
Companies with a Positive Purpose have higher Profits 

The primary purpose for most companies has long been to increase profits. Now, however, 
employees and other stakeholders are demanding that firms focus on a positive purpose that 
embodies social, environmental or other goals. A key question for many firms is whether 
they can focus on purpose and still be profitable. Research shows that they can.  

Companies want Firms to have a Positive Purpose 
Employees’ and customers’ desires for companies to pursue a positive purpose are indeed 
quite clear.  

There is a growing movement for businesses to embrace purpose, Fast Company 
opined, so that they can do well and do good by solving some of the world’s biggest societal 
challenges.       

The shift is reflected in a global study by consultancy BBMG, for example, which 
found that 60 percent of people under age 30 want the post-pandemic recovery to prioritise 
“restructuring our economy so it deals better with challenges like inequality and climate 
change.” And IBM noted that 87 percent of customers say they purchase goods based on a 
company's advocacy on social matters, while 89 percent of US shoppers are likely to switch 
to a cause-branded product when choosing between two brands of equal quality and price.   

Pursuing a Purpose Increases Profits 
A small number of firms do have a long-standing focus on purpose that has anchored their 
growth. Patagonia says its criteria for products rests on function, repairability and durability, 
for example, because “making the best product matters for saving the planet.” And Tom’s 
Shoes, which donates one pair of shoes for every pair purchased, says it has had a positive 
impact on more than 100,000,000 lives. It also commits one-third of its profits for “grassroots 
good”. 

More often, though, companies focus almost purely on profit. Milton Friedman’s 
argument setting out a doctrine of shareholder primacy has defined Anglo-Saxon capitalism 
for almost 50 years and shaped a world that is increasingly driven by corporations, the 
Financial Times observed, even though that emphasis “has come at a cost to employees, 
customers and the environment.” 

And even when they say they are changing, some companies may miss the mark. 
While initiatives such as a Global Fashion Agenda to promote sustainable fashion sound 
good, consulting firm McKinsey said these types of opportunities at many companies still feel 
tangential. Moreover, companies’ purpose statements are so generic that they do little to 
challenge business as usual. 

Having a Purpose Increases Profits 
With customer values and society changing, however, more companies are realising that 
they need to do good while still doing well financially. What comes as a surprise to many of 
them is the multitude of studies showing that having a positive purpose increases 
performance and profits.  

A decade ago, for instance, research by Millward Brown and Jim Stengel on the 
world’s 50 fastest-growing brands established a cause-and-effect relationship between a 
brand’s ability to serve a higher purpose and its financial performance. Investment in these 
companies over the course of a decade would have been 400 percent more profitable than 
an investment in the S&P 500. Their book, Grow, documents the results.    

More recently, Accenture Interactive global lead Gene Cornfield found that 
companies significantly outperform competitors on growth, profitability, differentiation, 
category leadership, and long-term loyalty of customers and employees by considering three 
levels of purpose: company, brand and customer purpose. The firms then optimise their 
products, people, processes, policies, technology and metrics, he explained in the Harvard 
Business Review (HBR), to deliver experiences aligned with their purpose.  



One example, he said, is Kimberly-Clark. The distinct purpose for its Huggies baby 
diapers is “helping to navigate the unknowns of babyhood.” This statement reflects the 
unmet needs of Huggies’ customers and may make first-time parents feel that Huggies 
understands them, leading to their choosing Huggies.  

EY Beacon Institute Global Lead Valerie Keller similarly found that in companies 
where purpose had become a driver of strategy and decision-making, executives reported a 
greater ability to deliver revenue growth and drive successful innovation or transformation. 
She wrote in HBR that purpose-driven companies make more money, have more engaged 
employees and more loyal customers, and are even better at innovation and 
transformational change.   

And purpose-driven companies grow three times faster than their competitors and 
witness higher market share gains, Deloitte found, while achieving higher workforce and 
customer satisfaction. Businesses are also using purpose to create deeper connections with 
consumers, do more for the communities, and attract and retain talent. Purpose-oriented 
companies have higher productivity and growth rates, 30 percent higher levels of innovation 
and 40 percent higher levels of workforce retention than their competitors.   

Focus on Purpose 
It is increasingly clear, then, that corporations can perform better if they define their purpose 
and focus on achieving it. A key question is how to do it. 

While the process is complex, several steps are essential. Business leaders can start 
by asking for input from all stakeholders and using the insights as well as the company’s 
product or service mix to develop a purpose-driven vision and mission. They can then 
restructure processes, practices and even staffing to achieve the purpose. Finally, they will 
need to define, measure and manage purpose clearly in order to make it part of the 
company’s essence and so that management can ensure the company is on the right track.  

While the shift to a focus on purpose will take time and careful planning, purpose-
driven companies will perform better while also doing good for society and the planet.   


