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INTRODUCTION
Globalisation denotes the growing interconnectedness and interdependence among economies, societies, and companies through trade, investment, knowledge transfer, and technology (Gereffi, 2021). In the realm of international business today, globalisation enables companies to position various segments of their value chain across borders, procure inputs on a global scale, expand their market presence, and tap into a variety of innovation networks. Nevertheless, this current phase of globalisation faces challenges: supply chains are susceptible to geopolitical conflicts, regulatory frameworks particularly concerning sustainability are becoming increasingly stringent and fragmented, and technological disruptions, especially those stemming from artificial intelligence (AI), are altering competitive landscapes.
This essay focuses on Unilever PLC, a UK-based multinational operating in the fast-moving consumer goods (FMCG) industry, as a case study. Unilever functions across food, home care, and personal care sectors, distributing products in over 190 countries through intricate global supply chains and collaborating with thousands of suppliers (Unilever, 2025). Due to its extensive scale, global presence, and sustainability goals, Unilever is ideally positioned to demonstrate how the adoption of AI, geopolitical risks in supply chains, and increasing sustainability regulations (notably the EU’s Corporate Sustainability Reporting Directive, CSRD) interact to shape multinational strategies and operations.
The aim of this essay is to critically evaluate how, during the years 2024–2025, these three global forces accelerated AI development, supply chain disruptions caused by geopolitical tensions (such as issues in the Red Sea and risks related to China-Taiwan), and rigorous sustainability/reporting regulations present both opportunities and challenges for Unilever. Following this exploration, I will offer strategic recommendations to assist Unilever in leveraging the positive aspects while mitigating the associated risks.




OPORTUNITIES AND CHALLENGES 
Opportunities
AI-driven efficiency, forecasting, and waste reduction
Unilever has achieved significant advancements in the implementation of AI within its ice cream supply chain. As stated by Unilever, its ice cream operations extend across 60 countries and encompass 35 factories. By incorporating weather data into its forecasting processes, the company has enhanced forecast accuracy by 10 percent in Sweden, facilitating more accurate production planning and minimising waste (Unilever, 2025). The deployment of AI-enabled freezers, with approximately 100,000 units currently in operation, provides near real-time visibility of stock levels, enabling swift reallocation to address demand spikes (Unilever, 2025. According to SupplyChain Dive, Unilever is using AI and other technologies to enhance cold-chain visibility and forecasting (Garland, 2025).

In its "customer connectivity" program, Unilever integrates forecast data with actual sales figures from retail partners (such as modern trade) to synchronise replenishment and planning in real time (Unilever, 2024). This integration aids in reducing stockouts and inventory inefficiencies. The AI-enabled supply chain integration empowers Unilever to decrease waste, enhance logistics, elevate service levels, and simulate potential disruption scenarios.
Furthermore, Unilever asserts that it has deployed over 500 AI-based capabilities worldwide and employs a Responsible AI framework to oversee AI implementation (Unilever, 2025). The company has transitioned its platform to a fully cloud-based system to facilitate agility in AI deployment across various business units (Unilever, 2025). In Canada, Unilever has set up AI-centric research hubs to delve deeper into advanced AI applications (Unilever, 2025).
Additionally, the adoption of digital twin technology presents another opportunity: Unilever has created an "operations metaverse," a digital representation of its entire supply chain, which enables scenario modelling and collaboration between humans and machines (Supply Chain Digital, 2025) (Unilever’s "operations metaverse") (SupplyChainDigital, 2025). This capability allows for the testing of supply chain strategies under pressure, facilitating proactive decision-making.

Strategic resilience amid geopolitical supply chain risk
The second opportunity emerges from the challenges that supply chain disruptions impose on firms with global diversification. For example, exporters in the UK have indicated that they have been significantly affected by disruptions in the Red Sea (Suez) with some reporting that container rental costs surged by as much as 300 percent and that delays of 3 to 4 weeks became commonplace (Hill, 2024; BCC, 2024). Analysts Szentiványi & Asumendi from J.P. Morgan (2024) project that rerouting vessels around the Cape of Good Hope incurs considerable additional time and expenses, which ultimately influences consumer pricing.
These disruptions compel companies such as Unilever to reorganise their supply chains—by diversifying their suppliers, regionalising production closer to their markets, establishing alternative logistics routes, and enhancing buffer capacity. For Unilever, which procures raw materials and distributes them on a global scale, this represents a shift (or even a necessity) towards a more resilient supply structure. Being among the companies that can sustain operations during disruptions may provide a competitive edge.


Challenges
Data, integration, talent, and infrastructure hurdles for AI
Implementing AI within a global organisation is a complex undertaking. Legacy IT infrastructures, data silos that exist across various divisions and geographical locations, inconsistent data quality, and fragmented platforms create substantial integration hurdles. AI models that are developed using historical data may encounter difficulties when faced with unprecedented shocks or black swan occurrences. There are inherent risks associated with algorithmic errors, biases, or overfitting. Users may develop a lack of trust in 'black - box' decisions if there is insufficient transparency.
The constraints related to talent further exacerbate the situation: Unilever is required to either recruit or retrain data scientists, AI engineers, and analytics experts, as well as enhance the skills of operational personnel to effectively use AI outputs. Investments in cloud computing, edge computing, sensors, IoT, connectivity, and data pipelines demand significant capital, particularly in emerging markets or remote locations.

