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When Profit meets Purpose:
how to develop and promote a
sustainable business

Traditionally, enterprises have looked at their business strategy purely as a way
to maximize profit. Following a traditional linear model of extraction, production,
sale, and disposal, businesses across the globe have embraced what some
academics also refer to as a degenerative approach to economy, an
approach that is currently under growing scrutiny. In fact, today the market has
changed and there is a general expectation that companies look beyond their
own financial gain and leverage their capabilities to maximise positive impact
on the environment and society.

Whilst this might seem like just another fleeting trend, data shows that going
beyond mere profit by embracing a meaningful purpose not only benefits
society at large supporting a regenerative economy, but it also benefits the
bottom line.

Understanding the
concepts: profit and
purpose

In business we are all very familiar with
the concept of profit. Simply put: “profit
describes the financial benefit realized
when revenue generated from a
business activity exceeds the expenses,
costs, and taxes involved in sustaining
the activity in question.” (Investopedia)

However, the concept of purpose can be
more elusive. According to the Harvard
Business Review, purpose is “the ultimate
goal of the business, the essential
reason why it exists, and how it
contributes to the common good”.



https://www.regenerativeeconomics.earth/

In a nutshell, purpose is the why of an organisation. In his book “It all starts with
Why”, Simon Sinek explains the difference between what a company sells (the
product), how they make their products (the Unique Selling Proposition) and
why they do what they do (the purpose). According to Sinek, people don't buy
what the company does, but why the company does it, and the why is not the
brofit. The profit is in fact the result of the why.

To explain this concept Sinek uses Apple as an
example. What Apple set to do was not simply
to create technological products, any other
business with similar capacities could do that.
What Apple believes in, their why, is
challenging the status quo; it's about thinking
differently. Apple is so committed to this
purpose that they themselves allowed the
death of their own best selling product, the

iPod, in order to launch the iPhone. Smartphones were not invited by Apple but
they didn’t provide the music experience of the iPod.

Apple could have gone ahead with a smartphone like the others and keep
making money with the iPod aside; instead they merged the two. Apple had a
purpose and that purpose helped propel them in the stardom of smartphones.

Other interesting purposes are Google’s original one to “organize the world’s
information”, Netflix’ to “entertain the world” and Harley Davidson’s “freedom of
the soul”.

As per the HRB definition above, these purposes explain how these companies
contribute to the “common good".

However, the concept of common good is very wide and the market now
expects a link between the purpose and the impact of a company on society
and the environment. That's where the framework People, Planet, Profit comes
from, a framework now also known as the 4 Ps (People, Planet, Purpose and
Profit).

In practical terms, this means becoming a purpose-driven business.



https://www.youtube.com/watch?app=desktop&v=u4ZoJKF_VuA
https://www.youtube.com/watch?app=desktop&v=u4ZoJKF_VuA
https://online.hbs.edu/blog/post/what-is-the-triple-bottom-line

The business case

As mentioned above, the expectations of the market have changed, and
companies need to pay close attention to this shift. What does this mean in
practical terms? It means that the pressure to be ethical, to minimise negative
impact on society and the environment, and to strive for a positive impact is
mounting, and it comes from all side of the business.
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New regulatory frameworks that impose stricter controls and respect for ESG
principles are becoming more numerous and stringent, but they are only a
piece of the puzzle.

The pressure on companies comes from all main stakeholders: clients,
suppliers, investors and employees.

In fact, research tells us that “consumers are four times more likely to purchase
from a company that exhibits a strong_purpose”.

