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Executive Summary
Unilever PLC (UK/Netherlands) is a worldwide FMCG firm co-headquartered in London and Rotterdam, with 5 business groups: Beauty and Wellbeing, Personal Care, Home Care, Foods, and Ice Cream, turning over €60.8 billion in 2024. A macro-environment as a result of boycotts due to geopolitics in Indonesia, a -0.7% currency effect, tightening of EU CSRD, and growing sustainability pressures are identified in PESTEL analysis. Five Forces by Porter affirms intense competition by P&G, Nestle, and PepsiCo, buyer power owing to retail consolidation and prevalent replacement by own-label products. RBV presents the brand portfolio, €987 million research and development and 5,000 scientists, and distribution in the emerging markets as VRIN-conformable strengths. The Value Chain Analysis points out brand investment and artificial intelligence-based operations as key sources of margins amounting to €9.4billion. Ansoff Matrix confirms Market Penetration through 30 Power Brands, Product Development through biotech innovation, and Market Development through 24 priority markets. Sustainability is Climate, Nature, Plastics, and Livelihoods: 85% renewable electricity had been reached in 2024, and there was 100% Scope 1 and 2 reduction of emissions by 2030, but the implementation of plastics is lagging. Suggestions are made on premiumisation through M&A, AI-led Scope 3 optimization, circle packaging milestones, and internationalisation in Sub-Saharan Africa.
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Unilever PLC is one of the largest consumer goods companies in the world (built through a merger of Lever Brothers and Margarine Unie in 1930, Grant, 2019). Unilever has a total turnover of €60.8 billion in 2024 and operates five business groups: Beauty and Wellbeing, Personal Care, Home Care, Foods and Ice Cream; co-headquartered by London, UK and Rotterdam, Netherlands (Unilever, 2024a). The FMCG industry is an important strategic one: it is high volume, low-margin, highly competitive, and sustainability pressure is growing (Whittington et al., 2023). Unilever is applicable for strategic analysis because it faces multi-layered macro-environmental forces such as inflationary pressure, tightening of ESG regulations, digital disruption and change in consumer values. The main strategic issues and threats are how to defend brand equity against local competitors, to cope with a negative 0.7% foreign exchange affect the turnover and to overcome consumer boycotts in Indonesia that diminished sales in the region (Marchelin, 2025). These issues provide the basis for the analytical interest of this report.
[bookmark: _Toc224923911]2. External Analysis
[bookmark: _Toc224923912]2.1 PESTEL Analysis
Political: The consumer boycotts of Western brands in Indonesia were caused by geopolitical tensions, and the conflict in the Middle East in particular, which evidenced that Unilever is susceptible to political sentiment (Marchelin, 2025). Regulatory divergence between the UK and EU markets in the case of Brexit adds to the complexity of compliance. The EU Corporate Sustainability Reporting Directive (CSRD) requires more non-financial reporting by 2025, which puts pressure on multinationals to harmonize governance and reporting (European Union, 2025).
Economic: Inflation around the world is slowing down but still pressuring the purchasing power of consumers, enhancing competition in terms of own-label products in Europe. The emerging markets, which constitute 58% of Unilever Group turnover, provided 5.1% underlying sales growth, and Latin America had 8.8% (Unilever, 2024b). The effects of currency fluctuation put a 0.7% pressure on the reported 2024 turnover, which demonstrates the macroeconomic vulnerability (Unilever, 2024b).
Social: The Consuming healthy, sustainable, and ethically made products is changing purchasing preferences. High-margin growth opportunities are being formed as a result of the trends in personal care and wellbeing moving towards premiumisation (Unilever, 2025a). The demographic developments in Sub-Saharan Africa and South Asia will increase the size of the addressable market of Unilever in the next decade.
Technological: Unilever has adopted the use of AI in its manufacturing processes, which has enhanced operational efficiency; large-scale AI is one of the three pillars of GAP 2030 (Kitishian, 2025). With the help of digital ordering platforms, 2.58 million small and medium-sized enterprises have developed their businesses (Unilever, 2024b). However, cybersecurity vulnerabilities and data privacy laws are increasingly becoming technological threats.
Environmental: Unilever has set the goal of ensuring its value chain is dictated to net zero GHG emissions by 2039 and strives to make Scope 1 and Scope 2 emissions go to zero by 2030 (Unilever, 2025b). The world is becoming increasingly regulatory over single-use plastics.
Legal: Antitrust policies in major markets, product safety, and developing labelling laws restrict the flexibility of a portfolio and raise the cost of compliance (Whittington et al., 2023).
[bookmark: _Toc224923913]2.2 Porter’s Five Forces
Threat of New Entrants: Entry barriers are high due to the presence of substantial capital requirements, the necessity of distribution networks worldwide, and the creation of brand equity, which is costly (Ross, 2015). Nevertheless, the presence of low switching costs enables niche digital-native brands to find their way in high-end segments, which is a staggering menace.
Bargaining Power of Suppliers: Unilever has thousands of agricultural and chemical suppliers all over the world. Its size minimizes the leverage of individual suppliers, but commodity price volatility, especially in palm oil, soybean and petrochemicals, limits its ability to manage costs (Unilever, 2023).
Bargaining Power of Buyers: Major customers can enjoy a large bargaining power due to the retail consolidation process driven by such international chains as Walmart and Tesco. At the same time, the individual switching costs of consumers are insignificant, which creates pressure on the price and investment in promotions (Fareniuk, 2022).
Threat of Substitutes: Since the presence of a private-label substitute, smaller artisans, and local competitors is ubiquitous across all Unilever categories, the threat of substitution is also high (Diya and Aithal, 2025). The major defences are product innovation and brand equity.
Competitive Rivalry: Entry barriers are high due to the presence of substantial capital requirements, the necessity of distribution networks worldwide, and the creation of brand equity, which is costly (Ross, 2015). Nevertheless, the presence of low switching costs enables niche digital-native brands to find their way in high-end segments, which is a staggering menace.
Porter’s Five Forces Analysis of Unilever
	Force
	Intensity
	Key Drivers for Unilever

