
DISCUSS THE CHALLENGESFACED BY AN EXPANDING BUSINESS IN THE CURRENT ECONOMIC ENVIRONMENT
UNILEVER



Table of Contents 
Introduction ……………………………………………………………………………….2
Current economic landscape and business growth………………………………………3
Competition in globalisation………………………………………………………………4
Technological disruption and digital transformation……………………………………7
Complexity in global business…………………………………………………………….8
Conclusion………………………………………………………………………………….9
References………………………………………………………………………………….11


Introduction 

A company that is growing internationally exists in a constantly changing world; a world influenced by continual changes in the economic, political, technological, social, and environmental aspects. An increase in size creates the potential to reach more markets and increase profitability, while also placing the organisation at greater risk, increased complexity, and increased competition from other well-established companies. As an international company, Unilever must manage cross-border supply chains, navigate multiple consumer markets, comply with various regulatory requirements, uphold sustainability practices, and digitally transform its business to succeed in its expansion efforts. The economic changes that are impacted by rising inflation, the rise of countries such as China and Russia, rapid changes in consumer behaviour due to digital technology changes, and geopolitical uncertainties are currently shaping the competitive landscape for companies doing business globally (Turner, 2024).
Unilever is a good example of a growing company that must respond to external pressures while attempting to grow the business at the same time. Unilever is predominantly a food, home care and personal care company, serving consumers in approximately 200 countries. Because of this size and scale, Unilever has very strong brand equity and has established significant distribution systems; however, it is also subject to significant volatility in commodity prices, currency fluctuations, trade barriers, requirements to be socially responsible, and increased competition from other large companies such as Procter and Gamble and Nestle (Tien, 2019; Yang, 2023). Therefore, the company must expand in ways that are efficient, resilient to outside influences and strategically positioned for future changes in the marketplace.
This report assesses the major challenges faced by a company when growing through expansion in the current economic climate, using Unilever as an example, primarily utilising PESTLE for evaluating the business environment and competitive analysis in determining how external pressures affect growth, profitability and strategic business decision making. This report focuses on the current economic conditions that businesses are facing as they expand into volatile economies, competitive struggles, changing consumer preferences, sustainability, digital pressure, legal compliance, and organisational flexibility. Further, this report argues that a successful modern economy will not just create increased presence in the marketplace, but it will also create the ability to adapt and rapidly reconfigure as the business landscape evolves to meet all the changes.

Current economic landscape and business growth

The present economic landscape is characterised by a considerable amount of unpredictability rather than stability. Every economy is under an inflationary cycle, fluctuating foreign exchange rates, unbalanced economic development, weak supply chains, and a high cost of money. Expansion will create less of the value it once did for expanding companies, since to grow, an expanding company must invest in production, logistics, labour, marketing and innovation. These input costs will create increasing challenges for companies that want to grow. When input costs rise rapidly, the cost of growing also rises, thus reducing profitability and creating challenges in maintaining competitive pricing (Turner, 2024).
For Unilever, inflation will be a major part of its challenges, as most of its products are dependent upon agricultural and chemical raw materials, including palm oil, dairy products, grains, packaging and shipping. If input costs increase, it faces two choices as to how to deal with the increase: either the company absorbs the increase in cost, which results in a reduction of its profitability, or it passes on the increase through higher prices to its customers, which could reduce the demand for its products in price-sensitive markets. This is particularly problematic in the consumer products industry, as consumers are more likely to shift towards private label alternatives or to find lower-priced competitors when the price of brand-name products becomes prohibitive (Yang, 2023).
Finally, an expanding company will also have to manage a high degree of uncertainty regarding consumer demand because of current economic pressures within the economy. Many households across many markets are moving away from discretionary spending and placing their focus on purchasing necessities. This will create significant difficulties for businesses implementing a high-end or differentiated product strategy, as consumers may choose to prioritise low-price-oriented products over products with trusted brands and brand loyalty. This has been shown in previous research on consumer behaviour directed at the consumers of Unilever products, as through perception of value, effectiveness of marketing, and brand trust towards products have resulted in significant shifts in purchasing behaviour of consumers when products are forced to be within a more inflationary environment or when there is increasing relative economic pressure. (Ismaeel and Alsariera, 2023). 
The most significant of the challenges faced by growing companies in today's market is the need to balance growth goals with discipline when it comes to cost and also being mindful of what consumers can afford to spend. A company cannot grow revenue while losing its position in the marketplace or reducing its ability to make a profit as its ability to manage costs becomes increasingly burdensome.

