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Priya Nair: The First Woman to 
Lead Hindustan Unilever
Three decades inside one company, and a career built in the categories that reach 
almost every Indian household. Priya Nair now runs the business she joined as a 
management trainee.
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There is a particular kind of career that large consumer companies produce and rarely celebrate: 
the one built entirely inside the business, category by category, market by market, over decades.

Priya Nair has that career.

In August 2025 she became Chief Executive Officer and Managing Director of Hindustan Unilever, 
the first woman to hold the role in the company’s history. She joined Unilever as a management 
trainee in 1995.

Thirty years separate those two facts.

A Career Built in Categories



Hindustan Unilever is not a conglomerate in the Indian sense of the word. It is a focused 
consumer goods business, and its leadership is made in its categories — home care, beauty and 
personal care, foods and refreshment.

Nair’s path ran through them. She held senior roles across Hindustan Unilever’s beauty and 
personal care and home care businesses before moving into global leadership at Unilever, most 
recently as President, Beauty & Wellbeing — one of the group’s largest divisions, run from outside 
India.

That combination is unusual and it matters. She knows the Indian market from the inside, having 
spent most of her career selling into it, and she has run a global division answerable to a different 
set of pressures.

The categories she has spent her career in are not abstractions. They are what sits in the 
bathroom cabinet and under the kitchen sink in a few hundred million homes.

The Business She Inherits
Hindustan Unilever is among India’s most closely watched listed companies, and its results are 
read as a proxy for Indian consumption itself.

That makes the job unusually exposed. Rural demand, commodity costs, the shift to premium 
formats, the rise of direct-to-consumer challengers in exactly the categories HUL has dominated 
for decades — each shows up quarterly, in public.

The strategic question facing the business is not whether it can defend its position. It is whether 
the scale that made it dominant can move at the speed the market now demands.

Smaller, digitally native brands have taken share in beauty, in personal care, in foods, by moving 
faster and speaking differently. The incumbent response has been acquisition, premiumisation 
and a rebuilt digital route to market.

Nair arrives having run a global beauty business through precisely that transition.

Why This Appointment Is Read Closely
Corporate India has produced few women chief executives at companies of this size, and fewer 
still promoted from within after three decades.

It would be easy to make the appointment stand only for that. It stands for something more 
specific.

It is evidence that a career spent deep inside categories — rather than in strategy roles adjacent 
to them — still leads to the top of one of India’s most demanding consumer businesses.

For a generation of managers inside large Indian companies, that is a more useful signal than any 
statement of intent.

The Cover Story View
Priya Nair’s appointment is being watched for what it represents. Her tenure will be judged on 
something narrower: whether Hindustan Unilever can grow again in categories it already leads.

That is a harder problem than entering new ones.



She takes it on with an advantage few external appointments would bring — she has sold these 
products, in this market, for thirty years, and has since seen how the same categories behave 
everywhere else.

What she does with that is the story worth following.

“The categories she has spent her career in are not abstractions. 
They are what sits in the bathroom cabinet and under the kitchen 
sink in a few hundred million homes.”
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