	Threat of New Entrants
	Low/Moderate
	High capital and brand building barriers. Digital native niche brands growing in premium personal care segments.

	Bargaining Power of Suppliers
	Moderate
	Scale reduces dependence. However, palm oil, soybean and petrochemical volatility constrain cost management.

	Bargaining Power of Buyers
	High
	Walmart, Tesco and retail consolidation grant significant negotiating chips, the conversion cost for individual consumers is zero.

	Threat of Substitutes
	High
	Private label and handcrafted alternatives are pervasive across all categories, product superiority and brand equity are primary defences.

	Competitive Rivalry
	High
	P&G, Nestle’, PepsiCo, Colgate. Low consumer switching costs intensify price and innovation pressure.
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The RBV paradigm considers the internal resources of a company to find out whether they are Valuable, Rare, Inimitable, and Non-substitutable (VRIN) and provides the foundation of the enduring competitive advantage (Mailani et al., 2024). The collection of brands under the Unilever company, such as Dove, Hellmann's, Knorr and Rexona are also a group of highly inimitable resources that the company has developed over several decades of investments. In 2024, the company spent €9.4 billion on brand and marketing, which is 15.5 per cent of turnover, with an increment of 120 basis points year after year (Unilever, 2024b). This long-term investment renders brand equity more difficult to copy by other competitors.
The R&D capacity of Unilever is a unique and expensive asset, especially in the field of microbiome engineering, biotechnology, and next-generation fragrance development (Unilever, 2024b). Nonetheless, the implementation risks of the model of innovation at Unilever are high. The development pipelines and regulatory approvals of biotechnology and microbiome science are long, and thus, the R&D investment does not translate into a commercial payoff. €987 million a year is also a significant fixed cost-line burden that will limit financial flexibility in times of margin pressure. Additionally, competitors like P&G are investing similar resources in science-led differentiation, and this poses a threat of letting Unilever lose its innovative advantage in the long run.
The distribution infrastructure of the company, which it uses to serve its 4.4 million retail stores through distributors in the top 10 emerging markets (Unilever, 2023), is a non-substitutable operational asset. However, this new market stance has its share of strategic risks, which should be equally weighted. The political instability in the region, as seen in the case of consumer boycotts in Indonesia, indicates that brand equity that had been developed over decades can be upset by a political stance within a short period of time. Currency fluctuation is one of the structural weaknesses. Competitors have lower cost bases and greater cultural resonance in the form of local and regional competitors whose pressure is increasing across India, Brazil and Southeast Asia. In addition, the digital and AI competencies of Unilever, such as scaled AI in the supply chain, manufacturing, and demand creation, are a dynamic capability (Gerhart and Feng, 2021) that allows keeping up with rapidly changing consumer and retail conditions.
VRIN Analysis of Unilever
	Resource/Capability
	Valuable
	Rare
	Inimitable
	Non Substitutable
	Strategic Implication

