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  The marketing function of a business can be analysed for its role, strategic goals and interrelation with the creation of value for customers. Further, the relevant internal and external stakeholders have an impact on the marketing activities of an organisation. The aforementioned aspects are studied for the chosen company, which is Unilever. It serves customers globally in the personal care products sector, through over 400 consumer goods brands. It was founded in 1929 through a merger of Lever Brothers and Margarine Unie. Key people include Alan Jope, who is the Chief Executive Officer, and Nils Anderson is the chairman of the Board of Directors. It is headquartered in London, and is listed on the London Stock Exchange. Unilever’s profits as reported last was €6,073 million, and the employee count was 1,53,000 (unilever.com, 2020). 
  The marketing function is one of the primary functions of a business, and it revolves around the engagement with customers and the administration of relationships that add value. In such an instance, the creation of value for customers takes precedence as one of the objectives of marketing. This is because customers interact with firms primarily for fulfilling their needs, which can be fulfilled only if the value is added by the company's products. In this regard, the creation of Consumers' Perceived Value is a metric that is utilised often in order to determine a various range of qualities of a product. This includes the utilisation of a product, the relative returns in comparison to what they invest in purchasing the product and can also include the emotional bond with the product or service. Further, intrinsic forces such as past experiences, plans and expectations play a role that is contextualised by extrinsic factors such as situational context, and other macro-environmental variables to shape Consumers’ Perceived Value (Stępień, 2017). 



   
In the case of a multinational retail firm such as Unilever, the macro-environmental variables in different regions that it chooses to operate in determine the value it is able to create for its consumers. Hence, the marketing strategy of the organisation has to undergo changes in response to the regulatory action in Turkey. Here, the company was able to prevent competitive ice cream brands from competing in the same space as that served by the company’s brands. However, following the ruling, a minimum of 30% of product space has to be allocated to other brands (reuters.com, 2021). This form of extrinsic factor affects the Consumers’ Perceived Value since in the retail industry the immediate availability of products drives consumers to purchase them. Further, intrinsic factors are also determinants of the customers’ perceived utility of the products marketed by Unilever. This is apparent in the method of promotion adopted by Unilever to market its products to consumers. It utilises the promotion channels to display the efficacy of its products. In conveying the efficacy of their products in this manner, retailers adopt various methods in addition to promotion, such as packaging the product aesthetically for beauty products (Sundar, et al., 2020). Hence, the advantage of this method of marketing function’s creation of value for customers is that it provides a comprehensive metric by which it can be measured. Businesses can thereafter cater its marketing strategy towards the goals of increasing Consumers’ Perceived Value. The disadvantage of this method is that its comprehensive coverage implies that the marketing function will have to integrate itself with other functional areas to an increased extent. This can involve multiple considerations and delays in large multinational corporations such as Unilever. 

   Innovation in the marketing strategy of a company also has a role to play in creating value for customers. This innovation can be in any of the elements of the marketing mix, with an impact on the value created for customers (Freihat, et al., 2020). Innovation in the product line of an organisation can imply that there are new products added to the range offered by an organisation or can involve improvements and adjustments to its products. In the fast-moving consumer goods category that Unilever provides its goods in, the improvements to its product line occur in terms of packaging and design on a constant basis. Similarly, the organisation can innovate on its pricing strategies by increasing the margin for retailers who sell their products, and will therefore pass it on to consumers to drive demand up. Innovation in promotion can also occur as the organisation utilise newer messaging to target its consumers. Hence, Unilever utilises the advertising methods of above-the-line marketing to target its consumers on conventional channels primarily through creative advertisements. The organisation also can incorporate innovations in distribution channels such as by opening personal kiosks that target the consumers specifically. The advantage of this method of creating value for customers is that it is grounded in adaptability to current market conditions. The organisation which innovates creates value for its customers by increasing the satisfaction that they feel after using their products (Rubera and Kirca, 2017). The disadvantage of this method of creation of value is that it is a resource-intensive method of creating value that relies on the marketing function of a business to accurately leverage the innovations. 

