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Introduction 
The company of interest in this paper is Unilever UK. The company is a British-Dutch multinational organization that deals with packaged consumer goods. Unilever was founded in 1929 after the British soap making company Lever Brothers and the Dutch margarine manufacturer Margarine Unie merged to form the company as it is known today (Unilever PLC, 2023). With its headquarters in London, UK, the company’s product line is vast, including such products as baby foods, energy drinks, hygiene and cleaning products, beauty products, pharmaceuticals, among others in its portfolio in addition to being the world’s largest manufacturer of soap. The company is available in more than 190 countries, with its production and operations being divided into three divisions; foods and refreshments, beauty and personal care, and home care. As of 2022, the company employed about 148,000 employees with a revenue of about 60 billion euros and a net income of 8.3 billion euros (Unilever PLC, 2023). Such a portfolio makes the company attractive for investors and shareholders, and it is for this reason that this paper assesses its dividend payment policy and how it goes about appraising its operations.
Critical analysis and evaluation of Unilever’s dividend distribution policy
Generally, Unilever has a policy of paying developing, attractive, and sustainable dividends to its shareholders. This means that the company has the objective of providing dividends that are progressively growing over time, and which have to be reliable and appealing to the shareholders. Indeed, this follows the company’s objective of continuous shareholder value enhancement. The company has over the years been paying dividends at a maintained rate of around 4% yields, and in 2021, it announced a dividend per share of 3.65%. For this reason, it can be said that the company has managed to maintain a stable dividend pay-out over time, which makes it reliable, sustainable, and attractive to the company’s shareholders. With regards to the company’s reliability in this aspect, Unilever has been paying dividends since 1929, and with a 5.3% 5-year average yield in dividend pay-outs, the company stands out among its compatriot that have been dubbed European dividend aristocrats (Q4 and full year 2022 results full announcement – Unilever, 2022). 
The dividend payment is done regularly at a frequency of three months, and this has been the company’s policy throughout most of its history. The company’s dividend pay-out ratio as of 2021 was 59% for the dividend free cash flow pay-out, 69% for the underlying EPS pay-out, and the EPS pay-out ratio was 80% (Q4 and full year 2022 results full announcement – Unilever, 2022). The dividend policies are recommended by the company’s Board of Directors but remain subject to approval by the shareholders at the Annual General Meeting, if none of the approved dividends are more than what the Board of Directors recommend. In this regard, the recommendation is done out of the specific year’s profit after tax. The Board of Directors may, in some cases which include but are not limited to losses after tax, utilise retained earnings for their dividend recommendations if applicable legal provisions allow.
In general, the dividend policy in the company, like elsewhere, is influenced by internal and external factors. The internal factors include acquisition and disposals, capital expenditure and investment plans, interim dividends announced during the year, cash flow and liquidity position, and the future requirement of funds among others. External factors include macro-economic environment, shareholder expectations, market conditions and consumer trends, and changes in regulatory requirements among others. Therefore, Unilever’s dividend payment policy can be described in general as one that focuses on stability, sustainability, and growth of the value per share. This policy has been present for the company since it was founded in 1929, save for some major incidences that may have necessitated some changes, and that has made the company’s shares more attractive to shareholders (Unilever PLC, 2023).
Critical analysis of the efficient market hypothesis theory in the context of Unilever’s operations
The efficient marketing hypothesis (EMH) is a theory that states that the prices of shares reflect all information, and that consistent alpha generation is impossible (Downey, 2023). In this essence, the theory states that stocks always trade at their fair value on exchanges, and it is therefore impossible for investors to sell their stocks for inflated prices or purchase undervalued stocks. In the context of Unilever and its policies, the EMH theory would suggest that any information a shareholder or prospective investor in the company’s stock would want to know about the company’s dividend policies would already be reflected in its share prices (Downey, 2023). However, despite being one of the key pillars of modern financial theory, the efficient marketing theory is quite controversial and is disputed numerous times. On the one hand, believers of the theory argue that searching for undervalued stocks or trying to predict trends in the market through technical and fundamental analysis is pointless. These analyses cannot theoretically produce risk adjusted excess (alpha) returns consistently, and as such, outsized risk-adjusted returns can only result from inside information (Downey, 2023).
