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BRAND PURPOSE IS AN EMOTIVE
TOPIC THAT GETS A LOT OF
PEOPLE RATHER HOT UNDER THE
COLLAR. THE DEBATE AROUND
IT IS POLARISED, OVERLY
SIMPLISTIC, AND FREQUENTLY
DIVISIVE. BUT THE SUBJECT
DESERVES A MORE NUANCED
APPRAISAL; IT REMAINS A
POWERFUL TOOL FOR SOME, YET
IN 2022 IT’S AN OVEREXPOSED
POSITIONING THAT ALL-TOOOFTEN UNDER-DELIVERS. EVEN
FOR THE FEW BRANDS THAT
CAN SUCCESSFULLY POSITION ON
PURPOSE, CAREFUL HANDLING IS
REQUIRED...NEW RULES APPLY.

The trend towards Brand Purpose
has swept the corporate and
advertising world over the past
decade, becoming the dominant
industry narrative of our time. It’s
use as a brand positioning and an
advertising strategy has exploded
over the last few years.

Yet the idea remains ‘the most
pervasive yet divisive concept in
marketing’ (Tom Roach 2020), and
the debate around it continues to
run on and on.
So where do we stand? Well, to tell
the truth, we’ve got some doubts…
Not about whether brands and
businesses doing the right thing
is a good thing, but doubts as to
whether Purpose should be the
focus of quite so many comms
strategies. With so many brands
‘leading with purpose’ it’s getting
really quite samey out there…

It has occurred to us at Craft that
it is possible for brands to do good
without having to shout about it.
And obviously, ‘other strategies
are available’. Purpose is not the
only game in town, although it
sometimes feels that way.

In a recent Marketing Week column,
Mark Ritson introduced some much
needed nuance into the purpose
debate by observing that purpose is
never a marketing prerequisite, but a
strategic choice:

“Review your market.
Review your category and
the role your brand plays
within it. And review your
competitors, and the room
that purpose would allow
for distinctiveness and
differentiation against them.
And then make the decision.”

And to this list of considerations,
Craft adds the following suggestion
- simply review whether your
brand’s claims to purpose are
COMPLETE BULLSHIT before
proceeding accordingly.
Because it’s clear that today the
biggest single determinant of likely
success using Purpose as a brand’s
positioning is whether it is genuine,
real and true - or a work of total
fiction.
So here’s the thing about brand
purpose in 2022…
It’s only powerful when it is real…

“There is no merit in profit without
purpose. Recognising this, particularly in
the wake of the coronavirus crisis, can be
the key to your company’s future success”
Campaign magazine, Oct 2020

“Brand purpose is a beautiful thing.
It’s powerful as a filter for your company
behavior, an inspiration for product
innovation, and a reason for people
to work or partner with the brand”

1. DEBATE, DIVISION, & DOUBTS

Tom Morton, RGA. Nov 2021

“This is a time when we can
see businesses and brands
as the biggest healers of our
society and our planet.”
Aline Santos, Unilever, Campaign
Connect, June 2020

“The events of the past year have
made it inescapably clear that
brands and companies have a
responsibility to step up as both
a force of good for society and a
force of growth for business.”
Marc Pritchard, chief brand officer at
Procter & Gamble, Adage, May 2021

“Society is demanding that
companies, both public and
private, serve a social purpose.”
Larry Fink, Chairman and CEO of
BlackRock, Shareholder letter 2018

“Purpose must die! I believe that
dismantling the meme of Purpose
is essential to building a happier
and more functional society.”

“Purpose is indeed Total Bullshit”
“[Brand purpose] truly is a bunch
of crap, because it’s disingenuous.
You’re saying, ‘My purpose is to
make the world a better place’. No,
your purpose is to make money,”
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Nick Asbury, Start with Why,
End with Wire Fraud, Jan 2022

“Some see it as the most dangerous
business idea of the moment. There is
no shortage of candidates for the title of
the most dangerous business idea of the
moment. Management-by-algorithm may
remove what humanity there is left in the
corporate world. The office-less future
may dissolve workers into angst-ridden
atoms. I want to suggest a less obvious
contender for the title: “social purpose.”
Bloomberg Adrian Wooldridge Jan 2022

Brand purpose. The biggest lie
the ad industry ever told?
Tom Roach, 2020

“We have to become responsible global
citizens. That means facing up to very real
challenges, commercially, socially, culturally,
politically and environmentally. And, yes,
being on the right side of history.

Advertising can be part of the solution or
it can continue to be part of the problem.
It’s simply the right thing to do.”
Tim Lindsay, D&AD

Yum! Brands CMO Ken Muench
Marketing Week. April 2021

“A company which feels it has to
define the purpose of Hellmann’s
mayonnaise has in our view
clearly lost the plot...The Hellmann’s
brand has existed since 1913 so we
would guess that by now consumers
have figured out its purpose (spoiler
alert – salads and sandwiches).”
Terry Smith, Fundsmith MW Jan 2022

Purpose-led advertising has brands
“wrapped up in trying to save the
world” and is leading the industry
astray, Droga5’s David Kolbusz warned
in a panel discussion at Campaign’s Year
Ahead Breakfast BriefingFor Kolbusz,
chief creative officer at Droga5 London,
more priority needs to be placed on
entertaining consumers. He said: “We’re
all chasing this precious jewel and
we need to get back to stuff that’s
a little more light and fun.”
campaign Jan 2022

“We believe brands with purpose
grow. We believe companies
with purpose last. We believe
people with purpose thrive.”

Unilever, May 2020
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2. PURPOSE, PURPOSE EVERYWHERE
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THE USES (AND ABUSES) OF
PURPOSE ARE ALL AROUND
US LIKE AN EPIDEMIC OF
BRANDED VIRTUE SIGNALLING.
DID EVERY BRAND
EVERYWHERE SUDDENLY
DEVELOP A CONSCIENCE
OVERNIGHT- OR HAS THE
INDUSTRY DISCOVERED A
NEW WAY TO MAKE US BUY
MORE STUFF?

“We do purpose on steroids
now. Everyone’s doing it, so
you shout louder and make
even bolder statements.”
Thomas Kolster, Creative Review,
Jan 2022

The rapid mainstreaming of purpose
and protest of the last few years
represents a profound groundshift in
brand communications.
Taking a stand on a hotbutton culture war issue used
to be considered brave; now,
it’s merely table stakes.
Driven by a combination of longterm trends, and the fast moving
and tumultuous events of 2020 and
their subsequent repercussions, the
cultural landscape has shifted, and
brands everywhere must work with a
new set of consumer expectations.

Research suggests consumers
expect brands to take a stand
on the progressive issues of the
day. Research also suggests
that brands have gone too
far , and that consumers are
less than keen to be lectured.
Whatever the truth, it’s clear
we’re not in Patagonia anymore.

And so today, brands everywhere
must ‘lead with purpose’
whilst loudly trumpeting their
socially progressive values.
From your bank to your beans,
the world’s biggest brands
double-down on purpose, protest
and dewy-eyed activism.
Even Middle England’s most
cherished institutions are
queueing up to take sides
in the culture war.
Today, your favourite ice cream
comes with an outspoken
foreign policy, your chicken

sandwich is served with strong
opinions on gay marriage, and even
your bin bags have aspirations
towards a higher purpose…
The enthusiasm for brand
purpose seems universal and now
crosses almost every category.
With so many newfound purpose
converts hitching their skirt tails
to the purpose bandwagon, not
every brand is hitting the creative
target. This has led some to mock
the excesses of brand purpose,
especially coming from big
legacy corporate businesses.
Purpose has conquered all before
it - but as we move into 2022,
there are signs emerging that
signal a possible peak in purpose.
Could this be a bubble that is set
to burst?

2. PURPOSE, PURPOSE EVERYWHERE
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“Three decades ago, it was all but
unheard of for a major consumer
brand to stake out a position on a
hot-button culture war issue...”
LA TIMES,
May 2021

“You can barely turn on
commercials today without a
business pitching themselves as
a world-saving messiah,”
Thomas Kolster, Creative Review,
Jan 2022

“It is increasingly clear that the
increase in corporate virtue-signalling
after George Floyd’s death wasn’t a
passing trend but a sea change”
WSJ,
Apr 2021
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Long T

#1 CULTURAL DRIVERS

#2 GENERATIONAL SHIFTS

Changing Trust

Gen Z are coming. Gen Z are here.

