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[bookmark: _Toc234538614]Chapter 1: Introduction
[bookmark: _Toc234538615]1.1 Background and Rationale
ESG strategy is an integral paradigm of strategic management which goes beyond compliance and corporate philanthropy to strengthen organisational resilience, trust from stakeholders and long-term value creation (Friede, Busch and Bassen, 2015; Gillan, Koch and Starks, 2021). ESG is a part of Unilever PLC's business strategy in the form of the Unilever Sustainable Living Plan and Compass Strategy, where sustainability is integrated into innovation, operations and stakeholder engagement among the multinational corporations. However, in 2023, the company has revised a few sustainability targets to attain a balance between ESG aspirations and business results, making it a prime and timely subject for investigation. While there are many studies that have explored the link between ESG and financial performance and corporate reputation, there is no consensus on the results, especially related to the link between ESG and gaining long-term competitive advantage by building intangible assets like reputation and stakeholder trust. Hence, the current study aims to do a secondary data analysis on Unilever PLC in order to critically examine the impact of ESG strategy on corporate reputation and sustainable competitive advantage in relation to the current discourse in strategic sustainability and responsible corporate governance.








[bookmark: _Toc234538616]1.2 Research Aim
To assess the effects on the companies' reputation and long-term competitive advantage of implementing Environmental, Social and Governance (ESG) strategy in Unilever PLC by secondary data analysis.
[bookmark: _Toc234538617]1.3 Research Objectives
1. To critically examine the concept and strategic importance of ESG in multinational corporations.
2. To analyse Unilever PLC's ESG strategy and sustainability initiatives using secondary data.
3. To evaluate the influence of ESG strategy on Unilever's corporate reputation.
4. To examine how ESG contributes to creating long-term competitive advantage.
5. To identify current challenges, opportunities and future implications associated with ESG implementation within Unilever PLC.
[bookmark: _Toc234538618]1.4 Research Questions
1. What is the strategic significance of ESG for multinational corporations?
2. How has Unilever PLC implemented ESG strategy within its business operations?
3. To what extent has ESG strategy influenced Unilever's corporate reputation?
4. How does ESG contribute to developing long-term competitive advantage?
5. What lessons can organisations learn from Unilever's ESG strategy?







[bookmark: _Toc234538619]1.5 Problem Statement
While ESG is now a major strategic priority, there are still questions about how it can help organisations achieve success. Although many organisations have dedicated themselves to ESG initiatives, there is still a disjointed and inconsistent set of evidence between ESG strategy and corporate reputation and long-term competitive advantage. In recent times, with changing corporate priorities such as Unilever's new ESG pledges, there has been a greater focus on how to balance sustainability and financial performance. Furthermore, studies so far have been limited to financial impacts and the potential contribution of ESG to intangible resources, like reputation and stakeholder trust and competitive position, has been under-researched. Hence, this study employs secondary data for the purposes of analyzing the impact of ESG strategy on corporate reputation and long-term competitive advantage of Unilever PLC.


















