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On March 27, 2017, Paul Polman, CEO of Unilever, and his top management team were 
preparing a meeting with the board of directors on how to speed up corporate growth. Paul had 
spent a lot of time over the past few months with the board of directors (see Exhibit 1) and his 
top management team (see Exhibit 2). He tried to focus his colleagues more on how to adapt 
the company in the face of a more volatile global economy and new challenges coming from 
consumers and investors. In particular, after an unsolicited and failed takeover attempt of 
Unilever by Kraft Heinz, a US company, in February 2017, the need to provide a clear strategic 
framework was very important. On April 3, Unilever would announce some new strategic 
decisions to highlight that Unilever was moving in the right direction. 

Paul Polman became Unilever’s CEO in January 2009, right after the explosion of the 2008 
financial crisis. He arrived at Unilever with many years of experience as a senior executive at 
Procter&Gamble and as CFO and President of Americas at Nestlé.  

Under his leadership, Unilever had adopted an ambitious approach by combining business 
performance with a wider social impact, with its Unilever Sustainable Living Plan (USLP). This 
was a radical management innovation that included the firm’s social impact as a central element 
of its corporate strategy. This plan was also the main pillar in making Unilever a multistakeholder 
company, a concept in which Unilever was a pioneer.  

Unilever was one of the largest consumer goods companies, with more than 400 brands, 
including Sunsilk shampoo, Persil laundry tablets, Axe deodorants or Magnum ice creams, with 
revenue of €52.7 billion—with 57% coming from emerging countries—and €111 billion market 
capitalization by the end of 2016. The company’s performance had been very good over the past 
years. Nevertheless, the environment was uncertain and complex. At the macro level, Western 
economies were growing quicker; but the new US administration and its policies, and growing 
doubts about the UK’s Brexit made the context uncertain. Emerging economies were not taking 
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off after the slowdown that started in 2012-2013 in most large emerging markets. Retail itself 
was under a big transformation, with Amazon eroding the profits and market share of traditional 
retailers. Barriers to entry were rapidly falling down. Smaller local competitors were coming up. 
Consumers’ behavior, affected by the new millennials’ habits and the new digital consumer, 
created some additional challenges. 

Total shareholder returns between January 2009—since Paul Polman’s appointment—and 
March 2017 were 260%, showing that a responsible business model was also good for 
shareholders. Nevertheless, the level of complexity in this industry was growing, technology was 
changing the nature of retail, consumers’ preferences for big brands were changing and 
investors were becoming more anxious about performance.  

In the face of recent events, Polman was considering different options to reassure shareholders 
and other stakeholders. Which initiatives should he present to the board to sustain growth in 
the long term and improve profitability? Which strategic decisions should he make to avoid 
another potential takeover bid by another company or additional pressure from a group of 
activist investors? What changes did Unilever need to make in its organization to stay ahead in 
this fast-changing environment? Which priorities should Paul Polman have in his agenda? 
Polman knew well that successful past results were not a guarantee of future success.  

Unilever: A Brief History 

Unilever had its roots in a British company set up by William Lever, an innovative British 
entrepreneur who started to make an inexpensive household soap in the late 1890s, and in two 
Dutch companies founded by Van den Bergh and Jurgens, two Dutch entrepreneurs and butter 
merchants who diversified into margarine, a new alternative butter. In the 1920s, Van den Bergh 
and Jurgens merged their businesses and created The Margarine Unie. Lever and Margarine 
Unie merged in 1927. Unilever started to operate as one on January 1, 1930. William Lever 
always had a strong belief that a company would grow if it operated well and with ethical 
principles, an approach that he defined as shared prosperity or “doing well by doing good.” 

Its portfolio of brands was outstanding, including some of the best brands in the industry, each 
with annual revenue above €1 billion, including Dove, Rexona, Lipton, Knorr, Ben & Jerry’s and 
Magnum, among others. 

