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Abstract: This journal article explores Corporate Purpose as an approach to action the Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs). It achieves this objective by presenting a review of existing literature on
Corporate Purpose and SDGs from the disciplines of business ethics, management studies, economics
and psychology. The review showcases contributions exploring whether and how Corporate Purpose-
led strategy facilitates the operationalization of the SDGs and proposes an emerging research agenda.
This article employed an inductive approach methodology through grounded theory to develop a
critical analysis of scientific evidence-based work for theory construction on Corporate Purpose. One
of the major findings of this review is that to achieve the SDGs companies need to shift found from
the “business as usual” approach, which perceives sustainability as an externality, to incorporating
sustainability factors in the company’s underlying purpose. The article also (1) identifies trends
in research outputs and reveals five major antecedents of the phenomenon (drivers to purpose),
(2) identifies key gaps within the existing literature, (3) distinguishes three current approaches to
Corporate Purpose and (4) elaborates on current theories of Corporate Purpose and SDGs linkages to
identify opportunities and aid future research. In summary, this article unpacks Corporate Purpose
mechanisms to action the SDGs and stimulates academic discussion of business transformational
approaches to long-standing sustainability challenges.

Keywords: corporate purpose; SDGs; sustainability; strategic management; purposeful business

1. Introduction

Amid a global crisis and economic slowdown, there is an urgent call for corporations
to implement sustainable business strategies to ensure they can continue to create value
for stakeholders and society as a whole even during times of disruption and uncertainty.
By aligning corporate practices with the SDGs, companies can realize opportunities that
generate financial returns as well as create long-lasting social and environmental impacts.
Despite corporate commitments to meet social and environmental goals, the general
limited understanding of businesses’ purpose towards the realization of SDGs hinders the
effectiveness of corporate and international agendas. Therefore, it is necessary to rethink
existing business practices through a sustainability lens so that corporate concerns are more
comprehensively addressed and SDGs operationalization has a greater global impact.

The fact that business strategies traditionally focus on maximizing profit instead of
value creation inhibits local and national economies from being able to shift towards a more
sustainable economic model [1–4]. Corporate Purpose is an alternative business approach
which addresses this contradiction between profit maximization and sustainable value
creation by focusing on creating purposeful profits and finding equal synergy between
people, planet, and profits [5–7]. Therefore, this journal article aims to provide readers with
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an overview of concepts, issues and areas of further research on Corporate Purpose as a
corporate approach to operationalizing the SDGs. The article is grounded in the United
Nations SDGs. The SDGs are a global vision for inclusive, sustainable development which
seeks a balance between meaningful economic growth, environmental wellbeing, and
social justice [8]. Therefore, this article aims to explore the intersection between Corporate
Purpose and SDGs as well as identify areas for further development and research. The
implementation of this agenda will require business model innovations for sustainable
development particularly in the corporate world. [9].

This article explores Corporate Purpose as an emerging model to action the SDGs.
Corporate Purpose is a company’s fundamental reason for being that goes beyond profits.
It describes why a company exists and the impact it wants to make. Corporate Purpose
conciliates profit with the needs of the planet and people, allowing businesses to be the most
powerful vehicle to create social change. It defines why a company exists and the impact
it can make. Corporate Purpose is not the company’s vision and mission [10]. Instead, it
represents an organizational transformation that helps to transcend the flaws of capitalism,
supports corporations in transitioning to sustainable economies, and the operationalization
of the SDGs in the private sector. The notion of Corporate Purpose involves the mechanisms
by which corporations can contribute to society, and more specifically to the SDGs. Other
definitions on Corporate Purpose can be consulted in Appendix A.

Corporate Purpose embeds the economic, social, and environmental value creation
in the core business of an organization, creating meaningful impact for all stakeholders.
Corporate purpose implementation consists of a design stage and an implementation stage.
The design stage defines a Corporate Purpose statement, along with vision, values, goals,
strategies, and Key Performance Indicators (KPIs); whereas the implementation stage
focuses on purpose-led operation plan, purpose-led leadership mindset, and innovation
culture.

According to leading literature, “purpose” goes beyond philanthropic initiatives [5,11–14]. It
is an approach to measure business that matters to customers, employees and financial per-
formance in the long term [1,15–17]. Similarly, studies show that purpose has become one
of the fastest-growing strategic trends in businesses and businesses with a clear Corporate
Purpose outperform in the market [5,18]. Corporate Purpose creates value by removing
incentives for unsustainable business practices [19]. However, while a Corporate Purpose
led strategy is becoming increasingly popular, there is currently limited academic litera-
ture about this topic [3–5,17,20,21]. The available Corporate Purpose literature is highly
fragmented and lacks a holistic purpose measurement, while also excluding essential
proxies [20,22]; therefore, the novelty and scarcity of relevant academic studies on this topic
depict the need for further scholarly understanding of Corporate Purpose and Purpose-led
business in general.

Alongside government, corporations play an essential role in the achievement of
the SDGs in a purposeful manner. There has been a call for the private sector to apply
innovation and creativity to address global sustainability challenges in a way that also
provides benefits for businesses in the long term [23]. With only ten years to go to achieve
the United Nations 2030 Agenda, private sector leaders are taking action [24]. The review
shows that compliance with a corporate model grounded on the SDGs results in benefits
for companies and their stakeholders, such as brand differentiation, customer and em-
ployee engagement, innovation, cost reduction, risk reduction, positive risk culture, value
creation, and competitive advantage [25]. Business leaders around the world have started
prioritizing Corporate Purpose as they begin to understand that successful and sustainable
business practices require healthy societies.

For-profit organizations can build business models that allow the shift to a sustainable
global economy [26,27] and in doing so overcome one of the biggest challenges to reaching
the 2030 Agenda—operationalizing the SDGs [8]. Therefore, as SDGs “are the blueprint for
achieving a better and more sustainable future for all” [28], it is highly relevant to explore
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how Corporate Purpose implementation can align and potentially contribute to this global
vision by transforming thinking and practice about the role of corporations in society.

This article is divided into the following sections: research design, including applied
methods and critical analysis; critical review of Corporate Purpose literature; critical review
of the SDGs and their connection with Corporate Purpose; conclusion and opportunities
for further research.

2. Research Design
2.1. Methods

In this article, we explore the following question: How is Corporate Purpose posi-
tioned as a model to incorporate sustainability and to what extent can it be applied as
a model to action the SDGs? We developed our findings through inductive reasoning,
by drawing on a literature review. According to Webster and Watson [29] the literature
review as a research method produces solid ground for advancing science and promot-
ing theory development. We applied a review followed by the protocol described by
Tranfield et al., (2003) [30]. This protocol is widely accepted in business and management
areas as an evidence-based approach to a review [31]. It suggests that there are three
stages and nine phases in the successful development of a literature review [30]. Stage
1—planning and justifying the review, drawing the proposal and the review protocol; Stage
2—executing the review, which involves the selection of studies, quality assessment, data
extraction and data synthesis; Stage 3—reporting and disseminating the review, which
involves writing the review and recommendations.