“As trust goes down in institutions, people are looking for somebody to step up to the plate,”

“Purchasing power shifted from a generation that was obsessed with
itself, to people born with a very different world view. Hence, the
sudden corporate interest. Of course. Changing the world can now
make companies money, so they care. But unless companies change at
the core, they won’t have a future with these new generations. An ad
campaign is not enough.”

Peggy Simcic Brønn, a professor of communication and culture at the Norwegian Business School
in Oslo

Attack from all sides
“The Internet has created a culture of nonstop, clickbait news and sensationalized political
division that creates a sense of being constantly under attack.”
Mark Manson, Business Insider

Polarized Politics
“We are living in a polarized society. The middle (once majority) safe ground is eroding. The
Internet has given niche groups mainstream visibility, each with their own take on “rights.”
TBWA /Backslash

Identity & Virtue Signalling
“Modern corporations seize every opportunity to signal their virtuous identities to us , so
that as their customers, we can signal our own...”
Vivek Ramaswamy, Woke Inc, 2021

Forbes Aug 2020

A new expectation for today’s ‘authentic’ brand – You
should ‘show up’ on behalf of your customers
“If I was asked this question a few years ago, I probably wouldn’t have
cared if brands spoke up regarding social issues,” says one member.
“But today, I feel it’s crucial that they do. I’m a young Black woman
from the US and I really felt seen when brands that I shop from posted
their support of the BLM movement. A brand should support their
customers like their customers support the brand. Creating that
personal connection prompts me to want to support a brand [more].”
High Snobiety
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Long T

#3 MEDIA/TECH TRENDS

#4 MARKETING & ADVERTISING’S LEFTWARD TILT

Social Media affords more space for brands to communicate

Advertising & marketing is an elitist industry.

“Now, an estimated 91% of all businesses have a social media account on at least one platform,
allowing them to speak directly (and regularly) to their customers in a more informal way”

“The social, cultural & economic experiences of people in our industry are not representative of the
mainstream. These differences are reinforced & hardwired over generations

The Grocer 2021

Incredibly, our data reveals the extent to which we in the industry misjudge mainstream
aspirations – believing them to be far more motivated by extrinsic aspirations than we are
ourselves. This represents a profound aspiration gap.”

Rise of the ‘Human’ brand
“We’ve now come to a point where we’ve humanized brands to the extent where, by and large, we
expect them to think harder, know better, and feel deeper...Brands are made up of people, and at
the end of the day, we’re all humans...These human-first decisions can make a difference in how
brands act; they have the weight and power to change narratives, if they want to. They also have
the responsibility to do so.”
Leila Fataar, Platform13, High Snobiety

It has never been easier to be an activist
“The combined forces of technology, entertainment and fashion have opened the floodgates to more
people taking action at a swipe. You can buy the T-shirt, use the hashtag, or watch the Golden
Globes, and you are participating in activism today. Politics has become pop culture. Some believe
this has dumbed down activism. While some pundits believe that enduring struggle is critical to
demonstrating commitment to a cause, pure volume, visibility and frequency of an act may affect
change in ways never achievable by protesting in the street for a day”.
TBWA Backslash

Ian Murray, ‘The Aspiration Window’ 2020

An industry of left-leaning liberals
According the Andrew Tenzer’s ‘The Empathy Delusion’, people who work in advertising and
marketing are twice as likely to be left-leaning than the people we are trying to sell to
Steve Harrison, Cant Sell Wont Sell, 2021

Brands speak the language of the left
What i wouldn’t give for a shave that isn’t woke...from my closet to my bathroom, my house is full
of leftist brands..“It’s increasingly clear that the sharp increase in corporate virtue signaling after
George Floyd’s death wasn’t a passing trend but a sea change. Perhaps it’s time for conservatives
to boycott companies that hate us.”
WSJ, April 2021

2. PURPOSE, PURPOSE EVERYWHERE
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#1 PURPOSE IN A PANDEMIC
Purpose found a new altitude during the
pandemic – closer to the ground and orientated
towards actually helping people

#2 RACIAL INJUSTICE

#3 ONE ICONIC POSTER

The Pivot to Protest as Activism Goes Mainstream

Nike Kaepernick:
The face that launched 1,000 brand
purpose activism campaigns and won all the
awards

“Some 60 per cent of Americans believe that “systemic
racism is widespread in general society’ and 64 per cent
support the idea that therefore “rioting and looting is justified
to some degree”
Andrew Roberts, The Telegraph, 16th Feb 2022
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#1 THERE’S PROFIT
IN PURPOSE

#2 IT’S COOL
TO CARE

#3 ACTIVISM
IS HOT

#4 SOCIAL PURPOSE IS REALLY HOT
(IF YOU WORK IN ADVERTISING)

More companies setting up bespoke
Purpose offerings

“Some weeks ago I started looking into
how cool might be different today than in
the past. Pretty much everyone I talked
to said the same thing: It’s cool to care
now, to be informed and engaged on
social & political issues. May not sound
revolutionary but that’s a big change.”

AOC at The MET Gala :
Radical Chic ...or Empty statement

“At Cannes last year, 34 out of 43 Grand Prix were
cause-related or social purpose-driven).”

‘Deloitte launch Ethos – a new offering
connecting purpose with innovation’
“Demand is off the scale for ESG-related work..
Nearly all of our top 30 clients are putting ESG
or purpose much more at the heart of what
we’re doing”
Mark Read, WPP campaign, July 2021

More businesses are signing up to
become B Corps
More businesses are hiring for
specific purpose orientated roles
“They’re creating new roles like “chief purpose
officer” (a whopping 650,000-plus results if
you search LinkedIn for people with that title).”
Quartz, Apr 2021

Mark Bain, Business of Fashion, 2021

“56% of consumers believe brands should
take more responsibility for the wider
community, society and the world.”
Wolff Olins/Hall & Partners Conscious Brands

“70% of Gen-Z and millennials believe
a brand should have a purpose they
personally believe in.”
Forbes

SPORTS ACTIVISTS WIN ALL
THE AWARDS
Naomi Osaka, Lebron James,
Marcus Rashford: all winning
awards for their performances
on and off the court

Steve Harrison, Campaign, Feb 2022

“Advertising creatives now think they’re activists...
I’m not sure our wellsprings of moral guidance
should be Coca Cola or Nike”
David Baddiel, August 2021
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Believe in Something – even if it
means your own Netflix mini-series
and ice-cream range...

From your Bank to your Beans,
all must have purpose

Middle England’s most cherished
brands queue up to take sides in
the culture war

Now your favourite ice cream has
its own foreign policy, your chicken
sandwich signals your progressive
values, and even your bin bags come
with a higher purpose
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Siri: “Define Hubris”

Activism as Gameshow:
Worst Idea Ever?

“This isn’t how purpose works”

Peak Protest?

“Beak Purpose?”

Happy International Women’s Day, from The Taliban.
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#1 PURPOSE IN
RETREAT?

#2 PURPOSE
RECEIVES PUSHBACK

#3 PURPOSE IS
A PROBLEM

#4 PURPOSE IS
A JOKE (1)

#5 PURPOSE IS
A JOKE (2)

“So what trends can we observe from
the advertising in the game this
year? Well, there was a distinct lack
of earnestness on display, very few
brands were trying to say anything
much at all apart from sell, sell, sell.
Unlike a few years back, there was
no politics to be found, very little
purpose marketing, and instead we
had celebrities crammed into the ad
breaks, plus quite a lot of silliness and
nostalgia. Well, it’s been a very tough
couple of years after all....At a time
when we thought the purpose trend
would never end, this is as close to it
as we got in this year’s Super Bowl.”

“A company which feels it has to
define the purpose of Hellmann’s
mayonnaise has in our view
clearly lost the plot… Unilever, is
obsessed with publicly displaying
sustainability credentials at
the expense of focusing on the
fundamentals of the business.”

“Mickey Mouse Is Corporate
Progressivism’s Canary in a Coal
Mine”

Purpose now the subject
of Parody.

