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Abstract 
 
Whether a multinational corporation or a convenience store, all organizations strive to create 
stakeholder value in the modern business environment, while facing many obstacles, such as 
takeover fears, investor activism and globalization. Organizations are often forced to adapt their 
business model and trust the Chief Communications Officer (CCO) to preserve corporate 
character, while juggling cost management and corporate social responsibility (CSR) efforts. In 
the case of Kraft Heinz’s attempted $143 billion dollar acquisition of Unilever, both organizations 
remained independent, but altered their business models post acquisition attempt with the goal 
of finding and communicating the balance of purpose and profits.  
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Overview 
 
Whether a company is as large and global as Unilever or as small and local as a convenience 
store, companies continuously face the risk of being taken over by another company. This is an 
emerging issue as an acquisition can pit the core values of each company against each other.  
 
As such, in February 2017, Unilever defended itself against an unsolicited $143 billion takeover 
offer from food giant Kraft Heinz, arguing a merger had no merit, financial or strategic, for 
stakeholders, including shareholders (Gurdus, 2017). Unilever released a statement in which 
the company noted Kraft Heinz’s proposal “represents a premium of 18 percent to Unilever's 
share price as at the close of business on 16 February 2017. This fundamentally undervalues 
Unilever” (Unilever, 2017). If the deal had been closed, it would have been the second-largest 
takeover ever completed (Massoudi & Fontanella-Khan, 2017). 
 
If the acquisition had taken place, Unilever would have risked losing support of and momentum 
behind its corporate social responsibility (CSR) efforts. Unilever follows R. Edward Freeman’s 
stakeholder theory and focuses its values on the principle that anyone impacted by the 
company’s decisions has some level of influence on the strategic direction of the company. The 
company considered not only shareholders but all stakeholders impacted when rejecting the 
offer. Upon the proposal from Kraft Heinz, Unilever immediately took to the media to publicly 
reject the offer and state that the proposal was not “the basis for any further discussions.” After 
the rejection went public, billionaire investor Warren Buffett, whose business owns a large share 
of Kraft Heinz, told CNBC, “we will not make hostile takeover offers and we did not intend that to 
be hostile but it turned out it was, and we immediately, the next day, called it off. It was a 
misunderstanding” (Boland, 2017, para. 3).  
 
Background of Companies 

Unilever 

In the 1890s, William Hesketh Lever, founder of Lever Bros, created Sunlight Soap, a 
revolutionary new product that helped popularize cleanliness and hygiene in Victorian England. 
Its goal was “to make cleanliness commonplace; to lessen work for women; to foster health and 
contribute to personal attractiveness, that life may be more enjoyable and rewarding for the 
people who use our products” (Unilever, 2017, para. 3). 

Today, Unilever has evolved into a Dutch-British transnational consumer goods company with 
over 400 brands available in almost 200 countries, but still maintains similar values as it did at 
its founding. Unilever’s portfolio ranges from packaged foods, affordable soaps and personal 
healthcare products, to everyday household care products. It produces world-leading brands 
including Lipton, Dove, Axe, Hellmann’s and Omo, Pureit and Suave (Unilever, 2017).   

Corporate Reputation and Character 
 

Sustainability is integral to how Unilever conducts its business and positions itself in the 
marketplace. According to the Unilever website, Unilever has a clear purpose to make 
sustainable living commonplace. The company believes this is the best long-term way for its 
business to grow (Unilever, 2017). The Unilever Sustainable Living Plan is central to its 
business model and has three primary goals: 
 

● Help more than a billion people improve their health and well-being. 
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● Halve the environmental footprint of its products by 2030. 
● Enhance the livelihoods of millions by 2020 as Unilever grows its business. 

 
The company strongly believes it has a responsibility to not only its customers, but also the 
communities involved in any portion of its business. The examples below showcase how 
Unilever is rethinking a variety of its brands (Walt, 2017).  

