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PUBLISHER’S NOTE




In his 2019 book, The Indispensable Brand, Mitch Duckler took major brands to task for the “identity crisis” they faced with so many indistinguishable from one another, failing at arguably the most important job of brand management—differentiation. Then Mitch offered a best practices workflow for “becoming an indispensable brand and sustaining that brand excellence over time.”
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Now in The Future-Ready Brand, Mitch looks to a new set of challenges facing chief marketing officers (CMOs) and finds the solutions from the CMOs themselves. For the better part of a year, Mitch interviewed the CMOs of the world’s leading brands not only to identify the real marketing challenges they’re facing but also to reveal how to best manage them. Mitch’s qualitative research is thusly turned into a new best practices workflow for handling the futurewaves now cresting on every CMO’s horizon.


The book is divided into three sections: positioning, personalizing, and promoting. Each chapter begins with a Global 2000 company case study and then spins out its learnings and discoveries.


The first section of futurewaves are the societal shifts that are  forcing brands to position very differently to meet the values and expectations of an emerging consumer base. At the heart of this force is an ever-increasing emphasis consumers place on the resonance (or lack thereof ) of a company’s purpose. In addition, postpandemic attitudes have prompted a broader and more holistic view on wellness, which has profound implications for brands even outside the so-called healthcare industry. Finally, the emergence of a complex Gen Z as the dominant generational cohort will shape how brands are positioned in the marketplace for decades to come.


The second section is comprised of the emerging technological innovations that’ll allow brands to personalize the product offer and customer experience with near-prescient precision. Artificial intelligence (AI) is hyper-personalizing the product offer and customer experience, and enabling brand marketers to approach the ever-elusive aspiration of one-to-one marketing. XR technologies and the Metaverse are creating omnichannel strategies that result in more fully immersive brand experiences. And Web3 has the potential to truly democratize the worldwide web and to provide marketers with unprecedented levels of direct access to consumers.


The third section details the marketing activation trends that—fueled by technological innovations—are rejiggering the methods companies are using to promote their brands profitably. Emerging technologies—most notably generative AI—are shifting the relationship between brands and audiences. The combination of AI and XR technologies is adding a powerful afterburner impact on gamification strategy and its ability to drive top-of-funnel activity. Finally, virtual Influencers are working their way into the marketing mix and are driving outsized return on investment (ROI) for brands in the process.


What differentiates this book is the way Mitch weaves the insights of the world’s most influential CMOs into his own distilled views on what’s been working, what will likely work in the future, and how to get there from here.


Mitch surely knows of what he speaks—having spent three decades in Fortune 500 brand management and marketing. The first ten were in-house at Unilever and The Coca-Cola Company. The next ten with the global branding consultancy, Prophet. There he became a partner in the Chicago office and co-led the firm’s brand positioning practice. Then Mitch launched the consulting firm FullSurge and has led strategic brand-related consulting engagements for some of the most prestigious brands, including ExxonMobil, Deloitte, Scotts Miracle-Gro, American Family Insurance, Hyatt Hotels, Novartis, Abbott, Blue Cross & Blue Shield, Cox Communications, ManpowerGroup, LexisNexis, and Caterpillar.


And so, in these pages, Mitch brings out the best of the best looking forward. Every marketer aiming to remain relevant tomorrow will read this book today!
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FOREWORD


by Guy Kawasaki




The dizzying pace of technological innovation and cultural change has placed today’s marketing leaders in an arena where the eyes of the world watch as CMOs grapple with unprecedented trials. How can brands stay relevant, let alone thrive, in such a rapidly evolving landscape? Enter Mitch Duckler’s extraordinary The Future-Ready Brand. Herein Duckler brings together the greatest minds currently at work in the marketing world at large. Duckler humbly foregrounds their insights while guiding the reader through today’s most burning issues in branding with keen insight and infectious optimism.


At the heart of Duckler’s exhilarating tour through the perspectives of our world’s most powerful CMOs is a call to view change not  as a threat but as a tremendous creative challenge. It’s not enough to bereactive; brands must cultivate a proactive stance, constantly scanning the horizon for the next big shift, be it in technology, consumer behavior, or global trends. Duckler delves deeply into emerging technologies, from AI to Web3, not to overwhelm but to elucidate their massive potential for revolutionizing brand experiences. Yet the most profound revelation that shines through in the book is that technology alone is not enough. Truly future-ready brands must tap into powerful societal shifts, aligning with the values of rising generations like purpose-driven Gen Z.


More than a thought leadership book, The Future-Ready Brand is a symphony of marketing’s most relevant voices today and a compass for the complex, evolving world of branding.


