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Praise for The Purpose Upgrade



‘The Purpose Upgrade is thoughtful, practical and inspiring. The private sector can and must play a key role in overcoming the significant challenges the world is facing. After all, as a business you cannot be successful – nor call yourself successful – in a society that fails. Impact and leadership come with responsibility, and this book offers must-have insights for leaders from across all industries’


Feike Sijbesma, CEO of Royal DSM (2007–2020), Co-Chair Global Climate Adaptation Centers, Fortune World’s 50 Greatest Leaders (2018) and UN Humanitarian of the Year 2010


‘In today’s world, every business needs to put purpose above profit. Paul’s book is a necessary and enlightening call to action for businesses to re-think why they exist and the implications for everything they say, think and do’


Mike Berners-Lee, author of There Is No Planet B


‘The Purpose Upgrade is an important book that feeds the imagination. Most importantly it is a book about emotional intelligence and the energy unlocked by doing the right thing. Never underestimate the power of feeling good about yourself and the people around you. Read this book and become something greater than you previously thought possible’


Sir Tim Smit KBE, Co-Founder of the Eden Project


‘This brilliantly original work weaves a fascinating range of cutting-edge ideas into a cogent argument for fundamentally rethinking how organisations understand and pursue their core purpose. As the world faces up to its radically uncertain future, Paul Skinner’s highly engaging text challenges us all to create a “Wealth of Change”. It is a book full of humanity and hope’


Gareth Owen OBE, Humanitarian Director of Save the Children


‘Paul Skinner is one of the best and here he tackles the purpose agenda with erudition and originality. His book will be standard reading for everyone who seeks a Purpose Upgrade personally or professionally’


Sue Unerman, Chief Transformation Officer of MediaCom and co-author of Belonging


‘Paul Skinner has written a most engaging and readable book, both visionary and practical. It builds on his earlier thesis of Collaborative Advantage by challenging organisational leaders to coalesce stakeholders’ energies towards higher societal or even global goals. I have personally seen how his ideas have been remarkably effective in the efforts of International Civil Society organisations. The scale of our crises now means we need businesses capable of addressing our greatest challenges and I urge leaders everywhere to answer this timely call to action and follow this greater path to success’


Sir Brendan Gormley KCMG, former Chief Executive of the Disasters and Emergencies Committee


‘In some ways the tragedy of recent capitalism is that, while it has ostensibly created a breadth of wealth and opportunity, it has narrowed the minds of everyone who participates in it. The shareholder value movement was a great example of this. This book is a necessary and timely contribution to a more organic, more nuanced and more complete appreciation of what a business can achieve’


Rory Sutherland, Vice-Chair of Ogilvy and the Spectator’s ‘Wikiman’


‘Paul Skinner’s latest book, The Purpose Upgrade, has to be an essential read for everyone in business, whether an entrepreneur, CEO or marketing chief – or in fact anyone who cares about the future of humankind. Paul has not only led the way in conscious marketing in the UK as well as globally, but is one of the most intelligent people I know and his perspective on how to combine purpose, business, the future of society and indeed the world is absolutely crucial understanding for us all’


Lynne Franks OBE, social entrepreneur, author and Founder of the SEED Women’s Leadership Platform


‘As we face into what some might argue is the greatest reset of the modern era, The Purpose Upgrade challenges us to think deeply about what purpose really means, while providing us with a framework for bringing true meaning and purpose to organisational culture, aligning corporate aspiration with stakeholder ambition. A must-read for anyone who cares about the role they, and their organisation, play in creating a whole that is much more meaningful than its constituent parts’


Célia Pronto, Managing Director of Love Home Swap and Non-Executive Director of South East Water, Moto Hospitality and Samworth Brothers


‘This moment of global jeopardy is not one for business to abandon or push back on social and environmental purpose; rather, the reverse. Paul Skinner’s timely book makes the case for “re-purposing” enterprise – and, importantly, sets out how this can be done’


Simon Maxwell CBE, former Director of the Overseas Development Institute


‘This excellent book will change how you think about the purpose of your organisation. A tangible manifesto for organisations to build greater value with all stakeholders, to become stronger and more sustainable’


Peter Seymour, Vice-President of Marketing and Strategy Europe at Mondelē z


‘If purpose was “nice to have” in plain-sailing business conditions, it’s vital in the stormy waters we now find ourselves navigating. Paul’s timely and richly evidenced book shows how a well-defined purpose can magnetise and revitalise your organisation. Required reading for pathfinding leaders, change agents and entrepreneurs’


