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Based in Switzerland, IMD is ranked first in open 
executive programs worldwide (Financial Times, 2012
& 2013) and first in executive education outside the
US (Financial Times 2008-2013). With more than 
60 years’ experience, IMD takes a “real world, real
learning” approach to executive education
(www.imd.ch), applying an open, collaborative and
pioneering approach to everything that it does. 
For this reason, IMD’s newly launched Global Center
for Corporate Sustainability (CSL) has a research and
learning platform with an active membership of 
global companies and other partners such as NGOs,
international organizations and think-tanks focusing
on promoting innovation for sustainability. 
The CSL Platform pursues a mission of contributing 
to leadership in sustainable development by focusing
on mainstreaming social and environmental issues 
in corporate strategies and providing knowledge-
sharing platforms to promote strategic innovation
and best practice in sustainability initiatives
(www.imd.ch/csl-learning-platform).
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Burson-Marsteller, established in 1953, is a leading
global public relations and communications firm. It
provides clients with strategic thinking and program
execution across a full range of public relations, 
public affairs, reputation and crisis management,
advertising and digital strategies. The firm’s seamless
worldwide network consists of 73 offices and 85 
affiliate offices, together operating in 110 countries
across six continents. Burson-Marsteller is a unit of
WPP, the world’s leading communications services
network. For more information, please visit bm.com 
or burson-marsteller.eu.
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3Introduction

Corporate Purpose is like good leadership – it is
hard to define but it is obvious when a company
has one. Companies with a strong Corporate
Purpose have a clear “raison d’être” and their 
stakeholders understand not only what the 
company does but also the core principles guiding
its work. Purpose guides decisions and companies
with a Purpose look at the imprint they and their
products leave on society as a whole, including
their employees and customers.

Rather than falling out of favour in the economic
downturn, as some observers had expected, the
upshot of the financial crisis has been a greater
focus on Purpose than ever before. Employees, 
customers, shareholders, regulators, the media 
and other audiences are now demanding that 
companies have an eye on more than just the 
bottom line. Having a clearly defined Purpose 
helps build trust and combat consumer concern
and cynicism about big business that have become
prevalent in the wake of the banking scandals, 
corporate tax revelations and allegations over 
poor safety standards or the use of child labour. 
It also builds competitive advantage. Research 
carried out by IMD shows that a strong and well
communicated Corporate Purpose can impact
financial performance by up to 17%.1

Globalisation, democratisation of information 
and the ever-increasing use of social media have
empowered consumers like never before.  Key to
survival in this potentially hostile environment is
acting in a way that is consistent to, and aligned
with, a clearly defined Corporate Purpose.

As one of the contributors to this report stated:

“There is more need than ever for companies to
explain why they are here, why they are doing
things, and explain the rationale and context.”

Our Power of Purpose study shows that
Communications Directors across all sectors 
share that outlook. They believe that companies
that have identified and communicated their
Purpose, firstly to their employees and then to
wider audiences, are better placed to weather 
whatever storms come their way, be that 
leadership change or reputational challenges.

This year’s study builds on those we carried out in
2008, 2010 and 2011 but with a new focus on how
Corporate Purpose impacts on challenges which are
increasingly relevant for companies in the business
environment of 2013:  the need for transparency,
managing successful organisational change and
reputation recovery after a crisis.

We were delighted that Communication Directors
from some of the world’s leading companies agreed
to contribute their thoughts to our research. I want
to thank them for both their participation and 
their candour. 

At Burson-Marsteller, our Purpose is to help our
clients define and bring to life their Purpose by 
harnessing the power of the dynamic world of 
communications – and to do this responsibly in
today's highly connected world. We believe this 
will help companies be more successful. We call 
it Being More. 