As we enter a new era, The Future-Ready Brand provides the resources and direction brands need to embrace the opportunities of tomorrow.











SECTION ONE: SOCIETAL FUTUREWAVES


How Brands Will Need to Be Positioned




In this first section, we’ll look at the wholesale changes in societal and generational values that are prompting brands to position very differently to align with the values and expectations of a demanding new consumer base.


Chapter 1 shows how companies that put purpose first are invariably becoming industry standouts—manifest in their exemplary corporate cultures, publicly recognized competence, or as heralded champions of vital causes. Numerous benefits accrue to these purposedriven companies, including a proven positive correlation between purpose and profit, outperforming the overall market, an ability to command premium pricing, enjoying greater brand loyalty with Millennials and Gen Z consumers, and winning the war for talent.


Chapter 2 looks at the bursting wellness economy and how a heightened prioritization of health impacts all brand marketers. Chief among these impacts is the need to reassess the brand promise in terms of a total health orientation, making the brand feel as “personal” as an individual’s own wellness feels, finding ways to generate healthier in-store experiences, meeting consumers “where” and “why” they are shopping for solutions, and cultivating the brand’s authentic community with a health orientation in mind.


Chapter 3 parses the Gen Z cohort into polar-opposite mind frames that marketers need to understand and align with. This means holding the company’s public-facing actions to a higher level of accountability, pointedly meeting Gen Z where they’re hanging out, integrating the brand/products organically into the action on gaming sites, and raising the brand’s voice in both online and offline communities where values and interests are shared.









CHAPTER ONE


The Purpose of Brand Purpose




In October 2020, at the height of a global pandemic, most of Accenture’s 624,000 employees gathered virtually and in offices across two hundred cities in forty-nine countries. Cameras in all the conference rooms leveraged state-of-the-art technology to make it feel like everyone was gathered in the same room. For the previous several weeks, a countdown clock on Accenture’s intranet had ticked down the minutes to this event. Everyone anticipated a major announcement—one that would surely affect how the IT consulting company would do business for years to come.


The meeting kicked off with video messages from Accenture’s senior leadership and line employees, as well. Each spoke enthusiastically about a big important announcement to come and about the role they’d played in bringing it to fruition. It culminated with a message from David Roland, then chairman of the board and interim CEO. Everyone listened in closely.


What was the big announcement? Was it the acquisition of a global multibillion-dollar company? Or perhaps a transformational shift in business model or strategic direction? No. It was to introduce the company’s newly defined purpose. Ten words that would underpin everything Accenture stood for and that all of its employees would live by for years to come. Ten words, “To Deliver on the Promise of Technology and Human Ingenuity.” So very much went into those words and then soon emerged from them.


The next day at every Accenture location, employees’ computer screens lit up with the new ten-word company purpose and a corresponding brand repositioning, “Let there be Change.” A new app let employees easily post this new purpose and brand strategy along with their profile photo on LinkedIn. The worldwide engagement from this one step was so tremendous that it prompted a board member to ask about the cost of such an impactful LinkedIn placement. The answer, of course, was “nothing” since the effort was entirely organic.


Of course, there was also a paid media effort to support the initiative. Three distinct TV ads were created to announce the new purpose and the “Let there be Change” branding to the world. Accenture bought up every single one of NBCUniversal media properties to simulcast its new ads around the world at precisely the same hour. Although somewhat commonplace now, this represented a first for NBCUniversal. At the same time, hundreds of thousands of employees were gathered on a Microsoft Teams video call to watch the ads run for the first time. It was truly a powerful moment for Accenture employees and for the brand.


The Purpose Dissected


Many months of hard work had gone into developing Accenture’s new purpose. Hundreds of people within the organization, andoutside as well, were interviewed for their perspectives on Accenture’s true purpose for being. According to Jill Kramer, Accenture’s chief marketing and communications officer, “There were two primary objectives driving the creation of the company’s purpose. First, it had to represent an enduring North Star—something that was not merely fly-by-night. But the second was perhaps even more essential. Our purpose needed to be inextricably connected to the value we create as a business.”1


Since Accenture creates value through its people, the purpose needed to both reflect and amplify the collective strengths of those people. Kramer saw it as “striking at the very heart of what the company is. People in vastly different roles within the company, and in vastly different countries around the world, should be able to see themselves in the purpose.” So, Kramer broke down this new purpose into its component parts, to show how that objective was being met:


“The first component, ‘To Deliver on the Promise,’ is both a nod to Accenture’s past and a foreshadowing of the future. Accenture has a history of delivery and executional excellence, represented in our (longtime) tagline, ‘High Performance. Delivered.’ Conversely, promise is an emotional and aspirational word that speaks to future potential, and it balances the more grounded and pragmatic notion of delivery.”


