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Executive summary 
This report critically examines Unilever’s organisational history, recent performance trajectory, and strategic change initiatives, with a particular focus on the interplay between leadership and organisational culture in managing transformation. In the context of a rapidly evolving global market, Unilever faces multifaceted challenges and opportunities—including digital disruption, the proliferation of artificial intelligence, the expansion of e-commerce, and increasing demands for sustainability. Addressing these factors is essential for sustaining competitive advantage and long-term organisational viability. 
The analysis identifies Unilever’s initiative-taking response through structured programmes such as Connected 4 Growth, which enhanced operational efficiency, decentralised decision-making, and organisational agility. Leadership has played a significant role in facilitating change, employing transformational, participative, and situational styles to foster innovation, motivate employees, and mitigate resistance. 
Organisational culture has further reinforced change efforts, with its emphasis on sustainability, collaboration, and consumer-centricity enabling adaptability. However, cultural alignment may present challenges in markets characterised by hierarchical structures or slower digital adoption. 
To contextualise Unilever’s approach, the report applies three prominent change management frameworks: Lewin’s Change Model, Kotter’s 8-Step Process, and the ADKAR model. These frameworks reveal how Unilever integrates both organisational and individual-level strategies to achieve successful transformation. The findings underscore the importance of coherent change methodologies, consistent leadership practices, and cultural reinforcement in advancing operational, digital, and sustainability objectives. 
Based on these insights, the report recommends strengthening digital capabilities, expanding sustainability initiatives, enhancing leadership development, investing in employee competencies, and deepening stakeholder engagement. 
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Figure 1 Unilever 
(Source: trellis, 2025) 
 	 
1. Introduction  
This report explores organisational and environmental change responses of Unilever, specifically in leadership, organisational culture, and strategic transformation. Unilever operates within a competitive environment in the global market of FMCG, which entails responding to the pace of digitalisation, development of e-commerce and increasing pressure related to sustainability. Such pressures have made the company reconsider their way of functioning in an attempt at safeguarding long-term performance and competitiveness (Stonehouse and Konina, 2020). The most notable reaction has been the Connected 4 Growth programme, where there has been a lessening of structures, line of management and the decision-making process has been made to go on at a faster level with decisions that are made at local levels. This process has been influenced by leadership where managers have used a combination of transformational, participative, and situational leadership styles to facilitate innovativeness, win devotion of employees and ensure that they do not resist change (Athreya et al., 2025). The report considers the most important models of change management, such as Lewin's Change model, Kotter's 8step process, and the ADKAR frameworks, to show how Unilever is combining the organisational and individual levels of change to achieve positive results. It has been found that structured change processes, harmonised leadership styles, and cultural reinforcement are significant for maintaining transformation and fulfilling the operational, digital, and sustainability goals. 
As this report reveals, a significant reason Unilever has remained competitive in the fast-paced global market is compelling change management. The company's recent performance is driven by its interest in digital transformation, sustainability, and organisational restructuring, which have shaped its operational flexibility and brand credibility. The behaviour of employees has been a critical focus for leadership, which has been crucial to aligning the organisational strategy with behaviour. In contrast, organisational culture has been a context that both enables and limits the speed of change. 
2. Analysis of Recent Organisational History and Environmental Changes 
2.1 Recent Organisational History and Key Events 
Unilever has undergone tremendous change over the past decade to remain a leader in the fast-moving consumer goods (FMCG) market globally. Unilever reorganised its activities under the Connected 4 Growth strategy to simplify its organisational structure, enhance efficiency, and spur innovation. This plan aimed to minimise management levels and decentralise decision-making to adapt faster in accordance with market requirements (Tegon, 2021). In 2016, Unilever faced a high-profile merger bid from Kraft Heinz, which it did not pursue, and the company stressed long-term, sustainable growth over short-term financial gains. About the same time, Unilever set sustainability targets for decision-making through the Unilever Sustainable Living Plan, in which the company has sought to decouple business expansion from environmental impacts. It has demonstrated resilience in its financial performance, driven by a steady increase in revenues resulting from strong brand portfolios and well-planned acquisitions Jules, (2022). Nonetheless, the company has not been immune, as it has faced its share of problems, including exchange rates, rising commodity costs, and slowing growth in developed markets such as Europe. To overcome these issues, Unilever has started paying more attention to innovation and portfolio optimisation, selling off non-core brands, and investing in high-growth categories. 
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Figure 2 Connected 4 Growth strategy! 
(Source: Unilever, 2025) 
2.2 Internal Environmental Changes 
. 
Table 1 SWOT Analysis 
(Source: Self-generated) 
	SWOT 
Element 
	Description 

