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Introduction

Armstrong and Kotler (2012) describe marketing as the process through an organization’s goods, and services move from the concept to the customers. It mainly involves ensuring that a business is providing goods and services that are required by a customer. Marketing is mainly based on customers’ needs and ways of satisfying them. It coordinates the 4p’s, that is, product, price, place, and promotion. The marketing department thus plays a vital role in ensuring customers’ needs are met by using the various channels in the organization. This research focuses on the ways and strategies used by Unilever in ensuring that the needs of the customers are met.

Unilever is a multinational company producing a broad range of consumer goods from household products to foods and beverages. It was founded in 1930 in the UK and in 2010 it was named the “sustainability leader in food and beverage by the Dow Jones Sustainability Indexes, for the 12th consecutive year” (Unilever). It is among the world’s leading FMCG Company and operates in more than 190 countries. As of 2014, Unilever’s annual turnover was 48.4 billion pounds and employs more than 172, 000 employees (Unilever, 2014).

The company’s mission statement is meeting the daily needs of individuals everywhere. To accomplish this, Unilever has a huge global base and continues to expand. The company’s priority and principle are supporting sustainability and providing their customers around the globe with products that will help them look and feel good. It declared in a report that at least 150 million people use their brand to clean and feed their families. In order for their brands to remain at the top, Unilever spends massively on marketing and advertising (Corporate Watch, 2015).

In the modern world, consumers have various means of ensuring their needs are met. They shop at the local stores, out of town shopping malls, and through the internet. Due to this, competition has become tough among retailers. Companies have, therefore, developed strategies that ensure they have a competitive advantage over their competitors and win loyal customers. Moderandi Inc. (2013, p.1) asserts: “Competitive positioning is about defining how you’ll differentiate your offering and create value for your market.” Through differentiation, a company stands out and gains a greater market. Therefore, the marketers at Unilever are continually concerned about their market profile, customer segments, competitive analysis, and means of delivering value.

From its inception in 1930, Unilever went through several mergers and acquisitions. Through this, it grew immensely, and the mergers retained their names and their brands. It was thus able to diversify and increase its customer base. Through the multiple mergers, Unilever developed products that targeted every segment and served multiple markets whilst differentiating its products in a way that met the needs of every market segment. As a result, it was able to develop and emerge into new markets and developing countries (Bansal, 2015).

Customers’ Needs and Wants
Customers have varying needs and wants. Needs are defined as the essentials that are necessary for an individual’s survival while wants are the things that individuals need to make their life interesting. Consumers needs include things like food, shelter, and clothing’s while wants may include cars and electronics. Generally, a consumer’s needs and wants are the desires that influence their actions and improve their fulfillment once they are met. The marketing departments aim at identifying the needs and wants of their target market with the intention of attracting and inciting their drive to purchase.

To meet the needs and wants of their customers, an organization should formulate a strategy that will assist them in understanding their customers’ needs and expectations. So as to define a customer’s needs, an organization should be able to determine who their customers are, what information they should gather from them, and how they should gather that information. An organization thereafter uses this information for product requirements and re-engineering.

Unilever has been able to incorporate their marketing strategies to deliver useful information that has assisted them in determining how to establish the various product ranges they own. Unilever has an extensive portfolio of brands across foods, home appliances, and personal care. They offer products that address the different needs and wants of their customers. In their effort to satisfy their customers’ needs and wants, they produced a range of ice cream that could both be a need or a want to the consumer. To some, ice cream can be taken to relinquish the desire, while to others they use ice cream as a means to help in managing their weight. While “some brands are there to help a consumer feel good about themselves; others are designed to offer hygienic living for them and their family” (Unilever, 2007).

