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IN THIS PAPER

The series closes on organisational purpose — what a firm is for, beyond profit, and whether
purpose is strategy or slogan. The question it answers: does purpose actually drive performance
and meaning, and under what conditions?

Sinek makes the inspirational case; Mackey the stakeholder case; Henderson the rigorous
economic-and-moral case tied to systemic change; Ellsworth the argument that a customer-centred
purpose best aligns the firm. A caveat addresses the gap between professed and enacted purpose.

Simon Sinek  Start With Why, 2009

Purpose and inspiration · the Golden Circle

CORE THESIS

Organisations that start with why — a clear purpose — inspire loyalty from employees and
customers in a way that those leading with what and how cannot. Purpose, not product, is the root
of enduring commitment.

FRAMEWORK

The Golden Circle At the level of the firm

Why The purpose and belief the organisation exists for

How The distinctive way it delivers on that belief

What The products and services — proof of the why

METHODOLOGY

A popular, inspirational synthesis built on illustrative examples.

SIGNIFICANCE AND CRITIQUE

Did much to move purpose into everyday organisational language. The critique, per the caveat: it is
light on rigorous evidence and simplifies.

John Mackey  Conscious Capitalism, 2013

Stakeholder purpose · business as a force for good

CORE THESIS

Business is inherently good and can be run on a higher purpose that serves all stakeholders at once
— customers, employees, suppliers, investors, community and environment. Done consciously,
serving stakeholders and creating value reinforce rather than oppose each other.
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FRAMEWORK

Tenet of conscious capitalism Meaning

Higher purpose A reason to exist beyond profit maximisation

Stakeholder integration Create value for all stakeholders together

Conscious leadership Leaders serve the purpose and the whole

Conscious culture Values that embody the purpose day to day

METHODOLOGY

A practitioner philosophy from a founder-CEO, developed into a movement.

SIGNIFICANCE AND CRITIQUE

An influential articulation of stakeholder purpose. The critique: it can be idealistic and invites
“purpose-washing”, and its claims have been contested against real practice.

Rebecca Henderson  Reimagining Capitalism, 2020

Economics of purpose · Harvard

CORE THESIS

Shareholder-first capitalism is failing on climate and inequality, and firms can pursue authentic
purpose both as a source of advantage and as a moral necessity. But purpose alone is not enough: it
must be paired with systemic change — cooperation, self-regulation, and stronger institutions.

FRAMEWORK

Lever What it does

Shared value and purpose Align profit with solving real problems

Rewiring finance Shift capital toward the long term

Cooperation and self-regulation Firms act together to raise standards

Inclusive institutions Strong government and civil society underpin markets

METHODOLOGY

Economic analysis combined with case research on purpose-driven firms and industries.

SIGNIFICANCE AND CRITIQUE

The most intellectually rigorous case for purpose, balancing idealism with realism about what firms
alone can achieve. The critique: the systemic changes it calls for are hard to mobilise and lie partly
beyond any single firm.

Richard Ellsworth  Leading with Purpose, 2002

Corporate purpose · strategy and motivation

CORE THESIS

Of the possible purposes a firm can adopt, a customer-centred one — serving customers as the
primary end — best aligns strategy, motivation and ethics, and tends to outperform both
shareholder-first and diffuse stakeholder-balancing purposes.
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FRAMEWORK

Purpose orientation Primary end — and its effect

Shareholder-centred Maximise returns; weak intrinsic motivation

Stakeholder-balancing Serve many masters; risk of diffusion

Customer-centred Serve customers first; aligns strategy and meaning

METHODOLOGY

Research and executive interviews on how purpose shapes strategy and behaviour.

SIGNIFICANCE AND CRITIQUE

An early, considered treatment of corporate purpose and its strategic role. The critique: it is less
widely known, and predates the modern purpose and stakeholder wave.

A NOTE ON EVIDENCE

A caution: purpose delivers its benefits only when it is authentic and enacted — built into
strategy, decisions and incentives. Where a stated purpose diverges from real behaviour, it
becomes “purpose-washing” that erodes trust rather than building it. The evidence here also
varies sharply in rigour — Henderson's economics far outweighs Sinek's inspirational synthesis.
Judge purpose by what a firm does, not what it declares.

Synthesis
Contribution Purpose as… Key idea Evidence

Sinek Inspiration Start with why Popular; light

Mackey Stakeholder good Conscious capitalism Practitioner

Henderson Advantage + necessity Purpose plus systemic change Rigorous economics

Ellsworth Alignment Customer-centred purpose Research / interviews

FOR THE OPERATOR

Purpose in the modern firm runs from inspiration (Sinek), through business as a force for
stakeholder good (Mackey), to the rigorous economic-and-moral case for purpose paired with
systemic change (Henderson), and the argument that a customer-centred purpose best aligns the
firm (Ellsworth). For the operator: purpose is real strategy and motivation when it is authentic and
built into decisions — and empty branding when it is not. That closes the Values and Purpose
series, and connects onward to ethics and stakeholder capitalism elsewhere in the library.


