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[bookmark: _Toc235215168]Introduction
Human resource management (HRM) enables organisations to acquire, develop, motivate and retain the people needed to achieve strategic objectives. Its effectiveness depends on the quality of HR policies and how well those policies respond to internal organisational conditions and external pressures. This is especially important in multinational organisations, where HR managers must maintain global consistency while adapting practices to different legal systems, labour markets and cultural expectations.
[bookmark: _Hlk235381371]Four HR functions are particularly important. Recruitment and selection help organisations appoint employees with the required knowledge, skills and behaviours. Effective recruitment reduces vacancy costs, turnover and poor performance. Training and development improve capability, support innovation and prepare employees for technological and organisational change. Performance management aligns individual and team objectives with organisational priorities through target-setting, feedback, appraisal and development. Employee relations support fairness, communication, employee voice, consultation and conflict resolution. Together, these functions influence employee ability, motivation and opportunity to contribute, thereby affecting productivity, engagement and organisational performance (Garengo, et al., 2021; Alqudah et al., 2022).
[bookmark: _Toc235215169]This report evaluates how environmental factors influence HR managers’ effectiveness at Unilever, a multinational consumer-goods organisation. It applies the PESTLE model to examine political, economic, social, technological, legal and environmental influences. The report first considers the internal and external business environment and evaluates PESTLE’s usefulness and limitations. It then introduces Unilever and its international HR practices. The main section applies the model, compares the United Kingdom and India, and considers institutional differences. The conclusion summarises the findings and reflects on future implications for global HR managers.




Internal and External Environment
[bookmark: _Toc235215170]The business environment includes external forces beyond an organisation’s direct control and internal conditions that shape its capacity to respond. This report uses PESTLE, which examines political, economic, social, technological, legal and environmental influences. Political factors include government policy, taxation, trade relationships and political stability. Economic factors cover inflation, growth, unemployment, exchange rates and wage levels. Social factors include demographic change, education, cultural values and employee expectations. Technological factors concern artificial intelligence, automation, cybersecurity and digital infrastructure. Legal factors include employment regulation, equality, immigration, data protection and health and safety, while environmental factors encompass climate change, resource scarcity and sustainability pressures (Faisal, 2023; Wood et al., 2024).
[bookmark: _Hlk235381399]PESTLE is useful because it provides a structured approach to environmental scanning and encourages managers to consider developments that may initially appear separate from HRM. For example, inflation can affect pay expectations and employee retention, immigration restrictions can reduce access to specialist labour, and technological developments can alter workforce skills and recruitment methods. Climate commitments may also create demand for sustainability-related competencies and changes in employee behaviour. By identifying such pressures, PESTLE can support workforce planning, risk identification and strategic HR decision-making rather than limiting HR managers to reactive administrative activities (Garengo et al., 2021; Papademetriou, Anastasiadou and Konteos, 2025).
However, PESTLE has several limitations. It may become overly descriptive by producing lists of environmental issues without explaining their relative importance, interaction or likely organisational impact. Its categories are not always distinct. For example, artificial-intelligence regulation may be technological, legal and political, while climate transition may have economic, social, legal and environmental consequences. The model can also provide only a snapshot, despite environmental conditions changing continuously. Furthermore, its external focus means it does not independently assess whether an organisation possesses sufficient resources, leadership, culture or capabilities to respond effectively. PESTLE should therefore be combined with workforce analytics, internal capability assessment, scenario planning and institutional analysis (Chung and Sparrow, 2024; Wood et al., 2024).
The model is directly connected to major HR functions. Recruitment is affected by labour supply, migration policy, employer reputation, wage levels and the availability of selection technologies. Training and development respond to automation, regulatory change, skill shortages and organisational sustainability objectives. Performance management is shaped by organisational strategy and by national expectations relating to hierarchy, feedback and individual or collective performance. Employee relations are influenced by employment legislation, trade-union structures, employee-voice arrangements and wider social expectations concerning fairness and responsible employment (Alqudah et al., 2022; Omidi and Dal Zotto, 2022; Peretz, 2024).
Internal factors remain equally important. Organisational strategy determines the skills and behaviours HR must develop, while financial resources influence recruitment, reward and training budgets. Leadership affects whether HR advice is incorporated into strategic decisions, and organisational culture influences trust, innovation, employee voice and willingness to accept change. A multinational organisation may face a similar external skills shortage in two countries but achieve different outcomes because one subsidiary has stronger succession planning, leadership capability or learning systems than the other. Research indicates that coherent HR systems and employee commitment can strengthen organisational readiness for change and improve employee performance (Alqudah et al., 2022).
