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A CALL  
TO ACTION 

WE OPERATE IN A 
VOLATILE BUSINESS 
ENVIRONMENT, 
CHARACTERISED BY 
GROWING SOCIAL 
INEQUALITY, LOW TRUST 
IN BUSINESS AND 
INSTITUTIONS, AND THE 
INCREASING EFFECTS 
OF CLIMATE CHANGE.

2015
A REMARKABLE 

YEAR FOR 
HUMANITY AND 

THE PLANET
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Un�lever has a s�mple but clear 
purpose � to make susta�nable 
l�v�ng commonplace� We bel�eve 
that th�s �s the best way to 
ensure�long-term growth� 

2015 was a remarkable year for humanity 
and the planet. Two historic moments at 
the end of the year have given us the 
opportunity to pursue a more sustainable 
and equitable future.

The adoption of the UN Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs), to which I had 
the honour of contributing, provided for 
the first time in history a clear global 
framework to resolve the world’s biggest 
challenges. Indeed they are ambitious, 
but if we achieve the Goals we could end 
poverty, fight inequality and tackle climate 
change once and for all. 

The first test of the Goals came at COP21, 
when 190 nations agreed the historic 
Paris Agreement on climate, setting the 
world firmly on the path towards a 
decarbonised economy.

Unilever played its part in both 
agreements, alongside many other 
companies, announcing our new goal 
to become ‘carbon positive’ in our own 
operations by 2030. The unprecedented 
level of support from the business 
community demonstrated that it will no 
longer stand on the sidelines. This in turn 
helped to de-risk the political process, 
giving governments the confidence to 
be bold in their commitments.

These two significant turning points set 
out a positive vision for the future. At the 
same time, these developments illustrated 
more than ever the importance of 
sustainable business models. They 

certainly reaffirmed our own belief in the 
relevance of the Unilever Sustainable 
Living Plan (USLP), acting as a further 
catalyst to our own action. Indeed, many 
of our own goals mirror those of the SDGs. 
Now entering its sixth year, the USLP is 
proving that there is no trade-off between 
sustainability and profitable growth. It is 
also helping us to save costs, fuel 
innovation and recruit and retain the 
best talent. Let me share some of 
our successes. 

Continued climate-related challenges, 
uncertainty in markets and fluctuating 
commodity prices have made securing 
our own supply more important than ever 
before. That’s why we are delighted that 
61% of our agricultural raw materials are 
now sourced sustainably. Water, waste 
and energy efficiencies across our global 
factory network have avoided costs of 
more than €600 million since 2008. And 
our ‘Sustainable Living’ brands, such as 
Dove and Knorr, continued to grow. We 
have continued our efforts to enhance 
livelihoods in our extended value chain 
by advancing human rights, focusing on 
women’s empowerment and developing 
inclusive business models. In 2015, we 
were the first company to produce a 
stand-alone human rights report using 
the UN Guiding Principles Reporting 
Framework. 

Other areas, however, are proving more 
difficult. While we continue to make good 
progress with reducing water use, waste 

and greenhouse gas emissions in our 
factories, reducing the environmental 
impact of consumers using our products 
remains a challenge. Despite this, we are 
committed to a full value chain approach to 
reducing environmental impact – as this 
most meaningfully reflects the true impact 
of our business. 

Our targets, and indeed those built into 
the SDGs, will only be achieved by tackling 
global issues in a systemic way. But 
systemic change cannot be realised 
without collective action. It is in the interest 
of business, government and civil society 
alike to accelerate progress towards this 
vision. In fact, enormous opportunities 
exist for those who commit to taking 
action. After all, there is no business 
case for enduring poverty and runaway 
climate change. 

It will take much more than one company, 
government or community to solve the 
challenges that face us. We need entirely 
new types of collaboration, innovation and 
partnership between these bodies if we are 
to drive collective action for a brighter and 
more sustainable future for all.