John Grant, author of Greener Marketing


‘The Purpose Upgrade offers a profoundly human response to the challenges facing businesses today. It provides the insight, wisdom and practicality required for leaders to succeed by creating the more inclusive and sustainable future we so urgently need’


Sophie Devonshire, Chief Executive of The Marketing Society and co-author of LoveWork 


‘As a policy researcher and analyst, I often say that the biggest contribution an individual can make to changing the world is advocating for the policy they believe in. Paul Skinner has convinced me of another truth: “If you want to change the world, there may be no greater lever to pull than to find a solution to a problem and to deliver and scale that solution through meaningful enterprise.” Skinner explains the origin of purpose, then offers fascinating examples of how purposeful enterprises and organisations tackle societal problems. Finally, he raises questions and offers advice for those attempting a Purpose Upgrade. There’s a lot of wisdom packed into this book’s pages!’


Joan Fitzgerald, Professor of Urban Planning and Public Affairs at Northeastern University and author of Greenovation


‘Reading The Purpose Upgrade encourages us to view purpose through an interconnected lens, compelling and challenging us to rethink everything that’s been alluded to as “purpose”: re-imagining the problems you seek to solve, re-designing the solutions you offer and uplifting the goals you seek to achieve in the first place. Important and urgent. Read it. Absorb. Ponder. Question. Upgrade your purpose’


Michelle Carvill, entrepreneur and co-author of Sustainable Marketing


‘The Purpose Upgrade is a reflection of Paul’s business experience at the Agency of the Future and MarketingKind, along with practical case studies, exploring how we can transform not only the way in which we do business but our business itself – the “why” then the “what” of the enterprise. It is an invitation to a deeper reflection on the kind of economic system we should decide to build together’


Daniela Barone Soares, Chief Executive of Snowball Impact Investments and Non-Executive Director of Intercontinental Hotels Group and Halma PLC


‘The Purpose Upgrade takes you along a series of “stops” in which you’ll explore all aspects of purpose, from the theory through to the planning and the all-important practical application. Purpose is a word that has become overused and misunderstood, which in turn has meant it has somewhat lost its superpower. This book overcomes the limitations of prior approaches and re-defines the core role purpose can play in helping us achieve a greater success by taking on the most pressing societal and environmental challenges we face. The Purpose Upgrade will help us lead the way in striving for a more sustainable future for people and planet’


Gemma Butler, co-author of Sustainable Marketing 


‘It would be almost impossible to read this book and not feel inspired and driven to throw yourself straight into the valuable work of upgrading the purpose of your enterprise, changing lives for the better and building a stronger commercial business, with greater engagement from all stakeholders in so doing. The Purpose Upgrade provides a complete methodology to re-define and embed your purpose, facing into the realities of the challenge, in driving and embedding change’


Abigail Dixon, author of The Whole Marketer and Founder of Labyrinth Marketing


‘Every great book always contains a single sentence that anchors its richness and this one is no exception: “True listening best begins by taking an interest in the lives and priorities of the people we serve in their own terms”. That’s what purpose ultimately is: listening, planning and acting together with people and planet, not on our terms but on theirs, and here’s a route map to turn this higher truth into granular action across all you do’


Mike Barry, former Head of Sustainable Business at M&S
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Praise for Collaborative Advantage



‘Critics of communism often remark that the system, though wonderful in theory, was fatally incompatible with human nature. But the same criticism could be levelled perfectly well at the many current assumptions of modern capitalism. What makes us human is not that we compete – anything can do that: as this book explains, our real difference lies in our near-miraculous powers of collaboration. Collaborative Advantage offers the perfect recipe for successful businesses that improve lives’


Ben Cohen and Jerry Greenfield, Co-Founders of Ben and Jerry’s


‘This is a profound provocation as to the imperative of a collaborative mindset in an ever-more volatile world. Paul has defined a model and brought it to life with a wide variety of helpful examples, making it applicable to almost any challenge a business or brand might face.’


Mark Evans, Managing Director of Marketing & Digital at Direct Line Group


‘Truly paradigm-shifting books are rare, but Paul’s argument seems to me both revolutionary and inevitable.’


Alison Jones, coach, strategist and host of The Extraordinary Business Book Club and author of This Book Means Business


‘The new business formula in a world of open innovation and creativity is about getting on and not just getting ahead. Co-operation is no longer a niche. It is a core competence. This book by Paul Skinner, the great advocate of Collaborative Advantage, is a handbook for success in this new commercial world’


Ed Mayo, Chief Executive of Pilotlight and former Secretary General of Co-operatives UK
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Preface



GREATER EXPECTATIONS


‘What keeps you awake at night?’