 

(Source: Unilever, 2017) 

Unilever CEO Paul Polman 

Paul Polman has been the CEO of Unilever since 2009. Prior to joining Unilever, Polman was 
the CEO of Nestle. He is a member of the International Business Council of the WEF, Chairman 
of the World Business Council for Sustainable Development, a member of the B Team and sits 
on the Board of the UN Global Compact and the Consumer Goods Forum, where he co-chairs 
the Sustainability Committee (Unilever, 2017). Polman has received numerous awards, 
including the following: 

● Rainforest Alliance Lifetime Achievement Award (2014) 
● Oslo Business for Peace Award (2015) 
● UN Environment Programme’s Champion of the Earth Award (2015) 
● Singapore Government Public Service Star (2016) 
● France’s Chevalier de la Légion d’Honneur (2016) 

 
Polman has embraced sustainability as a core management principle within Unilever. This 
strategic positioning has helped bolster Unilever’s reputation globally. On Fortune’s list of the 
World’s Most Admired Companies Top 50 All-Stars, Unilever ranked No. 38 in 2017 up from No. 
41 in 2016. The list is determined by surveying thousands of executives and analysts, and 
Unilever has made the list for six straight years (Walt, 2017). 
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Kraft Heinz 

In 2013, investment firm 3G Capital purchased Pittsburgh-based Heinz with Warren Buffett’s 
Berkshire Hathaway as co-investor. According to CNBC, 3G Capital’s strategy is to buy 
companies, cut operating expenses 30-40 percent including longer-term investments and 
rapidly increase earnings and cash flow. 3G Capital has successfully applied this formula to the 
retail, beer and fast food industries (George, 2017). Initial success with Heinz led 3G Capital to 
buy Kraft Foods and merge it with Heinz in 2015.  

According to the company’s website, Kraft Heinz is currently the third-largest food and beverage 
company in North America and the fifth-largest food and beverage company in the world (Kraft 
Heinz, 2017). The company had $26.5 billion in net sales in 2016 and sold products in over 200 
countries. Some of the company’s most popular brands include Kraft, Heinz, Jell-O, Kool-Aid, 
Oscar Mayer, Velveeta, Planters, Lunchables and Philadelphia (Kraft Heinz, 2017).  

 

(Source: Kraft Heinz, 2017) 

Corporate Reputation and Character 

Kraft Heinz is built around 3G Capital’s method of zero-based budgeting, a cost management 
practice that asks employees to think of company dollars as their own. The method of zero-
based budgeting has influenced the food industry, forcing other companies to manage costs in 
order to compete and boost profits (Trotter & Ruiz, 2017).  

According to CSR HUB, which aggregates some 64 million data points from 380 market 
intelligence sources covering over 14,400 companies in 2014, Kraft ranked near the bottom on 
overall sustainability when compared to industry peers, such as Nestle and Campbell’s Soup 
Company. In the subcategories of environment and community, Kraft ranked last with an overall 
rating of 57 and an industry percentile ranking of 55 (CSRHUB, 2014).  

Immediately following the Kraft and Heinz merger in 2015, media reports indicated the new low-
cost business model resulted in CSR executives struggling to justify long-term sustainability 
initiatives that might not immediately add to the company’s bottom line (Larsen, 2015). Although 
not part of its central business model, Kraft Heinz has implemented short-term sustainability 
goals. According to the company’s website, it has pledged to achieve the following in its 
manufacturing facilities by 2020: 

● Reduce greenhouse gas emissions by 15 percent 
● Reduce energy consumption by 15 percent 
● Reduce water consumption by 15 percent 
● Reduce solid waste sent to landfill by 15 percent 
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The company’s community efforts focus around aligning people, products and partnerships to 
help eliminate global hunger. It has provided more than two billion servings of food to those in 
need through partnerships with Stop Hunger Now and Feeding America (Kraft Heinz, 2017).  

Kraft Heinz CEO Bernardo Hees 

Bernardo Vieira Hees is a Brazilian businessman and 
economist. Prior to the merger of Kraft Foods Group and 
Heinz in 2015, Hees had been with Heinz since 2013 (Kraft 
Heinz, 2017). He previously served as CEO of Burger King 
and America Latina Logistica, Latin America’s largest railroad 
and logistics company. Currently, Hees remains a partner in 
the global investment firm 3G Capital. Hees earned a 
bachelor’s degree in economics from Catholic University in 
Rio de Janeiro and an MBA from the University of Warwick in England (Kraft Heinz, 2017).                                                                                     
(Source: Kraft Heinz, 2017) 

Situation Analysis—Purpose and Profits 

The debate about whether shareholder theory or stakeholder theory is best for business is 
nothing new. Shareholder theory argues that a company’s main priority is to create value for 
shareholders. Economist Milton Friedman presented this argument in his 1970 New York Times 
Magazine article titled “The Social Responsibility of Business is to Increase its Profits.” 
Stakeholder theory, however, asserts that business should create value for all stakeholders, 
including customers, suppliers, employees, communities and shareholders. In plain terms, 
shareholder theory is focused on the “single bottom-line” of profit and stakeholder theory 
advocates for a purpose-driven “triple bottom-line” approach to business. 
 
