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INDIVIDUAL ESSAY
Analytical focus
How three external pressures increase operational, regulatory, and human-capital risk while enhancing efficiency, resilience, and legitimacy.
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[bookmark: _Toc235812383]Introduction
[bookmark: _Toc235812389]Globalisation refers to the integration of markets, production, capital, technology and knowledge across borders. While multinational firms can aggregate resources from different geographic locales, shocks propagate rapidly through connected value chains (Gereffi, 2018). There is no longer such a thing as a borderless global marketplace due to distance, institutions, and political risk. Unilever plc distributes daily consumer brands from London through a network of suppliers, manufacturers, distributors and retailers. Grounded in strategic utilization of information from its vast portfolio and increasing exposure to multiple emerging nations, €60.8 billion revenue turnover (European Commission, 2024). This essay explains how the cylical interplay of rising AI use and geopolitical supply-chain disruption impacted Unilever in 2024–2025, along with considering the effect of the recently promulgated EU Corporate Sustainability Reporting Directive (CSRD). The first evaluation examines operations, market positioning, innovation, talent and competitive threats and opportunities before recommending a sustainable business model (Unilever, 2025b).
Current Global Forces Creating Opportunities and Challenges
Artificial intelligence: scalable insights with new dependencies
The scale for Unilever is the way in which AI translates data from various products, channels and countries into quicker decisions. Its AI-enabled customer-connectivity model delivers a collaborative planning, forecasting and replenishment framework with over 13 billion computations daily. The number of AI capabilities reported by the company was over 500, by illustrative examples such as demand forecasting and supply-chain optimisation (Unilever, 2024c). This reduces stock-outs, wastage, and working capital and improves product availability (Porter, 1990). AI-based technology enabled production of digital product twins that doubled the speed in which imagery was produced for marketing collateral while reducing costs by 50% enabled creation of consistent packaging and language variants across markets. So, AI enhances operational efficacy and local brand adherence.
Algorithms cannot eliminate management uncertainty. When informal retail data are weak, forecasts risk replicating biased or inaccurate earlier data (UNCTAD, 2024b). Any area that is based on a centralised system, such as Unilever (2024b), raises risks of cyber, data privacy issues and vendor-concentration. But if it appears that those claims, images or cultural cues are false, generative content can undermine trust. IMF relies on some academic research, 40% of UK jobs are AI-impact able and even more developed economies face prospects for displacement and opportunity from AIs! Consequently, complementarity is the strategic issue for Unilever: productivity gains will stem from upskilling not squeezing marketers, planners and factory teams.
Geopolitical disruption: resilience versus cost
Attacks in the Red Sea led most commercial traffic to avoid using the Suez Canal and make their way around through the Cape of Good Hope instead. UNCTAD (2024a): Disruption of a major Asia–Europe trade route was substantial, and longer distances increased freight charges, insurance, emissions and delivery times. Unilever (2024a) reduces service levels and also increases safety stocks due to delays utilizing palm derivatives, chemicals, packaging, food ingredients and finished goods. As tensions with China rise this increases concentration risk in life sciences, electronics, robotics and Asian manufacturing networks (European Commission, 2025). Such pressures can limit price-sensitive margins and make promotions more complex (Cazzaniga, 2024)
Disruption offers strategic opportunities. Unilever is able to sustain multi-supplier contracts, regional production and end-to-end visibility (UNCTAD 2024a) unlike many smaller players. Near-shoring inputs, working into products based on substitute materials, scenario-based inventory strategies may make resilience service reliability (Dunning, 2000). According to Unilever (2025a), maximum efficiency backs up focused suppliers and lower stock while resilience needs redundancy. Easier to take an approach of selective duplication high-impact, long-lead-time inputs rather than expensive localisation of everything.
