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Abstract 

In the modern business era, companies face the challenge of balancing profit generation 
with social and environmental responsibility. This paper explores how Unilever, a global 
leader in consumer goods, successfully integrates both concepts through its Sustainable 
Living Plan (USLP). The USLP, launched in 2010, aims to improve health and well-being 
for over 1 billion people, reduce environmental impact by half, and enhance livelihoods 
across its supply chain. This study employs a content analysis methodology, reviewing 42 
scholarly journals, articles, and relevant sources to examine Unilever's approach to 
balancing profit and purpose. Findings show that the USLP has enabled Unilever to 
achieve financial growth while also fostering positive social and environmental 
outcomes. The paper argues that integrating social responsibility into business strategies 
can provide long-term competitive advantages, strengthen brand reputation, and attract 
both consumers and investors concerned with sustainability. This case study of Unilever 
serves as a model for other companies looking to align profitability with societal impact, 
demonstrating that sustainability is not only a moral obligation but also a strategic 
business advantage. 

Keywords: Profit and Purpose, Sustainable Living Plan, Unilever, Corporate 
Sustainability, Stakeholder Primacy. 

 

INTRODUCTION 

In the contemporary business landscape, companies are increasingly 

challenged to find a balance between pursuing financial profits and fulfilling their 

social and environmental responsibilities. Historically, businesses have been 

focused on profit maximization, primarily serving the interests of shareholders. 

This approach, known as shareholder primacy, has been deeply embedded in the 

capitalist economic framework. Milton Friedman’s assertion that the primary 

responsibility of business is to increase profits for shareholders has shaped the way 

corporations have operated for much of the 20th century. Under this model, 

companies were expected to generate financial returns, assuming that such profit-

making would naturally benefit society through employment, economic growth, 

and market competition. 

However, in the face of pressing global challenges such as climate change, 

resource depletion, and rising inequality, this approach has increasingly come 

under scrutiny. The environmental and social costs associated with unfettered 

profit-driven business practices have become too significant to ignore. This has 

led to a growing recognition of the need for stakeholder primacy, an approach 

that advocates for a broader definition of corporate responsibility. Unlike 

shareholder primacy, which focuses solely on profit for shareholders, stakeholder 
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primacy emphasizes that companies must consider the interests of all parties 

affected by their actions—employees, customers, communities, suppliers, and the 

environment. This shift is based on the understanding that long-term business 

success is intertwined with the ability to create value for all stakeholders, not just 

shareholders. 

In response to this evolving understanding of corporate responsibility, many 

businesses have adopted Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) practices. CSR 

initiatives often involve companies taking accountability for the social, 

environmental, and economic impacts of their operations. These initiatives aim to 

contribute to sustainable development, addressing societal challenges while 

achieving business objectives. However, despite the widespread adoption of CSR, 

there remains significant debate about the effectiveness of these initiatives in 

achieving meaningful change while ensuring business sustainability. A common 

challenge is that CSR is often treated as an add-on to business strategies rather 

than being integrated into the core operations of the company. As a result, many 

companies struggle to find a meaningful way to balance profit generation with 

their social and environmental commitments. 

Among the companies that have successfully navigated this challenge is 

Unilever, a global leader in the consumer goods sector. Unilever's approach to 

balancing profit and purpose is exemplified through its Sustainable Living Plan 

(USLP), launched in 2010. This ambitious initiative aims to create a positive social 

and environmental impact while simultaneously achieving financial growth. 

Through the USLP, Unilever seeks to improve health and well-being, reduce the 

environmental impact of its operations, and enhance livelihoods across its supply 

chain. This strategy is built on the idea that sustainability is not only a moral 

imperative but also a strategic business advantage that can lead to greater 

profitability, consumer loyalty, and long-term business viability. 

Unilever's commitment to integrating sustainability into its core business 

strategy represents a departure from the traditional focus on short-term profit 

maximization. Instead, Unilever has embraced the idea that businesses can 

generate financial value while addressing the world’s most pressing challenges. 