I was once asked this question at the start of a panel discussion as part of a study on global risk run by the defence think-tank RUSI and King’s College London.


The other panellists had more domain expertise than I did. They included a range of global business leaders from sectors with a particular focus on risk, a senior UN offi cial, a director of the Space Agency and a former government minister who had held responsibility for the UK’s resilience for six years.


Various disaster scenarios were discussed, from a cyberattack that takes out the internet to a collapse of the energy grid to devastating increases in the displacement of peoples. But crises don’t threaten us in isolation. The greatest diffi culties usually lie in coping with the knock-on effects that they cause. My concerns were therefore less about a specific hazard than about how we can become more capable of adapting to a world of greater disruption.


We are now living through times in which, while anything may seem possible, little appears certain. The pandemic has shown us, in case we didn’t know it before, that our own efforts can be futile if our operating environment does not allow us to maintain them. And it is entirely likely that our greatest challenges lie ahead, in the form of a long recovery amid further economic shocks, the increasing threat of conflict and a social, political, technological and environmental context replete with questions for which there are often no clear precedents to guide us.


It would be easy to conclude that our own volition is in vain when we cannot control the major forces that have an impact on the success that we can achieve. And yet there has never been a greater need and opportunity for deliberate action. While we may have allowed many of our biggest problems to arise by accident, we now have to solve them together on purpose.


When Russia invaded Ukraine in February 2022, the Ukrainian response was completely different than in the prior invasion of 2014, in large part because the Ukrainians had learned to be far better prepared the second time around. The ultimate COVID vaccine may now need to come, metaphorically, in the form of learning from our direct exposure to one global crisis the lessons that we need to be able to repurpose and revitalise our businesses, organisations and institutions when confronted with an increased range and frequency of existential challenges. Rebooting, re-setting and even building back better are not enough as they imply a return to a prior normality rooted in a world that no longer exists. What is required is a renewable capacity for purpose-driven change that supports us in tackling our most important problems head on.


Businesses today too often fall short in their capacity to achieve this. For many businesses, the purpose through which they previously achieved their success now blinds them to more important realities. As a consequence, economic activity still accelerates the climate emergency, drives a mass extinction of species, depletes the resources most essential to life, and exacerbates inequalities. It also too often profits from and exploits the amplification of intolerance and untruthfulness. This divides us from each other and curbs our capacity for cooperation, leaving us more, rather than less, exposed to the risks that we face.


Compelling evidence now shows, however, that by playing their part in tackling society’s most pressing priorities, enterprises can create more attractive benefits for customers, build more meaningful livelihoods for colleagues, and unlock superior returns for investors, thereby bringing all the stakeholders that a business needs into alignment around a greater ambition. Addressing the increasingly urgent United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals alone is already estimated to be a twelve trillion-dollar opportunity, without taking into account the almost limitless life-supporting opportunities that lie beyond their direct scope. Fulfilling true human need rather than manufacturing spurious consumerist wants has become the biggest business opportunity of our time.


This will often require us to reconsider how we form the purpose of our enterprises and other organisations in the first place. We typically think of purpose as fixed, like a North Star; that it comes from within our organisation and that it is singular. These are just some of the half-truths that have come to hold us back. In The Purpose Upgrade, I shall argue that there is no single-end fixed point and that to achieve our greatest success we must instead cultivate a purpose which responds to society’s changing needs, is created with and through our external as well as internal stakeholders, and integrates many layers of goals and aspirations in a living wholeness through an evolving nexus of reciprocal benefits.


Can enterprise support us in overcoming the obstacles that we now face? Can business enable us to enjoy a material comfort enhanced through shared experience with others rather than obtained at their expense? And can it help us to adapt to a rapidly shifting environment in which the potential for success may be great but the threats are also very real?


Our problems are also our gateways to the future. The direct experience of the pandemic and subsequent crises, from conflict to the rising cost of living, has created an environment of readiness for change in which we can see that bigger ideas can and must now take hold. The hardest times can also offer the most far-reaching opportunities for renewal. My aim in writing The Purpose Upgrade therefore has been to provide the provocation, methodology and support needed to repurpose any enterprise and revitalise the activities within it.


We can address no greater need than to change our businesses to save the world and find no greater opportunity than to change the world to save our businesses.





 


Ce qui est simple est toujours faux. Ce qui ne l’est pas est inutilisable. Anything simple is false. And everything that isn’t is unusable.


Paul Valéry


Every end in history necessarily contains a new beginning.


