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Debate	 topic:	 It	 would	 be	 advantageous	 for	 Unilever	 to	 use	 its	
distribution	 system	 in	 Africa,	 to	 distribute	 the	 malaria	 drug	 for	
Medicines	for	Malaria	Venture	(MMV). 

Background	information	
The case in point is whether it would be advantageous for Unilever as a conglomerate 
(British-Dutch) to distribute malaria drug for MMV. 
 
We need to understand the mindset of Unilever. In a speech by Patrick Cescau, Group Chief 
Executive, Unilever, claimed that “social corporate responsibility (CSR) is deeply coded into 
Unilever’s DNA.” (Cescau, 2007) 

Yes,	it	would	be	advantageous	for	Unilever	to	use	its	distribution	system	in	
Africa	

It	strengthens	positive	relationships	with	external	parties	
Firstly, as conglomerates and mega companies such as Unilever receive a lot of controversial 
views from the public and environmental groups, (due to their environmental footprint of 
their manufactured products such as harvesting palm oil might cause deforestation) it would 
be advantageous to win the hearts of these critics by distributing malaria drugs for Medicines 
for Malaria Venture (MMV). By doing so, Unilever will receive a better impression from the 
media, environmental groups, general public and communities. This would lead to less 
potential lobbying activities or public outrage.  
 
Secondly, Unilever will gain more customers to perceive Unilever’s products as adding 
quality to their lives by what they use and what they eat, (Unilever, 2011) and at the same 
time Unilever’s customers will be comfortable using its products because they know part of 
the money they pay is going into doing something good.  
 
Thirdly, Unilever’s products will be differentiated among its main competitors such as 
Proctor and Gamble and thus gain greater market share.  
 
To summarize the above 3 advantages: With Unilever’s added CSR activity (Distributing for 
MMV), it would lead to 2 important outcomes. (Pohle & Hittner, 2008) 
 

1. Information – From visibility to transparency 
Watchdog organizations will keep a keen eye on organizations and keep people 
informed of the activities and intentions of these organizations. By engaging in 
malaria drug delivery, Unilever can be more transparent to its stakeholders and 
consumers. By being transparent, Unilever can gain the trust of its stakeholders and 
consumers and therefore gain profitability and significant strategic purposes through 
this positive relationship. 

2. Relationships – From containment to engagement 
This is a true essence of Customer Relationship Management where external parties 
are won over and thus keeping them as Unilever’s advocates and loyal customers. 
This is because customers align their desires to do good with Unilever’s CSR 
activities.  
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In my own summary, I would say, “It is not about winning an argument; it’s about winning 
the person over.” 
 
Example: (Cescau, 2007) 
Not about winning the argument: Unilever defending itself of its deforestation activity in 
the process of extracting palm oil for its skin care products. 
 
About winning the person over: Poverty reduction, social innovation and environment 
sustainability (responsible harvesting of materials) are all Unilever’s CSR targets. 

No,	it	wouldn’t	be	advantageous	for	Unilever	to	use	its	distribution	system	
in	Africa	

You	can’t	please	everybody:		Relationship	with	investors	and	partners	
Even if a company does some form of social responsibility, it must be related to their 
business growth strategy, not forgetting Unilever needs to report and explain their financial 
status and account to their shareholders. Businesses are not just looking at corporate social 
responsibility as an activity that reaps intangible profits such as winning the public’s good 
opinions, receive positive media reports and so on, but in a business point of view, it must be 
related to bottom line net-profitability. If Unilever’s major stakeholders are not happy with 
Unilever’s involvement in helping MMV, probably due to additional transportation costs, 
administration or manpower, internal conflicts may damage the conglomerate’s future 
business and growth.  
 
Not to forget that Customer Relationship also deals with investors and partners of the 
company. By satisfying one group of people does not mean Unilever will satisfy another. 
  

Losing	track	of	Unilever’s	CSR	promise	to	the	world	and	to	itself	
By engaging in another CSR activity, it may distract Unilever’s from fulfilling its current 
CSR goals of: (Cescau, 2007) 
 Economic development: To reduce poverty in developing and emerging countries by 

entering into their markets and provide jobs and at the same time offer Unilever’s 
products. 

 Social innovation: To reassure consumers that buying Unilever’s products not only 
make them feel good, look good but also do good. –Knowing what they buy benefits 
society and the planet. 

 Sustainability: To reduce their environmental impacts rather than wait for legislation 
or public outcry to force Unilever to do so.   

 
 
These 3 CSR goals are all in-line with Unilever’s profitability business strategies. By 
partnering MMV to deliver the malaria drugs, Unilever needs to align this CSR effort to their 
fore-planned business strategy. Metaphorically, we are talking about a big ship moving in a 
different direction; it takes time for the entire ship to manuever even when the ship’s rudder 
had already changed its course. Therefore, with Unilever’s CSR efforts and business 
strategies all in place, it would be a disadvantage for Unilever to include another heavy 
project of delivering malaria drug with MMV as it might delay all current plans and 
operations of Unilever.  
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