This approach aligns with the concept of Creating Shared Value (CSV), introduced 

by Porter and Kramer. CSV suggests that companies can create economic value in 

a way that also creates value for society by addressing societal needs and 

challenges through their business operations. Unilever’s Sustainable Living Plan 

embodies this idea by not only reducing the company’s environmental footprint 

and improving health outcomes but also by generating sustainable business 

growth. Through the USLP, Unilever demonstrates that the integration of profit 

and purpose is not a contradiction but a complementary strategy that can deliver 

value for all stakeholders. 
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Despite Unilever’s success, questions remain regarding how other companies 

can effectively balance profit and purpose in practice. While there is a growing 

body of research on the relationship between corporate sustainability and 

financial performance, there is a lack of empirical studies that provide a detailed 

analysis of how large corporations, such as Unilever, have implemented 

sustainability strategies and achieved tangible results. Most existing studies focus 

on CSR initiatives as isolated efforts or analyze the impact of sustainability on 

financial performance without addressing the broader social and environmental 

outcomes. Additionally, few studies have explored the long-term impact of 

integrating sustainability into a company’s core business strategy, particularly in 

the context of multinational corporations with diverse markets. 

This paper seeks to fill this gap by conducting an in-depth examination of 

Unilever’s Sustainable Living Plan, exploring how the company has successfully 

integrated profit and purpose. The paper will analyze how the USLP has impacted 

Unilever’s financial performance, brand reputation, and long-term sustainability. 

By studying Unilever’s approach, this paper aims to provide insights for other 

businesses seeking to balance profitability with social responsibility. The findings 

from this study will contribute to the ongoing discourse on corporate 

sustainability, offering practical lessons for businesses aiming to integrate social 

and environmental goals into their strategic framework. 

The importance of this study lies in its potential to influence the way 

companies approach corporate sustainability. In an era where stakeholders—

ranging from consumers to investors—are increasingly prioritizing ethical practices 

and sustainability, understanding how to effectively balance profit with purpose 

is crucial. The ability to create shared value for both businesses and society is 

becoming an essential component of modern business strategies, and companies 

that fail to adapt to this new paradigm may find themselves at a competitive 

disadvantage. As such, this paper not only contributes to the academic literature 

on corporate sustainability but also provides valuable insights for practitioners 

seeking to adopt more sustainable and socially responsible business practices. 

The objectives of this study are to explore how Unilever has successfully 

integrated profit and purpose through its Sustainable Living Plan, assess the 

impact of this integration on Unilever’s overall performance, and examine the 

lessons other companies can learn from Unilever’s approach. By analyzing the 

implementation and outcomes of the USLP, this paper will highlight the 

opportunities and challenges associated with balancing profitability and social 

responsibility in the corporate world. Ultimately, the study will demonstrate that 

companies can achieve long-term success by aligning their business strategies with 

the principles of stakeholder primacy and by integrating social and environmental 

goals into their core operations. 
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LITERATURE REVIEW 

Shareholder Primacy 

The concept of shareholder primacy has been deeply embedded in traditional 

business practices and is rooted in the economic theories of Milton Friedman. In 

his seminal work, Friedman (1970) argues that the primary responsibility of 

businesses is to maximize profits for their shareholders. According to this view, 

businesses should focus solely on financial performance, and any actions beyond 

that—such as social or environmental considerations—are considered extraneous 

unless they directly contribute to profit generation. Friedman’s theory has been 

widely accepted, particularly in capitalist economies, where market efficiency 

and profit maximization are seen as essential drivers of economic growth. 

This model of shareholder primacy has been criticized for being narrow and 

short-sighted, particularly in the context of global challenges such as climate 

change, social inequality, and environmental degradation. Critics argue that 

businesses focused solely on profit often disregard the broader impacts of their 

operations on society and the environment, which can lead to long-term harm to 

both the company and its stakeholders (Heydari, 2020). In response to these 

criticisms, there has been a growing movement toward adopting more inclusive 

business models that take into account the interests of a broader range of 

stakeholders. 

 

Stakeholder Primacy 

In contrast to shareholder primacy, stakeholder primacy is a theory that 

emphasizes the need for companies to consider the interests of all stakeholders 

involved in their operations, including employees, customers, suppliers, 

communities, and the environment. The stakeholder theory, introduced by 

Freeman (1984), posits that the success of a business is not solely determined by 

financial performance but by the company’s ability to create value for a diverse 

group of stakeholders. According to Freeman, businesses should engage with 

stakeholders and balance their interests to create long-term value for both the 

company and society. 

The rise of stakeholder primacy reflects a broader shift in business thinking, 

where companies are increasingly seen as social actors responsible for their 

impact on the environment and society. Freeman’s theory advocates for a more 

holistic approach to business strategy, where the company’s activities contribute 

not only to financial growth but also to societal well-being and environmental 

sustainability. This approach aligns with the growing expectations of consumers, 

employees, and investors, who are increasingly demanding that companies take 

responsibility for their social and environmental impact. 

