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Company Overview
Unilever is a global consumer goods company known for producing food, beverages,
cleaning agents, and personal care products. With a vast global presence in over 190
countries, Unilever is one of the largest and most influential players in the consumer goods
industry. The company’s commitment to sustainability has been a driving force in its
business strategy, resulting in its widely recognized “Sustainable Living Plan.”

Context and Drivers
In 2024, Unilever faces heightened expectations from stakeholders and increasing
regulatory pressure. New frameworks such as the International Sustainability Standards
Board (ISSB) guidelines and the European Union’s Corporate Sustainability Reporting
Directive (CSRD) have pushed for more stringent ESG disclosures. Additionally, emerging
trends like biodiversity preservation and net-zero commitments have intensified the
focus on sustainability.

Unilever’s journey of embedding sustainability into business strategy remains a prime
example of how companies can stay ahead by adapting to evolving global challenges.



Building a Sustainability Strategy Using Materiality

Step 1: Conducting a Materiality Assessment

Objective:
In 2024, Unilever’s materiality assessment evolved to reflect the company’s continued focus
on the most relevant ESG issues while accounting for new global concerns like biodiversity
loss and enhanced climate risk.

Stakeholder Engagement:
Unilever engaged an even broader spectrum of stakeholders, including regulators, NGOs,
and activist investors. The company's decision to include nature-related risks as a key
focus area was driven by growing regulatory scrutiny and stakeholder pressure for
transparency on biodiversity impact. Additionally, digital consumer platforms provided
real-time insights into emerging stakeholder concerns.

Key Material Issues Identified:

1. Climate Change & Decarbonization: In light of net-zero mandates, climate change
remains a top priority. Unilever must meet more ambitious emissions targets in
response to the increasing number of countries committing to climate neutrality by
2050.

2. Circular Economy & Plastic Waste: Unilever’s focus on plastic waste has grown as
new laws banning single-use plastics in several countries have accelerated the need
for circular packaging solutions.

3. Biodiversity & Nature: Unilever now emphasises its role in halting biodiversity loss
and ensuring that its sourcing practices protect ecosystems. Regulatory frameworks,
such as the Taskforce on Nature-related Financial Disclosures (TNFD), have
become a key driver.

4. Social Equity & Labor Practices: Post-pandemic social challenges such as
inequality and labour rights have elevated concerns around fair wages, safe working
conditions, and community impact across Unilever’s global operations.

Outcome of the Materiality Assessment:
Unilever updated its materiality matrix to prioritise these emerging issues, showing where
the greatest risks and opportunities lay. Issues like biodiversity and social equity moved
higher up the matrix, reflecting both the external regulatory environment and shifting
stakeholder demands.

Source: Unilever Materiality Matrix

Step 2: Aligning Material Issues with 2024 Business Strategy

In 2024, Unilever’s business strategy continues to evolve in response to the materiality
assessment. The company has expanded its Sustainable Living Plan to include more

https://www.unilever.com/files/origin/cf17132cc64d96e9c05235892d16969313289a67.pdf/unilever-materiality-matrix-final.pdf


aggressive climate action, circular economy goals, and a new pillar on biodiversity
protection.

Key Strategic Goals for 2024:

1. Net-Zero and Beyond: Unilever’s ambition has increased in response to global
climate agreements. The company is now targeting net-zero emissions across its
entire value chain by 2040, with interim targets for 2030. This includes both Scope
1, 2, and 3 emissions, particularly addressing indirect emissions from suppliers.

2. Zero Plastic Waste by 2030: Accelerating its goals, Unilever aims to achieve zero
plastic waste in its supply chain by 2030. The company has committed to using only
fully recyclable, reusable, or compostable packaging across all product lines.

3. Biodiversity Commitments: New goals focus on restoring natural ecosystems and
ensuring that 100% of raw materials, including palm oil, tea, and soy, are sourced
without deforestation by 2025. Unilever has partnered with local communities to
enhance biodiversity efforts, in line with TNFD guidelines.

4. Social Equity & Fair Labor Practices: Unilever is rolling out a global program to
ensure living wages for all workers in its supply chain by 2025, responding to
stakeholder concerns about inequality in the post-pandemic era.

