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PURPOSE
in the plural

The discussion about purpose seems to have come to
an end in the sense that today it is hardly questioned
whether a company needs one. It is now only a question
of who is ahead in the competition for the best purpose.
The better the purpose of a company, the more attractive
it appears to the various stakeholders. But is purpose
really the communicative all-purpose weapon in the battle
for impact and attention? And if so, why don’t we switch
to thinking of purpose in the plural?
By Kai Rolker
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True to the motto A lot helps a lot, it is time to broaden the discussion about the purpose of a company. We should familiarize
ourselves with the thought that there is no singular purpose that
describes the purpose of a company when we think about the future
of meaningful communication in reporting.

Singular purpose
But let us start small and direct our attention to the now wellknown purpose in the singular. To have one, and only one, and –
even better – to formulate it in a catchy statement, has become
mainstream. Purpose is part of the identity of every modern
company. It is purpose that secures the license to operate,
improves the companys reputation and provides decisive advantages in the competition for the best talents. In addition, there
are studies that attribute higher average value growth to companies with a purpose than to competitors who have not defined
a purpose.
It seems defining ones own purpose is a duty, even if by
definition not all companies will ultimately be able to achieve
above-average value growth.
However, before a company asks itself the question about
its right purpose, the terms and definitions must be clarified. In
the debate about purpose, the question is often asked how companies define themselves through their purpose. Rarely is the
question asked about those other companies – i.e. those that,
contrary to the trend, do not have a clear purpose. The assumption is often made that these are companies that solely serve the
profane purpose of profit and therefore have not yet defined their
purpose in a broader sense. It is certainly worth taking a closer
look at both groups.

Profit replaces purpose
Since purpose is currently almost undisputedly a success factor,
the contemporary question in the business world is: What do you
think about purpose?” Whoever holds purpose in such a way that
it is limited to profit has usually already lost the race. To define
profit as your single purpose is essentially forbidden. Companies
that do so are not allowed to play the purpose Game because,

according to common understanding, purpose has to have an
impact on society. But isnt that thought incomplete?
First off, a company that has the best conceivable purpose
must also be profitable in the long run. The world cannot be saved
from the bottom of the ladder. It is also not possible to simply
make profit and define this as a purpose. Every company must
have a strategy for how to deal with profit. This is also part of its
purpose.
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To define profit as your single
purpose is essentially forbidden.

In listed companies, internal regulations and the drive
resulting from the expectations of shareholders and their advisors
make that profit without purpose is inconceivable. Of course,
investors can still decide whether they like the way profit is distributed or not. A company that simply pays out the highest dividends possible (and sees its purpose in doing so), will probably
not be perceived of as sustainable. Similarly, companies become
less and less attractive if their profits are used for investments
that are no longer seen as having a long-term future, as is clearly
evident in the fossil energy sector.
That said, it does not seem to make sense to speak of companies that have no purpose, because every company strives to
maintain itself and to use its profits sensibly, at least from its own
point of view. What is meant when companies are assumed to have
profit maximization as their sole purpose is, in reality, the exclusive concentration on their shareholders. If this were the case, the
entire discussion about purpose would be nothing more than a
resumption of the shareholder-versus-stakeholder debate from
the 1980s.
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Which isn’t a bad thing on its own. If the
debate about purpose helps to make it visible, even
to companies which do not play along, a lot has already been gained. It would mean not excluding
them from the game of purpose and leaving their
companies to investors who, for their part, solely
pursue the goal of maximum profit.
Only recently BlackRock boss Larry Fink sent
one of his infamous letters to CEOs, in which he once
again reminds companies of their social responsibility. However, he has now unintentionally made the
investors themselves, i.e. companies like BlackRock,
the subject of debate. After all, it is the investors who
decide which companies with the right purpose
are to be rewarded on the stock market.

Potential purpose
The digression on the question of whether profit
can serve as a purpose shows that we should not
simply qualify companies according to whether they
have a purpose or not. We can assume that every
company has a purpose, but that this purpose is
often not summarized in a single sentence.
This is precisely the source of the unease that
afflicts many communicators when the annual debate on the reorientation of the annual report, about
whether it is not time to formulate their own purpose and communicate it to the world, opens. This
edginess is not only fueled by CEOs or board members who see it the task of communication to put
purpose into beautiful words. There are also numerous consultants and service providers who have
long since discovered their purpose in selling others
one as well. Whether anyone likes it or not, the fact
remains that we cannot avoid the pivotal question.
Why do many companies find it so difficult
to get to the heart of their purpose? Many professional truth seekers and purposive prophets look
enviously at the pioneers of the movement. Tesla
has been leading the way for years: driven by the
intention to revolutionize automobility through
electric drive, the company has created an exorbitant
company value without being profitable. At Tesla,
it can indeed be assumed that their success is largely due to the prophetic purpose of Elon Musk, comparable to what happened at Apple under Steve Jobs.
But what do you do if your own company has
already successfully existed for 200 years without
a purpose? Doesnt that company have to be a bit
Tesla these days? De facto this seems to be the case,
and you follow the advice of the purpose professionals, organize workshops, survey your employees,
customers and shareholders, take into account the
expectations of the Board of Directors, compare the
interim results with the previous positioning – and
then usually find that you end up with the result
pretty much where it all started, namely with the
definition of purpose itself. Our company wants to
create value for all stakeholders.
This is what we often hear. If one refers too
specifically to products, one runs the risk that their
short life span does not fit a long-term purpose. If
you focus too much on the welfare of society or the
environment, the company is accused of window
dressing – or of ignoring the legitimate interests of
shareholders.