	Strengths 
	Substantial digital transformation through AI, analytics, and automation has improved supply chain efficiency, inventory control, and decision-making. Investment in employee development, agile management, and cross-
Functional teamwork supports innovation and organisational flexibility (Zhao, 2025). 

	Weaknesses 
	Inflated costs of digital technologies and continuous reskilling place pressure on resources. Uneven digital capabilities across regions may slow full implementation and consistency. 

	Opportunities 
	Advanced analytics enable personalised marketing, faster product development, and further optimisation of global operations. Digital skills development can strengthen long-term competitiveness (Bresciani et.al. 
2021). 

	Threats 
	Resistance to change among traditional teams and the risk of skills gaps if training does not keep pace with rapid technological advancements. 


 
2.3 External Environmental Changes 
Pestle Analysis 
Political: Unilever has operations in several countries and is affected by government policies on trade regulations, taxation, sustainability, and labour laws. Political unrest, customs barriers, and geopolitical frictions may interfere with the supply chains and increase operational danger, mostly in the emerging economies (Pandey et.al. 2021). 
Economic: The economic environment in the world, including inflation, unstable exchange rates, and the increase in commodity prices and disruption of supply chains, has a serious impact on the cost structure and the pricing strategies of Unilever (Murray, 2023). Uncertainty in the economy can have an impact on the consumer purchasing power and the demand for products of FMCGs, as well. 
Social: Shifting consumer behaviour has seen a rise in the demand for convenient, customised, and sustainable products. The latest changes in post-COVID-19 online shopping and ethical consumption have emboldened Unilever to strengthen its position in e-commerce retailing and promote socially responsible branding. 
Technological: Digital disruption has accelerated the adoption of AI, data analytics, and automation, altering marketing, innovation, and customer engagement. Although the technologies enhance efficiency and consumer understanding, they also increase the intensity of competition with digital-native brands that can react quickly to market trends (Lieu et al. 2021). 
Environmental: The increasing emphasis on plastic waste, carbon reduction, and sustainable packaging has been a factor in Unilever's environmental actions. The issues of climate change and ecological regulations raise compliance costs and open opportunities for green innovation. 
Legal: Unilever must adhere to various regulations related to product safety and the environment, the protection of personal data, and corporate transparency, which affect the complexity of operations and approaches to strategic decision-making. 
2.4 Impact on Organisational Performance 
This is because internal and external changes have significantly affected Unilever's performance. The strategies of digitally driven marketing and the expansion of e-commerce have enhanced market access and increased revenue growth in newly emerging markets. Artificial intelligence and automation have brought efficiency and reduced expenses, whereas sustainability efforts have built brand recognition and loyalty. However, there are several challenges with these changes. The use of technology requires constant staff upskilling and significant investment. The need to balance growth and sustainability targets can introduce complexity to operations, and the ability to respond to changes in external factors can require quick decision-making and strategic vision (Kalaitzi and Tsolakis, 2022). Overall, Unilever's ability to combine internal and external opportunities has enabled the company to remain competitive in the fast-changing global market. The history of the organisation has shown that it is resilient, adaptable, and strategically responds to changes in the environment, creating the basis for strategic transformation and structural transformation through leadership over the next few years. 
3. Evaluation of Change Management Models and Strategic Change 
3.1 Introduction to Change Management Models 