Jeremy Galbraith
CEO, Burson-Marsteller Europe, 
Middle-East & Africa

1. IMD’s regression analysis on industry standardised return on investments (RoIC) over two five year periods (2005–2009 and 2007 -2011) confirms the
financial benefit of a well communicated Corporate Purpose.
The Analysis provides conclusive evidence for the hypothesis that there is a crucial link between a strong reputation and superior financial returns. Using a
Purpose-Performance model developed by Roberts and Dowling (2002) the study takes the Purpose Impact Index as a starting point and uses regression
analysis to assess the impact on financial performance, measured as Return on Invested Capital (RoIC), over a period of 5 years. Company size was used as
the control variable. The analysis was carried out using two alternative scenarios – one that tested the effect of Purpose impact on economy-wide returns, and
one that measured the effect in relation to the average performance within an industry.



Companies are fundamentally social institutions,
playing – as other stakeholders do – their own
explicit and defined role within society.  For a long
time, their Purpose was defined  – not so much as
promoting the common good – but as meeting
market needs while making a profit and as an
indicator that they added more value to society
than the resources they used up.  

However, business leaders are rapidly realising
that companies cannot do business on a failing
planet.  Moreover, the economic and political
“clout” of the global corporation is growing
constantly, going well beyond regional or national
boundaries. With globalisation, it is clear that 
a Purpose defined solely around profit is 
inadequately articulated since it does not 
reflect this vastly changing dynamic. 

Hence a growing number of leaders are defining
their Corporate Purpose in a more meaningful and
strategically integrated way that takes a holistic
view of the company’s role in and contribution 
to society. 

This area of Purpose definition is important and
growing. In 2009 IMD first started collaborating
with Burson-Marsteller to jointly track and update
our knowledge – and that of our corporate 
members - year on year on how companies 
are evolving in this regard.

For leaders, it is important that Purpose be
embedded in overall organisational strategy. This
allows companies to take a holistic perspective
and to strategically align values, organisational
culture, activities and operations around their
strategies; in other words, that ”one hand knows
what the other is doing”.  This helps to avoid any
disconnect between what companies say they do
and what changes are really being made to how
they operate. It also helps avoid accusations of
“greenwashing” and any associated risk to brand
and reputation. In other words, “walking the talk”. 

Much as “walking the talk” is crucial for any 
corporation, few are shifting away from the sole
short-term profit focus dictated by capital 
markets that fundamentally affects how 
companies operate.  Nevertheless, there are 
external factors that are increasingly requiring
companies to adopt a broader Purpose – driven
strategy e.g., a recent European Commission 
proposal on non-financial reporting which will
require all companies to report on a range of
metrics including sustainability and diversity, or
the very fact that we are simply running out of
resources because there are limits to a finite 
planet and a “no resource=no business”  logic
applies. It’s a “perfect storm” where, on the one
hand we are reaching planetary boundaries, and
on the other, issues around social equity need
urgently to be addressed. All of this has 
significant business relevance.

Moreover, in a social media connected world, it is
increasingly obvious that responsible leaders not
only “walk the talk” but need also to expertly
“talk the walk”. Having a clearly defined, explicit
and strategically integrated Corporate Purpose
allows companies to balance both sides of this
equation. Now more than ever, companies have
power to effect change both internally and 
externally by acting out and communicating
Purpose more effectively.  Better business is 
the result.

The cutting-edge thinking of a selected group of
corporate leaders that contributed to our study 
is presented here. We believe it gives food for
thought and reason to act.

Aileen Ionescu-Somers, Ph.D
Director, CSL Learning Platform, IMD Global
Center for Sustainability Leadership (CSL)

4 Foreword



51. Corporate Purpose – 
it’s all about the why

Our working definition of Corporate Purpose is
that it is part of a company’s DNA; it is the reason
for that company’s existence. Purpose guides and
forms the basis of the mission, vision and values of
a company – but it is different in scope from any
one of those. It is the underlying rationale for 
corporate activity and decision making at all levels.
Purpose is ultimately the standard against which
all business decisions should be validated.

