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[bookmark: _Toc237454903]Introduction
Globalisation intensifies cross-border flows of goods, capital, people, knowledge and regulation, making decisions in one location consequential elsewhere (Held et al., 1999). It continues to play a central role in international business, yet geopolitical competition and regulatory heterogeneity demonstrate that integration is neither frictionless nor irreversible. World Trade Organization (2024) has projected that the level of merchandise trade would resume in 2024 by 2.6 per cent, although regional conflicts might undermine the trend. Global value chains therefore offer scale and specialisation while transmitting disruption rapidly (Gereffi, Humphrey and Sturgeon, 2005).
Unilever PLC is a multinational that sells Dove, Knorr, Persil and Vaseline products with its headquarters in London. It recorded a turnover of EUR 60.8 billion and 4.2% underlying sales growth in 2024, whose operations and suppliers cut across both developed and emerging markets (Unilever, 2025a). This essay will claim that artificial intelligence (AI), geopolitical supply-chain instability, and the EU Corporate Sustainability Reporting Directive (CSRD) can empower Unilever to become efficient, legitimate, and innovative, but only when it avoids technological risk, introduces redundancy into its logistics and transforms sustainability reporting into operational change instead of compliance.
[bookmark: _Toc237454904]Opportunities created by global forces
Unilever’s AI-powered ice-cream freezers are able to track inventory through image recognition; organisational statistics show that involved retailers have grown orders and sales by as much as 30% (Unilever, 2024b). In Sweden, forecast accuracy also increased by 10 per cent through weather-informed forecasting and enabled production and inventory to react more quickly to demand sensitivity to temperature variations (Unilever, 2025b). A customer-connectivity pilot synchronised retailer sales data with Unilever's value chain and was being extended to 30 major customers representing more than 15% of global modern-trade turnover (Unilever, 2024a).
The productivity case is plausible, but not inelastic, in the broader empirical literature. An experiment by Noy and Zhang (2023) has discovered that generative AI cut writing tasks on professional work by 40 per cent and enhanced writing quality by 18 per cent. A study by Brynjolfsson, Li and Raymond (2025), which analysed 5,179 customer-support agents, reported a 14% average productivity improvement, which was observed among lower-experienced employees. The 2024 collaboration between Unilever and Accenture with the goal of using generative AI in the digital core of the company could transform these task-based benefits into organisational agility (Accenture, 2024). Nevertheless, Wamba-Taguimdje et al. (2020) emphasise that technology is not enough to determine business value, but complementary process and management capabilities.
The CSRD provides a second chance. It involves sustainability reporting as per European Sustainability Reporting Standards (ESRS) and double materiality; the impact of sustainability on enterprise value and the impact of the firm on people and the environment (European Parliament and Council, 2022; European Commission, 2023). In 2024, Unilever undertook a double-materiality evaluation and included an ESRS-based sustainability statement in its annual report (Unilever, 2025a). This is capable of enhancing risk visibility, comparability of investors and accountability of suppliers. Unilever stated that it has seen operational Scope 1 and 2 emissions drop by 72% since its 2015 baseline and Scope 3 energy and industrial emissions decreased by 14% and 8% in 2021 respectively (Unilever, 2025c). Grewal, Riedl and Serafeim (2019) discovered that market response to EU mandatory non-financial disclosure was not so negative among firms with high, pre-existing disclosure and sustainability performance.
[bookmark: _Toc237454905]Challenges and operational consequences
The cheap, high-accessibility system of fast-moving consumer goods is endangered by geopolitical disruption. According to UN Trade and Development, the Suez Canal transits decreased by 42 per cent of their peak and weekly container-ship transits by 67 per cent during the Red Sea crisis (UNCTAD, 2024a). Bypassing the Cape of Good Hope extends lead times, increases freight and insurance expenses, ties up inventory and increases emissions. In the case of Unilever, which moves raw materials, packaging and finished goods to different parts of the world, it may result in stock-outs or price hikes in price-sensitive markets.
The China-Taiwan tensions present a less direct but significant concentration risk. More than 90 percent of the most advanced chips and more than 60 per cent of the world's semiconductors are produced in Taiwan (Asia Pacific Foundation of Canada, 2025). Unilever does not produce chips, yet automation equipment, sensors, data centres and AI-enabled freezers are based on electronics; a Taiwan Strait shock will thus slow down both production maintenance and digital transformation. Resilience studies encourage diversification, exposure and adaptive capacity, and caution that redundancy raises normal-period cost (Christopher and Peck, 2004; Tang, 2006). The strategic objective shifts from blind accumulation to long-term viability ensuring the network remains agile enough to sustain priority markets, even amid disruption (Ivanov and Dolgui, 2020).