Hannah Arendt










Introduction



THE ENTERPRISE OF HOPE


Dr Mick Jackson had a clear goal to achieve.


He had set out to climb the adjoining mountains K2 and Broad Peak.


A young French boy was then found dead in his tent just ahead of Mick’s expedition.


He had been killed by the biting cold and ever thinner atmosphere. The military sent a crew to air-lift his corpse from the mountain in a body-bag strapped to their helicopter. It was the only way to extract him. It would take a week of hiking over ice to reach even the base of these mountains.


Mick and his companions were guided by a Kashmiri tribesman. As conditions became even more challenging, the tribesman too subsequently lost consciousness. A group ascending the mountain just behind them by chance included the Bulgarian Minister for Health. He was still a practising doctor and examined the tribesman, reporting that his lungs had collapsed. He would die within twenty-four hours if left at that altitude. The military refused to send another helicopter. Mick supposed this was because a living tribesman had less money than a dead westerner and was therefore considered less of a priority. The guide bowed his head, folded his arms and accepted his fate.


But Mick was less willing to accept the situation. He gathered together several of the Kashmiri tribesmen and over the course of four days managed the arduous descent to rescue his guide from the mountain. By the end most of the group, including Mick, were coughing blood from the biting conditions. But they all made it.


Those four days were life-saving for the Kashmiri guide. But they were also life-changing for Mick. The only need for the ordeal of the gruelling lift to safety in the face of sub-zero temperatures, he reasoned, was because a man was being judged by the authorities on the basis of his possessions and deemed unworthy of help.


It cut to the heart of Mick’s values. As a former professional musician, he valued individual creativity and freedom. But right at the core of his soul, Mick cherished his identity as a descendent from highlanders and Irish immigrants. He felt a deep solidarity with people braving tough conditions. His grandfathers had each worked as miners from the age of twelve and his father had the knife wounds to show for the life that he had lived as an outsider growing up in a Glasgow slum. Mick believed that they too would have been left on the mountain if a similar fate had befallen them.


In a moment that would change the course of his life and career, he promised himself that when he returned home, he would find a way to repurpose his business activities to make a difference. He didn’t yet know what he would do, but he had found a reason to take action that would give entirely new meaning to his entrepreneurial activities.


He had no desire to create a charity or set about fundraising, reasoning that he didn’t want to divert existing flows of donations. Instead, he sought to build a different relationship between people and enterprise. He wanted to harness the resources of business to empower people, helping them to help themselves and fulfil their own potential so that they would not suffer the indignity of exclusion.


Looking at industry through this new lens, he sought out sectors of activity that few people usually find interesting. He landed on stationery products and other offi ce supplies, because they are universally needed but, as Mick has put it to me, no one cares about who supplies them: ‘Paper clips and envelopes rarely make the pages of Fast Company magazine or the Harvard Business Review.’ Taking aim at such a ‘boring’ sector, he repurposed stationery provision as a service to fund micro-finance initiatives to help some of the world’s most excluded people to lift themselves out of poverty.


Mick named his enterprise WildHearts Offi ce, and established its mission to empower people globally through the profits from office supplies. The idea that money spent every day by businesses could be channelled to create positive impact brought a bigger meaning to office supplies than the procurement managers whom Mick talked to had ever previously heard in a sales pitch. It consequently gained rapid traction and grew faster than he could possibly have anticipated. The WildHearts Foundation, which Mick created to distribute the profits from WildHearts Office in the form of micro-loans to the world’s poorest, reached more than 1.25 million people with micro-finance in under four years. It now owns the biggest banks for the rural poor in Malawi and Zambia and addresses some of the most challenging needs in Zimbabwe. During the time of writing this book, the number of lives that WildHearts has transformed has passed two million.


Mick’s quest has not followed the kind of linear path that could have been anticipated from the outset. Fresh opportunities have revealed themselves progressively as he has built his social enterprise, with each new peak revealing a fresh height to climb behind it. When he learned that the majority of the world’s women are excluded from finance altogether, for example, he prioritised women in WildHearts’ micro-finance programmes, empowering them to feed their children, enabling their daughters to attend school, and ultimately giving them a voice that has counted often for the first time in the ballot box through their new-found empowerment and self-determination.