The Communications Directors interviewed for this
report were broadly in agreement that Corporate
Purpose defines why a company exists for a range
of audiences.

Everything that we do comes out 
of the analysis of the community
around us and how what we do 
can be something more. 
It’s our added value.

The interviewees saw Corporate Purpose as a 
company’s contribution to society beyond the
product or service produced.  

[Organisations have a] “responsibility to think
beyond your own business and make sure that
what you do helps the world…it is not good
enough for the company to run better, it needs 
to impact the world.” 

Responses suggested that this view is both strongly
held and growing in importance with an increasing
belief that corporations must think about the
world beyond their business and about their 
obligation to society.

You have a social duty to pay 
dues to the society that we live
and work in.

Evolution of Purpose and this study

Our 2008 corporate reputation study2 carried out 
in partnership with PSB, which concluded that 
companies that deliver on Purpose & Performance
are viewed as role models and are more trusted,
was inspired by Indra Nooyi’s corporate vision
which she called Performance with a Purpose. 

Performance with a Purpose is
based on the belief that companies
can – and must – achieve business
and financial success while also
leaving a lasting and positive
imprint on society. 

Corporate Purpose has evolved from Corporate
Social Responsibility (CSR) and sustainability but
has now become a distinct concept in itself.  CSR is
often still seen as a bolt-on to a company’s core
business, whereas Corporate Purpose is viewed as
cross-cutting and sitting across all departments. 

The 2010 Burson-Marsteller / IMD Corporate
Purpose Impact study3 had three main conclusions:

Corporate Purpose builds trust with stakeholders

Corporate Purpose communications is growing 
as companies are increasingly aware of their
social role

A strong and well communicated Corporate
Purpose impacts financial performance

In the view of the interviewees in the 2013 study a
company’s Corporate Purpose may well contain a
commitment to areas traditionally addressed 
under CSR activity, such as sustainability, but 
such measures are not essential.

Many choose to include sustainability and CSR as 
a key part of their overall Corporate Purpose. 

“
“

“

2. In 2008 Burson-Marsteller conducted a proprietary survey on the theme of Purpose & Performance in cooperation with Penn, Schoen & Berland in 11
European countries amongst 200 leading corporate executives and opinion-makers (CEOs, presidents, government officials, financial analysts, academics,
NGOs, journalists, and communications heads / managers). The research evidenced that 40 % of a company’s reputation is determined by its Purpose and
60 % by its Performance. Striking a balance between substance and responsibility in a world where corporations are expected to deliver on profit and ethics
is imperative. However, there is an in-built tension between the two objectives, and management must find a way to strike the right balance.
3. The Corporate Purpose Impact 2010 study by Burson-Marsteller and IMD business school is based on research into 213 European companies from 10 industries.
According to the study, communicating on Corporate Purpose is one of the key strategic tools for managers seeking to build trust and reputation with stakeholders.
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Sustainability is part of 
Corporate Purpose, but not the
whole of it. We focus on keeping
our operations as sustainable as
possible, but Corporate Purpose
has a bigger role.

Key for many of our interviewees was the way in
which Corporate Purpose can be used within an
organisation to motivate and enthuse staff and
build a real attachment to the company.

The question is, do you work for 
a company simply for the money
or because you identify with 
their values?

By defining the character of a company, Corporate
Purpose serves as a unifying point across the 
organisation. Corporate Purpose cuts across
departments, and to be successful requires buy-in
at all levels of the business. It is not a bolt-on but
is a central tenet of the business, underpinning
everything a company does as well as acting as 
a platform to guide its future direction.  

For employees, Corporate Purpose provides the 
‘inspiration’ or ‘motivation’ in defining why they are
doing what they do and shapes working culture,
guiding them in their roles and responsibilities. 

Similarly, at the management level, Corporate
Purpose is the beacon which guides and directs key
business decisions, informing strategy and ensuring
that everyone is aligned across growing global
businesses.