Also, a survey from Cone/Porter Novelli found that 66% of consumers would
switch from a product they typically buy, to a new one from a purpose-driven
company. Not surprisingly this figure goes up to 91% with Millennial consumers.



https://www.forbes.com/sites/afdhelaziz/2020/06/17/global-study-reveals-consumers-are-four-to-six-times-more-likely-to-purchase-protect-and-champion-purpose-driven-companies/
https://www.forbes.com/sites/afdhelaziz/2020/06/17/global-study-reveals-consumers-are-four-to-six-times-more-likely-to-purchase-protect-and-champion-purpose-driven-companies/
https://engageforgood.com/2018-cone-porter-novelli-purpose-study/

As for the suppliers, according to Trustnet Trade “Suppliers are motivated to
partner with companies that operate ethically to reduce their risk to operations
and bolster their reputation.” In a nutshell, suppliers have an invested interest
because of their own brand reputation and legal compliance when it comes to
choosing who they trade with.

Investors follow a similar trend: a recent Legg_Mason survey found that over
43% of high net worth individuals and 56% of millennials would like to invest
more in ESG assets.

Finally, the employees: according to research by Deloitte, purpose-driven
companies are three times more likely to retain talent due to higher levels of
employee engagement and job satisfaction.

These are just some of the results that over the years, research consistently
presents. But research goes beyond this and also proves that firms with a well-
defined mission report a 30% increase in innovation rates, are more resilient
and agile. Moreover, firms with a well-defined mission report a 30% increase in
innovation rates, are more resilient, and are more agile.

All of this translates into positive results for the bottom line.

For instance, purpose-driven organisations experience an annual return on
equity averaging 13.1%, which is 9% higher than the S&amp;P, and they retain
employees who are 64% more satisfied with their work, according to data from
IDEO. Additionally, Nielsen found that 2 in 3 consumers will pay more for
products and services from brands that are committed to making a positive
social impact, allowing companies to introduce premium prices.

Finally, according to the Kantar Purpose 2020 study, over a period of 12 years,
the brands with high perceived positive impact experience a brand value
growth of 175%, compared to 70% for low positive impact.

The case study

A very practical example of why being a
purpose drive business works is T
Patagonia.



https://trustnet.trade/en/blogs/trustnet-trade-why-should-my-supplier-care-how-i-run-my-business
https://www.forbes.com/sites/simonmainwaring/2017/01/26/how-to-use-purpose-to-attract-investors-and-drive-profit/
https://www2.deloitte.com/us/en/insights/topics/marketing-and-sales-operations/global-marketing-trends/2020/purpose-driven-companies.html
https://www.forbes.com/sites/brentgleeson/2024/09/18/4-reasons-purpose-driven-companies-outperform-the-competition/
https://www.forbes.com/sites/brentgleeson/2024/09/18/4-reasons-purpose-driven-companies-outperform-the-competition/
https://www.ideou.com/blogs/inspiration/5-studies-on-the-benefits-of-the-purpose-driven-workplace?srsltid=AfmBOoreAXf8Z-cGh9gZjmYHojZZK4VgxPnnsX42Ot4CPQUPL_H0B1Yx
https://www.mckinsey.com/industries/consumer-packaged-goods/our-insights/consumers-care-about-sustainability-and-back-it-up-with-their-wallets
https://www.kantar.com/inspiration/brands/the-evolution-of-purpose

Patagonia was first lunched in California in 1973, supplying climbing hardware
and clothing. Ffter an initial fast growth, the company hit troubled times in the
early 90s and that's when they realised that something was amiss. Instead of
investing time and resources in cutting costs and increasing revenue, they
focused on looking for their purpose, their true raison d’étre. They found their
why in their own people and customers, individuals connected by their love for
the outdoor. From there the step to looking after the environment was short
and today Patagonia’s mission statement is : “We're in business to save our
home planet.”

What is important to understand is that this is not just a statement, this is a
commitment that is consistently brought to life: from Marketing to Product
Development all the way to Governance.

The company’s “Don’t Buy This Jacket” campaign, was lunched during Black
Friday in 2013, and was especially designed to encourage consumers to
reconsider mass-consumption and to warn them about the environmental
impact of their purchases. The ad focused on raising awareness on the
environmental costs associated with the constant production of new clothes
encouraging responsible consumption.