In the second component of the purpose, “Technology and Human Ingenuity,” Kramer noted the balancing act inherent in that. For while technology does help humans, it is humans who make technology better. There was considerable debate among Kramer’s marketing team about which should come first, the technology bit or the human ingenuity bit. That is, is it more accurate to say that technology enables human ingenuity, or is it the other way around? At one point, Kramer decided that it really didn’t matter. “Delivery and promise, technology and human ingenuity, they’re essentially two opposite poles that are constantly pulling on one another while at the same time making one another better. It’s what allows a company as complex and broad as ours to be all that we can be, but with a unifying principle at the core.”


From Company Purpose to Brand Positioning


With Accenture’s purpose solidified, Kramer turned her attention to the company’s master brand. A brand’s positioning should be the external manifestation of its business strategy—the promise it makes to all relevant stakeholders. When Kramer considered the “To Deliver on the Promise of Technology and Human Ingenuity” purpose, the relationship between it and the concept of change was clear. “There is one thing that is common across every client we serve,” Kramer says. “They’re all either trying to drive change or to cope better with it. So, we thought the simple statement ‘Let there be Change’ was profound because it acknowledges that change is good. It doesn’t say it’s easy, but it portrays change in a positive, tenacious, and optimistic light.”


Most conspicuous to this idea of change in Accenture’s brand positioning is the extent it goes to express a point of view. “We’re not asking the world a question,” Kramer points out. “We’re putting a perspective out there that change is good, that value comes from change, so let there be change!” Like all strong brand positionings, this one speaks to both the heart and the mind—the “human desire to always be changing for the better and becoming the best version of yourself.”


To be a robust brand platform, “Let there be Change” has to have staying power with the versatility to accommodate the marketplace’s own changes over time. Kramer recognizes this and has planned for it. “If five years from now there’s a pivot in the world and we start doing more things or different things, our brand platform may expand or morph. But we will still be anchored to our core purpose of technology and human ingenuity.” So, the company’s purpose statement can endure while the brand platform can, as needed, adapt to changing times to remain relevant.


Tying It All Together


This Accenture case study is especially compelling because it conflates three enterprise priorities: business strategy and brand positioning inextricably linked to company purpose. As Kramer puts it, “Our business strategy, company purpose, and brand positioning are all aligned around the notion of technology and human ingenuity inspiring positive change.” In short, every business decision Accenture makes can align with its purpose. And so, this purpose and brand platform will surely serve as a bright motivational “North Star” for Accenture’s many employees and marketplace offerings for years to come. In tandem, it should give Accenture a strategic advantage over its competitors that have not so clearly defined and executed on a meaningful corporate purpose.


What Is Driving This Interest in Purpose?


A big inflection point in purpose-driven thinking came with Simon Sinek’s 2010 TED Talk, How Great Leaders Inspire Action, and his best-selling book the following year, Start with Why. It was rather bold and even revolutionary at the time to insist that businesses focus less on what they do and more on why they do it. And still, a good number of businesses “got Sinek.” They did attempt to shift their thinking from what to why. At the same time, many more dismissed Sinek’s ideas or only half bought in with an annual corporate social responsibility (CSR) project or a flight of billboards shouting out some feel-good slogan.


Sinek was among those who early on saw how then-esoteric concepts such as sustainability, social responsibility, and the fight against inequality would become “hot buttons” to consumers. He saw how those consumers would begin demanding more than just products and services from companies. They would demand that brands align with their values and make a positive impact on society while pursuing profit—summed up as “making a difference.”


This public conversation about corporate purpose increased sharply in the mid-1990s and soon became a salient boardroom issue. An EY and Oxford University Saïd Business School study noted a fivefold increase in public interest in corporate purpose between 1995 and 2014.2 In the decade since, there have been steadily growing demands for businesses to “do good.”


Purpose has become paramount. It has led not only customers but also employees, investors, stakeholders, and civic groups to ask critical questions about the proper role of the corporation in society. So, what triggered this uprising of concern for corporate accountability? That EY/Oxford study identified six forces at work, and they are summarized here.


FORCE #1: LACK OF TRUST


Trust is the foundation of any successful business relationship. Yet big events, including the 2008 financial crisis, growing income inequality, and the pandemic, pushed the already teetering trust people had in corporations right over the cliff. This perceived failure of U.S. institutions was felt across the nation and was felt strongest by younger generations even as they were moving into their peak consumption years.


