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Executive Summary
This report will explore Unilever’s products and identifying how they fit into the circular economy. By providing data and information through research it will show the development of how they have done and are doing to support the circular economy. It will also explore the challenges they face through strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats. It will identify from the analysis what solutions or key objectives it could achieve to meet their challenges. In the final conclusion, the report will talk about the key principles of the circular economy and a proposed solution from the analysis of Unilever drawing on what benefits can be gained by serving the people and the environment. 
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[bookmark: _Toc164781853]Introduction
In our fast-changing world, the circular economy offers hope for a more sustainable future. The circular economy offers a profound shift away from the traditional linear model. New technologies are speeding up the move towards circular practices, while also boosting the economy, creating jobs, and taking better care of the environment. By adopting these technologies and working together, we can find new answers to today's and tomorrow's problems. This will lead us to an eco-friendlier and thriving circular economy (Circular, 2023).
1.1 [bookmark: _Toc164781854]The Linear Economy
A model that originated during the industrial revolution called the ‘Linear economic model’ is where within production and consumption, the waste after use is always dscarded, neglecting environmental considerations and recycling processes. It is a linear progression from resource extraction to disposal, with little consideration for sustainability or environmental impact. The linear economy is inherently wasteful, leading to resource depletion, environmental degradation, and a growing strain on ecosystems. In the 20th century, the linear economy caused economic, social, and environmental devastation. This situation taught us the importance of good business are and how they are key to sustainability (Baporikar, 2020). 
1.2 [bookmark: _Toc164781855]Emergence of the Circular Economy
In contrast, the circular economy represents a big change in thinking, aiming to separate economic growth from using up resources. Unlike the linear economy, the circular economy was designed to keeping products and materials in use for as long as possible by reusing, repairing, remanufacturing, and recycling  (Neves & Marques, 2016). It is an approach that prioritizes sustainability, aiming to create a system that mimics the natural world's regenerative processes. 
1.3 [bookmark: _Toc164781856]Addressing the Problems of the Linear Economy
The linear economy is described as a polluting system, which harms natural systems and is the main cause of global challenges such as climate change and biodiversity loss (Ellen Macarthur Foundation, 2024). The linear economy model has significant problems, as shown by data and economic models. According to the Sustainable Europe Research Institute (SERI, 2021), 21 billion tons of materials used in production are lost along the way, not making it into the final product due to inefficiencies, unused by-products, storage issues, and more. In 2010, the European economy used 65 billion tons of materials, with 2.7 bt going to waste. Only 40 percent of this waste was reused, recycled, or composted, indicating a substantial loss of resources and energy (Sariatli, 2017). 
Although the linear economy was successful in generating material wealth in industrialized nations until the 20th century, it's showing weaknesses in the new millennium and is forecasted to break down soon. According to the Ellen MacArthur Foundation (2014), commodity prices reached a tipping point in 1999, with previously declining material costs suddenly increasing sharply. The rising prices and unpredictable changes in the economy are caused by higher demand, which leads to increased costs of production and the difficulty of finding new, easy-to-reach materials. This puts pressure on companies, which, due to competition, can't easily raise their prices to cover these extra costs. As a result, companies end up with less profit, and the total value of the economy goes down.
1.4 [bookmark: _Toc164537279][bookmark: _Toc164781857]The Sharing Economy within the Circular Economy
Another aspect of the circular economy is the sharing economy, which essentially transforms the way we consume goods and services. The sharing economy encourages a shift from product ownership to service purchase, allowing for the more efficient use of resources. By sharing, renting, or leasing goods and services, individuals and businesses can maximize the value of products, prolonging their lifecycle and reducing overall consumption (Marvin Henry, 2021).
The sharing economy exemplifies the circular economy's principles by promoting the idea of access over ownership. Instead of buying a product for individual use, the sharing economy allows multiple users to access and utilize the same product, significantly extending its lifespan and reducing the need for new production. This shift towards service acquisition over product ownership aligns perfectly with the circular economy's goal of keeping resources in the system for as long as possible, in aim to reduce waste and have a negative environmental impact.
1.5 [bookmark: _Toc164537280][bookmark: _Toc164781858]Benefits of the Sharing Economy within the Circular Economy
The integration of the sharing economy into the circular economy model offers several significant benefits. Firstly, it allows us to use resources efficiently by allowing products to be used to their limit for many users, reducing the need for new production. Secondly, it creates a happy and close community, encouraging people to share resources and build stronger social connections. Finally, it reduces environmental impact by cutting down the demand for new products, then in turn lowers energy consumption and waste (Circular Innovation Council, 2024). 
















