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Learning and Development, or “L&D,” is a core part of Human Resource Management activity aimed to enhance employees’ knowledge, skills, and abilities to improve both individual and organizational performance. L&D includes a range of structured activities such as training, coaching, mentoring, and career development that enable employees to meet organizational demands in the present and future. Indeed, competent and flexible employees are the primary drivers of a company’s competitive advantage in the increasingly unpredictable and volatile global business environment. Nowadays, due to rapid technological development, globalization, and changing demographics of the working population, creating an L&D program has become a necessity rather than a choice for organizations to survive and thrive. The learning organization theory asserts that by stimulating continuous learning, an organization can respond to environmental changes, promote innovation, and enhance competitiveness. Additionally, learning and development lead to opportunities for diversity and inclusion and may reduce bias.
One of the most widely recognized L&D frameworks is Kolb’s Experiential Learning Model. The model defines learning as a cyclical process with four critical stages: Concrete Experience, Reflective Observation, Abstract Conceptualization, and Active Experimentation. Kolb posits that learning is most effective when individuals create conceptual models through reflection and actively test them in practice. This framework is among the most frequently used in organizational training and leadership development due to its focus on reflection and experiential learning. An example of a global organization that uses L&D lens to drive its strategic HRM practices is Unilever. As a company with a robust presence in over 190 countries, Unilever incorporates employee development as one of its main values and strategic priorities. Unilever Future Leaders Programme and several online learning platforms and leadership development Academies were launched to prepare the future with the skills that Unilever needs and develop inclusive leadership. Thus, Unilever’s focus on Continuous learning, diversification, and inclusivity, as well as the ability to adapt, remain competitive in rapidly changing markets.
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A motivation to learn: The company’s strong purpose-driven culture strengthened by its mission of “making sustainable living commonplace” promotes learning, ethical leadership, and innovation. Companies with strong values and missions ensure that their L&D budgets contribute to sustainable performance and social responsibilities. For example, Unilever’s Sustainability Academy equips employees with insights into environmental and social sustainability, making itself a part of the L&D strategy.
Leadership commitment: While the research indicates that leadership commitment is a powerful factor in determining L&D outcomes, it does not suggest how it is related to the implementation. Unilever’s top management team sponsors the Unilever Future Leaders Programme and Leadership Growth Profile to develop global leadership and professional management capability. As emphasized by Armstrong and Taylor, such support demonstrates that L&D is not an operational hindrance but a strategic investment.
Employee skill gaps and digital opportunities: As Unilever continually monitors internal gaps based on performance analytics and capability framework, recent digitization projects have showed a shortage of data literacy and digital marketing skills. The company then launches a Digital learning programme to address the gaps, which provides personalized and on-demand access to learning through digital platforms such as Degreed or Coursera.
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Political factors play a crucial role in shaping Unilever’s L&D approach due to its operations across more than 190 countries, each with distinct governmental regulations and labour laws. Political stability and trade policies influence Unilever’s ability to deliver consistent training programs across regions. For instance, compliance with the European Union’s sustainability and corporate social responsibility directives requires Unilever to train employees on ethical sourcing, fair trade, and anti-bribery practices (OECD, 2022). These initiatives ensure that L&D programs support global compliance and uphold the organisation’s ethical and governance standards.

Economic factors such as inflation, currency fluctuations, and economic downturns also affect the availability of resources for L&D. During periods of financial constraint, such as the COVID-19 pandemic, Unilever shifted from traditional face-to-face training to more cost-effective digital learning models to maintain workforce development (Birdi et al., 2020). Despite economic pressures, Unilever continues to invest in employee learning through scalable e-learning platforms that allow continuous skill enhancement at reduced operational costs. This approach highlights how L&D strategies must remain flexible and cost-efficient to ensure long-term capability building.

Social factors are increasingly important in shaping L&D policies, especially given Unilever’s global and diverse workforce. Changing demographics, employee expectations, and the growing emphasis on diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) have prompted Unilever to adopt inclusive training programs. Initiatives such as unconscious bias training and cross-cultural leadership workshops have been introduced to enhance collaboration and promote inclusive work environments (Garavan et al., 2021). These programs reflect the company’s commitment to building social awareness and ensuring equitable access to learning opportunities.

