Unilever to reveal turnaround strategy amid restructuring and trade challenges
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Unilever is set to provide further clarity on its ongoing turnaround strategy when it releases its first quarter results on Thursday, 24 April. The global consumer goods company, known for brands such as Marmite, Dove, Hellman’s, and Magnum, has been undergoing significant organisational changes following the appointment of its new chief executive, Fernando Fernandez, who took over the role on 1 March.
Mr Fernandez, who previously led Unilever’s beauty division and served as the company’s chief financial officer earlier this year, has been entrusted with steering the firm through a challenging period marked by restructuring efforts and external economic pressures. Having dedicated nearly four decades to Unilever, the Argentine chief executive is expected to outline his vision for the company’s recovery, following the departure of his predecessor, Hein Schumacher, who left the position “by mutual agreement” after less than two years.
At the centre of Unilever’s transformation is a substantial overhaul involving the reduction of 7,500 jobs and a strategic focus on streamlining its brand portfolio, particularly within its food division. The company intends to divest its ice cream brands, including Ben & Jerry’s and Wall’s, by planning an independent stock market listing for this division in Amsterdam, with additional listings anticipated in London and New York. These moves are designed to sharpen Unilever’s focus on its most profitable and recognisable products.
However, the company has encountered increasing scrutiny from investors, including activist shareholder Nelson Peltz, amid concerns over its performance amid global economic uncertainties. Mr Fernandez has indicated that social media influencers may play a greater role in future marketing campaigns to reduce consumer scepticism about corporate messaging.
Unilever is also contending with the broader implications of international trade disputes, particularly those stemming from policies implemented during Donald Trump’s trade war era, which impact supply chains for large multinational corporations. The company has already signalled that it expects a subdued start to 2024, influenced by restrained pricing strategies and weakening consumer confidence, but it remains hopeful for an improvement in performance as the year progresses.
Matt Britzman, an analyst with Hargreaves Lansdown, remarked on the impending earnings announcement, stating, “Thursday’s results [are] a crucial indicator of how well the firm is doing. Markets are also expecting further updates on the progression and restructuring efforts of the ice cream spin-off. With global trade tensions persisting, Unilever’s approach to addressing tariff risks and their impact on the supply chain will be closely watched.”
In addition to the financial and strategic challenges, Unilever has been involved in controversy concerning its Ben & Jerry’s brand. The ice cream company, known for its political activism, accused Unilever in a legal filing to the US District Court for the Southern District of New York of dismissing Ben & Jerry’s chief executive, David Stever, in March. According to the filing, the decision was motivated by Unilever’s desire to curtail the brand’s political statements, highlighting tensions between the parent company and its subsidiary over differing approaches to corporate social responsibility and activism.
As Unilever prepares to communicate its first quarter performance and strategic direction, both investors and industry observers will be keen to assess how the company plans to navigate its internal restructuring alongside external pressures from the global economic environment.
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