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Introduction
Human Resource (HR) managers are central to the effective functioning of organisations. Their role extends beyond administrative duties to strategic responsibilities that directly influence organisational success. In today’s competitive global environment, HR managers act as facilitators of change, aligning workforce capabilities with business objectives (Armstrong, 2020).
Key HR functions illustrate this strategic importance. Recruitment ensures organisations attract and retain individuals with the right skills and cultural fit, enabling them to remain competitive (Dessler, 2020). Training and development enhance employee capabilities, preparing them for evolving challenges and fostering innovation (Bratton and Gold, 2017). Performance management provides mechanisms to evaluate, reward, and improve employee contributions, ensuring accountability and motivation (Armstrong, 2020). Employee relations maintain workplace harmony, resolve conflicts, and ensure compliance with labour laws, which is vital for sustaining productivity and engagement (Johnson, Scholes and Whittington, 2017).
These functions are interconnected and collectively contribute to organisational resilience. Recruitment feeds into training, which supports performance management, while employee relations underpin all aspects by fostering trust and collaboration. HR managers must therefore balance operational efficiency with strategic foresight.
This report explores the role of HR managers by examining the internal and external environment in which they operate, applying a business environment model to understand influencing factors, and analysing HR practices within a global organisation. 
This report is structured into five sections:  Internal and External Environment, Organisation Application, Application of Model, and Conclusion. 
PESTEL Analysis and HR Functions
PESTEL analysis is a widely used framework for examining the external environment and its impact on organisational functions, including human resource management. By analysing Political, Economic, Social, Technological, Environmental, and Legal factors, HR managers can anticipate challenges and opportunities that shape recruitment, training, performance management, and employee relations. For example, political and legal changes such as employment law reforms, minimum wage adjustments, or health and safety regulations directly influence HR compliance and policy design. Economic conditions, including inflation, recession, or labour market fluctuations, affect compensation strategies, workforce planning, and talent retention. Social factors, such as demographic shifts, diversity expectations, and employee attitudes towards work-life balance, require HR to adapt engagement and inclusion strategies. Technological advancements drive digital HR systems, e-learning platforms, and data-driven performance management, while environmental concerns encourage sustainable HR practices such as green recruitment and corporate social responsibility initiatives (Taylor, 2021; Armstrong, 2020) Internal and external environmental factors also influence HR managers’ effectiveness. Internally, organisational culture, leadership style, and available resources determine the extent to which HR can implement innovative practices. Externally, competitive labour markets, globalisation, and regulatory frameworks require HR managers to adopt flexible and adaptive strategies (Taylor, 2021).
The impact of PESTEL varies across countries due to cultural, legal, and economic differences. For instance, collectivist cultures such as Japan emphasise teamwork and long-term employment, while individualist cultures like the US prioritise personal achievement and mobility. Legal frameworks differ significantly, with EU countries enforcing strict labour protections compared to emerging economies with less comprehensive regulations. Economic disparities also shape HR strategies, with high-growth economies focusing on talent acquisition and recessionary contexts emphasising cost control (Taylor, 2021).
Thus, HR managers must balance global consistency with local responsiveness, interpreting PESTEL factors in context to design effective, sustainable HR practices.


Linking PESTEL to HR functions demonstrates its practical relevance. Political and legal factors shape employment law, health and safety standards, and diversity policies. Economic conditions influence recruitment budgets, compensation strategies, and workforce planning. Social trends affect employee expectations around flexibility, inclusion, and work-life balance. Technological changes drive HR to adopt digital tools for recruitment, training, and performance management. Environmental pressures encourage HR to embed sustainability into organizational values and practices. Thus, HR must integrate both external PESTEL insights and internal organizational realities to design adaptive, compliant, and employee-focused policies (Armstrong, 2020).

Unilever’s Global Operations and HR Practices
Unilever is one of the world’s largest fast-moving consumer goods (FMCG) companies, headquartered in London. It operates in over 190 countries, serving 3.4 billion people daily through brands such as Dove, Lipton, and Ben & Jerry’s. With more than 127,000 employees worldwide, Unilever’s global presence is supported by a decentralized structure that allows adaptation to local markets while maintaining a unified corporate strategy focused on sustainability and innovation (Armstrong, 2020).
Unilever’s HR practices are central to sustaining its global operations. Recruitment emphasizes employer branding and talent pipelines, including graduate programs and leadership development schemes that attract diverse talent across regions. Training is continuous, with initiatives such as the “Future Leaders Programme” and digital learning platforms designed to build skills aligned with technological and market changes. Performance management is structured around data-driven systems that measure productivity, engagement, and leadership effectiveness, ensuring alignment with corporate goals. Employee relations are prioritized through collective bargaining, diversity and inclusion initiatives, and well-being programs, fostering trust and collaboration across different cultural contexts (Armstrong, 2020).
By integrating HR practices with its global strategy, Unilever achieves a balance between consistency and local responsiveness. As a multinational organisation operating in over 190 countries, Unilever must adapt its HR policies to diverse political, economic, and cultural contexts. Political and legal frameworks, such as labour laws, health and safety regulations, and diversity requirements, directly shape recruitment and employee relations strategies. For instance, compliance with European Union employment legislation requires strict adherence to collective bargaining and equality standards, while operations in emerging economies may demand flexibility in navigating less formalised labour markets (Armstrong, 2020).
Economic conditions also play a crucial role. In high-growth markets, HR focuses on talent acquisition and leadership development to sustain expansion, whereas in recessionary contexts, emphasis shifts towards workforce restructuring, cost control, and employee retention. Social and cultural differences further influence HR practices. In collectivist cultures such as Asia, HR policies often emphasise teamwork, loyalty, and long-term employment, while in individualist cultures like the United States, performance management systems prioritise personal achievement and mobility (Taylor, 2021).
Training and development are central to Unilever’s HR approach, with global leadership programmes and digital learning platforms ensuring employees acquire skills aligned with technological and market changes. Performance management is supported by data-driven systems that measure productivity and engagement, while employee relations are strengthened through diversity initiatives, well-being programmes, and sustainability-focused values.
This adaptability enables Unilever to remain competitive while promoting sustainability and social responsibility worldwide. By aligning HR practices with both global corporate objectives and local environmental realities, Unilever demonstrates how multinational organisations can integrate strategic HRM with responsiveness to external pressures (Armstrong, 2020; Taylor, 2021).


