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[bookmark: _Toc203840727]Executive Summary
This report critically evaluates the roles and responsibilities of global business leaders in addressing climate change, with a specific focus on Unilever. Climate change is among today's most significant global challenges, demanding urgent and collaborative action across sectors. The report examines how multinational enterprises (MNEs) strategically respond to climate issues, highlighting their responsibilities, stakeholder relationships, ethical considerations, and potential business benefits derived from effective climate leadership.
The analysis highlights that global leaders must strategically integrate sustainability into their core business operations, foster technological innovation, enhance transparency, and proactively engage diverse stakeholders. Ethical conduct is crucial, as leaders must align their stated environmental commitments with genuine actions to avoid accusations of greenwashing and maintain stakeholder trust. Real-world cases, such as those of Unilever, IKEA, Morganstone, and Welsh Water, demonstrate how effective climate leadership can positively impact reputation, competitive advantage, efficiency, and stakeholder trust. In contrast, inadequate practices, exemplified by Volkswagen's emissions scandal, demonstrate significant reputational and financial risks.
Key recommendations include integrating sustainability into strategic operations, investing in tailored leadership development programmes, enhancing transparency and accountability, prioritising ethical practices, and cultivating culturally sensitive stakeholder engagement strategies. Implementing these recommendations can substantially contribute to achieving global climate goals and enhancing organisational sustainability.
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Climate change represents one of the most critical global challenges, impacting natural ecosystems, economies, and societies worldwide (Chatterjee, Chaudhuri, & Vrontis, 2023). The United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and the Paris Agreement (2015) clearly outline global commitments to limit warming below 2°C, with the aim of 1.5°C, underscoring the urgency for collective action (UNFCCC, 2015).
Multinational enterprises (MNEs), with their extensive global reach, bear significant responsibilities to mitigate climate change, given their historical contributions to greenhouse gas emissions (Delmas & Burbano, 2011). At the same time, they possess substantial resources and capabilities to drive transformative sustainability practices (Netto et al., 2020).
This report critically evaluates the specific roles, responsibilities, and competencies required of global business leaders to effectively tackle climate change, using Unilever as a representative case. Unilever, a global leader in consumer goods, has distinguished itself through proactive sustainability strategies, making it an ideal subject for analysis (McKinsey & Company, 2023; Unilever, 2023).
The study will draw on established theoretical frameworks, including Hofstede's cultural dimensions (2001), Hall's communication model, Lewis's model, and the GLOBE project findings (House et al., 2004), as well as transformational and transactional leadership models (Bass & Avolio, 2004). These frameworks provide robust insights into how global leaders can effectively navigate complex international contexts and stakeholder relationships.
Ultimately, the report identifies practical recommendations for enhancing global leadership development programmes, aimed at embedding sustainability into organisational strategies and equipping leaders to manage and mitigate climate-related risks effectively, thus contributing positively to a sustainable global economy (Lundby, Moriarty & Lee, 2014).
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[bookmark: _Toc203840730]2.1. Unique Role and Responsibilities of Global Business Leaders Regarding Climate Change
Multinational companies (MNCs) occupy a central and influential position in the global response to climate change. Due to their extensive operations and substantial resource capabilities, MNCs are uniquely positioned to have a significant impact, both positive and negative, on climate mitigation efforts. Their role can be seen as twofold: on one hand, they are principal contributors to environmental degradation through high levels of resource consumption, emissions, and global supply chains; on the other hand, they hold considerable power and resources to drive sustainable practices, technological innovation, and global policy advocacy (Delmas & Burbano, 2011).
[bookmark: _Toc203840731]2.1.1. Arguments For and Against the Leading Role of MNCs
There are compelling arguments supporting the notion that MNCs should take a leading role in climate change mitigation. Given their extensive resources, global presence, and technological capabilities, MNCs are positioned to implement innovative and large-scale sustainability solutions effectively. For instance, companies such as Unilever, IKEA, and Patagonia have demonstrated substantial leadership by setting ambitious emission reduction targets, investing in renewable energy sources, and integrating sustainability deeply into their business operations (McKinsey & Company, 2023). Furthermore, due to their influential status, these companies can set industry standards, influence consumer behaviour, and inspire broader systemic change. Their significant research and development capabilities also allow for the advancement of sustainable technologies and practices that can benefit entire industries and regions (Netto et al., 2020).