Institutional theory strengthens PESTLE by explaining why HR practices differ between national settings. Regulatory institutions establish legal obligations, normative institutions create accepted standards of employment practice, and cultural-cognitive institutions influence assumptions about hierarchy, authority and fairness. Multinational organisations must therefore balance global integration with local responsiveness rather than simply transferring headquarters practices without modification. Subsidiaries interpret and adapt global HR policies according to local regulations, labour-market conditions and social expectations (Chung and Sparrow, 2024; Wood et al., 2024).
PESTLE can also contribute to practical HR implementation. Environmental findings should be converted into prioritised actions, identified responsibilities, measurable indicators and review dates. In recruitment, this may involve revising job descriptions to include emerging digital or environmental competencies, reviewing selection methods for legal and technological risks, and designing training to address identified capability gaps. Without this implementation stage, the model may identify important environmental pressures but fail to improve workforce decisions or organisational outcomes.
Organisation Application
Unilever is a multinational fast-moving consumer-goods organisation operating across major international markets. Its portfolio includes products in beauty and well-being, personal care, home care and food. The organisation sells brands across Europe, Asia, Africa and the Americas and employs people in manufacturing, research, supply-chain management, marketing, sales and digital commerce. Its international scale makes HRM strategically important because workforce capability, leadership and employee engagement influence innovation, operational efficiency and brand performance (Unilever, 2025; Wood et al., 2024).
Unilever’s recruitment practices combine global employer branding with country-specific sourcing and selection. Digital recruitment supports access to larger talent pools, while local HR teams adapt advertisements, contracts and assessment processes to national labour markets and legal requirements. Training and development include digital learning, leadership development, on-the-job experience and reskilling for changing technologies and business models. The organisation also requires capabilities in sustainability, data analysis, e-commerce and innovation, reflecting the growing importance of digital transformation and future-focused workforce development in multinational organisations (Akter et al., 2023; Khatoon et al., 2025; Unilever, 2025).
Performance management links individual and team objectives to business priorities, supported by feedback and development discussions. Employee relations are managed through employee-listening mechanisms, consultation, grievance procedures and local engagement with employee representatives. Unilever’s annual reporting identifies culture, organisational capability, employee engagement and leadership as important enablers of strategy (Unilever, 2025).
These practices require both standardisation and adaptation. Global values, ethical standards, leadership expectations and performance principles support organisational consistency, while remuneration, benefits, working arrangements, consultation procedures and employment documentation must reflect local institutions. HR managers therefore act as strategic partners and institutional interpreters, ensuring that global policies remain legally compliant, culturally credible and operationally effective in each country and operational setting. This balance between global integration and local responsiveness is a central challenge in international HRM (Chung and Sparrow, 2024; Wood et al., 2024).
[bookmark: _Toc235215171]

Application of the Model
[bookmark: _Toc235215172]Political factors influence workforce mobility, investment and organisational legitimacy. Trade barriers, geopolitical conflict and immigration policies can disrupt supply chains and restrict access to specialist talent. Unilever’s HR managers must therefore develop local succession pipelines and reduce reliance on internationally mobile employees. Workforce-localisation policies may also require targeted recruitment, apprenticeships and knowledge transfer. These are most effective when supported by genuine development and career progression rather than numerical targets alone (Darwish et al., 2023).
Economic factors affect pay, recruitment, restructuring and retention. Inflation increases pressure for salary adjustments, while exchange-rate movements complicate international reward comparisons. Shortages in digital, engineering and sustainability skills can increase recruitment costs despite high general unemployment. HR managers must decide whether to develop employees, recruit externally or use temporary expertise. Although cost reductions may improve efficiency, poorly managed redundancies can damage trust and reputation. Fair consultation, transparent selection and retraining can maintain readiness for change (Alqudah et al., 2022).
Social factors shape employee expectations and employer attractiveness. Candidates increasingly value flexibility, inclusion, well-being, development and credible sustainability commitments. Unilever should use inclusive job descriptions and avoid vague criteria such as “cultural fit”, which may disadvantage diverse candidates. Innovation roles should have clear job descriptions, person specifications, scoring matrices and reasonable-adjustment information. Structured interviews, trained panels and consistent scoring can improve fairness and ensure decisions reflect relevant skills rather than subjective judgement (Omidi and Dal Zotto, 2022; Peretz, 2024).
