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28 UNILEVER SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT OVERVIEW 2008

This is a summary of our performance. Please 
visit our Sustainable Development Report 
at www.unilever.com/sustainability for 
much more detail on each of these topics. 

 
Consumers 

As a leading global consumer goods 
company, we promote the benefits 
of our products using many different 
channels of brand communication. 
Advertising can be a powerful force  
for behaviour change. 

We need to ensure we take a responsible 
approach. We are guided by our Food 
and Beverage Marketing Principles when 
developing campaigns. 

Operational and performance 
review

Consumers may be concerned about the 
use of particular chemicals in our products. 
We work in partnership with a range of 
organisations to strengthen consumer 
confidence in our products. 

We are committed to eliminating animal 
testing for our business and the vast  
majority of our products reach consumers 
without testing any of their ingredients on 
animals. Our strict internal procedures  
ensure that testing is only carried out 
where there is no other option. We are also 
investing in alternative approaches to replace 
animal testing in safety assessments for 
consumer products.

Counterfeit products pose significant safety  
risks for consumers. They also erode consumer 
confidence in our brands and undermine our 
investment in R&D. We are working with 
others to ensure better intellectual property 
protection, increased enforcement and 
improved consumer awareness. 

Customers
Our products reach shoppers through a 
network of customers including retailers, 
wholesalers and distributors. 

International retail customers such as 
Wal-Mart, Tesco, Carrefour and Metro 
predominate in the US and Europe and have 
a growing presence in developing markets.  
In 2008 around a fifth of our worldwide  
sales were channelled through ten major 
retail chains.

We also sell products through a more diverse 
group of distributors, wholesalers and small, 
independent outlets and kiosks, particularly in 
developing and emerging markets. Meeting 
the needs of these different types of retail 
channels will contribute to our growth in 
these markets. 

Increasingly we engage with retailers on 
sustainability issues, sharing our experience 
and knowledge in areas such as sustainable 
agriculture and measuring lifecycle impacts. 
We work together to deliver innovative 
in-store programmes that help educate 
shoppers. 

Our brands Knorr, AdeS, Omo and Rexona 
are working in partnership with one of the 
biggest retailers in Brazil, Pão de Açúcar, to 
promote CEMPRE, a packaging recycling 
scheme for shoppers. Since the launch of this 
initiative in 2001, 103 recycling stations have 
been established in 24 cities, working  
in partnership with 30 waste collection  
co-operatives to recycle over 26,000 tonnes 
of packaging.

Employees 

We are making progress in transforming 
Unilever’s business structures and ways 
of working. These changes are even 
more relevant in the present challenging 
economic climate. 

One Unilever
During 2008 we continued making the 
changes we announced as part of our One 
Unilever programme, which aims to simplify 
our business structure, speed decision-making 
and improve competitiveness. 

As part of this, we announced a restructuring 
of our R&D function, combining around 
6,000 R&D professionals into a unified 
organisation to improve efficiency and the 
speed of innovation. 

Similar efficiencies are being delivered 
through the creation of multi-country 
organisations in Asia, Africa, Europe and 
Latin America, enabling a single management 
team to lead a cluster of countries. 

The number of people we employ worldwide 
(174,000) stayed constant between 2007 and 
2008 as we acquired new businesses as well 
as continuing our restructuring programme. 
As a result of restructuring and a number 
of disposals, around 5,000 people left our 
business in 2008.

When making decisions that affect people’s 
lives we always seek to uphold our values 
and treat people with respect, integrity and 
fairness. Our approach is to communicate 
regularly and where redundancy is necessary, 
to make every effort to help employees find 
alternative employment. 

We seek to manage our day-to-day operations in keeping with our 
commitment to responsible business behaviour. 

Advertising and promotion 2004-2008

Consumers trust us to provide products that 
are safe. Product safety is always considered 
at the design stage of a new product. We 
have an independent safety approval process 
for product and supply-chain technology 
design. The responsibility for independent 
approval decisions rests with our Safety and 
Environmental Assurance Centre. 

Incidents can occur if a product that does not 
reach our high safety and quality standards 
is accidentally released into the market. In 
these cases, we identify the most effective 
measures to protect consumers’ safety, 
including recalling products where necessary. 
During 2008 we had five public recalls. 
Every incident is followed by a thorough 
investigation in order to prevent recurrence. 
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Sustainability training 
In 2008 our customer development function 
launched an online ‘centre of excellence’ on 
sustainability. This provides a platform for our 
teams to collaborate and share good practice 
from in-store campaigns around the world. 
Our R&D function launched a new three-day 
sustainability foundation course. This aims to 
embed sustainability into our business as a 
means of achieving competitive advantage. 
Training was also introduced to help our 
packaging teams understand sustainability.

