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Globalisation and Major Forces Shaping the Global Business Environment: The Case of Unilever



Introduction
Globalisation refers to the increasing interconnectedness of economies, societies, and cultures across the world through trade, investment, technology, and human mobility (Hill, 2020). It has fundamentally reshaped the way organisations operate, creating opportunities for international expansion, knowledge exchange, and innovation while also introducing challenges in regulatory compliance, cultural adaptation, and geopolitical risk management. In today’s global economy, understanding these dynamics is essential for businesses seeking sustainable competitive advantage.
This essay critically examines the influence of globalisation on a UK-based multinational organisation, Unilever, which operates in over 190 countries and manages more than 400 brands across food, beverages, and personal care (Unilever PLC, 2023). The analysis explores the benefits and challenges of globalisation, evaluates the major global forces shaping Unilever’s strategies and operations, and provides strategic recommendations to leverage global opportunities while mitigating risks. 


Globalisation’s Dual Impact on Unilever
Benefits of Globalisation
One of the primary benefits of globalisation for Unilever is market expansion and revenue diversification. Globalisation allows Unilever to operate across diverse markets, including developed economies like the UK and Germany, and emerging markets such as India, Brazil, and Nigeria. The ability to reach multiple regions reduces dependence on any single market and allows the company to capture revenue from growing middle-class populations (Rugman & Collinson, 2012). For example, Dove’s tailored marketing campaigns in Asia focus on local beauty standards, enhancing brand resonance.
Economies of scale are another major benefit. By standardising production, procurement, and logistics across countries, Unilever can reduce costs and increase operational efficiency (Ghemawat, 2007). Its global sourcing of raw materials such as tea, palm oil, and packaging materials allows bulk procurement at lower costs while mitigating risks associated with single-region dependency.
Globalisation also promotes innovation and knowledge transfer. Unilever’s worldwide R&D network facilitates the development of products tailored to regional preferences and regulatory standards. For example, its R&D facilities in India have developed water-efficient products suitable for regions with limited access to clean water (Cavusgil et al., 2014). Exposure to global talent enables cross-pollination of ideas, which is critical for product development and sustainability initiatives.
Additionally, globalisation enables supply chain optimisation. Unilever manages one of the largest integrated supply chains in the world, spanning sourcing, production, distribution, and retail. By leveraging global logistics and distribution networks, the company can respond flexibly to demand fluctuations, ensuring product availability worldwide (Prahalad & Hamel, 1990).
Challenges of Globalisation
Despite these advantages, globalisation introduces significant strategic and operational challenges. Regulatory complexity is a major issue; Unilever must navigate diverse regulations across multiple jurisdictions, including EU food safety standards, US FDA requirements, and environmental compliance rules in emerging markets (Hill, 2020). Compliance failures could result in fines, reputational damage, and disruption to operations.
Cultural differences pose another challenge. Products must be adapted for local tastes, preferences, and norms. For instance, Knorr soups require different flavour profiles for Asian and European consumers, while marketing campaigns must align with local cultural values (Rugman & Collinson, 2012). Failure to adapt can limit market penetration and brand acceptance.
Political and economic risks are also prominent. Brexit created uncertainties in trade between the UK and EU, requiring Unilever to adjust supply chains and pricing strategies (Unilever PLC, 2023). Additionally, political instability in regions where raw materials are sourced, such as palm oil from Indonesia and Malaysia, can disrupt supply and increase costs.
Environmental and social pressures are heightened by globalisation. Consumers, NGOs, and governments increasingly demand environmentally sustainable practices and ethical sourcing. Unilever’s Sustainable Living Plan demonstrates the company’s response, including efforts to reduce carbon emissions, improve water efficiency, and source 100% of its agricultural raw materials sustainably (Unilever PLC, 2023).
Competition intensification is another challenge. Globalisation exposes Unilever to multinational competitors like Nestlé and Procter & Gamble, as well as agile local brands in emerging markets. This forces continuous innovation and marketing investment to maintain market share (Hill, 2020).