AI in itself brings on model error, cyberattack, intellectual-property leakage, privacy breaches and discriminative decisions. Automation-augmentation paradox refers to the fact that systems can better human judgement and at the same time deskill workers or lead to the discouragement of thinking (Raisch and Krakowski, 2021). Algorithmic hiring is especially sensitive because vendor claims about bias mitigation are often difficult to verify (Raghavan et al., 2020). The cross-functional AI review procedure and responsible-AI training of Unilever are good answers (Unilever, 2024c), but the governance should be in line with the risk-based obligations of the EU AI Act (European Parliament and Council, 2024). The employment exchange-off is also acute. The productivity programme initiated by Unilever focused on savings of EUR 800 million and the laying off of about 7,500 predominantly office jobs within three years (Unilever, 2024d). The reduction is not entirely due to AI, but when automation is used concurrently, employees may feel that efficiency is being eliminated instead of enhanced. Overall engagement was 79% in 2024 and dropped to 75% in 2024, at the office (Unilever, 2025a).
Lastly, CSRD is costly compliance. The data needed in the assessment of double materiality entails information on thousands of suppliers, whereas Scope 3 numbers are mostly based on estimates, lacking specific measurements of suppliers. Guarantee, digital tagging and transforming methodologies generate cost and possible legal liability (Mezzanotte, 2023). Grewal, Riedl and Serafeim (2019) observed a median of -0.79% market response on the adoption events of the previous EU disclosure directive, which aligns with the expectations of investors of compliance and proprietary expenses. Furthermore, reporting itself does not imply better behaviour; according to Christensen, Hail and Leuz (2021), it is only reliable to enforce, guarantee and reward. In the case of Unilever, false disclosure that cannot be proven with tangible outcomes would increase greenwashing claims.
[bookmark: _Toc237454906]Impact on positioning, innovation, talent and competitiveness
Collectively, these forces redefine the balance of integration-responsiveness at Unilever (Bartlett and Ghoshal, 1989). The global AI platforms and ESRS controls are more supportive of standardisation, whereas local regulation and culturally specific demand disrupt routes need regional autonomy. Unilever can be a responsible and reliable premium operator by enhancing its availability with AI and supporting its sustainability through evidence. Its Power Brands that constitute over 75% of its turnover registered 5.3% underlying sales growth in 2024 compared to 4.2% of its group (Unilever, 2025a). This correlation does not indicate that AI or sustainability led to growth, but it demonstrates the business value of integrating brand investment, innovation and execution. Consumer analytics, virtual testing, and generative content can accelerate innovation and make it more localised. On the other hand, focusing data and capital on 30 Power Brands can push other smaller local brands out and generate algorithmic sameness. Talent strategy is a competitiveness problem: according to experimental evidence, AI is especially useful when applied to less-experienced workers, but only when Unilever does not lay off and train them but uses technology as a headcount replacement.
[bookmark: _Toc237454907]Strategic recommendations
First, Unilever ought to create a multi-tier supply-chain control tower between the supplier sites and ports, inventory, carbon and financial exposure. Scenario tests need to simulate Red Sea-closing at the same time, electronics shortages and commodity shocks in Taiwan. The network should leverage qualified suppliers in each region as key inputs, backed by regional production capacity and selectively positioned safety stocks, all tuned to optimize service against risk. Options should be triggered by AI forecasting, and the decisions of the routes must consider both carbon and freight cost.
Second, AI must be managed by Unilever as a portfolio. Every use case must have an owner, provenance of data must be documented, human override, bias and cybersecurity testing, and post-deployment monitoring must be in line with the NIST AI Risk Management Framework (NIST, 2023). Scale must be based on measured results -forecast error, waste, service level, energy use and incremental sales- but not on impressive demonstrations. Redesign should involve employees and workers representatives; reskilling and redeployment goals must be reported, as well as savings and job losses.
Third, CSRD infrastructure must transform into a system of management. Unilever ought to increase supplier-specific product carbon footprints, provide technical assistance and favourable financing to suppliers who decarbonise, and receive third-party assurance of material measurements. The connection between executive incentives and guaranteed Scope 3 progress, resilience and product availability would decrease the time lag between disclosure and action. CSRD, procurement and innovation can then share a common data architecture to convert compliance expenditure into more effective decisions.
[bookmark: _Toc237454908]Conclusion
The external issues of AI, geopolitical instability and sustainability control are not autonomous; they interplay across the global value chain of Unilever. AI has the potential to enhance forecasting, availability and knowledge work, and CSRD can enhance trust and reveal inefficiency. However, interfered shipping, concentrated technology supply, unreliable data, workforce anxiety and compliance costs may counter those benefits. The success of Unilever internationally thus does not require implementation of all new devices but rather incorporation of responsible AI, robust network development, reliable sustainability reporting and equitable transition of workforce. It is these tensions that enable globalisation to be seen as a portfolio of interdependencies, as opposed to the presumption that it is a constant source of efficiency.
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