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[bookmark: _Toc203846071]Executive Summary
This report critically examines the role, responsibilities, and ethical challenges faced by multinational corporations (MNCs) in addressing climate change, with Unilever serving as a case study. As climate change increases, MNCs are increasingly expected to act as global leaders in promoting sustainable practices across industries and regions. Unilever, a consumer goods giant operating in over 190 countries, has positioned itself as a frontrunner in climate leadership through initiatives such as its Climate Transition Action Plan and commitment to net-zero emissions by 2039.
The analysis explores arguments in favor of MNCs leading climate action, highlighting Unilever’s economies of scale, supply chain influence, investment in low-carbon innovations, and responsiveness to stakeholder expectations. It also integrates leadership theories such as transformational and responsible leadership, which underpin Unilever’s sustainability vision. However, the report also critically assesses opposing perspectives. These include the inherent tension between profit and purpose, the risk of greenwashing, challenges in enforcing environmental standards across regions with weak governance, and concerns over corporate dominance in shaping global climate agendas. The ethical dilemmas within Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) and the imbalance between shareholder and stakeholder interests are also examined. The report concludes that while MNCs like Unilever have the scale and influence to lead on climate issues, genuine progress requires stronger accountability, ethical leadership, and inclusive stakeholder engagement. Individual leadership, guided by a global mindset and long-term commitment, remains essential in translating sustainability goals into meaningful climate outcomes.
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1. [bookmark: _Toc203846072]Introduction

Climate change is commonly known as the most important global challenge of the 21st century, demanding urgent and concerted efforts by governments, business organizations, and civil society. According to the World Bank (2023), MNEs bear a double potential of both pushing forward and hindering the mitigation of climate change. Risks to climate change have grown, and the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) has lamented, stating that a total lack of response in curbing greenhouse gas emissions will lead to irreparable destruction to the ecosystem and the populace by the year 2050. In that regard, global business leaders have never been more important, especially in guiding ethical, strategic, and sustainable reactions to the climate crisis.
This report used a consumer goods giant, Unilever, which operates in more than 190 countries, as a case study to assess global leadership in climate with regard to action. With a legacy of sustainability initiatives dating back over a decade, Unilever has positioned itself as a leader in responsible business practices. Its Sustainable Living Plan and the more recent Climate Transition Action Plan reflect a clear strategy to achieve net-zero emissions by 2039 while supporting regenerative agriculture, reducing plastic waste, and ensuring ethical sourcing across its supply chain (Unilever PLC, 2024a; Unilever PLC, 2024b). These commitments are reinforced across its regional entities, such as Unilever Indonesia and Hindustan Unilever, which have published independent sustainability reports detailing carbon reductions, water stewardship, and inclusive business models in emerging markets (Unilever Indonesia, 2024; Hindustan Unilever Limited, 2025).
The rationale for selecting Unilever lies not only in its extensive global footprint but also in its demonstrable efforts to integrate climate-conscious strategies into its operational and leadership structures. Its transparency in reporting, including its Form SD on conflict minerals, reflects a broader commitment to ethical supply chain governance and compliance with evolving environmental standards (Unilever PLC, 2025).

Figure 1 Aims and Objectives
The report seeks to analyze the ethical, strategic, and operational role of MNEs towards combating climate change by taking the example of Unilever. Second, it offers an unbiased argument on the issue of big business leading the fight on climate change, taking into consideration positive prospects as well as criticisms. Lastly, the report evaluates the significance of individual leadership and the significance of stakeholder involvement towards climate-related results based on the experience of Unilever in terms of leadership development and worldwide effects.
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[bookmark: _Toc203846075]2.1.1 Arguments for MNCs Leading Climate Action: The Case of Unilever