Technological factors create opportunities and risks. AI can support candidate sourcing, scheduling, skills analysis, personalised learning and workforce forecasting. Digital learning also enables development across countries. However, algorithms may reproduce discrimination and employee monitoring may undermine trust. HR managers should require human oversight, bias testing, secure data governance and opportunities to challenge decisions. Digital transformation must also include reskilling and change management because technology alters roles and managerial responsibilities (Akter et al., 2023).
Legal factors strongly affect HR effectiveness because recruitment, employee data, performance and termination processes are regulated differently across countries. Recruitment must comply with equality, immigration, disability and data-protection requirements, while dismissal and redundancy procedures must follow national legislation. Unilever should maintain global standards for dignity and non-discrimination while adapting procedures to local law. HR managers must also challenge decisions that create legal, ethical or reputational risks (Chung and Sparrow, 2024; Wood et al., 2024).
Environmental pressures influence safety, skills and engagement. Extreme heat, flooding and resource shortages may affect factories, distribution and employee well-being. HR may need emergency arrangements, health protections and continuity training. Sustainability targets also require capabilities in green design, procurement and manufacturing. Green HRM can embed environmental responsibilities in recruitment, development, appraisal and employee participation, although targets should remain achievable and within employees’ control (Faisal, 2023).
In the UK, digital infrastructure supports online recruitment, digital learning and hybrid work. However, competition for specialist talent, equality law and data-protection requirements demand transparent recruitment. Selection criteria should be job-related, adjustments should be available and decisions documented. AI-assisted recruitment also requires human oversight to reduce discrimination and protect data (Akter et al., 2023; Chung and Sparrow, 2024)
India offers a large labour pool, but regional differences in skills, language, infrastructure and regulation require localisation. Digital recruitment can widen access, although candidates with limited connectivity may need alternative assessments. Respect for hierarchy may also discourage employees from challenging managers. Confidential reporting, employee forums and manager training can strengthen voice and psychological safety (Peretz, 2024; Wood et al., 2024).
Neither complete standardisation nor unrestricted localisation is effective. Unilever should standardise values, core competencies and minimum employment protections while adapting recruitment, contracts, pay, benefits and consultation to national conditions. HR metrics should monitor hiring quality, capability, turnover, grievances and engagement while permitting local explanations of differences (Chung and Sparrow, 2024; Wood et al., 2024).
This approach supports innovation by linking environmental trends to workforce competencies. Unilever can recruit employees with digital, sustainability and cross-cultural capabilities, while training and performance data identify skill gaps and connect environmental analysis with recruitment, development and organisational renewal (Alqudah et al., 2022; Garengo, et al., 2021).

Conclusion
The report has shown that recruitment, training and development, performance management and employee relations are interconnected HR functions supporting organisational capability and performance. Recruitment provides required skills; development prepares employees for changing demands; performance management aligns contribution with strategy; and employee relations support trust, fairness and employee voice.
PESTLE provides a useful framework for identifying how political, economic, social, technological, legal and environmental forces affect these functions. It enables HR managers to translate inflation, migration policy, technological change, employment law and climate pressures into workforce decisions. However, the model can be static and descriptive, its categories overlap, and it does not assess internal readiness. Its effectiveness therefore depends on combining external scanning with workforce data, institutional analysis and evaluation of organisational resources, leadership and culture.
Application to Unilever demonstrates that international HRM requires global consistency and local responsiveness. Common organisational values, ethical standards and performance principles can support integration, but recruitment processes, contracts, reward, employee voice and consultation must reflect national conditions. Differences between the UK and India illustrate how culture, infrastructure, labour markets and regulation change the impact of the same environmental force.
Future HR managers will face faster AI adoption, climate transition, geopolitical uncertainty, demographic change and continued productivity pressure. Their role will increasingly require environmental intelligence, data capability, ethical judgement and change leadership. Global organisations should maintain rolling PESTLE reviews, audit algorithmic HR systems, strengthen local employee voice and invest in transferable skills. The most effective HRM system will standardise organisational purpose and minimum protections while enabling evidence-based local adaptation.
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