CSRD: A legitimacy driver with a measurement burden
The CSRD broadens and harmonizes sustainability reporting to include topics such as European Sustainability Reporting Standards, double materiality, and assurance requirements. So a UK based company like Unilever has to adhere EU reporting standards throughout its European operations and value chain (Ghemawat, 2007). Credible comparative data can enhance investor confidence, uncover inefficiencies among similar companies and separate businesses in which buyers and sellers value low-impact products. This is supportive of Unilever's climate plan that 99% of their net-zero emissions are outside its activities and this includes a requirement of the ambition for Scope 3 to be a 39% absolute decrease by 2030 (Unilever, 2025c). The program identifies 300 suppliers representing 44% of Scope 3 raw-material, ingredient and packaging emissions (European Parliament and Council, 2022).
Compliance costs. Scope 3 numbers are subject to estimates, unreliable supplier systems and changing processes Governance and data costs rise from Assurance; however, public aims risk litigation and greenwashing if marketing is prioritized over evidence. Depending on the size of a supplier, this may not be granular or detailed enough therefore ruling out capable enterprises or moving down cost (UNCTAD 2024a) This is especially the case as some regulatory uncertainty means that reporting scope and timing can change, such as with plans in 2025 (although unenforced) to simplify EU requirements. Unilever should be less about compliance and more about decision-useful data architecture.
Integrated International Environmental Analysis
PESTEL sheds light on why these issues need to be dealt with together. Politically, maritime insecurity and US–China rivalry expand tariffs, routes and sanctions. Input costs & pass-throughs: Exogenous effects: Freight inflation, exchange-rate fluctuations and consumer purchasing power Socio-economic consumers want to pay low price, but they look into labour and environmental claims more critically. Innovation is sped up by technological change that also reduces lifespan of systems. Because of environmentalism, ingredients like water are vulnerable to climate change despite the fact that agriculture is an enormous water consumer. Evidence and control find improvements in CSRD, data-protection laws and AI regulation. Shifting ships mean emissions traffic; AI requires energy and data ownership, capitalism lives - quite unsustainably - of scarce sustainability data that substantiate supply clustering (Unilever 2024c). Single-issue responses shift risk rather than address it.
Competitive effects are explained by Porters Five Forces. The increase in buyer power from big Supermarkets and digital sellers will punish availability by penalising low availability meaning initial strong fulfilment is crucial (Unilever, 2024c). If a geopolitical disruption potentially diminishes specialized chemicals, packaging or other agricultural goods, it increases the supplier power. They have strong substitution, a key feature of the branded market as consumers can switch between branded and own-label products (Unilever 2025b) especially through periods of cost-of-living pressure. The impact of AI will allow smaller players to focus their marketing and product development; however, Unilever is still hindered by its own scale, distribution and data (Cazzaniga 2024). Thus competition may move from ads to foresight, traceability and speed.
In addition, these criteria supports Unilever foreign trading. It aims to achieve market growth, portfolio diversification, specialized inputs, and economies of scale in research or procurement or branding. Ownership advantages are brands and organisational know-how, location advatages are country specific demand and resources, while internal coordiation protects for quality and dissemination of knowledge (UNCTAD, 2024a). Resilience has to be now a part of the model. What this trend suggests is that low unit cost does not make a site attractive — political stability, shipping exposure, pollution and data reliability do. As Unilever (2024a) pointed out, while internationalization is fine, the• best approach might not be a globally optimized route but also a regional and digitally connected architecture.

From External Force to Competitive Outcome
	GLOBAL FORCE
	CAPABILITY
	BUSINESS EFFECT
	STRATEGIC OUTCOME

	AI • geopolitics • CSRD
	Data • redundancy • traceability
	Speed • continuity • trust
	Resilient, responsible growth


Figure 1. Integrated analytical pathway. Source: author’s synthesis.
