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Rebuilding a Greener Unilever
CEQ Polman Continues Centralizing Behemoth's Command Structure While Filling in Market "White Spots’

By PAUL SONNE

LONDON—When Paul Polman was chosen in fall 2008 to run Unilever PLC, the consumer-goods giant behind
Dove soap, Magnum ics cream and Lynx decdorant, the global economy was on its knees,

Lehman Brothers Holdings Inc. was collapsing: povernments were preparing bailouts; shoppers had begun
clozing their wallets; and Mr. Polman had inherited a company that, despite boasting well-known brand= and
deep histories in markets like India and Indonesia, was panting to keep pace with its competitors.

MNow, more than two-and-a-half years since Mr. Polman officially became chisf execative on the first day of 2o004q,
key markets like Enrope and the U5, are still gasping for air. But the 55-yvear-old Dutchman i= gradually proving
to investors that he can handle the "new normal™—and refazhion a consumer-goods colossus into a company agils
enough to deal with volatility and aggressive rivals.

In an interview with The Wall Street Journal at Unilever's Art
Deco headquarters by the Thames, he says the economic crisis
has helped Unilever. It has provided a clear reazon to push
throngh long-needed changes at the Anglo-Dutch company, he
SaAYE.

"The economic environment we were facing. especially at the
end of 2008, was clear enough for everybody to understand,”
Mr. Polman say=. "It s quite a difference to say, Here's a new
CEQ coming in from the outside, and he's on a soapbox, asking
us to do more’ versus ‘There's a barning platform.” "

Paul Polman says fhe Eurppean debl onsis proadies
policians the same cdralenge Lo ac boldly that the

2008 giobal downlum provided for Urslever He thinks Europe should follow the same approach: "Enrope is

going throngh a very difficnlt phase right now that I think iz an
ideal opportonity—when the crisis is high, and we chould take
this very seriously—to take some bold decisions.” The continent,

Paul Polman

g B he says. "has become incredibly self-occupied and internally
Hatlonality: Duact fornsed.”

Poaltlon: CEQ of Undlever PLC

S So far, Mr. Polman's changes at Unilever have included a major

revamp of the management strocture, a reorganization of the
innovation team that creates new products and indunstrial
Previous positions: CFO. Nesté SA, 2006 processes and a massive cost-catting drive. He has moved to take
20049; president, Ewapss, Procier & Gamble Co., existing Unilever Pl'ﬂd'ﬂﬂt-l'tﬂ new marksts—a strategy of ﬁ]ll.llg
2001 -2008; prasidant, Slobal Fabric Care in white 5-[!31"_-1" that has b[l:lllg]:l.‘t Magnum ice cream bar= to the
Procier & Gamble Col, 1299-2001 ] i
U.5., Dove spap to China and Clear dandruff shampoo to Mesxico.

Time In job: Simce Jan. 1, 2009 {roughly 2.5
years)
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His long-stated goal i= to double Unilever's sales while reduncing
itz emvironmental impact. So far, it has moved from sales of €35.8 billion ($56.8 billicn) in 2009 to more than
€45 billion expected this year. The golden number is €80 billion, but MIr. Polman =ays he "will not be obsessed to
just o for the 8o number for the sake of the 80 number.”

"We're talking here about a minds=et of growth after a long time of not growing, or declining.™ he say=. Though he
hazn't ==t a deadline, Mr, Polman says the company would need salss to rise by about 7% a year in order to double
in roughly 10 vears. He believes Unilever can achieve at least go% of that growth on #t= own, without acquisitions.

"We have 54% [of our business) in the emerging markets and we are cnly reaching 2 billion consumers a day,” he
says. LHOers's 0o reason why we cannot reach 4 billion consumers. We have introduced, over the last two years,
130 of our products in countries where they were not in."