Younger consumers are
laughing at Purpose. Laughing
at us, not with us…

Creative Review, Feb 2022

Terry Smith, chief executive of
Fundsmith, one of Unilever’s largest
shareholders, Jan 2022

According to Bloomberg, the furor
facing Walt Disney Co. in Florida
is a warning to capitalism, and an
indication that brands should avoid
taking stands on contentious social
issues.
“A company that grew rich by
embracing traditional family values
is now on the minority side of some
of the most controversial issues of
our time…Capitalism won’t regain
its legitimacy by alienating half the
country”

The Boys’ expertly skewer
the absurdity and cynicism
of much of what passes for
purpose marketing today.

“They’re literally laughing at
us. They’re laughing at us in
social they’re literally telling us
to stop this practice of purpose
marketing as it stands right
now.” Search #silencebrand on
Tiktok for further illumination
on this point.
Yael Cesarkas, RGA, The
progressive case against purpose
marketing, WARC at Cannes
Lions, June 2022
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“Almost all of the Grands Prix awarded so far this year
have gone to campaigns that address societal problems –
in particular, racial inequality and climate change.”
Contagious June 2022

“28 of the 32 Cannes Grand Prix handed out touched on
purpose or sustainability in one way or another. It shows
that the marketing and creative industries have woken up
to the responsibility of their work and the opportunities it
has to create positive change, which is great!”
Becky Willan, CEO of Given, Creative Review July 2022
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#1 WE’VE GONE TOO FAR INTO THE GOOD

#2 PURPOSE, MEET REALITY

#3 FROM VALUES TO VALUE

“The marketing community has stepped up to focus on community
impact. They’ve stepped up on equality and inclusion and now
sustainability…But the industry in general has just gone too far into
the good and potentially not paying enough attention to growth.”

“The recession will blow a harsh wind of reality
across so many of the companies that saw
purpose as a panacea for every marketing ill.”

“Evidence suggests priorities are shifting from brand purpose to price.

Marc Pritchard, Chief Brand Officer P&G, June 2022

Mark Ritson, Marketing Week, June 2022

Recent research from consulting firm McKinsey & Company, for example,
reveals 67% of consumers who tried a new brand lately did so because
of value, up from 58% in October 2020. Meanwhile, 16% of respondents
indicated brand purpose spurred them to try something new, down from
34% about a year and a half ago.
Tamara Charm, a partner at McKinsey who leads consumer insights,
said while the importance shoppers place on brand purpose is rising in
the grand scheme, “in the moment, more people are changing brands
because of value for money.”
Adweek, ‘Purpose goes into Hibernation’, June 2022
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3. PURPOSE ISN’T WORKING

THE IDEA THAT ‘DOING GOOD IS GOOD BUSINESS’ HAS BECOME
ACCEPTED AS A TRUISM ACROSS THE INDUSTRY. SO IT’S NOT
UNREASONABLE TO EXPECT THIS TO BE BACKED UP BY LOTS OF
CREDIBLE RESEARCH AND EVIDENCE OF EFFECTIVENESS. BUT IS IT?

The idea that doing good is good
business is so well established
that it’s become a truism across
the industry There’s a frequent
assumption that purpose and
profit overlap sufficiently to allow
businesses to drive meaningful
change whilst making money.

Moreover, it’s frequently accepted
that communication strategies that
focus on purpose are at least as
effective as any other strategies.
So it’s not unreasonable to expect
this to be backed up by the
evidence. But is it? According to
the latest comprehensive industry
research on Purpose (Peter Field,
IPA, Effworks Global 2021), the
answer is a resounding “NO!”

“Field’s analysis demonstrated,
quite clearly, that the average
purpose campaign was
significantly less likely to
generate very strong, longterm business effects when
compared with “traditional”
non-purpose campaigns”
Mark Ritson, Marketing Week Jan 2022

“The results are stark:
purpose is less effective than
the alternative. On average,
non-purpose campaigns
generate 1.6 ‘very large’
business effects, while purpose
campaigns generate only 1.1.
The difference of 45% is larger
than even purpose sceptics
might have expected.”
Nick Asbury, Hmmn Danone, Oct 2021

So what is going on? Blame
mixed messages from consumers
and the research industry
Data that supports consumers’
intent to be social-values-based is
overwhelming, but the evidence to
support consumers’ willingness to
take action in support of these social
values is conspicuously lacking.
Consumers are talking up their
intentions, but failing to follow
through. Put another way, as David
Ogilvy said, “People don’t think how
they feel, they don’t say what they think
and they don’t do what they say.”
Building on this theme, JP Castlin
notes in The Drum (2018): “Humans
have a propensity toward virtue
signalling, answering when questioned
what they believe to be “correct”
regardless of whether or not they
actually hold those values in practice.
When it is their own money on the
line, purchase patterns show it’s a
different matter entirely; survey radicals
turn into economic conservatives.”

Simply put, for the vast majority of
brands out there, in the vast majority
of categories purpose-led comms
don’t seem to be working. In fact,
growth in popularity enjoyed by
brand purpose over the last decade
has been a powerful enabler of poor
performance. Purpose campaigns
are failing to cut through, failing
to connect with consumers, and
are failing to lead to commercial
outcomes. And it appears the viewers
don’t seem to like them much either.
In fact, when you scratch beneath the
surface, there’s precious little highquality evidence for the effectiveness
of brand purpose - beyond cherry
picking from success stories. This lack
of evidence is surprising, to say the
least. The truth is, for most brands,
most of the time, positioning on
purpose isn’t really a great idea.

3. PURPOSE ISN’T WORKING
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“ Actions fall short of intent”

“Today, like never before, a new social consciousness permeates commerce. Consumers
are vocal about their social positions, and they pledge to stand firmly behind companies
that do the right thing while threatening to chastise those that do not. The trade press is
rife with examples of consumers demanding brand activism in matters of the environment,
racial justice, gender equality, and so much more. A significant share of buying decisions
and brand relationships, it would appear, is predicated upon social value alignment.”
Data that supports the consumers’ intent to be social-values-based is overwhelming, but the
evidence to support consumers’ willingness to take action in support of these social values
is often lacking. Actions fall short of intent. Consumers are 10 times more likely to rank quality
and value as the most important brand attribute, versus the brand’s impact on the community. Over
90% of consumers claimed they would reward or punish brands based on how they treat employees
during the pandemic; only 9% of those who changed brands during this time did so based on how
employees were treated (in contrast, 42% did so based on product availability).
Forrester: ‘Values-Motivated Consumers Make Up only 18% Of The US Buying Population’, Oct 2021

“More than ever before, consumers want to give the socially ‘correct’ answer –
even in the anonymity of an online survey….Researchers face a massive problem
in that there is a huge gap between what people say and what they do.”
Pull Agency research May 2022

3. PURPOSE ISN’T WORKING
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#1 PURPOSE CAN
BE DIVISIVE

#2 PURPOSE IS
A RISKY BET

#3 PURPOSE CAN BE
BAD FOR BUSINESS

#4 PURPOSE CAN LEAD
TO LOSE-LOSE SITUATIONS

“What we find in our testing is that if your brand
is authentically associated with that purpose –
meaning you walk the walk as well as talk the
talk – then it can work.

Gillette’s transformation from the
best a man can get to the best a
man can be = 6m thumbs down on
YT – before they pulled the option to
rate it negatively

Most research doesn’t consider the business
impact of activism

Taking a stand on contentious issues
can alinetate all sides of the debate

76% of the consumers surveyed indicated
that they would refuse to purchase a
product if they discovered that the company
producing it supported an issue that didn’t
reflect their beliefs. This bears repeating:
Three-fourths of consumers said they
will stop buying a brand if it supports the
“wrong” side of an issue.

“In a short period of time they
managed to piss off both the left
and the right,” says a former senior
Disney executive.”

