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Executive Summary
This report briefly outlines Nestles history and approach to business. The report closely examines how Nestle views itself and how it communicates to its stakeholders through multi-modal means including webpages, initiatives and annual reviews. The report also draws attention to examples in Nestle’s history when the company faced criticisms for its unethical and irresponsible conduct.  Nestle holds tensions on a global context, showcasing examples of responding to specific concerns with a moderate degree of polycentrism in its business approach. The report uses organisational leadership literature to discuss whether Nestle fits the definition of a responsible or ethical business in today’s world. A pragmatist approach to business purpose is undertaken to provide recommendations for how Nestle may elevate leadership practice and respond to increasing societal pressures to become global stewards and more ethically motivated corporations.
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Introduction – Nestle’s timeline and current context
Originating from the late 19th century, Nestle’s major business focus has been the food and beverage sector. Nestle boasts a dominant global position, holding a diverse portfolio, a strong foothold in emerging markets and local offices across every continent in the world (Nestle, 2026). Although Nestle demonstrates success on a world stage, it was not “born global”. Born Global is a term coined by Rennie (1993) to describe those organisations which exported early in their history and had global business in its view since operation. Nestle naturally fits the Uppsala Model of global business development as it monopolised on experimentation, competition with rivals, gaps in the market, collaboration of brands and ideas which led to steady growth and gradual outward expansion (Johanson & Vahne, 1977). Akin to the Uppsala Model, diversification of products and oversees sales and production was systematic and incremental and responsive to localised environments. 
Over its history, Nestle has encountered several challenges and threats to its survival. Nestle’s website demonstrates multiple times how the business has responded to volatility and unpredictability in the form of world wars, technological developments, economic recessions and societal pressures. Nestle’s history has received punctuated criticism from those who propose the business lacks morality and integrity. In the 1970’s the business was boycotted because of the unscrupulous marketing of infant formula. Repeated bribery tactics and misleading sales techniques were reported to have been a factor in the worldwide decrease of breastfeeding practices and increased infant mortality particularly in resource and knowledge poor countries (attributable to unsanitary infant formula preparation (Brady, 2012; Nestle, 2026). With regards to infant nutrition, Brady (2012) notes that where country regulation is low, more dubious practices were evident. The World Health Organisation sought to address the concerns and published a code of recommendations for world-wide business adoption in 1981. Nestle states via its on policy that it was an early adopter of the recommendations and continually strives to ensure quality and governance utilising regular external audit practices for maximum impact (Nestle, 2021).  
Further concerns around Nestle’s marketing has been around how it has misled customer stakeholders on its core business values and lacked consistency. Research suggests Nestle purposefully sold higher sugar based infant cereals to lower income countries but continue to advertise itself as a worldwide steward of reducing the amount of sugar consumed by infants (Thornton, 2024). 
Other criticisms levelled at the business include environmental and sustainability concerns. Several non-governmental organisations have critiqued Nestle’s lack of interest in sustainability and additionally its attempts to greenwash and cover up poor business activities. ClientEarth filed a lawsuit in Poland for the marketing used on bottled water which they argued suggested to the consumer that the recyclability of the product was higher than it was (ClientEarth, 2019). Other campaigners, such as Greenpeace suggest a broader morality issue as they consistently demonstrate a lack of effort to proactively reduce a crisis they helped to create (Greenpeace USA, 2018). Nestle’s sourcing of water for the plastic bottles has also been scrutinised. Reports suggest that the company worsened the national water crisis in Pakistan by paying very little, wasting water during production and profiting from the country’s most vulnerable communities (Jha, 2026). Similar criticisms were echoed in California for how Nestle sourced its water during periods of droughts in California (Reuters, 2021). 
Nestle has received numerous and diverse ethical allegations globally for its sourcing, production, marketing practices which impacted a wide range of stakeholders, including the treatment of their own workforce. Organisational leadership research suggests workers are consistently considered a valuable resource for sustainable competitive advantage (Barney, 1991). Contrary to this, Nestle has received criticism for its substandard treatment of its workers, including the use of forced and child labour (Balch, 2012). 