FORCE #2: INCREASING IMPORTANCE OF SUSTAINABILITY


Consumers now want products that do no harm to the environment and are produced in an ethical, responsible manner. They not only want it, but in ten minutes on the internet today, they can also easily discover which brands are authentically pursuing these high-minded goals and which are pretenders.


Companies are finding themselves fully scrutinized by the public and regulators as well on the stances they take on environmental, social, and governance issues. This pressure is compelling executives to question their operations and examine how they produce and deliver in a socially and environmentally sustainable way. And to question as well whether their product life cycles are being managed toward improving circularity—the newest effort to manage the earth’s finite resources.


FORCE #3: SOCIAL INEQUALITY


Wealth inequality has hit historic highs, and it is often noted that 1 percent of the world’s population controls at least 50 percent of global wealth. CEO-to-worker pay ratios are nearly 400 to 1, a 14× increase since 1978.3 These coarse inequalities have led to a level of skepticism and distrust of elite companies that is unprecedented in U.S. history. It practically screams out for an open and transparent response from corporate leaders to make their good intentions crystal clear to all.


FORCE #4: IMPACT OF SOCIAL MEDIA


Consumers have more power than ever to impact a company’s reputation through social media. Indeed, they’ve proven more than adept at harnessing social media to air a company’s dirty laundry of unfulfilled brand promises faster and more effectively than even news organizations. A casual scroll through an X (formerly Twitter) feed now surfaces legions of disgruntled consumers posting their anger and frustration and tagging the company for all their followers to see. This has translated into a startling loss of control for companies and an urgent need to bridge the gap with genuinely transparent accountability measures.


FORCE #5: NEED FOR LONGER-TERM THINKING


As early as the mid-1990s, a large body of research aimed the spotlight on the planet’s fast-multiplying crises that could endanger the environment and human life. This research enjoyed high-profile champions and public support. But only a few people were willing to pay an extra penny to mitigate the problems, even if they agreed the problems existed. That narrative has since changed and drastically.


A majority of consumers in all age groups now believe that companies have an obligation to not only implement sustainable practices but also drive innovative solutions for long-term environmental and social challenges. Seeking profit alone is no longer sufficient. Companies must consider the so-called triple bottom line of Profit + People + Planet. Unlike years past, consumers are now willing to pay a premium for products that align with their personal values.


FORCE #6: DIGITIZATION


Our wholesale leap into a data-driven world has completely altered how companies interact with customers. Instantaneous interconnectedness enables businesses to know and serve customers better. On the flip side, customers can quickly identify any discrepancies between a company’s image and its actions. To benefit fully from digitization, companies are now obligated to embrace the transparency it requires.


The good news is that, when done well, the increased digitization of marketing can be a tremendous asset when looking to grow and connect with customers who align with the company’s purpose. It can attract like-minded customers and foster a loyal community of passionate brand advocates.


Millennial and Gen Z Impact


Chapter 3 will focus on the emergence of “Gen Z” as the first confidently all-digital generation, but here it is worth highlighting Gen Z’s views on corporate purpose. A 2020 study of eight thousand consumers and seventy-five companies/brands worldwide found a striking 92 percent of Gen Z saying they “would act in support of a purposeful brand.”4 Not far behind Gen Z are Millennials, with 90 percent of them indicating likewise. If these two generational cohorts are passionate about a cause or issue, they will purchase from companies that ally with their values.


This does not mean that younger people will refuse to use Amazon to buy cheap or questionably sourced products from China—only that they will make their brand preferences known when they have the opportunity to do so.


It is similar with Millennials’ and Gen Z’s choices of workplaces. These two cohorts came of age during financial crises, have been stuck with stagnant wages, witnessed the collapse of too-big-to-fail businesses, and endured a global pandemic. They see corporations as impermanent entities making unreliable promises. To them, the world is in constant flux. So, employment flexibility is not only desirable in their view, but it is also a means of survival. From this mindset, a job is not a job unless it offers more than just money. Gen Z will walk away from employment just as quickly as they’ll forgo a purchase with a company that breaks their trust.


These views on the workplace reflect an equally important desire among Millennials and Gen Z to live their lives as individuals and not mere cogs in an ostensibly broken corporate machinery. Some will say there is a chicken and egg situation here—that corporations have turned away from employees and not the other way around. Either way, these generational views are very real. And savvy brand marketers will recognize their salience when aiming to connect with these audiences.


Three Types of Corporate Purpose


When most people think about corporate purpose, they tend to associate it with a cause—climate change, access to healthcare, and increased diversity being the most passionate concerns at present. So, they naturally assume that purpose-driven organizations will share in these concerns, as well. However, it’s important to note that corporate purpose is not necessarily tied to these hot-button issues. In fact, a Harvard Business Review article “What Is the Purpose of Your Purpose?” found that companies derive purpose on three levels—culture, competence, and cause.5 Here is a summary of the findings and some of the brands that are delivering on each type of purpose.