Unilever: Purpose, Values, Strategy and Organization 

On January 1, 2009, Paul Polman took over as CEO of Unilever. He was the first CEO coming 
from outside of the company. A few months later, and with suggestions from hundreds of 
managers and employees, customers and shareholders, he reorganized his team. He also 
announced the “Unilever Sustainable Living Plan” (USLP), which integrated strategy and the 
business activities with the broader impact that the company would have on society. In his new 
Compass Vision, Polman announced that Unilever would double its size by growing in emerging 
markets and investing in sustainable brands, and at the same time, reduce emissions, water 
consumption and waste (see Exhibits 3, 4 and 5).  

Polman started to work on the Sustainable Living Plan in 2009. At the heart of the plan, there was 
an idea: “Unilever has a simple but clear purpose: to make sustainable living commonplace. 
We believe this is the best long-term way for our business to grow.” This plan, unlike CSR, took 
responsibility for the total value chain and included some targets to be achieved by 2020: help more 
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than 1 billion people improve their health and hygiene, double the proportion of the portfolio 
meeting the highest nutritional standards, halve the greenhouse gas impact and water 
consumption, or source 100% of agricultural raw materials sustainably. Those goals were very 
ambitious, but an even bigger challenge was that those goals had to be achieved not only 
by business units or geographies, but along the whole value chain. As Polman put it, “You might 
outsource your supply chain but you cannot outsource your responsibilities.” in the reduction of 
greenhouse gas emissions, the main drivers were: 5% from manufacturing activities—those 
of Unilever—, 22% coming from suppliers and more than 70% coming from consumers themselves. 
Shaping consumer behavior was therefore going to be very important. 

What distinguished those initiatives from many other good social responsibility action plans in 
other companies was not only the scope and ambitions of those policies or the degree of detail 
of the actions to be achieved and their measurement. It was the clear determination of Polman 
in steering the company towards this direction and helping the board, with information and 
persuasion, to follow this route. For this reason, USLP was at the center of Unilever’s strategy: 
engage consumers, drive growth, reduce costs, inspire employees and sustain innovation. 
As Polman pointed out:  

The world is at a point that needs decisions to help solve some big social problems. It is not 
enough for companies to say that they contribute to a better world. Companies are important 
social players and need to come up with solutions and be part of the solution. They must 
strive to be a net contributor to a world that gives them reason to exist in the first place. After 
all, businesses could not succeed in societies that fail, nor could they be bystanders in a 
system that gives them life in the first place. 

Paul Polman and his team were very committed to developing Unilever as a multistakeholder 
company, with a willingness to serve customers well, generating profits, meeting its sustainability 
plans and goals, and having a wider impact on society. And, at the same time, Unilever wanted to 
serve shareholders very well. Polman explained this concept in a clear way:  

Unilever is a company defined as a multistakeholder corporation. We serve all stakeholders, 
not only shareholders. It is important that we deliver very good financial results and offer 
shareholders a good financial return, but strategy discussions at the board level need to have 
this perspective in mind. We need to serve customers first. If we do this well, we can also 
serve well shareholders and other stakeholders. We like to call our model one of long-term 
compounded and responsible growth. 

Unilever’s clear purpose was an expression of the values of the company: integrity, respect for 
every person, having a positive impact, working in cooperation with partners and continuous 
improvement, among others. Top management expected those values to be present in daily 
management, in particular in the management systems: how top executives managed, how 
they were accountable and how they assessed managerial performance. Polman wanted the 
culture and values to have an impact in terms of how people used them in their daily work. 
As Polman said:  

It is very relevant to see how values influence major strategic decisions, like acquiring another 
company or investing in a new category or in the network of suppliers in the value chain. 
We try, for example, to see the social impact in everything that we do, the capital allocation 
process and the potential development of our people. 

He considered that only with a long-term horizon and with a focus on serving customers and 
investing in brands a company like Unilever could succeed. This was the reason why, right after 
taking over as CEO in 2009, he announced that Unilever would stop offering quarterly earnings 
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