Mick has built relationships with businesses that don’t just buy from WildHearts but actively champion its cause, unlocking new opportunities that otherwise could have remained hidden from view. Leaders at the American healthcare multinational Johnson & Johnson pushed the WildHearts team to dig deeper into some of the educational challenges faced by girls in rural African contexts. It turns out that in many communities, a third or more of female pupils stay home during their periods because they don’t have a way of managing them for class. WildHearts therefore set about working with Johnson & Johnson to access reusable sanitary pads and then it coordinated with its local partners in offi ce-document storage in Africa to piggy-back the routes their vans take, criss-crossing across rural communities every day, to deliver these pads on their rounds, thereby ultimately saving millions of pounds of delivery costs and making otherwise impossible operations widely accessible.


Mick launched WildHearts with an international vision, but he also recognises the need to work at home. In the United Kingdom, other organisations are already specialised in offering inclusive access to finance, and Mick saw no need to replicate their efforts. Mick argues that social exclusion nevertheless remains because it is substantially driven by a ‘postcode lottery’, which leaves young adults in disadvantaged areas too often without the knowledge, relationships and inspiration they need to break out of endemic cycles of poverty. WildHearts has therefore developed programmes to teach entrepreneurship to corporate executives twinned with matching programmes that it makes available for free to school children, often in some of the most under-privileged areas of the country, by using the funding earned from its commercial clients.


WildHearts’ corporate training programmes empower professionals to change their perspective of business, create a positive social impact and enjoy a more accomplished career at the same time. The training has reached leaders in businesses from Barclays to Zurich and Nestlé, and in turn this has funded versions of these programmes that have been completed by over 50,000 children in the UK and internationally. The programmes have now been taught in Cambridge and Yale Summer Schools and have won the prestigious Babson prize for entrepreneurship. They have been incorporated into fast-track pathways to apprenticeships and other corporate programmes that have made management opportunities available to young adults, many of whom would otherwise likely have lacked any viable entry into such gainful employment. The training also inspires young people to launch their own ventures that enhance their local communities. As Mick relates, the children ‘light up at the prospect of making business meaningful’ and have pioneered such initiatives as repurposing their school bus during the hours it isn’t used to bring senior citizens from surrounding neighbourhoods into school IT facilities, where the pupils can teach them computer skills.


Without taking any money from governments or soliciting donations, the drive to upgrade the purpose of enterprise has made it possible for Mick to reimagine entrepreneurial endeavour as a vocation and restore the intrinsic dignity of work. Divergent activities, from supplying uniforms and offi ce furniture to training leaders and providing menstrual products, have all become part of a mission to repurpose resources and re-imagine the role that enterprise can play in people’s lives. Mick has not only repurposed his own enterprise activity, but has also inspired executives to think differently about responsible business, empowered children to think differently about their futures and the roles that they can play in their communities, and made it possible for people to harness the power of business to improve their own life chances and those of their peers. As Mick tells me, ‘We can imbue any business with meaning. Even a bad day at the offi ce can save lives.’


The opportunity to repurpose isn’t limited to governments, charities or even to social enterprises, such as WildHearts, that use their profit to fund social mobility. It holds the key to changing every aspect of everything we do, no matter the sector we operate in or the scale of the enterprise. In fact, as we shall see, it is often in mainstream commercial businesses where the greatest opportunities are overlooked, the greatest vulnerabilities thereby accrue and the most value is therefore left on the table for both the business and its stakeholders. Any business can gain from being genuinely useful to the world it serves; from providing work that is intrinsically rewarding and of societal benefit, or from unlocking forms of economic progress that powerfully engage its stakeholders. And while in Mick’s case it clearly helped, there is no requirement to face the bleak conditions of a mountain to find the inspiration!



The Purpose Upgrade


Purpose is the reason why we act in the first place. It defines the outcomes that we seek to achieve. It is not set in stone but can be elevated at any time in response to changing circumstances. When an enterprise lacks purpose, it becomes futile. A Purpose Upgrade is an approach to redirecting, protecting and increasing the value that an enterprise creates through intentional change. It can be applied to repurpose and revitalise individual activities within an enterprise, the enterprise as a whole and, perhaps most importantly though most frequently overlooked, the greater world of activities undertaken outside the enterprise, including by its customers and partners.


A Purpose Upgrade should serve to integrate and align the purpose and actions of an enterprise with the aims and aspirations of its stakeholders. This holds the key to growing our enterprises more effectively by better meeting the needs and priorities of our stakeholders as they arise and for the long term. And it opens the door to unprecedented levels of support from outside the enterprise by harnessing the power of shared ambition.


