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Introduction
In the twenty first century, globalisation has totally reshaped the way business is conducted, competition and value creation. It is characterized as the increased integration of economies, cultures and regulatory frameworks across national borders in order that multinational organisations can access larger markets, branch supply chains and access global talent. However, there is no such thing as a stable process of globalisation. In 2024-2025, it is being re-defined by the convergence of strong forces: the accelerating pace of adoption of artificial intelligence (AI), the rising geopolitical tensions disrupting the world supply chains, and the rising sustainability requirements, as demonstrated by the Corporate Sustainability Reporting Directive (CSRD) of the European Union. These forces not only provide transformative opportunities, but are also very strong challenges to multinational organisations. This essay is a critical discussion of the effects of these forces on Unilever plc, a UK based fast-moving consumer goods (FMCG) multinational firm operating in over 190 countries. Unilever is a brilliant illustration of how the contemporary power of the world interacts with the international business strategy. The company has a portfolio comprising of food, personal care, and home products and with revenues of over 60 billion a year, the company is established in the markets of the world.
Opportunities Created by Global Forces
Artificial Intelligence and Operational Excellence
The fast spread of AI technology offers great prospects to the work and the competitive positioning of Unilever. The company is also applying AI-based applications to enhance the demand prediction, scale customised marketing, and simplify the research and development (Unilever PLC, 2025). Unilever has invested significant amounts of money in AI-based consumer insights platforms that allow the company to run high volumes of behavioural data and tailor product formulations to local preferences with greater precision than other market research tools available will permit.
Supply chain management has a special value of AI applications. The machine learning algorithms could be implemented to highlight any inefficiency in the procurement process and predict fluctuations in the prices of raw materials and reduce food waste by more accurately aligning production plans with consumer demand (Lin et al., 2022). This operational refinement will have a direct translation to better margins and a lesser effect on the environment - a key two-fold advantage of a business that is subject to much scrutiny as far as its sustainability practices are concerned. The companies in the FMCG industry which manage to integrate AI into their value chain are expected to realise significant cost savings in logistics and inventory control, and early adopters are expected to have a sustainable competitive edge over their competitors who are lagging behind. Also, AI helps Unilever to reinforce its innovation process. The use of generative AI tools can help to speed up the discovery of ingredient mixes and product ideas and reduce the long history of the development cycle (Unilever PLC, 2025). This agility is strategically important in markets where the nature of consumer tastes and preferences is quickly changing, and is a significant source of competitive differentiation.
Sustainability as a Strategic Opportunity
While adherence to the CSRD of the EU is a cost to the company in terms of regulatory burden, it also presents opportunities to Unilever. Being a firm that has long considered sustainability as one of the key aspects of its corporate branding, including the Unilever Sustainable Living Plan, the directive legitimizes and reinforces its strategic discourse. Institutional investors are favouring organisations with rigorous and credible environmental and social reporting, especially where they are following ESG (Environmental, Social, and Governance) investment models. The CSRD accommodates big businesses to provide information with a lot of details on their environmental impact, human rights performance, and governance systems (Unilever, 2025). In the case of Unilever, whose sustainability infrastructure is relatively developed, this is a competitive moat in comparison to smaller or less prepared competitors. The directive can increase compliance expenses throughout the industry and well-equipped multinationals can enjoy increased investor trust and better brand naming among the ethically conscious customers, an increasing segment in the European and North American markets.
Challenges Posed by Global Forces
Geopolitical Tensions and Supply Chain Fragility
Geopolitical situation of 2024-2025 is a threat to the supply chain of Unilever. The unrest in the Red Sea, caused by the militant activities of the Houthi against commercial shipping, have had a serious impact on both the transit time and the freight expenses incurred in the Asia-Europe trade route (Zheng et al., 2024). It is one of the most strategic routes in which manufacturers of goods worldwide can take. For Unilever, which obtains raw materials like palm oil in Southeast Asia and sends the finished product to European and African markets, such disruptions result in real cost pressure and inventory risks (Lin, 2025). Equally, the tensions in the China-Taiwan strait present systemic risk to the world electronics and component supply chains. While Unilever is not as directly impacted by semiconductors in comparison with technology manufacturers, it depends on automated production systems, digital infrastructure and packaging technologies, which are indirectly impacted by such disruptions (Zhao, 2025). A continued decline in the relationship between China and Taiwan would have macroeconomic effects on a large scale, reducing consumer expenditure in the impacted areas and raising input prices in various industries. These geopolitical forces also multiply each other, and supply chain risk management is becoming a complicated and resource-consuming field. Although the decentralised operational model of Unilever has provided it with a certain level of geographical flexibility, it must have a strong mechanism of coordination so that it can be responsive to disruptions that occur in various corridors at the same time.