Change management is a discipline aimed at transitioning individuals, groups, and organisations from their current positions to their desired future positions, ensuring that change initiatives are effectively implemented and sustained (Errida and Lotfi, 2021). Several models have been commonly applied in organisational scenarios, such as the Change Management Model proposed by Lewin, the 8-Step Process offered by Kotter, and the ADKAR model. In each model, various perspectives and tools are also available to enable the strategic change. According to Lewin, the model involves three phases: unfreezing, changing, and refreezing. The 8-step model developed by Kotter provides a roadmap for transformational change that significantly emphasises the need to establish urgency, build guiding coalitions, establish a vision, and embed changes into the corporate culture. The goal-based model of ADKAR considers change at the individual level by focusing on Awareness, Desire, Knowledge, Ability and Reinforcement, which guarantees an effective process of change adoption and maintenance by employees. 
3.2 Application of Lewin’s Change Model at Unilever 
In the past, Unilever used concepts like the Lewin model in the process of significant restructuring cycles. Indicatively, the unfreezing phase of the connected 4 Growth programme, where Unilever started with the bottom line of simplifying organisational structures and enhancing agility. The leaders brought to the forefront the inefficiencies, performance gaps, and market pressures to establish a common reason for change. The transformation period consisted of decentralisation of the decision-making process, minimising management hierarchies, and simplifying global operations. Cross-functional teamwork was promoted, and electronic tools were introduced to facilitate more agile processes (Sioshansi et.al. 2022). Lastly, during the refreezing phase, the new processes were embedded within revised organisational policies, training requirements, and performance measures to ensure that changes were incorporated into the organisational culture. This is the systematic approach that contributed to the maintenance of operational efficiency and Unilever's competitive advantage. 
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Figure 3 Lewin’s Change Model at Unilever 
(Source: hrcoursesonline, 2025) 
3.3 Application of Kotter’s 8-Step Model 
The 8-step process described by Kotter can also be observed in Unilever's response to digital disruption and sustainability initiatives. 
1. Create a Sense of Urgency: Unilever also identified the increasing threats of digital native competitors and increased consumer demands for sustainable products. Leadership emphasised a drastic change because losing market share is impossible (Sarao and Sireli, 2025). 
2. Build a Guiding Coalition: To generate cross-functional teams that led digital transformation and sustainability programs, senior executives and functional leaders worked together to implement the programs. 
3. Develop a Vision and Strategy: The company defined a clear mission of becoming a digital-first, sustainable FMCG leader and made strategic initiatives consistent with the long-term objectives. 
4. Communicate the Change Vision: Unilever explains why and the advantages of change through town halls, internal communications, and training of all employees, ensuring that the process achieves the desired results (Engmann et.al. 2024). 
5. Empower Employees for Broad-Based Action: They eliminated the barriers by using new digital tools, versatile processes, and local authority to make decisions. 
6. Generate Short-Term Wins: The launch of digital campaigns and e-commerce platforms, sustainable product lines, was successful and generated a drive and encouraged workers. 
7. Consolidate Gains and Produce More Change: Based on the preliminary achievements, Unilever increased its digital efforts in all the markets and included sustainability indicators in supply chain management. 
8. Anchor New Approaches in the Culture: The company integrated digital innovation and sustainability in the performance management, corporate strategy, and leadership development programmes. The outcome of this was a quantifiable performance, where the clarity of growth in sales in the e-commerce sector responded, a better supply-chain efficiency and the incorporation of sustainability KPIs in the managerial performance measurement. 