Purpose focuses our attention, enabling us to make progress. Over time, however, that very focus can work against us, as what was previously a useful lens through which to view our activities turns instead into a dangerous set of blinkers, blinding us to the implications of external change. Too often we fail to recognise the need for a Purpose Upgrade or fail to identify the best way to go about it because we have become trapped by our prior perceptions, assumptions, routines and expectations. This masks the potential for our most extraordinary achievements and holds us back from embracing our greatest future. We can overcome this challenge, however, by discovering how a Purpose Upgrade can be achieved and by putting it into practice as a new capability.


Change your business to save the world


As Mick’s example demonstrates, business can provide a powerful means to turn creativity into positive change. Enterprise is born in the recognition of need and the capacity to meet that need. But in recent decades business has too often overlooked true human need. As Professor Tim Jackson, former Chair of the UK’s Sustainable Development Commission, put it to me, ‘We have fostered a consumerism that engages us in spending money we don’t have to create impressions that don’t last, on people we don’t care about.’ Businesses have pursued ever greater specificity within existing industry norms, cancelling out each other’s offerings through forms of competition that limit success by burrowing ever more deeply into existing assumptions that too often extract rather than create value. We have food businesses that impoverish the land and cause obesity; financial services that get us hooked on unaffordable credit; pharmaceuticals companies that focus more on yield management than innovation; social media platforms that amplify fake news and abuse; and fossil fuel businesses responsible for the vast majority of the carbon emissions that now place more lives in danger than any other activity in history.


In a 1927 edition of the Harvard Business Review, Wall Street Banker Paul M. Mazur argued that businesses needed to move from addressing needs to desires. Ironically, there is now a vast opportunity to step back and prevail by meeting the deeper needs of our customers and other stakeholders. We can succeed not by overlooking the broader context of their lives but rather by embracing it. The need to address the climate emergency to keep our shared home safe. The need to preserve and restore the biodiversity on which our lives depend. The need to overcome poverty and include more people in the benefits of economic change. The need to tackle loneliness, maintain mental health and wellbeing, foster meaningful relationships and negotiate a rapidly changing world in which ‘normal’ is susceptible to constant reinvention. Each of these needs can be supported at greatest scale and in the most lasting ways through forms of enlightened enterprise.


Living standards have been estimated to have risen over 10,000-fold since the birth of capitalism.1 While such analysis begs many questions, in whatever way we assess the benefits of modern living, the gains we have made are not guaranteed to further increase or even to last into the future without intentional leadership, and many people in all countries are now experiencing a hardship imposed by inequalities and resource shortages.


While over 700 million people, or 10 per cent of the global population,2 still live amid conditions of extreme poverty, meaning that they have an income of less than the equivalent of 1.90 dollars per day, the most powerful way to end that poverty is through decent work.3 The global population is estimated to rise to 9.7 billion by 2050,4 creating a need for business to foster sustainable agriculture and provide nutritious solutions that can reach us all. Maternal health and the empowerment of women around the world depend on the products and hiring practices of businesses who in turn can benefit from improving the freedom and economic circumstances of half their customer base. Over 2.4 billion people need better access to water, which businesses can address through better stewardship and innovation. Responsible investment can align business priorities with global challenges and over 1,500 investment institutions with approximately sixty-two-trillion-dollar assets under management have already signed up to the UN-backed Principles for Responsible Investment.5


If you want to change the world, there may be no greater lever to pull than to find a solution to a problem and to deliver and scale that solution through meaningful enterprise. In so doing you can make life easier, more complete, more worthwhile and perhaps even more magical for the people whom you reach. Rarely if ever has the scale of the opportunity to make a difference been greater.


Change the world to save your business


There is also a powerful argument to suggest that enterprises will better succeed in their own terms by aiming at something bigger than their own benefit. We are most likely to prosper by first creating value for others which in turn leads to our own greater reward. Empirical evidence substantiates the premise.


Alex Edmans has built perhaps the most robust evidence-based business case for purposeful enterprise so far, with a meta-analysis showing that enterprises out-perform their peers by seeking to create a social value of which they retain a portion in profit rather than seeking to maximise profit directly.6 Purpose can serve to unlock greater agency from all an enterprise’s stakeholders, uniting them in a collective pursuit that makes them all better off. ‘To reach the land of profit,’ Edmans has told me, ‘we must follow the road of purpose.’ In one study he undertook, businesses that were better to work for delivered stock returns that out-performed their peers by a cumulative 89 per cent to 184 per cent over a twenty-eight-year period.7 Purposeful businesses unlock superior processes of change and build better partnerships.8 They can also enjoy better relationships with investors through better engagement and more integrated reporting. Forbes’s ‘JUST 100’ companies, ranked highest in the US on purpose and contribution to society, for example, achieved 56 per cent higher shareholder returns over five years than the hundreds of other businesses ranked below them.9 This explains why current investment flows are already being directed on a massive scale to more sustainable opportunities with future investment activity forecast to increase this trend at an accelerating rate.10