The Kraft Heinz bid to acquire Unilever is another case study to add to the purpose versus 
profits discussion and illustrates how two companies with different corporate cultures and 
character can clash when a merger or acquisition is attempted. Since Friedman published his 
thoughts on shareholder theory in 1970, however, the business landscape has changed 
dramatically. As argued by Ragas and Culp (2014), “What is different about decades past and 
today is that caring for society and not just profits is no longer the exception but the rule for 
successful, enduring corporations and business managers” (p. 109). CSR has become an 
important dimension of corporate reputation. According to a survey conducted by the Reputation 
Institute, six in ten business professionals indicated they “expect reputation to become an even 
greater corporate priority within the next 2-3 years” (Reputation Institute, 2013, p. 5).  
 
Unilever is among a growing number of companies that follow the “doing well by doing good” 
philosophy. Unilever has become one of the largest companies, particularly among consumer 
brand conglomerates, that has taken a stakeholder-theory approach to business. At the 2016 
Page Society Annual Conference, CEO Paul Polman said, “65 percent of growth in consumer 
goods in the U.S. comes from ethical companies” (Polman, 2016). Unilever proactively uses 
Polman to communicate its responsible business strategy through speaking engagements. As a 
result, Polman is regularly recognized as a change-agent who can “shift our attention away from 
short-term results and focus on what it takes to achieve tangible and lasting change” (Rafferty, 
2016, para. 3). Buckley and Campbell (2017) say Polman largely “gets away with his ubiquity on 
the conference circuit because his strategy seems to be working. Since his first year at Unilever, 
annual sales have climbed from about €40 billion to a little less than €53 billion” (para. 15).  
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Polman’s efforts to incorporate sustainability into the core values of the business has helped 
boost Unilever’s global reputation (Walt, 2017). Unilever ranked 38th on Fortune’s 2017 World’s 
Most Admired Companies list and 21st on Fortune’s 2017 Change the World list. By using 
sustainability and social responsibility as a unifying force within the company, Polman has 
“transformed Unilever into a growth-oriented global competitor that has more deeply penetrated 
emerging markets than any other consumer products company” (George, 2017, para. 10). 
Unilever’s progress toward goals set by Polman when he became CEO in 2009 include: 
 

● 32 percent revenue growth 
● 8 percent increase in dividends per annum 
● Launch of the Unilever Sustainable Living Plan 
● A United Nations “Champion of the Earth Award” 

 
These and other successes have made Unilever “one of the top performers in consumer 
products” with its stock price up 144 percent and “a total return to shareholders of 214 percent” 
in the eight years since Polman became CEO (George, 2017, para. 12). 
 
Despite an abundance of communication surrounding the positive impact on the bottom line as 
a result of being a socially responsible company, and economist Peter Cappelli's assertion in a 
2017 New Yorker article that “fixation on short-term stock gains is inherently unstable,” Unilever 
is not exempt from considering shareholder opinions. There are reportedly a minority of Unilever 
investors who have questioned if Polman’s focus on sustainability potentially detracts from 
Unilever’s financial performance and might negatively impact profit margins (Walt, 2017). 
Polman has himself noted in the past that “the moment Unilever underperforms, the guns will 
come out” (Gunther, 2013, para. 19). 
 
Kraft Heinz Company, newly merged in 2015 and owned by 3G Capital and Warren Buffett’s 
Berkshire Hathaway, saw initial business success through the shareholder theory business 
model focused on maximizing profits. After the merger, Kraft Heinz executed cost management 
initiatives using an accounting concept popularized by 3G Capital known as “zero-based 
budgeting.” This practice has received praise from Buffett and has allowed Kraft Heinz to 
achieve profit margins of about 30 percent, while Unilever’s profit margins are roughly 15 
percent (Merced & Bray, 2017). However, since the merger, Kraft Heinz’s revenues have 
decreased by 4-5 percent per year (Merced & Bray, 2017), which made some investors wonder 
whether Kraft Heinz could continue to grow profits without further investment or acquisitions. 
 