[bookmark: _Toc234538620]Chapter 2: Literature Review
[bookmark: _Toc234538621]2.1 Introduction
Environmental, Social and Governance (ESG) is a key strategic management, corporate governance and responsible investment term. In the current literature, ESG has been identified as a holistic strategy and a proactive approach to improve organizational resilience, stakeholder relations, and long-term value creation. In the past, recent studies (2020-2026) have shown that ESG is important for innovation, risk management and sustainable competitive advantage, though there is still some debate about the financial and reputational benefits (Gillan, Koch and Starks, 2021; Velte, 2022). Important theories, themes and research gaps are critically reviewed relevant to Unilever PLC.
[bookmark: _Toc234538622]2.2 Theoretical Foundation
The research is based on Stakeholder Theory, coupled with Legitimacy Theory, the Resource-Based View (RBV) and Signalling Theory, which altogether provide insight in the way that ESG strategy can drive corporate reputation and long-term competitive advantage.
[bookmark: _Toc234538623]2.2.1 Stakeholder Theory
Stakeholder Theory (Freeman, 1984) posits that an organisation can be sustained in its success if it manages to cater for the interests of various groups of stakeholders and not just the shareholders. In the context of environmental, social and governance (ESG) research, it helps to account for why companies invest in protecting the environment, supporting their workforce, and adhering to ethical standards and community engagement. Research in recent years has shown that good ESG practices boost stakeholder confidence, mitigate reputational risk and boost organisational resilience. For Unilever, these are some of the examples of how ESG can be used to create shared value for customers, employees, suppliers, investors and societies: Responsible sourcing, climate action and social inclusion.
[bookmark: _Toc234538624]2.2.2 Legitimacy Theory
Legitimacy Theory (Suchman, 1995) implies that organisations strive for acceptance within the society through matching their actions with social values and expectations. ESG initiatives, such as environmental stewardship, transparent governance, and responsible social practices, help to build a firm's legitimacy by generating trust among stakeholders and ensuring it continues to operate (Velte, 2022). Similarly, a lack of ESG disclosure or the use of greenwashing can affect corporate reputation and investor trust. Sustainability commitments by Unilever, such as climate action, sustainable sourcing and diversity, which are geared toward addressing the sustainability expectations of the world, further reinforce the legitimacy of the company. But recent changes to certain ESG goals show that it's about striking a balance between business and stakeholder expectations.
2.2.3 Resource-Based View (RBV)
According to the Resource-Based View (Barney, 1991), sustainable competitive advantage is related to resources that are valuable, rare, inimitable and non-substitutable (VRIN). Today, the importance of capabilities, such as the ability to gain the trust of stakeholders, ethical leadership, company culture, and sustainability innovations, is increasingly being recognised as intangible assets that are hard to replicate by other companies (Daugaard and Ding, 2022). Research indicated that ESG can have a positive effect on the efficiency of the operations, innovation and investor confidence, however, the impact of sustainability has to be aligned with the business strategy and not just a CSR initiative. At Unilever, responsible sourcing, circular economy and ethical governance are assets that help build long-term competitiveness and the company's reputation.
[bookmark: _Toc234538625]2.2.4 Signalling Theory
Signalling Theory (Spence, 1973) has been used to explain the communication of credible information to reduce the information asymmetry between the firm and other stakeholders. ESG disclosures, sustainability reports and independent ESG ratings are strategic signals and can help to increase transparency, investor confidence and corporate reputation. The impact of such signals, however, relies on their credibility; if the actions taken by the organisation fall short of its intentions for ESG, it can lead to greenwashing allegations from stakeholders. The integrated sustainability reporting of Unilever sets the stage to consider the role of credible ESG communication to build a stakeholder's trust and increase their organisation's reputation.
[bookmark: _Toc234538626]2.3 Key Themes and Models 
[bookmark: _Toc234538627]2.3.1 Development of ESG as a Strategic Management Framework