[bookmark: _Toc164781859]Unilever's Circular Economy Initiatives
[bookmark: _Toc164781860]2.1 Unilever
Founded in 1930, the company has grown to become one of the largest and most recognized brands globally. Unilever stands as a global leader in providing beauty and personal care, home care, as well as food products. Unilever products are available in over 190 countries, which reaches approximately 2.5 billion consumers daily. The company has a portfolio of over 400 brands, which includes well-known names such as Dove, Knorr, Rexona, Hellmann’s, Lipton, Wall’s, Lux, Magnum, Axe, Sunsilk, and Surf (Ellen Macarthur Foundation, 2024). 
The Ellen Macarthur Foundation says that Unilever renewed its partnership with them in 2020 and they are elevating their commitment to changing towards a more circular economy, particularly focusing on plastic in fast moving products. In 2020, Unilever introduced The Unilever Compass, a corporate strategy with three fundamental principles, ‘brands with purpose grow, companies with purpose endure, and people with purpose prosper’. As well as their circular economy initiatives, Unilever also works with farmers, helping them adapt to  regenerative agriculture methods to help them achieve the goal of using 100% reusable, recyclable, or compostable plastic packaging by 2025. Unilever's ‘Clean Future Strategy’ really shows the company's aim to change its cleaning products, with the aim of using 100% renewable or recycled carbon by 2030. (Unilever, 2020).
Statista, 2024, tells us that in 2023, the Unilever Group generated around 60 billion euros in global revenue, indicating a slight decline from the previous year. Hein Schumacher, Unilever's new chief executive, has outlined an "action plan" designed to fuel growth. This plan prioritizes a greater focus on Unilever’s top 30 brands, which currently contribute about 70% of total revenue. Unilever is aiming for underlying sales growth within a range of 3-5%, an expansion of margins, and a return on invested capital in the mid-teens (Akers, 2023)
[bookmark: _Toc164781861]2.2 Unilever Packaging 
Unilever have shown several years of hard work to establish a circular economy for plastic packaging. Through this journey, they have come to understand that real transformation requires time. Considering the scale of this challenge, they are leveraging their innovation capabilities to discover new, scalable solutions.
Unilever, 2023, tell us that their packaging emissions make a large contribution to their overall greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions, primarily occurring during two lifecycle stages.  Their advancement in this is clear as they continue to use post-consumer recycled plastic (PCR), which increased from 18% in 2021 to 22% in 2023 (Unilever, 2024).
Unilever are members and co-chair of the Business Coalition for a Global Plastics Treaty. They are aiming for a good outcome of a legally binding treaty that establishes global rules. A global shift will help make a change to decreasing plastic production and usage through a circular economy approach, which will also contributing to a fall in global greenhouse gas emissions.
Unilever have many products that have reusable packaging. An example given by the Ellen Macarthur Foundation, 2024, is the Cif ecorefill, they have created a new container allowing consumers to refill and reuse their Cif spray bottles indefinitely. 
[image: ](Unilever, 2019)


The above image shows the ecorefills, development lead by ‘Weener Plastics’ a leading innovative packaging company. After removing the plastic sleeves, the ecorefills are 100% recyclable. They have a aim to create Cif ecorefills and other spray bottles from 100% recycled plastic by the end of 2020. This allows consumers to dilute the product at home which in turn helps reduce waster transportation, buy committing to this, it helps reduce around 1.5 million plastic bottles reach UK supermarkets (Weener Plasitcs, 2024). 
Unilever has a partnership with ‘Loop’ a global reuse platform. Although not in the UK yet, it demonstrates a step commitment to a circular economy. Loop has partnered with many large leading retailers and enables consumers to purchase Unilever products in durable, reusable packaging, thereby reducing waste. Products are delivered in reusable containers, which are then collected, cleaned, and refilled, keeping the plastic in the system (Loop, 2024). By scaling reuse initiatives like the Loop partnership, Unilever is significantly reducing packaging waste.
Unilever demonstrates many initiatives to a more circular economy within its plastic use. Unilever, 2024, say that currently you can recycle up to 72% of their product portfolio, but they do on to say that what actually does get recycled is lower due to the lack of infrastructure in communities.  Unilever’s mantra and framework is “Less plastic. Better plastic. No plastic.” For the less plastic, most of their products have a refill bottle option that can be used for life. The better plastics they are making sure that they use recycled and recyclable so that they keep the plastics in the system and not in the environment. They are switching out some of their plastics to options such as metals paper and glass to become plastic free (Unilever, 2024). Compared to some of its competitors, Unilever is ahead in terms of sustainability initiatives. Unilever's commitment to a circular economy and biomimicry is remarkable and places it ahead of many of its competitors. Unilever's sustainability initiatives, aggressive targets, and innovative solutions demonstrate its leadership and dedication to promoting a more sustainable future. By setting high standards and leading by example, Unilever is driving positive change within the industry, making it a standout performer in the transition towards a circular economy.