But we also find that it doesn’t unite the
audience.
If you pick a purpose that is a bit divisive then
you can generate negative emotions, as well as
positive emotions, in terms of the response.”
Jon Evans, System 1, The Telegraph Sep 2021

MIT Sloan Mangagement Review, Oct 2021

FT, June 2022
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3. PURPOSE ISN’T WORKING

I

#1

#2

“A significant minority of consumers
simply do not care about purpose”

“An unpublished finding from our
“When asked how businesses can be
study ‘The Aspiration Window’. People good corporate citizens, just nine per
working in advertising & marketing
cent of people said ‘speaking out on
massively overestimate people’s desire social issues’, putting it in last place”
to be leaders of social change.”
PR WEEK - JUL 21

Ipsos Mori 2021

Andrew Tenzer, Nov 2021

#3

#4

#5

“Many Cannes winners were “purpose- “68% of consumers are uneasy or
driven” ads...
unsure about brands supporting woke
Yet research found that while this stuff causes. This should give marketers
pause for thought.”
impressed ad industry peers it left
audiences distinctly unmoved.”
iNews Aug 2021

Pull Agency research May 2022
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#1 PURPOSE DOESN’T
DRIVE PERFORMANCE

#2 CONSUMERS AREN’T
BUYING ON ETHICS

“Purpose-driven advertising remains a big trend, but it
doesn’t always translate into performance”.

“According to IPSOS, only 12% of
millennials have chosen a brand
because of its morally responsible
behaviour.”

Jon Evans CMO, System1

“Social purpose messaging actually ranks lowest in
terms of motivation...For instance, only 10% of UK adults
say a position on social issues would make them buy
a product – and that’s the same across all age groups.
Instead the key things consumers consider are factors
like value for money at 82% and reliability at 67%.”
Andrew Tenzer, Marketing Week Oct 2021

Forbes Feb 2021

#3 EVEN DURING
LOCKDOWN – PURPOSE
WAS NOT A SIGNIFICANT
PURCHASE DRIVER
“Social issues/Political Stance are not
key purchase considerations for most
- and trail significantly behind value,
quality and reliability”
Andrew Tenzer, Reach Solutions April 2020

#4 SOCIAL VALUES DON’T
SHAPE CONSUMER ACTION
“Only 18% of consumers are “valuesmotivated consumers” who take hard
actions based on their convictions when it
comes to spending.”
Forrester Nov 2021

3. PURPOSE ISN’T WORKING

e
s
o
p
r
Pu doesn’t
#1

D

e
t
a
i
t
n
e
r
e
f
if
#2

“Purpose could be ‘the death of brands’, “Brand purpose is mostly nonsense
warns Byron Sharp.
talk. There are a couple of brands, like
Ben and Jerry’s…they were founded
The widespread adoption of social
with purpose first. But for most of the
purpose, he argued, could lead to
brands in the room, the banks and
brands becoming too similar and
telcos, these noble purposes that
consequently being picked off by
all sound the same – they are not
private labels.
differentiated, customers don’t give
Speaking at the Festival of Marketing:
a shit”
The Year Ahead today (18 October),
Mark Ritson, Marketing Week, 2017
Sharp, director of the Ehrenberg-Bass
Institute and long-time critic of brand
purpose, argued that from a branding
perspective, if a company goes down
this route “it’s just so easy to copy”.
Marketing Week Oct 2021

#3

#4

“If you ‘start with why’ you get
“Furthermore, while social preferences
led in a very generic direction. It
undoubtedly are an inherent aspect
tends to lead to very samey, vague
of consumption, the causes that
propositions. Every brand becomes
matter most on an individual level
another version of ‘we’re here to make differ greatly. In order to appeal to
the world a better place’ and the whole as many of their potential buyers as
point of branding is meant to be to
possible, brands inevitably end up
make you different, distinctive, and
with a lowest common denominator.
memorable”
This, in turn, means that there is
no differentiation, and rather than
Nick Asbury - March 2022, Gasp Podcast
be voices for good, they become echoes
of one another. From a positioning
perspective, brand purpose becomes
pointless.”
JP Castlin, The Drum, 2018

#5

“Ads that are made today are not
commercials, but mood films. There is
only one emotion in advertising now
– and it is to indicate that brands are
virtuous and worthy of your business.”
“The tone of voice is the same for
every brand,”
Trevor Beattie, Telegraph, 2021
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“Field’s analysis demonstrated, quite
clearly, that the average purpose
campaign was significantly less
likely to generate very strong,
long-term business effects when
compared with “traditional” nonpurpose campaigns.”

“An awful lot” of purpose
advertising doesn’t have much,
“if any” consumer effectiveness
to talk about”

“The inbuilt observation throughout
was that brand purpose was in
general less effective across most,
but not all, metrics than other
advertising approaches and at the
very least needed to improve its act.”

“It’s just confirmation bias at best.

“I’ve dug deep into these claims, from
purchases to stock prices and most
anything in-between. At best, it is a
dubious correlation in flawed research.
More than anything, however, it is a
Woozle effect (evidence by repetition).”

Mark Ritson, Marketing Week, Jan 2022

Peter Field, MW OCT 15 2021

Brand Purpose: is it really all
misguided?
Peter Field, IPA Oct 2021

Preaching at worst (well meanin… but
that doesn’t make it true).”
Byron Sharp, July 2021

JP Castlin, July 2021
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4. WHEN PURPOSE WINS, WHO LOSES?
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WHY DO PEOPLE GET UPSET
WITH PURPOSE BRANDS?
APART FROM THE DRAMATIC
LOSS IN EFFECTIVENESS? AND
THE CORPORATE SANCTIMONY.
AND THE HYPOCRISY. WELL IT’S
THE DESTRUCTIVE EFFECTS ON
CONSUMER TRUST MAINLY. THAT,
AND THE LACK OF ANY FUNNY
ADS ON TELLY.

How can anyone really have a
problem with purpose?.

“How can you object to
elevating projects that
address trans rights,
female empowerment and
voter registration in black
communities? That has
to be a good thing, right?
Shouldn’t we encourage
businesses to do this stuff,
whatever it takes?
Nick Asbury, ‘When Purpose Wins,
Who Loses?’ July 2021

Surely purpose, whilst not perfect,
is net positive for the industry,
consumers, and the planet alike?
Well hang on a minute.
There’s downsides to the mass
participation in purpose we’re
witnessing today that tend to get
glossed over by purpose-advocates.

The marketing industry’s pursuit
of purpose comes with a hefty bill
attached.

corresponds with a rising tide of
consumer cynicism in brands and
their advertising.

Shrewd observers are pointing
out how purpose is being used as
a smokescreen by unscrupulous
businesses, muddying the waters
for less-than-saintly corporations
everywhere, who get to dress-up like
progressive businesses whilst acting
like hypocrites and paying no taxes.

“Woke-washing is polluting
purpose. It’s putting in peril
the very thing which offers us
the opportunity to help tackle
many of the world’s issues.
What’s more, it threatens to
further destroy trust in our
industry, when it’s already in
short supply.”

Others are concerned that the
trend towards brand purpose gets
in the way of the industry making
better work (read funnier, edgier,
character-driven, more effective),
leaving consumers unengaged and
unmoved. And it’s worth observing
here the role of Award shows here
that seem to strongly favour work
imbued with strong social purpose
(At Cannes last year, 34 out of 43
Grands Prix were cause-related or
social purpose-driven.)
But most importantly, certainly to
those of us here at Craft, is that the
rise in purpose-based advertising

Alan Jope, Unilever, June 2019

Trust in business is at its lowest ever
level according to Edelman’s latest
barometer. Could it be that a rash of
badly executed purpose-campaigns
are eroding trust in advertisers,
advertising, and the value it creates
for business?
People’s faith in brands is on
increasingly shaky ground.

4. WHEN PURPOSE WINS, WHO LOSES?
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“Business today is like a competitive
“Time and again we encounter the lofty,
sport where players can score points
admirable sheen of brand purpose
and win by playing dirty. Corporations only to discover it flakes off with
are playing the game in ways that
even the slightest scratch to reveal a
The rationale of the C-suite is
darker, more commercial sub-surface
harm
the
public
interest,
driven
by
a
transparent: what we deny the
beneath. Starbucks’ famous mission
common purse, we redress, or at least complex web of legal obligations and
financial incentives designed to extract ‘to inspire and nurture the human
muddy, in other ways. It is not just
profits
over purpose at every turn.
spirit — one person, one cup and one
guilt that makes a multinational speak
neighbourhood at a time’ is about
the argot of the cultural left. It is not
Existing models of stakeholder
as lofty as it gets. But it contradicts
just naïveté that induces a bank to hire capitalism require people who have
mightily
the company’s abject inability
phalanxes of grifting sustainability
done business in certain ways their
to align its tax responsibilities
consultants. It is a calculation.
entire careers to embrace “social
accordingly”.
A sly fox is throwing hounds
purpose”, even though they remain
off the scent.”

incentivised to do the opposite.”

