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[bookmark: _Toc215150013]Introduction
Learning and Development (L&D) in the field of Human Resource Management is the organised effort to add to the skill base, knowledge base and competencies of employees to enhance their individual performance as well as organisational performance. Scholarly writing presents L&D as a long-term investment in the competence of the staff to maintain their relative competence in fiercely changing environments and supports the long-term organisational growth (John, 2024). The importance of L&D has become magnified due to faster technological change, evolving consumer demand and increased competition in the world. The empirical evidence shows that organisations with well-developed L&D infrastructures can more readily address digital transformation, maintain productivity during the change cycles, and build an inclusive culture that answers the heterogeneous learning needs (Bhumika et al., 2024). 
One effectual theoretical framework that guides modern L&D practice is the Experiential Learning Cycle developed by Kolb, which assumes a cyclic structure based on concrete experience, reflective observation, abstract conceptualisation, and active experimentation (Kolb, 2021). This paradigm not only makes the process of learning easier due to its practical application, but it also encourages reflection, which enhances the refinement of knowledge. Its flexibility makes it highly applicable in the context of corporate training since it is compatible with a wide range of learning preferences and contributes to a more profound mastery of the competencies. At Unilever, the biggest multinational consumer-good conglomerate in more than 190 jurisdictions, L&D is incorporated as part of a sustainability-oriented strategy through investment in digital learning systems, leadership development, and inclusive capability-building programmes, which develop a diversified workforce. 

[bookmark: _Toc215150014]Impact of Internal and External Forces on L&D Design and Implementation
The internal and external determinants play a decisive role in driving the design and implementation of L&D strategies; they determine the priority matrix and modalities of delivery to be used by organisations. On the internal level, the existing organisational culture and values influence the process of imprinting the concept of continuous learning into the everyday practice. A culture that promotes innovation, inclusivity, and staff development rewards initiative in making L&D investments, a belief that is supported by the organisational culture framework created by Schein, which argues that common assumptions shape learning behaviours (Portaankorva, 2024). The commitment of leadership is another key factor; empirical studies suggest that top management who promote the use of developmental programmes could improve worker participation and supplement training performance (Bashar et al., 2024). The accurate mapping of skills deficiencies as a result of strategic workforce planning also informs the design of L&D further on how it should be aligned with short-term operational demands and long-term capabilities building. Furthermore, technological preparedness, such as prescription digital infrastructure and analytics capabilities, mediates the effectiveness in the implementation, with more mature organisations capable of implementing blended learning, online teaching and AI-mediated teaching processes with greater efficiency. 
Outside the company, external forces of globalisation compel organisations to design L&D programmes which meet the demands of geographically dispersed teams, accommodate cultural heterogeneity, and enable cross-border exchange of knowledge. Competency is forced to evolve faster due to technological impairments like artificial intelligence, automation, and environments of omnipresent digital infrastructures. Research approximates that by 2027, due to the growth of technologies, every other job worldwide will require significant re-skilling, which is why adaptive L&D approaches are urgently needed (Mishra and Painoli, 2024). Regulatory ecosystems also drive the nature of training agendas, especially in areas like data protection, environmental stewardship, and occupational safety, where compliance requirements are mandatory. Similarly, labour market derailments and demographic shifts push organisations into the need to upskill incumbents, thus alleviating a talent shortage; moreover, to support different age groups with different learning preferences. 
These multifarious forces have had a material influence on the L&D orientation of Unilever, for example. In the business, the ethos of purpose-led performance is future-of-the-corporation prophetic of employee empowerment and ethical custodianship in both forecasting investment in leadership development and training focused on sustainability. The Future Fit program also offers the specific problem of skill deficiency because it provides tailor-made upskilling pathways in digital literacy, data analytics, and agile methods. On the exterior, the expansive scale of the Unilever operation requires a culturally effective and scalable learning strategy, resulting in the implementation of a Degreed-accelerated global learning solution, providing multilingual and accessible material. Technological turbulence has increased the shift to digital academies, and regulatory pressures at the top in ESG compliance have compelled compulsory training in sustainability and ethical behaviour. The forces in the labour market have presented the firm with a reason to focus on internal mobility and competence building to maintain a future-ready workforce amidst the diverse geographic representations.

