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1. Introduction
Globalisation has transformed the way organisations operate by increasing international trade, investment, technological advancement and the movement of goods, services and knowledge across national borders. As markets become increasingly interconnected, multinational corporations (MNCs) face both significant opportunities and complex challenges. Businesses are no longer influenced solely by domestic economic conditions but must respond to global events, technological innovation, environmental expectations and geopolitical developments. Consequently, organisations require flexible strategies that enable them to remain competitive while adapting to an increasingly uncertain international business environment (Hill, 2022).
During 2024–2025, several major global forces have significantly reshaped international business. The rapid adoption of Artificial Intelligence (AI) has transformed business operations by improving efficiency, decision-making and customer engagement. At the same time, geopolitical tensions, including the disruption of shipping routes through the Red Sea and growing uncertainty surrounding China–Taiwan relations, have created considerable challenges for global supply chains. Furthermore, governments and regulators have increased pressure on organisations to improve environmental, social and governance (ESG) performance through initiatives such as the European Union's Corporate Sustainability Reporting Directive (CSRD), which requires greater transparency and accountability in sustainability reporting (European Commission, 2024).
This essay examines how these contemporary global forces influence Unilever plc, one of the United Kingdom's largest multinational consumer goods companies. Operating in more than 190 countries and selling over 400 brands, Unilever serves billions of consumers each day through products including Dove, Persil, Hellmann's and Ben & Jerry's (Unilever, 2024). The company's extensive international operations make it an excellent example of how global businesses must continuously adapt to technological innovation, geopolitical uncertainty and changing sustainability expectations.
The purpose of this essay is to critically evaluate both the opportunities and challenges created by these global developments and assess their impact on Unilever's international strategy, innovation, competitiveness and long-term growth. Finally, practical recommendations will be proposed to enhance the company's future global success.


2. Opportunities and Challenges of Current Global Forces
2.1 Artificial Intelligence (AI)
Artificial Intelligence has become one of the most influential technological developments affecting multinational organisations. AI enables businesses to automate repetitive tasks, analyse large volumes of data and improve strategic decision-making. For multinational companies such as Unilever, AI supports greater operational efficiency while enhancing customer experiences and reducing costs (Brynjolfsson & McAfee, 2017).
One of the greatest opportunities AI provides for Unilever is improved demand forecasting. Traditionally, consumer goods companies relied heavily on historical sales data and manual forecasting methods. Today, AI systems analyse real-time purchasing behaviour, weather conditions, seasonal trends and economic indicators to predict future demand with much greater accuracy. This allows Unilever to optimise inventory levels, reduce waste and improve product availability across international markets.
AI also strengthens Unilever's marketing capabilities. Machine learning algorithms allow the company to analyse consumer preferences and deliver personalised advertising campaigns across digital platforms. By understanding customer behaviour more effectively, Unilever can improve brand loyalty and increase sales while reducing unnecessary marketing expenditure. For example, AI-powered analytics have helped the company develop targeted advertising campaigns for brands such as Dove and Rexona, increasing customer engagement across multiple international markets.
Another significant opportunity involves supply chain optimisation. AI technologies monitor production facilities, warehouse operations and transportation networks in real time, enabling managers to identify disruptions before they become major operational problems. Predictive maintenance systems also reduce equipment failures by identifying machinery requiring servicing before breakdowns occur, improving manufacturing efficiency and reducing operating costs.
However, despite these advantages, AI also presents several important challenges. The implementation of advanced AI technologies requires substantial financial investment in software, infrastructure and employee training. For global organisations operating across multiple countries, integrating AI systems into existing business processes can be both expensive and complex. Furthermore, AI increases concerns regarding cybersecurity and data privacy, particularly as organisations collect large volumes of customer information. Failure to adequately protect consumer data could damage Unilever's reputation and reduce consumer trust.
AI adoption also creates workforce challenges. Automation may replace certain routine administrative and manufacturing tasks, requiring employees to develop new digital skills. Consequently, organisations must invest significantly in employee training and change management programmes to ensure successful implementation while maintaining workforce engagement.
Overall, Artificial Intelligence offers considerable opportunities for innovation, efficiency and competitiveness. Nevertheless, these benefits can only be fully realised when organisations effectively manage implementation costs, cybersecurity risks and workforce transformation.