However, implementing stakeholder primacy poses significant challenges for 

companies. Balancing the competing interests of various stakeholders can create 
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tensions, and businesses may struggle to find solutions that satisfy all parties. 

Moreover, the shift towards stakeholder-focused strategies requires companies to 

rethink traditional performance metrics, which have traditionally focused on 

financial returns, and instead adopt broader measures of success that include 

social and environmental outcomes. 

 

Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) 

Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) is a concept that emerged in the latter 

half of the 20th century as a response to the growing recognition that businesses 

should contribute to societal well-being beyond their economic contributions. CSR 

involves companies voluntarily engaging in activities that address social, 

environmental, and ethical issues, with the aim of positively impacting society. 

The scope of CSR can vary widely, ranging from environmental sustainability 

initiatives to community development programs, ethical labor practices, and 

philanthropy. 

CSR has become a mainstream practice in the business world, with companies 

increasingly integrating it into their strategic planning. However, there is ongoing 

debate about the effectiveness of CSR initiatives. Some scholars argue that CSR is 

often a superficial, voluntary effort that companies use to improve their public 

image without making substantial changes to their business practices (Carroll, 

1999). Others contend that CSR, when implemented effectively, can lead to a 

competitive advantage by strengthening brand loyalty, improving stakeholder 

relationships, and enhancing the company’s reputation (Porter & Kramer, 2006). 

Despite these differences, CSR has played a crucial role in pushing businesses to 

recognize their broader societal and environmental responsibilities. 

 

Creating Shared Value (CSV) 

The Creating Shared Value (CSV) concept, introduced by Porter and Kramer 

(2011), represents a shift in thinking about CSR. Unlike traditional CSR, which is 

often viewed as an add-on to business strategies, CSV integrates social and 

environmental goals into the core business activities of a company. Porter and 

Kramer argue that businesses can create both economic value and social value 

simultaneously by addressing societal challenges through their products, services, 

and business operations. 

CSV is based on the idea that businesses do not have to choose between 

profit and social responsibility; instead, by aligning business strategies with 

societal needs, companies can create long-term competitive advantages. Porter 

and Kramer identify three primary ways in which companies can create shared 

value: (1) by reconceiving products and markets to meet societal needs, (2) by 

redefining productivity in the value chain to reduce social and environmental 
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costs, and (3) by building supportive industry clusters that strengthen local 

economies (Porter & Kramer, 2011). 

The CSV model has been particularly influential in the field of corporate 

sustainability, as it offers a way for companies to integrate profit and purpose 

more seamlessly. Unlike CSR, which is often seen as a separate, voluntary activity, 

CSV is embedded in the company’s business strategy and is aimed at creating value 

for both the company and society. Companies such as Unilever, Nestlé, and 

Patagonia have been cited as examples of firms that have successfully 

implemented CSV strategies to achieve both business success and social impact. 

 

Unilever’s Sustainable Living Plan (USLP) 

Unilever’s Sustainable Living Plan (USLP) is a prime example of a company 

that has successfully integrated the principles of CSV into its business strategy. 

The USLP, launched in 2010, outlines three key goals: improving health and well-

being for over 1 billion people, reducing the environmental impact of Unilever’s 

operations by half, and enhancing livelihoods across its supply chain. Through the 

USLP, Unilever has committed to embedding sustainability into its core business 

operations, with a focus on innovation, efficiency, and positive social impact. 

The USLP has been widely regarded as a benchmark for corporate 

sustainability, demonstrating that companies can align profit and purpose to 

achieve long-term success. Unilever’s approach involves integrating sustainability 

into product development, sourcing, and marketing, ensuring that sustainability 

is not treated as a secondary concern but as a central element of its business 

model. Through initiatives such as reducing carbon emissions, sourcing sustainable 

raw materials, and promoting health and hygiene, Unilever has created significant 

value for both its stakeholders and its shareholders. 

Unilever’s success with the USLP illustrates how companies can balance 

profit and purpose by aligning their business strategy with societal needs. It also 

highlights the importance of leadership, innovation, and stakeholder engagement 

in driving corporate sustainability initiatives. The company’s ability to integrate 

sustainability into its core business operations has not only contributed to its 

reputation as a leader in corporate responsibility but has also resulted in financial 

benefits, such as increased sales, enhanced brand loyalty, and stronger investor 

confidence. 

