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1. Introduction
The increasing intertwining of markets, production, finance, knowledge and data beyond national borders is called globalisation. The role of a brand owner is increasingly linked to controlling global value chains with their suppliers, technologies and institutions spread across jurisdictions as well (Kano, Tsang and Yeung, 2020). Unilever PLC is a relevant example, as its products are sold in approximately 190 countries worldwide and around 58% of the Group turnover was derived from emerging markets in 2024 (Unilever PLC, 2025). This scale is a source of both leverage and exposure. This essay critically analyses the impact of artificial intelligence (AI) and geopolitical supply-chain disruption as well as the EU Corporate Sustainability Reporting Directive (CSRD) on Unilever's global strategy and activities. It holds that durable advantage is achieved by having a resilient and selective ability to scale digital and sustainability efforts where they will most effectively influence decision-making, with human accountability, sustainability and regional flexibility retained.
2. Opportunities and Challenges
2.1 Artificial Intelligence: Scalable Value and Governance Risk
The resource-based view locates AI's value not in algorithms alone, but in combining them with proprietary data, routines, skills, and managerial coordination (Mikalef and Gupta, 2021). For Unilever, these complementarities can support demand sensing, media allocation, product formulation and in-store availability. Its AI-powered ice-cream freezers take photos of the products on hand, and provide real-time order recommendations, which have seen an uptick in sales in several major markets, according to Unilever PLC (2025). Importantly, this is a convincing operational use case as it is not a standalone AI project, but rather analytics directly influence replenishment. Other evidence shows that AI value is realised when its insights are applied to reengineered processes and decision rights (Wamba-Taguimdje et al., 2020).
However, AI adoption is not risk-free. Lack of local data can lead to inaccurate forecasts; generative tools can reveal confidential data, reinforce bias and generate claims that are contrary to national advertising requirements. Comparative studies of AI ethics converge on the principles of fairness, transparency, privacy and accountability, and speed is not a substitute for control (Jobin, Ienca and Vayena, 2019). Capacity gaps also limit scale: leadership will need to show commitment, data will have to be available, the technical expertise has to be in place, and a culture of experimentation and governance needs to emerge together (Jöhnk et al., 2021). While a single global model might benefit from scale, it may not account for the local languages, the retailer structures or the informal-market behaviour, while a fully local approach would duplicate cost and reduce control. Therefore, Unilever should evaluate AI in terms of results - incremental margin, forecast error, waste, cycle time and on-shelf availability - and retain human oversight for high-impact decisions.
2.2 Geopolitical Disruption and Supply-Chain Resilience
The disruptions in the Red Sea reveal the vulnerabilities of lean, long-distance networks. During the early crisis, there was a decrease of 42% in the number of Suez Canal transits from the peak, and a 67% drop in weekly container-ship transits, according to UN Trade and Development (UNCTAD, 2024). Rerouting is associated with longer lead times, higher insurance costs, higher fuel consumption and emissions. This can lead to stockouts, production rescheduling and costly emergency freight for Unilever, as a result of delayed chemicals, packaging and/or agricultural inputs. While less likely, a severe China-Taiwan crisis could be systemic as semiconductor restrictions would negatively impact factory automation, cloud infrastructure and retail equipment, while the US-China trade conflict demonstrates the fragmentation of technology supply chains due to policy (Bown, 2020).
In 2024, Unilever faced a supply chain challenge due to geopolitical tensions, with contingency measures put in place such as alternative materials, transferring production between sites and formulating with substitutes (Unilever PLC, 2025). While these are viable steps, blanket reshoring would increase unit costs and would pose a threat to affordability in price-sensitive emerging markets. The theory of viability in supply chains, by contrast, focuses on the capability of the supply chain network to redefine its structure and continue serving markets in a situation of prolonged disruption (Ivanov and Dolgui, 2020). In addition, evidence from global value chains during the pandemic indicates that resilience is product- and network-specific, and suggests that diversification is more useful when done selectively, rather than replicating all value chains (Gereffi, 2020). In view of this, Unilever should implement criticality and substitutability-based input segmentation, namely: dual-source bottleneck inputs, regional buffers for critical commodities, pre-approval of alternatives for inputs and keeping global scale for standard commodities. When using buffer policies, it's important to establish time limits and regularly audit buffers as too many buffers will tie up cash, risk becoming obsolete, and possibly just move the risk upstream.