Human rights and business ethics
Our Code of Business Principles sets out our 
commitment to human rights, including our 
prohibition of forced and child labour and 
our respect for employees’ right to freedom 
of association and collective bargaining. 

We reviewed our approach to human rights 
to improve communications and compliance 
mechanisms. We piloted enhanced self-
assessment processes during 2008 and are 
now analysing the findings.

We have a confidential ethics hotline for 
reporting breaches of our Code and a process 
for addressing any issues raised. During 2008, 
54 employees were dismissed as a result of 
breaches of the Code. 

Labour relations 
Between 2006 and 2008, four complaints 
were brought to Unilever’s attention by 
the International Union of Food Workers 
(IUF) and the transport union TUMTIS. 
These concern site closure, freedom of 
association, collective bargaining and the 
use of temporary and contracted labour at 
our factories in India and Pakistan and a 
supplier’s factory in Turkey. The unions have 
referred their complaints to the OECD’s 
national contact points in the UK and Turkey 
for investigation. Unilever is seeking local 
resolution to these issues as well as  
co-operating with the OECD process.

In 2008 we conducted a survey of our 
businesses around the world. Responses from 
35 of these countries (representing 55% of 
our turnover) showed that 43% of eligible 
employees were members of a trade union.  
In all the countries surveyed (covering 
over 95% of turnover), wages paid by 
Unilever meet or exceed the minimum wage 
requirements established by the relevant 
national authority.

Suppliers 

Our expectations of suppliers are set 
out in our Business Partner Code. This 
specifies our responsible sourcing 
requirements on the key areas of health 
and safety at work, business ethics, 
labour standards, consumer safety and 
the environment. 

We source the raw materials and packaging 
for our products from more than 10,000 
suppliers and non-production goods and 
services from up to 100,000. The task 
of communicating our expectations and 
ensuring that suppliers adhere to them is a 
huge one. It is also one to which we assign 
high importance as a significant proportion  
of our purchasing is from developing 
countries, where the potential risk of non-
compliance is highest. 

In 2008 we conducted a programme 
of supplier audits to identify areas for 
improvement. Within this sample, we found 
no critical non-compliance with our Business 
Partner Code, such as under-age working. 
However, we did find a significant number of 
areas of non-compliance, principally related 
to excessive working hours and health and 
safety standards. We are now monitoring the 
corrective action plans of these suppliers.

The assurance process for our Business 
Partner Code is now embedded within 
our procurement function and is being 
implemented incrementally with our 
suppliers. As a priority we are focusing 
primarily on developing countries. We  
are using the methodology and systems 
provided by the Supplier Ethical Data 
Exchange (SEDEX), together with other 
peer companies participating in an industry 
initiative called AIM-PROGRESS to promote 
responsible sourcing. 

This initiative allows a group of customers to 
use common methods to assess and audit 
supplier sites, and enables suppliers to share 
their assessments with multiple customers. 
It eliminates duplication and delivers greater 
efficiencies for both parties. 

By the end of 2009, Unilever will have  
invited more than 1,000 suppliers to register 
with SEDEX. Many more of our suppliers  
will be among the 22,000 suppliers already 
using SEDEX or will be invited to register by 
our peers. 

Safeguarding employee health, safety 
and well-being
Health and safety remains a priority. Our 
principal measure of progress is the total 
recordable accident frequency rate. In 
2008, this decreased to 0.21* accidents per 
100,000 hours worked, down 19% on 2007. 

** �Total Recordable Frequency Rate (TRFR) measured per 
100,000 hours. All workplace accidents, excluding only 
those that require simple first aid treatment.

* 2008 data is preliminary – see Assurance on page 30.

Accident rate (TRFR)** 2004-2008

Regrettably, three employees and one 
contractor lost their lives in 2008. The 
lessons learned from these deaths were 
communicated across our business. 

Our People Vitality programme aims to 
enhance the personal well-being and 
effectiveness of our people, through advice 
on exercise, nutrition and mental resilience. 
During 2008 the programme was rolled out 
to our operations in Asia, Africa and Latin 
America. The programme is already showing 
positive results. Participants have reported 
improvements in their sleep, energy levels, 
motivation and work performance.