It creates a global team, provides
a global strategy, and a global
knowledge base.

“

“
“

Corporate Purpose



72.Transparency

When we launched the first phase of Burson-
Marsteller/IMD research on communicating
Corporate Purpose in 2010, one of the overall 
findings was that the corporate leaders had 
definitively not only moved into the arena of 
“walking the talk” - the mantra of the 1990s 
destined to help companies avoid accusations 
of green washing and corporate hypocrisy - 
but also to a second paradigm, and that is 
“talking the walk”. 

The transparency demanded of companies in
today’s business world means there is an absolute
imperative to align statements and actions. Having
a clear Corporate Purpose can drive this.  There is 
a real need for a company to deliver on its 
Purpose before it communicates it.

Now there has to be real subs-
tance behind communications, you
can't just say things - you have to
be doing them.

Today the internet allows consumers to obtain very
detailed information about companies from the
comfort of their armchair.  And the same tools that
give access to information can be used by both
individuals and pressure groups to campaign to
change a company’s behaviour.

Social media is a tool which 
the media and NGOs use much
more than consumers.

The growing ability the public has to hold 
businesses to account via social media was 
recognised by all our interviewees.  Every story 
can be made into a global issue and there is 
potentially an infinite lifespan for that story.  

Social media puts the onus on
organisations to be more 
transparent and to have 
higher standards.

Our interviewees believe that having a Corporate
Purpose helps to align internal action to the 
external brand position a company seeks to express.

Your message has to be consistent
for all audiences; they may have
different interests, but they need
to have the same message.
Everyone is connected, so your
message needs to be aligned or 
it will lose credibility.

Whilst there is a risk associated with explicitly
communicating Corporate Purpose externally, the
risk associated with not doing so is considered 
to be far greater.

There is more danger associated
with a lack of transparency 
than with too much.

An externally proclaimed Corporate Purpose acts 
as a means of raising the stakes internally, and 
in doing so drives an organisation to achieve 
more and behave better.

I’d much rather have a public goal
as it is an impetus for doing better.

“

“

“

“

“

“



8 Transparency

The external communication of Corporate Purpose
is often less explicit and less detailed than internal
communications. Companies tend to use their
Corporate Purpose as a guide for how they want to
be perceived, and then design their communications
strategies based on that aspiration.

A clear Corporate Purpose is a 
prerequisite for effective 
corporate communications.

Our interviewees agreed that a leadership 
which fully subscribes to the Corporate Purpose 
is increasingly important as there is a growing
demand from consumers for the leaders of 
organisations to assume a more public role 
and become ‘the face of the company’. 

Internal transparency

It’s not just in external communications that greater
transparency is viewed as crucial.  Companies have
come to recognise that internal transparency over
purpose and values is a useful business tool that
creates a culture which unites all employees, 
instils shared values, and provides motivation 
and inspiration.

By formalising beliefs and values,
it creates a common culture
among the different parts of the
business around the world.

Leaders are the ‘galvanisers’ of an organisation:
setting both the culture and strategy.  In doing so,
top management are communicating with their
staff more frequently. This involves engaging them
and explaining the thinking and planning behind
decisions and strategy in a highly transparent way.

Corporate Purpose is very 
important particularly for creating
shared values and ensuring that
the employees have a meaningful
place to work.

Use of myriad internal communications channels
allows senior leadership to convey their Corporate
Purpose to their on-the-ground employees who are
then equipped and empowered to become their
brand ambassadors.

The ultimate aim for communications professionals
is a set of values and norms that are genuinely
embedded within an organisation’s identity. 

Our employees are living 
the purpose.

If a corporate culture is strongly established 
internally, it naturally permeates into external 
perceptions of the organisation. 

Many note that simply by looking around their
organisation, one can see ‘how things are done’
within their company. 

When you join, you learn to live it,
it’s not a box that you tick or a
banner on the wall, you see it in
the day-to-day in all that you do.