Critics of the EMH argue that there are instances in history where the theory did not hold, given that, for instance, in 1987 the stock market crashed when the Dow Jones Industrial Average (DJIA) fell by more than 20% in one day. This is used to argue that there can be indicators of trends in stock prices and trends in the market, and critics also argue that asset bubbles are evidence that, contrary to the theory, stock prices can significantly deviate from their fair values. According to Stock Analysis, Unilever plc (UL) dividend history, dates & yield (no date), Unilever has an annual dividend of 1.8 per share, which has a yield of 3.61% that is paid every three months. While the company’s performance for the full year is the basis on which interim dividends are declared, the consistency of the company’s dividend per share and their yield over a long period of time may be used to argue that the EMH would apply in its context. On the other hand, however, the company’s year on year dividend growth follows a fluctuating trend and over the past decade has gone to as high as 29.46% in February 2018, to as low as -18.99% in April 2015 (Unilever PLC, 2023).  Believers of the EMH can use this as evidence that it is impossible to predict consistent alpha generation since the growth trend indicates changes that may not be straightforward to predict unless with the help of inside information. 
Critical analysis and evaluation of Unilever’s methods of appraising projects.
Unilever’s project appraisal strategies are informed by a process that entails several steps which have to be followed before a project is deemed worthy of investment. According to the company’s CIO, the Unilever is engaged in a journey to achieve excellence through innovative, market leading products and services that are backed up by world class practices (Unilever Project Management Development Programme, 2022). The company’s project appraisal is based on effective project management, especially in the selection of the project in which the company can invest as it needs only the ones that deliver their benefits at the expected time, within their set budget, on a consistent basis. The project appraisal process for Unilever entails assessment, decision making, implementation, and post-implementation evaluation. The assessment process begins by classifying the project into a small project or a capital investment, where small projects use simple discounted cash flow while capital investments require capital budgeting. 
Capital budgeting needs a feasibility study that has a technical aspect that explains the technicality of the project and outlines the decision-making process in case the project is faced by uncertainties. A marketing study is also needed in order to assess the expected consumer behaviour towards the new project, especially in understanding the existing demand that would be necessary to meet the extra supply of the product or service being created by the project (Aly, 2014). Also, this stage entails an evaluation of different methods of implementing the project in order to adopt the alternative with least costs and most benefits. The company also needs to analyse its sensitivity to cash flow and market size, as well as the available methods of financing the project so that the ones that are selected have the best chances of succeeding (Unilever Project Management Development Programme, 2022). 
With the information collected from these studies, the management at Unilever decides on the potentially successful ones and the finance department is then tasked with selecting the projects basing in the IRR and the discounted pay-back period. The priority is for projects with the highest IRR, and the discounted pay-back period is only assessed in case alternative projects have the same IRR. The finance department then secures the funding for the projects that are selected for implementation. The assessment appraisal for each project is done after a year of implementation to evaluate the progress with respect to the forecasted figures (Aly, 2014).
Conclusion 
Unilever is a London-headquartered British-Dutch multinational company that has a vast portfolio ranging from personal care, pharmaceuticals, hygiene, and foodstuff. The company has been paying dividends since 1929, and this impressive portfolio makes it one worth studying. Essentially, the company has a policy of paying developing, attractive, and sustainable dividends to its shareholders. In this essence, the company has the objective of providing dividends that are progressively growing over time, and which have to be reliable and appealing to the shareholders. In some ways, the company’s dividend division policies align with the EMH theory since they are consistent over a long time, which may also be an indication of the company’s successful project appraisal strategies.
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