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For a company whose business is partly based on household cleaning products, it would not be a bad idea for 
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Unilever to look to see whether its own corporate governance needs a good rinsing.

The giant Anglo-Dutch consumer products group is again likely to warn today that it is missing the sales targets of its ambitious, five-year "path to growth" strategy, which expires next year. To appease disappointed investors, it now plans to put less emphasis on meeting sales targets and instead concentrate on delivering better shareholder returns with higher dividends and big share buy-backs.

This is good news. It would be even better if the company put its complex, double-headed boardroom structure in the washing machine. Royal Dutch/Shell, its Anglo-Dutch oil peer, has already agreed to consider change after reporting disappointing results and confessing it had inflated its proved oil reserves.

The decades-old Anglo-Dutch model provides the perfect control mechanism for directors through arcane structures widely used in the Netherlands. In 
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Unilever's case, the double-headed system has been refined to near perfection. Like the voting system in the former Soviet Union, shareholders formally can vote but only for people put up by the directors.

Change can be beneficial. The performance of Reed Elsevier, formed from the merger of a UK and a Dutch company, improved greatly when it ditched its four-person management committee - two from each side - in favour of a unified command.

The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, currently looking at corporate governance principles, is proposing more effective shareholder participation in nominating directors. That, plus the recent introduction of a new Dutch corporate governance code supposed to re-establish shareholders' authority, makes it a good time to start questioning these structures.