EXEMPLARY CULTURE


The distinct set of values, beliefs, behaviors, and day-to-day practices of a company define its corporate culture. All of these corporate modalities influence how employees interact with one another, with customers, and with the community. And it all manifests in a company personality and style, which, in turn, shapes the company’s image and reputation, whether intentionally or not.


“What differentiates a purpose-driven brand from a transactional brand is intention—the underlying motivations,” Peggy Ang explains. She’s president and CMO as well as a board member of Polar Electro, the pioneer of wearable sports technology. “I consider corporate purpose to be how a company thinks about itself, and how it views its role in the marketplace and in the community. Your products and services are not going to differentiate you because they are easily replicated. What’s going to define you is how you behave, and how you show up with customers and in the community. A strong purpose helps a brand move from transactional to authentic.”6


This kind of thinking about a company’s culture shaping its reputation is adeptly summarized in the purpose statement of another company, the confectionery manufacturer Mars. “The world we want tomorrow starts with how we do business today.”7


EXHIBITING COMPETENCE


A company’s unique set of skills, knowledge base, and expertise become the core competence they deliver to customers. By leveraging these strengths, the company becomes a purposeful leader in its industry.


Walmart exemplifies this with the purpose of “[s]aving people money so they can live better.”8 Walmart’s supply chain mastery, coupled with cost undercutting and overall operational excellence, makes it uniquely qualified to claim this purpose.


Unisys relates its purpose to its long history of consistently delivering results and does it in two words: Experience Breakthroughs. Company senior vice president (SVP) and chief marketing officer Teresa Poggenpohl talks about the first word “experience” as a dynamic verb: “It is deliberate. We want to invite our clients and our people to experience breakthroughs with Unisys. That means helping them unlock a potential they couldn’t reach before. As for ‘breakthroughs,’ they can be big or small. It could be something simple and elegant, like a new, more efficient process for one of our clients. Or it could be game-changing like a quantum computing solution that optimizes logistics management.”9


And this company purpose is reflected in Unisys’s brand positioning. Says Poggenpohl, “Our ad line is ‘Keep Breaking Through,’ and I think it captures the invitation and the aspiration we have in our purpose. It also captures the idea that it’s not just one breakthrough, but continuous breakthroughs—that one leads to another and another. If you work with Unisys, this is how we think. We’re always going to be experimenting with how to do something better, whether large or small, to help clients become industry leaders.”


CHAMPIONING CAUSES


By shouldering the mantle of a social, environmental, or economic mission, a company demonstrates its commitment to making a difference. By becoming actively involved in larger societal initiatives, principally the Environment, Society, and Governance (ESG) and the Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion (DE&I) agendas, a company becomes a leader in advancing socially conscious policies and practices.


These agendas, and others like them, are only the most visible avenues companies can take to make a genuine difference in our world.


The people at Abbott recognize as much. “We went through a process where we learned that living life to the fullest was a human aspiration and something that we significantly contribute to,” says Melissa Brotz, chief marketing and communications officer at Abbott—a leader in health technologies.10 “In other words, good health is an enabler to living a full life. So that’s how we arrived at our purpose: ‘Life to the Fullest.’ We turned 135 this year and we’ve been around because we’ve been living our purpose and delivering on it consistently for our stakeholders.” Abbott’s purpose of “Life to the Fullest” is being made apparent across the globe, such as in its “Real Madrid” football partnership that helps children at risk of malnutrition. This partnership is a tangible “expression of health through what the players are doing on the field, along with what good nutrition and good health can help you achieve,” says Brotz.


Equally valuable societal contributions are being made by companies when they step up for communities in need. Caterpillar, the construction, mining, and engineering equipment manufacturer, is a leader in this regard. As told by the company’s vice president (VP), head of marketing and brand, Yvette Morrison, “Your purpose has to be something more than just making a profit. And it has to be more than what you make or do. You need to go beyond mere product features and benefits and get to what difference you make in the world. It’s the only way to distinguish yourself from the competition, because features and benefits are easily replicated.”11


Yum Brands’ KFC takes its cause advocacy right into the streets, literally. Nick Chavez, chief marketing officer of KFC, says the company’s “goal is to serve joy to everyone with our original recipe. In 2022, we launched the KFC Sharemobile—a mobile food truck that delivered more than 70,000 meals to families in need during the holiday season.”12


