



Introduction
The business environment of 2024–2025 exists as a 'poly-crisis' which combines multiple destabilising elements to create a Volatile, Uncertain, Complex, and Ambiguous (VUCA) environment. The worldwide system of globalisation undergoes a fundamental transformation because digital technology has merged with political divisions and strict environmental rules. The research investigates how Artificial Intelligence (AI) and geopolitical tensions and the EU's Corporate Sustainability Reporting Directive (CSRD) affect Unilever's market standing through strategic market positioning.
Unilever operates as a UK-based multinational enterprise (MNE) on the FTSE 100 which operates in 190 markets worldwide and generates €60.8 billion in annual revenue (Unilever, 2025). The company operates under extreme external disruptions because it manages more than 400 brands through its intricate worldwide supply chain network. Unilever maintains stable market intelligence through AI implementation but faces increasing production costs and supply chain disruptions because of political tensions and CSRD regulatory requirements. The research starts by studying conflicting elements before creating strategic plans to defend Unilever's market dominance.
Opportunities and Challenges of Global Forces
Unilever needs to make AI technology its strategic advantage because it enables the company to boost its operational value chain through fast development. AI functions as a fundamental element of Industry 4.0 supply chain management because it executes tasks which go beyond basic support to develop smart supply chain systems. The research by Toorajipour et al. by (2021) shows AI technology allows businesses to shift their decision-making from reactive to predictive approaches which becomes essential for managing disruptions. Unilever implements Digital Twins technology to build virtual manufacturing facilities which replicate actual facilities for gaining benefits from modern technological advancements. The Brazilian facility of Unilever achieved multimillion-dollar operational savings and achieved a 3% productivity boost through digital twin technology implementation for production variable simulation (Clarkston Consulting, 2019). The company uses virtual testing to evaluate product formulations and manufacturing speeds which protects its physical assets.
AI technology enables businesses to generate new revenue streams through personalised marketing solutions. The 'Desire at Scale' AI system developed by Unilever analyses extensive data to identify emerging market patterns before they reach mainstream popularity (Unilever, 2025). The system enables businesses to achieve maximum marketing expenditure value through superior return on investment (ROI) performance. The achievement of these advantages depends on solving the 'skills gap' problem. Deloitte (2024) states that Generative AI needs staff members who possess knowledge about data. The large number of Unilever employees who need upskilling (128,000) creates major financial and operational challenges.
The return of geopolitical conflicts makes it impossible for Unilever to operate its logistics network because AI systems have not fixed operational efficiency problems. The pandemic caused nations to implement trade restrictions which Gereffi (2020) explained served as national security measures for their economic regions. The 2024 Red Sea crisis forced ships to use the Cape of Good Hope route because asymmetric warfare operations blocked their usual shipping routes. The European processing facilities of Unilever face critical operational problems because they need Asian imports of palm oil and tea to operate their production lines.
The current economic conditions result in longer delivery periods and higher costs for moving goods. The shipping costs between Asia and Europe reached five times their normal levels when the disruption reached its peak according to J.P. Morgan (2024). The current geopolitical situation indicates that maximum supply chain operation will cause the entire system to fail completely. The strategic position of Taiwan and China maintain ongoing tensions which could lead to separate regional entities. The company operates under severe security threats because it relies on Taiwan and China for both packaging materials and technological components. The academic community supports multinational enterprises to develop supply chain resilience instead of cost reduction (Gereffi, 2020) which requires Unilever to stop using its current low-cost manufacturing system.
Non-financial reporting has become mandatory for businesses through new regulatory requirements which represent the third essential force. The EU Corporate Sustainability Reporting Directive (CSRD) demands all large multinational enterprises to disclose extensive social and environmental data beginning in 2024 (European Commission, 2023). The directive allows Unilever to leverage its existing sustainability leadership position to obtain advantages from the reporting requirement. Unilever can maintain its position as an ethical market leader through total regulatory adherence which allows the company to raise prices for customers who want environmentally sustainable products (Kolk, 2016).