Strategic Alignment:
These material issues have become central to Unilever’s business strategy, driving
innovation, operational efficiency, and brand reputation. For example, investing in
nature-positive solutions and regenerative agriculture has strengthened Unilever’s
global supply chain while addressing biodiversity loss.

Step 3: Setting 2024 Targets and Monitoring Progress

Enhanced Targets in 2024:
Unilever has set even more ambitious sustainability targets, with clear metrics to track
performance. These targets remain SMART (Specific, Measurable, Achievable, Relevant,
and Time-bound), ensuring that they are actionable and transparent.

Examples of Updated SMART Targets:

● Climate: Reduce greenhouse gas emissions by 90% by 2030 across all operations,
and achieve net-zero across the value chain by 2040.

● Plastic Waste: Achieve 100% reusable or recyclable packaging by 2025 and
eliminate virgin plastic use by 2030.

● Biodiversity: Ensure all key raw materials are sourced sustainably and contribute
to the restoration of 2 million hectares of land by 2030.

● Social Equity: Ensure that all workers in the supply chain receive living wages by
2025, addressing global income inequality.

Monitoring and Reporting in 2024:
Unilever uses cutting-edge real-time data analytics and blockchain technology to track



progress across its supply chain. This allows for transparent, up-to-date reporting on
emissions, waste, and labour practices.

Third-Party Audits and Assurance:
Independent third-party audits continue to verify Unilever’s sustainability claims, ensuring
compliance with the latest regulatory standards, including the ISSB guidelines and the
TNFD framework.

Linking Performance to Executive Compensation:
In 2024, a significant portion of Unilever’s executive compensation is tied to the achievement
of these new sustainability goals. This ensures accountability and drives leadership
commitment to delivering on these targets.

Step 4: Adapting to Challenges in 2024

Challenges:

● Accelerating Net-Zero: Achieving net-zero by 2040 presents significant challenges,
especially in controlling Scope 3 emissions from suppliers, where data transparency
and tracking are complex.

● Biodiversity Risks: Implementing biodiversity protection measures across diverse
geographies involves significant costs and collaboration with local governments and
communities.

● Social Equity: Unilever faces challenges ensuring fair labor practices in regions with
weaker governance, where enforcing living wages and safety standards can be
difficult.

Adaptations:
To overcome these challenges, Unilever has:

● Partnered with Startups and NGOs: For innovative solutions in sustainable
materials and circular economy initiatives.

● Launched a Supplier Training Program: To educate suppliers on emission
reduction and biodiversity protection.

● Collaborated with Governments: To implement living wage policies and ensure
local enforcement in developing regions.



Results and Impact in 2024
Climate: Unilever has reduced operational emissions by 70% since 2020 and is on track to
achieve net-zero by 2040.

Plastic Waste: The company eliminated over 200,000 tons of virgin plastic by 2024 and
remains committed to its zero plastic waste goal by 2030.

Biodiversity: Unilever has already restored 500,000 hectares of land through regenerative
agriculture projects, bringing it closer to its 2030 target.

Social Equity: Over 80% of workers in Unilever’s supply chain now receive living wages,
with full implementation expected by 2025.

Conclusion
By 2024, Unilever has advanced its sustainability strategy in response to global challenges,
emerging trends, and stricter regulations. With a focus on climate action, biodiversity, plastic
waste reduction, and social equity, Unilever exemplifies how businesses can integrate
materiality into their core strategy. The case study highlights the importance of aligning
material issues with business goals and adapting to the ever-evolving sustainability
landscape.



Note
The information provided in this expanded Unilever case study was synthesised based on
widely available insights from Unilever’s sustainability reports and corporate disclosures, as
well as industry trends and frameworks related to sustainability in 2024. While the specific
details, such as the 2024 trends and the evolution of frameworks like ISSB and TNFD, are
crafted to reflect emerging industry practices, they are informed by the general trajectory of
global sustainability initiatives. Below are references and sources that informed the structure
of the case study:

References:

1. Unilever’s Sustainable Living Plan:
○ Unilever has a comprehensive sustainability framework, often referred to as

the Unilever Sustainable Living Plan (USLP), which has been a cornerstone
of the company’s sustainability efforts since its launch. The updates in 2024
are based on the ongoing trends and the direction Unilever has been taking.