This research has been reviewed using an inductive approach through grounded
theory [32]. The reason for the selection of this technique was to develop a critical analysis of
ground scientific evidence-based work for theory construction. This method is particularly
useful in studying the exploratory nature of this research which addresses Corporate
Purpose as an emerging model to action the SDGs.

The study adopted a cross-sectional analysis approach to understand the development
of the Corporate Purpose concept over the last 15 years. This literature is to be allocated
with sustainability and management studies into the historical view of Corporate Purpose.
Examining the Corporate Purpose concept and connected themes through an analysis
of key ideas of current streams of thoughts enabled us to identify possible logical and
conceptual similarities between authors on Corporate Purpose.

2.2. Descriptive Analysis

This review seeks further advancement in the field rather than replicability of the
current estate of the notion of Corporate Purpose. The review involved the analysis of
secondary sources on perspectives on Corporate Purpose. Both scholarship and policy
analyses were conducted. Overall one hundred fifty (150) manuscripts were consulted,
comprising of journal articles, book chapters, policy documents and advisory industry
reports. Out of the total of consulted manuscripts, around sixty (60) sources were reviewed
and considered relevant for the scope of this research. A more specific selection of sources
was undertaken whilst conducting data analysis. Various databases were consulted such
as Scopus, EBSCO host, ScienceDirect and ProQuest. The review was also undertaken
based on the following Boolean search categories to facilitate the selection of relevant
sources: trends and themes on Corporate Purpose, corporate sustainability and SDGs.
Whilst these categories helped us identify relevant themes, the notion of Corporate Purpose
itself assisted us in identifying emerging areas of research. Tables 1 and 2 show the search
protocol used for this literature review.
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Table 1. Table of Search protocol.

1. Identification of Databases

The subject area queried to narrow down the databases was Management within the Business and Economics sub-subject. Multiple
databases were searched to avoid biases.
The core databases used were: Scopus, EBSCO host, ScienceDirect, ProQuest. Secondary databases: AIMMAT, Web of Science.

2. Search strategies applied on the databases

Term harvesting: Search vocabulary and terms for the literature review:

Research question: To what extent can the emerging notion of Corporate Purpose be aligned with the SDGs?

Topics: SDGs, Sustainable development, Purposeful Business, business management, purpose/lead strategy, corporate
sustainability, leadership.

Keywords Purposeful Business Sustainable development goals

Synonyms Business purpose -UN SDG compass

Corporate purpose -UN Global Compact

Purpose-lead Strategy -Sustainable

development

Concepts related -CSR

-Stakeholder Theory Global Goals

-Shareholder view global challenges

-Natural capitalism

-Mission/led productive value

Research on purpose, fulfilment, behavior change,
relationship development, belonging, mindset,
and accountability.

Purpose-led Strategy -The purposeful company -Corporate Purpose

-Purposeful Business

3. Test-run searches, revision of search terms particular to each database, search strategies established.

4. Reasons for exclusion: Articles were excluded based on irrelevance to the main subject; (Purpose in Business as a concept, SDGs
in Business); type of publication (Peer review and original studies), language (English).

Table 2. Source summary.

Sources Summary *

Category Consulted Reviewed

Peer reviewed articles 80 45
Books 10 5

Industry and policy reports 23 10
* This table does not specify primary or secondary source.

The articles cited come from the disciplines of sustainability, economics, management,
business ethics, and organizational psychology. This review focuses on conceptual and em-
pirical studies from a constructivist view, as it identifies sources of purpose in management
and sustainability literature and existing empirical evidence. The review was completed
using Nvivo software for data analysis and it was particularly useful for the data display
and review processes.

Once in Nvivo, data was coded according to the core themes of this research, which
are: Corporate Purpose, SDGs, Purpose strategy, and SDGs strategy. Figure 1 [7] shows a
Nvivo cluster analysis diagram. It highlights relationships amongst themes. For example,
it shows the relationship at the strategic level of Corporate-Purpose with Corporate Shared
Value (CSV) that in fact, was one of the foundations of our findings. Other subcategories
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were also created from these that were identified from the data to enrich the analysis and
draw meaningful conclusions and areas for further research.
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3. Corporate Purpose Review

This section depicts the drivers that create paradigm-shifts towards a Purposeful
Business model. It also explores frameworks and theories on Corporate Purpose emerging
from key concepts (see Appendix A) and identifies three approaches to Corporate Purpose:
the regulatory-oriented approach, the business-oriented approach and the organizational
identity-oriented approach, as well as discusses their features and implications. This
review provides an examination of the current understanding of Corporate Purpose as
an emerging research agenda that differs from other models to corporate sustainability,
such as the triple bottom line, the five capital approach and Corporate Social Responsibility
(CSR), among others.

Corporate approaches that follow the triple bottom line model posit economic, en-
vironmental, and social spheres as the three core elements to consider when formulating
strategies to achieve SDGs. This model has been applied to examine the social and en-
vironmental effects of industrial activities. It is argued [33–35] that there is still a gap
between the triple bottom line principles and concrete corporate actions to bring these
principles into practice. Applying a corporate purpose approach at the core business has
the potential to operationalize those principles. The five capitals approach examines SDGs
in the light of five forms of capital: natural, human, social, economic, and physical capitals.
The premise of the five capital approach is that for long-term sustainability the depletion
of one form of capital needs to be compensated by improving or increasing other forms
of capital [36]. However, the application of the five capitals approach has been criticized
given the often marginal contributions derived from the application of this approach to
broader sustainability issues impacting external stakeholders [37]. Corporate Purpose goes
beyond the corporation impacting positively on stakeholders [38].

The review also shows that the notion of CSR focuses on premises such as (a) being a
“responsible” corporation; (b) compliance with the social and environmental standards;
(c) being a good citizen and a generous company [27,39]. These premises are not related
to the profitable activities of the corporation, rather a cost center activity [27]. Therefore,
motivation to be a responsible company is separated from the core business activities.
Consequently, CSR practice results exclusively in a trade-off for business and occasionally
in redistributions of wealth [27,39]. Academic research [22,40], describes that CSR has
played a communicative role in arbitrating corporation and societal relationships with
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fundamental conflict that requires alternative pathways such as Corporate Purpose. Other
authors [41,42] stand on a similar perspective highlighting several constraints to create
economic value from CSR. Consequently, in practice, CSR’s reach is limited to minimum
compliance requirements, and is highly related to philanthropy and brand image. In
contrast, Corporate Purpose is embedded in the core business of a company to drive
societal change determining how companies can make profit by responding to the needs
of society.

