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1. [bookmark: _Toc1252661368]COMPANY OVERVIEW: UNILEVER PLC
Unilever stands as one of the world's largest and most established consumer goods companies, with a history stretching back nearly a century. The company was formed in 1929 through a merger of two very different businesses: the British soap maker Lever Brothers and the Dutch margarine producer Margarine Unie (Unilever, 2026a). This union created a unique corporate structure that combined soap and food production, both relying on similar oils and fats as raw materials. For decades, Unilever operated with dual headquarters in London and Rotterdam, but in 2020, the company unified its legal structure and became a fully British company with its headquarters in London (Unilever, 2020).
Today, Unilever's products are used by billions of people around the world. According to the company's 2025 Annual Report, approximately 3.7 billion people use Unilever products daily in over 190 countries (Unilever, 2025). The company's portfolio includes around 400 brands, though it focuses most of its energy on a core group of "Power Brands" which account for 78% of its turnover. These include well-known names such as Dove, Vaseline, Persil, Hellmann's, and Knorr (Unilever, 2025).
The company organises its operations into four main business groups. Beauty and Wellbeing, which includes hair care, skin care, and health supplements, generated €12.8 billion in 2025. Personal Care, covering deodorants and skin cleansing, contributed €13.2 billion. Home Care, with fabric cleaning and household products, added €11.6 billion, while Foods, including condiments and cooking aids, delivered €12.9 billion (Unilever, 2025). Notably, Unilever completed the demerger of its Ice Cream business in December 2025, spinning off brands like Wall's and Ben and Jerry's into a separate company called The Magnum Ice Cream Company, in which Unilever retains a minority stake (Unilever, 2025).
In financial terms, Unilever reported a turnover of €50.5 billion for the full year 2025, with underlying sales growth of 3.5% driven by a balance of volume and price increases (Unilever, 2026b). The company maintains a strong presence in emerging markets, which generate 59% of its revenue, while developed markets account for the remainder (Unilever, 2026b). While Unilever maintains its 2039 net-zero emissions target, the company recently refined its sustainability goals, now aiming for 100% recyclable, reusable, or compostable plastic packaging across its entire portfolio by 2035 (Unilever, 2026c). The company's current strategic framework, called the "Growth Action Plan" (GAP), focuses on sharper category focus, operational excellence, and leveraging its portfolio of powerful brands to drive long-term, profitable growth (Unilever, 2026d).
2. [bookmark: _Toc1281348840]UNILEVER PLC: KEY INDUSTRY DRIVERS AND CONSUMERS INSIGHTS
Before detailing the market forces, the table below summarises the primary drivers and Unilever’s corresponding pivots.
	Key Market Drivers
	Unilever Strategic Response
	Observed Impact

	Sector Transformation
	Portfolio Separation: Demerger of Ice Cream (2025) and potential sale of Foods to McCormick (2026).
	Sharper focus on high-margin Beauty and Wellbeing brands like Dove and Vaseline.

	Economic Pressures
	Value Realignment: Addressing “down-trading to own-brands by targeting 2% volume growth.
	A cautious 4%-6% growth outlook, stabilising a recent 16% share price retreat.

	Health and Longevity
	The “Ozempic Effect”: Adapting food portfolios to meet GLP-1 (weight-loss) and “health span” trends.
	Reduction in calorie-dense offerings to mitigate shrinking addressable markets.

	Media Fragmentation
	“Lots of Littles” Model: Using 300,000+ creators and AI to replace traditional “big brand” ads.
	3x content output in key markets, driving 4.7% growth in Personal Care.

	Regional Divergence
	Strategic Autonomy: Maintaining full food operations in India (HUL) despite Western divestments.
	Sustaining a 59% revenue share from resilient emerging markets.