Competition in globalisation 

The primary challenge faced by growing companies is the challenge of high levels of competition. Companies that are expanding will not grow in a vacuum; when they enter a market that already has multiple competitors competing for the same customers, they are all competing on price, brand, innovation, delivery, and developing customer loyalty at the same time. The level of competition in the Market for fast-moving consumer goods is also very high, due to the high volume of requests for these types of products to be sold on a very frequent basis, and the ease with which the consumer can substitute products, combined with the overall limited space on the shelf for product display. As such, the concepts outlined by Porter concerning the high levels of competitive pressure, the impact of this competitiveness on the consumers' purchasing behaviour, the level of competitive pressure of the buyers, suppliers, substitutable products, and ability for new entrants to the market, will have significant influences over the strategic effort that an organisation undertakes to achieve growth in the currently existing market. (Birru, Sudarmiatin & Hermawan, 2022).
Unilever will have to compete with large multinational companies such as Procter & Gamble, Nestle, Reckitt, and Kenvue, all of which have their own advantages in terms of scale, product category, and marketing capabilities. P&G and Unilever are both large multinational businesses with a focus on diverse portfolios, but they have different strategies based on geography, execution and the category distribution of their products. While P&G has maintained a dominant premium positioning and category share of the North American marketplace, Unilever has focused more on having a broad global manufacturing footprint and a CSR-focused branding strategy (Tien 2019; Yang 2023). This has caused Unilever to have a more difficult time expanding its business, as it must enter new markets while trying to develop its brand image to differentiate itself from competitors with significant capabilities.
There are additional layers of complexity to expanding a business due to the increased buyer power of large retailers and online channels. There is more competition for what a manufacturer charges, how manufacturers charge for products and how products are grouped at different retail locations. Therefore, if there are many competitors controlling distribution networks, increasing production capacity may not necessarily allow for profitable operations. A form of competitive pressure that can exist for a manufacturer during the expansion process is the high level of supplier power associated with the supply of certain commodities and/or sustainable inputs. For Unilever, this is particularly significant in relation to sourcing ingredients used to produce their products that have clear environmental and/or ethical guidelines, as these chemicals are typically more expensive to acquire than those that do not meet these requirements (Iglesias et al. 2023).
The expansion process increases a manufacturer's competitive risk because the manufacturer must remain competitive on all levels (brand strength, operational efficiency and innovative capacity) to defend its profit margins and market share while continuing to grow.
Another factor influencing the current expansion process is that consumer expectations are changing rapidly. Consumers are becoming increasingly concerned about issues such as sustainability, ethics, health, transparency and social responsibility; therefore, companies are no longer being evaluated solely based on price and quality. Firms like Unilever are finding both opportunities to succeed and increased pressures as their brands become more visible and linked with household lifestyles. 
Unilever has been positioning itself as a responsible and sustainability-oriented company for many years, which has been an integral part of its growth strategy. By linking environmental and social commitment and brand development through its marketing and corporate strategy, Unilever has been able to appeal to ethically conscious consumers and build long-term brand equity (Reza, 2020; Hong, 2025). However, this same strategy has created challenges as public expectations continue to rise. An association with sustainability and purpose brings an increased level of expectation from consumers, investors and civil society; therefore, if the firm is seen as making slow or inconsistent progress, it may be under increased scrutiny.