It is more effective to limit the search for
purpose to ones own industry and to orientate
oneself towards what that industry has for a purpose in the context of global trends. In this way it is
possible to define – in a narrower field – how the
company, as part of a particular industry, is better
able than others to contribute to achieving, for
example, the Sustainable Development Goals (SDG).
Even then a problem will frequently occur: if
you try to define purpose in a sentence, it will be
generic or hide many aspects. At Clariant, for instance,
there is currently no statement that expresses the
company’s purpose. As a specialty chemicals company, however, one could find one. For example, the
purpose could be to contribute to reducing emissions
in industry through innovative catalysts in a better
and more sustainable way than the competition. But
where, then, is the companys contribution to the
promotion of renewable raw materials? Isnt this
also a purpose worth pursuing? By its very nature,
any definition of a purpose excludes all other possible definitions, even if they are equally valid.
As a result, many companies have so far not
dared to formulate a purpose. It is said that there
are company managers who insist that their company has a purpose, but that it is not formulated. It
is better for each individual employee to do this for
himself/herself in dealings with the respective
stakeholders. This is, of course, one way around the
problem, but the question remains whether there
are other possibilities.

What purpose and if so, how many?
Perhaps the discomfort with purpose and the difficulties in formulating it is also due to the fact that
purpose has so far only been thought in the singular.
It is about the purpose of the enterprise.
As previously discussed in this publication in
the context of the question of the purpose of purpose,
one should not forget that this topic is also always
about the individual human being. The slogan of
a very successful campaign of the Volksbanken Raiffeisenbanken in Germany in 2009: Everyone has
something that drives him/her (see Reporting Times
13/2018) served as an example. There, too, it was all
about purpose, and being driven in this way is indeed something individuals and companies share.
Purpose is always purpose for someone, for
the individual and his/her fellow human beings, for
the company and its stakeholders. But is what the
advertising campaign assumes true? Does every
person have something that drives him/her, the
one purpose? The will to survive as a minimal purpose drives every human being, but this also applies
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to other living beings. Although humans are not
artificial products like a company, they are not only
part of nature like animals or plants. As a cultural
being, every human being wants to permanently
change him/herself and his/her environment. Just
like a company, he or she has to deal with the question of how the will to preserve himself or herself

Many companies have
so far not dared to
formulate a purpose.

can be legitimized. Human dignity forbids denying
humanity to a person who refuses the purposedriven legitimation of his own existence. Companies
are not protected in this way. Nevertheless, it is true
for both that they are repeatedly confronted with
the question of their legitimation, their purpose.
There has been an increasing realization that
our lives today are falling into a multitude of roles.
Therefore, it now seems almost strange when academic or professional titles are associated with the
name. The Doctor Miller, the Major Smith or
the Captain McDowell are salutations that are
heard less and less often. We know that the Major
Smith perhaps gives yoga classes in her free time
and the Captain McDowell is the parents representative in the kindergarten, where his title takes
a back seat, and even as a Colonel General he enjoys
no greater privileges than the stay-at-home dad,
who, like him, is active there in the role of father.
In every role there is a purpose that we can
more or less influence. In my role as parent spokesperson in the kindergarten, I follow the purpose of
improving the social life of the institution. But I can
also decide to accept the role only because nobody
else has volunteered. Then the purpose is simply to
fulfil the statutes of the institution. Of course, we do
not formulate the exact purpose for all roles. Why
should we? We are only confronted with it when we
have to make a decision regarding the role.
What do we learn from this? Even a company
does not have to serve a purpose. It must define its
stakeholders and purposefully recognize their
individual needs and respond to them. What has
always been striven for in communication would
then apply, i.e. addressing the target group in a way
that is appropriate for said group.
Of course, the same applies to the differentiated formulation of the partial purposes as to the
one major purpose, namely that a cautious decision
has to be made with regard to the scope. Saving the
whole world is not everyones cup of tea, nor does
every stakeholder group have this expectation. It is
more important to refer to what brings profit, because
this secures the existence of the company and only
as a profitable company can it fulfill stakeholder’s
expectations.
In the future it will be important to impress
upon each stakeholder group that purpose is only
to be had in combination with profitability, but that
it is not realistic to define the one, all-encompassing
purpose that serves all needs equally. Purpose in the
plural, as a concept, is more demanding than the
classical purpose in the singular, but at the same
time it makes the work of communicators easier
since they are no longer required to say everything
in one sentence and still not get it right for everyone.
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