Timeline 
 
In February 2017, Kraft Heinz made an unsolicited $143 billion takeover offer for Unilever. If 
completed, this deal would have been “the largest cross-border merger since the British 
wireless provider Vodafone’s $183 billion acquisition of Mannesmann of Germany in 2000” 
(Merced & Bray, 2017, para. 4). Unilever swiftly rebuffed the offer and initial strategic 
communication tactics were deployed quickly by Unilever over just three days. 
 

● Early February 2017: 3G Capital CEO and Kraft Heinz Chairman Alex Behring propose 
a takeover of Unilever to Polman at Unilever’s London offices. Polman immediately 
begins taking steps to stop 3G Capital (Massoudi & Fontanella-Khan, 2017). 

● Friday, Feb. 17, 2017: News of Kraft Heinz’s $143 billion takeover offer for Unilever 
leaks. Unilever shares climb more than 13 percent and Kraft Heinz shares climb 10 
percent. Unilever rebuffs the offer stating it has no merit, financial or strategic, and 
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undervalues the company. Polman writes a letter to Behring, 3G Capital’s co-founder 
Jorge Lemann and Buffett explaining his rejection of the offer and deploys company 
executives to “press an off-record case to journalists that a deal would destroy the 
company’s long-term-focused business model” (Buckley & Campbell, 2017, para. 31). 

● Saturday, Feb. 18, 2017: Kraft Heinz hires Finsbury, a global strategic communications 
firm, to manage the communications strategy around the offer. Upon hearing this news, 
Polman writes an email to Martin Sorrell, CEO of WPP, the advertising conglomerate 
that handles Unilever’s marketing and also owns Finsbury. As a result, Finsbury drops 
Kraft Heinz as a client within hours (Massoudi & Fontanella-Khan, 2017). 

● Sunday, Feb. 19, 2017: 3G Capital executives Lemann and Behring decide to withdraw 
the offer. Kraft Heinz and Unilever issue a joint statement: “Unilever and Kraft Heinz 
hereby announce that Kraft Heinz has amicably agreed to withdraw its proposal for a 
combination of the two companies. Unilever and Kraft Heinz hold each other in high 
regard. Kraft Heinz has the utmost respect for the culture, strategy and leadership of 
Unilever” (Topham, 2017, para. 3). 

● Feb. 27, 2017: Warren Buffett, whose business, Berkshire Hathaway, owns a large 
share of Kraft Heinz, tells CNBC, “we will not make hostile takeover offers and we did 
not intend that to be hostile but it turned out it was, and we immediately, the next day, 
called it off. It was a misunderstanding” (Boland, 2017, para. 3).  

● March 2017: Following investor proposals for sustainability-related initiatives, the Kraft 
Heinz Company pledges $200 million toward additional CSR efforts (Kraft Heinz, 2017).  

● April 2017: In April, Unilever announces an overhaul of its operations including adopting 
more shareholder-friendly measures like stock buybacks (Unilever, 2017). 

● July 10, 2017: An analyst at Susquehanna, a global investment company, states that 
they believe there is a 75 percent chance Kraft Heinz will attempt another takeover of 
Unilever (Daniels, 2017). 

● Aug. 19, 2017: The UK’s six-month ban on Kraft Heinz making a second takeover 
attempt expires. 

● Sept. 8, 2017: Kraft Heinz executives announce they will not make a second attempt to 
acquire Unilever (Kosman, 2017). 

 
Strategic Communication Tactics 
 
While Kraft Heinz executives saw the takeover offer as an opportunity to expand Kraft Heinz 
brands into international markets, Unilever saw it as a hostile takeover bid and a threat to its 
corporate character. Unilever immediately published a public statement arguing the offer 
undervalued the company, recommending shareholders take no action.  
 

 
(Source: Unilever, 2017) 

 
During the acquisition attempt by Kraft Heinz, Unilever deployed company executives to “press 
an off-record case to journalists that a deal would destroy the company’s long-term-focused 
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business model” (Buckley & Campbell, 2017, para. 31). Kraft Heinz said it respected Unilever’s 
social responsibility initiatives “but admitted that there would be stringent cost-cutting and 
‘synergies’ including job losses should Unilever be taken over” (Topham, 2017, para. 12). 
 