2.2 Supply Chain Disruptions
Global supply chains have experienced unprecedented disruption in recent years due to geopolitical tensions, armed conflicts and trade uncertainties. During 2024–2025, attacks on commercial vessels in the Red Sea and continued tensions between China and Taiwan have significantly affected international trade routes, increasing transportation costs and delivery times. For multinational companies such as Unilever, which rely on complex global supply networks, these disruptions have created major operational and strategic challenges (World Economic Forum, 2024).
One of the most significant challenges has been the disruption of shipping through the Red Sea. This route is one of the world's busiest trade corridors, connecting Europe with Asia through the Suez Canal. Due to security concerns, many shipping companies have diverted vessels around the Cape of Good Hope, increasing transit times by approximately one to two weeks. These diversions have resulted in higher fuel costs, increased freight charges and delays in product deliveries. Consequently, Unilever has experienced rising logistics costs, which place pressure on profit margins and pricing strategies (Deloitte, 2024).
In addition, growing geopolitical tensions between China and Taiwan continue to increase uncertainty for multinational organisations. China remains a major global manufacturing hub and an essential supplier of raw materials, packaging and electronic components. Any escalation in regional tensions could disrupt manufacturing operations and reduce the availability of critical inputs required for consumer goods production. As a result, multinational companies must continuously assess geopolitical risks when designing their global sourcing strategies (OECD, 2024).
Despite these challenges, supply chain disruption has also encouraged organisations to become more resilient. Unilever has invested in supply chain diversification by sourcing materials from multiple countries rather than relying heavily on a single supplier or region. This strategy reduces dependency on individual markets and improves business continuity during periods of disruption. Furthermore, the company has expanded its use of digital technologies, including predictive analytics and real-time monitoring systems, to improve visibility across its supply chain and respond more rapidly to unexpected events (Unilever, 2024).
Another opportunity created by these disruptions is the acceleration of regional manufacturing. By increasing production closer to key consumer markets, Unilever can reduce transportation risks, shorten delivery times and improve customer responsiveness. Although this approach requires significant investment, it strengthens operational resilience and supports long-term competitiveness.
Overall, geopolitical instability presents serious operational challenges, including increased costs, delivery delays and sourcing uncertainty. However, these developments also encourage multinational organisations to build stronger, more flexible and more resilient global supply chains.


2.3 Sustainability and the Corporate Sustainability Reporting Directive (CSRD)
Sustainability has become one of the most influential drivers of international business strategy. Governments, investors, consumers and regulators increasingly expect organisations to demonstrate responsible environmental and social practices. The European Union's Corporate Sustainability Reporting Directive (CSRD), introduced to improve corporate transparency, requires large organisations to disclose comprehensive information regarding environmental, social and governance (ESG) performance. These reporting requirements represent a significant change for multinational companies operating within European markets (European Commission, 2024).
For Unilever, sustainability represents both a competitive opportunity and an operational challenge. The company has built its corporate strategy around sustainable business practices for more than a decade through initiatives such as reducing greenhouse gas emissions, improving responsible sourcing and developing environmentally friendly packaging. Compliance with the CSRD enables Unilever to strengthen stakeholder confidence by demonstrating accountability and transparency in its sustainability performance (Unilever, 2024).
One important opportunity created by the CSRD is enhanced investor confidence. Investors increasingly consider ESG performance when making investment decisions. Organisations that demonstrate effective sustainability management often benefit from improved access to capital and stronger long-term financial performance. Transparent sustainability reporting also enhances corporate reputation, helping companies differentiate themselves within highly competitive international markets (Porter & Kramer, 2019).
Consumer behaviour further strengthens the business case for sustainability. Modern consumers increasingly prefer brands that demonstrate environmental responsibility and ethical sourcing practices. Unilever has responded by introducing recyclable packaging, reducing plastic waste and promoting sustainably sourced agricultural ingredients across many of its leading brands. These initiatives contribute to stronger customer loyalty while supporting the company's long-term growth strategy.
Nevertheless, compliance with the CSRD presents significant challenges. Collecting accurate sustainability data across hundreds of manufacturing sites, suppliers and international subsidiaries requires sophisticated reporting systems and substantial financial investment. In addition, differing sustainability regulations across international markets increase administrative complexity and compliance costs. Smaller suppliers within Unilever's supply chain may also struggle to meet the company's sustainability standards, creating additional operational risks.
Furthermore, organisations face increasing scrutiny from regulators, investors and consumers regarding the accuracy of sustainability claims. Any perception of "greenwashing" could damage corporate reputation and reduce stakeholder trust. Consequently, companies must ensure that sustainability reporting is supported by reliable data and independently verified information.
Overall, sustainability regulations create additional compliance obligations and increase reporting complexity. However, they also provide valuable opportunities for organisations to strengthen stakeholder relationships, improve corporate reputation and enhance long-term competitive advantage through responsible business practices.

Transition to the next section
The combined influence of Artificial Intelligence, geopolitical supply chain disruptions and sustainability regulation demonstrates that multinational organisations operate within an increasingly dynamic global environment. These forces extend beyond operational efficiency and regulatory compliance, significantly influencing market positioning, innovation capability, workforce management and long-term competitiveness. The following section critically evaluates how these global developments specifically affect Unilever's international strategy and overall business performance.