The consumer goods industry in which Unilever operates is currently undergoing significant transformation, driven by shifting consumer behaviours, economic pressures, and evolving demographic trends. Understanding these forces is essential to assessing the company's strategic direction and future performance.
[bookmark: _Toc1501691451]2.1 Strategic Realignment: The Shift Beyond Food
Perhaps the most significant development affecting Unilever is the company's ongoing strategic shift away from its traditional food business toward higher-growth beauty, personal care, and wellbeing categories. According to recent reports, Unilever is in the early stages of considering a separation of its food assets, a move that would sharpen the company's focus on brands such as Dove, Vaseline, and Axe (ET Bureau, 2026). This potential separation follows the demerger of the ice cream business in late 2025 and reflects Chief Executive Officer Fernando Fernandez's vision of transforming Unilever into a company more closely resembling beauty giants like L'Oréal (Ledger, 2026). The food business, which includes well-known brands such as Hellmann's, Knorr, and Marmite, generated €12.9 billion in revenue in 2025 but has faced slowing growth and increasing pressure from changing consumer preferences (Unilever, 2026b).
[bookmark: _Toc1053052175]2.2 Economic Headwinds and the GLP-1 Impact
Several interrelated consumer trends explain why Unilever is pursuing this strategic pivot. In the food sector, consumers are exhibiting more cautious spending habits due to the rising cost of living. Across major markets, shoppers are increasingly trading down to cheaper supermarket own-brand products rather than purchasing established branded goods (Ernst & Young Global Limited, 2025). This trend has made it more difficult for major food companies like Unilever and its rival Nestlé to maintain volume growth and pricing power. Additionally, a longer-term structural threat has emerged in the form of GLP-1 weight-loss drugs, such as Ozempic. While initially a North American phenomenon, GLP-1 medications have emerged as a structural threat in the UK by 2026 with over 1.6 million Brits now using these drugs. The 'Ozempic effect' is driving a shift toward nutrient-dense, smaller portions, fundamentally shrinking the addressable market for traditional, calorie-dense packaged foods (Kennaugh and Pattni, 2025).
[bookmark: _Toc345134024]2.3 The Resilience of Beauty and Personal Wellbeing
In contrast to the stagnant growth in traditional food sectors, the beauty and wellbeing and personal care categories have demonstrated remarkable resilience, leading Unilever’s 2025 performance with 4.3% and 4.7% underlying sales growth, respectively (Unilever, 2026b). Consumers are increasingly treating skincare, premium haircare, and vitamins as non-discretionary investments in their long-term health, a phenomenon termed the “health span” trend (Kriauciunaite, 2025). This shift is underpinned by structural demographic changes, including a projected twofold income surge among Gen Z by 2040 and a growing focus on cellular health and longevity that transcends age brackets (McKinsey & Company, 2025). Consequently, beauty has evolved from a result-oriented routine into a primary driver of emotional wellbeing, making it the central pillar of growth for multinational consumer goods companies seeking high-margin stability (Mintel Group Ltd, 2025).
[bookmark: _Toc969770364]2.4 Market Sentiment and Modernised Demand Generation
Financial markets have responded cautiously to Unilever's transformation and the uncertain consumer environment. The company guided its 2026 underlying sales growth to the lower end of its 4% to 6% target range, citing cooling demand and the critical need to achieve at least 2% volume growth. Consequently, investors are seeking concrete evidence that growth will be driven by increased sales volume rather than price hikes, placing heightened emphasis on the performance of Unilever's high-growth Beauty, Wellbeing, and Personal Care divisions (Finimize, 2026).
[bookmark: _Int_Ax7c1QNf]In response to these challenges, Unilever is also adapting its marketing approach to align with changing media consumption habits. Chief Executive Officer Fernandez has declared that the era of "big brand advertising" is over, arguing that brands must now rely on "lots of littles" – vast networks of content creators who generate continuous, authentic engagement with consumers (Stronach and Wright, 2026). The company has implemented a "social-first demand model," partnering with approximately 300,000 content creators across its operations, supported by artificial intelligence to nearly double posting frequency (Altair Media Limited, 2026). However, critics caution that while this approach works well for beauty and personal care brands that naturally lend themselves to social media demonstration, it may be less suited to household cleaning products or food items where consumer engagement is typically lower (Pat On Brands, 2026).
[bookmark: _Toc1667450747]2.5 Geographic Nuance and Future Outlook
The company maintains a balanced geographic presence, with emerging markets accounting for 59% of revenue and developed markets contributing the remainder (Unilever, 2026b). Notably, Unilever's Indian subsidiary, Hindustan Unilever (HUL), has clarified that its food business remains an important segment locally and that it is not engaged in any divestment discussions regarding its food portfolio (Mohile, 2026). This suggests that any potential separation of food assets would likely be implemented differently across regions, reflecting varying market conditions and consumer preferences.
Looking ahead, the success of Unilever's transformation will depend on its ability to navigate these complex consumer trends while executing its strategic pivot effectively. As consumers continue to adapt to economic pressures and new technologies reshape both product preferences and purchasing habits, Unilever's capacity to anticipate and respond to these changes will determine its competitive position in an increasingly fragmented market.