However, there are valid arguments against entrusting MNCs with primary leadership responsibility in climate mitigation. Firstly, their core motivation remains profit generation and maximisation of shareholder value, which could lead to prioritising economic performance over genuine environmental responsibility. This inherent tension can result in superficial commitments or greenwashing, where companies portray an exaggeratedly positive environmental image without taking substantial action (Chatterjee, Chaudhuri, & Vrontis, 2023; Netto et al., 2020). Additionally, the global scale of MNCs can sometimes allow them to evade stringent environmental regulations by relocating operations to countries with more lenient regulatory frameworks, thereby undermining global sustainability goals. Their considerable lobbying power also enables them to influence public policy, which can potentially impede the implementation of strict environmental regulations that might adversely affect their business interests (Delmas & Burbano, 2011).
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The impact of MNCs can significantly differ based on their proactive or obstructive roles in climate change mitigation. Proactive MNCs adopt an anticipatory and responsible approach, integrating sustainability into their core strategies, investing in green technologies, and advocating for stringent climate policies (Lundby, Moriarty, & Lee, 2014). Companies such as Unilever demonstrate this approach by actively pursuing sustainable product innovation, adopting renewable energy, and providing transparent climate reporting, thereby positively influencing global supply chains and encouraging other companies to follow suit (Unilever, 2023).
Conversely, obstructive roles by MNCs can considerably hinder global climate change mitigation efforts. Obstructive MNCs prioritise short-term profitability over long-term sustainability, often resisting regulatory changes, avoiding substantial investment in sustainable practices, or actively lobbying against stricter environmental regulations. Such actions can perpetuate reliance on fossil fuels, delay the adoption of innovative technologies, and undermine collective global initiatives, thereby exacerbating environmental degradation and negatively impacting public perceptions of corporate sustainability (Delmas & Burbano, 2011).
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Multinational companies (MNCs) face considerable ethical implications when addressing climate change. The actions of MNCs significantly affect environmental integrity, social equity, and global economic stability. Moral considerations arise when evaluating the alignment between companies' declared environmental commitments and their actual operational practices. For instance, greenwashing—where companies misrepresent their ecological performance to enhance public perception—highlights a significant ethical dilemma. It erodes stakeholder trust and hampers meaningful progress in combating climate change (Netto et al., 2020). Ethical integrity demands transparency, accurate disclosure of sustainability impacts, and genuine adherence to environmental commitments.
Moreover, the principle of climate justice demands that MNCs recognise their responsibilities beyond mere regulatory compliance. Companies must acknowledge their role in the disproportionate impacts of climate change, which often adversely affect vulnerable communities, despite these communities typically contributing the least to global emissions (Chatterjee, Chaudhuri & Vrontis, 2023). Ethically responsible businesses must integrate fairness, accountability, and social responsibility into their climate strategies, striving to mitigate inequalities and deliver just outcomes for all stakeholders involved (UN Global Compact, 2015).
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Business ethics play a pivotal role in guiding MNCs' strategic and operational responses to climate change. Ethical leadership within multinational companies enables the navigation of complex decisions and the reconciliation of economic objectives with environmental and social responsibilities (Lundby, Moriarty, & Lee, 2014). Business ethics influence companies' internal and external practices, ensuring they uphold high standards of corporate governance, comply with international environmental regulations, and engage genuinely with stakeholders. Companies with strong ethical foundations, such as Unilever and IKEA, actively integrate sustainability goals into their core business strategies, fostering long-term trust and loyalty from stakeholders.
Understanding and meeting the diverse expectations of stakeholders is critical for effective climate leadership. Different stakeholders, including investors, governments, consumers, local communities, and employees, have varied priorities and concerns regarding climate change. Investors typically seek robust financial returns and strong environmental, social, and governance (ESG) performance, while consumers increasingly demand eco-friendly products and transparency in sustainability practices (McKinsey & Company, 2023). MNCs must proactively engage with stakeholders through clear and regular communication, as well as collaborative decision-making processes, which can foster stakeholder trust, ensure the effective alignment of interests, and enhance corporate reputation (Deloitte, 2019).
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Effective stakeholder engagement in international markets involves tailored approaches to accommodate differing cultural norms, expectations, and regulatory environments. MNCs must navigate complex political, economic, ecological, legal, and cultural landscapes that vary significantly across different regions. For example, stringent environmental regulations in Europe (e.g., the EU's Corporate Sustainability Reporting Directive) demand comprehensive transparency and rigorous environmental disclosures, whereas developing countries may offer weaker regulatory frameworks, potentially creating ethical and operational dilemmas (UN Global Compact, 2015). Successful engagement requires a nuanced understanding of local contexts, culturally sensitive strategies, and collaborative partnerships with local stakeholders to ensure meaningful and context-specific climate action.