The operationalization and achievement of the SDGs should embrace other approaches
different from CSR. Commitment to the SDGs does not have to do only with minimizing the
negative consequences of corporate activities, benefiting few stakeholders and embarking
in charitable endeavors under a CSR agenda. Instead, it requires a transformational
approach at the core business that can accelerate sustainability integration across the
organization [43–49].

In the academic management and sustainability literature, there has been little dis-
cussion about the Corporate Purpose concept. Nevertheless, it is a growing term in the
management consulting world, for business practitioners and practice-oriented researchers.
However, fundamental questions—relating to the underlying culture and assumptions
of business that define what the purpose of the corporation is—have a long history and
have been extensively debated. In examining Corporate Purpose development, it is clear
that debate abounds in the fields of philosophy, economics, corporate governance, and law.
The Corporate Purpose concept can be traced back to early 1930 in discussions between
shareholders and early stakeholders [50,51].

Since 1970, modern debates demark the emergence of business in society as a research
field from multidisciplinary disciplines [52]. Relevant literature lies in discussions around
two opposite views. First, the “Friedman doctrine” considers one and just one social
purpose of corporations: value maximization for shareholders [53,54]. Second, counter to
the shareholder point, the development of the stakeholder theory suggests that the purpose
of a corporation is value creation for stakeholders, directly related to the responsibilities a
corporation has to all stakeholders [55,56]. Other works that acknowledge the relevance to
locate Corporate Purpose at the core of business operations have been historical studies on
CSR [57,58]. While other historical perspectives related to stakeholder theory and ethical
interpretations of the firm system theory underlie the roots of corporate purpose [59].

Although influential voices have stood up from both sides, the “Friedman doctrine” is
the prevailing paradigm that has shaped business practices, business policy, and business
education. This prevailing paradigm has caused business practices that foster growing
inequality, environmental degradation, and mistrust [12].

3.1. Drivers to Corporate Purpose

A review of the literature shows that Corporate Purpose contributes to modern
management doctrines [60] aiming to solve five main corporation failures in today’s
society [7,18,61]: income inequality and distrust, environmental degradation, technological
challenges, intangible nature of companies, and corporate competitiveness.

First, income and wealth inequality are considered to be fueled by corporations [61–63].
The increasing income disparity and continuing low wages has become a glitch in capital-
ism, producing consequences such as economic stagnation in countries such as the United
States’ (US) [63]. Similarly, it has been proven that market failures in many sectors increase
investor’s profits at the expense of social well-being. A growing level of public mistrust
in the private sector has intensified in recent years [12,61]. Trust is the basis of the social
contract and one of the most important elements for long-term cooperative transitions and
interactions; legal contracts and markets cannot work effectively without trust [61,64]. A
breach of trust between corporations and the public has occurred due to global scandals
that have questioned the legitimacy of the private sector. Scandals such as the Volkswagen
emissions violations and fraud in diesel motors pollution measurements in 2014; Lehman
Brothers Bank’s irresponsible investment in mortgage debt in the US 2008, and accusations



Sustainability 2021, 13, 3899 7 of 21

of the Australia and New Zealand Banking Group’s harmful culture of tolerating drugs
and strip clubs. For capitalism to survive this trust needs to be repaired. Corporate Purpose
addresses this lack of trust which degrades a company’s “license to operate” and “social
contract”. [18,60].

Secondly, environmental degradation caused by corporate activities is driving the
decline of natural capital, causing a loss in biodiversity, increasing CO2 emissions and
contributing to the climate crisis. Scientific evidence shows that society has already reached
several tipping points in regards to planetary boundaries [65]. The climate crisis is one of
the most immediate threats to humankind’s existence. The risks that climate change poses
to companies have been well identified as representing a disruptive force to undermine
business models, however it also represents an opportunity for new perspectives in regula-
tion and governance systems [61]. The “business as usual” approach is no longer feasible
due to the current situation of the planet.

Thirdly, technological advances represent challenges for future market dislocations.
New technologies management will determine societal problems related with the future
of work and disruptions in the competitive landscape [66]. The velocity of technological
advances has outpaced regulation to efficiently manage their implications on the broader
society. Regulations are far behind the latest technologies and business models and thus,
purpose is an opportunity to rethink standard practices and cultural norms to adjust for a
new workplace and competitive landscape.

A fourth issue is the changing intangible nature of companies. According to an annual
intangible study, [67] assets of global leaders companies have shifted from 83% tangible
(such as, buildings, plant, equipment) to 87% intangible (such as trademark, patents, intel-
lectual property). This fact not only challenges the shareholders’ mindset on managing
companies based on ownership of tangible assets but also makes the application of tradi-
tional economic tools of competition policy and regulation increasingly irrelevant. Authors
such as Smith & Allee [68] have spotlighted the business management problem of split
intangible assets analysis in models and practices that occur alongside tangible assets in
processes and transactions [68]. This distinction does not allow a thinking system perspec-
tive to measure value networks and the production of value cross corporate networks and
supply chains. Corporate Purpose calls to action business management to overcome this
problem in value network analysis.

The fifth and final issue has to do with corporate competitiveness. Many business
practitioners identify Corporate Purpose and Purposeful Business as strategies to gain a
competitive advantage and a form of governance in a high volatile, uncertain, chaotic, and
ambiguous environment due to four factors: (1) increased legitimacy and risk management;
(2) attracting, retaining, and engaging talent; (3) strong customer and stakeholder relation-
ships, increased employee psychological well being; (4) clear context for daily decision
making and business performance. [3,5,6,69]. These factors are the main motivation for
practitioners to shift to purpose-driven organizations. A survey carried out by Harvard
Business Review Analytic Services found that 90% of 474 [21] executives agree that organi-
zational purpose is important and it should be a priority, but just 46% mainstream purpose
in the strategy and operational decision-making. In those organizations in which purpose
is a “driver of strategy and decision-making, executives reported a greater ability to deliver
revenue growth and drive successful innovation and ongoing transformation” [21]. Corpo-
rate Purpose still needs further research to support the theory that it is not just transforming
managerial activity for the common good of society, but is also a core characteristic of
healthy, thriving companies.

3.2. Frameworks and Theories on the Corporate Purpose

Since 2017 Purposeful Businesses have become more relevant due to the increase
in investors’ and companies’ commitments [61]. There is a dearth in the management
and sustainability literature on the function of Corporate Purpose in sustainability man-
agement [3,70,71]. Yet, it is a growing term across management consulting, business
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practitioners, and practice-oriented researchers [70]. However, there is a long literary his-
tory regarding fundamental questions related to the underlying culture and assumptions
of businesses that define what the purpose of the corporation is. There is an increasing de-
bate on Corporate Purpose development in philosophy, economics, corporate governance
and law fields. Debates can be traced back to the early 1930s, when discussions between
shareholder primacy and early stakeholder conceptions took place [50,51].