[bookmark: _Toc215150015]Learning and Development Supporting Adaptation to Environmental Factors
L&D plays a central role in ensuring organisations are up to date on the rapidly changing environmental perturbations, but it is of greater value than being a simple provider of training. Researchers argue that companies that develop strong learning cultures outcompete competitors during times of disruption because the staff members exhibit increased flexibility, proficiency in technology and skill in problem solving (Shet, 2024). An example of digital transformation requirements is that data literacy, digital communication skills, and human-AI collaboration skills are to be acquired in a very short period. Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development Pradhan and Saxena (2023) claim that organisations that fail to invest in digital reskilling suffer productivity losses of up to 15% amid such changes. L&D is able to counter this weakness through the construction of a perpetual reskilling loop based on modular, digital-first learning. Simultaneously, new possibilities of remote and hybrid working conditions have revealed the gaps in online cooperation, self-management, and online health. The practical research has shown that staff who did not receive specific remote-work-training get to be highly stressed and perform worse on their tasks (Pokojski et al., 2022), which strongly supports the need for adaptive L&D models. 
The counter-measure of Unilever takes the form of a complying, criticism-deserving use of L&D: the company launched its Flex Learning Ecosystem, comprising the AI-selected material offered by Degreed alongside in-house built multifocused firms' academies, focusing on data, sustainability, and leadership. This architecture is based on custom learning journeys, which have a significant positive effect on engagement and achievement of skills (Avsec et al., 2023). The U-Future Leaders Digital Academy, which is a part of the ecosystem, directly addresses the digital capability gaps in analytics, and it is the epitome of the best practice with regard to proactive needs assessment. Unilever integrates the ESG capability modules into its Sustainable Living Plan through managerial training in the environmental field, which is congruent with the results that sustainability competent leaders propel high-level organisational performance (Dang Khanh, 2024). With these specific, evidence-based programmes, Unilever can show how L&D could go beyond the conventional training provision and serve as a strategic tool in successfully handling a complex environmental change. 

[bookmark: _Toc215150016]L&D as a Tool for Maintaining Competitive Advantage
Learning and development acts as a strategic leverage towards maintaining competitive advantage through enabling the capacity, drive, and investment of employees. The empirical studies produced numerous studies that confirm the claim, with each well-crafted development programme elevating interest levels because of the feeling of growth and psychological investment in the organisation (Fehintola, 2023). Innovation and productivity are also improved as the staff has updated technical expertise and innovative problem-solving abilities. Companies that have effective learning cultures are 92% more likely to innovate and 52% more productive as compared to their rivals (Fuad et al., 2022). It also affects retention because career growth and skill acquisition opportunities lower turnover intentions, especially in high-potential employees (Thusi and Chauke, 2023). The role of leadership in maintaining competitive advantage is that it helps with continuity, future preparedness, and strategic alignment. According to scholars, systematic leadership development aimed at achieving strategic thinking, ethical decision-making, and cross-cultural competence is most effective together with succession planning (Aduwo et al., 2021).
Unilever is a perfect example of how L&D can enhance competitive positioning using focused capability-building programmes. Its Unilever Leadership Development Programme (ULDP) extends to early identification of future leaders and exposes them to rotational work experience in far-flung markets, to digital academies, and experience learning projects (Lieu et al., 2021). Additionally, the data-driven Talent Marketplace by Unilever is a train of AI that allows the company to pair employees with stretch assignments and micro-learning opportunities regarding business essentials, boosting internal mobility and decreasing recruitment expenses. These programmes improve innovation, succession continuity and develop the digitally literate workforce needed to sustain the Unilever competitive edge in a quickly evolving global market. 
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Accessible and inclusive L&D programmes are important towards ensuring employees with diverse backgrounds are in a position to contribute wholly to the organisational development. The data on this conclude that inclusive L&D positively develops psychological safety, develops a sense of belonging, and benefits performance results in underrepresented populations (Darno, 2025). As the development initiatives lack intentional inclusivity, a risk remains of perpetuating inequalities, since employees who may have language barriers, disabilities, or cultural differences may not necessarily access or benefit from standardised training frameworks. Thus, organisations are becoming more culturally responsive and multi-format in their learning strategies in order to meet the diverse needs. Indications point out that the culturally sensitive training enhances multicultural cooperation and lessens interpersonal conflict, especially within multinational teams (Guo, 2025). Similarly, multilingual learning material increases accessibility, whereas flexible materials meet learning preferences and unique situations. 
Research has also emphasised that understanding varied learning styles increases knowledge retention and satisfaction of the learner (Dixit et al., 2024). Unilever gives an interesting case study of how international organisations implement inclusive L&D. Its integration curriculum, We Are Unilever, encompasses culturally intelligent training, anti-bias courses, and global citizenship training and reflects the literature that connects inclusion competence to better team performance (Data, 2024). In order to further empower underrepresented groups, Unilever has launched specialised mentorship programmes within its Employee Resource Groups (ERGs), including the Women in Unilever and Unilever Pride networks, incorporating peer coaching with formal capability-building training. These measures indicate how inclusive L&D not only cater to the diverse learning requirements, but it also leads towards equity, representation, and the resilience of a long-term workforce.