This clearly shows that Unilever has taken the initiative to learn the peculiar needs of their customers hence offering them products that are suitable for each. Unilever understands the different needs of each customer and thus manufacturer’s products that can suit their needs. Unilever caters for every individual need no matter the age, sex, or ethnicity. Through their R&D team, Unilever can know what their customer requires. Through this knowledge, they can provide a range of products that will suit all individuals. Moreover, their products range fall in the necessities category and thus people all over the world are bound to come across a Unilever product. Their brands promise quality, which they always deliver; thus their brands are trusted all over the world (KPMG, 2014).

Competitive Issues Facing Unilever

Unilever’s C.E.O reported that unlike what most people think, Procter &Gamble are not their major competitors. Their biggest competitors are the local firms (Daneshkhu, 2014). Paul Polman told the financial times that the regional players from emerging markets are so far their toughest competitors. He, however, said that they are confident of their long-term prospects in these markets.

Though Unilever has managed to grow even in the recessionary environment, it cannot afford to overlook the threats from regional, local, and global players. To best look at their position in the competitive market, SWOT analysis gives a better view of the company’s strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats (Fikri, 2010).

Strengths
1. Unilever is a multinational company operating in nearly 190 countries. It thus has a global footprint and owns some of the top brands in the world.
2. Unilever has a broad range of brands and diverse products making it unique and in a better position to tap the market with the changes in consumer’s preferences.
3. Its research and development department receives enough funds enabling it to produce products that are in line with the consumers’ needs and preferences.
4. Though proctor & gamble is not its major competitor, it, however, faces some threat from the fact that it is its nearest global competitor. However, it has a competitive advantage over proctor & gamble due to its flexible pricing strategies and proficiency in distribution channels. It is thus able to reach the corners of the globe.
5. By getting involved with local companies, it can pursue global strategies while still maintaining a notch of local flavor thus attracting local consumers whilst still maintaining its global image.

Weaknesses
1. One of their major weaknesses is that, Unilever operates in a competitive market with similar global giants like Nestle and P&G, and also local companies which challenge its dominance in the fast moving consumer goods market.
2. Another weakness facing Unilever is that its products can easily be substituted particularly in emerging markets in Asia and Africa. Consumers from Africa and Asia often prefer their traditional alternatives to products from Unilever.

Opportunities
1. As a result of globalization and the increase of global media, most consumers in the emerging markets are seeking western lifestyles hence Unilever has an opportunity to tap into this new and broad consumer base.
2. Most consumers are watching their health and turning to healthy products. Unilever can take this opportunity since they produce some health products and are also yet to launch some.
3. Unilever has a social and environmental responsibility and due to the emergence of the ethical consumer who is concerned about buying brands from an organization that is socially and environmentally responsible, Unilever can tap into such markets.
Threats
1. Global economic crisis has reduced the consumers disposable incomes making them buy less or seek value for their money. This has dented Unilever increasing their costs meaning that they face a threat of diminishing revenues.
2. Unilever faces threat from local producers who produce alternative products that give the consumers more value at a lesser price.
3. With the entry of Asian conglomerates into the global market, Unilever faces yet another threat in the FMCG market.
(Fikri, 2010).
Mission Statement – Strategy
Every company should have a laid down plan expressing what direction they intend to follow. The purpose of every organization is normally set out in a phrase that comprises one or few sentences. It is referred to as the “mission statement”. Unilever’s mission statement is meeting the daily needs of individuals everywhere. Individuals can only obtain this when the organization is global thus reaching people from all sectors of the world. Unilever's thus made it their purpose to become global so that they can meet their market target. As of now, Unilever sells its products to more than 190 countries globally (Unilever, 2014).

Their growth agenda means that they purchase their supplies from about 160,000 suppliers across all borders. This ensures that their factories, which are positioned in more than 100 countries do get the correct supplies that will enable them produce and market their unique products. In collaboration with their suppliers, they can deliver and meet their customers’ needs. Unilever ensures that their supplies are efficient so that they can manufacture standardized products (Unilever, 2014).
Unilever’s products include; food and beverages, cleaning agents, and personal care products. These ranges of products are necessary in any household across the world. At least one in every five customers has a product with their branding. With the increase in global population, there is an increasing demand for the necessities. Unilever meets the increased demand by continuing to expand and increase their boundaries. At the same time, through increased marketing and advertising, Unilever intends to win more customers while retaining the already existing customer base.

