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Globalization is the growing economic integration and interdependence of economies‚ cultures and organisations such as firms around the world through the movement of goods‚ capital‚ people‚ information and technology across the borders of nations (Peng‚ 2022)․ For today's multinational firms‚ it is a dynamic set of forces influencing how they compete‚ source and innovate․There are three intertwining forces shaping the landscape in 2024-2025: the rapid rise of artificial intelligence (AI)‚ the geopolitical tensions affecting the operational logistics of the global economy‚ and stringent corporate sustainability requirements like the European Union's Corporate Sustainability Reporting Directive (CSRD) (European Commission‚ 2023; World Economic Forum‚ 2024)․
This essay will focus on Unilever plc‚ one of the British multinational consumer goods brands‚ headquartered in London․ Unilever is operating in 190 countries and territories and owns brands like Dove‚ Hellmann's‚Ben & Jerry's and Domestos (Unilever‚ 2024)․ Unilever is one of the largest fast-moving consumer goods (FMCG) companies in the world‚ with a turnover of €60․8 billion in 2024․ Unilever now seeks to critically consider the implications of trends such as the increasing adoption of AI technologies‚ geopolitical instability and changes in sustainability regulation on its business․ It also seeks to determine the implications for Unilever's calculated posture and how it might respond to these trends․
[bookmark: _Toc237511500]Opportunities and Challenges
The speed in which AI is becoming mainstream represents another‌ opportunity: Unilever has established a‌ worldwide network of Digital Hubs․ The company states that it is using AI at scale in product formulation‚ consumer research‌ and marketing‌ (Unilever‚ 2024)․ McKinsey & Company (2023) find that generative AI could‌ reduce product development‌ time for consumer-goods firms by up to 30 per cent․Unilever has described applications such‌ as AI-generated advertisements and AI-assisted demand forecasting that‌ could reduce stockouts and marketing costs․ Chui‌ et al․ (2023) estimate that the technology could raise operating margins across the industry by three to five percentage points‚ and‌ provide competitors who adopt it first with a lasting competitive advantage․
At the same time‚ low quality data‚ model bias and uncertainty about regulation (notably the EU AI Act which entered into force in 2024) means that there are important challenges for companies who‌ need‌ to invest in governance‚ testing and human oversight (World Economic Forum‚ 2024)․ There are also‌ reputational risks associated‌ with using generative content in advertising․ These risks have been recognized‌ by Unilever‚which has published a "Responsible AI Principles"‌ and created review boards for the use of generative AI in high-risk applications (Unilever‚ 2024)․ Similar generative AI tools are now available from third-party cloud providers‌ for smaller rivals and private label brands‚ thus negating‌ the competitive advantage generative tools initially offered to larger brands (Chui et al․‚ 2023)․
Geopolitical concerns may have had a greater impact on the short-term operations․ Several container lines were forced to go around the Cape of Good Hope to avoid the piracy hotspot of the Red Sea‚ after Houthis began attacking shipping in the area in late 2023․ This added 10 to 14 days to voyages from Asia or the Middle East to Europe‚ and spot freight rates in some lanes increased to pandemic levels (UNCTAD‚ 2024)․ For a multinational like Unilever‚ where its Home Care and Beauty & Wellbeing brands are made from ingredients shipped from Asia to factories in Europe‚ the impact has been on the landed cost and the ability to restock inventories․ The threat from tensions between mainland China and Taiwan is more structural․ Its technology relies on Taiwan Semiconductor Manufacturing Company (TSMC)‚ which makes advanced chips for much of the AI infrastructure that support the business (Miller‚ 2022; World Economic Forum‚ 2024)․ Any important escalation could interrupt the technology stack that the company is using to modernize․
Thirdly‚ there is the new sustainability regulation that is progressively being put into place․ Starting in January 2024‚ the Corporate Sustainability Reporting Directive (CSRD) will require 50‚000 large companies operating in the EU to report their environmental and social impacts according to the ESRS (European Commission‚ 2023)․Although Unilever has already committed to net-zero emissions by 2039 across its value chain as part of its Compass strategy‚ the directive provides an opportunity for credible disclosure and claims on sustainability-focused investors (Deloitte‚ 2024)․ The reporting burden is important․ Deloitte (2024) estimates the first year cost of compliance with the CSRD including aligning existing reporting with its standards is between €150‚000 and €1 million and‚ since the CSRD requires double-materiality‚ firms will need to collect data from potentially thousands of unprepared suppliers․
[bookmark: _Toc237511501]Impact on the Organisation