Technological factors have been transformative for Unilever’s HR and L&D practices. The rise of digital technologies, artificial intelligence (AI), and data analytics has reshaped how learning is delivered and assessed. Unilever has implemented AI-powered learning platforms such as Degreed and Coursera, which personalise training based on individual career paths and performance data (Noe et al., 2021). This technological integration allows HR to identify skills gaps more efficiently and deliver adaptive, self-paced learning experiences that enhance employee engagement and performance.

Environmental factors are deeply embedded in Unilever’s corporate strategy and have a direct impact on its L&D design. As a company committed to sustainability, Unilever integrates environmental awareness and responsibility into employee development. Through initiatives like the Sustainability Academy, employees receive training on sustainable sourcing, waste reduction, and carbon footprint management (Unilever, 2023). These programs align with Unilever’s broader goal of achieving net-zero emissions and ensuring that all employees contribute to its sustainability agenda.
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As a result, the intertwined effect of internal and external forces means that Unilever’s HR function must implement flexible, diverse, and globally compatible L&D strategies. Consequently, the HR leaders have embraced workforce analytics to spot new skills, introduced digital learning technologies to make learning possible and implemented development programmes that correlate with such critical strategic dimensions as sustainability, innovation and diversity. Moreover, the above PESTEL considerations guarantee that Unilever’s learning would remain active and versatile in reaction to external adversity. 
The above combo of L&D design and these internal and external effects permit Unilever to maintain a competitive edge by pioneering a self-reliant, future-focused and purpose-oriented employee demographic. This is reminiscent of the mantle of individual purpose and fulfilment that decentralised control and monopoly authority in 20th holds. Learning and Development Facilitating Adaptation to the Environment. Learning and Development play a vital role in helping an organisation respond to changes in its environment, such as digitalisation, remote operations and changing workforce expectations. For a transcontinental corporation like Unilever, the L&D has expanded as a strategic tool for resiliency and versatility by ensuring that its employees have the desired talents and attitudes to succeed in the customer-driven and transforming nature of the case. 

Another key environmental change influencing Unilever’s L&D strategy is the rise of remote and hybrid working models. The COVID-19 pandemic accelerated the need for flexible learning delivery methods, prompting Unilever to shift from traditional classroom-based training to virtual learning environments (Birdi et al., 2020). 

Unilever’s L&D function also supports adaptation to social and sustainability trends, reflecting the organisation’s strong commitment to responsible business practices. As part of its Unilever Compass Strategy, employees are trained to embed sustainability into decision-making and operational processes (Unilever, 2023). Employee capacity-building: Unilever offers a wide range of learning programmes through its Sustainability Academy. The courses include topics such as ethical sourcing, circular economy principles, and environmental stewardship. The initiative ensures that its workforce is not only well-versed with Unilever sustainability targets but also compliant with relevant environmental law modifications, now and in the future. Additionally, Unilever embraces a “lifelong employability” culture where its employees are encouraged to learn continuously. The flow of work methodology where employees learn through experiences such as trial and error, reflective observation, and sharing and discussing beliefs is based on Experiential Learning Model. This culture allows the company’s staff to rapidly grasp, absorb, and manage fast-emerging trends in the job sector such as automation, environmental policy requirements, and customer behavioural shifts to name a few.

Learning and Development as a Tool for Maintaining Competitive Advantage
Learning and Development is one of the crucial strategies that enables organizations to create sustainable sources of competitive advantage by increasing the level of employee engagement, retention, and productivity. In the case of Unilever, L&D is deeply integrated with the overall talent management strategy aimed at keeping the workforce engaged, motivated, and aligned with the company’s long-term vision. One of the key drivers of competitive advantage is employee engagement and retention. Unilever invests heavily in various learning platforms, such as My Learning and Degreed, to personalize training and empower employees to take control over their development. 
My Learning and Degreed offer a range of courses aligned with employees’ job positions and career paths, providing them with dedicated learning experiences. As Armstrong and Taylor argue, organizations that implement a culture of continuous learning average a lower level of turnover as employees feel they have more opportunities for advancement and support. L&D is also directly contributing to the level of productivity and innovation. Unilever technology offers regular training programs, such as the Digital Upskilling Programme to provide employees with the necessary tech skills to drive innovation in product, marketing, and sustainability. The company can promptly respond to trends and adjust the production process, increasing the level of operational efficiency and customer satisfaction.
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In a globalised business environment, organisations increasingly recognise the importance of inclusive Learning and Development (L&D) programmes in supporting employees from diverse backgrounds. For Unilever, diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) are core values embedded in its human resource strategy, ensuring that all employees, regardless of gender, ethnicity, culture, or ability, have equal opportunities for learning and career advancement.

