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Organisations operate in an unpredictable environment, forced to adapt to frequent political decisions, economic conditions, technological advances, social trends, and environmental pressures (Kourteli, 2000; Cambra-Fierro, 2022). For businesses in the UK food supply chain, these changes are significant, given strict regulations and growing demands for sustainability and ethical practices (Madureira et al., 2024). Dunbia is a major meat processor operating across the United Kingdom and experiences many of these challenges.
The UK agri-food sector adds over £120 billion to the economy and employs about 4.2 million people (DEFRA, 2023). In 2023, the English red meat industry contributed £20.5 billion and 120,000 jobs (AHDB, 2025). Hocquette (2023) and Madureira et al. (2024) agree that companies in this field face significant pressure due to concerns about climate change, animal welfare, and health. As a result, organisations like Dunbia must not only be competitive in markets but also in a political context to maintain their reputation.
As part of the Dawn Meats Group, Dunbia is a major leading food company in the UK and international markets, specialising in the beef and lamb processing industry (Dunbia, 2026). It supplies leading retailers such as Sainsbury's, Tesco, and Marks & Spencer, as well as international customers. Dunbia’s position in the industry means that it is particularly sensitive to government policy, trade regulations, customer behaviour, and environmental legislation.
Dunbia serves as a case study for the UK meat industry, currently dealing with post-Brexit trade barriers, labour shortages, and strict environmental standards (Krawatzek and Pestel, 2024). Additionally, the company must address shifting consumer values regarding health and sustainability (Hocquette, 2023). Examining Dunbia and its strategic response provides a clear view into how modern organisations manage such changing external environments. Analysing Dunbia provides insight into how companies respond to sustainability and ethical concerns while remaining competitive.
This essay evaluates the external pressures affecting Dunbia’s current operations. By applying the PESTLE framework to analyse the macro-environment pressures and Porter's Five Forces to evaluate its market positions, this essay examines how the organisation responds to external change for long-term sustainability.
To determine if Dunbia is undergoing a real strategic transformation or simply reacting to temporal market shifts, this essay first examines the external factors impacting the organisation. Through a PESTLE analysis, it explores specific environmental risks before analysing Dunbia’s current adaptability and strategic alternatives. Ultimately, the work provides a roadmap for strengthening the company’s long-term response to a changing environment.
According to Ebrahimi and Banaeifard (2018), the business environment refers to all the internal and external factors that influence how an organisation operates and performs. Alkhodary (2023) adds that these factors may have an impact on a business's long-term success, strategy, and decisions. Ebrahimi and Banaeifard (2018) and Alkhodary (2023) agree that if businesses want to stay competitive, they cannot operate in isolation, and they must track and respond to changes in the environment. In sectors like food production and meat processing, these drivers represent a moving target due to their complexity.
Ebrahimi and Banaeifard (2018) argue that a company’s success depends on how well it balances its internal operations with the world around it. At its core, the internal environment is about the things the business can actually control, like its company culture, resources, and day-to-day processes (Ebrahimi and Banaeifard, 2018). On the other hand, the external forces play a huge role in performance, as the business must follow strict regulations and customer expectations, such as government policy, economic conditions, social trends, and technological developments (Cambra-Fierro et al., 2022). For organisations like Dunbia, external forces have a significant influence on business performance because the company must comply with strict regulations and respond to market and social expectations.
PESTLE helps organise external factors. PESTLE is useful for organising information, but it does not show how these factors are connected, so it can just simplify truth (Bourgeois et al., 2024), and Political, economic, and social factors are all closely linked. For example, Brexit changed politics, which caused labour shortages, affecting the economy and society. This pushed companies to increase automation through technology. Managers need to analyse the environment rather than separating each factor, and it is necessary to combine it with other tools to gain a better understanding of the business environment.
Dynamic capabilities theory explains that having a competitive advantage relies not just on owning resources, but also on the ability to adjust those resources when conditions change. Where Sensing detects changes, Seizing takes advantage of the opportunities and Transforming reconfigures the company (Bag et al., 2023). In fast-changing industries, adaptability may be more valuable than size alone. The main question to answer is whether Dunbia has transformed its operations or is just adjusting slightly to survive.
The external business environment can also be analysed at two levels: the micro-environment and the macro-environment (Cambra-Fierro et al., 2022). They also add that the micro-environment includes stakeholders that have a direct impact on the organisation, such as suppliers, customers, competitors, and regulators. For Dunbia, this includes food safety regulators, logistics partners, supermarket retailers, and livestock farmers. The term macro-environment describes the larger factors: political, economic, social, technological, legal, and environmental that impact the industry (Madureira et al., 2024). These macro factors are risks and opportunities for companies.
