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Introduction
Globalisation describes the expanding interconnection of nations through flows of trade, capital, technology, and information. While global markets have been integrated for many years, the forces driving today’s globalisation look significantly different from previous decades. The rapid development of artificial intelligence (AI), persistent geopolitical instability affecting critical trade routes, and the rise of demanding sustainability regulations particularly the EU’s Corporate Sustainability Reporting Directive (CSRD) are collectively reshaping how multinational enterprises organise their operations across borders. Globalisation has impacted on such diverse issues as trade relations, geopolitical boundaries, social class, human rights, environmental commitments, religion, ethnicity, sovereignty and conservation of culture. (Dabic M et al., 2021)
This essay investigates how these contemporary forces influence Unilever, is one of the world’s leading fast-moving consumer goods companies, their products connect closely with our living, (MA, Li. 2017) one of the UK’s most internationally active consumer goods companies Operating in nearly every region in the world, Unilever depends on wide-ranging supply chains and varied consumer markets, making it highly sensitive to external pressures. The discussion critically evaluates how AI, geopolitical risks, and sustainability requirements affect Unilever’s strategies, performance, and competitiveness. The essay concludes with practical recommendations for how Unilever can strengthen its global position in this shifting environment.
Opportunities and Challenges
Opportunities
AI and Digital Technologies
Advancements in AI provide Unilever with several strategic advantages. AI allows companies to streamline production planning, enhance forecasting accuracy, and gain deeper insight into consumer trends. Unilever’s moto is “More human in a digital world”. What does it mean? This expression for Unilever means that everything starts from people and their ideas that can be transformed in action through technologies and digital platforms. (Ibrahimaj, Adelina 2021) Unilever has already implemented AI-enabled systems to predict demand more precisely, resulting in less product waste and more efficient use of resources. Moreover, digital tools allow the company to tailor marketing content and engage customers more effectively, strengthening brand loyalty. In research and development, AI accelerates the testing and optimisation of new product formulations, helping the company innovate faster than many competitors.
Supply Chain Diversification from Geopolitical Pressures 
The geopolitical uncertainties currently affecting global trade such as disruptions to shipping routes in the Red Sea and ongoing tensions between China and Taiwan also create opportunities for firms like Unilever to reconfigure their supply networks. Pressures on global logistics have motivated companies to diversify suppliers, expand regional production, and reduce reliance on single markets. Firms able to build more agile and resilient supply chains are better positioned to maintain stability during future disruptions.
Sustainability and CSRD Compliance 
Growing sustainability expectations and mandatory reporting requirements under the CSRD also present long-term value opportunities for Unilever. Transparent sustainability reporting reinforces trust among investors, consumers, and regulators. Unilever’s reputation as a sustainability leader gives it a competitive edge, as many consumers increasingly prefer environmentally responsible brands. Sustainability regulations also stimulate innovation, pushing Unilever to invest in low-carbon product design, recyclable packaging, and sustainable raw materials. Unilever has also responded positively to the challenge of achieving sustainable operations by working with suppliers, driving waste reduction and implementing carbon-neutral targets. (Hu & Zeng, 2024)
Challenges
AI Adoption Barriers
Although AI brings notable advantages, its adoption is not without difficulties. Implementing advanced AI systems requires significant financial investment and access to specialised digital skills, particularly data science and analytics expertise. The global demand for these skills currently outweighs supply. Ethical risks such as biased algorithms and concerns around data privacy add further complexity and may damage stakeholder trust if not managed carefully. Additionally, integrating new technologies across different regions can produce operational inconsistencies and resistance to change.
Geopolitical Disruptions to Supply Chains 
Heightened geopolitical tension has immediate operational consequences for Unilever. Disruptions in key shipping corridors have led to longer delivery times, higher freight costs, and supply shortages for essential materials. Unilever’s heavy dependence on raw materials sourced from politically unstable regions makes it particularly vulnerable. Inconsistent supply can hinder production schedules, reduce availability of products on shelves, and increase operational costs, potentially affecting competitiveness.