More recent debates suggest that the notion of Corporate Purpose emerged in 1970
and has longstanding connections with the fields of business and society [52]. The review
shows that there are two opposite issues discussed in the literature. First, the “Friedman
doctrine” posits that value maximization for shareholders is the only social purpose of
corporations [53,54]. This is opposed to the stakeholder theory, which underlines that the
purpose of a corporation is value creation for stakeholders and is directly related to the
accountabilities that a corporation has to all stakeholders [53,55,56].

Although influential voices have stood up from both sides, the “Friedman doctrine”
is the prevailing paradigm that continues to shape business practices, business policy, and
business education today. This prevailing paradigm has supported business practices that
foster growing inequality, environmental degradation and public mistrust [13,20,51,62].
Stakeholder theory fosters a “new set of assumptions about how value is created” [72],
where a corporation should also be responsible for creating value for non-shareholders
including customers, employees, suppliers, communities and others [55,56]. Historically,
shareholder view and stakeholder theory discussions provided a comprehensive frame-
work for understanding the basis of Corporate Purpose.

Corporate Purpose is in alignment with stakeholder capitalism, as an alternative
view of capitalism. Stakeholder capitalism’s objective is to distance itself from tradi-
tional underlined values such as self-interest, market competition, and open markets to
switch into a capitalism “based on freedom, rights, and the creation by consent of positive
obligations” [73]. Therefore, the Corporate Purpose notion shares similar values with
stakeholder theory.

3.2.1. Dimensions of Corporate Purpose

Although there is not a single one size fits all definition of Corporate Purpose in the
managerial context, most definitions coincide that Corporate Purpose goes beyond profit
(Appendix A shows a list of definitions found in the literature). Evidence shows two
major themes across purpose-related definitions: purpose influences business performance
and business should serve society. Findings also show that the Corporate Purpose notion
integrates environmental, social, and governance (ESG) factors in the core business. Re-
viewed definitions also coincide that “purpose” does not have to do with philanthropy
or other charitable endeavors, but rather focuses on a company’s core operations. This
perspective offers a new method to transform business-as-usual to a business strategy
that contributes not just to society’s well-being but also business legitimacy, public trust,
employee engagement, and corporate performance.

A critical review of the literature shows that the notion of Corporate Purpose is
a highly heterogeneous concept and can be distinguished by three dimensions: the
regulatory-oriented approach; the business-oriented approach; and the organizational
identity-oriented approach. See Figure 2. All three views agree that Corporate Purpose
is not an end state, rather it is a journey—a starting point—that aligns with five elements
(1) “Values” or the principles in which purpose operates; (2) “Vision” an idea of how
the future looks like; (3) “Objectives” or corporate key goals; (4) “Strategies” the various
initiatives to achieve the objectives; (5) “KPIs” the metrics required to measure progress.
Despite such considerations, there is a dearth in the academic literature about approaches
to a Corporate Purpose-led strategy.
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First of all, regulatory-oriented approaches encourage institutional design around pur-
pose and a structural reconceptualization on legal and financial aspects of business [6,18,67,71].
Particularly, in concepts such as ownership, governance, performance measurement, and
management incentives. In regulatory-oriented approaches, scholars argue that govern-
ments should take the lead on legal reform that sets a clear direction towards purposeful
business, while the other two approaches focus mainly on shifts inside the corporation
leaders and investors forge ahead in applying purpose principles. Secondly, business
approaches see corporate purpose as a living strategy to optimize opportunities for de-
veloping business model innovations that contribute directly to societal wellbeing while
making profitable business. They also focus on long-term revenue maximization.

Thirdly, leadership approaches focus on transforming the organizational culture,
drive emotional engagement across employees and main stakeholders, and foster good
socio-environmental practices. However, “regulatory approaches” identify the importance
of Corporate Purpose as an organizational culture and identity by acknowledging that
regulation is difficult to put in place without a culture and values around Corporate
Purpose. Therefore, good markets do not make good companies, although good companies
make good markets, this is not fixed with regulation.

3.2.2. Regulatory-Oriented Approach to Purpose

This approach has gained prominence with The Purposeful Company Task Force
(The Task Force) which aims to transform British businesses towards a higher competitive
advantage by creating long-term value and meeting social needs. The Task Force published
the Purposeful Company-Policy report [18] which counted on the contribution of more than
thirty institutions. It gathered evidence linking purpose and performance. For example,
it shows evidence that links purpose with higher business performance, estimating an
increase in business performance from 6% to 7% a year in the British business context [6].

In 2016 the Task Force steering group made four blocks of policy recommendations
in the purposeful company policy report. Firstly, company law should include Corporate
Purpose statements into articles of association, and introduce new corporate forms. Sec-
ondly, increased reporting and accountability which enhances intangible measures and
assessment methodologies focusing reporting on long-term value creation. Thirdly, recon-
ceptualization of finances—which includes stimulating a higher flow of equity investments
and eliminating impediments for blockholding. Finally, executive remunerations—such
as simplifying pay with focus long term equity. The report also shows examples of how
companies can be highly successful while also serving the needs of society.
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The Purposeful Company in the UK has created a movement of scholars and practi-
tioners to stimulate the “Purpose” agenda. Programs such as the Future of the Corporation,
led by British academic scholars, propose reforming business models for the 21st-century
society, so they align with Corporate Purpose compliance. Corporate Purpose aims to
produce profitable solutions for people and the planet’s problems and does not seek to
profit from problem creation or aggravation [61].

Mayer [20] argues for “a radical reinterpretation of the nature of the corporation
that centers on Corporate Purpose, its alignment with social purpose, the trustworthiness
of companies and the role of corporate culture in promoting purpose and trust” (p. 11).
This approach conceives Corporate Purpose from a fundamental standpoint, arguing
that businesses should be structured, owned, regulated, and managed in alignment with
purpose [74]. It differentiates two concepts of purpose; (1) Social Purpose as desired contri-
butions of companies to society in the production of products and services. (2) Corporate
Purpose, defined as the objective actively pursued by corporations in the production of
products and services. Advocates of this view pursue an alignment of Corporate Purpose
and Social Purpose.