   In the absence of plausible insights into the customers' needs and wants the business will not be able to cater to the consumers, it wishes to target with its products. Hence, the analysis of customers' needs can take place at many levels in order to maximise customer satisfaction. The focus on the optimisation of the satisfaction of consumers' wants entails a review of the customers' lifestyles, trends in the market and their demographic data. Furthermore, there is also a link between internal marketing and the creation of value for customers through the route of more job satisfaction for employees (Juanna and Bokingo, 2020). With the help of insights from the apps that the organisation creates and distributes online, Unilever is able to gather further data about the trends which the customers are following. It can hence leverage its products to deliver more consumer satisfaction. Further, through the internal marketing policies it adopts such as equality in pay for its differing employees, it is able to generate a further positive value for its customers due to a good organisational culture. The advantage of focussing on consumer satisfaction is that it allows the organisation to position itself as a customer-centric organisation. This creates a positive perception regarding the organisation amongst the customers. The disadvantage of following this approach is that the insights gained by data collection from native apps and surveys may be unreliable. This may occur due to inadequate sample size, or lack of accounting for diverse conditions. Hence, Unilever has to focus on the diverse conditions within the markets that it supplies its products to.
   Another method that the marketing strategy of a business can incorporate towards creating value for the customers is through Relationship Marketing. This approach to marketing involves the acknowledgement by the organisation of various dynamics such as trust, communication, commitment, and handling conflict (Trenggana and Cahyani, 2019). While traditional methods such as collaboration and social media relationship marketing are available to producers of fast-moving consumer goods, there is also, growingly a focus on the brand as a relationship. Through the emphasis on the customers’ long-term reliance on the brand in its marketing campaigns, the producer can solidify its role in the market. The advantage of focussing on consumer retention is that it helps the organisation build a presence in the market that has a loyal customer base. This can be leveraged by the organisation to introduce newer products and innovations in its marketing mix. The disadvantage of focussing on customer retention is that, for organisations like Unilever, this is not easy to implement, because as manufacturers they do not have contact with the ultimate customers. Their relationship with the customers who buy their product is ultimately mediated by the presence of intermediaries in the supply chain.
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Figure 1: Unilever's growth figures for the year 2020 reflect the creation of value for its customers globally.
(Source: unilever.com, 2021)




   In order to critically analyse and evaluate stakeholder engagement and its impact on the marketing activities of an organisation, attention must be paid first to defining which stakeholders the organisation must consider in this process. Hence, the traditional definition of stakeholders which was narrowly defined to include only consumers and owners of the company has been expanded. The recent impetus given to the broadening of the stakeholders has come as part of the theory of “stakeholder capitalism”. Hence, under this theoretical framework, an organisation is responsible to the society at large, in order to make it further acknowledge the impact its activities has on its employees, communities and business partners. This theory significantly widens the scope of stakeholder engagement by stressing on an organisation’s capabilities to reduce problems that were seen as inherent in the previous narrow view. Thus, it seeks to counteract the issues of inequality caused by unhindered growth considerations of an organisation. It also seeks to encourage businesses to think more specifically about the impact of their activities on the environment, and hence incorporate sustainable practices (hbr.org, 2020). 

   For Unilever, the approach formulated by the above-stated theory will imply that it considers a wide variety of societal stakeholders. This is due to its diverse range of products that it serves in almost every country in the world. This idea of responsibility towards multiple stakeholders assumes greater relevance due to its interactions with communities and stakeholders in multiple regions and across market segments. In such an instance, the amount of engagement with the stakeholders in form of consultation for the policies it frames is worth acknowledging. The organisation became the first company to allow shareholders to vote on a major policy decision relating to its climate strategy (forbes.com, 2021). This reaffirms the trust placed by the company in its conventional stakeholders, namely, its shareholders. However, the company has managed to do so in an innovative way by linking the decisions made by these conventional stakeholders on society at large. This is an example of the company opening up its decision-making process for more engagement with stakeholders and incorporating democratic processes at the same time. The advantage of engaging with a wide variety of stakeholders in a participative manner is that it leads to positive brand value for an organisation. Thus, the decision by Unilever to allow shareholders to vote on the policy received significant media coverage and will have impacts on the brand perception of a company. The disadvantage of engaging with a wide variety of stakeholders is that there are no metrics available by which the company can gauge its success. While traditional engagement can be measured by the valuation of the company, expansive stakeholder engagement usually has a very remote impact on this. 

   The interaction with consumers forms a key part of stakeholder engagement as well. With the increasing adoption of social media, brands can utilise this channel to reach out to consumers to engage interactively. The consumers of fast-moving consumer goods such as that which are offered by Unilever are more likely to engage in posts containing visual and audio-visual cues. Whereas, the impact of an informative post is found to be higher in industries offering high involvement products such as cars (Aydin, et al., 2021). With the adoption of social media platforms, Unilever can reach out to its customers in a variety of methods which involve sales promotions, direct marketing, and push-pull advertising. The choice of social media platforms and which ones to restrict from engaging with customers on is in the favour of advertisers such as Unilever. This is evident from the impact its commitment against advertising on the platforms on Facebook and Twitter had on these companies’ valuations (bloomberg.com, 2021). 