Environmental, Social and Governance (ESG) has gone from a voluntary corporate responsibility initiative to a strategic management framework that impacts an organisation's decision-making, stakeholder engagement and long-term value creation. Historically, sustainability was linked to philanthropy and regulatory frameworks, but, as climate change and social equality and ethical governance become more of a concern, ESG has become a crucial component of business strategies. ESG can contribute to risk management and operational resilience and sustainable competitiveness by incorporating environmental, social and governance into organizational plans, as per recent studies (Gillan, Koch and Starks, 2021 and Velte, 2022). However, it remains unclear whether ESG is primarily about innovation and differentiation in competition or is primarily used to meet expectations and to establish organisational legitimacy. Unilever is an example of strategic ESG integration, which involves embedding sustainability in product development, in sourcing and corporate governance, and is an example of how Sustainability has shifted from compliance-driven to value-driven strategic management.
[bookmark: _Toc234538628]2.3.2 Environmental, social and governance (ESG) and corporate reputation
Corporate reputation is one of the most important intangible assets of an organisation as it is a reflection of the general trust, moral conduct and social responsibility that stakeholders have of it. Modern literature has consistently presented ESG performance as a key factor to consider when building corporate reputation, as good environmental management, social responsibility and robust governance will build trust and legitimacy for the organisation (Daugaard and Ding, 2022). But it is not a prescriptive relationship. The quality and transparency of the ESG implementation is crucial to the reputational benefit, scholars contend. It is possible for companies to lose the trust of different stakeholders for carrying out symbolic reporting or greenwashing, even if they make extensive disclosures about sustainability. Maintaining reputation has involved consistently aligning Unilever's sustainability commitments with the company's actions, but recent changes to some ESG commitments show that sustainability initiatives have bolstered the brand's reputation and investor confidence.
[bookmark: _Toc234538629]2.3.3 ESG and Long-Term Competitive Advantage
ESG and long-term competitive advantage have become a topic of growing academic research. ESG capabilities such as trust of stakeholders, supply chain management and sustainable innovation, as well as ethical leadership, are considered valuable and hard-to-imitate strategic resources (Resource-Based View, Barney, 1991). Such features help make operations more efficient, boost investor confidence and add to the resilience of the organisation, and can help in achieving sustainable competitive advantage (Gillan, Koch and Starks, 2021). However, there is mixed empirical evidence that ESG investing might not provide immediate monetary gains. This means that the effective embedding of ESG in the organisational strategy and culture is a precondition for the creation of value. Continuous work to improve sustainable sourcing and responsible innovation and operational efficiency – long-standing practices by Unilever – demonstrates that ESG can be a strategic capability to drive a company's long-term competitiveness.
[bookmark: _Toc234538630]2.3.4 Models of ESG and measurement frameworks
For ESG to be effective, it needs to be consistently measured and transparently reported. There are a number of frameworks which have been widely adopted like the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI), Sustainability Accounting Standards Board (SASB), Task Force on Climate-related Financial Disclosures (TCFD) and International Sustainability Standards Board (ISSB) which gives guidance on standardised sustainability reporting. These frameworks provide greater transparency, comparability and confidence among stakeholders. Unilever's ESG reporting is based on internationally recognised standards, which further strengthens the credibility of its sustainability reporting. But the methodologies used for ESG ratings can differ, and therefore evaluative results can vary between rating agencies, pointing to the drawbacks of relying exclusively on ESG ratings. Hence, this study takes a wide perspective and analyses ESG by using a secondary source like corporate reports, literature and other academic sources.
[bookmark: _Toc234538631]2.4 Research Gap
Although a lot of research exists in ESG, there are a number of key research gaps. Previous literature mainly concentrates on the impact on financial outcomes, with relatively little research on how ESG can impact the intangible strategic assets of a company, like reputation or long-term competitive advantage. In addition, a large number of studies are based on large cross-sectional datasets, which offer little context to understand the implementation of ESG within a particular organisation. Developments in Unilever's sustainability strategy, relevant to the changing stakeholder expectations and commercial priorities, are also underrepresented. Lastly, prior studies seldom combine Stakeholder Theory, Legitimacy Theory, Resource-Based View and Signalling Theory in one unit of analysis. Hence, this study is designed to fill these gaps by conducting a secondary data analysis on Unilever PLC, to determine the effect of ESG strategy on corporate reputation and sustainable competitive advantage for a more holistic understanding of the ESG as a strategic organisational capability.