[image: ] 
Figure 4 Kotter’s eight-step change model! 
(Source: open learn, 2025) 
3.4 Application of ADKAR Model 
The ADKAR model can be useful in considering change at the individual level within Unilever. As an illustration, when implementing AI-driven analytics in marketing and supply chain management: 
· Awareness: The benefits of AI as a means of enhancing efficiency and decision-making were made known to the employees. 
· Desire: Rewards and testimonials were used to motivate employees to adopt digital devices. 
· Knowledge: The employees were given the proper techniques needed through training and e-learning programs. 
· Ability: Practical implementation and mentoring enabled the employees to implement new tools effectively. 
· Reinforcement: The continued use of AI tools was achieved through regular performance reviews, recognition programs, and feedback loops (Ali et.al. 2021). These mechanisms of reinforcement enhanced the acceptance rates of individuals, ease in adopting digital tools, and productivity and decision-making. 
This strategy helped prevent the failure of technological change due to employees' resistance, and in this case, human factors were integrated into organisational strategic processes. 
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Figure 5 ADKAR Model 
Source: (expertprogrammanagement, 2025) 
3.5 Strategic Change Management and Challenges 
At Unilever, strategic change has frequently been fuelled by conglomerate forces, digital dissolution, and achievable sustainability objectives. The model's integration of change management has facilitated implementation at structured levels, though challenges remain. Some employee opposition, particularly in mature markets, has at times slowed the adoption of new processes. Also, bearing in mind the need to balance operational efficiency and sustainability, there is a possibility of developing tension between short-term financial goals and long-term strategic objectives (Sallam et al., 2023). The techniques that Unilever has used to alleviate these problems are decisive leadership, constant communication, and performance-based incentives. For example, throughout the digital transformation program, the leadership team actively engaged with middle managers to address their concerns and assist them, while modifying KPIs to incorporate not only efficiency but also sustainability parameters. This cohesive system demonstrates the company's ability to manage complex change strategically, incorporating organisational, technological, and human factors. 
4. Leadership and Organisational Culture in Change 
4.1 Role of Leadership in Change 
At Unilever, leadership is crucial to organisational change. Good leaders are inspirational, motivational, and direct employees, and they also formulate and develop strategies to meet dynamic market demands. The management style exhibited by Unilever leadership over the last few years has been a combination of transformational, participative, and situational leadership to undertake complex change initiatives. Transformational leadership was observed during the Connected 4 Growth programme. Transformational leaders also promoted creativity, with people trying out digital, green, and operational innovations (Bagga et al., 2023). Participative leadership has featured prominently in initiatives such as digitalisation and AI adoption. It was approached because leaders actively engaged employees in the decision-making process, consulting cross-functional teams, and local market managers. Through this strategy, it became easier to build resistance to change, ownership was encouraged, and the relevance of the solution was enhanced across different organisational levels (Gillmann et.al. 2022). Situational leadership has also been used in uncertain situations, such as in response to a market shakeup or a sustainability compliance issue. 
4.2 Organisational Culture and Change 
The organisational culture has a major influence on the performance of change management programs. Innovation, sustainability, collaboration, and consumer-centricity are the core values of Unilever's culture. The culture has helped drive change initiatives by enabling employees to become more receptive to experimentation, lifelong learning, and responsible business practices. Indicatively, the culture of promoting ethical practices and social responsibility supports the company's sustainability efforts through the Unilever Sustainable Living Plan. This cultural fit has enhanced employee involvement and brand image, supporting change initiatives that involve operational and behavioural modifications. Some of the more established markets are hierarchical in nature or resistant to adopting newer digital technologies, which has reduced the rate at which they adopt change (Akpa et al., 2021). To address this, leaders have incorporated cultural change into training, performance management, and internal communication, ensuring that corporate values align with the objectives of change. 
