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Global Forces and Their Impact on Unilever’s International Strategy and Operations
Introduction
Globalisation describes the increasing integration of markets, economies and societies through trade, technology and investment flows. It shapes how multinational enterprises (MNEs) coordinate operations, compete internationally and adapt to global trends (Gereffi, 2018). Although recent global events have exposed vulnerabilities in global systems, globalisation remains a major driver of international business strategy.
This essay examines how contemporary global forces rapid artificial intelligence (AI) adoption, geopolitical supply chain disruptions and rising sustainability demands affect Unilever, a UK-based multinational consumer goods company operating in more than 190 countries. The purpose of this essay is to critically analyse the opportunities and challenges these global forces create for Unilever and evaluate their impact on the organisation’s strategy, innovation, operations and competitiveness. Finally, practical recommendations will be presented to support Unilever’s long-term success in the global market.

Opportunities and Challenges Created by Global Forces
1. Artificial Intelligence (AI)
AI adoption presents several significant opportunities for Unilever. One of the most important benefits is improved supply chain optimisation. AI can enhance forecasting accuracy, reduce waste and support data-driven decision-making (Choi, Wallace and Wang, 2018). Unilever’s operations rely on large-scale, complex supply chains, and the company has already integrated AI into factory optimisation and demand prediction, achieving cost savings and efficiency improvements (Unilever, 2023).
AI also enhances consumer insight and marketing capabilities. AI-driven analytics support real-time segmentation and personalised advertising, enabling consumer goods firms to respond more effectively to customer preferences (Davenport and Ronanki, 2018). For brands such as Dove and Ben & Jerry’s, this increases the ability to tailor campaigns to regional markets, strengthening brand loyalty.
However, AI also creates challenges. Ethical concerns, data privacy issues and potential algorithmic bias require strong governance systems (Brkan and Bonnet, 2020). Unilever operates across diverse regulatory environments, meaning compliance with data protection laws such as GDPR is essential. Additionally, the global shortage of digital and AI talent intensifies competition for skilled workers (World Economic Forum, 2023), challenging Unilever’s ability to scale AI initiatives.

2. Geopolitical Tensions and Supply Chain Disruptions
Recent global events such as Red Sea shipping disruptions, rising US/China tensions and uncertainties concerning China/Taiwan have significantly affected global trade routes and supply chain reliability.
These geopolitical conditions offer some opportunities. Companies are increasingly diversifying sourcing and manufacturing locations, creating more resilient value chains (Kilpatrick, 2021). Unilever has begun shifting towards regionalised supply chains, which can reduce dependence on any one country and allow the company to respond more quickly to disruptions.
Nearshoring and regionalisation can also support sustainability priorities by shortening transport distances and reducing emissions (Srai and Harrington, 2021). This aligns with Unilever’s broader sustainability strategy.
Nevertheless, the challenges are considerable. Red Sea disruptions have increased shipping times, insurance costs and logistical complexity across global markets. This directly affects Unilever’s ability to supply fast-moving consumer goods efficiently, particularly in Africa, the Middle East and Asia. Geopolitical tensions also threaten global semiconductor supply chains. As Unilever increases automation through digital manufacturing and AI, semiconductor shortages could delay technology upgrades or disrupt production.

3. Sustainability Demands and the EU CSRD
The EU Corporate Sustainability Reporting Directive (CSRD) introduces stringent requirements for environmental, social and governance (ESG) disclosures for large companies operating in the EU. This regulatory force creates both opportunities and challenges for Unilever.
In terms of opportunities, strong sustainability performance differentiates companies in competitive markets. Evidence shows that transparent sustainability reporting enhances corporate reputation and builds consumer trust (Hah and Freeman, 2014). Because Unilever has historically invested in sustainability programmes, it is well positioned to meet many of the new CSRD requirements and potentially outperform competitors.
In addition, comprehensive ESG data increases investor confidence by reducing concerns about greenwashing and improving accountability (Kolk, 2021). This may support Unilever’s attractiveness to global investors.
However, compliance with CSRD presents significant challenges. The directive requires detailed environmental and social metrics, which are difficult to collect across complex global supply chains (EY, 2023). Unilever’s wide supplier network increases administrative cost and reporting complexity. Moreover, stronger sustainability reporting may expose areas where Unilever continues to face criticism, such as its dependence on plastic packaging.

Impact of Global Forces on Unilever’s Strategy and Competitiveness
Market Positioning
AI adoption supports Unilever’s premium market positioning by enabling personalised marketing and data-driven strategies that enhance consumer engagement. Sustainability regulations also strengthen Unilever’s image as an ethical company. Yet geopolitical disruptions threaten product availability and cost competitiveness in emerging markets, where affordability and supply stability are critical.
Innovation Strategy
AI accelerates product development. For instance, AI-based R&D tools help companies test product formulations more efficiently (Ghosh, 2022). This allows Unilever to respond quickly to changing consumer preferences globally. However, disruptions in global supply chains could delay access to key ingredients or digital technologies, slowing innovation progress.
Talent Management
AI and sustainability transformations require specialised skills, such as data analytics, digital engineering and ESG reporting expertise. Research predicts significant shortages in these areas (Deloitte, 2023). Unilever must therefore enhance global talent development and retention efforts to maintain its competitive advantage.
Overall Competitiveness
The combined effects of AI, geopolitical tensions and sustainability regulations create a mixed impact. While technology adoption and sustainability leadership strengthen long-term competitiveness, short-term pressures—such as compliance costs and supply chain risks—may affect profitability. Managing these trade-offs effectively is essential for Unilever’s future success.

Strategic Recommendations
1. Strengthen Supply Chain Resilience Using Regionalisation and Digital Twins
Unilever should expand its regionalisation strategy to mitigate geopolitical risks. In addition, implementing digital twin technologies virtual replicas of supply chains can enhance scenario planning, forecasting and disruption management. Digital twins have been shown to significantly improve supply chain resilience (Ivanov and Dolgui, 2021).
2. Increase AI Investment with Strong Ethical Governance
To maximise AI’s benefits while reducing risks, Unilever should invest in advanced predictive models, AI-enabled manufacturing and automated planning systems. Alongside this, the company must strengthen its ethical AI frameworks to ensure transparency and compliance across regions.
3. Develop a Unified ESG Data Platform for CSRD Compliance
A centralised digital system for collecting, analysing and reporting ESG data will reduce CSRD compliance burdens. Unilever should also engage suppliers in training programmes to improve the accuracy of Scope 3 emissions data, a major CSRD requirement.
4. Enhance Global Talent Pipelines for AI and Sustainability Skills
Unilever should develop partnerships with universities, invest in internal reskilling programmes and expand global graduate recruitment to address talent shortages in AI, data science and sustainability fields.
5. Accelerate Innovation in Sustainable Packaging and Circular Solutions
Unilever should prioritise biodegradable materials, refill stations and reusable packaging models. These innovations will reduce regulatory risk, enhance environmental performance and strengthen competitive differentiation.

Conclusion
In an increasingly complex global environment, multinational companies must adapt quickly to technological, geopolitical and sustainability pressures. For Unilever, AI adoption provides significant opportunities to enhance efficiency and innovation, while geopolitical disruptions and new sustainability regulations present both risks and incentives for strategic improvement. Understanding these global forces is crucial for shaping effective international business strategies. By strengthening supply chain resilience, expanding AI capabilities, improving ESG reporting systems and investing in talent, Unilever can successfully navigate global challenges and reinforce its long-term competitive position.
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