 

METHOD 

This study employs a literature review methodology to analyze Unilever’s 

Sustainable Living Plan (USLP) and its ability to balance profit and purpose. The 

data used for this research includes 42 scholarly journals, articles, and reliable 

internet sources relevant to corporate sustainability and CSR. The sources were 
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selected based on their direct relevance to the integration of profit and 

social/environmental goals within business strategies. 

The data collection process involved gathering primary and secondary data, 

including academic publications, Unilever’s corporate sustainability reports, and 

industry publications. These sources provide insight into Unilever’s practices, 

goals, and outcomes related to its sustainability initiatives. 

Content analysis was used as the primary technique for analyzing the 

collected data. This qualitative method involves systematically categorizing the 

data into key themes such as profit generation, social responsibility, 

environmental sustainability, and business performance. The data was then coded 

to identify patterns and recurring themes, which were interpreted to understand 

how Unilever has integrated social and environmental objectives with its business 

strategy. 

The analysis also draws comparisons with other companies that have adopted 

similar sustainability practices, offering a broader context to Unilever’s approach. 

The findings from this analysis were synthesized to draw conclusions about the 

effectiveness of integrating profit with purpose, as seen in Unilever’s success with 

the Sustainable Living Plan. 

The reliability and validity of the study were ensured through source 

triangulation, using multiple sources to cross-verify findings, and expert review to 

validate the methodology and conclusions. While the study is limited to Unilever’s 

experience, it provides valuable insights for other companies aiming to balance 

profitability with sustainability. 

 

RESULT AND DISCUSSION 

Profit Generation and Financial Performance 

Unilever’s Sustainable Living Plan has been associated with impressive 

financial outcomes. Brands that are part of the USLP have experienced growth 

rates 69% faster than those that are not, indicating a clear link between 

sustainability initiatives and financial success. By aligning sustainability goals with 

business objectives, Unilever has been able to attract consumers who are 

increasingly conscious of environmental and social issues. This has resulted in 

stronger brand loyalty, increased market share, and enhanced customer trust. 

The integration of sustainability into Unilever’s operations has also led to 

cost savings and operational efficiencies. Initiatives such as reducing carbon 

emissions, optimizing water usage, and minimizing waste have not only 

contributed to the company’s environmental goals but have also reduced 

operational costs in the long term. The use of renewable energy in Unilever’s 

production facilities and sustainable sourcing of materials have proven to be both 

environmentally and economically beneficial. 
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Social and Environmental Impact 

Unilever’s focus on social responsibility through the Sustainable Living Plan 

has resulted in significant improvements in community well-being. One of the key 

goals of the USLP is to improve the health and well-being of over 1 billion people, 

which has been achieved through programs like Lifebuoy’s handwashing campaign 

and the development of products that promote healthy living. The company’s 

commitment to providing access to clean water and supporting sanitation efforts 

in developing regions has further solidified its role as a socially responsible 

business. 

In terms of environmental sustainability, Unilever has made considerable 

strides toward reducing its environmental footprint. By 2020, the company 

reduced its greenhouse gas emissions by 70% and aimed for net-zero emissions by 

2039. Moreover, 64% of the energy used in its operations comes from renewable 

sources, a testament to its commitment to mitigating climate change. Unilever’s 

efforts to create sustainable supply chains, particularly in sourcing raw materials 

like palm oil, have not only helped conserve resources but also supported 

smallholder farmers by providing them with training and access to markets, thus 

improving their livelihoods. 

 

Stakeholder Engagement and Reputation 

Unilever’s sustainability initiatives have contributed to an enhanced 

corporate reputation, positioning the company as a leader in corporate 

responsibility and environmental stewardship. Its engagement with stakeholders—

ranging from employees to consumers, suppliers, and local communities—has been 

central to the success of the Sustainable Living Plan. By incorporating stakeholder 

primacy into its strategy, Unilever has fostered positive relationships with both 

internal and external stakeholders, which has in turn helped the company to 

maintain a competitive edge. 

Unilever’s Shakti program, which empowers rural women in India by 

providing them with entrepreneurial opportunities to sell Unilever products, is an 

example of how the company’s sustainability efforts align with its goal of creating 

value for all stakeholders. The program not only empowers women but also 

strengthens the company’s supply chain by creating a reliable distribution network 

in underserved areas. 

 

Challenges and Limitations 

While Unilever’s Sustainable Living Plan has yielded positive outcomes, the 

company has faced several challenges in achieving its sustainability goals. One 

major challenge has been the supply chain complexity, particularly in sourcing 

sustainable materials across diverse geographies. For example, ensuring that palm 

oil and paper products are sustainably sourced has required continuous monitoring 
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and collaboration with suppliers to ensure compliance with sustainability 

standards. 