    The increased adoption of social media platforms offers an advantage to organisations seeking to engage with customers since it allows for further data analysis using tools such as machine learning algorithms. This has an impact on the marketing activities of the company as well, as it can efficiently cater to a more specialised and focussed segment of customers. It can be informed regarding data on which segment of customers are more likely to purchase its products and hence implement its marketing strategy accordingly. The disadvantage of this kind of interaction is that the consumers who are not targeted for engagement by the organisation can often feel alienated. This results in them shifting their purchases to other competitors. 
    Another aspect of relevance to stakeholder engagement is the concept of stakeholder networks, whereby stakeholders organise themselves in communities or groups with shared interests towards a particular product or service. These networks can further be categorised into networks that are more, or less, capable of granting a social license to managers to pursue the strategic goals of a company (Boutilier and Zdziarski, 2017). Hence, in the case of a retail business such as Unilever which interacts with consumers on a regular basis through the sale of its products, it has to respond to criticisms of its products. One such criticism which gained ground in its beauty products was the stereotypical undertones in the marketing of skin lightening products. Therefore, recently, the organisation removed the word “normal” from its brand of beauty products in order to respond to this criticism and also announced that it would not resort to disproportionate usage of editing in its marketing campaigns (scotsman.com, 2021). The advantage of catering to such stakeholder networks is that it gives the brand more validity and the social license to market its products, in the absence of which, the valuation of the company’s assets can fall. The disadvantage of incorporating this approach is that the marketing function is unable to mediate between two opposing groups of stakeholder networks. 

     However, consumers and communities of stakeholders which are capable of approving a product’s validity in the market are not the only stakeholders which a company must consider. The role of marketing in furthering the interests of other business partners that it interacts with has also to be considered. This is because marketing has a role to play in managing all profitable relationships (Philip and Kotler, 2019). Hence, the interests of suppliers who have to contract with a retail firm also are very relevant. These interests interplay with the interests of other stakeholders towards which Unilever has an obligation and results in the creation of a “Responsible Sourcing Policy”. Through the creation of this policy, suppliers are assured of the criteria that they have to follow and adherence with which will not give any grounds for their removal. This has an impact on the marketing activities of the organisation when it is communicating its responsibility towards external stakeholders in its annual report. 
     Additionally, the forming of partnerships and joint ventures with other business partners also has an impact on the marketing activities of an organisation. Hence, the partnership that Unilever made recently with Seri Industrial Group in Italy was tied to its other functions. Due to the partnership being in the sector of recycling waste generated by Unilever, it has a direct correlation with the organisation's stated commitment towards halving the use of plastics in its packaging (reuters.com, 2021). This impacts the further communication of the organisation’s commitments to its consumers and influencing stakeholder networks. The advantage of the stakeholder engagement with business partners being prioritised is that it helps iron out the relationship of the organisation with businesses that it needs to align itself with for strategic motives, or for growth. It creates a reputation in favour of the organisation in the market. The disadvantage of this prioritisation is that it is often perceived by the consumers to either be against their interests as a stakeholder group or result in a drastic shift of the organisation’s stance. 


    The marketing strategy of a lot of organisations involves the ethical considerations under corporate social responsibility commitments as well. This kind of stakeholder engagement is steeped thoroughly in the managing of opinions that the company has to deal with. Thus Unilever's decision to implement a net-zero action plan is a response to the perception of necessity to adapt towards the global impetus of accounting for climate change (unilever.com, 2021). The social identity theory is also applied in as much as customers who fall within the same social categorisation as the organisation find a resonance of their beliefs (Luu, 2019). This theory analyses the social groups and their interactions with each other on the basis of certain factors. These factors include perceived differences, perceived legitimacy and perceived ability to transfer from one group to another.  The advantage of engaging in corporate social responsibility is that it leads to a better brand valuation for the organisation, and it can display a commitment that conscientious customers will value. The disadvantage of engaging in corporate social responsibility is that it increases the costs of running the company and imposes an additional burden on the management. 


   The role played by the marketing function in enhancing customer value is one of its primary roles. This is collaborated in an organisation as vast as Unilever by integrating the marketing function with several others to achieve the strategic goals of the organisation. The marketing strategy can be leveraged towards the creation of customer value by incorporating innovations in the marketing mix. This can further be pushed forward by the organisation's focus on metrics such as Customers' Perceived Value. This metric accounts for a variety of internal and extrinsic factors that shape the perception of value-added to a customer by the purchase of goods provided by Unilever. Additionally, the methods of gaining insights into the customers' needs and trends governing them, also play a role in the marketing function's extent of value creation for customers. Lastly, the incorporation of Relationship Marketing can be done with an emphasis on overcoming the barriers that the channel of distribution inherently poses to the relationship being built between customers and producers. The identification of relevant internal and external stakeholders is increasingly being done in a manner that incorporates an expansive range of stakeholders. These stakeholders can then be engaged in various methods that involve consultation with them and varying degrees of participation. Internal stakeholders such as employees also have an impact on the marketing of the organisation. Whereas, external stakeholders can be managed more effectively by giving them a voice and forming efficient partnerships with them. The theory of social identity has a role to play in determining the extent to which an organisation’s Corporate Social Responsibility measures are able to engage with stakeholder networks. 
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