Researchers have identified compelling evidence that customers are considerably more likely to try,11 stay loyal to,12 pay more for13 and advocate for14 products from purpose-driven companies. This effect is even more pronounced among younger generations. A strong purpose improves strategic clarity by defining a territory for growth;15 improves corporate reputation by aligning with customer values;16 and strengthens innovation17 by fostering greater understanding of need. The stronger relationships with customers that purposeful enterprises build ultimately lead to more valuable brands.18


Purposeful enterprises benefit from substantially superior employee engagement, finding it far easier to recruit new talent,19 reduce turnover20 and mobilise a greater engagement for any given level of salary.21


Purposeful enterprises may also be more likely to find themselves on the right side of changes to legislation, by better factoring in their ‘negative externalities’, the economic term for the costs of their operations that are (at least temporarily) borne by society rather than the business. It has been estimated that regulation can place as much as 30 per cent of the value of publicly traded corporations at stake.22


In a changing world our purpose must be responsive in order to remain effective. There is no success to be found in answering only yesterday’s questions. Repurposing our enterprises and revitalising the activities within them are a necessary source of renewal without which any business is likely doomed to decline and failure.


For all these reasons, purpose must now become the highest priority concern at every level of an organisation. Never have the most important things also been so urgent. Changing our businesses to save the world is entirely compatible with changing the world to save our businesses.


The Purpose Upgrade in the evolution of enterprise adaptation


In environments of accelerating change businesses learned to innovate, first incrementally through minor variations and then discontinuously, often by combining technologies and ideas from different domains to form new and more advanced propositions.


With the development of the internet and associated technologies, enterprises went further, with processes that reconfigured not just what we offer but how we offer it. The focus shifted from innovation to transformation.


We are now entwined in each other’s fates so deeply that we need to go beyond changing what we do and how we do it to a more fundamental level of adaptation that comes from changing why we take action in the first place. The very purpose we serve must become more context-driven, collective and holistic. We no longer simply need to transform our organisations and institutions. Rather, we need to fundamentally repurpose them.


We are living in the wake of a global health and economic crisis that may cast its shadow for years to come. But the risk of further, potentially more virulent pandemics is increasing. Numerous other problems also face us, from the climate emergency to resource depletion, to international conflict, to a cost-of-living crisis and to types of social fragmentation which threaten to disrupt our lives in ways which could in retrospect make the coronavirus look more like a warning of risk ahead than a one-off disruption to be managed before a return to normality. At the same time, we have arguably more reason to be optimistic than at any previous point in history. We have never had greater technology at our disposal nor been connected to as many opportunities to create value and make a difference.


COVID-19 highlighted the interdependence of today’s world and the hidden vulnerabilities that this can create. It showed us that emergent reality can impinge on all of us in surprising ways that call every fundamental into question. But it has also provided an opportunity to reconsider how our greatest needs present themselves and what more we can do to address them. One commentator memorably defined the pause in economic activity during the pandemic-induced lockdowns as ‘The Great Reflection’.23 The nature of our recovery will largely be determined by the quality of the ideas to which we now turn.


The ideas that you use to grow your enterprise may often need to become surprisingly normative.24 They will require you to choose this over that; to value one thing over another; and to take a stand for the types of change you wish to support and create in situations you may never have previously foreseen.


We cannot escape this, because to take action in today’s interconnected and interdependent world is to instigate cascading effects that reach out in all directions, like ripples in a pond when you cast a stone into its centre. It is also to be impacted by the ripples of the stones cast by everyone else.


To become aware of these effects; to change them with purpose; and to mobilise new sources of support from differently engaged stakeholders, will be the basis of a reimagined form of success that not only endures but rises higher with every fresh undulation.


The structure of the book


Part commentary, part call to action and part practical guide, The Purpose Upgrade is intended to accompany you on the journey to a greater level of success by reimagining the fundamentals of how purpose can be formed and achieved through enterprise.


The book draws on a wide variety of businesses and the experience and insights of prominent leaders and change-makers, as well as inspiring unsung heroes you’ve probably not come across before. It seeks to overturn much of conventional management thinking, with findings from a broad range of scientific as well as enterprise-related disciplines. Purpose is most fundamentally a capacity of human thought. We’ll therefore draw insight from the evolutionary and cognitive sciences on how purpose drives human perception, intentionality, behaviour and fulfilment. We shall also draw on complexity theory and systems thinking in understanding how our actions take place and are best understood within a broader map of emergent living wholeness, and the challenges and opportunities that this presents. Most importantly, The Purpose Upgrade is a story that you will complete for yourself. Reflections are therefore included at the end of each chapter to support you in applying the idea to your own enterprise and there is a chapter dedicated to implementing a Purpose Upgrade across your own organisation.


