebaugh and Sullivan, 2022)
These challenges can negatively affect Unilever’s international operations because customers expect products to be available quickly and at competitive prices. If supply chain problems continue, the company may face higher operational costs and increased pressure from competitors. (Daniels, Radebaugh and Sullivan, 2022)
However, supply chain disruptions also create opportunities for improvement. 
Unilever can become more resilient by diversifying suppliers and reducing dependence on specific regions. The company can also invest in technology to monitor supply chain risks and respond faster to unexpected problems. (Deloitte, 2025)
A more flexible supply chain can help Unilever maintain stable operations even during periods of global uncertainty. (Deloitte, 2025)


Sustainability Requirements and the Impact of CSRD

Sustainability has become an increasingly important issue for multinational companies. Customers, investors and governments expect businesses to reduce their environmental impact and operate in a more responsible way. The European Union’s Corporate Sustainability Reporting Directive (CSRD) has introduced stricter requirements for companies to report information about environmental, social and governance (ESG) performance (European Commission, 2024).
For Unilever, sustainability requirements create both opportunities and challenges. One major opportunity is improving the company’s reputation. Many consumers prefer to buy products from companies that demonstrate environmental responsibility. By reducing waste, improving packaging and lowering carbon emissions, Unilever can strengthen customer trust and maintain a positive brand image. (Unilever, 2025)
Sustainability can also support long-term business growth. By investing in renewable energy, sustainable materials and responsible sourcing, Unilever can reduce some future risks and improve relationships with stakeholders. The company’s sustainability strategy supports its goal of creating value while reducing its environmental impact (Unilever, 2025).
However, meeting sustainability requirements also creates challenges. Collecting and reporting detailed sustainability information across a global organisation can be expensive and time-consuming. Unilever must ensure that suppliers and business partners also follow sustainability standards. This can increase costs and create additional pressure on management. (European Commission, 2024)
Overall, sustainability regulations encourage Unilever to become more responsible, but they also require significant investment and organisational changes. (European Commission, 2024; Unilever, 2025)

Impact on Unilever’s International Strategy and Operations
The combination of AI development, supply chain challenges and sustainability requirements has a significant impact on Unilever’s international strategy. These global forces influence the company’s market position, innovation, employee management and competitiveness. (Daniels, Radebaugh and Sullivan, 2022)
Firstly, AI can improve Unilever’s competitiveness by helping the company operate more efficiently. Faster decision-making, improved customer analysis and better supply chain planning can allow Unilever to respond more effectively to market changes. Companies that successfully adopt new technologies may gain advantages over competitors that are slower to adapt. (McKinsey & Company, 2025)
Secondly, these changes influence innovation. Consumer expectations are changing, with more people looking for sustainable and personalised products. AI allows Unilever to understand these trends and create products that meet customer needs. At the same time, sustainability goals encourage the company to develop environmentally friendly solutions. (Unilever, 2025)
However, these global changes also create pressure. Supply chain disruptions can make international operations more complicated and expensive. Unilever must balance the need to keep prices competitive while managing higher production and transportation costs. (Deloitte, 2025)
Another important impact is on talent management. As technology becomes more important, employees need new skills related to digital tools, data analysis and sustainability. Unilever must invest in employee training to ensure that its workforce can adapt to future business changes. (World Economic Forum, 2025)
Although these challenges create uncertainty, they also encourage Unilever to become more innovative and flexible. Companies that successfully adapt to global changes are more likely to remain competitive in international markets. (Daniels, Radebaugh and Sullivan, 2022)

Strategic Recommendations

To improve its future global success, Unilever should continue investing in artificial intelligence and digital technologies. AI can help the company improve efficiency, understand customers better and make faster decisions. However, investment in AI should be combined with employee training to ensure workers can use new technologies effectively. PwC, 2025)
Unilever should also continue improving supply chain resilience. The company should work with suppliers from different regions to reduce dependence on specific countries. Developing more flexible supply networks can help protect the company from future geopolitical disruptions. (Daniels, Radebaugh and Sullivan, 2022)
In addition, Unilever should maintain its focus on sustainability. The company should continue investing in environmentally friendly production methods, sustainable packaging and transparent reporting. Meeting sustainability expectations can improve relationships with customers, investors and governments. (European Commission, 2024; Unilever, 2025)
Finally, Unilever should focus on developing its employees. Providing training in digital skills, innovation and sustainability will help employees adapt to the changing business environment and support long-term growth. (World Economic Forum, 2025)

Conclusion
In conclusion, global businesses are facing major changes caused by artificial intelligence, geopolitical supply chain problems and increasing sustainability expectations. For Unilever, these forces create both opportunities and challenges. AI can improve efficiency, innovation and decision-making, while sustainability initiatives can strengthen the company’s reputation and support future growth. However, supply chain disruptions, technology costs and sustainability requirements create additional pressure on the organisation.
To remain competitive, Unilever must continue adapting its international strategy by investing in technology, developing a stronger supply chain and improving sustainability performance. Understanding these global changes is essential for multinational companies because success in international business depends on the ability to respond quickly to a changing environment.
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