“

“

“

““
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In 2010, Unilever launched the Unilever Sustainable
Living Plan (USLP); an ambitious strategy to double
growth while halving its environmental and social
footprint by the year 2020.  

The CEO Paul Polman and senior Unilever 
executives believed this could only be achieved if 
a) other stakeholders came on board to reduce the
complexity and break down external barriers and
b) if an optimum “breeding ground” or culture 
was created internally enabling executives to
considerably accelerate the implementation of 
the USLP. And, steps had to be taken to both 
simplify organisational processes and increase
their strategic coherence.

Unilever identified that one method of reducing
complexity was to be clear on its Corporate
Purpose and align it to the business strategy as the
resulting strong value systems would impact the
“breeding ground”. In doing this Unilever sought 
to ensure that every manager in the company
understood clearly and deeply the business drivers
and the fundamentals of the company’s profitability,
in other words why the company is in business.

On its corporate website, Unilever established the
following definition of its Corporate Purpose:

We work to create a better future
every day, with brands and services
that help people feel good, look
good, and get more out of life. 
We will lead for responsible
growth, inspiring people to take
small everyday actions that will
add up to a big difference. We 
will develop new ways of doing
business that will allow us to 
double the size of our company,
while reducing our environmental
footprint and increasing our 
positive social impact.

Unilever also posts: 

Our Corporate Purpose states that
to succeed requires the highest
standards of corporate behaviour
towards everyone we work with,
the communities we touch, and
the environment on which we
have an impact.

Unilever’s strongly stated Corporate Purpose allows
CEO Paul Polman to navigate the complex business
environment and deliver powerful messages with
ultimate simplicity.  Communications, internally
and externally, can carry these messages to 
stakeholders that the company needs to influence
in order to achieve its goals. 

A 2013 GlobeScan/SustainAbility Survey that 
collected views on which companies were the 
outstanding corporate sustainability leaders in the
world today showed that Unilever was perceived
by industry peers and stakeholders as far and 
away the most outstanding. 

The stakeholders that voted most for Unilever were
corporate peers (that the company needs to get on
board to “level the playing field”), NGOs (that the
company is partnering with to attain its goals as
allies rather than enemies), and service/media
(which can roll out the corporate messaging across
the world, and at no cost). Moreover, the impact is
global and reflects cohesion; the survey showed
that Unilever’s leadership status is consistent
across all geographies.

Unilever - Breeding a “purpose built” culture 
for delivering the corporate strategy4

“

“

CASE STUDY

4. Unilever is a member of IMD’s CSL Learning Platform. CSL is engaged in a
project with Unilever and ABIS that focuses on the creation of optimal
organisational cultures for strategy delivery 



10 3.Managing 
organisational change

Our interviewees expressed the view that Corporate
Purpose tends to gain in importance at a time of 
organisational transformation.  They identified three
particular scenarios where Corporate Purpose was 
particularly relevant:  following a change of 
leadership; following merger and for re-establishing
and refreshing a brand.

Leadership change 

Many organisations have redefined their Corporate
Purpose following the appointment of a new CEO, 
allowing them to establish their vision and make their
mark on the company.  This is particularly the case in
organisations where leadership change results from, or
follows, a business issue or crisis that has resulted in
adverse publicity for that organisation.

In this scenario, development of Corporate Purpose
tends to be top-down with the CEO engaging the
senior management team to define the organisation’s
goals and direction. This is then disseminated
throughout the company after a review period where
buy-in is obtained, if not from all staff, certainly from
the upper levels of management.

Our new CEO was very clear on 
the need for a Corporate Purpose. 
He worked with the executive 
committee and senior leaders to 
try and identify and define the 
'unifying objective' across the 
entire organisation.

Unification following expansion  

A number of larger companies have adapted or 
adjusted their Corporate Purpose as a means of 
unifying the organisation as it enters new markets 
or expands through acquisitions.

