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Globalisation has created an increasingly interconnected business environment in which organisations operate across diverse markets, supply chains, and technological systems. For multinational firms, this interconnectedness brings both expanded opportunities and heightened exposure to global risks. Unilever, one of the world’s largest consumer goods companies headquartered in the UK, operates in more than 190 countries and relies on extensive international sourcing, manufacturing, and distribution networks. As global conditions shift rapidly, the company must adapt to emerging forces that significantly influence its strategic direction. In 2024–2025, three developments are particularly relevant: the rapid adoption of artificial intelligence (AI), escalating geopolitical tensions that disrupt trade routes, and expanding sustainability regulations such as the EU’s Corporate Sustainability Reporting Directive (CSRD). This essay examines how these forces create both opportunities and challenges for Unilever and evaluates their impact on the company’s market position, innovation capacity, talent management, and global competitiveness.
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The global business landscape in which Unilever operates is being reshaped by three major forces: rapid artificial intelligence (AI) adoption, intensifying geopolitical tensions, and expanding sustainability regulations such as the EU Corporate Sustainability Reporting Directive (CSRD). These developments create significant opportunities for strategic enhancement but also major operational and organisational challenges (Cavusgil et al., 2019).

AI adoption provides Unilever with several compelling opportunities

As a global consumer goods company managing thousands of products and highly complex logistics networks, Unilever can benefit considerably from AI-enabled forecasting, optimisation, and decision-making. AI-driven analytics improve demand prediction and inventory management, reducing stockouts and waste - an area in which AI has been proven to increase organisational efficiency (Davenport & Ronanki, 2018). Unilever can also capitalise on AI-enhanced consumer insight generation, which enables personalised marketing and more targeted product positioning. Given the company’s vast global customer base, personalised digital advertising supported by machine learning models can significantly strengthen brand loyalty and market reach (McKinsey, 2023). Furthermore, AI accelerates innovation in research and development, allowing Unilever to test product formulations digitally, identify new sustainable materials, and speed up product launches, a capability increasingly important in competitive fast-moving consumer goods (FMCG) markets (Bughin et al., 2019).
Despite these advantages, AI introduces several challenges. Implementing advanced AI systems demands significant investment in data infrastructure, cybersecurity, and employee training. Ethical concerns related to data privacy, algorithmic bias, and transparency must also be carefully managed, particularly for a consumer-facing company whose reputation depends on trust (Johnson et al., 2020). Additionally, Unilever faces competitive pressure, as rivals such as Procter & Gamble are also rapidly integrating AI. If Unilever falls behind in automation or digital marketing capabilities, its global competitiveness may weaken (McKinsey, 2023).

Geopolitical tensions present another set of opportunities and constraints
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Disruptions in the Red Sea shipping route, increasing instability in the Middle East, and uncertainty in regions such as China–Taiwan have caused global delays, increased transport costs, and reduced supply chain reliability. Since Unilever sources key raw materials internationally—including palm oil, tea, and chemical inputs—these disruptions pose risks to cost efficiency and product availability (Gereffi, 2020). Geopolitical instability also raises exposure to fluctuations in commodity prices and regulatory barriers, which can destabilise planning and forecasting.
At the same time, geopolitical risk can stimulate positive organisational transformation. Unilever can leverage this period to develop more resilient and diversified supply chains, which are increasingly recognised as a key source of competitive advantage in uncertain global conditions (OECD, 2023). Strategies such as nearshoring to Europe or Africa, supplier diversification, and regionalised manufacturing could reduce vulnerability to future disruptions while supporting sustainability objectives through shorter transport routes.

Sustainability regulations, especially the CSRD, create additional opportunities and challenges

The CSRD expands environmental, social, and governance (ESG) reporting requirements across Europe, demanding detailed disclosures on emissions, resource usage, and social impacts. Unilever, long known for its sustainability commitments, stands to strengthen its consumer and investor reputation by meeting these expectations. Strong ESG performance is increasingly linked to competitive advantage, customer trust, and long-term profitability (KPMG, 2024). The directive also encourages innovation in sustainable packaging, renewable energy, and circular production systems, aligning with Unilever’s strategic priorities.
However, CSRD compliance is complex. Companies must provide verified data across their entire value chain, including Scope 3 emissions, which depend heavily on suppliers. Gathering accurate sustainability data from thousands of suppliers globally is expensive and operationally demanding (EU Commission, 2023). Additionally, the increased reporting obligations raise administrative costs and may pressure margins, especially in emerging markets with limited sustainability infrastructure.
Overall, these global forces—AI development, geopolitical instability, and sustainability regulation—create a dynamic environment that shapes both opportunities for long-term growth and challenges affecting Unilever’s operational efficiency and strategic decisions. Effectively managing these pressures will be crucial for maintaining its global leadership position.
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The combined forces of rapid AI adoption, geopolitical tensions, and expanding sustainability regulations significantly influence Unilever’s global performance and strategic positioning. These factors affect the company’s market presence, innovation capability, workforce strategy, and overall competitiveness in the fast-moving consumer goods (FMCG) sector.