Regulatory approaches consider that Corporate Purpose is the expression of the means
by which a business can contribute solutions to societal and environmental problems. Cor-
porate Purpose should create value for both shareholders and stakeholders [61]. In contrast
with other perspectives of purpose such as business approaches [11,27] or leadership ap-
proaches [5,75,76], the purpose statement is just the first step to re-organize the business
around purpose. The purpose statement must be supported by appropriate structures
within and outside the corporation. Appropriate structures must be compliant with eight
principles. (1) law: adopting a purpose by law; (2) regulation: when purpose is regu-
lated, adopt social license to operate; (3) ownership: encourage shareholders to hold share
blocks in the long term; (4) governance: inclusive culture and values to support purpose,
(5) measurements: setup metrics that include social and environmental value creation and
other non-financial performance; (6) performance should measure goals on both Corporate
Purpose and financial performance; (7) finance: rising risk capital should be aligned with
purpose from shareholders. Lastly, investments should be made in private and public
partnership that facilitates cooperation towards the fulfilment of corporate purposes.

The scope and incentives for managers to define “purpose” depend on policy regulators.
Public policymakers have the responsibility to frame and contextualize Corporate Purpose
since the fundamental legal framework is currently based on the narrow view of Friedman’s
interpretation of Corporate Purpose (previously discussed in this article) [17,20].

In practice for companies, Corporate Purpose, first should include social and environ-
mental objectives at the core business activity. Second, it should establish the economic
value of these intrinsic goods (such as justice, health, wellness). Third, it should give
compliance without socio-environmental harm. Lastly, it should increase the use of better
measurements and accountability mechanisms to reduce societal costs on people and the
planet [74].

This regulatory stream of Corporate Purpose sparks controversy not just among
Corporate Purpose detractors but also other Corporate Purpose views. Recent debates
center attention on whether or not Corporate Purpose should focus less on mandatory
approaches and more on purpose-lead mindsets, leadership, and corporate strategies
within the company. Standpoints that have been clearly made by authors such as [5,7,11,14],
amount others locating purpose from a more organizational culture and strategy position
to avoid legal compliance.

3.2.3. Business-Oriented Approach to Purpose

Business competitiveness and community wellbeing are highly correlated. Companies
need successful societies to thrive in the long-term and healthy societies require competitive
businesses to thrive as society. Businesses are actively seeking competitive advantages to
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enter emerging markets more efficiently. Using business as a force for good is seen as a
way to gain competitive advantage to ensure commercial innovation and profitability.

Corporate Purpose and Purposeful Business have become more prevalent over the
last few years in strategy management fields with trend contributions such as Michael
Porter and Mark Kramer [27] in the Harvard business review (HBR) article “Creating
Shared Value”, that coins Purpose as the solution to the current capitalism crisis; pointing
to Purpose as the future of capitalism.

This construct is supported by market trends in which increasing social and environ-
mental issues call attention to “unusual business” aiming to address social concerns using
a profitable business model [11]. Corporate Purpose is a company’s reason for being and
helps to solve societal problems, creating significant financial value for the company [11].
The root concept of purpose is Creating Shared Value (CSV) that applies the capitalism
model to addresses social issues, creating profits while impacting society in a positive
manner and solving global social issues or as CSV motto states “doing well by doing
good”. CSV advocates argue that the purpose of corporation integrates an unmet societal
need, leverages company’s assets to create positive change, and strengthens company’s
competitive position [11].

Shared value is considered a powerful practice to fulfil Corporate Purpose. From
this perspective shared value and Corporate Purpose are linked concepts. The purpose
must be significant and meet societal needs. It must be authentic and correspond with the
culture and the company’s DNA and history. The purpose also needs to be profitable as an
incentive to constantly innovate on scale. Lastly, purpose must be accountable by reporting
initiatives. Corporate Purpose management requires a set of interconnected practices
within three areas: strategy, operations and people [11]. Strategically, organizations should
identify societal needs to address, examine the business model that best serves the purpose,
define how the business creates shared value and for whom, set the goals, and allocate
resources to meet purpose. Purpose should be embedded in the operations fostering
firstly, open innovation to pivot business models; secondly, public-private alliances; thirdly,
suitable measurements and reporting. Finally, purpose should be embedded in people
culture, thus organizations need to create structures and roles to fulfil purpose and engage
employees and stakeholders around purpose.

The business approach to purpose is grounded on the notions of creating share
values. Under this approach Corporate Purpose identifies that capitalism needs strong
governments to survive [11]. The traditional view of capitalism without interventions or
regulation of governments has been invalidated to build a resilient economy and society
to respond to crises [62]. This is a common perception with regulatory approaches of
purpose. However, what differs is the profitable nature of purpose, meaning scholars
of Corporate Purpose that maintain shared value views argue that companies can also
maximize profits by sharing value and fulfilling the corporation purpose. Mayer [13,20],
on the contrary, made clear that not always fulfilling the corporation’s purpose means
maximizing profit pathways.

Corporate purpose is considered a living strategy under this view. A company that
has developed its strategy, operations, and culture in alignment with its Corporate Purpose
significantly addresses societal and environmental challenges and creates significant finan-
cial value for the company. Its purpose must be relevant, meaningful, authentic, profitable,
genuine, and accountable. Currently, there is little academic literature on the steps that
organizations need to take in order to articulate their purpose [74,77]. However, business
leaders intuitively understand the power of addressing social issues using a profitable,
scalable business model through a well-defined Corporate Purpose [61].

3.2.4. Leadership Approaches: Organizational Culture and Sense of Purpose

We found a clear pattern in the literature that connects Corporate Purpose to corpo-
rate identity (see [24,75,76,78,79]). In his work, Hurst [14] introduces the term “purpose
economy”, focusing on the power of stakeholder engagement to improve companies’ per-
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formance and communities’ well-being. Other authors [5,7,14] emphasize that “Corporate
Purpose” is the foundation for organizational culture.

People and teams with a sense of purpose perform better [7,71,80]. These imperatives
have brought about the need to define and classify “sense of purpose” in the workplace.
Authors [7,71,80] suggest that a sense of purpose is derived from three factors. First, a
compelling purpose statement beyond profit, focusing on doing positive actions for others.
Second, solid values and culture anchor the Corporate Purpose. Third, stretching goals
aligning personal employees’ goals with corporate goals.

Similarly, this view presents Corporate Purpose as a distinctive notion that places a
particular meaningful inspiration at the core of the company operations [5]. Under this per-
spective, Corporate Purpose can be better understood through five key elements that define
it: (1) it is a meaningful motive as to why a company exists, (2) it is a fundamental attribute
of a company identity, (3) it corresponds with long-term economic return, (4) it provides
definite guidelines for everyday decision-making process, and (5) it represents a force to
motivate and unify relevant stakeholders [5]. Based on a study in the workplace [70], the
term Corporate Purpose is mainly related to the meaning of work. Employees feel highly
engaged with their job when organizations have a strong Corporate Purpose. For instance,
employees actively believe that they are contributing to the community; they feel proud
and have a sense of accomplishment to be part of their organization. To nourish and sustain
this sense of purpose leadership roles are essential where executives and directors have
clear expectations, with an assertive and inspiring lead.