Health and lifestyle trends have also increased pressure on a company to expand its product portfolio. There is a greater consumer interest in natural ingredients and foods that are healthier, plant-based and have a reduced effect on the environment. Therefore, if a company does not respond to the consumer’s interests, its products may become irrelevant. This means that Unilever needs to reformulate, innovate and reposition its products across multiple categories continuously, which increases its research and development expenditures and complicates portfolio management (Reza, 2020).
The impact of social media on brand reputation also increases the pressure on a company. Brand reputation can be defined and shaped in real time by online campaigns, the opinions of influencers and consumer activism. Thus, when a multinational company expands to new markets, it must manage not only formal marketing communication but also the real-time public perception of its company. This increases the company’s reputational risk; if they operate in multiple regions with different cultural norms and expectations, the need for the company to be responsive, transparent, and communicate authentically is much greater than in past decades (Ismaeel and Alsariera, 2023). Today, companies trying to expand must consider much more than just expanding their physical distribution. Brand management, managing stakeholders' expectations and maintaining cultural relevance in different markets are also essential to successful company expansion.
Sustainability and environmental responsibility have become two of the most pressing issues facing businesses today. Companies are expected to lower emissions, reduce waste, increase resource productivity and incorporate circular economy principles into their operations, not only by regulators but by investors, consumers and other businesses. A company's green performance is no longer an afterthought but is now a key component of a company’s strategic legitimacy and long-term competitiveness (Paudel et al., 2024).
Sustainability is not only viewed by Unilever as a moral obligation, but as a business opportunity. Unilever developed its Sustainable Living Plan to introduce sustainability into its core business model, and its later commitments incorporated climate change and packaging targets into both the company’s sustainable business model and its overall corporate identity and stakeholder relationships (Hong, 2025; Iglesias et al., 2023). However, Unilever has had difficulty incorporating sustainability into its growth strategy as a multinational corporation.
The largest barrier to incorporating sustainability into the company's growth strategy through expansion is that initiatives to achieve environmental goals often require significant short-term investment. Sustainable packaging, using renewable energy, sourcing materials from farms with certified, traceable origins or implementing lower carbon logistics systems would all require a company to increase their operating costs before receiving operational savings or a market advantage. For a multinational corporation that is growing and currently dealing with inflation and significant competition, implementing sustainability initiatives presents a trade-off between financial performance and environmental aspiration. The risk of inconsistency among regions exists because of the varying standards, supplier capabilities and infrastructure.
Reliance on supply chains presents another challenge. Global consumer goods companies utilise complex supply chains comprised of agricultural producers, processors, manufacturers, and distributors. Disruption from climate change or environmental degradation in one element of the chain can add to costs and limit product availability in another. Environmental issues such as water shortages, wildfires, and forest depletion threaten to limit supply. Therefore, environmental sustainability impacts operational sustainability and reputation.
Consequently, the labour market is the main source of the implementation challenge for a growing organisation. It is one thing to declare an intention and quite another to consistently implement that intention throughout an extensive and expanding global operation.