Analysis of Global Forces Affecting Unilever
Positive Global Forces
Technological advancements have transformed operations and consumer engagement. Digital platforms, AI-driven supply chain management, and e-commerce channels enable Unilever to track consumer preferences, optimise inventory, and personalise marketing campaigns (Cavusgil et al., 2014). For example, its digital campaign “DoveSelfEsteemProject” leverages social media analytics to target campaigns in multiple countries, improving engagement and brand loyalty.
Global trade agreements such as WTO rules and bilateral free trade agreements reduce barriers to entry, enabling Unilever to operate seamlessly across borders (WTO, 2022). Such frameworks allow the company to import raw materials efficiently and export finished goods to diverse markets without heavy tariffs.
Cultural diversity within Unilever’s workforce fosters innovation. Cross-functional teams from different regions collaborate on product development, marketing strategies, and sustainability initiatives. This diversity supports creativity and ensures products meet the needs of multiple consumer segments (Hill, 2020).
Negative Global Forces
Global conflicts and geopolitical instability affect supply chains and operational risk. Conflicts in palm oil-producing regions or political instability in the Middle East can disrupt raw material sourcing, necessitating contingency planning and diversification (Unilever PLC, 2023).
Economic inequality in developing markets affects demand and requires pricing strategies that balance affordability with profitability. For example, in low-income regions, Unilever markets smaller pack sizes at lower prices, ensuring accessibility without undermining margins (Cavusgil et al., 2014).
Environmental and climate pressures are increasingly critical. Regulatory requirements and consumer expectations push Unilever to reduce carbon emissions, plastic packaging, and water consumption in production. Failure to address these pressures could harm the company’s reputation and limit access to environmentally conscious consumers (Prahalad & Hamel, 1990).
Technological disruption can also be a challenge. Competitors investing in advanced automation or AI-driven marketing may gain efficiency or consumer insights faster, requiring Unilever to continuously upgrade its systems (Ghemawat, 2007).

Strategic Implications
These forces affect Unilever’s market positioning, requiring a balance between global brand identity and local relevance. Its innovation strategy must account for cultural preferences and sustainability trends. Workforce dynamics are influenced by the need for cross-cultural management skills, and global competitiveness depends on effectively navigating geopolitical and economic risks (Ghemawat, 2007).
Stakeholder management tools, such as Mendelow’s Power–Interest Grid, help Unilever prioritise engagement with high-power, high-interest stakeholders, including regulators, investors, and NGOs (Mendelow, 1991). Similarly, Porter’s Diamond Model identifies factors that enhance Unilever’s global competitiveness, including its highly skilled workforce, advanced infrastructure, and related supporting industries like packaging and logistics (Porter, 1990).

Strategic Recommendations
To capitalise on globalisation, Unilever should:
1. Leverage technology: Expand e-commerce channels and integrate AI for supply chain management and consumer insights, improving efficiency and responsiveness (Cavusgil et al., 2014).

2. Invest in sustainability: Maintain a commitment to carbon-neutral production, eco-friendly packaging, and fair-trade sourcing to meet global regulatory standards and consumer expectations (Unilever PLC, 2023).

3. Enhance stakeholder engagement: Apply Mendelow’s grid to monitor and communicate with key stakeholders strategically, reducing conflicts and enhancing brand reputation (Mendelow, 1991).

4. Localise products and marketing: Adapt product offerings and promotional campaigns to local cultural preferences, increasing relevance and market share (Rugman & Collinson, 2012).

5. Diversify supply chains: Reduce dependency on single regions by sourcing inputs from multiple countries, mitigating risks from geopolitical instability or natural disasters (Ghemawat, 2007).
Beyond operational and market considerations, globalisation has also reshaped Unilever’s corporate governance and organisational structure. As a multinational enterprise operating across diverse institutional environments, Unilever must balance global integration with local responsiveness. This reflects Bartlett and Ghoshal’s (1989) transnational strategy model, which emphasises simultaneous global efficiency, local adaptation, and worldwide learning. Unilever’s decentralised management structure allows regional subsidiaries to tailor products and marketing strategies to local conditions, while maintaining centralised oversight of brand positioning and sustainability commitments. This hybrid approach enhances flexibility but increases coordination complexity and management costs.
Furthermore, globalisation has intensified scrutiny from global civil society and activist groups. International NGOs increasingly monitor multinational corporations’ environmental practices, labour standards, and ethical sourcing policies. Campaigns relating to palm oil sourcing and plastic waste demonstrate how reputational risk can rapidly escalate across global media platforms. Consequently, transparency and Environmental, Social and Governance (ESG) reporting have become strategic priorities rather than optional disclosures. Investors now assess firms not only on financial performance but also on sustainability metrics, reflecting the rise of responsible investment trends.
Currency fluctuations also represent a critical macroeconomic force. Operating in multiple currencies exposes Unilever to exchange rate volatility, which affects revenue translation, cost structures, and profitability. Effective hedging strategies and geographic revenue diversification are therefore essential components of financial risk management.
Overall, globalisation has transformed Unilever into a highly interconnected enterprise where strategic decisions must account for economic, political, technological, social, and environmental interdependencies. The ability to anticipate and respond to these complex global forces determines long-term competitiveness and resilience.

Conclusion
Globalisation offers significant benefits to Unilever, including access to international markets, economies of scale, innovation opportunities, and improved supply chain efficiency. However, it also introduces challenges, such as regulatory complexity, cultural diversity, geopolitical risks, and environmental pressures. By critically analysing the major global forces and applying strategic tools like Mendelow’s Power–Interest Grid and Porter’s Diamond, Unilever can manage risks effectively while leveraging globalisation’s opportunities. Understanding these dynamics is crucial for sustaining competitive advantage, optimising operations, and ensuring long-term success in the international business environment.
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