Tension around the offer built in the days following the bid, particularly when Kraft Heinz hired 
Finsbury, a London based global strategic communications firm, to manage the communications 
strategy around the takeover bid. Upon hearing this news, Polman contacted Martin Sorrell, 
CEO of WPP, the advertising conglomerate that handles Unilever’s marketing and also owns a 
majority of Finsbury. As a result, Finsbury dropped Kraft Heinz as a client within hours. 3G 
Capital executives Lemann and Behring eventually decided to withdraw the buyout offer. Kraft 
Heinz and Unilever issued a joint statement: “Unilever and Kraft Heinz hereby announce that 
Kraft Heinz has amicably agreed to withdraw its proposal for a combination of the two 
companies. Unilever and Kraft Heinz hold each other in high regard. Kraft Heinz has the utmost 
respect for the culture, strategy and leadership of Unilever” (Topham, 2017, para. 3).  
 

 
 

(Source: Unilever & Kraft Heinz, 2017) 

 
Warren Buffett’s comments helped diffuse the situation. Buffett has expressed the importance of 
corporate reputation in the past stating “Lose money for the firm and I will be understanding; 
lose a shred of reputation for the firm, and I will be ruthless” (Buffett, 1991, para. 3). After the 
rejection went public, Buffett, whose business owns a large share of Kraft Heinz, told CNBC, 
“we will not make hostile takeover offers and we did not intend that to be hostile but it turned out 
it was, and we immediately, the next day, called it off” (Boland, 2017, para. 3).  
 
Analysts of Kraft Heinz’s attempted takeover, while viewing Unilever’s sustainable business plan 
as consistent with what various stakeholders care about today, also acknowledged the need for 
balance between social responsibility and shareholder value. Buckley and Campbell summed 
this idea up in their 2017 Bloomberg article by stating: 
 

Even if 3G doesn’t come back for Unilever, its example is still drastically changing how 
the consumer goods industry is expected to behave. No one is exempt—activist 
investors have ongoing campaigns at Nestlé and Procter & Gamble—and Polman has 
had to make concessions. At Unilever, it’s shareholders’ votes—and not those of 
broader “stakeholders” such as customers, employees, or Vietnamese villagers—that 
determine whether the company survives. 
 

To be well regarded across multiple business dimensions and maintain a positive corporate 
reputation, companies are expected to to strike a balance between financial returns and social 
responsibility. This balance is best approached, according to business leaders, by ensuring 
social responsibility initiatives align with and even drive business objectives (Peetz, 2015). 
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Following the takeover bid, both Unilever and Kraft Heinz addressed shareholder concerns. In 
March 2017, weeks after Kraft Heinz attempted to acquire Unilever and following investor 
proposals for sustainability-related initiatives, the Kraft Heinz Company pledged $200 million 
toward additional CSR efforts (Kraft Heinz, 2017).  

 

(Source: Kraft Heinz, 2017) 

In April 2017, shortly after rejecting Kraft Heinz’s offer, Unilever announced an overhaul of its 
operations including shareholder-friendly measures like stock buybacks (Unilever, 2017). During 
the Unilever trading statement Q1 2017 presentation, Unilever CFO Graeme Pitkethly said, “The 
competitive landscape is changing and challenging our industry. This is particularly the case in 
foods. U.S. based foods competitors are rebasing costs to varying degrees. Across the board, 
benchmarks are being reset. It’s in this context that we must ourselves continue to change so 
that we can continue to compete with our model but do so harder and faster” (Unilever, 2017). 

 

(Source: Unilever, 2017)  
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Media Response 
 
News of Kraft Heinz’s attempt to acquire Unilever led to a global media response. The Wall 
Street Journal reported that, while shares for Unilever initially jumped 13 percent when the offer 
first became public, shares quickly “fell 6.6% in London after Kraft Heinz dropped its $143 billion 
bid” (Chaudhuri, 2017, para. 2). Regardless of the bid being called off, there was much media 
speculation that Kraft Heinz would revisit Unilever with another hostile bid. This led to many 
publications, such as The Wall Street Journal and CNBC, releasing articles emphasizing the 
investor pressure on Unilever. One analyst reported to CNBC that he “sees a 75% chance Kraft 
Heinz will revisit Unilever” with another bid (Daniels, 2017, para. 2). The analyst went on to 
estimate that, “a new deal would bring the takeover price close to $200 billion” (Daniels, 2017, 
para. 4). 