Technological disruption and digital transformation

Businesses will also be impacted by the many aspects of technology as their operations continue to expand. Digital transformation is one area that will affect how businesses market their products, analyse consumer data, manage their supply chain operations, automate their processes, and deliver value to their customers. Failure to digitise efficiently results in loss of efficiency, speed and insight for businesses that experience frequent retail channel shifts and evolving consumer behaviours (Li, Wang and Deng, 2024).
Unilever illustrates this challenge in their investments in digital marketing efforts, e-commerce growth and decisions driven by data, which also reflects the transformation that is taking place in the consumer products industry. Digital technology supports businesses in accurately predicting demand, improving inventory planning and management, personalising communications with customers, and increasing their responsiveness to changing consumer trends. As big data enhances strategic intelligence and enables quicker evidence-based management decisions, many companies see it as a competitive force (León García & Parra Acero, 2024) 
Another benefit of digitisation is that organisations are forced to invest significantly in infrastructure, systems, and skills. Firms also experience the challenge of needing to change their organisational structures, such that much of this investment must go into the integration of data capabilities with their existing processes instead of treating technology as a stand-alone function. Successful digitisation may cause performance gaps between those who successfully digitise and those who do not. For companies that are growing, this can mean that growth results in the rapid use of out-of-date systems, fragmented data, and inefficient workflow that had not been dealt with at the previous low level of activity (Li, Wang, & Deng, 2024).
A multinational company may face significant challenges when expanding to different regions due to differences in digital maturity between the various regions. For example, these differences may exist in digital infrastructure, consumer internet usage, and e-commerce activity. Therefore, a company's expansion strategy must be tailored to local digital realities rather than attempting to implement a single global strategy. Unilever's global presence creates opportunities to reach consumers through digital channels; however, this results in the need for coordinated transformation across highly diverse digital environments (Binti Tsuraya et al., 2023).
While technology provides opportunities for new ways to conduct business, it embodies both opportunity and pressure. Companies are required to digitise rapidly enough to remain competitive, yet carefully enough to achieve sufficient operational benefits to justify the investment involved in digitisation.  

Complexity in global business

Geographic expansion increases legal and political complexities for businesses. New geographical markets bring new labour laws, taxes, environmental regulations, advertising requirements, product standards, and trade requirements. Geopolitical uncertainty, post-Brexit adjustments, trade fragmentation and growing regulatory scrutiny on sustainability and corporate conduct are all increasing the legal complexity of doing business in 2024 (Turner, 2024).
Unilever deals with continuous compliance demands from operating in multiple jurisdictions. Compliance with product label requirements, packaging standards, food safety regulations, employment practices, and supplier due diligence requires ongoing monitoring and adaptation. Each time Unilever expands into a new market, it increases administrative complexity and the costs of complying with regulations. Political events such as tariffs and trade restrictions can also impact supply chains and the financial viability of a given market.
Empirical evidence indicates that scale will add to operational complexity as a business grows. A growing business must have a formal process for coordinating the procurement, production, logistics, quality, branding and workforce management from multiple locations. Research results related to Unilever’s business model indicate that organisation design and communication are essential to enabling Unilever to operate as a multinational corporation, yet this structure also makes it more difficult to manage because the corporation will need to balance global consistency with local responsiveness when making decisions (Binti Tsuraya et al., 2023).
As a business expands, the number of variables that a business must control increases by an order of magnitude. If a business has weak systems, processes, governance and communication to support this growth, then it likely will lose its agility to adapt.

Conclusion

In conclusion, businesses face numerous interrelated challenges as they expand in the current economy. Economic uncertainty results in increased costs for businesses and lower consumer purchasing power. Competition among businesses increases, making customers compete more aggressively with each other in terms of price, innovation, and marketing differentiation. Changing society expectations create an even greater emphasis for businesses to have an ethical position, to have healthier products, and to have more authentic communications with their brands. Businesses also must manage sustainability-related expectations by driving innovation and environmental responsibility and have both a positive economic impact as well. Digital transformation presents businesses with opportunities and threats that require them to adapt their organisation to digital technologies and invest in their organisation for the long term. The addition of legal and political complexity increases the complexity of managing expansion through an increase in compliance and operational uncertainty.
Through the Unilever example, growth in today's marketplace involves much more than just selling more products into more marketplaces; growth today is about establishing resilience, responsiveness, and strategic coherence across a large and complex organisation. Businesses that take the Unilever approach to sustainability, brand, digitalisation and portfolio management are adapting to external pressures, and they also underscore the difficulty of balancing profitability, responsibility, and adaptability (Reza, 2020; Hong, 2025; Iglesias et al., 2023).
Ultimately, the single most important takeaway from this analysis of Unilever is that businesses must strategically manage their expansion, rather than in a mechanical manner. Businesses that can produce operational efficiencies while having ethical credibility, digital capabilities, and an understanding of evolving consumer and regulatory expectations will be the victor in today's economy.
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