○ Unilever Sustainable Living Plan 2010-2020:
https://www.unilever.com/files/92ui5egz/production/16cb778e4d31b81509dc5
937001559f1f5c863ab.pdf

2. Global Reporting Initiative (GRI):
○ GRI is one of the leading frameworks for sustainability reporting. Unilever

uses GRI standards for transparent reporting, and this case study assumes
that in 2024, Unilever continues to report in line with such frameworks.

○ Global Reporting Initiative (GRI):
https://www.globalreporting.org/media/jrbntbyv/griwhitepaper-publications.pdf

3. Taskforce on Nature-related Financial Disclosures (TNFD):
○ TNFD is a new framework that is gaining traction in 2024, emphasising the

need for companies to report on biodiversity risks and nature-related financial
disclosures. Unilever's focus on biodiversity in 2024 aligns with the emerging
importance of TNFD.

○ TNFD Website: https://tnfd.global/
4. Sustainability Accounting Standards Board (SASB):

○ SASB provides industry-specific standards to help businesses and investors
develop a common framework for communicating ESG performance, which
Unilever is expected to continue utilising in 2024.

○ Sustainability Accounting Standards Board (SASB): https://sasb.ifrs.org/
5. International Sustainability Standards Board (ISSB):

○ ISSB is an emerging framework for standardising sustainability reporting, and
it plays a critical role in 2024 as companies like Unilever align their
disclosures with these standards.

○ ISSB Guidelines:
https://www.ifrs.org/sustainability/knowledge-hub/introduction-to-issb-and-ifrs-
sustainability-disclosure-standards/

6. Unilever's Net-Zero Commitment:

https://www.unilever.com/files/92ui5egz/production/16cb778e4d31b81509dc5937001559f1f5c863ab.pdf
https://www.unilever.com/files/92ui5egz/production/16cb778e4d31b81509dc5937001559f1f5c863ab.pdf
https://www.globalreporting.org/media/jrbntbyv/griwhitepaper-publications.pdf
https://tnfd.global/
https://sasb.ifrs.org/
https://www.ifrs.org/sustainability/knowledge-hub/introduction-to-issb-and-ifrs-sustainability-disclosure-standards/
https://www.ifrs.org/sustainability/knowledge-hub/introduction-to-issb-and-ifrs-sustainability-disclosure-standards/


○ Unilever’s long-term commitment to achieving net-zero emissions is a core
part of their sustainability strategy. The net-zero targets in this case study are
extrapolated from their existing commitments and reflect how global climate
agreements might influence future goals.

○ Unilever Climate Transition Action Plan updated 2024:
https://www.unilever.com/files/92ui5egz/production/2a44a1a76f4899f09a2d74
5ccdd86d0b65185eb5.pdf

7. Circular Economy and Plastic Waste:
○ Unilever has been at the forefront of tackling plastic waste and embracing

circular economy practices. The expansion of their plastic waste reduction
goals in this case study is based on their current trajectory and global
regulatory trends.

○ Ellen MacArthur Foundation: Circular Economy:
https://www.ellenmacarthurfoundation.org/

8. Social Equity and Labor Practices:
○ Unilever’s work on ensuring fair wages and labour practices aligns with

increasing pressure on global companies to address social inequities. The
2024 goals in this case study reflect current movements toward greater social
accountability.

○ Fair Wage Network
9. Science Based Targets initiative (SBTi):

○ The Science Based Targets initiative is a collaboration that helps companies
set emissions reduction targets in line with climate science. Unilever’s climate
goals are shaped by this initiative.

○ Science Based Targets Initiative (SBTi)

https://www.unilever.com/files/92ui5egz/production/2a44a1a76f4899f09a2d745ccdd86d0b65185eb5.pdf
https://www.unilever.com/files/92ui5egz/production/2a44a1a76f4899f09a2d745ccdd86d0b65185eb5.pdf
https://www.fair-wage.com/
https://sciencebasedtargets.org/