Multinational corporations (MNCs), with Unilever being one of them, have a never-before-seen capability to combat climate change due to their international network of infrastructure, far-reaching influence on stakeholders, and innovative ability. Being an international consumer goods giant with operations in more than 190 countries, Unilever has proven that even busting corporates such as it can not only lessen their footprint on the planet but also play stewardship and have a say in the upstream and downstream partner in any supply chain.
The vast international presence allows Unilever to influence the expectations of the markets and the actions of its suppliers. Unilever also indirectly contributes to the sustainable behavior of thousands of suppliers and distributors by establishing high environmental standards in the way in which it extracts and manufactures its raw materials, and suppliers and distributors have to fall in line with these standards to deliver goods to Unilever. An example is its own Climate Transition Action Plan, in which the company plans to achieve net-zero emissions along its whole value chain by 2039 and its Scope 3 emissions, or more than 98% of its total carbon footprint (Planet Tracker, 2023). This top-down pressure has encouraged suppliers in countries like India, Indonesia, and Brazil to adopt climate-smart agriculture and renewable energy, driving sector-wide transformation beyond Unilever’s direct operations. Innovation is central to Unilever’s climate strategy. The company has pioneered the development of zero-carbon manufacturing sites, such as its Dubai and South Africa factories, powered entirely by renewable energy. Furthermore, Unilever has invested heavily in biodegradable and refillable packaging, aiming to halve its use of virgin plastic by 2025. It also promotes regenerative agriculture across its sourcing of palm oil, soy, and dairy—initiatives that not only reduce emissions but also restore biodiversity and soil health (Planet Tracker, 2024). According to Arslan, Wang, and Rahman (2025), these adaptive and sustainable behaviors have improved employee engagement and organizational resilience, suggesting a virtuous cycle between innovation, leadership, and sustainability outcomes.
Unilever is also subject to intense pressure from ESG (Environmental, Social, and Governance) investors, activist shareholders, and climate-conscious consumers. The rise of ethical consumerism and responsible investing has placed sustainability at the heart of the company’s brand identity and governance structure. Shareholders have approved climate transition resolutions at AGMs, holding leaders accountable for measurable carbon reductions. As Mbaka and Kasimu (2024) argue, transformational leadership thrives in environments where external pressure meets internal conviction—a dynamic evident in Unilever’s sustainability governance. However, reports also suggest that many firms are retreating from ambitious targets due to implementation challenges, raising concerns about credibility and the risks of greenwashing (Financial Times, 2024; Reuters, 2024). Unilever, though not immune to such scrutiny, continues to publish independent progress updates, including third party-verified climate disclosures, helping it maintain trust. From a leadership perspective, Unilever’s approach aligns closely with transformational leadership theory, which emphasizes vision, inspiration, and moral commitment (Liddle, 2021). CEO-driven initiatives reflect responsible leadership, were decisions balance commercial imperatives with societal expectations. Furthermore, global mindset theory highlights the importance of cultural intelligence and stakeholder empathy—skills necessary for navigating diverse regulatory environments and sustainability norms across Unilever’s markets.
Collectively, these factors illustrate why large MNCs, when led ethically and innovatively, are uniquely positioned to lead global climate action.
[bookmark: _Toc203846076]2.1.2 Arguments Against MNCs Taking the Lead: A Critical Perspective on Unilever