2.3 CSRD: Transparency, Legitimacy and Implementation Costs
The European Sustainability Reporting Standards (ESRS) and the double materiality principle (European Parliament and Council, 2022) apply to the CSRD reporting requirements - the sustainability issues covered in the CSRD must have a material impact on enterprise value, and the enterprise activity must have a material impact on sustainability issues. In 2024, Unilever released its inaugural consolidated sustainability statement that was supported by an external limited assurance and a double materiality assessment (Unilever PLC, 2025). This could provide more legitimacy and internal decision making, as similar supplier information can be shared to support product-level carbon, deforestation, water and packaging decisions.
Reporting, however, creates a substantial cost, judgement and control burden in the case of a multinational value chain. Academic research identifies ongoing materiality issues and problems of harmonisation and of providing information that is meaningful to stakeholders (Baumüller and Sopp, 2022). Much Scope 3 emissions and nature data also rely on estimates, introducing uncertainty and risk of greenwashing. Sustainability also exposes the tension between 'growth versus affordability' and 'margins versus environmental ambition', rather than simple 'win-win' scenarios (Hahn et al., 2015). While AI can detect anomalies and chart supplier risk, research on sustainable business models warns against overlooking social, ethical and legal implications (Di Vaio et al., 2020). The strategic opportunity lies not in cosmetic disclosure, however, but in management, because CSRD information must influence investment, sourcing and innovation before it is made public.
3. Impact on Unilever's Competitiveness
The three forces collectively reshape Unilever's market positioning, innovation system, talent model and competitiveness. AI can enhance local relevance and execution, resilience can ensure product availability, and trusted sustainability information can instil confidence among retailers, investors and consumers. However, each benefit comes with a trade-off. Too much automation can degrade accountability, too much redundancy can result in lower profitability, and too much disclosure can create legal exposure if the evidence is lacking. The forces also feed into each other: routing traffic around the Red Sea will generate additional emissions, and optimising data and forecasting can minimise unnecessary freight and stock. Employees therefore need more than generic digital training – they require data literacy, geopolitical and supplier-risk judgement, while sustainability specialists require assurance discipline. What Unilever should do is strike a balance between global scale and regionally delegated flexibility, instead of going for maximum centralisation or localisation.
4. Strategic Recommendations
4.1 Govern AI Through Pilot-Prove-Scale
AI should be managed as a portfolio, not a disparate series of experiments at Unilever. Prior to rollout across markets, each use case should have an accountable business owner, validated data, privacy and bias tests, human escalation rules and quantified business cases.
4.2 Build a Risk-Tiered Supply Network
Use multi-tier mapping to detect single points of failure, with agreed disruption triggers to activate alternative suppliers, production transfers, substitute materials and logistics routes. The investment in resilience projects should be focused on areas where failure of a service would have a meaningful impact on a priority brand or market.
4.3 Turn CSRD Data into Strategic Control
Integrating supplier-data definitions, assurance-ready evidence trails and carbon, water and nature product-level dashboards into capital-allocation decisions and innovation gates should help to boost the speed of innovation. Supplier-data definitions, carbon, water and nature product-level dashboards and assurance-ready evidence trails should be embedded in capital-allocation decisions and innovation gates to increase the pace of innovation. This would help ensure that external claims are in line with internal actions and minimise the risk that sustainability reporting becomes a 'parallel' compliance exercise.
5. Conclusion
AI, geopolitical disruption and the CSRD are not the end of globalisation but rather changes to the capabilities needed to compete in globalisation. AI can enhance Unilever's demand creation and productivity, and enable a more selective approach to resilience in supply chains, while also providing the capability to transform sustainability reporting into a more effective strategic management tool. Such benefits are subject to the availability of reliable data, skilled workers, responsible human judgement and clear management of cost and sustainability trade-offs. The three agendas will need to be brought together into an integrated decision system that is digital, viable and externally credible for international success.
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