[image: ] 
Figure 6 Unilever Sustainable Living Plan 
Source: (globalcosmeticsnews, 2025) 
4.3 Leadership-Culture Interaction 
It is the interaction between leadership and organisational culture that is essential to Unilever's change initiatives. Transformational leaders drive cultural change by exemplifying the desired behaviours, setting expectations, and celebrating accomplishments. For example, in the execution of AI-based marketing analytics, leaders showed a willingness to innovate digitally, which prompted workers to adopt modern technologies. Participative leaders use culture to promote cooperation (Müller et al., 2024). Leaders use Unilever's collaborative culture as a company-wide approach to make change initiatives real and acceptable through the establishment of cross-functional teams, knowledge sharing, and an emphasis on local insights. Also, culture serves as a buffer during periods of meaningful change. Employees who are well acquainted with Unilever's sustainability, responsibility, and innovation values will welcome the change, which will be in line with these ideals. Leaders can strategically reaffirm cultural elements through storytelling, recognition programs, and the instillation of values into business processes, which minimises opposition and increases the sustainability of change in the long term. 
5. Strategic Change Management Plan for Unilever 
5.1 Objectives for Planned Change 
The proposed change plan for Unilever aims to reaffirm the digital transformation process, improve sustainability activities, and increase operational agility. The following constitute specific objectives: 
1. Digital Integration: Adopt advanced AI-based analytics in the supply chain, marketing, and product development to streamline decision-making and engagement with the customer (Alenezi et.al. 2023). 
2. Sustainability Enhancement: Ensure 50% of products in the world are packaged in zero-waste and cut down carbon emissions by 25% within 5 years. 
3. Agility in Operations: Automate the decision-making procedures and enhance cross-functional working to shorten the product development cycle time by 20 per cent. 
4. Employee Skill Development: Reskill 70% of human resources in digital solutions, sustainability knowledge, and agile project management. 
5. Customer-Centric Innovation: Introduce new products and new digital services that will meet the evolving consumer needs and aid in the rise of e-commerce (Nugroho, 2025). 
These goals align with Unilever's long-term strategic priorities and will enable the company to survive competitively and sustainably in the fast-changing global market. 
5.2 Selection and Application of a Suitable Change Model 
The suggested plan will embrace the 8-Step Model presented by Kotter with modifications with ADKAR that will be used to ensure alignment of organisational and the individual level change: 
· Create Urgency: Demonstrate marketing trends, sustainability imperatives, and threats of disruption through digitalisation as a way of creating a sense of urgency across all stakeholders. 
· Form a Guiding Coalition: Create cross-functional teams with executives, managers and digital experts who manage the change processes. 
· Develop Vision and Strategy: Elaborate a strong vision of a digitally enabled, sustainable and nimble Unilever, with objectives being tied to the measurement of results (Nestorenko Koinash Maryna et.al. 2025). 
· Communicate Change Vision: Use workshops, webinars, and internal communication tools to have every employee appreciate the benefits and objectives of the change. 
· Empower Broad-Based Action: Train and empower teams to eliminate obstacles and initiate change successfully. 
· Generate Short-Term Wins: Pilot in digital marketing, AI adoption, and sustainable package to show progress and gain momentum. The KPIs to be used to measure performance will include digital growth in revenue, rates of adoption of AI, carbon reduction, and the capabilities of employees (Sjödin et.al. 2021). 
· Consolidate Gains: Test successful projects across the world and apply learning to the standard practice. 
· Anchor Changes in Culture: Make sustainability and digital innovation part of performance management, developing leadership processes, and corporate values. 
At the individual level, ADKAR will assess employees' awareness, needs, proficiency, capability, and commitment to implementing the change to reduce dissent and boost uptake rates. 
5.3 Financial and Resource Planning 
Table 2 Financial Plan 
(Source: Self-generated) 
	Cost category 
	Description of spending 
	Estimated cost (£ million) 
	Share of total (%) 