CSRD Compliance Costs and Reporting Complexity
The operational challenges of CSRD compliance are real despite the strategic opportunities related to sustainability leadership. The directive mandates double materiality tests, organisations need to consider the influence of sustainability risks on their financial performance, and the influence of the operations on the environment and society (Martinčević et al., 2024). In a complex company such as Unilever, with thousands of suppliers located in different geographies, it is challenging to assemble accurate, auditable data along the complete value chain. The compliance costs such as investment in data management systems, third party assurance and internal reporting capacity are not trivial. The smaller suppliers in the Unilever value chain might be too small to deliver the granular information needed, this presents bottlenecks in the reporting processes upstream and may require expensive supplier development programmes or supplier switching decisions.
Impact on Market Positioning, Innovation, Talent, and Competitiveness
The aggregate impact of these world forces is transforming the strategic environment of Unilever in radical ways. With regards to positioning in the market, the sustainability credentials of Unilever, which will be under stricter scrutiny under CSRD, should be supported with facts and not stories. This pressures the need to shift towards aspirational promises to actual performances that should be attained in the future, which when made, will enhance its brand equity in the regulated markets. The talent gap is an upcoming phenomenon that moderates the AI opportunity on innovation. The competition among AI specialists, data scientists and experts in digital transformation is fierce across the globe (Leelawati et al., 2025). Therefore Unilever has to compete against the FMCG competition as well as technology companies with larger pay packages and more technically challenging workplace. The ability to retain and attract the necessary digital talent is hence a strategic concern that cuts across the wider human capital management issues. With regards to competitiveness, the geopolitical shocks that have been experienced in supply chains are increasingly pushing costs that cannot be fully transferred to price-sensitive consumers in new markets (Cheng, 2021. Such margin squeeze poses a significant risk to the competitiveness of Unilever in high-growth markets including India, Indonesia, and Sub-Saharan Africa where affordability is a decisive factor in purchasing.
Strategic Recommendations
To navigate these forces effectively, Unilever should pursue three principal strategic recommendations.
First, Unilever should accelerate the regionalisation of its supply chain. The company can leverage this by sourcing and producing nearer to major demand centres, especially in South and Southeast Asia, to minimise its vulnerability to single-corridor shocks like the one in the Red Sea. The strategic alliances with local suppliers and investment in local manufacturing capacity would help increase resilience without compromising the scale efficiencies that form the basis of profitability. Second, Unilever must set up a special AI Centre of Excellence, which is charged with the responsibility of coordinating AI functionalities to work across functions, such as supply chain, consumer insights, and product development. By developing an institutionalized internal competency instead of the disjointed external alliances, the company will be able to develop proprietary institutional knowledge that forms a sustained competitive advantage and is less susceptible to imitation by its rivals (Amaya et al., 2022). Third, Unilever needs to invest in building supplier capabilities to support CSRD compliance. An integrated supplier development programme, offering tools, training and data-sharing platforms to the smaller suppliers, would not only guarantee the data integrity needed to make credible reporting, but would also guarantee the strengthening of the relationship between suppliers and the reduction of the risk of supply incidents due to the non-compliant partners being terminated (Okoruwa et al., 2024).
Conclusion
The three forces in the world that have affected the strategic environment of Unilever plc are the adoption of AI, geopolitical tension, and sustainability regulation as discussed in this essay. The analysis indicates that the opportunities and challenges are interconnected: the AI introduces benefit in the form of operations and innovations, the compliance with the sustainability presents benefit in the form of competitive position, and the geopolitical vulnerability and regulatory complexity introduce serious cost and risk management burden to the cost and risk management process. These dynamics cannot be a mere academic exercise, but a strategic need to any multinational that wishes to have competitive advantage in an environment that is becoming more volatile in the global arena. Such organisations that initiate the process of diversifying their strategies, their supply chains and capabilities to suit these forces will be in a good position of dominating the global market.
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