“Corporate woke washing muddies “Purpose is the reality distortion field.
the waters for the genuinely new
Switching that distortion field off won’t
and progressive. Ever since the
affect the truly ethical businesses.
advent of ‘brand purpose’, corporates
But it will affect the businesses who
have indulged in endless virtuetrade off it cynically, and the greater
signalling, and it’s been hard to assess number of well-meaning companies
meaningful change. Marketing will
who scramble their internal moral
quickly ingest trendlines like Greta
compasses by believing in a true north
Thunberg, the pandemic or Black Lives that doesn’t exist...
Matter and ‘woke wash’ their way
Purpose is really the business world
to some extra PR. This constant din
saying ‘leave us alone, we can handle
makes it much harder for a scale-up
the societal side’ when really we need
brand with a genuine difference to cut to NOT leave business alone.”
through.”

Financial Times, Janan Ganesh, June 2021

Tariq Fancy, Ex Chief Investment Officer,
Blackrock FT, Feb 2022

Guardian 2019

“At this point, it is natural to contrast
the piety of the modern corporation
with its rococo tax schemes.

Mark Ritson, Marketing Week, 2019

Nick Asbury Oct 2021

4. WHEN PURPOSE WINS, WHO LOSES?
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“Many Cannes winners were “purposedriven” ads, showing brands including Nike
and Burger King as planet-saving forces for
good. Awards went to campaigns addressing
plastic pollution, trans equality, racial justice,
disability rights and climate change. Yet
research by market researchers System
1, found that while this stuff impressed ad
industry peers it left audiences distinctly
unmoved.“For the most-awarded campaigns
in the world to be no better than the average
campaign is a quite shocking state of
affairs.”The findings, he believes, show that
adland has an “obsession with social
purpose” and is “disconnected from the
society that we serve”.
Ian Burrell, iNews, Aug 2021
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“Purpose is another massive distraction, a
way of being cool. Saving the planet is
an important thing, but the idea that
this is what advertising agencies do is
completely illusory. Good advertising is
basically something popular, something
that people like and something that makes
brands famous. If those propositions are
seen as in any way contrarian and/or
provocative, then the advertising industry
really has got something seriously wrong.
Paul Feldwick, campaign 2021

“Advertising, an industry that has always taken pride in
making the audience smile, is increasingly turning its
back on humour. Funny ads get caught in a squeeze between
worthy, purpose-driven work that gets industry approval
on the one hand, and the flat, message-heavy style of online
ads on the other. But humour should always have a place in
advertising for one simple reason—it works...
If people like an ad, they’ll like the brand a little more too....
The fact is that there is a serious case for humor. It sells
stuff. Orlando Wood’s “Look out” includes a meta-analysis
of campaign case studies that shows how using humor in an
ad makes it more likely to achieve major business effects, like
profit growth or share gain. All those puns, jokes and pratfalls
aren’t a distraction from sales efforts. They are the sales efforts.
It’s time more brands started taking humor seriously again,
because the chances are that if audiences are laughing, they’re
also buying.
Adage Oct 2021

“What a general audience
wants is to be entertained by
advertising...Because when you
are entertained, you remember it
and you feel positively towards the
brand..But we’ve got clear evidence
that there has been a consistent
long-time decline in the use of
humour in advertising. ”
Jon Evans, System1

4. WHEN PURPOSE WINS, WHO LOSES?

Consumers’ faith in brands is on
increasingly shaky ground. Havas’
global 2021 Meaningful Brands survey
released today finds a deep skepticism
across society: 71% of consumers
surveyed have little faith that brands
will deliver on their promises saying
they are tired of brands pretending they
want to act for the good of society when
they are mostly out to generate profits.

According to a study carried out by BVA
for Parisian advertising agency Babel,
which involved 1,002 people over the age
of 18, three out of five people in France
are skeptical about brands that claim
to do good and commit to a purpose.

“The great irony here being that
a response which has resulted in
advertising people pretending, for
example, that a brand of carbonated
sugar water can solve some of society’s
biggest issues, will actually have the
opposite of the intended consequence:
most of the pseudo-purposeful
advertising out there just makes ad
people and their output seem even
more deceitful.”
Tom Roach, 2021

“There is a sense that advertising strives
to be aspirational, but simply ends up
fabricating reality. This only contributes
to a feeling of scepticism and distrust
towards the advertising industry. So in
a world where facts can be checked in a
matter of seconds, it is more important
than ever that brands are seen to be
behaving responsibly. In fact, they are
undermining their own credibility in
a number of different ways. Firstly,
as brands move from propositions to
‘purpose’, they leave themselves open
to scorn. With a cynical starting
point, a brand’s purpose is viewed
as inauthentic until people have seen
it put into action with their own eyes.
This perceived lack of authenticity is
having a profound impact on trust.”
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The global study, which has been running
since 2009, finds consumer cynicism is
at an all-time high, leading Havas to say
that we’re entering the “Age of Cynicism.”

Adweek, July 2021

“There is more purpose-washing than there
was maybe five years ago…There’s more
of a commercial incentive to look like
you’re being purposeful…People are a bit
more skeptical than they were”
Lucy Jameson, co-founder of
Uncommon Creative Studio
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Andrew Tenzer, 2017

In our frenzy for purpose, we’re
driving consumers to be more
skeptical of brands and their
motivations; 53% think brands
“trustwash,*” or aren’t as committed
to helping society as they claim’

“A big part of the problem, according
to Trinity Mirror, is the “arrogance” of
brands adopting an ill-fitting purpose,
leading to increased cynicism among
consumers. The research says 58% of
adults don’t trust a brand until they
have seen ‘real world proof’ that it
has kept its promises…“There can be
huge exaggeration around purpose for
some brands, to the point it is incredibly
far-fetched...Brands have underlying
consumer cynicism as a starting point.”
Marketing Week 2017

Quartz, April 2021, Edelman, 2019

“People are right to be cynical about
the intentions of business, period, and
if you want to be cynical about the
intentions of our business, that’s fine
— that’s probably a healthy, natural
posture to start with”
Patagonia Chief Executive Ryan Gellert,
LA TIMES May 2021

Recent years of signalling advocacy
through green-washing, purpose-washing
and most recently woke-washing has
left consumers with little confidence in
the authenticity of brand messaging.
Protein’s 2017 Youth Report found
that 22% felt they could trust brands
but in 2020 just 4% of our community
felt that brands hold any trust.”
Protein Agency, ‘Influence’ Feb 2022

But consumers are growing weary.
Shoppers increasingly faced with the
à la mode ubiquity of purpose-related
campaigns have started to question
whether brands are really being genuine
with their sentiments or not. This
suspicion is cemented by compelling
evidence. Our research shows just 9%
of shoppers trust a brand when it
says it has a deeper purpose.” Simon
Callender is creative planning director at
Initials.
The Drum July 2021

“Woke-washing is polluting purpose.
It’s putting in peril the very thing which
offers us the opportunity to help tackle
many of the world’s issues. What’s more,
it threatens to further destroy trust
in our industry, when it’s already in
short supply.”
Alan Jope, Unilever, June 2019

“Consumers’ trust in brands’
involvement with social causes is
shaky. 58% think that a lot of that
involvement is insincere – woke-washing
or green-washing.”
Pull Agency Research May 2022
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5. BIG BUSINESS & THE PITFALLS OF PURPOSE
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THE POWER OF PURPOSE LIES IN ITS BELIEVABILITY.
BUT WITH GREEN-WASHING, PURPOSE-WASHING
AND WOKE-WASHING ON THE RISE, THE PRESSURE’S
ON FOR BIG BUSINESSES TO PROVE THEY’RE NOT
JUST FULL OF CRAP...
“The [corporate] sector has
historically been full of shit, and
the sector is still full of shit.”
Patagonia CEO Ryan Gellert Fast Company

Nobody’s perfect.
But Patagonia knows a thing or two
about purpose, and rightly points out
the obvious - that much of what passes
for purpose in the corporate sector
today is indeed full of shit.
And therefore, the key comms
challenge today for any brand seeking
to position on purpose is a seemingly
straightforward one: Prove your brand is
not ‘full of it’
Straightforward yes, but not necessarily
simple.
In a time of rising cynicism and declining
trust, winning the belief of sceptical
consumers is no easy challenge.