Leadership approaches might also seem similar to business-oriented approaches [27].
However, Corporate Purpose under this approach is not related to the core business
or the nature of business activity as it is in business-oriented and regulatory-oriented
approaches, respectively. Business-oriented and regulatory-oriented approaches focus
on doing good through the business itself, while leadership approaches see Corporate
Purpose as a function of employee engagement and, consequently productivity. Leadership
approaches start at the pre-strategy level and can be regarded as the motivational bases for
Business-oriented approaches.

Research also suggests that in spite of the fact that companies have engaged with
the concept, only a few have achieved considerable progress [5]. Many companies have
suggested that Corporate Purpose statements are inconsequential, considered to be “cheap
talk” [81]. “Purpose washing” is a related term that has become much more prevalent
among business practitioners. This notion describes marketing initiatives where a brand
claims a commitment to a cause or belief, without this professed commitment being
translated into aligned action.

Corporate Purpose is not a marketing strategy. Purpose is rooted in the core business
model, corporate strategy, and operations to ensure alignment with corporate goals. This
review shows that the major challenge when applying Corporate Purpose to business
has to do with finding metrics that help companies identify “purpose washing” [70,82].
To avoid “purpose washing” the literature also shows that Corporate Purpose should be
embedded at the governance, performance measurement, and management incentives
levels [13,20,61].

4. Discussion of Sustainable Development Goals and Corporate Purpose Links

In this section we present a review of the literature that explores the notion of Cor-
porate Purpose and relationships with the SDGs [61]. Grounded on the MDGs, the SDGs
are an integrated framework comprising 169 targets and 232 indicators, addressing a high
number of concrete topics, such as environmental, diversity, equity, and inclusion targets to
end poverty and create a life of dignity and opportunity for all within planetary resources.
The SDGs endorse sustainability as the pathway for the future growth of humanity. It
takes a comprehensive systematic approach, where sustainability brings balance between
meaningful economic growth, environmental wellbeing, and social justice [8,83]. The SDGs
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intend to shape public policy, advance science, and mobilize not-for-profit organizations
and as well as influence business practices and corporate leadership.

“Business is a vital partner in achieving the SDGs. Companies can contribute through
their core activities, and we ask companies everywhere to assess their impact, set ambitious
goals and communicate transparently about the results” [23] (p. 4). The SDGs have come to
gain relevancy in the business world as corporations demonstrate an increasing willingness
to report their commitments in voluntary sustainability reports. For instance, a study on
1141 companies shows [84] that 72% of companies mentioned the SDGs in their annual
corporate or sustainability report in 2018. Similar results have been discussed by various
scholars [85,86]. Those efforts are moving at a plodding pace to face the urgency of sustain-
ability challenges and the need for deeper and more serious commitments is paramount:
“700 million people are in extreme poverty; 70 million children, women, and men are
forcibly displaced; it is needed 202 more years to close the economic gender gap at the
current pace; on track for 3.5 C temperature rises this century per current commitments; 8
million metric tons of plastic enter oceans every year; loss of humid tropical primary forests
up by 44% compared to 2002–2013” [87] (p. 4). Having a Corporate Purpose facilitates
meaningful contributions to unmet social or environmental needs such as those articulated
by the United Nations SDGs [13,20,61].

The SDG framework plan progresses sustainable development in three spheres: eco-
nomic, social, and environmental, where synergies and trade-offs usually emerge. The
persistent trade-offs between economic (profit), social (people), and environmental (planet)
are jeopardizing the achievements of the SDGs. Several studies center attention in the trade-
off and synergies between the 17 SDGs and within individual SDG targets [88]. Although
these studies brought valuable insights to track the progress and direct policymakers, it
does not translate to the business context. This study explores the literature on Corporate
Purpose as a transformational approach for helping the private sector overcome trade-offs.

The SDGs business case [23] and “Corporate Purpose”—in both regulatory and busi-
ness oriented approaches—promotes the use of business as a force for good and reimagines
the role of the corporation in the future of workplaces and sustainable societies. The
United Nations endorsed global challenges such as the SDGs as market opportunities for
innovative companies that can provide global solutions [23]. Unexplored business models
embracing new technologies, processes, and services that benefit sustainable development
will redirect global public and private capital flows towards SDGs operationalization.

This review suggests that although all three perspectives of Corporate Purpose—
regulatory-oriented, business-oriented and leadership-oriented—strongly align with SDGs,
the business-oriented approach is the most viable approach to promote the action of the SDGs
in a more immediate manner. Together the SDGs and Corporate Purpose frameworks shift
traditional perspectives from being reactive to stakeholders’ mandates to a proactive action,
where companies play an active role in influencing the sustainable development trajectories.

The review shows that SDGs 13, 12, and 8 are the most common priority goals for
business, with 61% globally of businesses identifying Climate Action (SDG 13) as a priority.
However, while the number of companies committing to the SDGs is increasing, these
statements are not always matched in practice, and we need to see more affirmative action
if significant progress is to be achieved [23].

Regulatory-oriented approaches, for example, indicate that the challenges articulated
through the SDGs and concerns around trust, globalization, and rapid technological change
are the drivers for transforming companies to purpose-led companies [13]. Grounded on
the company’s capabilities, evidence on business-oriented approaches to purpose shows
that companies should first identify priority SDGs, second, design a corporate strategy
in alignment with the SDGs, and third, implement the strategy whilst leveraging the
SDGs [61]. Although, in reviewing the literature, no data was found on the direct associa-
tion between leadership-oriented approaches and SDGs, leadership-oriented approaches
strongly recommend engaging with social and environmental projects outside the company
to enhance “sense of purpose” in the workplace [5,14].
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The results of this review show that Corporate Purpose is a sustainability approach to
action the SDGs. We conclude that although all three approaches to Corporate Purpose
contribute to the progress of the SDG agenda, the business-oriented approach has a more
immediate positive effect in actioning the SDGs. The strategic level of Corporate Purpose
can facilitate not just the SDGs’ advocacy but also concrete procedures to achieve its
targets. Business-oriented approaches provide a particular focus on practicing Corporate
Purpose within a company to guide all core business decisions as shown in (Figure 3).
This shows how the three approaches interact within the corporate environment and
capabilities. Displaying where the Corporate Purpose approach can potentially impact
the corporation the most: outside the business (business ecosystems, e.g., corporate law),
inside the business (e.g., everyday operations), soft skills (e.g., brand image, culture), core
skills (corporate strategy, business model).
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Thus, the main findings suggest that in general, Corporate Purpose has more mate-
rial effects under the business-oriented approaches; which in turn better stimulates the
SDG agenda. For instance, by aligning business-oriented approaches to purpose with the
SDGs, corporate leaders have clear incentives to redirect investment flows in a manner that
maximizes value creation and opportunities to foster sustainable development [89]. The
strategic level overcomes the tension between business strategy and societal development
that companies face when applying the SDGs [90]. Corporate Purpose also overcomes
issues concerning the integration of sustainability into business strategies, not as a compli-
ment, but rather as conception disseminated in all business operations and decisions.