Although multinational corporations (MNCs) such as Unilever have been widely hailed as potential leaders in climate action, critics say that focusing on the role of business first, rather than other drivers of climate change, might be a mistake based on conflicting interests, power imbalances, and disparity of global regulation. The legal responsibility of MNCs is to maximize shareholder returns, and this can be detrimental to long-term objectives regarding climate change. Unilever has been under fire about whether what it does is in line with what it says, despite its much-publicized commitments to climate. According to Planet Tracker (2024), Unilever bases much of its decarbonization goals on assumptions of the availability of carbon offsets and on the behavior of its suppliers, and, therefore, the credibility of its goals may be questioned. Critics also say that ESG stories are occasionally treated as defensive devices more than catalysts of structural transformation. A bigger theme highlighted by the Financial Times (2024) is that companies all over the world are quietly scaling back big goals of cutting greenhouse gases because of difficulties in implementation, unclear regulations, and investor boredom. Such inconsistencies highlight the moral issue of greenwashing, during which companies sell phony environmental statements that fail to produce any quantifiable effect (Reuters, 2024).
MNCs frequently find themselves in a variety of legal regimes, and this makes it feasible to engage in regulatory arbitrage, i.e., play the game of buying cheaper regulatory trees in developing countries to cut operating costs. Although the international policies of Unilever on sustainability are elaborate, enforcement is the issue in some countries where there is little governance and Zeng (2024) specify, it is essential to have local adaptation and a highly developed resource allocation to achieve sustainability in the operations of such regions, which most companies are not willing to do when short-term profits cannot be observed. Furthermore, supply chain auditing is hard to control continuously, especially in rural areas that depend on third-party providers concerning agricultural activities of the Global South (Planet Tracker, 2023).
The other is that MNCs have an undue effect on global narratives of sustainability. There have been claims that major companies take center stage in climate discussions and silence those in the Global South, where climate change is most prevalent, yet they are the least emitters. As Modreanu et al. (2022) note, despite the efforts by Unilever to implement farmer support and regenerative programs, they tend to approach benefits as passive recipients rather than as identical parties. This brings to light the issue of neo-colonialism, as corporate climate solutions are based around western interests instead of locally based situations. According to the idea developed by Gross-Gołacka et al. (2023), inclusive and culturally adaptive leadership is the sure way to make sure that sustainability is not imposed but co-created. The latter difficulties may be explained with the use of the theory of Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR), namely, the dispute between the applicability of the stakeholder and shareholder primacy. Most corporations continue to pursue short-term shareholder value after stakeholder theory proposes balancing between environmental and social objectives and the interests of businesses (Freeman, 1984). Besides, ethical leadership theories state that leaders should use moral courage to achieve sustainable goals, but the leadership intentions are likely to be weakened by organizational culture and operating in the market (Colley & Spyridonidis, 2022; Murphy, 2022). While Unilever’s leadership exemplifies elements of transformational leadership, genuine systemic change requires deeper structural shifts that go beyond branding and voluntary commitments (Elsawy & Al-Ghurabli, 2024).