And it’s almost impossible without
radically high levels of openness and
authenticity.

But authenticity is hard. Most
businesses were not born with a
purpose beyond maximising profitability.
And when purpose is an afterthought,
you’re forever at a disadvantage
Furthermore, there will always be an
inconvenient tension between trying to
do the right thing as a company, and
the need to compete in a dog-eat-dog
world. And because of this tension,
almost inevitably, a gap emerges
between what a company says it stands
for, and what they actually do. Some
call this gap ‘purpose-washing’.
Others call it ‘Bullshit’...

“In the bad old days of business
companies only had one goal,
to maximise profitability. But
today, a lot of companies say
they’re pursuing a higher goal.
These purpose-led companies
often proclaim that they’re
trying to solve some of the
big problems in the world.
And some of them really are.
But some of them, well, may
suffer from some BS… There
are companies where there is
a gap between word and deed
and that gap appears to be
intentional…They appear to be
trying to mislead people.”
Ty Montague, Calling Bullshit Jan 2022

Efforts to discover and then retrofit a
brand purpose are extremely difficult
to pull off with any credibility in the
corporate sector, and the road to brand
purpose is littered with the smoking
wreckage of purpose campaigns gone
bad from brands that should have
known better.
From the famous fails of Pepsi and
Gillette, to the recently banned
greenwashing efforts from Innocent,
it’s clear that Purpose is a high-risk
route for all but the most authentic
purposeful businesses.

So if campaigning on purpose looks
to be a risky bet for most corporate
brands today, what should they be doing
instead?
Well here at Craft we offer three
remedies for big businesses struggling
to deliver on purpose…

5. BIG BUSINESS & THE PITFALLS OF PURPOSE
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First, it’s time to take whatever action is necessary
to ‘get their own houses in order’.

Second, brands must rediscover their
instincts for commercial effectiveness and
pursue communication strategies more
likely to drive effectiveness - strategies like
humour and character based advertising.
Strategies that simply offer a more reliable
route to commercial results.

“If you want to make the world better,
make yourself better, start inside and
be authentic in your commitments...
“We’re going to change the world” - It’s
an impressive statement but for many
businesses, it’s a platitude. Before you
start thinking about the world, how
about looking a little closer to home?”

#3.
And third - understand that when it comes
to communicating brand purpose, honesty
beats perfection.

“We truly believe that ‘bullshit’ is
a treatable condition. The cure is
positive action….concrete actions the
organisations should take to start
closing the gap between word and deed
and move forward with integrity.”

“The best companies really believe in transparency and about
calling it like it is…People don’t expect perfection today. They
want to know where you are on your journey. Where are you
getting it right? Where are you not getting it right? That sense
of transparency, that sense of lack of perfection, that sense of
honesty that comes from admitting where you get things right
and where you get things wrong, is the thing that builds trust,
and trust today is the most powerful currency.”

Ty Montague, Host of ‘Calling Bullshit’ Podcast 2022

Ty Montague, Host of ‘Calling Bullshit’ Podcast 2022

Neil Barrie, 21st Century Brand Nov 2021
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LAY THE GROUNDWORK,
ESTABLISH A CONNECTION

RAPID REORIENTATION FROM
TRADITIONAL TO PROGRESSIVE
VIEWS OF MASCULINITY

FROM ANGELS TO ACTIVISTS
WITH UNSEEMLY HASTE

“Brands should not be continually
zig-zagging, you can’t suddenly wake
up one day and say the purpose of my
brand is to address this societal issue,
you need to think in 10- or 20-year
horizons, to build a reputation and talk
with consistency about a subject matter,
and ideally it should link directly to
what the brand’s role is in the world.”

“Gillette’s new ad will trash its sales and be the
year’s worst marketing move.

Observe the ongoing Victoria’s Secret
rebrand and marvel at the sheer audacity of
switching out Angels and replacing them with
Activists. The brand’s new mission, to become
“the world’s leading advocate for women”
stretches credulity to breaking point.

Alan Jope, The Irish Times, Feb 2022

Gillette’s purpose-driven attempt to revitalise
its slogan, ‘The best a man can get’, isn’t just a
waste of ad budget but an expensive exercise in
destroying its dominant market share”
Mark Ritson Marketing Week 2019

“Does the brand really believe in the new women it’s
promoting, or has it created the VS Collective as a lastminute attempt to save the business from going bust?
Today’s audiences are far too savvy not to ask these
questions and will see right through your marketing.”
Jeetendr Sehdev, Forbes, June 2021

HELLMAN’S DISCOVERS
ITS PURPOSE, AFTER
109 YEARS...

“A company which feels it has to
define the purpose of Hellmann’s
mayonnaise has in our view
clearly lost the plot”
“The Hellmann’s brand has
existed since 1913 so we would
guess that by now consumers
have figured out its purpose
(spoiler alert — salads and
sandwiches).”
Terry Smith CEO Fundsmith,
FT Jan 2022
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YOU CAN’T REVERSE INTO PURPOSE

“You can’t reverse into a mission and values
through marketing. The organisations that
are struggling with this are probably the ones
that are thinking about marketing first .The
role of marketing is to authentically elevate
that mission and purpose and engage people
in it, but the purpose needs to be the business.”
Alex Weller, Patagonia, Marketing Week 2018

WALK FIRST, TALK SECOND

“The strong view that we have is that the walk
has to precede the talk, so Dove can only talk
authentically about helping a young person’s
self-esteem because we’ve helped 60 million
young people address the issue.”
Alan Jope, Unilever CEO, The Irish Times, Feb 2022

ALL TALK, NO ACTION

ALL POSTURE, NO SUBSTANCE

Exhibit A: Why boards no longer take
marketing seriously

“Fearless Girl,” the statue of a defiant girl
placed to face down the Wall Street bull
statue, was quickly lauded as a powerful
example of a societal stance. But almost
as quickly, the company behind it, State
Street Global Advisors, came under fire for
systemic issues of gender pay equity and a
lack of female executives.”
The Guardian 2018
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HALF-BAKED

HALF-ASSED

HALF-COMMITTED

HALF-TRUE

A slice of provocation with a dollop of
insincerity proves not to be a recipe
for success for Burger King. Burger
King spent less on an International
WomenÕs Day bursary for female
chefs than it spent on a New York
Times ad to highlight its good deed.

Frito Lay and Lebron James shoot their
shot but miss with this dribbling bythe-numbers generic purpose twaddle

FIFA celebrating Pride month just
looks phoney

Stop Posting Platitudes. Start Fixing
the problem

“Please stop this ludicrously hypocritical
virtue-signalling. You’ve given the World Cup
to a country where it’s illegal to be gay, and
Muslims can be executed for it. If you really
gave a stuff about Pride Month, or gay rights,
you wouldn’t have done that.”

The Gender Pay Gap Bot is
highlighting brands who only pay lip
service to gender equality instead of
fighting for it.

Piers Morgan, June 2022
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6. PURPOSE IS ONLY POWERFUL WHEN IT’S REAL
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BRAND PURPOSE REMAINS A
POWERFUL POSITIONING FOR
THE RIGHT KIND OF BRAND BUT
ITS POWER IS BASED ON ITS
BELIEVABILITY - AND ON THAT
FRONT, IT’S FAR BETTER TO BE
BORN WITH IT, THAN HAVE TO
RETROFIT

“I am seeing a real surge in
challenger brands that are
sustainable by nature and
getting things right from the
beginning and this is already
putting a lot of pressure on a lot
of the purpose BS from the big
brands.”
Thomas Kolster. Creative Review Jan 2022

As we’ve seen previously, many big
brands struggle when attempting
to retrofit a brand purpose to nonpurpose shaped businesses…
But not every brand struggles
to make purpose pay.
In fact, some find positioning
on purpose to be a powerful
differentiator and a source of
rapid growth and added value.

These are brands ‘Born purposeful’,
companies for whom purpose isn’t
an afterthought, but a centrepiece
of their brand positioning and baked
into their business models.
Tom Roach identifies this group as the
group most likely to profit through
purpose, and describes them thus:
“Often founder-led, often small, niche,
usually founded with a societal purpose
and where purpose goes across the whole
business operation…brands with very
clear purposes, and business models
designed to balance purpose and profit.”