	Technology/systems 
	AI platforms, analytics tools, licences 
	120 
	40 

	Training & development 
	Staff upskilling, workshops, e-learning 
	45 
	15 

	Sustainability initiatives 
	New packaging, energy-efficient equipment 
	75 
	25 

	Change management 
	Engagement events, materials, and external consultants 
	30 
	10 

	Monitoring & evaluation 
	Data collection, KPIs, audits 
	15 
	5 

	Total Programme Budget 
	Three-year implementation plan and support 
	285 
	95  


 
The overall estimated cost of the organisational change is three years of budget estimation of around £285 million. A larger percentage goes to digital systems and sustainability programmes, but a smaller portion is used to train the staff and communicate changes to the staff, as well as constant monitoring to ensure the benefits are realised. 
 
5.4 Communication Plan for Stakeholders 
Table 3 Communication Plan 
(Source: Self-generated) 
	ID 
	Stakehold
er 
	Information  
	Method 
	Timing / Frequency cy 
	Sender 
	Assumption ns 
	Constraint s 

	C0
1 
	Senior leadership 
	Progress on digital and sustainability y initiatives and key decisions. 
	Email plus monthly review 
	5 
	Change Manage
r 
	Leaders are available for regular updates. 
	Limited meeting time. 

	C0
2 
	Middle managers 
	Implement at ion steps, KPIs and 
local operational impacts. 
	Online meetings and email 
	4 
	Project 
Manage
r 
	Managers 
will 
cascade messages to 	their teams. 
	Workload may delay responses. 

	C0
3 
	Employee
s 
	Changes to 
roles, training opportunities
s 	and 
support available. 
	Intranet, newsletter rs 
	3 
	HR 	/ 
Line 
manage
rds. 
	Staff have access to 
internal digital channels. 
	Different digital skills across staff. 

	C0
4 
	Key customers 
	New product launches and 
sustainability y 
commitment
s. 
	Website, social media 
	3 
	Market ng team 
	Customers 
actively follow Unilever channels. 
	Message must align with brand policy. 

	C0
5 
	Investors 
	Financial impact of the change and 
risk 
management t updates. 
	Quarterly reports, briefings 
	4 
	Finance 
Director 
	Investors expect transparent and timely information. 
	Regulatory disclosure requirements ts. 


 
5.5 Evaluation and Monitoring Plan 
[image: ] 
Figure 7 Balance Scorecard 
(Source: Self-generated) 
The Balanced Scorecard is a systematic review model that can be used to track the strategic change processes in Unilever. It makes performance evaluation holistic, whereby financial performance is allocated to customer satisfaction, employee learning and development, and the efficiency of internal processes. Unilever can measure its progress, detect gaps, and respond promptly by following measurable KPIs tracked through the financial, customer, learning, and process lenses. The approach aids the sustainability of digital transformation and organisational change of strategic alignment and continuous improvement. 
6. Recommendation and Conclusion 
Recommendation  
1. Face the Future of AI: Keep investing in AI, data analytics, and digital marketing platforms to enhance operational efficiency, consumer understanding, and market trend responsiveness. 
2. Intensify Sustainable Projects: Increase eco-friendly packaging, carbon minimisation policies, and ethical sourcing, and fit the corporate objectives with increasing consumer and regulatory requirements. 
3. Cultivate Leadership and Employee Capabilities: The implementation of the digital literacy program can be achieved through continuous training to improve the ability to deal with change management and sustainability, and create a flexible workforce Ahsan, (2025). 
4. Enhance Stakeholder Engagement: Opportunities to safeguard transparency of communication between the organisation and stakeholders, namely employees, customers, and partners, to ensure they provide feedback, a chance to address issues and rebuild the alignment between organisational goals and those of the stakeholders. 
All these recommendations will help achieve Unilever's long-term strategic growth, adapt to changes, and remain competitive in a dynamic global market. 
Conclusion  
The above report concluded that the Unilever case study indicates that change management is essential for maintaining competitiveness in the fast-changing global market. Strategic efforts within the company focus on digital transformation, sustainability, and restructuring, which have been reflected in its recent history and have contributed to increased operational effectiveness, brand reputation, and market responsiveness. Unilever has been able to implement change, orient employee behaviour towards organisational objectives, and cultivate an organisational culture of innovation and collaboration through leadership, especially in transformational, participative, and situational styles. Sustainability, innovation, and consumer-centricity symbolise organisational culture, which has enabled and, at times, hindered change processes by highlighting the need to align cultural values with strategic goals. The comparison of change management models, such as Lewin, Kotter, and ADKAR, demonstrates how these approaches were used to facilitate organisational and individual-level adoption of change through structured processes. In general, the experience of Unilever highlights how leadership, culture, and systematic change processes work together to realise sustainable growth and resilience in any complex business environment. 
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