Similar to its approach to the infant nutrition criticisms, Nestle has made responded to criticisms of child labour by acknowledging the concern publicly on its website reiterating its commitment to improve practices through policy and local initiatives (see child labour risk page for more information (How is Nestlé tackling child labor risk? | Nestlé Global). Nestle has also used the same type of approach to address the sustainability and recycling criticisms. 
Nestle has exercised a tenacious, flexible and responsive approach to business securing its sustainability by continually reviewing its portfolio of products and responding to ethical working practices with demonstrating increasing commitment and investment. The core leadership style demonstrated by Nestle fits the definition of an “adaptive leader”, a term coined by Heifetz (1994) to explain how some organisations remain purposeful in a changing landscape. Nestle has pivoted and responded to various and diverse ethical challenges showing a degree of responsibility and transparency with the wider stakeholders.
In terms of Bartlett & Ghoshal’s framework (1989), Nestle situates itself as a highly integrated and responsive transnational company whereby local subsidiaries have freedom to govern and adapt to suit and maximise the environment, practical examples include working with and incorporating local brands to strengthen the portfolio. It purports a global sense of direction of travel with centralised values and strategic plans and reporting systems such as “Speak Up” which aids overarching transparency and accountability (Nestle, 2026). According to the framework this is considered the most sophisticated style of operating a business and complements a post-modern society (Mullins, 2019). Coffee is a prime an example of how Nestle maximises its global production network for aggressive and effective production and international distribution (Dickens, 2015).






The purpose of business
The purpose of business is a complex question and will induce a wealth of subjective responses constructed from varying degrees of philosophical and ethical underpinnings and shaped by lived experience (van der Graaf, 2024). Organisational leadership literature traditionally proposes two opposing perspectives. Popularised by Friedman (1970), the Shareholder Primacy, suggested that businesses primarily function to increase profits for shareholders within the boundaries of the law.  Developed later, the Stakeholder Theory suggested that the value gain was extended further than the shareholders to also include the wider stakeholders around the business (Freeman, 1984). Since these influential theories were published stakeholder theory has further evolved and expanded to move towards a cooperative style of business operation. Recent research suggests that businesses should seek to understand the wider stakeholder perspectives and motivations as well as their behaviours in the hope that stakeholders will treat other stakeholders well and share responsibility for success (with the caveat that the stakeholder is free and able to cocreate value) (Bridoux & Stoelhorst, 2022). This approach aligns to the philosophical, perhaps ideological ideas of Stakeholder Capitalism which suggests that businesses should actively balance the current needs of the wider stakeholders and to simultaneously pursue long term value creation for the future of the planet and those generations of people as a form of capitalism (Schwab & Vanham, 2021). The ideal that businesses should serve a greater good and support its wider society is a view not held equally on a global scale therefore transnational companies such a Nestle are somewhat entrusted to make lawful and culturally appropriate decisions about how it operates, which can mean localised discrepancies (Ketterling, 2026). 
More recently, Tullberg (2025) argued that there are two approaches an organisation can take; it can be autonomous to the stakeholders where they define and standby their own business principles or it can be continually responsive to wider society adapting its purpose to meet societal needs. Nestle is an example of a business who shows characteristics of both. Steadfast in its focus to meet financial targets, Nestle communicates with clarity its ambitions for “sustainable, profitable growth, returning to organic growth of 4% plus in a normal operating environment, with an underlying trading operating profit margin of 17% plus.”  (Nestle, 2025, Annual Review p.9). Nestle also demonstrates its commitment and responsibility to the stakeholders surrounding the business through its Creating Shared Value approach and impact reviews (Nestle, 2025). 


