3. Impact on Unilever plc
The combined effects of Artificial Intelligence (AI), geopolitical supply chain disruption and sustainability regulation have significantly influenced Unilever's international strategy. While these global forces have created new opportunities for innovation and competitive advantage, they have also increased operational complexity and strategic risk. As one of the world's largest consumer goods companies, Unilever must continuously adapt to maintain its position within highly competitive international markets.
One of the most significant impacts has been on market positioning. Consumers increasingly expect businesses to demonstrate innovation, environmental responsibility and ethical business practices. Through continued investment in AI technologies and sustainable product development, Unilever has strengthened its reputation as a responsible global organisation. Brands such as Dove, Hellmann's and Persil continue to benefit from the company's commitment to sustainability and digital transformation, helping to build customer trust and long-term brand loyalty (Unilever, 2024). However, maintaining this reputation requires continuous investment, as competitors are also adopting similar technologies and sustainability initiatives.
Innovation has also become a key competitive advantage. AI enables Unilever to analyse customer preferences, improve product development and optimise marketing campaigns using real-time data. Digital technologies allow the organisation to respond more quickly to changing consumer demands and improve operational efficiency. At the same time, sustainability has encouraged innovation in packaging, manufacturing processes and product design. For example, Unilever continues to increase its use of recyclable materials while investing in low-carbon production methods to reduce environmental impact.
Talent management has experienced considerable change due to digital transformation. Employees increasingly require advanced technological skills to work effectively alongside AI systems and data-driven decision-making tools. Consequently, Unilever has invested in employee training and digital capability development to prepare its workforce for future business requirements. At the same time, automation has changed the nature of many routine tasks, requiring managers to balance technological efficiency with employee engagement and organisational culture. Successfully managing this transition is essential for maintaining productivity and attracting highly skilled employees within a competitive global labour market.
Competitiveness has been strengthened through improved operational efficiency and greater organisational resilience. Diversification of suppliers and investment in digital supply chain technologies have reduced some of the risks associated with geopolitical uncertainty. Nevertheless, these improvements involve significant financial investment and may temporarily reduce profitability. Furthermore, compliance with increasingly complex sustainability regulations requires substantial organisational resources and administrative effort.
Overall, the influence of these global forces is both positive and negative. AI improves efficiency and innovation but introduces cybersecurity and workforce challenges. Supply chain diversification strengthens resilience but increases operating costs. Sustainability enhances corporate reputation and investor confidence while requiring considerable investment in reporting systems and environmental initiatives. Consequently, Unilever's long-term competitiveness depends upon its ability to balance innovation, operational resilience and responsible corporate governance.


4. Strategic Recommendations
To remain competitive within an increasingly uncertain global business environment, Unilever should continue strengthening its international strategy through several practical initiatives.
First, the company should expand investment in Artificial Intelligence across forecasting, manufacturing, logistics and customer relationship management. Increased use of predictive analytics will improve demand forecasting, reduce operational costs and enhance customer satisfaction while supporting faster strategic decision-making.
Second, Unilever should continue diversifying its global supplier network. Reducing dependence on individual countries or regions will minimise the risks associated with geopolitical instability and improve business continuity during future disruptions. Expanding regional manufacturing facilities closer to major consumer markets would further strengthen supply chain resilience.
Third, sustainability should remain central to corporate strategy. Unilever should continue investing in renewable energy, recyclable packaging and responsible sourcing while strengthening ESG data management systems to ensure full compliance with the Corporate Sustainability Reporting Directive (CSRD). Transparent sustainability reporting will improve stakeholder confidence and strengthen the organisation's global reputation.
Fourth, employee development should become an even greater strategic priority. Continuous investment in digital training programmes will enable employees to work effectively alongside AI technologies while encouraging innovation throughout the organisation. Developing future leadership capabilities will also strengthen organisational adaptability during periods of rapid technological change.
Finally, Unilever should continue investing in cybersecurity and digital infrastructure to protect customer information and ensure business continuity. As AI systems become increasingly integrated into business operations, protecting digital assets will become essential for maintaining consumer trust and competitive advantage.
Collectively, these recommendations would improve organisational resilience, strengthen international competitiveness and support sustainable long-term growth.


5. Conclusion
Globalisation continues to reshape the international business environment by creating both opportunities and challenges for multinational organisations. This essay has demonstrated that Artificial Intelligence, geopolitical supply chain disruption and sustainability regulation are among the most significant forces influencing global business during 2024–2025.
For Unilever plc, AI has improved operational efficiency, innovation and customer engagement, while geopolitical tensions have increased supply chain complexity and operational risk. At the same time, sustainability regulations such as the Corporate Sustainability Reporting Directive have strengthened corporate accountability and encouraged responsible business practices, although they have also increased compliance costs.
Overall, Unilever has responded effectively through investment in digital technologies, supply chain resilience and sustainable business practices. Nevertheless, maintaining global competitiveness will require continued innovation, strategic flexibility and ongoing investment in people, technology and environmental responsibility. Understanding these contemporary global forces is therefore essential for developing effective international business strategies capable of achieving sustainable long-term success.
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