Brands born purposeful share some
compelling advantages over their more
traditional competition - less likely
to have skeletons in their closet, no
inconvenient legacies, fewer dodgy
supply chain issues, for example.

And unlike those other businesses,
there’s no need to suddenly ‘pivot
to purpose’, nor attempt to ‘reverse
into purpose’, because the purpose
genuinely is the business, and
has been, since day one..
The born purposeful are more
likely to have their purpose fully
integrated across the business and
be founder-led - and having a founder
that walks the walk can often be
the most powerful media of all.
The bottom line is that when it comes
to purpose, businesses born with it
are simply more believable than those
who discover their purpose later on.

“Years ago I asked Vincent
Stanley, Patagonia’s director
of philosophy and coauthor
of The Responsible Company,
what the most significant piece
of advice he gave startups
and entrepreneurs who came
looking for Patagonia’s secret
sauce. His answer boiled down
to this: The earlier you can build
your values—whether around
sustainability, responsible
supply chains, or social issues–
the better. So do it from the
beginning. Many businesses try
to retrofit for these things after
they’ve hit certain metrics or
growth scale, and it never gets
easier. Be the company you
want to be from Day One.”
Fast Company, Dec 2021

6. PURPOSE IS ONLY POWERFUL WHEN IT’S REAL
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Born purposeful brands don’t all look
the same but instead can be found in
almost every category and come in all
sorts of shapes and sizes.

Many can be the newer, smallish,
challenger-type brands like Madhappy
and Tony’s Chocolonely, both brands
on a mission, seeking to challenge
the belief systems and foundations
underpinning their respective categories.
Craft’s own Who Gives A Crap brand fits
the bills here.
And we can observe that celebrityfronted purpose-led brands are
proliferating fast these days, like Rare
Beauty (Selena Gomez,) and Fenty
(Rihanna), both with the advantages of
high profile founders very much walking
the purposeful walk.
They don’t have to be small though.
Purpose-led brands such as Nike,
Bumble and AIRBNB, whose large size
confounds the notion that purpose is
the sole-preserve of the small and the
brave, and show that, under certain
conditions, purpose can be an effective
tool for brands of all sizes.

And they don’t have to be new either
- brands like Ben & Jerry’s, The Body
Shop and Patagonia all staked a claim
to purpose years ago and never looked
back.

Whilst on the surface this group seems
a relatively diverse bunch, under the
bonnet, all born purposeful brands
share two essential characteristics that
set them apart from the rest.
Firstly, they are ‘Purposeful in Business’
- businesses designed from the ground
up to make the world a better place,
with purpose & profit motives totally
aligned.
The born purposeful are brands that
have been designed with the idea of
making the world a better place right
at the centre of their identity. Morals
and ethics are baked into these
businesses; purpose and profit motives
are aligned From inception, they’ve
been formed with a ‘societal purpose’
that imbues everything they do. The
entire organisation will be pointing at
that Purpose (not just the marketing
department), and purpose is deployed
as an organising idea that drives

everything a brand does, not just its
advertising.

And secondly, they are ‘Authentic
in Communications’ - prioritising
a communications approach that’
designed to win consumer’s trust and
belief.

The purpose brand comms playbook
is pretty unique, being enthusiastically
optimised for authenticity. Brands Born
Purposeful adopt a comms approach
that prioritises honesty, transparency
and commitment. When these brands
speak, they speak with conviction,
stating their beliefs publicly and without
equivocation. They are quick to act,
happy to lead, and always prepared to
take a stand on important issues even
when doing so will cost them money.
These are brands who never need
to stop and think what to say or do because they are driven by deep and
guiding beliefs. And born-purposeful
brands prioritise acts over anthems.
They are actively engaged in the hard
work of solving real problems - not just
lip service. They intuitively understand
that the big problems can’t be solved

alone - and this makes them naturally
more collaborative by design, open to
working with partners and allying with
experts of all kinds to solve problems.
They understand the value of ‘impact
proof’ and make sure that the impact
they’re having in the world is clear.

It’s this authenticity double-whammy
that enables only the born purposeful
to unlock the power of the positioning.
Purpose is only powerful when it is real.
And it is most real for brands born
purposeful.
So when it comes to purpose, it’s better
to be born with it than to retrofit.
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The born purposeful are brands that have been
designed with the idea of making the world a
better place right at the centre of their identity.
Morals and ethics are baked into these businesses;
purpose and profit motives are aligned

Generally sustainable by nature
these brands have been getting
things right from the beginning.

From inception, they’ve been formed with a
‘societal purpose’ that imbues everything they do.

These are the sorts of businesses
whose purpose you believe
in - mostly because the
purpose is the business

The entire organisation will be pointing at that
Purpose (not just the marketing department),
and purpose is deployed as an organising
idea that drives everything a brand does,
not just its narrative or advertising.

No inconvenient legacies. No
lurking skeletons. No hypocrisy.
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The purpose brand comms playbook
is pretty unique, being enthusiastically
optimised for authenticity.
Brands Born Purposeful adopt a comms
approach that prioritises honesty,
transparency and commitment.
When these brands speak, they speak with
conviction, stating their beliefs publicly
and without equivocation. They are quick
to act, happy to lead, and always prepared
to take a stand on important issues even
when doing so will cost them money.

These are brands who never need to stop and think
what to say or do - because they are driven by
deep beliefs. And born-purposeful brands believe
in acts - not anthems. They are actively engaged in
the hard work of solving real problems - not just
lip service. They tend to have realised that the big
problems can’t be solved alone - and this makes
them naturally more collaborative by design, open
to working with partners and allying with experts
of all kinds to guide efforts to solve problems.
They understand the value of impact
proof and take steps to ensure the impact
they’re having in the world is clear.

6. PURPOSE IS ONLY POWERFUL WHEN IT’S REAL

Purposeful in business &
Authentic in comms, it’s the
duality that gives the
purposeful their power
messaging must be matched
by meaningful action
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PURPOSEFULL IN BUSINESSS
Purpose & Profit aligned with
‘Slave Free Chocolate’ model

AUTHENTIC IN COMMS
Open & honest approach
to comms, even when
acknowledging mistakes.
Company reports are publicfacing and spread on social
media. Tony’s helps solve the
child slavery problem by making
it visible. This brand is a rabble
rouser and PR-minded - witness
their xmas calendar stunt. Tony’s
is campaigning on change very
credibly indeed.
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PURPOSEFULL IN BUSINESSS
Madhappy Foundation - 1% all sales
goes to mental health charities

AUTHENTIC IN COMMS
Founder’s stories front and
centre, and a consistent
presence as anchors of content
and interviews. Madhappy wears
its heart on its sleeve, making
bold, visible and optimistic
statements publicly. Local
Optimist content series is
dedicated to supporting those
effected by mental health
issues. This is a brand built in
partnership with other local
likeminded brands of positivity
in the LA area.
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PURPOSEFULL IN BUSINESSS
Rare Impact Fund $100m over ten
years to mental health charities,
overseen by Rare Beauty Mental
Health Council

AUTHENTIC IN COMMS
Led by a founder with a story that
strongly aligns with the brand, Selena
Gomez walks the walk with honesty
openness and transparency. The open
letter in the NYT was a bold statement
of brand values publicly made. Rare
Chats provide a space to talk about
mental health issues. Real expertise
has been baked into the business
via the creation of the Rare Beauty
Mental Health Council. The brand leads
on change by advocating for Mental
Health education to be taught in US
secondary schools.
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#1 DEEPER BONDS, AND LOYALTY

#2 MENTAL AVAILABILITY

#3 DISTINCTIVENESS

#4 DIFFERENTIATION

“The company’s expressions of principle serve, rather, to
cement its long-term standing with socially minded fans.
Loyalty is pretty valuable in this business...If we share values
on climate, same-sex marriage rights, racism, I think that’s
a deeper bond than sugar and fat.”

“Every brand needs a hook to be more
than a commodity, and it might as well
be a positive social impact that the
brand can genuinely influence and get
some credit for. Real Beauty passes
the Mental Availability test.”

“Purpose only works when it makes the
brand Distinctive. Dove works because
it’s Distinctive, not because it’s purposeful
(Byron talks about getting additional shelf
space, but that’s BS too). The advertising is
quite Distinctive. I saw a study that showed
something like 80% of people recognized the
style of models used by Dove, but less that
40% could correctly attribute the line “Real
Beauty.”