Inclusive L&D initiatives enable employees from different cultural and social backgrounds to thrive by creating learning environments that acknowledge and respect diversity. Unilever has implemented cultural sensitivity and inclusive leadership training to help managers understand unconscious bias and build inclusive team cultures (Unilever, 2023).
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One of the most renowned frameworks in Learning and Development is Kolb’s Experiential Learning model that views learning as an ongoing function of experience. According to the model, learning can occur only when the learner engages in its four stages of the cycle: Concrete Experience, Reflective Observation, Abstract Conceptualisation and Active Experimentation. Since learners perform these stages in a cycle and not in action, Kolb highlights the significance of lifelong, experiential, and self-directed learning that allows an individual to turn experience into the knowledge of the experience (Kolb, 1984).

Unilever effectively applies Kolb’s model across its L&D initiatives to enhance learning effectiveness and employee engagement. For instance, in the Unilever Future Leaders Programme (UFLP), participants undertake international assignments that provide Concrete Experience through real-world business challenges. 
The strengths of Kolb’s model lie in its flexibility and learner-centred approach. It supports diverse learning preferences visual, auditory, and kinesthetics making it well-suited for Unilever’s global and multicultural workforce (Garavan et al., 2021). The model’s emphasis on reflection and experimentation fosters critical thinking, adaptability, and innovation competencies essential in a dynamic business environment (Noe et al., 2021).
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Although Unilever shows a remarkable commitment to L&D, its global learning strategy faces several obstacles that can undermine efforts of being put into practice. First and foremost, there is resistance to change among those familiar with classroom education styles. Failure to see the benefits of a digital and self-directed learning platform, such as Degreed, led to its various adoption rates around the regions in the beginning. According to Noe et al., (2021), workers do not have the chance to catch the opportunity, which makes it difficult to carry out results. The former often comes from digital skill gaps and a lack of knowledge about whether the new technology helps drive employee interaction. Budgetary constraints and resource distribution continue to be a significant problem as well. Even though Unilever makes heavy investments in the programs for leadership and digital upskilling, it is challenging to keep a consistent fund for 190 countries in these countries. It has been particularly difficult during economic slumps. (Birdi et al., 2020). 

To address these challenges, several recommendations can enhance Unilever’s L&D effectiveness. First, the organisation should leverage artificial intelligence (AI) and data analytics to personalise learning pathways and predict future skill needs, ensuring that training investments are targeted and cost-effective (Armstrong & Taylor, 2020).
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In conclusion, Learning and Development (L&D) serves as a strategic driver of organisational success and sustainability at Unilever. As demonstrated throughout this report, L&D is integral to enhancing employee capability, engagement, and innovation while aligning individual growth with corporate objectives. Through initiatives such as the Unilever Future Leaders Programme (UFLP) and Digital Upskilling Programme, the company effectively embeds learning into its global operations, ensuring a workforce that is both agile and future-ready (Unilever, 2023).

Summarizing the analysis, it has been noted that internal and external drivers such as technological innovation, globalisation, and organizational culture underlie Unilever’s L&D practices. By operationalising Kolb’s ELM, Unilever underpins the values of experiential, reflective, and continuous learning, enabling employees to acquire relevant knowledge, transform it into practice, and be able to effectively deal with increased professional complexity. Additionally, Unilever’s L&D embraces inclusiveness ensuring that representatives of diverse sociocultural backgrounds have equal opportunities for favourable employer programs, which supports equity, cultural appropriateness, and cooperation throughout the company’s global employee segment (Garavan et al., 2021).
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