 
Paul Polman 
Chief Executive Officer, Unilever
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OUR PURPOSE IS TO 
MAKE SUSTAINABLE 
LIVING COMMONPLACE. 
We work to create a better future every 
day, w�th brands and serv�ces that help 
people feel good, look good and get 
more out of l�fe�

OUR STRATEGY

OUR VISION
�s to grow our bus�ness, wh�lst decoupl�ng 
our env�ronmental footpr�nt from our 
growth and �ncreas�ng our pos�t�ve 
soc�al��mpact�

DECOUPLE
ENVIRONMENTAL

FOOTPRINT

BUSINESS
GROWTH

POSITIVE
SOCIAL IMPACT
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HELLMANN�S ��ROW WITH US� INSPIRES �ONSUMERS 
People are increasingly asking 
fundamental questions about the 
origins of their food. Rather than 
simply telling them that we use only 
natural, sustainable tomatoes in 
Hellmann’s ketchup, we developed 
a fun and interactive campaign 
called ‘Grow with Us’ so they could 
see for themselves. 

We opened the gates of our farm in 
Talca, Chile, placing cameras in key 
locations – even on farmers’ hats – 
to live-stream how our tomatoes are 
grown. People could interact with 
the growers, getting to know them, 
asking questions and even ‘adopting’ 
tomatoes. We also partnered with 
Spotify to crowdsource playlists that 
were played to the tomatoes on our 
fields, inspired by the view that 
plants respond to sound waves. 

In only two weeks, we recorded 
over 80 million interactions with 
consumers – sparking interest from 
over 3,500 cities in 110 countries. 

The campaign reinforced our 
commitment to sustainable 
sourcing and transparency, 
building engagement and trust 
with consumers. And a 10% jump 
in market share transformed our 
ketchup business in Latin America 
in 2015. 
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LOWER �OSTS
By cutting waste and reducing the use of energy, 
raw materials and natural resources, we create 
efficiencies and cut costs, while becoming less 
exposed to the volatility of resource prices. Cost 
avoidance and savings help to improve our margins.

We have achieved cumulative cost avoidance of 
over €600 million through eco-efficiency in our 
factories since 2008. 

LESS RISK
Sustainable ways of doing business help us mitigate 
risk across our operations. Operating sustainably 
helps us to future-proof our supply chain against the 
risks associated with climate change and long-term 
sourcing of raw materials.

By 2015, 61% of our agricultural raw materials 
were sustainably sourced. 

MORE TRUST
Placing sustainability at the heart of our business 
model strengthens our relationships with stakeholders 
and helps us succeed as a business. It helps us 
maintain our value and relevance to consumers, while 
inspiring Unilever’s current and future employees.

In 2015, we maintained our status as the Graduate 
Employer of Choice in the fast-moving consumer 
goods sector among our target universities across 
34 countries.

THE FRAMEWORK IN A�TION 
The following examples illustrate the framework 
in action; whether it is through the choices we 
make in sourcing, in our factories or the way we 
engage with consumers, we are seeing more 
evidence that sustainability is contributing to our 
business success. 

SUSTAINABILITY IS DELIVERING VALUE  
FOR OUR BUSINESS AND SOCIETY 

80MILLION
interactions with consumers 
in two weeks

10%
JUMP IN  
MARKET  
SHARE

MORE �ROWTH
Consumers are responding to campaigns by brands 
such as Hellmann’s, Breyers and Omo on issues 
ranging from sustainable sourcing to water scarcity. 
Their interest and engagement are translating into 
sales growth and greater brand awareness. 

In fact, our Sustainable Living brands accounted for 
nearly half our growth in 2015 and grew faster than 
the rest of our business.

Sustainability creates innovation opportunities, 
pushing us to rethink product design in a world of 
finite resources. It opens up new markets and 
allows our brands to connect with consumers in 
different ways to meet their changing needs. 

We have developed a s�mple four-po�nt 
framework to help capture the ways �n  
wh�ch susta�nab�l�ty contr�butes to  
our bus�ness success�
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OMO #1RINSEISENOU�H 
SAVES�WATER
Towards the end of 2014 Brazil began 
suffering from the biggest water scarcity 
crisis in its history, affecting 70 million 
people. Residents had only limited supplies 
of running water for many weeks, so they 
had to cut down the number of laundry 
loads they could do. 