Our journey includes the following stops:


Part One: The Need


1. The Origin of Purpose




We’ll explore how human purpose is formed, what it means to achieve its fulfilment and how it must adapt in a changing environment. Only by understanding what makes human purpose unique and how it can best work for us can we unlock its greatest rewards. We shall discover that this even has significant implications for our future as a species.





2. In Search of Lost Purpose




We’ll identify how businesses and other institutions fail to maintain an adaptive purpose and the results of this failure for themselves and the people whom they serve. By understanding the causes and consequences of failing to repurpose in a changing world and exploring how existing approaches to purpose fall short, we can learn to take remedial steps sooner and more comprehensively, tackling root causes rather than relying on ineffective fixes or incomplete solutions.





Part Two: The Model


3. A State of Emergence




We set the upper limits of our success when we choose which problems to address in the first place. Finding a better problem to solve adds greater value than better solving a previously defined problem. We’ll learn how to move beyond existing models of extractive consumerism, escape the limitations of our prior perceptions, and create more value for our stakeholders, opening the door to a world of greater meaning and value creation.





4. The Garden of Forking Paths




Solving better problems requires us to lead a more ambitious journey of change outside as well as inside the enterprise. We’ll explore how to create more collectively ambitious narratives of shared purpose that align rather than divide our stakeholders and provide pathways for whole ecosystems of actors to win together rather than lose apart.





5. The Wealth of Change




we depend on the active participation of our stakeholders to achieve our greatest success. We therefore gain by defining our success in terms of outcomes which engage and fulfil their greatest aspirations as well as our own. This creates new opportunities to foster shared ambition with our most important potential allies and provides us with a vital source of renewal, enabling us to succeed by making an ever-greater difference to people’s lives and livelihoods.





Part Three: The Practice


6. Purpose Rediscovered




We’ll learn from the first-hand experience and challenges of leaders repurposing and revitalising their organisations in very different industries and in radically diverse contexts. A Purpose Upgrade underpins many of the greatest corporate turnarounds in recent history and we’ll explore a number of cases in depth through the eyes of those who have led the way.





7. Your Purpose Upgrade




A Purpose Upgrade is an always-available event for any organisation of any size in any sector. We’ll highlight the practicalities of improving the full scope of activities in which an enterprise engages through a Purpose Upgrade wherever and whenever it is needed, and we’ll pull together a comprehensive approach to implementing a Purpose Upgrade in your own enterprise.





Epilogue: The Art of For




A Purpose Upgrade does not just change our business. It can change our lives; and it can change the world we live them in. Never before has the difference this can make been more consequential.





Relation to my previous work


The concept of The Purpose Upgrade builds on my previous book, Collaborative Advantage: How collaboration beats competition as a strategy for success.25 In that work I challenged the conventional strategy of creating Competitive Advantage and proposed a radical alternative in the form of Collaborative Advantage to create better outcomes for business, customers and society.


Collaborative Advantage explored how we can grow businesses more effectively by better harnessing value-creating potential across the environment in which we operate, working with customers and other stakeholders rather than just for customers and against our competitors. It examined how we can better tackle societal problems by more strongly harnessing our collective resources and working with the people we are most looking to support as the primary agents of their own change. And it provided methods and techniques to empower leaders to achieve greater success by mobilising stronger support from outside as well as inside the organisation.


In Collaborative Advantage I argued that we should not just focus on the change that an organisation delivers, but rather on the greater and more meaningful change that its customers and other stakeholders use its products and services to create in their own lives and work. This lays the foundation for a step change in ambition.


The Purpose Upgrade now seeks to harness that greater ambition by looking more fundamentally at how leaders, their managers and colleagues can best determine what purpose to pursue in the first place and how that purpose can redefine the change that they seek to drive and revitalise the actions that they undertake in so doing.


By putting a living purpose at the heart of our organisation and serving a greater good, we are also in a better place to create Collaborative Advantage to begin with. My recommendation therefore is to read The Purpose Upgrade first and then consider reading Collaborative Advantage as a sequel. Once we have identified the greater changes we want to create through our businesses, building Collaborative Advantage can help us to further involve our key stakeholders in achieving those changes with us.
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