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1. Introduction
1.1 The Industry and Unilever's Strategic Pivot
According to Strategic Brand Management experts, the fast-moving consumer goods (FMCG) sector is encapsulated by a “double transition” as brands move to digital first ecosystems and consumers demand environmental sustainability.  Traditionally, FMCG companies use mass-broadcast marketing. This involves standardized television and print campaigns designed for undifferentiated media reach. Nonetheless, Unilever PLC is completely redesigning its marketing architecture to disentangle itself from the legacy model. 
Unilever Compass is switching to "Desire at Scale” paradigm, which would be in place by 2026. This marks a seeping difference from the way brand purpose was being communicated so far.
· AI-Driven Personalization: Unilever is moving toward hyper-targeted content, using AI to tailor sustainability messages to individual consumer profiles rather than broad demographics.
· Influencer-Led Narratives: Content creation is being decentralized, moving from corporate boardrooms to influencer networks and digital production hubs like "Sketch Pro" studios.
· Algorithmic Engagement: The company is prioritizing fragmented, algorithm-driven platforms—such as Instagram, TikTok, and WhatsApp—to foster direct-to-consumer (D2C) relationships.
The shift to digital allows for incredible targeting accuracy, but it poses a huge problem for brand “realness.” Shoppers use digital leverage to defeat ‘greenwashing’ that increase the skepticism against sustainability signals in the digital world. Consequently, it results in a “Trust-Digital Paradox”. As brands deploy increasingly sophisticated AI to “personalise” a sustainability signal, the more likely the consumer to discount that signal. Furthermore, this pivot must be executed across vast cultural divides. For a global entity like Unilever, a "one-size-fits-all" digital strategy is no longer viable.
· In the UK: The background is shaped by high regulatory scrutiny and a consumer base deeply concerned with Net Zero commitments and the ethical use of AI data.
· In India: The market environment is driven by a desire for social mobility, where sustainability is viewed through the lens of empowerment, hygiene, and community-level social fairness.
This research background establishes that Unilever's "Green Pivot" is not merely a change in advertising media, but a total reimagining of corporate signaling in a skeptical, digital-first world.
1.2 Statement of the Problem: The Trust-Digital Paradox
The core issue, which I refer to as the 'Trust-Digital Paradox', is that as Unilever moves away from Communications, which is heavily regulated; and more or less uniform, to more fragmented, and complex, algorithm mediated digital, the problem of greenwashing rises. In addition, there are massive cultural differences: in the UK it is Net Zero and AI ethics, whereas in India (a major developing economy) social fairness and hygiene are the biggest driver of brand trust. At present, the academic literature reveals a substantial gap regarding how transnational companies adapt these digital signals while ensuring authenticity across borders.
1.3 Research Aim and Objectives
The primary aim is to analyze how Unilever’s shift to digital marketing modifies its sustainability narrative to meet the unique cultural and technological demands of both developed and emerging economies.
· Objective 1: To evaluate Unilever’s strategic transition in resource allocation from conventional media to digital-first platforms using public financial disclosures.
· Objective 2: To compare Dove’s digital "Sustainability Narrative" in the UK (focusing on digital well-being) versus India (focusing on social equality).
· Objective 3: To analyze how AI-driven personalization and digital production hubs (like Sketch Pro) are used to maintain cultural relevance.
· Objective 4: To assess Unilever’s initiatives for mitigating consumer skepticism and "greenwashing" risks in the 2026 marketing landscape.
2. Literature Review
2.1 The Evolution of Purpose: From "Broadcasting" to "Belonging"
The shift in global marketing is defined by a transition from a "one-to-many" broadcast model to a "many-to-many" ecosystem where many people communicate many messages to many others. This evolution is encapsulated in the SASSY framework (Superior Science, Aesthetics, Sensorials, Said by others, and Young-spirited).
· Superior Science as Trust: Indisputable product innovation is now a primary driver of consumer desire and trust in an era of skepticism.
· "Said by Others": In the digital age, trust is increasingly decentralized; brands must leverage a content ecosystem amplified by creators and communities to maintain authenticity.
· Young-Spiritedness: Sustainability narratives must remain culturally relevant to Gen Z and Millennials, who demand that brands "keep up" with rapid content cycles.
2.2 Signalling Theory and the Trust-Digital Paradox
The "Trust-Digital Paradox" arises when companies utilize AI-driven personalization to spread sustainability messages. Under Signalling Theory, consumers look for "high-cost" signals to verify a brand’s environmental claims.
· Digital Deception: Approximately 40% of online green claims are currently estimated to be misleading, leading to a "legitimacy crisis".
· The Role of AI: While AI can help brands monitor supply chains and automate transparent reporting, it also increases the risk of perceived greenwashing if the personalization feels inauthentic or lacks "Science".
· Proactive Signalling: Research suggests that a proactive response to greenwashing allegations is significantly more effective at preserving corporate image than defensive or silent strategies.
2.3 AI-Driven Personalization and Consumer Behavior
