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Modern HR challenges are an issue that all organisations face, no matter their size. As a global FMCG company, Unilever is a part of the largest and most dynamic consumer-driven industries, where “high-frequency purchases, rapid inventory turnover, and strong dependence on retail distribution networks” (Industry Research, 2026) often set the tone. To ensure that they adapt and remain competitive, Unilever places importance on a strong reputation in sustainability and progressive HR practices, which are competencies needed by an organisation if it is to survive internal and external challenges such as rapid digital transformations, the war for talent and increasing DEI expectations.
Even though Unilever has proven to have outstanding HR capabilities, which are supported by practices such as splitting their ‘HR’ into an entity which focuses on three separate practices - people experience, expertise, and HR business partnering (Unilever, 2026), - this report will deep-dive into Unilever’s HR standards in order to build a better understanding of key HR challenges and practices, and assess the managerial role when it comes to implementation. To do this, the report will begin by explaining factors related to technological advancement, talent acquisition, and DEI, followed by an evaluation of contemporary HR practices and a critical evaluation of how departmental managers ensure their implementation.
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A. Technological Advancements
For many decades, Human Resources functions were largely administrative and focused on maintaining employee records, ensuring compliance with labor laws, and managing payroll” (Kanade et al, 2025). As such, all of the tasks related to HR were manual and slow, and often relied on face-to-face interactions and large quantities of paperwork (Kanade et al, 2025). Because of its faceted nature, the digital transformation in HR has greatly aided decision-making and teaching practices, thereby enabling a stronger competitive edge (Shiferaw and Birbirsa, 2025). Technological advancement in HR can be seen through many practices, one of which is the use of Artificial Intelligence in the recruitment process through the use of AI-driven hiring tools, which help Unilever transform repetitive and routine tasks (Hosain et al, 2025). In addition to this, technology in HR includes automation, remote work technologies and data-driven HR. What was once a process driven by resume reading, interviews, and decision-making based on intuition and experience now takes a third of the time and is largely led by machine learning algorithms that analyse skills, experience, and behavioural patterns to choose the right candidate, in addition to interviews being conducted by AI-driven virtual assistants which can assess verbal and non-verbal cues with pinpoint accuracy (Ferrazzi, 2025). Whilst these advancements are completely transforming the HR industry for the better, some economists argue that risks such as job displacement, bias in AI, and skills gaps (Hosain et al, 2025) also need to be closely monitored and considered.

B. Talent Acquisition & Retention
Bringing in and retaining talent in an organisation such as Unilever is a process that requires careful planning and a comprehensive strategy, including building up factors such as employer branding, contributing to a competitive labour market and keeping up with shifting employee expectations, all of which HR must stay on top of. Strong employer branding is one tactic that Unilever uses in order to attract and retain top talent, and they make this possible by building and maintaining a positive organisational image and reputation, factors influenced by culture, values, experiences of its employees, and overall value offer (Singh, 2025). For Unilever, a strong stance on sustainability and social responsibility is an important component of its Employer Value Proposition (EVP) and has allowed the organisation to bring in top talent whose personal values tightly align with those of the conglomerate (Robbins, 2024). Another way Unilever seeks to retain top talent is by being a flexible employer and offering programmes such as U-Work, where instead of working fixed hours, participants join a talent pool on a retainer contract, and receive a monthly retainer pay and access to benefits like pension and healthcare (Unilever, 2026). This programme allows individuals to move on and work full/part-time elsewhere, but also remain an employee of Unilever and do jobs only when they have spare time. Contributions such as these help navigate industries with high turnover rates and the changing expectations of the generations that are just entering the workforce.