Diversity
We are committed to developing a diverse 
workforce. We have 20 nationalities among 
our top 100 managers. Our Global Diversity 
Board, comprising leaders from all business 
functions and chaired by our Chief Executive 
Officer, drives our efforts in this area. A 
key milestone was reached in 2008 with 
the appointment of former Non-Executive 
Director, Geneviève Berger, to the role of  
Chief R&D Officer and member of the 
Unilever Executive.
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Eco-efficiency in 
manufacturing 

We aim to reduce the environmental 
impacts of our manufacturing operations 
minimising both resources used and 
waste created. 

In 2008 we collected environmental 
performance data from 276 manufacturing 
sites in 69 countries (including sites that have 
now closed). Our approach is underpinned 
by our environmental management system 
based on ISO 14001. 

Performance in 2008
See summary chart above for our three  
key performance indicators. Details of other 
performance indicators (energy; boiler/utilities 
SOx; chemical oxygen demand; hazardous 
and non-hazardous waste) are published in 
our online Sustainable Development Report. 

We always aim to maintain the highest 
possible standards of environmental 
management, but occasionally we 
encounter setbacks. We monitor and report 
all occurrences of fines and prosecutions 
associated with infringements, from our 
manufacturing sites, corporate head offices 
and research laboratories. 

Target setting
We are reviewing our approach to short 
and long-term target-setting for our eco-
efficiency measures. We will continue to 
track internal, short-term targets to drive 
our performance (our targets to 2010 are 
available in our online Report). 

Future external reporting will focus on our 
performance against long-term targets. This 
provides a more accurate reflection of our 
progress rather than reporting against rolling 
annual milestones, since most of our eco-
efficiency initiatives yield results over a longer 
timeframe. We have already adopted this 
approach for CO2 from energy and in 2009 
we aim to define similar long-term targets for 
our other two key performance indicators of 
water and total waste. 

Government 
Our Code of Business Principles guides 
all aspects of our conduct internally and 
with external parties. 

We do not support political parties or fund 
groups that promote party interests. Our 
Code commits us to obeying the laws of the 
countries in which we operate, behaving 
with honesty, integrity and openness. It 
helps us run our business with respect for 
the human rights and expectations of all our 
stakeholders. 

We encourage our companies to engage with 
local governments and other organisations to 
help inform public policy. This is done both 
directly and through trade associations. In 
2008, the main topics on which we engaged 
with governments included food prices, 
product safety, climate change, nutrition, 
sustainable development, biofuels and 
chemicals labelling. 

In Europe, Unilever has subscribed to 
the Code of Conduct for Public Affairs 
Professionals as developed by the Society 
for European Affairs Professionals. We have 
also expressed our support for the European 
Transparency Initiative and are now listed in 
the European Transparency Register, which 
enables anyone to obtain information on  
our interests and funding. 

Summary of eco-efficiency performance for CO2, water and total waste

PERFORMANCE 2008*
(% CHANGE 2007–2008*)

PERFORMANCE 
2007

% REDUCTION 
1995–2008*

CO2 from energy kg/tonne of production 146.77 (−1.6%) 149.18 39%

Water m3/tonne of production 2.96 (−3.0%) 3.05 63%

Total waste kg/tonne of production 7.89 (+4.3%) 7.56 68%

*�2008 data is preliminary – see Assurance below. 

Communities 

We seek to contribute positively to 
the communities in which we operate 
through our community investment. 

During 2008 we contributed €91 million to 
communities. This helped us support around 
16,500 community organisations worldwide, 
through cash contributions and in-kind 
support.

In addition to our global partnerships with 
organisations such as the World Heart 
Federation and FDI World Dental Federation, 
our investment allows us to contribute to 
local and regional partners on a range of 
activities that respond to local needs.

We continue to encourage our employees  
to get involved in community projects. 
In 2008, we estimate that over 37,000 
employees took part in community activities 
with our support. n

Investment in communities 2004-2008

Assurance
Data marked * throughout this Overview is preliminary. This data forms part of 
ten environmental and occupational safety performance indicators that will be 
independently assured by Deloitte LLP and reported in our online Sustainable 
Development Report 2008.  

