
Profit cannot be your whole purpose.  
Chad Vandervalk 
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Research over the last 50 years has shown that we are not passive organisms who need to be 

lured or prodded to do good work. We are innately driven to make a difference in the world; to 

live a life that has a positive impact on the world. In recent years this drive has shifted the way 

that people interact with businesses and other organisations.  

For years pursuing profit was the way to ensure that you were meeting the needs of the culture 

and were using your resources in the most efficient way possible. Now, however, profit cannot be 

the only measure a business uses, because it is not the only measure that consumers care about. 

Not a new concept.  

Despite what I said above, the realisation that a business needs to pursue something more than 

profit is not new. Organizations are created for specific reasons ever since businesses were 

created. The reason(s) they are created is their purpose, and I do not know a single business that 

started with profit as its only reason for being. That would be silly.  

When I was growing up my cousin came to visit me. He came from a rather wealthy family. 

Whenever he was asked what he wanted to be when he grew up, he would answer, “A 

billionaire.” This naturally led to the next question, “How are you going to become a billionaire? 

What are you going to do?” His answer was to simply ask a billion people for a dollar, which we 

recognise as naïve because people will not feel motivated to give him money if his sole purpose is 

to stash their money away and become a billionaire.  

If you run a business, your answer to the question, “What does your business do?” is its purpose.  

It is an ethical AND effectiveness question. 

The current discussion about organizational purpose is centred around what sort of purpose(s) 

organizations should regard as fundamental. It is an ethical question. Often there is a push away 

from profit as the main purpose of business because pursuing profit at all costs often leads to a 

number of socially destructive incentives, such as creative accounting, insider trading, discounting 

or disregarding safety procedures, decreasing quality of products, environmental abuse, etc.   

Ironically, some are starting to argue that the best way to pursue maximum profit is to pursue a 

purpose other than profit. Richard Ellsworth, in his book Leading With Purpose: The New 

Corporate Realities, argues the main purpose of a for-profit organization should be to serve the 

customer because that is the best way to pursue profit.   
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“The book’s central thesis is that a customer-focussed corporate purpose provides the 

key to outstanding performance and to enhancing the lives of those the company serves 

and those who serve it.”1  

He argues that this not from a moral standpoint, but an effectiveness one.   

“The strategies of customer-focused companies usually result in a level of 

competitiveness that significantly outstrips equally capable shareholder-focused 

rivals.”2 

The content of the purpose is critical, however. While the business cannot simply exist to make 

money, it also cannot simply exist to serve a customer either. The purpose must also connect and 

reinforce the other values of the organization.   

“Without a clear purpose that reinforces the organization’s other espoused values and 

gives meaning and direction to strategy, the firm will eventually wither under 

competitive pressure from companies with purposes that provide greater coherence.”3 

For Ellsworth a firm with a clear purpose will be more competitive when people are motivated to 

join in the purpose. It cannot be a statement that is only in a frame on a wall. It needs to be 

connected with everything else that happens in the organization.   

“To be effective and to be a stimulus to competitive behaviour, the members of the 

organization must believe the corporate purpose; it must be built into the social 

structure of the enterprise; and it must be capable of transforming a “neutral body” of 

people into a committed group and to direct their actions. To achieve these objectives, 

the corporate purpose must be clear, consistently implemented, and constantly 

reinforced.”4  

                                                      
 

 

1 Ellsworth, Richard (2002) Leading With Purpose: The New Corporate Realities, Stanford University Press, Redwood 
City, California, US; pxi 

2 Ellsworth, Richard (2002); p 3 
3 Ellsworth, Richard (2002); p 4 
4 Ellsworth, Richard (2002); p 9 
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Focussing on purpose will have a massive impact on your leadership. 

While Ellsworth recognized the central importance of corporate purpose, he also noted a dearth 

of discussion of this topic within the literature.   

“Yet even though the central importance of corporate purpose has long been 

recognized, it receives inadequate attention in practice and management research.”5  

Jess McIntosh in her article "Linking organizational pride to purpose" notes that a focus on 

corporate purpose brings leadership together, and also connects them to the results of their 

work.   

“A purpose serves to provide meaning and to connect team members to not only the 

work, but also the impact that work has on the company and its customers or clients.”6  

More than this, a focus on purpose helps guide other aspects of corporate leadership.   

"Over the course of this past year, we have found that discussing and defining purpose 

creates a much clearer path toward strategy formation, allowing leaders of 

organizations to develop realistic goals and outcomes, measures of success, and actions 

for addressing challenges along the way.”7 

Simon Sinek, in his book Start with Why has noticed that leaders who focus on purpose are able 

to lead in a different way. Instead of resorting to manipulative methods of command and control, 

they inspire.   

“There are a few leaders who choose to inspire rather than manipulate in order to 

motivate people.”8 

                                                      
 

 

5 Ellsworth, Richard (2002); p 9 
6 McIntosh, Jessa. (2010) "Linking organisational pride to purpose." Employment Relations Today (Wiley) 37, no. 2; 

p39. 
7 McIntosh, Jessa. (2010); p 41 
8 Sinek, Simon (2011) Start with why: how great leaders inspire everyone to take action, New York: Penguin books; 

p37 
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Sinek argues that this way of leading is more effective in the long run because it taps into the way 

individuals are motivated, especially customers.   