[bookmark: _Toc203846077]2.2 Role of Individual Leaders, Ethics, and Stakeholder Engagement
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During Alan Jope’s tenure as Chief Executive Officer (2019–2023), Unilever deepened its commitment to environmental sustainability, embedding climate action into the company’s strategic vision. Jope championed the idea of “brands with purpose,” underlining that brands which stood for something greater than product functionality performed better both financially and reputationally (Unilever PLC, 2020). Notable initiatives under his leadership include the commitment to achieve net-zero emissions across the company’s value chain by 2039 and ensuring product transparency regarding carbon footprints. These commitments reflect an ambition to align Unilever’s commercial goals with broader planetary imperatives.
The leadership style demonstrated by Jope can be understood through the lens of Transformational Leadership Theory originally conceptualized by Bass (1990) as shown in Figure 1.
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Figure 1. Bass (1990) Transformational Leadership
Source: (BusinessBalls, 2025)
Tourish and Pinnington (2002) argue that transformational leadership can act as an ideological tool, marginalising dissent and reinforcing elitism. Leadership discourse often involves shaping perceptions to support organisational power, yet such dynamics are frequently overlooked in mainstream leadership research. Jope showed the four key dimensions of transformational leadership: idealized influence, inspirational motivation, intellectual stimulation, and individualized consideration. His role in the UN Global Compact’s Caring for Climate campaign, including keynote interventions at COP26 and COP27, exemplifies vision‑setting and inspirational motivation by mobilizing business action on carbon reduction (Unilever PLC, 2024). Jope also encouraged innovation within Unilever, supporting regenerative agricultural practices and circular packaging innovations, thus demonstrating intellectual stimulation (Flickr, 2025). His leadership fostered a long-term approach to sustainability, not only within Unilever but also across industry coalitions, setting a precedent for climate-aligned corporate strategy.
In supporting innovation toward net-zero objectives, Jope operationalised long-term thinking that extended beyond quarterly performance metrics. This alignment reflects the concept of responsible leadership as defined by Jonck (2024), who propose that effective leaders integrate organisational performance with sustainability by engaging a broad network of stakeholders and embedding ethical, long‑term value creation into corporate strategy. However, Jope’s leadership has faced criticism for an overreliance on aspirational sustainability discourse that at times lacked operational depth. Key initiatives were often accompanied by ambitious pledges but fell short in terms of clearly defined benchmarks, timelines, or third-party verification mechanisms (Reddit.com, 2025). This raised concerns about the credibility of Unilever’s environmental commitments and the potential for reputational sustainability to eclipse substantive outcomes. ‌Financial Times. (2024) highlighted that while Jope advanced Unilever’s public image as a climate-conscious corporation, the internal implementation of some strategies remained fragmented and inconsistent, reflecting a gap between vision and execution (Whiting, 2023). 
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Unilever’s climate leadership reflects both deontological and consequentialist ethical frameworks that guide corporate decision-making (Unilever PLC, 2025). The company’s commitment to reducing emissions in regions without regulatory mandates indicates a principle-based approach driven by moral obligation. This aligns with Hormio’s (2017) claim that moral imagination and principled leadership support ethical innovation in business. Unilever also incorporates consequential reasoning through the use of carbon offsetting, which allows short-term flexibility but raises concerns about long-term environmental impact. The company has shifted its strategy to emphasize direct emissions reductions by adopting 100% renewable grid electricity and decarbonizing its logistics and manufacturing operations (Unilever PLC, 2020). This shift reflects a balance between immediate operational goals and enduring environmental responsibility. Bowie’s (2017) model of corporate moral responsibility reinforces this position by advocating that firms go beyond compliance and shape global ethical standards. Unilever’s market withdrawal in response to weak environmental regulations illustrates its ethical commitment (FoodNavigator.com, 2017). For instance, the company has ceased operations involving suppliers that fail to meet its standards for deforestation-free palm oil, even when legally permissible in host countries. This global application of ethical principles also highlights persistent and fundamental national differences in how business ethics is defined, debated, and judged (Schneider and Barsoux, 2008). What may be viewed as discriminatory in one culture such as gender-based hiring practices might be considered a normative expression of traditional roles in another (Thomas, 2008). Such cultural variation underscores the complexity of applying uniform ethical standards across multinational operations.
[bookmark: _Toc203846080]2.3 Stakeholder Engagement