[bookmark: _Toc203840736]2.2.3. Interconnectedness of Economic, Legal, Political, Ecological, and Cultural Environments
The interconnectedness between economic, legal, political, ecological, and cultural environments significantly influences multinational companies' ability to implement effective climate strategies. Economic factors, such as market conditions and consumer demand, determine the feasibility of sustainable initiatives, while legal frameworks set the regulatory boundaries within which companies operate (Delmas & Burbano, 2011). Political environments, shaped by international agreements and national policies, influence companies' strategic responses, underscoring the need for proactive advocacy and alignment with global climate commitments, such as the Paris Agreement (UNFCCC, 2015).
Ecological factors, particularly the availability of natural resources and climate risks, directly impact operational sustainability and necessitate adaptive and innovative solutions. Cultural factors significantly influence employee and consumer attitudes towards sustainability, necessitating culturally competent leadership and contextually tailored sustainability practices (House et al., 2004; Hofstede, 2001). For example, companies operating in collectivist cultures may benefit from approaches that emphasise collective responsibility and community-oriented sustainability efforts. In contrast, individualist cultures may respond more effectively to initiatives that promote personal accountability and individual incentives (House et al., 2004).
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Contemporary global issues, such as responsible stewardship, diversity, inclusion, ethics, and intercultural awareness, are increasingly integral to MNCs' climate leadership strategies. Responsible stewardship requires companies to consider long-term environmental, social, and economic consequences, emphasising resource conservation, biodiversity protection, and minimising ecological footprints (UN Global Compact, 2015).
Diversity and inclusion initiatives enhance innovation, creativity, and problem-solving capabilities, vital for developing robust and context-sensitive sustainability strategies. Diverse teams bring multiple perspectives, leading to more comprehensive and inclusive approaches to climate change mitigation (Deloitte, 2019).
Finally, heightened intercultural awareness is essential for effective global climate leadership. Leaders who understand and value cultural diversity can better engage stakeholders across different cultural contexts, ensuring that climate initiatives are meaningful, relevant, and widely supported. Integrating intercultural competence within leadership development programmes enhances global collaboration and fosters a unified and effective response to the climate crisis (Lundby, Moriarty & Lee, 2014).
[bookmark: _Toc203840738]2.3. Business Benefits Derived from Climate Leadership
Global leadership competencies, as identified by frameworks such as the GLOBE Project (House et al., 2004) and Hofstede's cultural dimensions (Hofstede, 2001), play a significant role in determining how effectively multinational enterprises (MNEs) manage climate-related issues and achieve sustainable outcomes. The GLOBE Project highlights competencies such as charismatic/value-based, team-oriented, participative, and humane-oriented leadership as essential for successfully navigating global challenges, including climate change (House et al., 2004). Charismatic/value-based leaders inspire collective action through visionary goals and foster a deep organisational commitment to sustainability. Similarly, team-oriented leadership facilitates collaborative efforts across organisational boundaries, driving collective action toward climate goals.
Applying Hofstede's cultural dimensions provides valuable insights into how different cultural contexts influence leadership effectiveness. For instance, leaders operating in low-power-distance societies may successfully implement participative and inclusive sustainability strategies, enabling effective bottom-up engagement in climate action initiatives (Hofstede, 2001). Conversely, in higher-power-distance cultures, effective leaders may adopt more directive approaches to sustainability, leveraging hierarchical structures to enforce robust sustainability standards and practices. Understanding and adapting to these cultural dimensions are crucial for leaders in driving meaningful climate actions and achieving sustainability goals globally (House et al., 2004; Hofstede, 2001).
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Leadership development programmes are integral to equipping global leaders with the necessary skills, knowledge, and ethical awareness to tackle climate change effectively (Lundby, Moriarty, & Lee, 2014). Structured leadership programmes, designed explicitly around sustainability, enable leaders to enhance their strategic thinking, ethical decision-making, and stakeholder management skills. These programmes foster leaders' abilities to integrate sustainability into core business operations, ensuring alignment between organisational strategies and global sustainability standards, such as those outlined in the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) (UNFCCC, 2015).
Moreover, targeted leadership development initiatives can cultivate the competencies required to manage complex global challenges, including intercultural competence, strategic foresight, and innovation management. These programmes often involve scenario planning, stakeholder engagement training, ethical leadership frameworks, and crisis management exercises, which collectively build robust leadership capabilities. Consequently, organisations that invest in comprehensive leadership development programmes are better positioned to meet their sustainability targets and respond effectively to evolving global environmental challenges (Deloitte, 2019).
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Unilever has established itself as a global leader in climate action through its comprehensive sustainability commitments and transparent reporting. The company's ambitious Climate Transition Action Plan, which targets net-zero emissions by 2039, demonstrates a strategic alignment of corporate objectives with global climate commitments. Unilever's proactive leadership in sustainability has positively impacted its reputation, enhanced consumer trust, attracted environmentally conscious talent, and improved long-term profitability and market competitiveness (Unilever, 2023).