	Brand Portfolio (Dove, Knorr, Rexona, Hellmann’s)
	√
	√
	√
	√
	Decades of investment €9.4bn brand & marketing spend 2024

	R&D Capability (€987m, more than 5000 scientists)
	√
	√
	√
	√
	Proprietary science in microbiome, biotech & fragrance

	Emerging Market Distribution (4.4m retail stores, top 10 emerging markets)
	√
	√
	√
	√
	Last mile reach built over decades, prohibitively costly for rivals to replicate

	Scaled AI & Digital Platforms
	√
	✖️
	✖️
	✖️
	Dynamic capabilities (Gerhart and Feng, 2021), rivals can acquire similar tools over time.
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The Value Chain Analysis by Porter determines the primary and support activities in which a firm creates a margin (Zamora, 2016).
Value Chain Analysis of Unilever
	
	Primary Activities

	Inbound Logistics
	Inbound logistics in the main operations of Unilever that are assisted by a digitally integrated supply chain having 7 global operational hubs and provides 24 million customer orders in a year (Unilever, 2026a).

	Operations
	AI-driven manufacturing boosts efficiency and saves money, and enhances the quality of operations.

	Outbound Logistics
	A multi modal distribution, a pilot of the use of electric and biofuel fleets in the UK and CO2 reduction in relation to fossil fuels all support outbound logistics.

	Marketing & Sales
	€9.4 billion of yearly brand investment and data driven demand generation strategies, which serve as key competitive points.

	Service/After Sales
	Sustainability linked product development contributes to the provision of after sales service as it enhances consumer confidence and loyalty.


	
	Support Activities

	Company Infrastructure
	It includes dual-listed governance within the UK and the Netherlands jurisdictions, which makes it compliant with the regulations and provides access to deep capital markets.

	HR Management
	Human resources management is characterized by a high level of engagement: 79% of employees are engaged, and 87% of employees are proud to work at Unilever (Unilever, 2026b).

	Technology Development
	Technology Development in Unilever covers €987 million R&D financing that has a PS100 million five-year investment in in-house fragrance capacity to enhance product differentiation.

	Procurement
	It has been working with 291 suppliers to speed up their action and capabilities in climate, who generate about 42% of our Scope 3 GHG emissions in the areas of raw materials, ingredients, and packaging (Unilever, 2026d).


It can be concluded that brand investment, innovation and supply chain efficiency are the main margin drivers of Unilever.
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The following SWOT matrix summarizes Unilever’s strategic position:
SWOT Analysis of Unilever
	Strengths
· €60.8bn turnover, more than 400 brands
· 30 power brand=75% turnover
· R&D spend of €987m, over 5000 scientists
· 72% scope 1&2 GHG cut since 2015
	Weaknesses
· Reliance on commodity prices
· Private label pressure in Europe
· Geopolitical brand boycotts
· Scaled back ESG pledges (Mirza, 2024)