[bookmark: _Toc1578610189]PART 1
As Unilever navigates the fiscal year 2026, the company is undergoing one of the most significant structural transformations in its 90-year history. Under the leadership of CEO Fernando Fernandez, the organisation is pivoting away from a broad-based consumer goods model toward a high-margin, "science-led" beauty and personal care focus. This analysis explores Unilever’s approach to innovation through the lens of the Innovation Ambition Matrix and details the digitised customer journey currently driving its "Power Brands."
3. [bookmark: _Toc15025052]THE INNOVATION AMBITION MATRIX: UNILEVER’S 2026 STRATEGY
The Innovation Ambition Matrix - developed by Bansi Nagji and Geoff Tuff - categorises a company's innovation efforts into three levels: Core, Adjacent, and Transformational. For Unilever, the 2026 strategy reflects a deliberate rebalancing toward Adjacent and Transformational spaces to offset the slowing growth in its legacy food sector (Unilever, 2026a).
[bookmark: _Toc2490589]3.1 Core Innovation (Optimising Existing Products)
Core innovation involves gradual changes to existing products for existing customers. In 2025 and 2026, Unilever has focused on making its 30 "Power Brands" attractive to consumers by emphasizing their superior quality and exclusivity.
Example: The relaunch of Dove Body Wash using "24-hour Renewing Micro Moisture" technology (Unilever, 2026b). By applying high-end skin science to a standard hygiene product, Unilever maintains its market share while justifying higher price points in a cautious economic environment.
[bookmark: _Toc1040751800]3.2 Adjacent Innovation (Expanding to New Markets/Assets)
Adjacent innovation involves taking what the company does well into related markets. Unilever is currently aggressive in this space, particularly in "Wellbeing."
Example: The expansion of Liquid I.V. and Nutrafol into international markets. Following their success in the U.S., Unilever is leveraging its global distribution network to introduce these health-supplement brands to Europe and Asia, capturing the "health span" trend where consumers view vitamins as non-discretionary (Kriauciunaite, 2025).
[bookmark: _Toc1754635514]3.3 Transformational Innovation (Creating New Markets)
Transformational innovations are "breakthroughs" that create entirely new categories or business models.
Example: The "Social-First Demand Model." Unilever has moved beyond traditional advertising to a model where products are "co-created" with a network of 300,000 influencers and supported by generative AI (Altair Media Limited, 2026). This is not just a new advertisement; it is a new way of sensing and creating demand that bypasses traditional retail cycles.
4. [bookmark: _Toc312978285]THE MODERN CUSTOMER JOURNEY
In 2026, the customer journey for a Unilever brand like Vaseline or Axe is no longer a linear path from a TV ad to a supermarket shelf. Instead, it is a circular, "always-on" experience powered by what Unilever calls "Desire at Scale" (Unilever, 2026a).
Figure 1



[bookmark: _Toc49063625]4.1 Visualising the Customer Journey Map
The current journey can be mapped across four primary stages (Figure 1): Discovery, Evaluation, Purchase and Advocacy. Unilever uses a circle because social media has made the journey "circular." When someone buys a product and posts a TikTok about it (Advocacy), that post becomes the "Discovery" for the next person. So, the circle in the first map represents Social Virality.
	Stage
	Customer Action
	Unilever’s “Social-First” Intervention

	Discovery
	Browsing TikTok/Instagram; "Conversational" search via AI agents.
	Influencer content (300,000+ creators) sparks a "micro-trend" (e.g., #Slugging with Vaseline).

	Evaluation
	Reading comments; watching "Get Ready with Me" (GRWM) videos.
	AI-augmented community management provides instant answers and social proof.

	Purchase
	"One-click" buying on TikTok Shop or Amazon; ultra-fast delivery.
	Direct-to-consumer (DTC) integration and "Quick Commerce" partnerships.

	Advocacy
	Posting a review or a "restock" video.
	Brands "re-share" user content, pulling the customer back to Stage 1.