For Deloitte’s limited assurance report, which sets out the scope of the work 
performed on this data and their conclusion see: www.unilever.com/sustainability
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 Investment in R&D €millions 927 868

Foods in R&D pipeline with 'vitality benefits’ proportion approximate 3⁄4 2⁄3

Products in line with internationally accepted guidelines for  
saturated and trans fats, sugar and salt

%/proportion approximate 43 >1⁄3

Eligible products in Europe labelled with Guideline Daily Amounts 
information as part of CIAA voluntary nutritional labelling initiative

% estimate 90 50

Number of school meals provided through partnership with  
UN World Food Programme

millions 16 15

Number of people reached with Lifebuoy's Swasthya Chetna handwashing 
campaign in India (cumulative since 2002)

millions 120 >100

Number of children reached through Signal/Pepsodent/Close Up  
school-based oral health programmes

millions >4 >4

Climate change CO2 from energy kg/tonne of production  146.77* 149.18

Water Water use m3/tonne of production 2.96* 3.05

Total waste Total waste kg/tonne of production  7.89* 7.56

Agriculture Tea used in Lipton Yellow Label and PG Tips in Western Europe  
from Rainforest Alliance Certified™ farms 

% approximate 50 <1

Palm oil from sustainable sources % approximate <1 0

Suppliers self-assessing compliance with Sustainable Agriculture 
Guidelines

proportion approximate 1⁄3 N/A

Turnover €millions 40,523 40,40,187

Operating profit €millions 7,167 5,245

Purchases of goods & services €millions  29,346 28,836

Turnover from developing and emerging markets % 47 44

Total taxes paid €millions 1,455 1,312

Total value added €millions 11,177 11,351

Total shareholder return rank out of 21 9 8

Number of manufacturing sites 273 284

Consumers Advertising and promotion spend €millions  5,055 5,289

Number of consumer recalls 5 10

Customers Business going through ten major retail chains proportion approximate 1⁄5 1⁄5

Suppliers Number of suppliers of raw materials and packaging >10,000 >10,000

Employees Number of employees (year end) 174,000 174,000

Number of employees dismissed as result of breaches of  
Code of Business Principles

54 54

Total recordable accident frequency rate (TRFR) per 100,000 hours 0.21* 0.26

Fatalities (including contractors) 4 4

Communities Community investment €millions  91 89

Number of beneficiary organisations 16,500 15,15,000

Performance data summary

Nutrition, hygiene and well-being	 Units	 2008	 2007

Environmental sustainability  	 Units	 2008	 2007

Economic 	 Units	 2008	 2007

People & partners 	 Units	 2008	 2007

*2008 data is preliminary – see Assurance left. 
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The Unilever Sustainable Development Group 
comprises external experts who provide 
advice and guidance on the development of 
our strategy. Their collective expertise covers 
environmental, social and economic issues in 
both developed and developing countries. 

The Group meets twice a year to discuss 
a range of topics. In 2008, these included 
responsible sourcing, palm oil, sustainable 
tea, water, packaging and climate change. 
We share the insights from these meetings 
with our Board-level Corporate Responsibility 
and Reputation Committee and our 
Corporate Responsibility, Issues, Sustainability 
and Partnerships (CRISP) leadership team. 

Our performance:  
an outside view

Dan Esty

“Unilever continues to be a leader in its 
commitment to making sustainability a core 
element of the company’s business strategy. 

I am particularly pleased to see the gains that 
have been made in moving toward Rainforest 
Alliance CertifiedTM tea, sustainable palm oil 
and greater eco-efficiency across the value 
chains of many products. The success of this 
agenda in helping Unilever to reduce risks, 
cut costs, drive revenues and build its brands 
will ensure that the company continues 
to refine and advance its environmental 
efforts. It is nice to see the business case for 
sustainability emerging so clearly.”

Dan Esty is Hillhouse Professor of  
Environmental Law, Yale University, US

Ma Jun

“There is a growing concern over water 
pollution in developing countries such as 
China as they go through industrialization 
and urbanization. The increasing discharge 
of industrial effluent, farming run-off and 
urban sewage has a huge negative impact on 
limited clean water resources.

The major commitment made by Wal-Mart 
in October 2008 in Beijing highlights the 
trend for multinational companies to extend 
environmental management to their vast 
supply chain in developing countries. I believe 
it is important for Unilever, as an industry 
leader in sustainability, to continue to work 
with customers and suppliers to reduce waste 
discharge and prevent water pollution in 
developing countries.”