It is important to analyse the external business environment because it allows organisations to anticipate change rather than simply react to it (Eierle et al. 2022). When emerging trends are understood, businesses can make informed decisions and reduce uncertainty. Another reason is that environmental analysis helps organisations identify possible threats, such as regulatory changes or economic crises, which could impact operations (Cambra-Fierro et al., 2022). An example of this is that changes in food safety legislation or trade agreements can affect meat processors operating in the UK. External analysis can show opportunities for growth and innovation, such as adopting new technologies or responding to changing consumer demands for more sustainable products (Alkhodary, 2023).
For businesses in the agri-food sector, it is important to analyse the business environment due to the high level of regulation and public attention involved. In the meat processing companies, the implementation of strict environmental regulations, animal welfare laws, and health and safety standards is needed (Svilane and Kalkis, 2023). Consumer attitudes towards food production are changing, with increased demand for transparency, traceability, and ethical sourcing (Hocquette, 2023). If it does not respond to these external pressures, the company's reputation and competitiveness can be damaged. In industries like meat processing factories, reputation, public trust, profitability and cost efficiency are very important (Hocquette, 2023). Companies that fail to respond to social environmental expectations risk losing customers and contracts.
PESTLE analysis is a model that looks at six macro-environmental factors: Political, Economic, Social, Technological, Legal, and Environmental (Madureira et al., 2024). It is used in organisations to analyse the impact of the external forces on operations and direction (Ebrahimi and Banaeifard, 2018). It is useful for evaluating Dunbia because government policy, economic conditions, environmental regulations, and social expectations of meat consumption have an influence on it.
Porter's Five Forces is another useful way to see what is driving the industry’s competitive landscape. It looks at how competitors work in an industry, and it examines the power of suppliers and buyers, the risks of new entrants, substitute products, and how rivals compete (Bourgeois et al., 2024). While Porter's Five Forces is useful for understanding industry competition (Widt, Llewelyn, and Thorogood, 2022), PESTLE analysis is more appropriate for examining the broader macro-environmental issues facing Dunbia (Ebrahimi and Banaeifard, 2018), such as Brexit-related policy changes and sustainability pressures. PESTLE analysis will be the main tool.
Retailers like Tesco and Sainsbury’s dictate prices, making buyer power exceptionally high and limiting Dunbia from passing rising costs to consumers, while rivalry with competitors like ABP remains strong. Livestock farmers influence input costs and affect overall profitability in Dunbia, while plant-based products represent an emergent substitute product. This force is intensified by economic factors like inflation, forcing Dunbia to optimise its supply chain to maintain margins without losing shelf space to cheaper competitors (Bourgeois et al., 2024).
Organisations need to understand the business environment, when the industry is difficult and regulated, but it is looking committed to long-term success (Ebrahimi and Banaeifard, 2018). A business’s ability to adapt and leverage change depends on how well it understands the external environment (Svilane and Kalkis, 2023). To remain the UK’s leader, Dunbia must align its strategy with the broader business environment (Alkhodary, 2023). This requires balancing strict regulatory compliance with market competitiveness, as external shifts now dictate the company’s operational success and long-term direction.
The PESTLE analysis is valuable because it is adaptable and helps to simplify a complicated business environment (Eierle et al., 2022). 
Political Factor: Brexit completely disrupted Dunbia’s daily routine. According to Poppy, Baverstock, and Baverstock-Poppy (2019), leaving the EU rewrote the trade rules, forcing the company to deal with complex customs and much higher costs. As Dunbia relies on cross-border trade for both imports and exports, these changes have created uncertainty and operational challenges. In addition, changes to agricultural policy, such as the reduction of EU subsidies and the introduction of new UK farming schemes, have affected the livestock supply and pricing (Poppy, Baverstock, and Baverstock-Poppy, 2019).
Brexit’s impact on Dunbia is clear through the extra paperwork and border delays, which now threaten the supply chain. These issues create real bottlenecks, making it much harder to move products on time and protect profit margins. The pressure on Dunbia is further intensified by a changing regulatory environment. Recent trade deals have made livestock supplies less reliable; at the same time, they have opened the market to lower-priced competitors. 
Additionally, evolving UK agricultural policies and trade deals have created further challenges, such as an unpredictable supply of livestock and a rise in low-cost imports. This means the political environment has changed not just in the short term, but also in the industry's structure.