Progressive founded its insurance company by challenging the status quo and championing accessibility of insurance for people who were getting left behind. The company’s chief marketing officer, Remi Kent, explains, “When we were founded, we didn’t pursue premium customers. We wanted to insure people who had trouble getting insurance. We felt insurance should be democratized … and that everyone should have access to it.”13


Progressive recently introduced its new purpose. “We exist to help people move forward and live fully,” says Kent. “Insurance is a promise that should stand behind you on your best days and stand up for you on your worst. We deliver on that promise by helping you recover from loss. However, our new purpose pushes us beyond that, to helping you generate the momentum to move forward with confidence so you can pursue the things in life that matter to you. By providing freedom from worry and proactive support, we enable you to make progress. By bringing our purpose to life, we want to protect the things that matter most to our customers and their communities. I’m hoping we will be recognized as the world’s first purpose-led insurance company.”


What Does It Mean to Be a Purpose-Driven Company?


To be clear, merely claiming a purpose doesn’t necessarily make a company purpose-driven. It’s easy to understand on face value that a purpose-driven company is committed to more than just making a profit. But in looking deeper into the machinery of establishing that company purpose, it becomes evident that a truly purpose-driven company has a crystal clear sense of its values, and it uses these values to drive its decisions and actions. It focuses on that focus, as it were. At every level of the company, it answers the coupled question: What problem are we solving, or how would the world be worse off if we did not exist?


These purpose-driven companies tend to hold three tenets very dear:


First, purpose drives not just its marketing and communications activities but also its overall business strategy. Purpose sets boundaries for what an organization will and will not do as part of its growth strategy. Purpose becomes the filter for evaluating strategic decisions, such as what markets to serve, where to make investments, how to hire employees, and, ultimately, why the business matters.


Second, purpose-driven companies effectively balance profit with purpose. They don’t resort to choosing one over the other but instead balance profit and purpose by focusing on creating shared value. They find opportunities to create societal benefits that also drive financial returns.


And these purpose-driven companies tend to be more financially successful than non-purpose-driven counterparts in the long run, as we’ll see. By creating value for all stakeholders, they effectively create a more resilient business model that is less vulnerable to shortterm market fluctuations or changing consumer preferences. IBM epitomizes this with its purpose to “Make the world smarter” and its competency initiatives such as “Smarter Planet.”14 With technological solutions that make people’s lives better, IBM, in turn, makes the planet better while driving consistently outsized ROI.


Third, purpose-driven companies embed purpose in the organizational culture. Just like DNA provides a body with the information it needs to develop, a strong purpose guides employees on how to act appropriately in accordance with the corporate purpose—all with the goal of maximizing positive impact.


With these three tenets—driving business strategy, balancing profit with purpose, and embedding in the company DNA—purpose-driven companies are backing beliefs with conscious action—not just paying lip service but also taking action.


Perhaps the biggest challenge for a company is to execute on these beliefs at every level of the organization. The Accenture case study at the outset touched on the work required to bring everyone on board. And, in fact, while 79 percent of business leaders profess that purpose is central to success, less than half of employees can verbalize the company’s purpose in a coherent fashion.15 To build a purposedriven culture, a company must clearly define and communicate its purpose, align the culture to that purpose, and focus on hiring people who share those values and principles. As well, it is important to design employee rewards and incentives programs that reinforce or, at a minimum, are consistent with purpose.


Once again, a company can have a purpose yet not necessarily be purpose-driven. There is nothing wrong with simply having a stated purpose and supporting it with praiseworthy CSR initiatives. But only when a company effectively implements all three of the above tenets can it truly consider itself a purpose-driven company.


The Benefits of Being Purpose-Driven


Many benefits can be derived from being purpose-driven, and they tend to differ from company to company. However, the following benefits commonly accrue to companies that are purpose-driven:


STRATEGIC CLARITY


As demonstrated in the Accenture case study, purpose acts as a strategic North Star and allows key business decisions to be considered through a “purpose filter.” Is this potential investment consistent with our purpose? Does this new product truly fit with our stated purpose? Is our purpose being advanced by entering this new market? When a company leads with purpose, decisions that are otherwise complex and challenging are often made with greater ease.


INCREASED PROFITABILITY


One of the six forces driving the rise of purpose (referenced earlier in this chapter) is the trend toward companies focusing on the triple bottom line: Profit + People + Planet. There is now substantial evidence that the first bottom line—that is, profit—is generally enhanced in purpose-driven companies over others. An EY study found that purpose-driven companies outperformed the S&P 500 by a factor of ten between 1996 and 2011.16 More recent studies by the Harvard Business School, the Harris Poll, and the University of Oxford, all separate from one another, found a continuing positive correlation between purpose and profit.17 Of course, a purpose-driven company is not necessarily going to be more profitable since a number of factors influence business outcomes. But the argument for adhering to the triple bottom line is persuasive.