PESTEL and HR Practices
PESTEL analysis provides a structured framework for examining Political, Economic, Social, Technological, Environmental, and Legal influences on HR management. Each factor directly affects how HR functions are designed and implemented. For example, political and legal changes such as employment law reforms or labour rights legislation determine compliance requirements and influence recruitment policies. Economic conditions like inflation or recession impact compensation strategies and workforce planning. Social trends, including demographic shifts and employee expectations around diversity and inclusion, shape HR’s approach to engagement and retention. Technological advancements drive digital HR systems, e-learning, and data-driven performance management. Environmental pressures encourage sustainable HR practices, such as green recruitment and corporate social responsibility initiatives (Taylor, 2021; CIPD, 2025).
Internal and External Environmental Factors
HR managers’ effectiveness depends on their ability to balance internal factors (organizational culture, leadership style, resources, and workforce demographics) with external forces (competition, labour market dynamics, and regulatory frameworks). Internally, a supportive culture and adequate resources enable HR managers to implement innovative practices. Conversely, resistance to change or limited budgets constrain effectiveness. Externally, competitive labour markets require HR to adopt proactive recruitment and retention strategies, while globalized operations demand sensitivity to diverse legal and cultural contexts (Taylor, 2021; HR Lineup, 2025).
Country-Specific Differences
The impact of PESTEL forces varies across countries due to cultural, legal, and economic differences:
Factors     Impact on HR in Different Countries         Examples
Culture      Communication styles, and leadership           Japan emphasises on teamwork,
                  Preferences. HR must adapt to practices        while individualist cultures (e.g US)
                  To align with local norms.                              prioritise personal achievement
 
Legal Regulations   Employment laws differ widely        EU countries enforce strict labour                 
                                Influencing recruitment contracts,      protections, while emerging    
                                  and Employee relations.                   Economies may less 
                                                                                               comprehensive frameworks

Economic conditions    HR strategies must reflect local         In high economies, HR focuses 
                                      Economic realities, such as wage       on talent acquisition; in 
                                       Levels and unemployment rates         recessionary contexts, 
                                                                                                   emphasis shifts to cost control
                                                                                                   And workforce restructuring


Evaluation
The usefulness of PESTEL lies in its ability to provide a macro-level view of external influences, enabling HR managers to anticipate challenges and align practices with organizational strategy. However, its limitations include being descriptive rather than prescriptive, requiring integration with internal analysis to be actionable. HR managers must therefore combine PESTEL insights with knowledge of internal culture, leadership, and resources to remain effective.
Country-specific variations further complicate HR management. For example, legal compliance is more complex in multinational organizations, requiring HR to navigate diverse employment laws. Cultural differences affect employee engagement strategies, while economic disparities influence compensation and workforce planning. Effective HR managers are those who can interpret PESTEL factors in context, adapt practices to local realities, and maintain alignment with global organizational goals (Taylor, 2021; Pestleanalysis, 2019).

Conclusion
In conclusion, Unilever’s ability to integrate HR practices with its global strategy highlights the importance of balancing consistency with local responsiveness. Operating across more than 190 countries, the organisation faces diverse political, economic, and cultural environments that directly influence how HR manages recruitment, training, performance management, and employee relations. Political and legal frameworks, such as labour laws and equality legislation, require compliance and adaptation, while economic conditions shape workforce planning, compensation, and retention strategies. Cultural differences also play a significant role, with collectivist societies emphasising teamwork and loyalty, and individualist contexts prioritising personal achievement and mobility (Armstrong, 2020; Taylor, 2021).
Unilever’s HR practices demonstrate adaptability through initiatives such as global leadership programmes, digital learning platforms, and data-driven performance management systems. These ensure employees acquire skills aligned with technological and market changes, while diversity and well-being programmes strengthen employee relations and embed sustainability into organisational values. By aligning HR policies with both global corporate objectives and local realities, Unilever maintains competitiveness while promoting social responsibility.
Ultimately, the organisation’s HR approach illustrates how multinational companies must interpret external pressures through frameworks such as PESTEL while remaining sensitive to internal dynamics and country-specific differences. This dual focus enables HR managers to design practices that are legally compliant, culturally appropriate, and economically viable. Unilever’s example reinforces the critical role of HR in sustaining global operations, ensuring that strategic objectives are achieved while fostering inclusion, adaptability, and long-term organisational success (Armstrong, 2020; Taylor, 2021).
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