[bookmark: _Toc164781862]Challenges 
[bookmark: _Toc164781863]3.1 Strengths 
Unilever’s biggest strength is their goal for plastic waste reduction. Although it is a challenge they are investing in research and development of biodegradable packaging materials and moving away from plastic all together. Despite the evidence from Unilever to support this, Environment reporter, Helen Horton, 2023, says that Unilever aren’t on track to meet their target which they have said they are to halve virgin plastic use by 2025. In an article published in The Guardian, she says that Unilever were to sell 53bn non-reusable sachets that year.  Alves at Statista, 2024, says that approximately 70,000 metric tons of badly managed plastic waste, such as burning or dumping, is generated annually by Unilever.  Unilever already have implemented a comprehensive recycling program and invest in biodegradable packaging alternatives, but they could show that they are collaborating with local waste management authorities to improve waste management systems. 
As a medium-term challenge, they could look at their supply chain sustainability ensuring sustainable sourcing of natural resources in the supply chain. They implement and enforce strict sustainability standards across the entire supply chain. Conduct regular audits to ensure compliance. Banker, 2023, says they Unilever is has one of the best supply chains in the world.
[bookmark: _Toc164781864]3.2 Weaknesses
A long-term challenger could include their climate change initiatives to reduc greenhouse gas emissions and energy consumption. Showing that they Invest in renewable energy sources and energy-efficient technologies. Set ambitious emission reduction targets. Implement carbon pricing and internal carbon taxes to incentivize emissions reduction.
Their biggest weakness would be their rising competition in the marketplace. They are trying to overcome this by investing money into new ideas for new products (Un Academy, 2024).
[bookmark: _Toc164781865]3.3 Threats 
As for medium impact challenge, Unilever could look at natural capital accounting incorporating natural capital accounting in their decision-making and collaborate with the Natural Capital Committee to bring into business strategies. Develop tools and methodologies to measure and account for environmental impacts accurately (Natural Capital Committee, 2020). 
[bookmark: _Toc164781866]3.4 Opportunities
Uniliever could do more to raise consumer awareness educating consumers about the importance of sustainable consumption by launching a comprehensive consumer awareness campaign highlighting the environmental impact it will have but also the benefits of sustainable products. Incorporate educational materials into product packaging and marketing materials. The lowest impact would be their policy compliance. Ensuring compliance with environmental regulations and policies. They need to work closely with policymakers to shape regulations that encourage sustainable practices. Invest in time to support policies that promote sustainability.  
Unilever has great opportunity as there is an increasing demand for sustainable products. They can take advantage of on the growing market for sustainable products by investing in innovative, environmentally friendly products and packaging. Their technological advancements like using AI to boots recycling rates, creates rapid advancements in technology and offers new solutions (Unilever, 2024). Growing competition from other companies also investing in sustainability is a threat for Unilever. They need to maintain a competitive edge by continuing to innovate and pioneer sustainable practices in the industry. Not only is competition a threat but changes in environmental regulations and policies could pose issues for Unilever. It is important for them to proactively engage with policymakers to influence regulations favouring sustainability. Unilever should continue its efforts in lobbying for supportive policies and regulations.


























[bookmark: _Toc164781867]Conclusion 
Unilever’s commitment to a circular economy is evident, but it faces various challenges. By investing in alternative packaging materials, scaling reuse initiatives, and continuing to strengthen sustainable sourcing and energy use, Unilever can overcome these challenges. Policymaking and practical plans are essential, and Unilever can collaborate with other organizations and governments to promote a circular economy. By prioritizing these challenges, Unilever can achieve its goal of a fully circular economy while minimizing its impact on the environment. Implementing the solutions and achieving the objectives outlined for Unilever can have several benefits for the organization, the people it serves, and the environment it operates in. By adopting the sustainable practices, it enhances its bran reputation which in turn will lead to increased sales and market share. It will reduce risk mitigation of regulatory fines and consumer backlash and opens up new markets and opportunities. Not only does it benefit Unilever but in turn will create healthier communities and reduce their environmental impact.
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