[bookmark: _Toc235812390]Impact on Unilever’s International Competitiveness
The three forces change Unilever's market position. Through speedier  when checking consumer insight and content adaption, AI can make global companies more  therefore needed locally relevant; sustainability data can strengthen quality and trust; and resilient  as per this part supply can maintain shelf availability when competitors fail (Porter, 1990). Not separate endeavours, can be consider  these are complementary skills. AI can detect emissions anomalies and predict interruption, while traceable supplier data enables CSRD reporting. Porter (1990) suggests  all of them relatedthat strict regulation and sophisticated clients may boost innovation rather than cost. Advantage arises only if capabilities are hard to copy. Integrating custom demand data, supplier relationships, and employee judgement across markets is different from  therefore to review buying regular cloud software (UNCTAD, 2024b).
Experimental and data-driven innovation  can be assure increases, while global standardisation may hinder local learning. Digital literacy whne checking , supply-risk expertise, sustainability accounting, and culturally aware brand judgement are needed in talent management (UNCTAD, 2024a). If AI threatens roles, employees may resist it therefore needed , and scarce data and engineering talent raises costs. Instead of counting AI tools, management should all of them related evaluate adoption quality, forecast improvement, and staff capabilities.
Macroeconomic and market-structure effects support this in this consideraitons . Freight and energy costs can boost inflation and interest rates,  therefore needed lowering real household income and driving demand whne requiring  for cheaper private labels (European Commission, 2025). Because fast-moving consumer goods markets are differentiated oligopolies, Unilever has brand equity pricing power but not unlimited freedom:  can be consider retailers control shelf space and consumers can substitute quickly. The productivity savings all of them related from AI and network redesign should be split between margin protection, affordable prices, and innovation. This would when suggesting  protect volume and prevent therefore needed  short-term cost recovery from eroding brand penetration.
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Figure 2. Unilever turnover, 2022–2024 (€bn). Source: Unilever (2025a).
[bookmark: _Toc235812393]Turnover even rebounded to €60.8 billion in 2024, despite disruption (Fig. The key competitive hurdle is whether Unilever can capitalise on temporary defensive outlay into sustainable growth and margin-enhancing capabilities (Unilever, 2024b)
Strategic Recommendations
Create an AI governance model. Focus forecast, manufacture and content high-value use cases; consumer-facing claims must be human cleared; bias audits, privacy, cyber security & model drift; For example forecast accuracy, waste, service & margin (Unilever 2024b)
Critically divide supply chains. Stress-test scenarios for the Red Sea and East Asia, equip important inputs with dual sources across regions, map dependencies (Tier Two and Three), and maintain dynamic buffers only if the impact of disruption exceeds the carrying cost7747326567427229159Ensuring a supply chain strategy: 2023—UK by C-level overview | McKinsey
A single data spine for traceability and sustainability. Linking records for procurement, logistics, product and emissions use supplier-specific data where applicable keep audit trails for CSRD assurance and provide technical support to smaller suppliers (European Commission 2025)
Fund a fair skills transition. AI and sustainability training for all staff by role, restructuring jobs around human judgement and consultation, managerial rewards linked to productivity, organisational resilience, progress on emissions outcomes (as verified) and employee acceptability (Unilever 2024b).
Conclusion
While globalisation opens doors to the knowledge, suppliers, and customers at a scale not available at home for Unilever; it also encompasses technical disruptions like regime change leading to geopolitical disruption or changes in regulatory stances. We have a good level of confidence that AI will be the next big change and impact many sectors in 2024–25 – vital for forecasting, production of content or exercise operational control – but also challenges (governance first, cyber second and workforce etc). Lean and concentrated networks showed fragility in Red Sea and China–Taiwan tensions, which supported selective redundancy and regional flexibility. CSRD push for transparency and creativity through Scope 3, but these disclosures are complex and costly. Unilever will need to combine managed AI, risk-based supply resilience, sustainability data and workforce development. Knowledge of how these global processes work is essential because today, competitive global advantage comes from managing an efficient, resilient network rather than finding the site with the lowest labor costs.
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