Critically, this wasn't just a clever marketing stunt. To ensure that people don't
actually need to buy constantly new clothes, Patagonia ensures that all their
products are of the highest standards and they even offer a lifetime warranty
with special hubs for the repair of their garments.

But Patagonia has gone further than that: in 2022, the company announced
they are dedicating all profits from the company to projects and organizations
that will protect wild land and biodiversity and fight the climate crisis. To
achieve this Patagonia established two Boards of directors, one that makes
decisions but doesn’t get the profit and one, owned by Patagonia Purpose Trust
and the Holdfast Collective, which reinvest the profit.

Despite such a drastic commitment to be a purpose-driven company,
Patagonia continues to grow the value of its brand and its revenue, with an
estimated value of about $3 billion dollars and brings in $100 million in revenue
annually (Pereira, 2023).



How to become a profitable purpose-driven business

True purpose requires true commitment, it needs to permeate all areas of the
business and it needs to come to life at all stakeholder touch points.

Like in the case of Patagonia, the critical element is to find a genuine purpose
that is meaningful for the people of the business and its customers.

The graphic below from HBR summarises the 4 areas that need to be taken into
consideration:

1. What the society and the planet need

2. What the employees genuinely care about which is linked with their daily
job and the business

3.The company’s Unique Value Proposition

4.The way the company makes profit

At the intersection of these 4 areas any company can find a true purpose that
will make it stand out from the competition, while having a concrete and
positive impact on the world.
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at the company company
are passionate Purpose is uniquely

about good at

How the
company can create
economic value
Source: The Heart of Business, by Hubert Joly THBR

https://hbr.org/2021/10/creating-a-meaningful-corporate-purpose




In terms of how to conduct the process of finding and embedding the purpose
in the business’ operations, leadership needs to be committed to it and to
initiate the process but the result can’t simply be imposed on the employees.

As mentioned in point two, the purpose must be meaningful for employees, it
must resonate with them so that they can bring it to life in their everyday work.

To achieve this it is critical that employees are involved in the process and not
left as a second thought. Their opinion must be sought after and taken in real
consideration.

Only when employees are empowered can the purpose come to life.

Effectively, becoming truly purpose-driven requires full commitment on all
sides of operations. Purpose needs to permeate the whole business, from HR
and financial practices to culture, to partners selection.

Critically, a true purpose needs to be backed up by transparency and
accountability.

Failing to do that will cause more damage than benefit.

This is something Pepsi
infamously discovered when
they decided to borrow
imagery from the Black Lives
Matter movement and use
them for an ad in which

a police officer accepts a - 1
H Every activist across the worid feels dumd now
can of Pepsi from Kendall s Lo Bl Raata

GKendalJennar and a Papsi to fx things

Jenner, of the Kardashian
clan, setting approval from
the crowd.

The idea according to Pepsi was to share a message of peace but that was not
how the ad was received. Instead, social uproar accused Pepsi of
appropriating imagery from serious protests to sell its product. Pepsi ended up
pulling the ad and making a public apology.



https://www.nytimes.com/2017/04/05/business/kendall-jenner-pepsi-ad.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/04/05/business/kendall-jenner-pepsi-ad.html

What are the potential consequences of endorsing a
business purpose that the company does not
genuinely embody?

As demonstrated by Pepsi’'s example, it might be tempting to embrace a
purpose as a standalone activity but the risks are several and significant.

Promoting a business purpose that is not genuinely embraced by the company
can lead to:

¢ Loss of Trust: Consumers and stakeholders are becoming quick in seeing
through insincere messaging, leading to a loss of trust and credibility. This
can result in backlash and a brand reputation damage. Negative
perceptions can spread rapidly, particularly on social media. A company’s
reputation may suffer, affecting customer loyalty and brand equity.

e Employee Disengagement: If employees perceive the company'’s stated
purpose as inauthentic, it can lead to low morale and disengagement,
increasing turnover rates and impacting productivity.