 

 
(Source: Massoudi, 2017) 

 
Arash Massoudi, a corporate finance correspondent at the Financial Times, tweeted various 
articles and comments as the case continued to unfold. With each tweet, Massoudi referenced a 
Financial TImes article, which reported on the latest information. Massoudi said in a tweet that 
Unilever’s successful rejection of the offer was “a huge win for its chief exec Paul Polman” and 
that Unilever was the first ever to fend off 3G Capital in a public battle. 
 

 
 

(Source: Massoudi, 2017) 
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Response of Global Business Leaders 
 
After Kraft Heinz’s failed acquisition and speculations of another bid, Warren Buffett took to 
CNBC’s “Squawk Box” segment to say, “the bid for Unilever was not intended as a hostile offer, 
but it may have been interpreted that way” (Imbert, 2017, para. 2). While many may have 
interpreted Kraft Heinz’s offer to be hostile, Unilever CEO Paul Polman continued to stress his 
and his company’s values. Following a tweet about Kraft Heinz aborting its bid, Polman took to 
Twitter and tweeted, “time to ask ourselves, what type of world do we want.” This coincided with 
other tweets and articles that brought to question criticism over focusing on shareholders more 
than other stakeholders. 
 
Bill George, CNBC contributor and former Medtronic CEO, published an article titled, “The battle 
for the soul of capitalism explained in one hostile takeover bid.” In the article, George said that, 
“the larger issue at stake here is not just the fate of a single company, but the fate of capitalism 
itself” (George, 2017, para. 23). George argued the acquisition would have altered the entire 
business landscape and that “unconstrained capitalism focusing strictly on short-term gains can 
cause great harm to employees, communities and the greater needs of society. In this case 
capitalism will face the wrath of democratic nations as their citizens demand significant 
constraints on all companies that limit their freedom to operate” (George, 2017, para. 23). 

 
 

(Source: Polman, 2017) 

 

Following Bill George’s commentary piece, The Daily Telegraph published an article titled 
“Unilever's Paul Polman on why he didn't get angry when Kraft Heinz came to call, and why he'll 
still keep talking about sustainability” (Quinn, 2017). In this article, Polman explained he was 
never interested in Kraft Heinz because the two companies are fundamentally different 
businesses. He openly explained his honest thoughts about the offer and continued to reiterate 
his viewpoints on sustainability and business practices. 

 
(Source: Quinn, 2017) 
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Business Performance—Financial 
 
In the current business environment, corporations are held to a higher standard by stakeholders 
who expect corporate social responsibility (CSR) and respectable corporate character. While 
corporations are called on to adopt more CSR measures, they also have to balance these 
purpose-driven activities with profit-driven activities that show tangible business impact, 
including improvements in stock price. 

 
 

(Source: Yahoo Finance, 2017) 

Unilever 
 
As of November 2017, year to date, Unilever’s stock price was up 33 percent putting it 11 
percent above the performance of the S&P 500 index (Yahoo Finance, 2017). When compared 
with Kraft Heinz’s stock performance over this time, Unilever’s stock outperformed Kraft Heinz’s 
by 47 percent (Yahoo Finance, 2017). Looking at Unilever’s stock value fluctuations over a year 
time frame (November 2016 to November 2017), there are peaks and valleys leading to a 
general upward trend. The increase in Unilever’s stock value over the past year can be 
attributed to many business factors, but is often attributed to CEO Paul Polman’s leadership 
(George, 2017). According to CNBC, in Polman’s eight years as CEO, “Unilever's revenues 
have grown 32 percent, averaging 3.8 percent [in just] the past four years, making it one of the 
top performers in consumer products,” and “its stock price is up 144 percent, with a total return 
to shareholders of 214 percent” as of March 2017 (George, 2017, para. 12).  
 
After Unilever rejected Kraft Heinz’s offer, Unilever’s shares rose by more than 12 percent in 
London, taking the stock to an all-time record the day after the news broke (Martin, 2017). 
Therefore, both in the short-term and longer-term, Unilever’s stock value has generally risen 
suggesting its rejection of Kraft Heinz’s offer positively impacted the company’s value for its 
shareholders. 