We discovered that when they were able to 
do their laundry, most people were doing 
more than one laundry rinse, even though 
each rinse uses up to 60 litres of water. 
So to help people save much needed water, 
in 2015 our Omo detergent brand launched 
the #1RinseIsEnough campaign to raise 
awareness of the volume of water used 
through extra rinsing. 

The campaign helped Brazil save a 
potential 229 billion litres of water. 
And during the campaign period, Omo 
sales grew 15% in Brazil, nearly double 
the market growth rate.

BREYERS’ SUSTAINABLE 
VANILLA SUPPORTS 
FARMERS�AND��ROWTH
The island of Madagascar is home to 
80% of the world’s natural vanilla. 
However, 90% of its population live 
on less than $2 per day. 

We want to help secure the future of the 
Madagascan farmers who grow the high- 
quality vanilla we need for our Breyers ice 
creams and frozen desserts. That’s why, 
with our supplier Symrise, we are providing 
income-boosting agricultural training, 
access to essential education and health 
insurance for farmers and their families. 
So far, we have helped over 3,300 farmers 
and their families.

Sourcing our Breyers vanilla sustainably 
– as certified by Rainforest Alliance – 
helps to secure our supplies for the future. 
In 2015 we reinvigorated Breyers by 
communicating our sustainability 
commitment and quality pledge to 
consumers. In 2015, sales grew by 6% 
marking a turnaround for the brand. 

RENEWABLE ENER�Y� 
RESILIEN�E AND OPPORTUNITY 
Climate change is one of the biggest 
challenges we face – as a society, and 
as a business. In 2015 we set a bold 
new target to be carbon positive in our 
operations by 2030. Our aim is that 100% 
of our energy will come from renewable 
sources, and we intend to generate more 
renewable energy than we consume and 
make the surplus available to the markets 
and communities in which we operate.

This is the first time we have put a 
deadline on our ambition of sourcing 
100% renewable energy. We recognise 
that our success depends in part on the 
broader changes taking place in energy 
markets worldwide. 

By becoming carbon positive, we aim to 
achieve lower operational costs, greater 
resilience in our energy supply and a 
closer relationship with our communities 
and consumers. 

In May 2015, we reached a major 
milestone when for the first time our 
manufacturing network achieved an 
annual saving of 1 million tonnes of CO2 
compared 2008. We have reduced CO2 from 
energy by 39% per tonne of production 
since 2008, resulting in around €330 
million in costs avoided.

229 BILLION
litres: potential water  
saving in Brazil

6%
SALES 

GROWTH

CARBON  
POSITIVE

in manufacturing  
by 2030

15%
SALES  

GROWTH

1 MILLION 
tonnes CO2 saved

€330 MILLION
costs avoided by using less energy
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SUSTAINABLE 
LIVING BRANDS 
DRIVE GROWTH
PUTTING SUSTAINABLE 
LIVING AT THE HEART OF 
OUR BRANDS IS INSPIRING 
OUR CONSUMERS AND 
GROWING OUR SALES. 

The concept of a �purpose-dr�ven� 
brand �s not new� Among our own 
brands, L�febuoy and Ben & Jerry�s 
have had a soc�al or env�ronmental 
purpose at the�r heart s�nce they 
were founded� 
However, in today’s complex and 
interconnected world, a powerful purpose 
alone is not enough and brands must look 
at their impacts across the board. Brands 
cannot do social good while harming the 
planet, or improve the lives of women who 
buy our products while ignoring the 
working conditions of the women who 
make them. 

This is why Unilever has created a 
definition of what makes a true 
Sustainable Living brand. Such a brand 
must not only have a clear purpose that 
contributes to a social or environmental 
concern. The product itself must also 
contribute to one or more of the targets 
we have set in the Unilever Sustainable 
Living Plan. 
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To assess product and purpose, we 
developed a methodology to help us 
determine how, and to what extent, each 
brand delivers against the two criteria. 
It enables brands to generate a systematic 
view of their progress across social and 
environmental factors. 