¢ Legal and Regulatory Risks: Misleading claims about corporate purpose
can attract scrutiny from regulators and legal challenges, particularly in
areas like advertising and consumer protection. This increased scrutiny will
also come from other stakeholders like investors, customers, and advocacy
groups, which may increase their interest on the company’s practices,
requiring more transparency and accountability.

¢ Business Resilience and Innovation: While having a strong purpose
increases the ability of organisations to navigating difficult times and
enhance their productivity through innovation, focusing on a hollow
purpose can have the direct opposite effects: it can limit a company’s
ability to innovate and genuinely address societal needs, potentially stifling
growth and adaptability.

In summary, promoting a business purpose that is not authentically lived can
have profound negative consequences, impacting trust, reputation, and overall
business success.



So, how can companies communicate their strategy
and promote their commitment without appearing
Insincere?

Communicating about the company’s commitment should be part of the
whole strategy of becoming purpose-driven, not just to make all interested
stakeholders aware with the goal of increasing revenue, but also to help ensure
transparency and accountability.

However, the communication has to be genuine.

To achieve this, naturally the first step is for the commitment to be sincere and
honest.

As mentioned above, embracing a purpose with the only objective of creating
a marketing stunt not only won't provide the benefits that being a real
purpose-driven organisation carry, but can create a significant brand damage.

Once the company is truly committed to the purpose, there are various ways in
which they can communicate it, and technology can play a critical role in
supporting this effort.

Communication should be centered on 3 pillars:

e Transparency and Data Sharing. With all the digital platforms available, in
today’s world there is no excuse for not collecting data and using it to guide
decisions, as well as for communication purposes.

Today, companies can track and share real-time data about their efforts, such
as energy usage, carbon footprint, and waste reduction metrics, as well as
gender pay gap, gender representation within the leadership, diversity in the
promotion process etc.

Additionally, technology can be used for impact tracking by employing apps or
platforms that allow customers to track the impact of their choices related to

the company’s products or services, creating a sense of involvement.

Ultimately, transparency builds trust and demonstrates accountability.



¢ Feedback Mechanisms: linked to this need for transparency and
accountability, it is important to create two-way communication channels
that allow stakeholders to express their views on the company’s practices.

Traditional surveys, more modern feedback apps, focus groups are all viable
solutions. The key is to be open to receive feedback, positive or negative, and to

be ready to act upon it.

Additionally, it is very important to ensure that response is provided to
feedback, as this demonstrates that the company genuinely values
stakeholder input and is willing to listen and adapt when necessary.

e Storytelling: companies should share genuine stories about how they bring
their commitment to life. These stories can be crafted as part of their
marketing efforts, but they are even more effective if they come from
customers or employees.

Employee advocacy in particular proves to be very powerful. Organisations can
encourage employees to share their experiences and insights regarding the
company’s purpose through

internal and external channels.

Ultimately, authentic voices from within the company enhance credibility.

In communicating about their commitment, organisations need to ensure
consistent messaging: across websites, social media, and press releases, etc.
to consistently reflect goals and achievements, reinforcing commitment.

Importantly, when communicating purpose and commitment it is important to
regularly update stakeholders on progress and challenges. Avoiding
overstated claims and acknowledging setbacks enhances sincerity.



Conclusions

Integrating purpose into business strategy is no longer a luxury, but a necessity
in today’s market.

Companies that align profit with purpose not only foster societal and
environmental benefits but also strengthen their financial performance,
attracting customers, investors, employees, and partners who prioritize values-
driven actions.

However, achieving this requires more than just a marketing slogan; it requires
genuine commitment and authenticity. Companies like Patagonia serve as
prime examples of how a well-defined, purpose-driven mission can lead to
innovation, brand loyalty, and long-term success.

For organizations to truly thrive in this new era, they must ensure that their
purpose is deeply embedded in their operations, culture, and communications,
and be transparent and accountable in their efforts. Only then can businesses
create lasting impact, gain trust, and secure sustainable growth.