Stakeholder engagement has been central to Unilever’s climate leadership. Drawing on Freeman’s (1984) Stakeholder Theory, the company’s strategy maps and responds to both primary and secondary stakeholders. Primary stakeholders include investors, employees, and consumers, while secondary stakeholders include non-governmental organizations, media, and regulators. Unilever’s extensive engagement architecture enables it to address diverse expectations across global markets.
The report by Management Exchange (2020) stated that the Unilever Sustainable Living Plan (USLP), operational from 2010 to 2020, was a foundational stakeholder platform aimed at aligning business performance with environmental and social targets. The plan focused on decoupling environmental impact from growth, enhancing livelihoods, and improving health and well-being. Moreover, Unilever PLC (2020) pointed out that by 2020, Unilever reported achievements including a 65% reduction in manufacturing greenhouse‑gas emissions and 100% renewable grid electricity across its sites. In 2021, Unilever launched its Climate & Nature Action Council, composed of external experts, academic leaders, and internal executives (‌ Unilever PLC, 2023). The council advises on climate governance, transition risk, and biodiversity. This move institutionalises reflective stakeholder consultation and anticipates evolving societal expectations.
On the other hand, the report published by Climate Action Business Transition (2023) mentioned that Unilever actively engages with institutional investors such as those represented by Climate Action 100+, a coalition managing over $68 trillion in assets. By participating in climate disclosure, emissions reduction, and governance alignment, Unilever not only responds to investor concerns but also reinforces its legitimacy as a sustainability leader (‌Sec.gov, 2019). These initiatives support the conclusions that stakeholder-inclusive governance enhances strategic sustainability performance.
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Figure 2, Stakeholder Matrix
Source: (Own Illustration)
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Despite Unilever’s strong sustainability commitments, the company encounters leadership challenges in markets with unequal regulations and limited waste‑management infrastructure. In India, six refill stations piloted in Mumbai during 2021–22 sold only around ten bottles’ worth of product per day, highlighting low consumer uptake and logistical barriers (Rappler, 2022).  Lovelace (2025) observed that in the Philippines, the 2019 “All Things Hair Refillery” pilot in three Metro Manila malls was withdrawn within weeks due to minimal engagement and operational complexity. Unilever’s “Misis Walastik” sachet‑recovery programme in nearly 400 barangays around Manila depends heavily on informal waste collectors and faces challenges scaling beyond its existing footprint ‌(GMA News, 2015).
[image: Why do you continue to sell plastic sachets? | Unilever]
Figure 3.Misis Walastik
 Source: (Unilever PLC, 2022)
Unilever’s palm oil sourcing involves ethical challenges such as deforestation, human rights violations, and biodiversity loss. Although Unilever committed to a 100% deforestation‑free supply chain by 2023, only 97.5% of its palm oil volumes were independently verified as deforestation‑free at the end of 2023, and traceability to plantation level reached 98.7%, indicating persistent gaps (Unilever PLC, 2024; ‌Unilever PLC, 2021). The company has invested in satellite monitoring, geolocation tracking, blockchain, and AI to enhance transparency. Joe (2021) emphasised that environmental NGOs have criticised the Roundtable on Sustainable Palm Oil’s auditing regime for inadequate enforcement and flawed third‑party assessments. Unilever has also advocated within the Tropical Forest Alliance for mandatory deforestation due diligence under emerging EU legislation (Unilever PLC, 2025). Under CEO Alan Jope, the company linked executive incentives to sustainability targets and launched a €1 billion Climate & Nature Fund to protect forests and biodiversity (Unilever PLC, 2020).
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Figure 4. Alan Jope on Climate Crises
Source: (Unilever PLC, 2020)
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This report has explained that the role played by multinational corporations leadership in the response to climate change across the world is not only essential but also complex. Based on the example of Unilever, it becomes clear that a properly led corporation with the assistance of ethical values, stakeholder involvement, and strategic focus can greatly contribute to climate action. A proactive outlook can be observed in the work of the company under the direction of names like Alan Jope, with its values and “brands with purpose,” and their aim to achieve net zero emissions. Nevertheless, tension still exists between commercial pressures, ethical trade-offs, and cross-market regulations. Unilever is a trend-setting example of climate-responsible leadership, and its story contains the lesson to be cautious about paying off stakeholder demands over long-term sustainability objectives. To the new generation of leaders, there is a need to give priority to transparency, go beyond mere token green actions, and establish strong ties with governments and civil society. This course of action not only extends ethical validity but also establishes dynamic and recoverable corporate strategies in a world that becomes climate susceptible.
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Aim: To critically evaluate the role and responsibilities of multinational corporations in addressing climate change, using Unilever as a case study of global leadership in sustainability.


Objectives:


To analyse Unilever’s ethical and strategic leadership responses to climate change within a global operational context.


To assess the impact of individual leadership and decision-making in driving Unilever’s climate and sustainability agenda.


To examine how stakeholder engagement and accountability contribute to Unilever’s effectiveness in delivering on its climate commitments.
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The climate crisis is not only an
environmental emergency; it also
has a terrible impact on lives and

livelihoods. We, therefore, have a
responsibility to help tackle the
crisis: as a business, and through
direct action by our brands. , ,

‘Alan Jope, CEO Unilever
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