In 2016, we analysed our top brands using 
this methodology. Our analysis revealed 
that in 2015 Sustainable Living brands 
grew even faster than they did in 2014. They 
also delivered nearly half our growth and 
grew significantly faster - in fact 30% faster 
- than the rest of the business. 

We believe that if we want to effect change 
at scale, we will achieve this by making 
large, successful, category-defining 
brands recognisably sustainable. Our five 
biggest brands: Dove, Dirt is Good, Knorr, 
Hellmann’s and Lipton are all Sustainable 
Living brands. 

The examples from Domestos, Dove, 
Knorr and Lipton show how each has a 
purpose that addresses a specific social 
or environmental concern. And how they 
have made changes and improvements to 
their products to address a specific target 
in the Unilever Sustainable Living Plan. 

In 2015, we carried out research to 
understand whether consumers’ 
views on sustainability translate into 
actual purchasing choices. The majority 
of people we spoke to not only believe 
that sustainability is important but 
also take action to live more sustainably. 
Our research revealed that 
sustainability issues are relevant to 
consumers in both developed and 
emerging markets. This supports our 
thinking that sustainability presents 
a growth opportunity for business.

Up to 

15%
less plastic needed 
for our Domestos 
bottles

25%
cut in the carbon 
footprint of Dove 
compressed 
aerosol can

PURPOSE
To make beauty a source of 
confidence not anxiety for 
women everywhere by 
reaching over 15 million 
young people with our Dove 
Self-Esteem Project. 

PRODU�T
Dove was one of our first 
brands to introduce 
compressed aerosol 
deodorants in 2013. 
Consumers can enjoy the 
same protection and fragrance 
in the same spray time as 
before, but in a can half the 
size. This innovation cuts 
the carbon footprint per 
can by about 25%.

PURPOSE
To help 25 million people gain 
improved access to a toilet by 
2020 by promoting the benefits 
of using clean toilets and by 
making toilets accessible.

PRODU�T
We have reduced the plastic 
used for our Domestos bottles 
by up to 15%, making them 
lighter yet maintaining their 
strength. Once rolled out 
across the range worldwide, 
this will save around 1,000 
tonnes of plastic a year.

100%
of the tea for our 
Lipton tea bag blends 
is sustainably sourced

PURPOSE
Lipton supports farmers 
by working to improve their 
livelihoods and those of their 
families while protecting the 
planet for the future.

PRODU�T
By the end of 2015, all the 
tea for our Lipton tea bag 
blends was sourced from 
Rainforest Alliance CertifiedTM 
estates, a major step for the 
world’s biggest tea brand.

92%
of the top 13 vegetables and 
herbs used in Knorr's sauces, 
soups and seasonings 
are grown sustainably

PURPOSE
To unlock flavour and 
goodness from everyday 
food from f�rm, through 
sourcing 100% of ingredients 
sustainably, to fork, through 
nutritious cooking. 

PRODU�T
Already 92% of the top 
13 vegetables and herbs 
used in Knorr sauces, soups 
and seasonings are grown 
sustainably, and a ‘sustainably 
grown’ label on pack is 
making it easier for people 
to make responsible choices 
in the supermarket.
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DELIVERING 
OUR PLAN
WE CONTINUED TO 
ACHIEVE STRONG 
PERFORMANCE FOR 
TARGETS WITHIN OUR 
DIRECT CONTROL.
We are currently on track to del�ver the 
vast ma�or�ty of the targets �n our Plan� 
We�have updated some of our strateg�es 
to help us dr�ve b�gger changes and 
progress faster towards our goals� 

But the targets outside our direct control are 
proving more difficult and we have extended the 
timeframe for achieving some of these to allow 
time for wider systems changes to take effect.

On the following pages we summarise 
our progress under each of our three big 
goals: improving health and well-being, 
reducing environmental impact and 
enhancing livelihoods. 

KNORR IRON-
FORTIFIED 

BOUILLON CUBES 
HELP TACKLE 

ANAEMIA

3/4
of under-fives in 
Nigeria suffer 
from anaemia
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