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FIVE STEPS TO TRANSFORM YOUR BUSINESS

Ill
us

tr
at

io
n 

by
  i

ST
O

C
K/

YO
G

YS
IC

EXPERT
insight

44 SECOND QUARTER 2018  ISSUE 37

A
bs

tr
ac

t f
or

 p
ro

m
ot

io
na

l u
se

 o
nl

y.
 F

ul
l v

er
si

on
 a

va
ila

bl
e 

at
 w

w
w

.ie
se

pu
bl

is
hi

ng
.c

om



What’s the main purpose of 
your business? If it’s just to 
make money, you may find 
yourself coming up short, 
as that is generally not what 
inspires workers or generates 
lasting impact. Your business 
should be oriented toward 
some other-centered goal, in 
addition to making money, 
which will not only guide 
but inspire the behaviors 
and motivations of company 
actors toward some end that is 

primarily concerned with the 
organization’s beneficiaries, 
including customers and 
society at large. This article 
reveals five practical steps for 
putting purpose into practice, 
achieving higher levels of 
motivation, commitment, 
engagement and fulfillment in 
your company in the process. 
Drawing on case studies and 
research, the authors describe 
the qualities that characterize 
purpose-driven leadership.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

P urpose is a word we’re going to hear 
more and more in the business 
world. Growing ranks of corporate 
leaders and experts believe that a 

strong sense of purpose can help businesses 
meet the big new challenges they face and 
transform their organizations. As BlackRock 
CEO Larry Fink put it in an open letter to 
CEOs: “Society is demanding that companies, 
both public and private, serve a social pur-
pose. To prosper over time, every company 
must not only deliver financial performance, 
but also show how it makes a positive contri-
bution to society.” That this was said by the 
head of the world’s largest asset manager, in 
an industry known for its bottom-line single-
mindedness, likely explains why it grabbed so 
many headlines. For many, it was further evi-
dence of a growing trend that some of us have 
been writing about: the diffusion of socially 
responsible investing, or investment with a 
purpose.

While this prosocial trend may be a reac-
tion to the financial crisis of 2008, it is by no 
means limited to the financial sector. Look-
ing around in 2018, we see signs of a new so-
cial contract being drawn up between cor-
porations, investors and society, one that 
is very different from Milton Friedman’s  

provocative assertion 50 years ago that a cor-
poration’s only social responsibility was “to 
make as much money for the stockholders 
as possible.” 

We see it in the generational shift in val-
ues. Recent surveys of millennials by IESE’s 
Guido Stein suggest that many younger work-
ers are looking for purpose-driven compa-
nies – socially responsible workplaces where 
money isn’t everything; they care more about 
trying to improve the world. And if they don’t 
find that reflected in their current workplace, 
they’ll look for it in another. As Unilever’s 
Maisie-Rose Byrne explained it, “Millennials 
won’t accept slotting into a faceless corporate 
environment. For them, it’s all about passion, 
purpose and values: these have to line up, 
both in their roles at work and beyond.”

But be warned: a superficial rebranding 
exercise will not suffice – at least not for long! 
To capture the real power of purpose, a genu-
ine, rigorous effort must be made to define, 
or redefine, what it is that makes your orga-
nization tick. As Raj Sisodia, co-author of the 
book Conscious Capitalism, wrote in an article 
for IESE Insight, purpose is so important be-
cause it gives energy and relevance to a com-
pany and its brand. “It’s the glue that holds 
it together, the amniotic fluid that nourishes 
the life-force of the organization.”

This article aims to help companies find 
that glue and apply it in the best way possible. 
It is about creating more motivated, commit-
ted, engaged and fulfilled workers – and that 
ultimately depends on having a higher pur-
pose for your business.

Motivation and Purpose
The late IESE professor Juan Antonio Perez 
Lopez identified three main types of motives 
for the actions we undertake at work: extrin-
sic, intrinsic and transcendent. Traditionally, 
a distinction was made between extrinsic mo-
tivation (doing something for the sake of some 
external goal, such as money, praise or some 
other reward, or to avoid punishment) and 
intrinsic motivation (doing something for its 

We see signs of a new social contract being drawn up 
between corporations, investors and society. But to 
capture the real power of purpose, you must define 
what it is that makes your organization tick.
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