“It’s worth repeating: people don’t buy WHAT you do, they buy WHY you do it.”9 

While it is easy to keep purpose front and centre in the beginning, when the excitement of 

something starting can drive initial growth, this is harder to maintain over the long term. The 

growth itself can prove to be a distraction from why the organization was developed in the first 

place. It is harder for a large, established business to adapt to a shifting environment and 

maintain its agility. Sinek argues that a focus on purpose can help change that.   

“In all cases, going back to the original purpose, cause or belief will help these industries 

adapt. Instead of asking, “WHAT should we do to compete?” The question must be 

asked, “WHY did we start doing WHAT we’re doing in the first place, and WHAT can we 

do to bring our cause to life considering all the technologies and market opportunities 

available today?”10 

Purpose helps connect people with an organisation more deeply than paying for a product. It 

connects with their sense of identity. If the purpose of a business is clear, and that purpose aligns 

with their sense of purpose, the business will be see as producing something which expressed 

their identity.   

“Products with a clear sense of WHY give people a way to tell the outside world who 

they are and what they believe.”11  

Having a strong purpose is not only useful, it is necessary. 

Much of the literature is focussed on making a business case for purpose by documenting 

increasing consumer loyalty, or increasing agility, or guiding strategy. Cheryl Grise and Valerie 

                                                      
 

 

9 Sinek, Simon (2011); p 41 
10 Sinek, Simon (2011); p51 
11 Sinek, Simon (2011); p64 
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Keller take a different tack. They argue that a focus on purpose is a response to social pressures 

organizations cannot ignore.  

“The evolution of companies to a purpose-led strategy – powered by purpose-led 

transformation – is the result of several megatrends that impact the organization’s 

license to operate. …Customers, regulators, employees and investors are demanding 

more from companies.”12 

In their opinion, the need for a purpose beyond profit is no longer optional. Only companies who 

articulate a distinct higher purpose, and activate that purpose within their organizations, will 

manage to be successful in the long term.   

“Given changing expectations, unless corporations have a sense of purpose, i.e., a why 

that is bigger than the what of their products and services, customers and employees 

will go somewhere else to find it.”13  

Elain Hollensbe et al. in their article "Organizations with purpose" also articulate the need for a 

"higher" purpose, while putting some framework around what those higher purposes might be.   

“Although adding shareholder value might be seen as part of the purpose of most 

businesses, shareholder value might be better positioned as a legitimate expectation of 

one segment of society; purpose from a broader society perspective would also include 

broader goals such as “making a difference,” or “improving lives,” or “reducing 

harm.””14  

These broader goals provide new ways to evaluate a business and its leadership.   

                                                      
 

 

12 Grise, Cheryl J., and Valerie Keller (2014), "The power of purpose for innovation and transformation", Performance, 
6, no. 3; p4 

13 Grise, Cheryl J., and Valerie Keller (2014); p4 (emphasis original) 
14 Hollensbe, Elaine, Charles Wookey, Loughlin Hickey, and Gerard George. (2014) "Organisations with purpose." 

Academy Of Management Journal no. 5; p1228 
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“A focus on purpose goes beyond asking questions about whether a business is 

operating profitably or whether an action is legal—it engages a soul-searching focus on 

questions at a core level.”15 

The purpose needs to be more than a phrase on a wall.  

While the literature focussed on the need to create, or at least articulate, a purpose for an 

organization, there has been some recognition recently that it is not simply enough to articulate a 

purpose. That purpose needs to be activated at all levels of the organization. Woody Driggs and 

Jeffrey Stier make this argument in a couple of articles in CRM Magazine.   

“Why? Because a body of evidence shows that when a clearly defined purpose is 

activated throughout an organization, it ignites a positive chain reaction that drives 

sustainable profit.”16  

This is because an purpose led organization will make it clear how they will behave in the world. 

When individuals see an organization behaving the way they expect, trust is built. It is this 

relationship of trust that leads to a competitive advantage.   

“Businesses driven by purpose-led and trust-based relationships enjoy a unique 

competitive advantage. Competitors can copy a product or match a price, yet it is 

impossible to copy or fake trusted relationships and a values-driven culture.”17 

When purpose becomes something more than a phrase on the wall, the organization succeeds.  

“Purpose activation leads to inspired leaders, strong culture, trusting and engaged 

employees, customer loyalty, and high margins.”18  

                                                      
 

 

15 Hollensbe, Elaine, Charles Wookey, Loughlin Hickey, and Gerard George. (2014); p1228 
16 Driggs, Woody, and Jeffrey Stier (2015) "From purpose to profit: activating a purpose galvanizes employees, drives 

culture, and boosts the bottom line." CRM Magazine, no. 1; p6 
17 Driggs, Woody, and Jeffrey Stier (2015); p6 
18 Driggs, Woody, and Jeffrey Stier (2015); p7 