[bookmark: _Toc215150018]Application of a Relevant L&D Model
The Four-Level Evaluation Model by Kirkpatrick is a model that can be used to understand the effectiveness of L&D because it evaluates training in four dimensions: Reaction, Learning, Behaviour, and Results. Kirkpatrick states that it is important to make meaningful evaluation more than mere participant satisfaction to study behavioural transfer and organisational impact, which explains why the model is generally used in strategic L&D evaluation (Ambu-Saidi et al., 2024). In its worldwide L&D ecosystem, Unilever incorporates the postulates of the Kirkpatrick model. Digital platforms can be particularly viewed as the Reaction level, which includes Degreed and EdApp that use the user feedback and engagement answers to measure the degree of satisfaction and perceived relevance among the learners. In Learning, Unilever assesses knowledge learning through skills testing and badging during programmes like Digital Upskilling Academy.
At the Behaviour level, the organisation measures learning transfer based on performance measures, manager check-ins, and project-based measures, which are based on research revealing that behavioural improvement via reinforcement at the workplace shows a lot of progress (Mashihi and Nowack, 2025). At the Results level, Unilever connects the development outcomes with the strategic KPIs, including innovation rates, internal mobility, and sustainability performance, so that L&D directly affects the business competitiveness. However, although the model is clear and rigorous, it is limited in different contexts across the world. According to the critics, it is hard to factor out the effect of training on external variables, particularly in multicultural teams (Zhou et al., 2023). Moreover, the linear form might not be able to represent informal learning or the recurring social attribute of developing capabilities. However, the systematic evaluation model can be useful in organisations like Unilever that aim to illustrate the practical influence of L&D in a diverse and dispersed workforce.

[bookmark: _Toc215150019]Challenges and Recommendations
Various challenges are associated with effective L&D strategies implemented by organisations, especially in global and digitally changing realities. One of the barriers to change is resistance to change, as workers might feel threatened by new technologies or learning in non-traditional formats; studies have shown that low digital self-efficacy decreases engagement with e-learning programmes (Al Doghan and Piaralal, 2024). Lack of digital literacy also limits engagement, particularly in areas whose technology infrastructure is not evenly distributed. Investment in advanced L&D solutions may be inhibited by budgetary constraints and conflicting strategic priorities, and the inability to isolate the performance difference of training may hamper managerial backing, as per the criticisms of traditional evaluation methods (Rahman et al., 2025). The issue of cultural differences, time differences, and language accessibility also brings significant difficulty, given that global delivery can be very complex.
The personalised learning paths provided by AI can be used to help organisations overcome these challenges, with this approach effectively increasing engagement and skills acquisition through personalisation, with evidence suggesting that personalisation contributes to increased engagement (Huang et al., 2023). Evaluation should be reinforced using data analytics to clearly show the behavioural and performance results of L&D interventions. Microlearning, asynchronous remote modules and multilingual resources have the potential to enhance accessibility, and a variety of workforces can be involved. Lastly, greater leadership engagement and alignment of L&D efforts to long-term strategic goals are the key to long-term organisational commitment and the development of a culture of lifelong learning. 

[bookmark: _Toc215150020]Conclusion
L&D continues to be at the core of organisational flexibility, competitiveness, and inclusiveness. It helps employees to sail through technological amusements, changing work patterns, and international pressures with composure. The organisations are perpetually influenced by internal and external factors in the way they plan and implement development programmes. The organisational reaction to these forces in a strategic manner establishes learning systems that enhance capacity and sustainable independence. Formulated L&D models and strict appraisal also play a significant role in ensuring that development initiatives have real behavioural and performance consequences. Continuous investment in constant improvement, inclusivity, and future-oriented skills is thus the key to maintaining a competent and futuristic workforce.
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