Responsible leadership and Corporate Social Responsibility
Some organisational leadership literature suggests responsible leadership is a cornerstone of leadership itself (Waldman & Galvin, 2008). Relational and stakeholder oriented, responsible leadership shows accountability and is concerned for the wider social, environmental and economic impacts underpinned by the principles of Stakeholder Theory (Maak & Pless, 2006). Nestle holds many examples of relational leadership including how it responded to the ethical concerns noted previously and in 2006 a renewed commitment to “Shared Value” noting specific interventions for addressing global environmental, human rights, sustainability concerns and reporting impact publicly on a yearly basis (Bowen, 1953, Nestle, 2025).  
Available to all stakeholders (with access to the internet), Nestle publishes its financial and non-financial performance via the Annual Review (Nestle, 2025), monitors and reports itself regularly against the UN Sustainable Development Goals (Nestle, 2026) has responded to societal critiques and demonstrated multiple illustrations of Nestle’s corporate social responsibility in action. 
Moreover, Nestle showcases accountability at the leadership level by publicly naming and recording the 11 executives and 13 directors who each hold a portfolio of responsibility across functions and geographical locations within the organisation (Nestle, 2026). Nestle has further demonstrated its responsible and ethical leadership style when responding to unforeseen issues such as when the organisation was made aware of an inappropriate relationship between the CEO and a subordinate. Nestle quickly enacted a dismissal of the CEO without financial compensation (People Management, 2024). This action speaks to Nestles commitment in real time to reiterate that leaders should not use their positions of power inappropriately or jeopardise the purpose of the business by undertaking activity which would discredit the organisation. 
A final example discussed in this case study is Nestle’s “Speak up” reporting channel on its website which encourages employees and wider stakeholders to report non-compliance concerns confidentially (Nestle, 2026). This facility to air issues confidentially and through a third party shows a responsible leadership approach whereby the business is actively fostering a culture of accountability and openness to its stakeholders. The website shows a live dashboard of many thousands of reports which have been submitted since 2025, many hundreds of those were formally investigated. 


















Ethical leadership
Ethical leadership is considered a core component of responsible leadership (Pless, 2007, Pless & Maak, 2011) and has roots in transformational leadership due to its emphasis on value alignment between the leaders and the followers (Burns, 1978). However, recent research suggests ethical leadership is better considered as a social construct whereby ethical behaviour can be learned and influenced through purposeful role modelling to induce and create the conditions for more positive pro-societal behaviours. In turn, the leadership entity becomes more attractive and agreeable to wider society. Brown et al. (2005) p.120 offers a definition as “the demonstration of normatively appropriate conduct through personal actions and interpersonal relationships, and the promotion of such conduct to followers through two-way communication, reinforcement, and decision-making”. The key to this definition is its opening phrase around being normatively appropriate conduct, norms are not universal and therefore a global set of ethical rules is not realistic. How a business ethics is defined, debated and judged is a social construct and therefore highly subjective (Schneider and Barsoux, 2008). Although subjective, Nestle has received judgement for its dubious ethics across the globe from various stakeholders including wider society, non-governmental organisations, health leaders and their own workforce.  Nestles shows limited signs of two way communication via the  “Ask Nestle” area of the website which relays Nestle’s position on sensitive and controversial topics including those discussed in this paper (Nestle, 2026). The text is curated and purposeful in its language to acknowledge concerns but also frame towards striving for an improved future and the overarching net positive of the Nestle organisation (e.g. the coffee farmers case study in Mexico being a prime example, Nestle, 2026).
Nestle provides a somewhat contradictory perspective of how it views ethics as it reports ethical practices under the umbrella of compliance due to its potential reputational risk but also explicitly state where their values and principles supersede local legislation the higher standard applies suggesting they hold core values across the company over and above localised compliance (Nestle, 2026). 
