Examination of the role and challenges in managing supplier relationships in Unilever in the UK
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According to Camilleri (2020), the consumer goods industry offers a wide range of products that range from food and beverages to personal care items and are vital to the national economy. This industry consists of numerous multinational corporations and small to medium enterprises that collectively strive to meet the changing consumer needs (Juergensen et al., 2020). Further, the core of the success of these companies is an efficient supplier relationship that ensures product quality, cost-effectiveness, and timely delivery. The study by Paparoidamis et al. (2019) points out the role of supplier performance in building customer trust and loyalty. In the business-to-business markets, long-term trust-based relationships between suppliers and customers have numerous benefits, such as lower transaction costs and increased satisfaction. Further, trust in relationships can lower duplication and promote joint actions that enhance the firm performance. On the other hand, developing trust with international partners is more challenging due to geographical and cultural differences (Paparoidamis et al., 2019).         
From the historical perspective, consumer goods are driven by ever-changing consumer preferences, changes in technology, and globalisation. This industry, since the 20th century, relied on local production and distribution with firms sourcing raw materials from nearby suppliers (Ahmad et al., 2020). It was the recent world war that marked a shift in the expansion of their operations to an international level and the global expansion of the supply chains. However, this expansion introduced complexities in the international logistics and regulatory environments. The companies had to foster supplier relationship management practices to navigate through these challenges. In modern times, supply chain management focuses on global sourcing, maintaining quality, and compliance with international market regulations (Kim and Chai, 2017). According to Statista (2024a), the consumer goods and fast-moving consumer goods  (FMCG) market is constantly evolving with the changing consumer needs and trends. Digital innovation, inflation, and healthy habits have significantly influenced the market. Further, digitalisation has empowered consumers and has allowed for instant comparisons and scrutiny of the markets. This has put pressure on companies to optimise their strategies in supply chain and marketing to enhance brand loyalty and retain customers in this competitive landscape (Fernie, 2023). 
The study by Min et al. (2019) points out that customers along the supply chain expect more benefits for less money and demand personalised customisation of services to meet their unique needs. It is indicated that globalisation has increased competition and firms are employing strategies such as providing additional features, customising core elements, and reformulating products as per customer needs to increase the market share. For these approaches, it requires coordination within the firm from various departments including sales, marketing, and logistics. The globalisation perspective has increased the supply and demand uncertainty, and companies have integrated upstream and downstream flows across supply chain partners. Further, trust and commitment among supply chain partners are critical and are supported by advancing information and communication technologies (Min et al., 2019).  
The role of effective supplier relationship management is critical in the consumer goods industry and plays a vital role in ensuring quality, cost-efficiency, innovation, sustainability, and risk management (Alkurdi and Vázquez-Bustelo, 2022). It ensures that suppliers meet stringent quality standards that are essential for meeting the reputation and reliability of consumer products. Further, proper supply relationship management enables companies to negotiate favourable terms, secure bulk-purchasing discounts, and reduce procurement costs. This optimisation of cost efficiency allows firms to maintain competitive pricing in the market, and along with a collaborative relationship with suppliers, it drives innovation and brings new technologies and processes that can be integrated into product development (Jimenez-Jimenez et al., 2019). Moreover, the companies are also under increasing pressure to ensure that their supply chains are sustainable and ethically sound. Effective supply chain management helps ensure that suppliers comply with ethical and environmentally friendly practices. This not only meets the regulatory requirements but also aligns with consumer preferences for ethically produced goods (Jajja et al., 2017). According to Fan and Stevenson (2018), it is realised that strong supplier relationships aid in risk management. By maintaining close communication and coordination with suppliers the companies can anticipate and mitigate the risks in an effective manner. These risks include supply chain disruptions, quality issues, and compliance failures. It is this proactive approach that aids in ensuring a stable supply chain essential for maintaining consistent product availability and quality (Fan and Stevenson, 2018). 
The study by Mishra et al. (2018) has stressed value creation from a circular economy-led closed-loop supply chain that enhances sustainability, reduces waste, and improves efficiency in resource usage. It is indicated that the role of a closed-loop supply chain in creating and recovering value is accepted in supply chain management. The identification and measurement of material and resource benefits is crucial to avoid negative externalities. From the circular economy perspective, projects Easy Grow, Infinity, and Neo Eco were specifically created to prioritise and add customer value to the framework. The Easy Grow is referred to as a project focusing on using recycling materials for new products while Infinity is a circular economy initiative addressing product lifecycle and resource management. However, the Neo eco is a sustainable model that lays importance on local sourcing and waste material utilisation. It is found that the recovery of products poses a unique challenge, in particular, the design of cost cost-effective reverse logistics network and the willingness of the customer to return the products. As such, Neo Eco and Infinite projects have attempted to address this challenge by offering incentives for product returns. However, the tool hire model in Poland uses a traditional hire period to manage forecasting, scheduling, returns, and servicing more effectively. Moreover, the lack of public collection systems for packaging has been a challenge for the Easy Grow project. It brings out the fact that circular value propositions and business models require continuous innovation and adaption to create different forms of value (Mishra et al., 2018).  
The current state of the consumer goods industry in the UK is highly dynamic and competitive, with firms striving to innovate and adapt to changing market conditions. Further, supplier relationship management is a strategic function that is integral to maintaining competitiveness and operational excellence (Sehnem et al., 2019). Modern companies invest heavily in building robust relationships with suppliers to ensure the smooth flow of goods and services from production to the end consumer. The companies collaborate with suppliers to develop new materials and processes that align with the circular principles. This joint effort can bring in new technologies and maintain quality standards. Further, another element identified is cost management which is a significant benefit of stronger supplier relationships. Long-term partnerships often lead to cost efficiencies by reducing waste and optimising the use of resources. These relationships aid in mitigating risks related to supply chain disruptions and regulatory changes by fostering resilience and transparency (Chatterjee and Chaudhuri, 2022).           