Organisations face operational challenges because they must track Scope 3 emissions which stem from activities across their complete value chain. The process of obtaining dependable supplier information from different developing countries proves to be both difficult to manage and costly to acquire. The CSRD compliance process requires organisations to perform extensive administrative work according to Grant Thornton (2023). The failure to follow auditing standards will lead to financial penalties and harm to corporate reputation through greenwashing accusations which will decrease the market value of purpose-driven brands including Ben & Jerry’s.

Critical Impact on the Organisation
The global forces convergence creates a complete transformation of Unilever's market competition environment. Sustainability functions as a competitive advantage according to Porter and Kramer (2011) through their 'Creating Shared Value' theory. Unilever leads the market through its CSRD compliance because private-label competitors who focus on costs do not have the necessary systems to fulfill intricate regulatory standards. The company faces a risk to its market distinction because of rising inflation rates. The combination of higher shipping expenses from geopolitical events and AI capital costs leads to increased product prices. Unilever faces a challenge because it needs to protect its premium ethical value while keeping prices competitive during economic recessions.
Unilever needs to transform its present innovation and talent management systems because AI technology requires such changes. The field of FMCG innovation used to belong to R&D chemists and marketers but data science now dominates this area. The 'Desire at Scale' initiative demonstrates that businesses must build data science capabilities to reach market dominance. Organisations need to change their recruitment methods because the business environment continues to evolve. The Global Human Capital Trends report from Deloitte (2024) indicates consumer goods organisations face difficulties in attracting technical talent because their salary offerings fail to compete with those of technology sector companies. Unilever needs to establish a digital culture which will draw and maintain its best technical staff to achieve success with its innovation strategy.
Strategic Recommendations
Unilever needs to move from crisis response to strategic adaptation because the 2024–2025 market environment requires businesses to anticipate changes before they happen. The recommendations below focus on solving three main problems which include supply chain instability and digital management and sustainability standards enforcement.
Unilever needs to create a 'China Plus One' sourcing model for supply chain diversification because it will help protect the company from geopolitical risks. The company needs to conduct an extensive supply chain evaluation to detect vulnerable areas that depend on risky geopolitical regions for essential materials including electronics and packaging materials from East Asia. The organisation needs to develop new supplier networks based in politically stable areas which are close to its main consumer markets throughout North America and Europe. Unilever operates near-shoring supply chain operations to maintain stability instead of pursuing the most affordable production methods. The organisation can protect its business operations and maintain market access through supply chain optimisation which reduces dependence on dangerous Red Sea maritime routes during times of geopolitical instability.
The organisation needs to develop an AI Ethics and Governance Framework which will function as the base for its growing artificial intelligence implementation. The organisation needs to establish a Governance Board which brings together data scientists and legal experts and ethicists to oversee the deployment of algorithmic tools in recruitment and consumer advertising operations. The governance system protects both regulatory compliance and prevents algorithmic bias while ensuring data accuracy. The organisation needs to create ethical governance practices because brand trust functions as a valuable asset which protects operational AI advantages from harming consumer trust and staying compliant with regulations.
Unilever can convert its CSRD reporting requirements into business value through the establishment of a Green Supplier Support Fund which targets its Tier 2 and Tier 3 suppliers. Most small agricultural suppliers face difficulties when tracking Scope 3 emissions because they do not have enough money or advanced technology to handle this complex process. Unilever needs to allocate its resources for two purposes which include funding renewable energy projects and building data management systems for suppliers. The program generates two benefits through its development of sustainable supply chains and its production of precise CSRD data and its maintenance of supplier relationships. The company can prove its sustainability claims through data evidence by investing in value chain decarbonisation which will protect its premium market position from greenwashing allegations.
Conclusion
The business environment across the world during 2024–2025 combines fast-paced digital transformation with declining international relations. Unilever needs to use AI technology for supply chain management improvement because AI systems will assist the company in managing rising supply chain disruptions that stem from conflicts and sustainability regulations which present chances to show ethical commitment and generate financial benefits. The predictive abilities of AI lose their effectiveness when physical supply chain operations stop due to geopolitical conflicts and sustainable brand value declines because compliance expenses make products unavailable to consumers. Unilever needs to develop organisational flexibility through AI-based forecasting and supply chain expansion to achieve lasting business success. Unilever needs to establish specific funding for supplier support and digital ethics development to defend itself against current multi-crisis and achieve its goal of becoming the top sustainable multinational corporation of today.
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