Supply chain fragility, rising costs, and lock-in risk
Geopolitical tensions extending beyond the Red Sea encompass trade risks between China and Taiwan, export controls, fluctuations in tariffs, and sanctions imposed on specific suppliers. Such disruptions have the potential to abruptly sever access to essential raw materials or packaging inputs.
The increasing expenses associated with shipping, fuel, insurance, and maintaining additional inventory further diminish profit margins.
In addition, the shift towards regional hubs, alternative suppliers, or various routing options incurs costs such as duplicate capacity, the need for renegotiation, capital expenditures, logistical complexities, and the possible loss of scale advantages. Once fixed contracts or infrastructure investments are established, transitioning to more favourable alternatives may prove to be expensive, resulting in a detrimental state of "lock-in."


IMPACT ON STRATEGY AND OPERATIONS 

1. Market Positioning & Competitiveness - By using AI efficiently, Unilever has the potential to stand out through enhanced supply responsiveness, reduced waste, and reliable availability and providing a competitive advantage in the fast-moving consumer goods (FMCG) sector. Its comprehensive ESG disclosures could appeal to consumers in regions (such as the EU and Nordics) where sustainability influences purchasing decisions. Nevertheless, increasing costs related to logistics, inputs, and compliance may squeeze profit margins. Competitors—particularly agile digital-first local entities—might surpass Unilever in certain markets if the pace of adoption falls behind.


2. Innovation & R&D - Artificial Intelligence facilitates simulation, predictive modelling, and accelerated iteration. For example, Unilever employs AI to anticipate flavour trends, simulate the performance of formulas on production lines, and enhance shelf life (FoodDive, 2024) (Doering, 2024). Nevertheless, sustainability constraints (such as limited materials or certification requirements) may restrict ingredient flexibility. Significant compliance obligations could hinder experimentation, particularly within smaller or local innovation units.

3. Talent, Culture & Incentives - To achieve the required transformation, it is essential to implement strong talent acquisition, comprehensive training, and a shift in organisational culture. Artificial intelligence and ESG initiatives should not be treated in isolation; rather, procurement, operations, sales, and logistics teams must embrace digital literacy and sustainability-oriented mindsets. Incentive structures should integrate digital and ESG key performance indicators alongside traditional financial objectives. The risks associated with this process include inconsistent adoption, internal opposition, and fragmentation across various business units or geographical locations.

4. Operational Resilience & Flexibility - Unilever needs to adapt its supply chains to enhance flexibility: implementing distributed production, alternative logistics routes, buffer stock, scenario demonstrating through the operations metaverse, digital twin simulations, and real-time reallocation tools. However, building resilience incurs expenses: redundant capacity, inventory buffers, and increased complexity can diminish efficiency and potentially put pressure on capital. Furthermore, integrating ESG reporting into operations (such as data capture and traceability) may hinder decision-making or create bureaucratic challenges.



STRATEGIC RECOMMENDATIONS 

1. Phased AI deployment with oversight - Initiate AI in domains that have significant impact but lower risk, such as forecasting and logistics routing. Leverage successful pilot projects to expand further. Establish a cohesive data infrastructure and cloud/edge architecture, ensuring integration across different geographical locations. Implement a Responsible AI governance framework that includes auditing, bias detection, and transparency measures. Ensure that there is human oversight in the process, rather than relying solely on full automation.

2. Diversify and regionalise supply chain architecture - Identify essential supplier nodes and chokepoints (for instance, dependence on East Asia and the Suez route). Increase manufacturing proximity to major markets and create regional hubs. Design logistics contracts to permit rerouting and multi-modal adaptability.

3. Cultivate culture, talent, and alignment - Implement organisation-wide training programs focused on AI literacy and ESG awareness. Recruit experts in AI governance, sustainability assurance, and data engineering. Revamp performance management and incentive structures to ensure that digital and ESG metrics hold equal importance alongside financial metrics. Designate change champions within business units or regions to facilitate the adoption process.

4. Monitor, hedge and proactively manage risk - Establish a strategic foresight or risk unit to monitor geopolitical changes, trade policies, ESG regulations (CSRD, CSDDD), and vulnerabilities within the supply chain.  Use hedging strategies, flexible contracts, and scenario planning to address cost volatility. Create partnerships or joint ventures in more stable regions to serve as anchor points for supply or production.


CONCLUSION 

In the years 2024 to 2025, companies will encounter a complex triad of disruptions: the rapid advancement of AI, supply chains that are geopolitically unstable, and increasingly stringent sustainability regulations, particularly the CSRD. For Unilever, these elements present opportunities for enhanced efficiency, agility, reputation, and competitive edge; however, they also introduce significant challenges related to cost, complexity, risk, and the need for organisational transformation.

The key differentiator is not whether companies take action, but rather how effectively they integrate and coordinate their responses across technology, supply chain structures, ESG frameworks, and human resources. Unilever’s considerable scale established sustainability credentials, and readiness to invest in digital transformation position it favourably. Nevertheless, achieving success requires more than isolated initiatives; it necessitates a commitment to disciplined execution in AI implementation, robust supply chain frameworks, integrated ESG capabilities, a cohesive culture with aligned incentives, and proactive risk management.

In this new global landscape, grasping the interactions between AI, geopolitics, and regulatory frameworks is essential and it is a fundamental requirement. Multinational corporations that strategically navigate these complexities will emerge as the leaders in the forthcoming phase of globalisation; conversely, those that do not may face disruption or relegation.
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