[bookmark: _Toc1655632307]4.2 Key Shift: The “Agentic” Experience
A major change in 2026 is the move toward "agentic" experiences (Evans, 2026). Through a partnership with Google Cloud, Unilever has integrated AI agents into the customer journey. Instead of searching a website, a consumer might ask an AI assistant, "What is the best routine for my dry skin?" The AI - trained on Unilever’s scientific data - recommends a specific Dove or Vaseline product and adds it to their cart immediately.
5. [bookmark: _Toc485349167]ANALYSIS OF THE INNOVATION APPROACH
Unilever’s innovation is currently characterised by speed and science. The company has consolidated its R&D into a "Power Brand" focus, ensuring that every dollar spent on innovation is tied to a brand with at least €1 billion in turnover (Unilever, 2026b).
This approach creates "unmatchable" products protected by over 20,000 patents (Unilever, 2026a). For example, the Dirt Is Good (Persil) Wonder Wash was designed specifically for 15-minute laundry cycles - a direct response to the consumer trend of "quick washing" to save energy.
By focusing so heavily on "Beauty and Wellbeing," critics argue Unilever may be neglecting its Home Care and Food divisions. While the "lots of littles" influencer strategy works for Dove, it is harder to make a viral TikTok about floor cleaner, leading to a "two-speed" organisation where some divisions innovate faster than others (Pat On Brands, 2026).
Unilever’s 2026 innovation strategy is a bold attempt to transform a traditional "packaged goods" giant into a digital-first beauty powerhouse. By using the Innovation Ambition Matrix to prioritise premium, science-backed "Adjacent" products and adopting a circular, AI-driven customer journey, the company is successfully maintaining volume growth even as consumer spending habits become more cautious. However, the true test will be whether this model can be successfully applied to its remaining food and household assets, or if those divisions will continue to face divestment pressure.

[bookmark: _Toc828523718]PART 2
This section proposes a transformative digital initiative for Unilever: The "Aura" Personal Wellness Ecosystem. This initiative moves Unilever from being a "seller of products" to a "provider of personalised health solutions," leveraging Generative AI (GenAI) and biometric data to create a lock-in effect with the consumer.
6. [bookmark: _Toc1149097614]THE PROPOSAL: THE “AURA” PERSONAL WELLNESS ECOSYSTEM
As Unilever pivots toward Beauty and Wellbeing, the next logical step in its digital transformation is the integration of "Hyper-Personalisation at Scale." The "Aura" Initiative is a unified digital platform (App and Web-integrated) that uses AI to analyse a consumer’s unique biological and environmental data - such as skin type, local weather, and even sleep patterns - to curate a personalised daily regimen of Unilever products.
[bookmark: _Toc1220397456]6.1 Why This Initiative?
Currently, consumers are overwhelmed by choice. According to McKinsey & Company (2023), 71% of consumers expect companies to deliver personalised interactions, and 76% get frustrated when this doesn’t happen. By moving from a "one-size-fits-all" product model to a data-driven service model, Unilever can solve consumer "choice paralysis" while driving high-margin volume growth (NIQ, 2025). However, the need for the Aura Initiative goes beyond simple frustration; it addresses a fundamental shift where beauty and health have become 'biological' rather than just cosmetic (Mintel, 2025).
Recent reports indicate that as consumers move away from 'viral' impulse buys toward long-term 'health span' goals, they are seeking scientific validation for every product in their routine (The PR Net, 2026). By transitioning from a standardised, mass-market product model to a data-driven service ecosystem, Unilever can alleviate decision fatigue by acting as a personalised digital curator. This transforms the brand from a mere vendor into a trusted health partner, driving high-margin volume growth by ensuring every recommended product is perceived as an essential component of the user’s unique cellular wellness.
[bookmark: _Toc296217257]6.2 How the Initiative Adds Value to Unilever?
Beyond enhancing the individual consumer experience, the “Aura” Initiative serves as a powerful engine for commercial value creation by transforming Unilever’s relationship with its customer base from transactional to relational.
In the traditional model, a customer might buy a bottle of Dove once and then switch to a competitor based on a discount. “Aura” creates "digital stickiness." When a customer’s personalised "Aura Profile" tells them that today’s high UV index requires a specific Vaseline SPF formulation followed by a Liquid I.V. hydration packet, the consumer is less likely to switch brands. Research into digital servitization by Chirumalla, Leoni and Oghazi (2023) suggests that digital service-product bundles significantly increase brand loyalty and repeat purchase rates.
As third-party "cookies" disappear from the internet, Unilever needs its own data. “Aura” provides a direct line to consumer behaviour. By seeing what products users scan or what concerns they ask the AI, Unilever can predict trends months before they appear on social media. This "predictive R&D" reduces the cost of failed product launches (Unilever, 2026a).
Data allows for "intelligent upselling." If the AI detects a user is concerned about hair thinning (via a photo scan), it can recommend a clinical-grade Nutrafol regimen alongside their standard Sunsilk shampoo. This moves the customer from a €5 purchase to a €50 monthly subscription.
Ultimately, by leveraging first-party data to drive both predictive innovation and high-margin subscriptions, the “Aura” platform effectively de-risks the company’s revenue streams while solidifying its position as a dominant leader in the high-growth beauty and wellbeing sector.
7. [bookmark: _Toc1429805058]THE ENHANCED CUSTOMER JOURNEY MAP
The “Aura” initiative fundamentally changes the journey by adding a "Continuous Diagnostic" layer that didn't exist in the previous model.
Figure 2