 
Kraft Heinz 
 
As of November 2017, year to date, Kraft Heinz’s stock price has declined by 13 percent (Yahoo 
Finance, 2017). When compared with Unilever’s stock price, Kraft Heinz’s stock has 
underperformed Unilever’s stock by 47 percent (Yahoo Finance, 2017). Analyzing Kraft Heinz’s 
stock value over a year time frame shows that despite natural peaks and valleys, the value is 
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trending downward, specifically after its acquisition attempt. Similar to Unilever’s or any 
company’s stock, the value determination considers many business factors.  
 
The story of Kraft Heinz’s stock value begins with Kraft Heinz’s parent company, 3G Capital, 
finding initial success upon purchasing Heinz in 2013 (George, 2017). 3G Capital then chose “to 
buy a failing Kraft Foods in 2015 and merge it with Heinz as Kraft Heinz” (George, 2017, para. 
14). Since the initial merger of Kraft and Heinz, “revenues have fallen by 4-5 percent per year, 
raising questions about whether [Kraft Heinz] can sustainably grow earnings without further 
investment or acquisitions” (George, 2017, para. 15). According to CNBC, security analysts 
predict that to boost stock value, 3G Capital may need to acquire additional food companies, 
such as Mondelez, Campbell’s Soup or General Mills, suggesting Kraft Heinz’s attempt to 
acquire Unilever was a business growth tactic (George, 2017). However, Kraft Heinz’s stock 
value experienced brief short-term success after the acquisition attempt, but has since seen 
long-term negative results for shareholders, particularly after it pulled its offer for Unilever. 
 
Business Performance—Practices  
 

 
 

(Source: Massoudi, 2017) 

 
Within months of the failed acquisition, both Unilever and Kraft Heinz announced plans to adjust 
their business models. Post-acquisition, Unilever promised to take “steps to speed up 
shareholder return” with CEO Paul Polman not “going back to business as usual but taking 
steps to boost the company's value in a bid to fend off other unwanted suitors” (Jarvis, 2017, 
para. 3). For example, Unilever announced cost management measures, such as “combin[ing] 
its foods and refreshments businesses, and dispos[ing] of its underperforming spreads 
business, which encompass Flora and I Can’t Believe It’s Not Butter” (Sullivan, 2017, para. 2). 
Unilever also announced additional profit-oriented measures such as “an acceleration of its 
‘zero based budgeting’ and other efficiency programmes with the goal of adding 80 basis points 
(0.8 percentage points) to its operating profit margin” (Sullivan, 2017, para. 5).  
 
The zero-based budgeting strategy “where managers have to justify every expense every year 
from zero” is an approach that Kraft Heinz popularized (Sullivan, 2017, para. 5). This practice 
helps organizations optimize operating costs, often leading to a higher operating margin as seen 
in the above chart (left), a business component important to shareholders (Massoudi, 2017). 
Unilever, an organization known for “brands with purpose” and abundant corporate social 
responsibility initiatives, implemented more shareholder-driven tactics including cost 
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management and acquisitions to better adjust its position in the corporate environment 
(Sullivan, 2017). 
 
In contrast, Kraft Heinz, which is known for cost management, chose to take steps toward 
implementing more CSR into its business model post-acquisition attempt (Giammona, 2017). 
This practice can provide stronger sales growth for organizations as seen in the above chart 
(right) as CSR continues to affect consumer buying habits (Massoudi, 2017). About a month 
after the acquisition, Kraft Heinz announced it would expand its CSR program to include “a 
pledge to fight malnutrition and decrease its environmental footprint” (Giammona, 2017, para. 
1). Kraft Heinz’s new CSR initiative incorporates a promise to “donate 1 billion nutritious meals 
to people in need by 2021” and to “improve the sustainability of its supply chain and reduce its 
greenhouse gas emissions by 15 percent” (Giammona, 2017, para. 3).  
 
After announcing this expanded program, Kraft Heinz faced claims this plan was in direct 
response to the failed acquisition of Unilever, a company known for driving purpose and 
sustainability throughout its business model (Giammona, 2017). According to Kraft Heinz’s 
CEO, Bernardo Hees, this CSR program had been a work in progress since 2015, and was not 
a result of the failed acquisition (Giammona, 2017). Regardless of whether Kraft Heinz’s CSR 
initiatives resulted from the failed acquisition or not, the company still recognized the value of 
CSR initiatives for its business. With sustainability being a key to Unilever’s corporate character, 
Kraft Heinz borrowed a page from Unilever’s playbook and attempted to balance its profit-
oriented measures like cost management with more purpose-driven efforts. 
 