We had a global operation, but not 
a global structure. Our Corporate
Purpose in the US focused on quality
products and cost efficiencies, which
we used as a template globally.

In a similar manner, Corporate Purpose is often
redefined when companies complete a merger and
acquisition process in order to provide a unifying
Purpose for all employees. In one instance, the parent
company allowed the newly-acquired business to keep
its original name, but needed to ensure both were 
operating with the same set of values. After a year-long
consultation, across both companies, the new state-
ment was released which integrated the values and
names of the two. 

Both these cases are examples of Corporate Purpose
being used to forge a common identity for the 
company as a whole through the creation of a 
unifying purpose and culture. 

A return to first principles 

A company can decide to re-define its Corporate
Purpose when there is a sense it has moved too far
from its original Purpose.

Interviewees expressed the view that companies often
tend to return to the roots of their company in order to
define their Corporate Purpose.  Many had examined
their current practices in light of the business’s original
aims and goals and used them to regroup and inform
their direction for the future.

We went back to the ideas of our
founder, who wanted to show how
innovative a company it was and
should be.

The communications directors who had experienced
this said the process had been relatively organic and
“democratic” with their redefined Corporate Purpose
emerging through discussions at all levels of 
the organisation. 

We gradually moved away from an
elitist mission connected to high tech
products to one that focused on
connecting with people and 
empowering them.

“

“

“

“



114.Corporate Purpose 
assists reputational recovery after a crisis

While many organisations have found their Corporate
Purpose to be a valuable asset when faced with a 
crisis, the establishment of Corporate Purpose is 
rarely a direct response to one:

It guides the actions we take during
a crisis and underpins the strategy,
but we don't explicitly express it in
our responses.

For Corporate Purpose to be effective it has to be in
place before a crisis hits. It can then provide both a
reference point for crisis communications and a tool
for developing a strategy for the future. 

Reputational crisis isn't why we
have a Corporate Purpose, the 
starting point for Corporate Purpose
is better organisational 
management.

Comparing the values laid out in the Corporate
Purpose with the behaviours that have occurred
gives the business a glass through which to judge
where it strayed from its aims and how it can best
get back on track.

We use our mission statement or
values as a starting point for a 
response, but you have to be flexible
with external communications and
ensure that what you are saying
directly addresses the complaint 
or issue.

While organisations may not explicitly refer to their
Corporate Purpose in their crisis communications, it
provides a foundation for them:

Corporate Purpose gave us 
a story to tell.

In addition, an entrenched and pervasive Corporate
Purpose can offer protection against criticism and help
to counter accusations made against an organisation.
Conversely, the absence of a clear Corporate Purpose
and a lack of transparency leave space for others to
write the story they see or want to see. 

You have to respond to public criti-
cism by re-explaining your position,
mission and values. We made our-
selves more transparent using our
mission statement—as a way of
countering incorrect accusations
from the media.

“

“

“ “

“



12 Corporate Purpose assists 
reputational recovery after a crisis

Nestlé has traditionally preferred to keep under 
the radar in its “beyond compliance” sustainability
leadership activities. Primed by a conservative culture,
managers at Nestlé until recently tended to sidestep
being too vocal about the organisation’s achievements
in social and environmental value sharing, preferring
to focus on “doing” rather than “talking”. However, a
major change in Nestlé’s perspective regarding 
brand trust-building led the company to change 
its communication strategy.

We needed to strengthen the 
trust people have in Nestlé. Our 
previous policy was not to actively
communicate on certain topics. This
led to other people telling Nestlé’s
story while Nestlé itself remained
silent. This also led to misinformation
in the public domain, particularly on
the baby formula issue. Our former
CEO and current Chairman, Peter
Brabeck changed that approach. He
declared that we needed to start 
actively communicating our raison
d’être. We understood that letting 
key stakeholders know about our 
Corporate Purpose strengthens trust 
in Nestlé. We are now telling Nestlé’s
story ourselves.