Strict food safety, animal welfare, and environmental policies require Dunbia to invest continuously in compliance and training. Although these increase operational costs, they allow the company to demonstrate high standards, building essential trust with retailers and consumers (Madureira et al., 2024).
Economic factors affect Dunbia's performance. High energy, transport, feed, and labour costs driven by inflation are hitting processor margins hard, effectively shifting more bargaining power across the entire supply chain (Madureira et al., 2024). Energy costs have a major impact on meat processors because the industry relies heavily on refrigeration. At the same time, higher wage costs and labour shortages have increased pressure on profitability.
Consumer spending patterns also affect demand for meat products. In periods of economic uncertainty, consumers may spend less or choose cheaper protein options (Hocquette, 2023). It makes it difficult for Dunbia to balance affordable products with quality. Economic pressures often force a choice between cutting costs and total transformation. For Dunbia, improving operational efficiency is no longer enough if energy and labour costs remain high; the company must shift toward offering value-added products (Bag et al., 2023). If Dunbia’s costs remain high, they may struggle to compete only on efficiency. The company should move more into higher-value or premium products instead of focusing more on control.
Regarding social factors, attitudes towards meat consumption are changing as more people become aware of health issues, animal welfare, and environmental issues. Consequently, consumers are reducing meat intake or seeking alternatives (Hocquette, 2023). This trend pressures processors because public image dictates demand.
Consumer behaviour is changing, and this change is not temporary. It reflects the concerns about health, climate change, and ethics. Dunbia’s issue is not just to maintain sales, but also to maintain its social acceptance as a meat producer. Consumers in the UK are demanding more transparency, traceability, and ethical sourcing (Hocquette, 2023). Dunbia can respond to these social trends when it strengthens relationships with British farmers, improves communication around animal welfare standards, and promotes responsible sourcing practices (Madureira et al., 2024).
The technology has created opportunities and issues for Dunbia. Automation is used in meat processing to improve efficiency, reduce costs, and enhance food safety (Madureira et al., 2024). Investment in modern processing equipment and data-driven systems can help Dunbia improve productivity and reduce reliance on manual labour, which is particularly important given ongoing labour shortages.
Technology alone does not guarantee a long-term advantage; success depends on effective system integration, process changes, and comprehensive employee training.
Legal Factors: Operating in the UK meat sector, Dunbia must comply with regulations to avoid fines, reputational damage or losing contracts with major supermarkets. Any failure to meet these standards is dangerous, as it can lead to heavy fines, a damaged reputation, and the loss of contracts with big supermarkets.
Changes to employment law, including minimum wage increases and stricter worker protection regulations, have increased labour costs for the company. However, strong legal compliance also supports Dunbia's reputation as a responsible employer and supplier, which is important when working with large retailers and public sector clients (Madureira et al., 2024).
Environmental pressures are becoming important for businesses in the agri-food sector. Meat production is associated with high carbon emissions, water usage, and waste generation (Madureira et al., 2024).  Dunbia faces pressure from regulators, customers, and the public to reduce its environmental impact (Hocquette, 2023).
The commitment of the UK government is to achieve net-zero carbon emissions, and increased expectations for sustainability initiatives in the food industry (House of Commons Library, 2024). Dunbia should invest in energy-efficient technologies, waste reduction programmes, and sustainable sourcing practices (Madureira et al., 2024). These initiatives may need short-term costs, but they can lead to long-term benefits, such as improving efficiency, enhancing brand reputation, and stronger relationships with stakeholders (Alkhodary, 2023).
Sustainability can be both a cost and an opportunity for companies. Dunbia needs to meet basic legal requirements to stay competitive. Taking clear goals for reducing carbon emissions and sharing its progress, it can build trust with retailers and consumers (Madureira et al., 2024).
To manage the complicated pressures of Brexit, Dunbia uses the shared services model of the Dawn Meats Group. This centralised setup helps the company manage high administrative costs that often overwhelm smaller competitors. At the same time, management has moved from relying on manual labour to a strategy focused on automation, helping to fix the shortage of skilled EU workers. By combining these internal strengths, Dunbia turns external political and social threats into a clear competitive advantage based on efficiency and scale (Alkhodary, 2023). 
Dunbia has implemented initiatives to maintain competitiveness and ensure long-term sustainability (Dunbia, 2026). Adapting to these political, economic, and social pressures is important for supporting its leading position in the UK meat industry.
Dunbia remains committed to enhancing efficiency and promoting innovation. Investing in technology, the company can manage rising labour costs and boost productivity (Alkhodary, 2023). These technological improvements also support food safety and traceability, allowing Dunbia to meet strict regulatory requirements and maintain strong relationships with major retailers (Madureira et al., 2024).