	Opportunities
· Emerging markets growth
· Digital/e-commerce channels
· Premiumisation via acquisitions
· Regenerative agriculture supply chain
	Threats
· P&G, Nestle’s, PepsiCo rivalry
· Currency volatility
· Tightening EU ESG regulation
· Consumer behavioural shifts
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[bookmark: _Toc224923919]4.1 Bowman Strategy Clock
Applying the Bowman Strategy Clock (Eyvrigh, 2016), Unilever is in position 4, which is differentiation; the company focuses on the perceived product value rather than on low prices (Figure 1). This is similar to the purchase of K18 and Minimalist in the high-end haircare and skincare product lines (Unilever, 2025c). It strengthens Beauty & Wellbeing as the fastest-growing business unit. But in the case of emerging markets, some aspects of a hybrid strategy arise. Unilever differentiates its pricing and pack size to target low-income earners without losing brand differentiation (Reza, 2020). This dynamic positioning is in line with the findings by Alnoor et al. (2023) that heterogeneous global markets can maintain a competitive advantage using hybrid strategies.
Figure 1: Bowman Strategy Clock Analysis of Unilever
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Market Penetration: The Unilever 30 Power Brands strategy, where the company focused its resources on its leading brands in an attempt to increase share in the existing markets, is a classical market penetration strategy. Power Brands have become over 75% Group turnover (Unilever, 2025d) and, with more focus on both activation and distribution, they have enhanced their competitive advantages.
Product Development: Its investments of €987 million in R&D are multi-year, scalable innovations in the fields of biotechnology, microbiome, and sustainable formulations, and new products for the existing consumers.
Market Development: The 24 top markets approach, representing about 85 of the turnover, is the strategy by which Unilever concentrates resources on further geographic expansion and penetration of high-growth emerging markets, including India, Vietnam, and Bangladesh (Unilever, 2025d).
Diversification: The split off of the Ice Cream business, to occur in 2025, is considered a strategic divestiture, but not diversification and is part of the portfolio rationalization to focus on higher growth categories. Examples of previous acquisitions of K18 demonstrate that M&A is a tool of market development and product development, and selective acquisitions promote penetration (Jansen, 2023).
[bookmark: _Toc224923921]5. Sustainability & Strategic Recommendations
Unilever has incorporated sustainability in its GAP 2030 in four priorities, namely Climate, Nature, Plastics, and Livelihoods. By 2030, the company seeks to have eliminated Scope 1 and 2 emissions by 100 per cent, and it has signed the Climate Transition Action Plan backed by 97.5 per cent of shareholders in the 2024 AGM (Unilever, 2024b). Plastic development has been less steady: Unilever is at 23 per cent of virgin plastic reduction versus a 2019 base, short of its 30 per cent target by 2026 and has been criticized to backtrack on previous ESG-related pledging to investors (Unilever, 2026c). In 2024, 85 per cent of the electricity consumed in operations was renewable, and 2.58 million SMEs were enabled by the use of digital platforms (Unilever, 2024b). Nevertheless, a Greenpeace 2023 report pointed to a lack of progress regarding the elimination of single-use plastic, which shows a lack of commitment gap between intention and action (Greenpeace, 2023).
Recommendations:
1. Accelerate Premiumisation in the Emerging Markets through Selective M&A.
Unilever must buy the high-quality health, wellness, and beauty brands in high-growth markets (India, Vietnam, Sub-Saharan Africa), which is the same playbook as K18/Minimalist. The 58% turnover with better USG is represented by emerging markets. The high-end segments provide a better margin and help lower the exposure to the private-label and maintain the competitive advantage.
2. Increase AI Impact in Supply Chain to Minimize Scope 3 Emissions.
SCO 3 supplier engagement should be expanded to Scope 3 AI engagement. Having 291 suppliers as the members of the Supplier Climate Programme (42 of the relevant Scope 3 GHG), AI-generated carbon footprint tracking and procurement processes can become a way to achieve Scope 3 minimization objectives faster, prioritizing cost-effectiveness over the net zero 2039 goal (Unilever, 2025b).
3. Rebuild ESG Credibility through Independently Audited Circular Packaging Achievements.
After the review of the 2024 sustainability targets and the lapses in the implementation of the plastics, Unilever ought to have board-level, accountable, independent, assured milestones. The collaboration with the Ellen MacArthur Foundation on the packaging circular economy and publishing verified annual progress reports will help to restore investor and consumer faith.
4. Internationalisation into Sub-Saharan Africa through riding on the existing infrastructure.
The demographic dividend of Sub-Saharan Africa, a young, fast urbanizing market segment, is a potential, unexplored growth market. Unilever has Ownership (brands, R&D) benefits, Location (existing distribution, regulatory relationships) benefits, and Internalization (direct investment preferable to licensing) benefits (Kumar, 2025). Expanding online retail platforms into SMEs is a duplication of the India and Indonesia success story (Unilever Livelihoods, 2025).
[bookmark: _Toc224923922]6. Conclusion
In this report, there has been a detailed strategic analysis of Unilever PLC that has established the usefulness and weaknesses of major management structures. PESTEL and Porter's Five Forces indicate a difficult and complicated macro environment with inflationary forces, political uncertainty, and increased regulatory demands. RBV and Value Chain Analysis affirm that the brand portfolio, R&D, and global distribution network of Unilever are the lasting sources of competitive advantage, but it is increasingly threatened by the pressure of imitation by digital-native brands and challengers with their own labels. The strategy of GAP 2030, which is based on Focus, Excel, and Accelerate, offers a logical directional framework, but the repeated implementation is the hallmark challenge. Sustainability is a strategically important concept, but has lost credibility after scaled-down ESG promises. The current business environment requires strategic management that focuses on the incorporation of financial performance and sincere environmental and social commitments.
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