These forces are shaping Unilever's market positioning‚ innovation‚ talent management and competitiveness in a mutually reinforcing manner․ Market․ Unilever doubled down on its so-called Power Brands‚ the roughly 30 brands that account for the bulk of turnover‚ fine-tuning their positioning using AI-driven consumer perception and reducing the complexity of the portfolio that has built up over decades of company acquisitions (Unilever‚ 2024)․ This can be interpreted as a rational response to uncertainty‚ as Witt et al․ (2023) propose multinationals facing market fragmentation concentrate their resources on fewer categories with greater margins‚ rather than thinly across many categories․
In innovation‚AI is enabling products to be brought to market faster and customized‚ for example‚ Dove uses machine-learning tools to analyze information about skin conditions to recommend suitable products (Unilever‚ 2024)․ Regional innovation is often a response to geopolitical fragmentation․ Unilever‚ for example‚ is reportedly adopting an 'in-region‚ for-region' model in India‚ China and Europe‚ allowing regional teams to respond to local regulation and consumer preferences‚ adding resilience but raising co-ordination costs (Hill‚ 2023)․
Talent management has become fully calculated․ Demand for data scientists‚ AI engineers and sustainability specialists in Europe has outstripped supply (PwC‚ 2024)․ In parallel‚ Unilever's Future of Work programme seeks to reskill its staff for hybrid roles demanding both domain and digital skills․ Staff retention has been difficult in the face of tech rivals offering higher salaries․ Unilever has received criticism for restructuring how its brands operate to make redundancies of 7‚500 staff from 2024 amid a divestment of the ice cream business (Reuters‚ 2024)․
The impact on competitiveness is mixed; while AI and sustainability leadership positively impact the Unilever brand‚ younger consumers are increasingly considering environmental credentials in their purchase decisions (PwC‚ 2024)․However supply chain disruptions and the burden of CSRD mean that input prices are likely to move higher․ Unilever already faces price competition from Procter & Gamble‚ Nestle and private label products (KPMG‚ 2024)․ Through a PESTEL lens‚ political‚ economic and technology forces are heading in different directions․ Unilever's leaders have to choose between protecting margins in the short term or investing for greater resilience over the long term․ Overall‚ the company looks well placed to capitalize on these forces‚ but the speed and coherence of its response are critical․
[bookmark: _Toc237511502]Strategic Recommendations
If Unilever chooses to act‚ this could entail expanding the application of AI beyond marketing to areas like supply chain forecasting and supplier risk mapping․ Real-time predictive analytics‚ for example‚ could help the company reroute shipments early in the supply chain once events like the Red Sea attacks unfold․ It should also give buyers visibility of tier-two and tier-three supplier risks․ Second‚ Unilever should establish regional manufacturing hubs in Türkiye‚ Poland and Mexico to make distribution of finished goods for the European and North American markets less dependent on Asia-to-Europe shipping lanes (UNCTAD‚ 2024)․This "friend-shoring" approach reduces exposure to any single chokepoint․
Third‚ companies should consider CSRD as a planned opportunity rather than a compliance cost․ By embedding a sustainability data platform that links with SAP and supplier portals‚ companies can streamline ESRS reporting and gain valuable insights that inform product innovation (Deloitte‚ 2024)․ Fourth‚ Unilever should co-create a permanent AI and data-skills academy with UK universities‚ to build local capability rather than relying on a small pool of external talent․ Lastly‚ transparent scenario-planning on Taiwan and other flashpoints should feed into board-level oversight of risk‚ ensuring that decisionmaking on chip sourcing‚ cloud providers and cyber-resilience is anticipatory rather than reactive (World Economic Forum‚ 2024)․Thus‚ these recommendations are consistent with Porter's and the international business literature view that competitive advantage is built by making a set of consistent‚ mutually-reinforcing choices rather than by single actions (Peng‚ 2022)․
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Globalization continues exposing multinational companies to a number of global and simultaneous forces of change․ For Unilever‚ the adoption of AI technology has accelerated; geopolitical tensions in key trade routes have increased; and more stringent sustainability regulations in areas like CSRD have emerged․ Meanwhile‚ AI could deliver greater productivity but poses higher regulatory and reputational risks‚ and the geopolitical shocks of recent years have hit logistics costs and exposed global chip supply vulnerabilities․While CSRD will likely stretch us short term‚ it is an opportunity to lead in credible disclosure and build trust with investors․ The current response related to Power Brands‚ regional research and Responsible AI seems reasonable․ To sustain its benefits‚ Nexperia will also have to invest more into supply chain diversification‚ talent development and the digitization of supply chain sustainability data․ Companies must now read how the forces of technology‚geopolitics and regulation interact to continuously assess the risk and opportunity landscape‚ and act with authenticity and coherence across all three if they are to thrive in an uncertain global economy․
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