Challenges like sustainability reporting 
While sustainability initiatives can strengthen reputation, CSRD compliance places additional pressure on the business. The directive demands extensive data collection from across the entire supply chain, which is complex given Unilever’s wide global footprint. Ensuring accurate reporting requires substantial investment in monitoring systems and frequent collaboration with suppliers, many of whom may not yet be equipped for the level of transparency required. Unilever’s long-term ambition was profitable, sustainable, and responsible growth. But this ambition became increasingly difficult in the volatile global environment of the new millennium, characterized by low growth, geopolitical challenges, and the increasing effects of climate change. (Hoffman, A. N., & Gold, N., 2016) Unilever also faces the challenge of rising production costs as it transitions to cleaner materials and processes.
Impact on Unilever’s Strategy and Competitive Advantage 
Market Positioning 
Unilever’s adoption of AI supports stronger market positioning by enabling more precise customer insights, personalised marketing, and efficient operations. Its sustainability commitments further strengthen brand loyalty and allow the company to stand out in markets where ethical consumption is increasing. However, supply chain disruptions may threaten Unilever’s reliability and lead to lost market share if product shortages occur.
Innovation Capability
AI is transforming Unilever’s ability to innovate. Faster simulations and data-driven product development shorten innovation cycles and reduce risk. Sustainability pressures also drive new forms of product innovation, particularly in packaging and carbon reduction. However, geopolitical instability poses a counteracting risk by disrupting access to materials essential for innovation and slowing down time-to-market for new products.
Talent Requirements
These global forces also reshape the company’s talent needs. AI adoption requires new competencies in analytics and automation technologies, while sustainability regulations require staff with expertise in ESG reporting and green supply chain management. As these skills are in high demand worldwide, Unilever may face difficulties securing specialist talent, which could slow its progress in both digital and sustainability initiatives.
Overall Competitiveness 
The combination of global forces has mixed implications for Unilever’s competitive position. Strong digital capability and sustainability performance enhance Unilever’s global standing and appeal to investors. Conversely, costs linked to geopolitical risk management, supply chain adaptation, and sustainability compliance may reduce operating margins. Organisations that adapt more quickly to these pressures will outperform those that struggle to respond. Unilever must be prepared to compete with their rivals based on low prices (Kojo, 2020) 
Strategic Recommendations 
1. Deepen AI Integration and Governance
Unilever should continue expanding AI across its end-to-end value chain while prioritising ethical governance frameworks to manage AI-related risks. Partnerships with technology firms and academic institutions will help strengthen internal expertise, while investment in staff reskilling will reduce reliance on external talent.
2. Build More Resilient Supply Chains 
To counter geopolitical volatility, Unilever should diversify suppliers geographically, adopt a “China+1” strategy where appropriate, and increase the use of regional manufacturing hubs. AI-driven visibility tools can help the company identify emerging risks and respond quickly. Developing stronger relationships with local suppliers may also reduce future vulnerabilities. Unilever must maintain a streamlined structure to enable them to enhance their business in established markets in developed countries (Kojo, 2020)
3. Strengthen CSRD Compliance Infrastructure
To meet rising sustainability reporting demands, Unilever should invest in digital ESG data systems capable of collecting real-time information from suppliers. Supplier training programmes and sustainability audits will also help ensure accuracy of disclosures. Expanding initiatives in circular economy packaging and sustainable sourcing will support long-term compliance while protecting brand value.
4. Incorporate Geopolitical Risk into Strategic Planning 
Unilever should embed geopolitical scenario planning into its strategic processes, allowing the company to anticipate disruptions and adjust global strategy accordingly. Diversifying export markets and focusing on stable regions can help reduce overall risk exposure.
Conclusion 
Globalisation continues to drive business activity, but the forces shaping it today artificial intelligence, geopolitical instability, and sustainability regulation require companies to adopt far more flexible and adaptive strategies. Globalization as a process has helped in the interaction and integration among government, people, economies, companies and cultures worldwide. Globalization has helped companies across the world to specialize in producing goods and services where they have a competitive advantage and has grown steadily over the years due to advances in the transportation and communication technology. (Kojo, 2020) For Unilever, these forces bring opportunities for enhanced innovation, deeper sustainability leadership, and improved operational efficiency. At the same time, they introduce considerable challenges relating to compliance, supply chain vulnerability, and talent shortages. By investing in AI governance, supply chain resilience, and sustainability capabilities, Unilever can strengthen its position in global markets and maintain long-term competitiveness. Understanding and responding effectively to these global dynamics is essential for any multinational enterprise operating in today’s rapidly evolving international business environment.
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