If Mr. Polman sounds impatient, it's becanse he iz, He is eager for change at Unilever, a company that spent years
tripping over itsslf. For a long time, it was divided between headquarters in the UK. and the Netherlands and had
two chief execntives. Internal divisions, bureancracy and inefficiency depreszad performance. Annmal zales
growth slowed from 5.0% in 1998 to a low of 0.7% in 2004, for instance, and remained in the low single digits for

YEars,

Many of the problems had their roots in history. Unilever was foundead in 1930 when Britich soap company Lever
Brothers merged with Margarine Unie, a Duatch food firm that was itzelf a product of mergers, Unilever bacame
one of the first modern multinationals, pushing into the developing world on the coattails of British and Datch
colonialism, with early businesses in India and Indonesia,

The resnlt was a sprawling empire—a mishmaszh of companies operating independently in dizparate regions but
sending checks back to the head office, It was the opposite of U.S, rival Procter & Gamble Co., known for its
centralized command strocture controlled tightly from Cincinnati. Ohio.

Unilever's heritage has been both a carse and a blessing, It has spent years tryving to shed its slnggizhness, which
as recently as 2oo7 made it a farget for buyoat firms. But it has also enjoyed an entrenched presence in the
developing world—helpful now Enrope and the U.5. are narsing economic woes.

"If you go to Hindustan Unilsver or our Indonesian company, or any for that matter, vou find companies that are
very muoch in tune with local sodiety,” Mr, Polman says. "That's true for Bangladesh. as much as for Indonesia or
Erazil. That's becoming an increazing advantage.”

Mr. Polman's predecessor, Patrick Cescan, started cleaning up the company's organizational structure and
slimming the work foree through a campaizn known as "Omne Unilever.” Mr. Polman is continning the
trancformation.

In the first half of 2044, zales roza 4.1% to €22.8 billion. Since Jannary 2oog, Unilever's sharss on the London
Stock Exchange have rizen to 1,084 pence from 1,621 pence, an 18.3% rise on Mr. Polman's watch.

The Unilever boss hails from Enschede, a Dutch textile-manufactoring town on the border with Germany, where
his father worksd at a tire company. He considered becoming a priest before deciding to study econommics at the
University of Groningen, about an hour-and-a-half's drive from his hometown, After graduation, he moved to the
U.5., arriving in Ohio to stay with friends of his parents and later completing MBA and MA deprees at the
University of Cincinnati. Nearby was the headquarters of Procter & Gamble, the consumer-goods behemoth
which Mr. Polman joined in 1979 and where he remained for 26 vears. He rose throngh the ranks, evendually
becoming president of PE{G's Enrcpean operations in zoo1, before jumping to MNestle SA five years later to
become chief financial officer,

Today, one of Mr. Polman's main tasks is to fizht off P&, his employer of 26 years, and the maker of Pantene

shampoo and Arisl detergent. On the day Unilever announced its first-half financial resalts, 3. Polman was
sporting cufflinks in the shape of the company's logo—a clear communication of his new loyalties,
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In recent years, P&G has been slashing prices on its products and increasing promotional achvity to gain markst
chare, Unilever, meanwhils. has tried to raiss its prices to protect margins.

"There i definitely a lot of value that has been taken out of the market,” Mr. Polman says, when asked abont
P&(F's strategy of price-cotting and promotion. "That's one of the reasons [ think we increasingly see the retailers
wanting to work with us and moving us up into the preferred-sapplier status, becanse we are droving true value
with innovations into thess market=,"

He says Unilever isn't following a similar strategy. becanse "it's not a long-term snccessful strategy, we belisve.”

In addition to fending off rivals, Mr., Polman has been implementing policies that would allow Unilever to reduce
it= emvironmental impact, It's a tongh task becanse Unilever i now growing, and it includes not only its own
operations in the calenlation, but also those of its suppliers and retailers.

"Onar total carbon impact, across the total supply chain. #s 300 million tons, and our own factories and travel is
only 3 millicn tons,” Mr. Polman say=. "So if we would focas on our own shop, that's one thing, but if we inflnence
the total supply chain, we have a muoch bigper influencs.”

The company has 50 targets in all. They include carbon-emizsions aims, goals to increass the nomber of small
farmers supplying Unilever. and water-usage objectives. In many cases, the goals are forcing big changes to the
way Unilever does business.

Still, the sense of change i=n't limited to sustainability initiatives. Asked what the biggest change he has seen so
far in his more than two years as chief execuative, Mr. Polman is quick to answer. "I have seen a shift in
confidence,” he =ays.

Write to Paul Sonne at panl.sonne@wsj.com
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