Having rebooted its strategy around Michael Porter’s
high profile reinterpretation of competitiveness
through “Creating Shared Value”, Nestlé has 
articulated that: 

…we have built our business on the
conviction that to have long-term
success for our shareholders, we 
not only have to comply with all
applicable legal requirements and
ensure that all our activities are 
sustainable, but additionally we have
to create significant value for society.
At Nestlé we call this Creating
Shared Value.

Nestlé: Purposefully creating and sharing value5

CASE STUDY

According to Nestlé’s senior communications 
executives, Creating Shared Value has 
the following meaning: 

Make clear that Nestlé’s long-term
business success is dependent on
providing a benefit for, (or creating
value for) society, and particularly in
three areas: nutrition, water and
rural development. Thus, corporate
social responsibility is not something
that is separate from the business,
but is inherent in the basic business
strategy.

Nestlé has opened the dialogue around the
“Creating Shared Value” concept both internally
and with key external stakeholders through 
diversified channels. The company is engaging 
in nutrition, health and corporate strategy events.
A dedicated website around Creating Shared Value
was created and the company is promoting the
concept through social media to key individuals
and organisations. 

A clearly articulated and communicated Corporate
Purpose is helping Nestlé to be consistent in 
its messaging and in dealing with the new 
complexities in communications over social media,
including the handling of sensitive issues. It is 
also helping to instill new sets of values and 
principles enabling managers to interpret the 
Corporate Purpose and effectively understand the
concept of creating shared value for stakeholders,
which, in the organisation’s own words, will 
ultimately lead in any case to long-term 
shareholder value.   

“
“

“ 5. Nestlé is a member of CSL’s Learning Platform.  CSL has recently written a
case study series on the Greenpeace attack on Nestlé on social media in 2010,
and the corporate strategic response in the area of sustainability and
social media.



135.Perpetuating Purpose: 
what the future holds

‘Mega-change’ will make Corporate
Purpose ever more important.

Our interviewees believe that the trends which 
have led to the wider use of Corporate Purpose as 
a business tool will continue to be relevant.  

Public desire for companies to be good corporate 
citizens, demands for transparency, and social media
campaigns against big corporates will increasingly
characterise corporate life.  

In an environment where business faces pressure to
both demonstrate a clear, tangible purpose and a
benefit, beyond profit margins, it will become
increasingly important to:

Connect with social need.

In order to demonstrate that they are fulfilling
their societal obligations, companies will need to
find ways to measure and evidence their success,
or indeed failure, in delivering on their Corporate
Purpose and be transparent in how they share 
that information:

There will be greater pressure on
companies to deliver on what they
promise: a demand for action not
just talk.

Given some information will always be commercially
sensitive there is no “share everything” solution to
demands for transparency.  Our interviewees observed
that the challenge for professional communicators is 
to identify which information can be shared, via what
medium and how to present that information in a
meaningful way to the audience.  

Finding engaging and accessible
ways of reaching people is becoming
increasingly important.

Better communication will also require Corporate
Purpose communication to keep up with changes
in how people consume media. Many of those 
interviewed expect a shift away from the written 
word towards visual communications. For example,
articulating Corporate Purpose by using an infographic.
Many recognise that this will be a challenge and will
require different skills:

Digital and social media will be 
even bigger.

“

“

“
“

“



14 6.Developing and 
communicating Corporate
Purpose – a framework

Discover
Define your ‘why: 

Why does your organisation exist? 
What does your organisation stand for? 
What does it want to be known for? 
What are the values and purpose of 
the organisation? 
Does it play a higher role in society? 
What business objectives does it need to fulfil 
(e.g. financial performance, profit goals etc)?