[bookmark: _Toc234538632]2.5 Conceptual Framework
The proposed conceptual framework is a diagram that shows the assumed relationship between the study variables.

Figure 1: Proposed Conceptual Framework of the Relationship between ESG Strategy, Corporate Reputation and Long-Term Competitive Advantage.[image: ]

Source: Created by the Author











[bookmark: _Toc234538633]Chapter 3: Methodology
[bookmark: _Toc234538634]3.1 Research Philosophy
Research philosophy is the assumptions that underpin the way the knowledge is generated and interpreted during the research process (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2023). This study is based on an interpretivist approach as it seeks to assess the impact of ESG strategy on corporate reputation and long-term competitive advantage from the available documentary evidence. Interpretivism is suitable because the research does not aim to establish causal relation between variables by using primary quantitative data, but rather examine meanings and relationships in sustainability reports, annual reports and academic literature. While many ESG studies rely on positivist approaches, interpretivism allows for a deeper understanding of the implementation, communication and interpretation of ESG strategies in the organisational context of Unilever.
[bookmark: _Toc234538635]3.2 Research Approach
The study is conducted using an inductive research approach, which means the themes and patterns are emerged from the existing evidence and not to test the predetermined hypothesis. This approach is suitable because the research is about the strategic role of ESG, thus synthesising the information from academic research and sustainability reports, ESG disclosures, and corporate documents, will provide an understanding of Unilever's ESG strategy.
[bookmark: _Toc234538636]3.3 Research Method
Research Design
The case will be done as qualitative case study only using secondary data. The case study approach allows for a detailed exploration of Unilever PLC as a globally recognised case of corporate sustainability which goes beyond the broad cross-sectional studies as it provides a more detailed understanding of the case.
Data Collection
The research will utilise publicly available secondary sources, including Unilever Annual Reports (2020–2025), sustainability and governance reports, ESG disclosures, peer-reviewed journal articles (2020–2026), academic books, industry reports, company publications and international reporting frameworks such as GRI, SASB, ISSB and TCFD. Data triangulation is done by using more than one source of documents, which increases credibility and trustworthiness of the findings.
Data Analysis
Thematic analysis as proposed by Braun and Clarke (2006) will be used to analyse the collected data using the following steps: familiarisation with the data, initial coding, searching for themes, reviewing the themes, defining and naming the themes, and finally, writing the interpretation. Some of the most likely themes are likely to be ESG strategy implementation, environmental sustainability, social responsibility, corporate governance, stakeholder engagement, corporate reputation, sustainable competitive advantage and future strategic challenges. This helps to compare the same concepts in an orderly manner between the academic literature and Unilever's sustainability practices.
[bookmark: _Toc234538637]3.4 Ethical Considerations
There is no human subject, but ethics are just as important. The study will adhere to the ethical standards of the University of Wales Trinity Saint David (UWTSD) by only utilizing secondary data that is publicly available, by using accurate UWTSD Harvard referencing, by demonstrating academic integrity and by interpreting evidence objectively and respecting copyright regulations. Since there will not be any primary data gathered, informed consent and participant confidentiality are not relevant.
[bookmark: _Toc234538638]3.5 Feasibility
This research is highly feasible as all the information required is publically available in the Unilever's reports, academic databases and recognised sustainability reporting frameworks. Additionally, no primary data was collected, which reduces the financial and time demands of the study, and allows it to be conducted within the proposed research time.
[bookmark: _Toc234538639]3.6 Expected Findings
The study is designed to show that the application of ESG strategy improves Unilever's corporate reputation, stakeholder trust, organisation's legitimacy and its sustainable competitive advantage. Corporate reputation can also be expected to be a mediating factor between ESG strategy and sustainable competitiveness, emphasizing the value of ESG as a strategic asset instead of a mere compliance and reporting obligation.
[bookmark: _Toc234538640]3.7 Limitations
One of the limitations of the study is that it relies on secondary data which is limited by the quality and availability of published information. By focusing on a specific organisation, findings may be limited in generalisability and there may be managerial bias in corporate reports. These restrictions will be addressed by data triangulation from peer-reviewed literature and data sources. Furthermore, moving forward, the way ESG reporting is done may impact future understanding of sustainability performance.
[bookmark: _Toc234538641]3.8 Research Timeline and Gantt Chart
Research Period: 25 June 2026 – 20 September 2026
	Activities
	Jun
	Jul
	Aug
	Sep

	Research proposal approval
	
	✓
	
	

	Literature review
	✓
	✓
	
	

	Secondary data collection
	
	✓
	✓
	

	Data analysis
	
	
	✓
	

	Chapter writing
	
	✓
	✓
	✓

	Editing and proofreading
	
	
	
	✓

	Final submission
	
	
	
	✓



[bookmark: _Toc234538642]Conclusion
The purpose of this proposed research is to assess the effect of Environmental, Social and Governance (ESG) strategy on corporate reputation and long-term competitive advantage based on secondary data of Unilever PLC. The study is guided by the theories of Stakeholder Theory, Legitimacy Theory, Resource-Based View and Signalling Theory, which are aimed at showing how ESG enhances the legitimacy of the organisation, trust of the stakeholders and sustainable competitive advantage. The results will help inform the academic field and also give managers and policymakers some actionable ideas about how to incorporate sustainability into long-term corporate strategies.
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