IKEA similarly exemplifies strong climate leadership by integrating sustainability into its corporate strategy, aiming to become climate-positive by 2030. IKEA's leadership in sustainable sourcing, renewable energy adoption, and circular economy initiatives has substantially reduced its environmental footprint, strengthened its brand image, and enhanced its competitive advantage. The company's sustainability-driven approach has positively influenced customer loyalty, market positioning, and stakeholder relationships (McKinsey & Company, 2023).
Morganstone, a leading Welsh construction company, demonstrates successful climate leadership at a regional level by integrating sustainable practices into its construction operations and supply chains. Through the use of innovative technologies, sustainable building materials, and energy-efficient designs, Morganstone has made significant contributions to regional sustainability goals. This proactive stance has enhanced its competitive advantage in a market increasingly demanding sustainable solutions, improved its community relations, and strengthened its overall reputation.
Welsh Water exemplifies responsible stewardship and effective climate leadership within the water utilities sector. Its comprehensive approach to sustainability includes climate resilience initiatives, biodiversity enhancement, and significant investment in renewable energy sources. Welsh Water's strategic sustainability efforts have not only mitigated environmental risks but also enhanced operational efficiency, improved regulatory compliance, and fostered stakeholder trust (Welsh Water, 2023).
Conversely, cases of ineffective climate leadership, such as the Volkswagen emissions scandal, illustrate the severe consequences of obstructive or unethical approaches to sustainability. Volkswagen's deliberate deception in emissions reporting significantly damaged its corporate reputation, led to severe financial penalties, and resulted in a long-lasting loss of consumer trust. This example underscores the importance of transparency, ethical integrity, and genuine commitment in climate leadership (Netto et al., 2020).
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In conclusion, this report critically evaluates the unique and pivotal role of global business leaders and multinational corporations (MNCs) in mitigating climate change, highlighting their significant responsibilities, ethical considerations, and potential business benefits. Global leaders have a crucial responsibility to proactively embed sustainability into strategic decision-making, leveraging their resources, influence, and capabilities to drive meaningful change. However, their effectiveness in addressing climate change fundamentally depends on their ability to align strategic business objectives with ethical standards, stakeholder expectations, and global sustainability norms.
The analysis demonstrates that leadership competencies, particularly those outlined by the GLOBE Project and Hofstede's cultural dimensions, have a significant impact on the effectiveness of climate leadership. Competencies such as charismatic, transformational, and team-oriented leadership were identified as instrumental in facilitating sustainable practices. Conversely, culturally sensitive, inclusive, and transparent leadership practices help navigate diverse stakeholder expectations and regulatory environments. Companies such as Unilever and IKEA exemplify the potential business benefits derived from robust climate leadership, including an enhanced corporate reputation, competitive advantage, operational efficiency, and stakeholder trust.
Conversely, cases such as Volkswagen's emissions scandal illustrate the severe consequences that unethical or obstructive leadership can entail, emphasising the importance of transparency, genuine commitment, and accountability. The interconnectedness of economic, legal, political, ecological, and cultural factors underscores the complexity and multifaceted nature of global climate leadership, demanding comprehensive and context-specific leadership development programmes to prepare leaders effectively.
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To practically and effectively incorporate climate leadership into strategies, management practices, and leadership development programmes, the following recommendations are proposed:
1. Embed sustainability Strategically: MNCs should integrate clear, ambitious, and measurable sustainability goals into their core business strategies, aligning closely with frameworks such as the Paris Agreement and UN SDGs.
2. Enhance Leadership Development Programmes: Invest in comprehensive, tailored leadership development programmes that build competencies in climate literacy, ethical decision-making, intercultural awareness, stakeholder engagement, and strategic innovation.
3. Transparency and Accountability: Implement rigorous sustainability reporting and disclosure frameworks, such as those outlined by the Corporate Sustainability Reporting Directive (CSRD), to ensure accountability, build stakeholder trust, and mitigate the risks of greenwashing.
4. Stakeholder Engagement and Collaboration: Engage proactively and consistently with diverse stakeholders, including suppliers, customers, governments, and local communities, fostering collaboration and co-creation of climate solutions.
5. Cultural Sensitivity and Inclusivity: Incorporate cultural awareness and inclusivity in global climate strategies, ensuring that leadership practices are contextually appropriate, culturally sensitive, and responsive to local expectations and conditions.
6. Climate Justice and Ethical Practices: Prioritise climate justice and ethical leadership by addressing the disproportionate impacts of climate change on vulnerable communities, ensuring fair treatment, equitable outcomes, and responsible stewardship across all global operations.
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