Assess your reputation by listening to feedback
from staff, business partners, customers, media,
shareholders and others: 

How do external and internal stakeholders 
perceive your organisation? 
What do they value about your organisation? 
How much trust do they place in your leadership? 
How much trust do they place in the products/
services the business provides? 
What do they perceive to be barriers or 
challenges to your reputation?
Benchmark against your competitors – 
do they have a Corporate Purpose? 
If so, what is it and how can you differentiate 
your organisation? 

Consider the link between reputation 
and performance

How does the business measure performance 
and results? 

How does the business measure reputation? 
How are employees motivated and incentivised? 
What are the incentives for senior leaders? 

Conduct a gap analysis: 
Where is the organisation today? Where do you
want to be? 
In the eyes of your key stakeholders, is there a 
gap between performance and expectations 
that needs to be addressed?

Define
The output of the discovery phase will be rich
with insights for the organisation. Armed with
these insights, the next phase is to:

Bring together the executive committee and 
senior leaders to define and agree on the unifying
objective across the entire organisation. Hold a
Message House workshop in order to achieve 
this, particularly to ensure the output is aligned to
business objectives and strategy, and is evidenced
with facts. The output of the workshop will be a
draft Corporate Purpose statement that defines 
the ethos of your organisation.
Set up a series of focus group sessions to test out
your draft Corporate Purpose, and gather feedback
to help refine content. 
Finalise your Corporate Purpose and consider 
ways to visualise and bring the Purpose to life.

Today’s world is full of interconnections and change. Anything coming into – or leaving – such a dynamic, 
non-linear environment has an impact. Similarly, we live in a world of perceptions that have to be measured 
and understood and where managing reputation is a key element of corporate strategy. Corporate Purpose has 
a central role in this strategy: acting as a unifying point throughout the organisation; galvanising and 
motivating employees; embedding a strong set of values and norms that permeate the business and feed 
into external perceptions of it. 

Corporate Purpose is central to guiding business decisions and developing strategy. Communicating it internally
and externally is critical. But the Purpose comes first – it is not a communications tool.

We have developed a three-step framework for developing and communicating Corporate Purpose and linking it 
to business objectives, performance measurement and organisational culture. 
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Deliver
Galvanising employees behind your organisation’s
Purpose is critical in successfully embedding it as 
part of the organisation’s culture and ethos. This will 
be an easier process if you have involved employees
throughout the Discover and Define phases. Delivery
success will ultimately be determined by the ability 
of the leadership team to both embody Corporate
Purpose and mobilise your people. 

To drive the roll out of Corporate Purpose 
it is crucial to:

Identify the leader and leadership team(s) required
to be front and centre of the roll out.  Consider their
leadership capabilities – and check: are their beliefs
and value systems aligned to the organisation’s
Corporate Purpose? 
Identify and assess the internal communication
channels available to you. Do they reach all of 
your employees?  Are your employees using those
channels to get information about the organisation?
Do you need to add anything to your suite of
channels to bolster the reach and effectiveness 
of internal communication? 
Ensure internal action is aligned with the external
brand position the organisation wants to put forward. 
Identify and assess your external communications
channels. Do they do enough to project your
Corporate Purpose and how you want to be 
perceived? The Corporate Purpose needs to be
embedded in and guide the external corporate 
communications plan. 
Put in place processes and feedback loops to 
measure success and allow fine tuning of content
and communications over time. 

Communicating Purpose is critical.
But the Purpose comes first – it is
not a communications tool. “

Methodology

Burson-Marsteller commissioned Penn Schoen and
Berland (PSB), a leading research firm, to undertake
independent, in-depth, qualitative, interviews of
Communication Directors from 20 of the world’s 
leading companies to obtain a snapshot of opinion
from some of Europe’s leading communications 
professionals.  The interviews took place between
April – June 2013. The research was informed by 
previous studies carried out by IMD Business School
in 2010 and 2011, with this year’s study focusing 
particularly on topical themes of transparency,
change and crisis recovery.

The following companies participated
in the research:
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