AI is no longer just a backend tool; it is a "consumer's trusted guide" that reshapes perceptions of value.
· Emotional Alignment: AI-driven sentiment analysis allows brands to interpret consumer emotional states through social media and feedback loops, creating "human-like" and empathetic interactions that strengthen trust.
· The Transparency Mandate: 76% of consumers now demand clear rules for AI-driven brand actions, and 71% express concern over how their data is used to generate personalized content.
· Cultural Specificity: In markets like India, consumers are revolutionizing wellness by demanding science-backed solutions and greater transparency on ingredients.
2.4 Digital Transformation as a Curb on Greenwashing
Contrary to the "paradox," some theories suggest that Digital Transformation can actually curb greenwashing by reducing information asymmetry.
· Verifiable Disclosure: Technologies like blockchain and AI-powered sentiment analysis allow for traceable and verifiable environmental disclosure systems.
· Dynamic Regulation: In the UK, the Digital Markets, Competition and Consumers Act 2024 grants regulators significant power to prohibit unfair commercial practices, including misleading environmental claims.
· Participatory Mechanisms: Digital environments enable "two-way" sustainability communication, where dialogue-based processes help brands understand stakeholder expectations and prove their commitment through active engagement.
3. Methodology
3.1 Research Design
This study employs a Qualitative Comparative Case Study methodology, relying exclusively on secondary, non-intrusive data sources. This approach eliminates the bias of self-reported primary data and allows for a longitudinal look at corporate strategic shifts.
3.2 Data Collection
Data will be gathered from three distinct secondary streams to ensure triangulation:
· Corporate Reports: Analysis of the 2025 and 2026 Annual Reports and the "Unilever Compass" filings.
· Archival Digital Assets: A selection of 40–50 public digital assets from Instagram, YouTube, and WhatsApp, split between the UK (Dove/Hellmann’s) and India (Dove/Surf Excel).
· Market Intelligence: Reports from Mintel, Edelman Trust Barometer, and consumer sentiment datasets to evaluate the "Trust-Digital Paradox".
3.3 Data Analysis
Thematic Analysis will be used to identify "Green Codes"—thematic patterns related to brand legitimacy and cultural relevance. These codes will be mapped against the comparative framework of the UK and India to determine how the global strategy is hyper-localized.
4. Expected Findings
4.1 Hyper-Localization of the "SASSY" Framework
It is anticipated that Unilever will apply the "SASSY" (Superior Science, Aesthetics, Sensorials, Said by others, and Young-spirited) model with distinct cultural weightings in each market.
· UK (The Technical Signal): The study expects to find a heavy emphasis on "Superior Science," where digital assets focus on Net Zero data, carbon-neutral logistics, and the ethics of AI-driven data usage to satisfy a highly skeptical, regulated consumer base.
· India (The Social Signal): In contrast, digital content in India is expected to prioritize the "Said by Others" and "Young-spirited" pillars, utilizing influencer-led narratives on platforms like WhatsApp and Reels to link brand sustainability with social mobility, hygiene, and community empowerment.
4.2 Resolution of the Trust-Digital Paradox
The research expects to demonstrate that Unilever mitigates the "Trust-Digital Paradox" not through a single global voice, but through decentralized, high-speed content production hubs.
· Validation via "Sketch Pro": Findings will likely show that the use of "Sketch Pro" AI hubs allows for "Radical Transparency," where brands can provide real-time updates on sustainability claims, thereby differentiating authentic signals from greenwashing.
· Platform-Specific Trust: It is hypothesized that "communal" platforms in India (e.g., WhatsApp) generate higher trust scores for social sustainability messages than the standardized, algorithm-heavy "Discovery" feeds used in the UK.
4.3 Divergence in "Green Codes"
The thematic analysis is expected to reveal two distinct sets of "Green Codes" that serve as the primary signals for brand legitimacy.
· UK Green Codes: Thematic patterns will likely cluster around "Systemic Accountability," "Carbon Literacy," and "Algorithmic Fairness".
· India Green Codes: Thematic patterns will likely center on "Grassroots Empowerment," "Dignity in Hygiene," and "Collective Social Upliftment".
5. Limitations
While this study is designed for high academic validity, certain constraints must be acknowledged:
· Corporate Narrative Bias: Relying on secondary corporate disclosures (e.g., The Unilever Compass) risks capturing the company's "idealized" self-image rather than its operational reality.
· Digital Ephemerality: Digital assets, particularly those on social media platforms like Instagram and WhatsApp, are ephemeral and may be altered or deleted, potentially limiting the longitudinal archival analysis.
· Secondary Sentiment Accuracy: Third-party market reports (e.g., Mintel, Edelman) provide a generalized view of consumer sentiment which may not capture the granular nuances of niche demographics within the UK and India
6. Timeframe
Initially, will need to do literature review and refine the conceptual framework for journey. Next, data will be collected from journals as well as market research and corporate activities. You will analyze the list and create a thematic and comparative analysis. In conclusion, the last stage of dissertation writing will involve writing, revision and editing of the final dissertation according to university norms. [image: ]
🗝️ Chart Key: Dissertation Timeline (March–June)
	Colour
	Phase
	Description