PREMIUM PRICING


Complementing this increased profitability is the ability of purpose-driven brands to command premium prices more easily. This is the result of being able to engender a more loyal customer base—especially among Millennials and Gen Z who will pay a premium if the company’s purpose resonates with them. This lift in loyalty is no small thing since these consumers have proven to be four to six times more likely to purchase from a purpose-driven company, creating a stronger floor under any premium pricing strategy.18


BUSINESS PERFORMANCE


A 2018 study done by DDI, the Conference Board, and EY found that purposeful companies outperformed the overall market by 42 percent, a remarkable figure. Additional research done by Deloitte analysts found these purposeful companies attaining 30 percent higher levels of innovation, 40 percent higher levels of workforce retention, and higher levels of customer loyalty, as well. UK-based multinational consumer packaged goods company Unilever, for example, saw its sustainable living brands including Dove, Vaseline, and Lipton growing 69 percent faster than the rest of its business lines.19


TALENT ACQUISITION


Purpose-driven companies are winning the war for talent since they are more likely to attract and retain the most valued job applicants. Two-thirds of Millennials take a company’s social and environmental commitments into account when deciding where to work.20 In addition, employees at purpose-driven companies are four times more engaged at work than their non-purpose-driven counterparts.21


What It Means to Be a Purpose-Driven Brand



Just because a company is purpose-driven, it doesn’t necessarily mean that its brands are (or need to be) positioned around that specific purpose. A purpose-driven brand is one whose brand positioning is synonymous with its purpose—its strategic North Star. In other words, the purpose is not only the company’s internal reason for being but also the market-facing manifestation of the brand that represents it. As such, just like with any brand positioning, it should inform marketing activation at every level.


Whirlpool understands this well.


This century-old household appliance brand recently established itself as purpose-driven. It began with a series of candid conversations between Whirlpool management and its employees and customers about the brand’s deep roots running into the present and on into the future. The company sought to move discussions beyond the mere selling of products to gaining a deeper understanding of how customers emotionally relate to their home appliances. This outreach and resulting analysis led to a humanistic expression of the brand’s mission: to aid families in their well-being.


The brand’s purpose centers around an aspirational vision that everyone deserves the chance to thrive, and the company can bring this vision to life through its innovative products and solutions that are also mindful of the planet. Says Jason Mathew, Whirlpool’s senior director of Global Connected Strategy, “Every product we develop, every feature we create, and every collaboration we enter into is inspired by helping people care for the ones they love.”22


Whirlpool has wrapped the very essence of its brand positioning around its purpose. Over a decade ago, the company launched its Every Day, Care™ campaign—purposefully shifting the conversation away from the old-time bells and whistles of its products to the very human concerns of daily caring for family. Whirlpool’s senior director of Mass Brands and Channel Marketing, William Beck, says the multimedia campaign puts family and care first: “The campaign is about people, real modern families, and the impact of the care they give and receive every day. It’s about proving how often-thankless tasks are so important—they are part of the emotional glue holding families together. It’s a higher purpose driving our brand and a natural space for Whirlpool because we’ve been a part of these daily moments of care that have taken place in American homes for over one hundred years.”23


The Every Day, Care™ ad campaign featured “Perceptions of Care” vignettes about the millions of Americans who care for children and aging adults in their homes. In showcasing the so-called sandwich generation, Whirlpool’s ads brought three generations into the conversation: the younger generation unaware of the importance of caregiving, the middle generation wrestling with conflicting demands, and the older generation becoming dependent on daily care.


In 2022, Whirlpool refreshed its brand campaign with “Every Day, Care 2.0” while keeping to its purpose: to aid families in their well-being. In the refresh, the company extended its focus beyond cooking, cleaning, and washing to how Whirlpool helps consumers focus on what matters—the people they love. In a time when old-line consumer appliance companies are taking a beating, Whirlpool continues to remain relevant with purpose-driven branding.


A key point to be made here is that Whirlpool didn’t necessarily have to align its corporate purpose (internal intention) with its master brand positioning and activation (external expression). The two can be, and often are, distinct. Yet when this alignment does occur, as we also saw with Accenture, the resulting marketplace impact can be profound.


Purpose-Branding across a Diverse Portfolio


For a multinational company with hundreds of diverse brands, the approach to purpose-driven branding becomes strategically complex and more challenging. An excellent study of this challenge is Danone, the French holding company with a portfolio of more than twenty-five brands in the yogurt, bottled water, and baby food categories.