Organisations are dynamic and evolving environments, particularly so when production, marketing, staffing is dispersed across the world. Research suggests that businesses are not solely responsible or irresponsible, ethical or unethical (Jones et al. 2009). Nuanced and complicated because of its dependence on a number of external factors (including political, economic, social, technological, legal and environmental), a business may prioritise efforts to reduce the impact of some factors. This in turn may inadvertently impact or exacerbate other factors. Furthermore, they may have a strong focus and commitment in some ethics and be more lenient in others (Jones et al. 2009). Nestle has evidently made strides to improve working practices and would likely not be positioned on either end of the spectrum as they actively acknowledge and vocalise some ethical responsibility. Perhaps helpfully Carroll’s (1991) pyramid outlines four levels of responsibility each one requiring more of the organisation: economic, legal, ethical, discretionary. Discretionary would describe activity which goes above and beyond that expected of them and would be considered a role model of exemplary behaviour. Nestle demonstrated economic, legal and some ethical responsibility but research suggests is mainly responding to ethical concerns rather than championing change and role-modelling a stakeholder capitalist type approach to business. 









Conclusions and Recommendations
Nestle are world leaders, they have power, privilege, assets and structural advantages that whole governments do not possess (Scherer & Palazzo, 2011). A by-product of globalisation is that society, including non-governmental organisations are also turning attention from governments towards businesses to solve societal challenges, increasingly applying expectations and pressure for companies to fulfil a global steward role. Currently, there is little consensus around what this should look like and therefore businesses find themselves navigating unchartered territories of pluralised normative expectations of the role of business in society (Scherer & Palazzo, 2011).  
In terms of recommendations, in the short term Nestle would benefit from taking a pragmatic approach to defining and measuring the purpose of the business (van der Graaf, 2011). A pragmatic approach to business purpose allows the business to flex and evolve to changing demands from shareholder and stakeholders and has clearly defined actionable goals. Recommendations for Nestle include the following:
1) Recognising and understanding the global stewardship movement and reconfirming the business’s purpose and boundaries - Nestle has so far balanced its commitment to shareholders and stakeholders delicately with balance denoting its ambitions around profits and its responsible business practices via its “Creating Shared Value” initiatives. Global stewardship research suggests that businesses are being asked to take on further responsibilities to ensure world-wide survival and success. Nestle should prepare for times in its future whereby it may need to confirm a type of capitalism that will ultimately side with traditional or shareholder capitalism if it is to meet the climate commitments it purports to support. (Schwab & Vanham, 2021). 
2) Determine comfortable risk levels – trailblazing a global stewardship approach to business is likely to bring a level of financial risk because stakeholders values may not align (Burns, 1978). Currently, Nestle employs a range of initiatives and report non-financial impact which satisfies many aspects of responsible leadership but still hold an aggressive line around business profit ambitions. The upshot of stepping out as global stewards would be a unique selling point for the business in the short term and the potential for the “Brussels effect”, which would see other companies homogenise in the longer term (Bradford, 2020). 
3) Institutional Profile Review (Kostova, 1997) - Nestle may benefit from undertaking a self reflective exercise to determine if it satisfies itself that it is operating responsibly and ethically with consistency across the whole organisation. 
4) Benchmark organisational responsibility and communication practices – A validated scale such as Voegtlin’s (2011) “Discursive Leadership Scale” which measures employees perspectives of the organisation’s interaction with an exhaustive list of stakeholders could be utilised to highlight how power is shared (or not shared) amongst stakeholders. This would include engaging with all constituents who may be impacted by a new business venture and ensuring that those with little or no power to provide a voice are considered authentically early in the business planning activities. 
5) Improving stakeholder voice - Whilst there are attempts to weave in stakeholder communication, some unscrupulous practices may involve those who are unable to interact with the company’s current methods of reporting concerns. The people of Pakistan and California who were impacted by Nestle’s water extraction practices may not be aware of how to report concerns via the Speak Up portal nor have the means to report. An improved understanding of culture as a factor, embracing the principles of Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions Theory (1980) for example will enable Nestle to understand how to maximise authentic feedback across diverse populations. 
6) Self-regulation of corporate social responsibility (with or without government involvement) - Governmental steer around responsibility is insufficient and varied cross-culturally (Gond et al., 2011) therefore Nestle as a global conglomerate should hold itself accountable to its own values, refining its ambitions for corporate social responsibility over time. 
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