Both companies took steps post-acquisition to improve their business long-term, and they did so 
by incorporating practices the other championed. Whether Unilever and Kraft Heinz were 
motivated to borrow these practices from each other as a result of the acquisition is perhaps a 
moot point. The simple fact of implementing practices from each other, regardless of motivation 
for doing so, still proves the validity of both business models. Unilever and Kraft Keinz both 
recognized that to be successful and exemplify respectable corporate character, they needed to 
incorporate a balanced business plan that strives for profits and purpose. 
 
Looking Ahead 
 
In the age of global disruptors like Amazon, companies—both large and small—face the reality 
that its business may be swallowed if growth stagnates. As Buckley and Campbell argued, Kraft 
Heinz’s offer implied that Unilever’s “CEO is spending too much time keynoting climate change 
conferences when he should be finding ways to move more mayo” (2017, para. 7). 
Shareholders still believe companies should primarily serve them, rather than a variety of 
stakeholders, especially in the consumer group. Buckley and Campbell described 3G Capital, 
which owns Kraft Heinz, as a “voracious private equity company whose billionaire Brazilian 
owners have torn through markets with a simple, investor-delighting strategy for the businesses 
they acquire—fire, sell, or eliminate anyone or anything that isn’t nailed down” (2017, para. 7).  
 
This business approach can be toxic to companies whose CSR efforts, which are often at the 
core of long-term success, are challenged. The case of Kraft Heinz’s attempted acquisition of 
Unilever illustrates the challenge for businesses to preserve their values and corporate culture 
in a grow-or-be-acquired business landscape. Unilever and Kraft Heinz have allegedly different 
corporate cultures. Unilever is seen as “the most transparent and open company there is about 
sustainability being part of their mission” (Gelles, 2017, para. 8). Kraft Heinz reportedly seeks to 
“create value by cutting costs and increasing margins” (Solomon, 2017, para. 28). With each 
organization adhering to different business models, companies facing the same fate are forced 
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to navigate the acquisition-based business culture while communicators are charged with 
defending a company’s values. 
 
In addition to preserving corporate culture, company executives and governance boards are 
increasingly faced with shareholder activism challenges, which range from a few shareholders 
pushing a policy to shareholders influencing the fate of an acquisition attempt. The latter is 
represented in the Kraft Heinz and Unilever case. Shortly after Unilever’s initial declination to 
the acquisition bid, major Kraft Heinz board members and investors “including Warren E. Buffett 
and the Brazilian-born billionaire Jorge Paulo Lemann—decided to withdraw the offer less than 
48 hours later as it faced a potential lengthy fight for Unilever, an important company in British 
and Dutch business” (Bray, 2017, para. 4). This case is a recent example where a handful of 
shareholders can decide an organization’s business fate. Organizations face many challenges 
today, including international growth, corporate culture preservation and shareholder activism in 
a business culture defined by constant mergers and acquisitions.  
 
Acquisitions, activist investors and corporate character are all relevant business elements that 
can spell impending doom or limitless opportunity for a corporation and the Chief 
Communications Officer (CCO). The Unilever and Kraft Heinz case shows that cultivating 
corporate character through strategic communications tactics and increasing business profits is 
a true business balancing act. In a divisive business environment, where companies seem 
forced to choose profits or purpose all under the fear of being acquired, Unilever and Kraft 
Heinz may present a tangible solution to this dilemma for the C-Suite and the CCO: Balance. As 
noted in the above section, both corporations chose to implement practices of their counterpart 
after the acquisition failed, showing validity for both business models.  
 
By implementing aspects of one another’s policies, Unilever and Kraft Heinz show that to be an 
impactful presence in the market a company needs to be both profit-driven and socially 
responsible because both contribute to the overall quality and sustainability of the company’s 
corporate character. Business and communication leaders at the Arthur W. Page Society 
recommend that “Corporate character, by definition, must permeate the enterprise” particularly 
when transparency and responsibly run companies have become an expectation (2017). 
Solving these very real business problems does not happen overnight, but the Unilever and 
Kraft Heinz case helps provide companies with a real guiding principle, balance. The future path 
of business would seem to be paved with compromise between profits and purpose, and 
successful companies may be those who best achieve this balance and integration.  
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