Market Position

AI adoption enhances Unilever’s ability to understand consumer behaviour and adapt to market trends more rapidly. The company’s use of AI-driven analytics supports precise demand forecasting and segmented marketing, helping maintain strong market penetration across diverse regions (Davenport & Ronanki, 2018). This strengthens Unilever’s ability to align products with specific consumer needs, reinforcing its position against competitors such as Procter & Gamble and Nestlé. However, geopolitical disruptions pose risks that can weaken short-term market stability. Supply chain delays caused by the Red Sea shipping crisis or tensions in Asia can reduce product availability and increase costs, potentially leading to lost shelf space in retail markets—an important determinant of market share in FMCG (Gereffi, 2020). Thus, while AI enhances strategic positioning, geopolitical instability pressures Unilever’s ability to maintain consistent market performance globally.

Innovation

AI has also become a core driver of Unilever’s innovation capabilities. Digital tools enable rapid experimentation and virtual product testing, reducing development timelines and increasing the pace at which new products can be brought to market (Bughin et al., 2019). This is particularly important in categories such as personal care and food, where consumer preferences evolve quickly. Meanwhile, the CSRD encourages innovation in sustainability, pushing Unilever to invest further in eco-friendly packaging, low-carbon production methods, and biodegradable materials. Such innovation supports differentiation and enables the company to meet rising consumer expectations for responsible brands (KPMG, 2024). However, regulatory pressure also requires substantial investment in reporting systems and product reformulation, which may divert resources away from other innovation initiatives. Thus, while sustainability regulation drives long-term innovation, it also introduces short-term complexity.

Talent Management

The increasing importance of AI and sustainability reshapes the skills Unilever requires from its workforce. The shift toward digital operations creates a growing demand for data scientists, AI specialists, and digital marketers, forcing the company to invest in reskilling and talent development programmes (McKinsey, 2023). Meanwhile, CSRD compliance and broader ESG commitments require expertise in sustainability reporting, carbon accounting, and supply chain transparency (EU Commission, 2023). These shifts enhance Unilever’s attractiveness to talent seeking purpose-driven and technologically advanced workplaces but may also widen skills gaps if recruitment and training cannot keep pace with emerging needs. Additionally, automation may create internal resistance or anxiety among employees concerned about job displacement, requiring careful management and communication (Johnson et al., 2020).

Competitiveness

Combined, these global forces reshape Unilever’s competitive landscape. Successfully integrating AI into operations can produce significant cost efficiencies and faster decision-making, strengthening competitiveness relative to companies slower to adopt digital tools. Likewise, strong sustainability performance helps differentiate Unilever in markets where consumers increasingly prioritise ethical production and transparency (KPMG, 2024). However, geopolitical instability increases operational risk and raises costs for transportation, insurance, and raw materials, potentially harming price competitiveness. Furthermore, compliance with sustainability regulations may increase production costs that competitors with simpler supply chains might avoid. As a result, Unilever’s competitiveness will depend on how effectively it balances innovation-driven growth with the cost pressures imposed by external global forces.
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To respond effectively to major global forces—including AI adoption, geopolitical tensions, and CSRD sustainability regulations—Unilever must pursue integrated strategic actions that strengthen resilience and competitiveness. First, the company should accelerate AI integration across its value chain. Investments in AI-enabled forecasting, marketing personalisation, and digital product development can improve efficiency and decision accuracy (Davenport & Ronanki, 2018). Establishing cross-functional AI teams and forming partnerships with technology firms would help Unilever advance these capabilities while upskilling programmes reduce internal resistance (McKinsey, 2023).
Second, Unilever should reinforce supply chain resilience by diversifying suppliers and developing regional manufacturing hubs. Research shows that diversified networks withstand geopolitical shocks more effectively (Gereffi, 2020). Using predictive analytics to monitor global shipping risks would also minimise disruptions.
Third, the company must enhance sustainability reporting to meet CSRD requirements by investing in digital tools for accurate Scope 1–3 emissions measurement and supporting suppliers in compliance (EU Commission, 2023; KPMG, 2024). Stronger reporting systems will protect Unilever’s sustainability reputation.
Finally, Unilever should strengthen competitive differentiation through innovation in circular packaging and low-carbon production, supported by talent strategies emphasising digital and sustainability skills (Johnson et al., 2020). These combined actions will position the company for long-term global success.

[bookmark: _Toc216444021]Conclusion
Unilever operates in a global environment shaped by fast technological change, geopolitical uncertainty, and rising sustainability expectations. The analysis demonstrates that AI offers significant potential for improved efficiency and innovation, while geopolitical instability creates supply chain vulnerabilities requiring strategic adaptation. At the same time, sustainability regulations such as the CSRD present both compliance challenges and opportunities for differentiation. How effectively Unilever responds to these forces will determine its future competitiveness. Strengthening AI capabilities, enhancing supply chain resilience, and advancing sustainability practices are essential for sustaining long-term success in an increasingly dynamic global business landscape.
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