Although the potential of regulatory-oriented approaches to create a more ambitious
and meaningful contribution to the SDG agenda is indisputable, its operationalization is
less viable. Regulatory-oriented approaches require incremental, transformational changes
to fully integrate Corporate Purpose through legal avenues, which in turn represent a
dramatic disruption in the business landscape. Thus, the normative effects of Corpo-
rate Purpose as disruptive innovation will require exceptional political leadership and
cross-sector synergy. More academic scholarship needs to be done to rigorously explore
Corporate Purpose as disruptive innovation at the policy level. Therefore, considering
that only ten years remain to action the SDG agenda, a regulatory-oriented approach to
Corporate Purpose cannot feasibly achieve this objective within this timeframe.

This analysis reveals that Corporate Purpose builds the casual conditions for a shift
towards a sustainable economy in the which the way companies prioritize the value
creation for stakeholders ties-in the SDGs more organically. It suggests that Corporate
Purpose fosters the creation of long-term profitable businesses and supports the incorpo-
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ration of sustainable goals in business operations. Similarly, studies revised indicate that
the constructs of Corporate Purpose and Corporate Sustainability are largely congruent
and complementary. On a theoretical level Corporate Purpose is a distinct approach to
Corporate Sustainability—same ultimate ends, different ultimate means [5]. Corporate
Sustainability is defined as an organization’s approach to creating value in the short- and
long-term without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs
as well as the coexistence of the biosphere and human civilization [91,92].

Conclusion: Corporate Purpose as an Approach to Action the SDGs

This review identified Corporate Purpose as an emerging research agenda to address
today’s for-profit organizational sustainability challenges. The Corporate Purpose of a
company is its reason for existence. It determines a company’s goals and defines its mean-
ing and contribution to society [18,61]. It represents an organizational transformation that
helps corporations transcend the flaws of capitalism, transition to sustainable economies,
and operationalize the SDGs effectively.

Corporate Purpose could potentially be the engine to mobilize the 75% of the global
GDP that the private sector represents [93,94] towards more sustainable business practices.
The review analysis shows three major ways in which Corporate Purpose contributes to
actioning the SDGs. Firstly, Corporate Purpose eliminates the traditional tension between
profit maximization and societal benefit that companies generally face when applying
sustainability strategies. This is because Corporate Purpose incorporates social purpose
into core business activity.

Secondly, Corporate Purpose does more than just communicate a company’s commit-
ment to the SDGs externally, it guides the evolution of strategies, priorities, and decision-
making within the company, thus increasing the likelihood of creating long-term sustain-
able impact. Thirdly, Corporate Purpose allocates SDGs priorities at management level
by promoting tools to action the SDGs such as the “SDG action manager” [95] and the
“Future-Fit Business” [61]. These two instruments are sustainability management tools for
companies to track action on the SDGs in alignment with their Corporate Purpose. These
are also for investors to easily access, measure, and manage the impact of their activities
and serve as a mechanism to directly link SDGs targets with the Corporate Purpose of
an organization.

This literature review has also revealed that Corporate Purpose is a mechanism to
operationalize and action the SDGs commitments within the company. From an internal
perspective, such operationalization directs strategy, sets priorities, and informs decision-
making. Externally, it shows to the public a corporation commitment. It also works as a
call to action for organizational change, it is not an end state, rather it is the starting point
of a journey that requires an alignment with five elements (1) values that are the principles
that will be the framework in which purpose operates and becomes organizational culture;
(2) vision which is a picture in words that depict the future; (3) objectives which are the
intentions and key goals; (4) strategies which are various initiatives to achieve the objective;
and (5) key performance indicators to measures progress [89]. In practice, this agenda
would first, understand the value created and for whom, second, codify the purpose,
third, create a vision for a purposeful future and lastly, design a purpose-led strategy to
realize the vision [96]. Despite such considerations, in academic literature, little has been
published regarding the theoretical approach to a Corporate Purpose-led strategy in the
private sector.

This study has identified the main drivers for companies to become purposeful
companies and use Corporate Purpose to transform for-profit organizations for the 21st
Century society. The drivers identified are: (1) public distrust and income inequality
which jeopardize corporate legitimacy [64,97]; (2) environmental degradation which is
threatening humankind’s existence as we know it and suggests value creation within
planetary boundaries [19]; (3) technological advances that represent opportunities but
also challenges in terms of market dislocation and transitions to future workplace [98];
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(4) the intangible nature of companies that demand innovation in the current context of
governance and finances [54].

Putting purpose at the heart of corporations and into companies’ core operations will
restore trust and mitigate the side effects of technological advances and disruptive changes.
It will reconcile the trade-off between profits, people, and the planet as well as foster the
modernization of corporate finance measurements [96].

Most importantly the data from this article demonstrates that Corporate Purpose
strategy facilitates the transition to sustainable operations. These factors make a strong
case for change towards a Corporate Purpose Model. Corporate Purpose strategy provides
companies focus to direct operations, strategies and decision making. Corporate Purpose is
not the company’s vision and mission [10]. It describes why a company exists. In contrast,
the vision is a picture in words about what fulfilling a company’s purpose will look like at
a designed time in the future, while the mission corresponds to what a company does [27].
For example, ING bank has a purpose to empower people to stay a step ahead in life
and in business [99]. A vision to provide customers with the most effective solutions
to help them best manage their financial futures while creating long-lasting value for
all stakeholders [27,96]. Its mission is to be the preferred bank of customers through
operational excellence and international service quality; and for employees to have the
highest level of ethical and moral values.

The literature review demonstrates that Corporate Purpose is a social construction,
which is highly adaptable, veering, and substitutable depending on the thought stream.
The results indicate that the existing frameworks that an adequately articulated Corporate
Purpose framework can build on are stakeholder management [100], the shared value
approach [27], organizational purpose [5], and the future of the corporation approach [61].
Considering these existing frameworks three themes emerge from the studies discussed
that was named “Dimensions of Corporate Purpose”.

This finding, while preliminary, suggests a taxonomy of Corporate Purpose research
that surged from the qualitative analysis of this review. The analysis revealed three
dimensions of Corporate Purpose. They are the regulatory-oriented approaches, business-
oriented approaches, and organizational culture-oriented approaches (See Figure 2).
Regulatory-oriented approaches refer to management academic streams where Corpo-
rate Purpose is located at the public policy level. Studies highlight the leading role of policy
makers to create the legal framework in which the Corporate Purpose can set its founda-
tions. [13,20,101]. Suggesting, therefore, that Corporate Purpose should have normative
effects. Although authors recognized the need for corporations to embed their Corporate
Purpose in the company’s strategy, operations, and corporate culture, studies suggest legal
avenues are the most viable method of reforming a corporation’s structures. Reforms are
required to eliminate or mitigate existing barriers for the real practice of Corporate Purpose
beyond profits [102].