Ma Jun is Founder Director of the Institute 
of Public and Environmental Affairs, China

Jonathon Porritt

“The brands in Unilever are much more 
engaged with sustainability than they’ve 
ever been before. This is no longer just 
a head office agenda. The Brand Imprint 
process developed over the last three years 
has been hugely influential in getting brand 
teams on board, connecting their direct 
commercial concerns with Unilever’s high-
level commitments on vitality issues and 
sustainability. 

That means there are many people in Unilever 
on quite a steep learning curve! Until now, 
most of the performance reporting was 
based on production-related metrics. Those 
metrics will now be reinforced by measures 
looking at different impacts per consumer 
use. That may not sound like a big shift, 
but it’s fundamental to enabling Unilever to 
manage the impacts of its brands.

What few people see is what’s going on 
behind the scenes to deliver improved 
performance on all these different indicators. 
On packaging, for instance, with 160 million 
Unilever products shifted every day, that 
makes for a massive packaging headache: 
how best to ensure that all Unilever’s 
packaging does the job it’s meant to (in terms 
of food safety, nutritional information and so 
on) with the lowest possible environmental 
and social footprint. The new metric on a per 
consumer use basis means amassing huge 
amounts of data, product by product, in 
order to make those judgements. ‘Sustainable 
packaging’ may sound easy, but it actually 
requires a sophisticated combination of 
materials science, economics and psychology 
to make any serious headway at all!”

Jonathon Porritt is Founder Director of 
Forum for the Future, UK

Malini Mehra

“The banking crisis – implicating as it did 
some of the world’s most reputable financial 
institutions – has left a huge cloud over the 
corporate responsibility movement. Trust has 
dissolved and suspicion grown. This report 
shows a company seeking to do the right 
thing. Not as a pilot in one or two countries, 
but as a systematic way of conducting its 
core business with metrics that matter and 
communities to hold it to account. 

This is a hard task – made harder by today’s 
pressures from the financial markets and 
consumers alike. Unilever’s analysis in this 
sustainability report shows how much is 
happening across the company as it seeks to 
embed principles of sustainability and vitality 
with integrity. None of this has reached 
perfection, but, as the examples of its tea, 
palm oil and greenhouse gas reduction 
efforts show, progress is a moving target. 
Importantly, the report shows how much 
more can be done if customers and supply 
chains play their role in greening demand and 
greening supply. A prerequisite if we are to 
use today’s crisis as an opportunity to green 
economic recovery.”

Malini Mehra is Founder and CEO of  
the Centre for Social Markets, India

Our external advisers share their views on Unilever’s progress 
to date and key challenges for the future. 
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n  �Named food industry category leader 
in the Dow Jones Sustainability World 
Indexes for the tenth year running – the 
only company to have achieved this 

n  �Retained SAM Sector Leader and SAM 
Gold Class Sustainability distinctions from 
Sustainable Asset Management 

n  �Included again in the FTSE4Good Index 
Series and attained a top environmental 
score of 5, leading to inclusion in the 
FTSE4Good Environmental Leaders Europe 
40 Index

n  �Scored 88% in the latest Carbon 
Disclosure Project survey (CDP6 in 2008) 

n  �Included in Global 100 Most Sustainable 
Corporations in the World for the fifth 
year running, a 2009 list compiled by 
Corporate Knights and Innovest Strategic 
Value Advisors 

n  �Retained our Platinum standard in the UK’s 
Business in the Community Corporate 
Responsibility Index 2008 

n  �Gained joint first place in VBDO 
(Association for Investors in Sustainable 
Enterprises) 2008 rating for sustainable 
supply chain management, ahead of  
34 other companies listed on the Dutch 
Stock Exchange

n  �Runner-up for Best Report in the ACCA  
UK Awards for Sustainability Reporting 
2008, for our Sustainable Development 
Report 2007

n  �Joint winner of the 2008 ACC Award 
in the Most Innovative CSR Report 
category, given by the Dutch accountancy 
organisations VMA and NIVRA

Awards and recognition

Recent highlights from recognition we have 
received from external bodies on our social, 
economic and environmental performance.

Writing  
Corporate Citizenship  

Design and production  
Red Letter Design

Printing  
Scanplus (ISO 14001: 2008)

Paper  
Greencoat Plus Velvet 
contains 80% recycled 
fibre and has been 
independently certified 
according to the rules of 
the Forest Stewardship 
Council (FSC). 

If you have finished 
with this report and no 
longer wish to retain 
it, please pass it on to 
other interested readers 
or dispose of it in your 
recycled paper waste. 
Thank you.
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