	🟩 
Green
	Literature Expansion
	Synthesising SASSY and Signalling Theory to build theoretical foundation

	🟧 Orange
	Digital Archiving
	Collecting 40–50 digital assets from UK and India for analysis

	🟪 Purple
	Thematic Coding
	Identifying Green Codes and mapping cross-cultural sustainability signals

	🟦 
Blue
	Comparative Drafting
	Writing UK–India analysis and Trust–Digital Paradox discussion

	🟨 Yellow
	Review & Submission
	Editing, formatting, referencing, and final submission preparation



7. Conclusion
The research will critically analyse Unilever, a global frontrunner in the transformation to a digital-first, AI-powered sustainability narrative. This project strives to identify the “green codes” that generate trust within the UK and India as well as provide useful inputs for MNCs looking to scale brand purpose without getting caught up in the “trust-digital paradox” or greenwashing.
8. References
· Hofstede, G. (2011). The Hofstede Model in Context: Dimensionalizing Cultures. Readings in Psychology and Culture, 2(1).
· Kotler, P., Kartajaya, H., & Setiawan, I. (2021). Marketing 5.0: Technology for Humanity. Wiley.
· Spence, M. (1973). Signalling in the Job Market. The Quarterly Journal of Economics, 87(3).
· Unilever. (2025). The Unilever Compass: Strategy for Sustainable Growth. Annual Report.
· Vargo, S. L., & Lusch, R. F. (2016). Institutions and axioms: a revision and expansion of service-dominant logic. Journal of the Academy of Marketing Science, 44(1).

image1.png
Phase
Literature Expansion
Digital Archiving
Thematic Coding
Comparative Drafting

Review & Submission

Research Project Timeline

March to June (Ending June 1st)

March April May

June





Research Proposal   Title:   The Green  Pivot :   A Comparative Analysis of Unilever’s Shift from  Conventional Marketing to Digital Sustainability - Oriented Strategies in the UK  and India   Student Name:   [Manish Verma ]   Student ID: 243 3117   Supervisor:  Jia Miao   Program Manager: Hoang Dang Nguyen   Programme: MBA International Business                                        