Sustainability has become an increasingly important strategic priority for Dunbia (Alkhodary, 2023). The company is taking steps to reduce waste, use energy efficiently, and support sustainable farming practices (Madureira et al., 2024). Dunbia is working with suppliers and farmers to increase transparency in the supply chain, and it helps to address environmental and animal welfare issues (Hocquette, 2023). This shows that the company understands changing social expectations and regulatory pressures.
There is an important difference between responding to pressure and making a real change. Dunbia appears to be adapting to industry trends rather than shaping its future direction in the market.
Leadership and the organisational culture play an important role in the adaptability of the company. Rather than just reacting to trends, a transformational leadership approach would allow the company to shape the market through innovation in alternative proteins and value-added products (Alkhodary, 2023). This shift requires a focused digital transformation, using data analytics and artificial intelligence to build a resilient supply chain (Tambuskar, Jain, and Narwane, 2024). Dunbia’s success depends on whether its management can turn these dynamic capabilities into a permanent part of its strategy, moving from short-term fixes toward genuine change.
Dunbia, in response to its external business environment, has demonstrated a reasonable level of adaptability. Many of its strategies have been effective, but ongoing investment and innovation will be necessary to address future threats related to sustainability, regulation, and changing consumer behaviour (Alkhodary, 2023).
It is important to compare and evaluate the methods of Dunbia with ABP Food Group to see their strategic position. ABP is one of the largest meat processors in the UK and Ireland (ABP Food Group, 2026). Both companies operate under similar rules and conditions, but there are some slight differences.
An important part of the ABP Food Group strategy is sustainability. They are not only investing in projects to reduce carbon emissions, but they also publish clear sustainability reports with specific emissions goals (ABP Food Group, 2026). This strengthens and enhances its attractiveness and profile to major retailers that integrate environmental criteria into procurement decisions (Alkhodary, 2023). Unlike this, Dunbia has implemented sustainability initiatives, but its reporting is less detailed. Being transparent and clear can help companies to compete better, and it is not only about cost, but also about green credibility, making sustainability an important tool for market differentiation (Madureira et al., 2024).
Both ABP and Dunbia have pursued the use of automation and improved their supply chain to deal with labour shortages and rising costs after Brexit. ABP’s scaled international diversification may help it handle local political issues better. Dunbia, as part of the Dawn Meats Group, gets benefits from shared resources, but is still affected by the UK market. This evaluation shows that Dunbia’s strategy is aimed at improving efficiency and compliance and is aligned with industry trends. However, to achieve stronger differentiation, they must emphasise measurable sustainability, leadership and diversification (Madureira et al., 2024).
Competitive advantage in the meat processing industry is shaped not only by cost efficiency but also by environmental credibility (Hocquette, 2023). It also shows that transparency and clear sustainability targets are important competitive tools. If Dunbia does not improve its reporting and long-term commitments, it may remain competitive but not differentiated from rivals. Long-term success in this industry will depend on trust, transparency, and sustainability performance, not only on operational efficiency.
This essay examines how Dunbia adapts to the UK meat processing industry’s changes when the PESTLE analysis is applied. Some important issues were found, including Brexit, rising costs, labour shortages, and pressure for environmental sustainability. However, opportunities exist in technological innovation and ethical sourcing. When Dunbia invests in technology and enhances sustainability, it is a proactive response to external pressures. While they have made progress, most actions seem reactive rather than strategic. To maintain competitiveness, Dunbia needs to lead sustainability and innovation instead of responding to pressures.
Dunbia should leverage digital transformation. The implementation of predictive analytics will help to minimise economic changes in livestock pricing and energy consumption. It will change from reactive changes to proactive resource allocation. Adopting Science-Based Targets for carbon reduction, Dunbia is addressing social and environmental pressures (Marini et al., 2024). This alignment ensures long-term legal compliance with UK Net-Zero policies. Dunbia will enhance brand value among ethical consumers when it is applied to the company. Dunbia’s response to Brexit labour shortages through automation, showing sensing and seizing capabilities. To achieve the full transformational stage, the organisation must diversify into alternative proteins to protect against changing social trends. When Dunbia adopts these strategies, it can improve its competitiveness and remain firm in a complicated business environment. 
Dunbia’s success will depend on how quickly it can anticipate changes rather than reacting to them. In an industry that is highly regulated and sensitive to public concerns, being flexible and credible will be more important than size alone.
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