In the context of the consumer industry of the UK, managing supplier relationships ensures that firms stay competitive in the market while ensuring product quality and cost efficiency. The firms must navigate through complex supply chains and adhere to stringent regulatory standards. Further, the rise of ethical consumerism has put immense pressure on businesses to ensure sustainability and ethical practices across the supply chain networks. The key challenge includes mitigating supply chain disruptions and ensuring consistent quality along with balancing the cost. For this, an effective supplier relationship is essential, and it helps to build resilient and transparent supply chains that align with regulatory requirements and meet the customer's expectations (Razak et al., 2023).     
[bookmark: _Toc172501477]1.2 Rationale 
The modern competitive market demands efficient management of supplier relationships and is core for the success of any company. According to Statista (2024b), the consumer goods market is projected to reach a value of US$53.3 billion in 2024 with a CAGR of 1.08 per cent from 2024 to 2029. This highlights the importance of efficient supply chain relationships to ensure reliable supply chains. In an ever-changing consumer goods market, effective supply chain management supports scalability and sustainable growth, helping businesses benefit from market opportunities and sail through economic fluctuations. Further, in a competitive market, multinational companies need to manage supplier relationships effectively to sustain growth (Tallman et al., 2018).
In the context of Unilever, which operates in the UK, robust supplier relationship management is crucial to ensure quality, cost efficiency, and sustainability. Moreover, the importance of supplier relationships has been elevated after the major disruptions caused by the pandemic and the UK's exit from the European Union. The pandemic has exposed the vulnerabilities in the global supply chains and has brought out the critical role of reliable supplier relationships. It is the firms with strong supplier relationships that are better managed to navigate through logistical challenges to which collaboration and communication are the key (Jimenez-Jimenez et al., 2019). 
The Study by Shaoping (2023) indicates that Unilever is a key player that was significantly impacted by Brexit but was devoted to sustainability and ethical sourcing. Further, the company aims to lower its ecological footprint and enhance the lives of those on its supply network. The 'Partner to Win' strategy emphasises close collaboration with suppliers to foster innovation and add economic value to the supply chain. An effective supplier relationship is vital for Unilever to meet its goals and generate long-term value for its stakeholders. The company's objectives include ensuring products meet its stringent quality and safety standards while promoting supply chain innovation and aligning with the competition. However, Unilever faces several challenges in managing supplier relations, especially after the UK's exit from the European Union. It is a fact that being a global company the supply chain consists of global vendors and is vulnerable to disruptions. There is cost inflation due to competitive pressures, currency fluctuations, trade tariffs, and global economic shifts which heavily influence the sourcing strategies. To mitigate these risks, Unilever has implemented a comprehensive supplier management program that includes supplier selection, assessment, and supervision. In addition, the company supports ethical and sustainable sourcing practices and works closely with suppliers to ensure Unilever's quality standards (Shaoping, 2023).     
According to IBM (2021), firms in the product delivery businesses are dependent on acquiring, retaining, and effectively working with suppliers to meet customer expectations for quality products that are delivered on time. The global supply chains have made supplier management complex, time-consuming and costly. Further, turbulent events such as the pandemic point out the importance of strong and agile supply chains. On the other hand, the future of supply chain management is set to be a fully digital experience through multi-enterprise supply chain networks. It may need more business-to-business participants, enabling carriers to resolve delivery disruptions and partners to validate supplier status. Moreover, the use of Artificial intelligence is set to provide recommendations for automating the recovery process. The new ecosystem will have capabilities to offer strategic, operational, and commercial benefits (IBM 2021).     
The Study by Sodhi and Tang (2019) has highlighted that supply chain visibility is crucial for companies to avoid, mitigate, and respond to disruptions that threaten the value of shareholders. Further, the end-to-end visibility includes real-time tracking and monitoring from raw materials to end consumers. For investors, visibility is essential for assessing risks associated with supply chain disruptions. As such, companies with greater visibility can protect shareholder value, and maintain operational efficiency along with compliance with regulations (Sodhi and Tang, 2019). The data for this study, 'examining the role and challenges in managing supplier relationships in Unilever UK', is to be gathered by secondary data collection methods, which consist of online journals, government reports, scholarly databases, and relevant websites (Ruggiano and Perry, 2019). This will ensure a large volume of quality data for the study and use a case study strategy. This study is of potential importance to the consumer industry and for Unilever, especially in the changing times. Further, enhancing supplier relationships and creating long-term value through innovative strategies benefits both the industry and the consumers, justifying the need for this investigation (Bilovodska et al., 2018).    
 


[bookmark: _Toc172501478]1.3 Aim of the Study 
To examine the role and challenges in managing supplier relationships at Unilever in the UK.
[bookmark: _Toc172501479]1.4 Objectives
· To identify the trends in managing supplier relationships in the UK.
· To examine the factors influencing the management of supplier relationships in the consumer goods industry.
· To evaluate the challenges of managing supplier relationships at Unilever in the UK.
· To provide recommendations for overcoming the challenges in supplier relations with specific reference to Unilever in the UK.   
[bookmark: _Toc172501480]1.5 Research questions 
· What are the trends in managing supplier relationships in the UK?
· How do various factors influence the management of supplier relationships in the consumer goods industry?
· What are the challenges of managing supplier relationships at Unilever in the UK? 
· What strategic recommendations can be provided for overcoming the challenges and enriching supplier relations of Unilever in the UK? 
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