Additionally, the company’s sustainability goals are often impacted by 

external factors such as regulatory changes and market fluctuations. For instance, 

shifting regulations around plastic waste and recycling could pose challenges for 

Unilever’s goal of making all its plastic packaging recyclable by 2025. 

Furthermore, Unilever’s business model requires constant innovation to stay 

ahead of competitors, which can be resource-intensive and risky. 

Despite these challenges, Unilever’s Sustainable Living Plan continues to set 

a benchmark for other corporations, demonstrating that it is possible to integrate 

profit with purpose in a way that benefits both business and society. 

 

Comparative Insights: Other Companies’ Sustainability Efforts 

Unilever’s approach to sustainability is not unique, although its scope and 

success stand out. Companies like Patagonia and Nestlé have also made strides in 

balancing profit and social responsibility, although their approaches differ. For 

example, Patagonia has focused heavily on environmental advocacy and producing 

products with minimal environmental impact, such as using recycled materials in 

its clothing line. Similarly, Nestlé has focused on improving nutrition and 

supporting local farming communities. 

What differentiates Unilever is its holistic approach, where sustainability is 

embedded at every level of the business, from product development to marketing, 

operations, and stakeholder relations. This comprehensive integration of 

sustainability into the company’s core strategy has made it a model for businesses 

across industries. 

The findings of this study show that Unilever’s Sustainable Living Plan has 

proven to be a successful model for balancing profit and purpose. The company 

has not only achieved financial growth through sustainable product lines but also 

made significant strides in addressing global social and environmental challenges. 

The Sustainable Living Plan exemplifies how companies can create shared value—

benefiting both business and society—by aligning sustainability goals with 

corporate strategy. 

While challenges remain, particularly in supply chain management and 

external regulatory pressures, Unilever’s ongoing commitment to integrating 

sustainability into its business operations underscores the importance of balancing 

profit with purpose. This case study provides valuable insights for other companies 

seeking to adopt sustainable business practices that align with both financial 

success and social responsibility. 
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CONCLUSION 

The analysis of Unilever’s Sustainable Living Plan (USLP) reveals that the 

company has successfully integrated profit and purpose, demonstrating that 

sustainability can be a key driver of long-term business success. Through the USLP, 

Unilever has not only achieved financial growth but also made significant 

contributions to global social and environmental issues. By embedding 

sustainability at the heart of its business strategy, Unilever has shown that 

companies can balance profit with social responsibility, creating value for 

shareholders and stakeholders alike. 

Unilever’s approach to sustainability—focusing on goals such as improving 

health and well-being, reducing environmental impact, and enhancing livelihoods 

within its supply chain—has proven effective. The company’s ability to achieve 

financial growth through its sustainability initiatives is evident, with brands that 

are part of the USLP experiencing growth rates 69% faster than those not included. 

Additionally, by optimizing resources, reducing waste, and transitioning to 

renewable energy, Unilever has made notable strides in cutting operational costs 

and enhancing its environmental performance. These actions have contributed to 

cost savings and brand loyalty, positioning Unilever as a market leader in 

corporate responsibility. 

The positive social and environmental impact of the USLP is equally 

significant. Unilever’s efforts to improve health and hygiene, reduce carbon 

emissions, and empower women through initiatives such as Shakti reflect the 

company’s commitment to addressing global challenges. Furthermore, by aligning 

sustainability with its core business strategy, Unilever has strengthened its 

corporate reputation and developed stronger relationships with stakeholders, 

including employees, suppliers, and consumers. 

However, the study also highlights the challenges faced by Unilever in 

implementing the USLP, particularly with respect to supply chain complexities, 

regulatory changes, and the need for continuous innovation. Despite these 

obstacles, Unilever’s commitment to sustainability remains steadfast, setting a 

strong example for other companies seeking to align profit with purpose. 

In conclusion, Unilever’s Sustainable Living Plan serves as a model for other 

companies aiming to achieve long-term profitability while contributing to the 

greater good. The integration of sustainability into business operations can create 

shared value for both companies and society, leading to a more sustainable and 

prosperous future. As businesses continue to face increasing pressure from 

consumers, investors, and regulatory bodies to adopt sustainable practices, the 

lessons learned from Unilever’s approach can guide future corporate strategies 

aimed at balancing profit with purpose. 
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