The “Aura Ecosystem” utilises a circular feedback loop. This ensures that biometric data collected during the Adaptive Feedback phase is continuously reintegrated into the initial Diagnostic stage, creating a personalised cycle that evolves with the consumer’s changing biological needs (Figure 2).
	Journey Stage
	Enhanced Action via "Aura"
	Value Added

	Diagnostic
	The user performs a "Bio-Scan" (AI Face Scan + Health App Sync).
	Replace "Guessing" with "Certainty."

	Personalised Curation
	AI generates a "Daily Ritual" including Skincare (Dove/Vaseline) and Supplements (Liquid I.V.).
	High-relevance recommendation.

	Seamless Fulfilment
	"Auto-Replenish" via Quick Commerce (UberEATS/Deliveroo) when the app predicts the product is low.
	Eliminates the "Out of Stock" risk.

	Adaptive Feedback
	User logs "Skin Progress"; AI adjusts the ritual for the next month.
	Continuous engagement (The "Lock-in" loop).


While the existing Unilever journey (Figure 1) utilises a circular model to represent the social-first viral loop, where user Advocacy drives new Discovery, the proposed “Aura Ecosystem” (Figure 2) evolves this into a biological feedback loop. In this enhanced model, the 'circle' represents a continuous data exchange where post-purchase biometric results are instantly reintegrated into the Diagnostic stage, ensuring the consumer never leaves the personalised brand experience.
8. [bookmark: _Toc288260307]EVIDENCE: WHY THIS PROPOSAL WILL WORK
The efficacy of digital diagnostics is demonstrated by Unilever’s primary rival, L’Oréal, which has achieved a 30% increase in conversion rates on e-commerce platforms featuring its Modi Face AI tools (Scribd, 2025). By providing consumers with a scientific 'proof point' through virtual diagnostics, L’Oréal has successfully bridged the gap between online browsing and confident purchasing, a model the “Aura” initiative seeks to replicate and expand upon for Unilever.
Academic research by Adner (2017) on "Ecosystem Innovation" demonstrates that companies that provide a platform of interconnected products (like Apple or Sephora) outperform those that sell isolated items. By connecting Dove (Skin), Nutrafol (Hair), and Liquid I.V. (Wellness) into one “Aura Ecosystem", Unilever moves from a "Package Goods" company to a "Lifestyle Partner."
The “Aura” Personal Wellness Ecosystem is more than an app; it is a fundamental shift in Unilever’s business model. It addresses the 2026 market demand for volume-led growth by ensuring that customers stay within the Unilever family for all their wellness needs. By transforming "Personal Care" into "Personalised Care," Unilever can achieve the high-margin, science-led future that CEO Fernando Fernandez has envisioned.
9. [bookmark: _Toc1012201486]CONCLUSION
In conclusion, Unilever’s 2026 strategy represents a definitive departure from its century-long identity as a traditional food and soap manufacturer. By rebalancing its portfolio toward high-growth, high-margin Beauty and Wellbeing categories, the company is successfully insulating itself against economic headwinds and shifting consumer health trends. The proposed "Aura" Personal Wellness Ecosystem serves as the critical next step in this evolution, moving Unilever from a vendor of products to a digital "Lifestyle Partner".
By leveraging first-party biometric data and AI-driven curation, Unilever can solve the growing problem of "choice paralysis" while creating a "digital stickiness" that traditional marketing cannot achieve. Ultimately, the transition from a transactional sales model to a relational, data-driven service ecosystem - supported by the principles of digital servitization - will ensure Unilever remains a dominant and resilient force in the global personal care market for the next decade.
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