Danone is actually one of the world’s largest Certified B Corporations, organized to meet a high standard of social and environmental performance, transparency, and accountability. It is in the original DNA, in fact, going back fifty years to when the company’s founder and CEO, Antoine Riboud, introduced a trailblazing concept in corporate responsibility. As shared by Linda Bethea, the current head of marketing at Danone, “Franck Riboud (son of Antoine who took the reins in 1996) essentially said that corporate responsibility doesn’t end at the factory gates, that we should be responsible for the world we live in and the communities we serve. That truly is what led us down the path to becoming a B Corp, ensuring that everything we do is good for the people we serve and good for the planet.”24


While Danone’s larger corporate mission is to deliver health through food to as many people as possible, Bethea takes that to the granular executional level: “Every brand within the portfolio has a brand manifesto model, which outlines the brand’s purpose, positioning, and individual contribution to corporate strategy and impact. Its purpose needs to be authentic to the brand, but also in service of our corporate mission.”


To ensure that each brand delivers on this corporate mission, Danone has an entire team separate from Bethea’s marketing team to focus on this very thing. Says Bethea, “The brands work very closely with my team to determine what is the role of that brand in delivering against the corporate mission.” One of the examples of this is the Oikos yogurt brand: “Oikos’ brand purpose is all about strength. It’s the highest protein yogurt in the category, and its purpose is to power the strength that makes our customer unstoppable every day. So, the purpose is very much linked to the product’s ‘reason to believe’ (protein), but also ladders up to the Danone purpose of delivering health through food to as many people as possible.”


The Oikos brand purpose is suffused into its activation. Bethea explains, “Our Oikos ‘Stronger Makes Everything Better’ campaign is rooted in the protein inherent in the product, which gives you physical strength. But it also taps into what that strength enables you to accomplish every day. We have partnered with Deion Sanders in our advertising campaign, where he talks about what strength means to his entire family … and how it’s different for him, versus his son, versus his mother, versus his sister.” In speaking to the dietary needs of three generations, Bethea’s marketing team extends the Oikos brand purpose longitudinally in service of the corporate bottom line.


Another Danone yogurt brand is Light and Fit, and its purpose is to enable women’s economic empowerment. Says Bethea, “Women have cravings and they want things to taste delicious. So, we deliver flavors like strawberry cheesecake and key lime pie, so they can indulge all they want, but in a controlled way. This in turn gives them the confidence and security they need to thrive in other areas of their lives.” And, again, this empowerment is brought to life through partnerships. “The Light and Fit brand partners with Dress for Success which demonstrates the link between the product benefit and the broader impact that we want to have with women’s economic empowerment.”


Bethea folds in brand purpose from the very beginning of the research cycle. “You have to start with insights. You have to understand who the consumer is and what they are struggling with. Because you ultimately want your brand purpose to solve a tension in their life or in society that they care about, because that gives your brand a true reason for being, a true purpose. And it has to be authentic. I mean, I work in food and beverage. Can yogurt save the world? Some people would say absolutely not. But we think if done the right way, we can absolutely have a positive impact, but it has to be done the right way. It would be disingenuous for us to say we care about food waste and food insecurity but then have a manufacturing practice that did the opposite. So, we think through not just what we say to consumers but what we do throughout the entire product development and marketing process.”


So, for the Two Good yogurt brand, there is a “Meyer Lemon” flavor. It is manufactured using rescued fruit that would otherwise go to waste and go to landfills. Says Bethea, “We’re reducing waste out of the food supply system because that’s what we believe will help make the planet better. And then for every cup of Two Good yogurt you buy, we donate a meal to someone in need … giving back to the communities and the people we serve.”


Danone just keeps improving on its founder’s goal of a purpose-driven company, extending that promise across many brands in many different countries, an impressive feat.


Articulating a Brand’s Purpose


Earlier we outlined the three primary types of purpose-driven companies, as defined in a Harvard Business Review study. This can be a useful framework for identifying and framing company and brand purpose. The three types are exemplary culture, exhibiting competence, and championing causes. For each of these three, there are questions that should be asked to determine if the purpose is appropriate, credible, and resonant with the specific business/brand.


EXEMPLARY CULTURE?


A purpose that is based on culture is characterized by how a business operates internally and strives to treat its employees. So, it makes sense to look internally to explore the values and belief framework that guides the company’s operations, including the type of work environment that is fostered.


•What behaviors and actions are expected from employees?


•How do employees feel about working for the company?


•How are employees expected to treat customers and behave externally?


•How do customers describe their interactions with the company?
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