Unilever realizes that most of their customers have varying needs and prefer to shop in many different ways. Customers entering any stores, at most times, know what they want. One of the major reasons why customers may lean towards buying a Unilever brand is because they know it is a product they can trust, and they will get value for their money. Unilever has thus won the hurts of many and has built itself a loyal customer base.

Market Segmentation
In a market, customers are different according to their wants, tastes and preferences. It is due to this fact that organizations segment their markets so that they can reach and satisfy every customer’s desires. Market segmentation includes identifying a group of individuals or a market that shares similar characteristics in terms of their wants, their purchasing power, and attitudes. Markets can be segmented on the basis of demographic characteristics, psychographic characteristics, behavioral characteristics, income characteristics, and geographic characteristics (Wilson, 2009). With its wide range of products, Unilever has segmented its market to ensure that products suit the end user accordingly.

Market segmentation is a strategy Unilever uses against its competitors. Being a global company, Unilever sells its products to over 190 countries worldwide. People living in these countries have different purchasing powers and different preferences. Unilever can meet all their requirements through market segmentation. For instance, consumers in emerging markets are more concerned about the price of the product (Nisen, 2013). Unilever responds to this by implementing a strategy that will ensure their products are affordable in these countries giving them a competitive edge (Mittal, 2013).

Unilever also segments its market in other various ways. For instance, it introduced male toothpaste targeting the men (Perreau, 2015) while products like Dove with flowery scent target females (Clements, 2013). Moreover, Unilever makes its products favorable to the local communities by adding a local touch that appeal to the interests of the local people. Through careful consideration of every customer’s needs and preference, Unilever has been able to know which product corresponds to a particular population, age, gender, or ethnicity (Unilever).

Market Target
Unilever products target every single consumer in the market ranging from small children to the elderly. In almost every household, one of their five products is a Unilever product. Unilever has managed to do this by investing in a wide range of products from personal products, foods and beverages, and cleaning products. Their basic aim is meeting the daily needs of individuals everywhere and helping them to enjoy life with good products. With their quality and healthy products, they have also managed to tap into the healthy consumer. Unilever thus has a wide market that targets every individual with a purchasing power (Nisen, 2013).

Market Positioning
One major threat Unilever faces is the fact that their products can be substituted with local products that are much cheaper. Due to this fact, Unilever has had to conduct immense advertising and promotions to promote their brands so that they may still appeal to their customer base. Effective positioning involves understanding the nature of one’s competition and using this knowledge to enhance one's products in accordance with the target market. As a result, Unilever spends a great amount of money on campaigns and advertising and always heeds to their customers’ requests. Competitive positioning is ensuring that products are differentiated in a manner that consumers will find value in your products (Moderandi Inc., 2013). Unilever has been able to promote its brand and gained loyal customers who trust the quality of their brand. Unilever has managed to meet the primary elements of positioning that includes; pricing, quality, service, packaging, and distribution.

Conclusion
For a multinational company like Unilever, having a marketing strategy is not only crucial but a necessity. Through their marketing strategies, Unilever has diversified into broad categories meeting the daily needs of their target market. Through market segmentation, Unilever has ensured that every customer’s need is met. Unilever meets the increased demand by continuing to expand and increase their boundaries. At the same time, through increased marketing and advertising, Unilever intends to win more customers while retaining the already existing customer base (corporate watch, 2014). Unilever has a wide portfolio of brands across foods, home appliances, and personal care. They offer products that address the different needs and wants of their customers. Due to the increasing globalization, companies like Unilever have, therefore, developed strategies that ensure they have a competitive advantage over their competitors and win loyal customers.
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