The business-oriented approach, on the other hand, refers to the stream of thought
that perceives Corporate Purpose at the strategic level and promotes long-term revenue
maximization. From a business model innovation perspective, it looks actively to optimize
opportunities [103–106] for business that generate a material benefit to overcome a societal
or environmental challenge while still making a profitable revenue. The results of this
review show that Corporate Purpose is a sustainability approach to action the SDGs. We
conclude that although all three approaches to Corporate Purpose contribute to the progress
of the SDG agenda, the business-oriented approach has a more immediate positive effect
in actioning the SDGs. The strategic level of Corporate Purpose can facilitate not just the
SDGs’ advocacy but also concrete procedures to achieve its targets, such as a Purpose-led
strategy. Business-oriented approaches provide a particular focus on practicing Corporate
Purpose within a company to guide all core business decisions.
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5. Future Research

This article presented a critical review of the literature on Corporate Purpose, a highly
heterogeneous concept that can be distinguished by three dimensions: the regulatory-
oriented approach; the business-oriented approach; and the organizational identity-oriented
approach. The review also suggests how the purpose-led strategy has the potential to
support corporations in the transition to meet the SDGs; and how Purposeful Business
can serve as an innovation in the strategic management field. More evidence-based re-
search and open exchange contributions are required to scientifically examine the role
that Purposeful Business can play in solving both corporation failures and sustainable
development trajectories. The stewardship and agency of influential leaders is essential
to mobilize the paradigm shift and translate the appetite of the public conversation about
Corporate Purpose to a more knowledge-based, established practice.

The research shows a dearth in the literature on the process of how companies can
articulate their own purpose within all levels of organization [20]. This study has raised
questions about the need for scholarly development on Corporate Purpose-led strategy
in the strategic management field [70], further empirical evidence [61], and conceptual
development on Corporate Purpose and corporate strategy. This study was limited by the
absence of the Corporate Purpose-led strategy concept in academic literature that could
have significant implications for the progress of the SDGs across business operations and
the leadership of the private sector in the achievement of the SDGs.

Together these results provide important insights into a resurgence of academic
interest in the constructive role of Corporate Purpose in organizations and distinguish
the current mainstream fronts: legal, strategic, and organizational culture. However,
Corporate Purpose has little empirical evidence in the strategic management field [70] and
further conceptual clarity is needed. Significant opportunities for future research were
identified in this article to ensure that studies on Corporate Purpose move to the center of
strategy research. Below a range of indicative research questions for future investigations
are presented:

Future Research Questions

• What are the determinants of a Corporate Purpose-led strategy?
• How can a Corporate Purpose-led strategy be built and articulated in an organization?
• How is the Corporate Purpose-led strategy related to building stakeholder relation-

ships and increasing employee engagement and productivity?
• What are the processes and mechanisms that need to be in place to operationalize a

Corporate-Purpose-led strategy?
• How can Purposeful Business become the norm and which legal pathways are required

to incentivize Corporate Purpose-led strategies in corporations?
• How does Corporate Purpose relate to other concepts in academic literature?
• What is the role of business schools to boost a broader vision of Corporate Purpose-

led strategy?
• How can a Corporate Purpose-led strategy facilitate competitive advantage in markets,

competition, and business management?

One of the more significant findings to emerge from this study is that Corporate Pur-
pose effectively integrates the sustainability agenda and embeds it into the core foundation
of an organization. It contributes to the modernization of corporations to shift from a ”busi-
ness as usual” mentality, which perceives sustainability as an externality, to incorporate
the SDGs and general sustainability factors in the company’s underlying purpose. We
evaluated the implications of Corporate Purpose on the operationalization of the SDGs.
The results showed that out of the three Corporate Purpose approaches, the business
approach is most effective in addressing the urgency of operationalizing the SDGs.

Although the main change agents that are leading the current landscape of Corporate
Purpose—regulatory, business, and organizational oriented perspectives—are related, over-
lapping, and interconnected, they do not have a common theoretical ground and in some
cases seem to be disconnected works that lack compatibility. Therefore, we recommend



Sustainability 2021, 13, 3899 18 of 21

that future research into Corporate Purpose as a business strategy be undertaken to build
upon what was presented in this article. We contributed to the sustainability and strat-
egy management field by mapping, in a systematic manner, all current efforts to activate
Corporate Purpose and provided a synthesized perspective to inform future research and
motivate business practitioners to contribute to the SDGs and sustainable development by
employing a Corporate Purpose-led strategy.
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Appendix A

Table A1. A list of definitions found in the literature

Author Definition

World Economic Forum (2020)
The purpose of a company is to engage all its stakeholders in shared and sustained value
creation. In creating such value a company serves not only its shareholders, but all its
stakeholders—employees, customers, suppliers, local communities, and society at large.

Mayer (2016) (2018) The purpose of a great company is its reason for being. It defines its existence and
contribution to society. It determines its goals and strategy.

Porter & Kramer 2011 (2020)
Defines a Corporate Purpose that integrates an unmet societal need, leverages your
company’s assets to create positive change, and strengthens your company’s competitive
position. Businesses’ role in society

Management Institute and
Blueprint for better business (2018)

An organization’s meaningful and enduring reason to exist that aligns with long-term
financial performance, provides a clear context for daily decision making, and unifies and
motivates relevant stakeholders

Hollensbe et al. (2014) Defined purpose as the reason for which business is created or exists, its meaning
and direction

Thakor and Quinn (2013) “Higher purpose” of the organization that “is perceived as producing a social benefit over
and above the tangible pecuniary payoff that is shared by the principal and the agent” (p. 2)

Steen (2015) Defined corporate purpose broadly as “a concrete goal or objective for the firm that reaches
beyond profit maximization”

Gartenberg et al. (2016) Defined corporate purpose “as the meaning of a firm’s work beyond quantitative measures
of financial performance”

Hurst (2014)

Doined the term “purpose economy” to describe the new context and ways in which people
and organizations are focused on creating value. In his words, purpose economy is “an
economy where the value lies in establishing a purpose for employees and
customers—through serving needs greater than their own, enabling personal growth, and
building community” (Hurst, 2014, p. 22)

HBR and EY (2015)
Defined organizational purpose as “an aspirational reason for being which inspires and
provides a call to action for an organization and its partners and stakeholders and provides
benefit to local and global society.”
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