C. DEI
Diversity, equity and inclusion (DEI) are all factors that are very important for the competitiveness of an organisation like Unilever. Whilst they are not always intrinsically compelled, but rather, are sometimes required because of legal and ethical drivers, diversity, equity and inclusion have proven to improve innovation and increase financial performance (Dixon-Fyle et al, 2020). At Unilever, models such as gender equality in their business practices have ensured that 55% of the organisation’s current management roles are held by women (Unilever, 2026), whilst external practices like upskilling small-scale distributors and retailers have ensured higher levels of equity and inclusion. However, it must also be noted that organisations sometimes engage in tokenism, which is a form of ‘performative DEI’, meaning that the organisations often do the bare minimum in order to avoid legal ramifications.
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When it comes to addressing technological advancement as a contemporary HR practice, there are various individual practices that can be examined. The first one, digital HR systems, are systems that maintain, manage, and process big amounts of employee information and human resources-related policies and procedures, and it does so by making sure that all HR tasks are standardised and recorded (Oracle, 2026). Another such technologically-based practice is the use of AI recruitment tools in the hiring process, where machine learning algorithms are fed large quantities of data and allowed to make decisions based on data, leading to a quicker and more accurate decision-making process. Lastly, there is also the option of technology in upskilling practices, such as online courses and tests. The implementation of these technologies by HR all address the factor of digital transformation by embracing it, and ensuring that technology gives them the competitive advantage they need to stay at the top of their industry. At the same time, whilst the use of technology in HR practices brings Unilver efficiency and reduces cost, there is also a need for balance, which can only be attained by ensuring that humans remain a part of HR practices. Unilever does this by sending people to less developed regions to undertake upskilling and teaching initiatives (Unilever, 2026), which reduces the risk of bias and inequality which can be created by technologies, since the results produced by AI are often only as good as the data that has been given to it (Alawamleh et al, 2024).
For talent acquisition and retention, practices such as employer branding, flexible working, employee value proposition (EVP) and career development pathways are a few ways through which HR can retain the talent needed to ensure quality and progress at organisations like Unilever. These strategies are especially important in a competitive job market, where workers increasingly value purpose, work-life balance, and the option to develop themselves. A well-crafted employer brand establishes Unilever as a desirable, value-driven company, whilst its flexible working programmes improve employee satisfaction and lower staff turnover. Likewise, a clear EVP aligns the company's objectives with its employees' expectations, which helps with factors such as increased engagement and dedication. But, the effectiveness of these practices also have their disadvantages; whilst employer branding is largely positive, if the organisation cannot reproduce it across all sections equally, then this can lead to dissatisfaction amongst employees. Similarly, flexible working is beneficial; however, it can also lead to bad communication and connectivity and home-work conflicts, which can drive employee satisfaction down (Soga et al, 2022), thereby hurting the overall organisational culture and image.
In a similar manner, Unilever uses DEI HR practices such as inclusive recruitment policies, bias training, diversity targets, and employee resource groups to ensure that diversity, equity and inclusivity are maintained within the organisation. As previously mentioned, HR at Unilever invests in programmes such as upskilling for less-represented groups and smaller partners in many countries, which provides equal opportunities for different people to make a living (Unilever, 2026). Internally, Unilever also invests time and effort into making sure that different genders and races have access to different levels of management, which is a hr practice that has shown outstanding results, with Unilever having a higher-than-average percentage of women in managerial positions (Southey, 2020).
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Departmental managers can ensure that contemporary practices are being implemented as a matter of urgency in different ways. The first way that this can happen is through leadership and, more specifically, the ability to keep leadership accountable. Whilst managers hold more decision-making powers, they are also the individuals tasked with setting the tone for many different aspects of the organisation and its work, which includes the way individuals behave and how they work. As such, managers must show model behaviour such as listening to their employees, good communication, fast work and the ability to be flexible and adaptable; by doing this, they can foster better employee cooperation, adaptability, learning desire, and a sense of belonging and accountability (Melkonian, 2020).

Another way managers can ensure that the aforementioned practices are implemented effectively and in a timely manner is through good communication. If a manager is proactive and engages their employees regularly and provides them with continuous updates on HR initiatives, even individuals who might not agree with them will adapt better to the changes. Alternatively, if a manager shows poor communication, change resistance is more likely to happen, especially where technological and AI changes are concerned (Golgeci et al, 2025).
Similarly, training is another important aspect that managers need to implement and also undergo. On the one hand, managers must also undergo continuous training on aspects such as digital tools and leadership, because these skills are important not only for them to apply to their work, but also as a way of role modelling, which takes us back to the first point. On the other hand, managers must also be the figures who push for employee training, because it is not enough for HR to do so, since managers of different departments would have a more intimate knowledge of what their workers need, whereas HR don’t always communicate on a day-to-day basis with all employees.
Lastly, departmental managers can ensure that contemporary practices are being implemented as a matter of urgency and effectively by creating and contributing to the organisational culture at a department level (Gallup, 2026). Whilst the overall culture of an organisation is important, department culture is just as important, since this is the level at which most employees carry out their communication. This means that employees build a deeper link to their department, rather than the overall organisation, and a manager must influence their subordinates at this level if they want to make a lasting impact: this is because culture is shaped locally, not just centrally (Gallup, 2026). This means that, if HR want to implement practices such as flexible working, even the most advanced HR practices fail without effective managerial execution at the departmental level.
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In conclusion, organisations like Unilever are often faced with different Human Resource challenges when it comes to adapting to changes such as technological advancements, employee retention and DEI practices. Even though modern HR strategies like digitisation, flexible working arrangements and inclusive policies can offer advantages for the organisation and its employees, the success of these practices depends not only on the HR practitioners but also on managers as well. To make sure that they are addressing these challenges, the first recommendation is that organisations such as Unilever need to invest in continuous upskilling initiatives, especially for digital skills, so that employees and managers alike can be comfortable with the changing aspects of technology and remain adaptable as time goes on. Similarly, putting DEI objectives in performance management processes can work towards enhancing accountability and long-term impact.
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