“In fmcg, the value placed on purpose is
epitomised by the likes of Tony’s Chocolonely,
one of the fastest-growing chocolate brands
in the UK with sales increasing 252.9%
in 2020 alone, according to Nielsen. That
success can’t be divorced from its social
conscience, believes UK and Ireland country
manager Ben Greensmith. “Our social
mission is a big part of what sets us
apart from the competition.”

Ken Muench CMO YUM brands, Jun 2020

The Grocer, Feb 2021

Jostein Solheim former CEO B&J, Bloomberg 2020

“Now, I think the people who follow us on social media may
do so because they connect with our values. And that’s
good. Many years ago, [co-founder] Ben [Cohen] had this
insight that the strongest bond you can create with
customers is around a shared set of values. Moving
beyond that, it’s just a commercial transaction. We do make
a great ice cream. But what drives the loyalty and love
for this brand are the things that we believe.”
Jostein Solheim former CEO B&J, Bloomberg 2020

Tom Morton , Global CSO, RGA, May 2021
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HENRY DAVID THOREAU, 1852

7. HOW TO BUILD A PURPOSE BRAND TO BELIEVE IN TODAY

a
d
l
i
u
b
o
t
d
w
n
o
a
H urpose Br
n
i
P
e
v
l
e
a
i
e
l
e
R
b
to
THE PLAYBOOK FOR THE GENUINELY
PURPOSEFUL BUSINESSES OF TODAY

Building a real purpose brand today with
comms is hard.
And building a real purpose brand
without a purposeful business behind
it is really hard (and we’d suggest you
probably not bother trying)

“My view is that if being
purposeful means doing ads
to you, then you’re probably
doing it wrong.”

Tom Roach, 2020

As we’ve seen, consumers are cynical
of most brand’s purpose claims, and,
with the general overexposure of
purpose-washing and widespred brand
bullshitery, who can blame them?

So how do today’s real purpose brands
overcome consumer cynicism?

Today’s real purpose brand must
overcome consumer cynicism by
going the extra mile to prove their
authenticity.

Here at Craft we’ve identified a series
of comms principles used by the
world’s leading purposeful brands
that help build the perceptions of
authenticity and win consumer’s trust
and belief.

And that’s going to be a struggle if all
you’re armed with is socially progressive
tweets and a TVC

By making sure they’re
built for authenticity.

These align around two
fundamental requirements:
#1: Signalling Identity
#2: Solving Real Problems

7. HOW TO BUILD A PURPOSE BRAND TO BELIEVE IN TODAY
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BEHAVIOURS ALIGN
AROUND TWO KEY THEMES:
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Brands positioning on purpose must not
only show they care , but also show why
they care. They achieve this by strongly
signalling their values and identity,
demonstrating their heritage and
origin stories, relevant connection and
profound commitment to the cause.

For the aspiring purpose-brand of today, credibility comes from operating
at a new altitude, closer to ground level and more engaged with the world
and with real people . They build stuff that solves real problems. They
collaborate with others to do the hard work. They are prepared to fight for
what’s right when required – but also retain sufficient gravitas to engage
in the serious work of advocacy in order to drive meaningful change in the
status quo. The purposeful brand is all about action.

7. HOW TO BUILD A PURPOSE BRAND TO BELIEVE IN TODAY
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#1 SHARE YOUR TRUTHS,
LIVE YOUR VALUES

#2 COMMIT TO
SOMETHING

#3 BOLD POSITIONS,
PUBLICLY STATED

#4 ALWAYS BE
SIGNALLING

Today’s purpose brands must not only
show they care, but also show why they
care. They achieve this by strongly signalling
their values and identity, demonstrating
their authenticity, relevant connection
and deep commitment to the cause. In
this endeavour, a brand’s origin story can
be particularly helpful - and if you have a
founder with a personal connection to the
cause, so much the better. Someone who
embodies this alignment of ‘personal story’
with ‘brand ethos’ is Selena Gomez, and
her Rare Beauty brand built on a mission to
improve Mental Health

If you want to make an impact with
purpose, you must commit, because
it is through commitment that a brand
signals its deeply held beliefs

Real Purpose brands are best
built in public and without
equivocation.

There’s a lot of convenient brand
virtue signalling out there - and
so much of it seems fleeting
and transitory, perfunctory and
performative. Yet the brands that
constantly and continually make
their view heard are the ones that
come across as more believable
and authentic. In the social media
age, a Purpose brands must
maintain a constant drumbeat of
their values.

#1 The Purpose-led Brand must be
unequivocal in message and deed
#2 The purpose-led brand must be prepared to
weather the storms of contrary public opinion
#3 The purpose-led brand must be prepared
risk alienating some fans/customers in
order to build stronger bonds with others
#4 The purpose-led brand must stick to its
convictions - even when they cost money
#5 The purpose-led brand’s
commitment must be enduring

In an age of endless message
personalisation and microtargeting, there’s unique power
in the publicly stated position
that sets out what you believe,
what you’re for, and what you
are against. And don’t pull your
punches – go all-in or not at all

7. HOW TO BUILD A PURPOSE BRAND TO BELIEVE IN TODAY
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#5 BUILD SOMETHING,
SOLVE PROBLEMS

#6 TEAM UP
TOGETHER

#7 ROUSE THE
RABBLE

#8 LEAD ON
CHANGE

AirBnB hosting refugees

Rare Beauty Mental Health Council

Patagonia

Today’s real purpose brands make a
positive contribution to the culture of
the causes they back. It’s essential to
show proof of impact in the real world

Brands are not superheroes and they
often don’t have all the answers.

Every brand that wants to serve a
purpose beyond profit should be
rousing the rabble – getting consumers
fired up and ready to fight for change

Savage x Fenty show representing the
new normal on diversity and inclusion

Brands with real purpose team
up with experts, working together
to tackle tough problems

And real purpose brands don’t mind
ruffling the odd feather to get the
job done

It is always risky to genuinely take the
lead on change – but taking the risk
proves a brand cares. Brands that lead
on change get rewarded.
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8. LET’S MAKE PURPOSE REAL AGAIN
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“It’s time to stop feeding this
narrative that has dominated
the last decade. Turn off the dry
ice machine that provides the
corporate atmospherics. See the
world as it is.”

Nick Asbury, When Purpose Wins, Who Loses,
2021

In the end, we think it comes down to this.
Purpose can be the right strategy for
some, but too often it’s being used by
the wrong sorts of businesses, and it’s
frequently being communicated in the
wrong sorts of ways.

Our view here at Craft is that unless
you have a business that is genuinely
invested in helping make the world a
better place, you probably shouldn’t be
talking about purpose at all.

Purpose, after all, is only powerful when
it is real.
But there is a counter-argument to all
this - lets call it the ‘Every Little Helps’
school of thought, and it goes like this:
We have to start somewhere. Surely any
progress made with purpose is a good
thing. Even baby steps are steps towards a
better future… A brand should not have to
take a purity test before adopting a cause.
To which we reply “Get Lost Hippies”
No we don’t.

But the arguments made in favour of
the “Every Little Helps” position seldom
acknowledge the significant costs
And as we have seen, when brand purpose incurred by the popularity of brand
is deployed by the less than genuine,
purpose. The loss of effectiveness. The
then the results are very often less than
erosion of trust. The failure to connect
spectacular.
with audiences. The crap ads.

That’s why we believe that the use of
purpose as a communications strategy
should be firmly reined in. The best
way advertising can help solve some
of the problems faced by the world is
not with more purpose campaigns but less - and redirected towards real
purpose brands that genuinely make a
difference.
Not communicating purpose doesn’t
mean a brand doesn’t have any, as
recently noted by Mark Ritson:

“Choosing not to position on
purpose does not mean your
organisation is evil. Indeed,
there are plenty of companies
quietly operating with purpose
while opting not to position
explicitly upon it through their
marketing. For two decades,
Pret a Manger has quietly
taken unsold sandwiches off

its shelves and, rather than
discounting or dumping them,
distributed them to shelters
and food banks. Pret doesn’t
talk much about this at all. It
continues to position on fresh,
handmade food instead.”

So where does this leave us and where
do we go from here?
It is clearly a thorny subject and nobody
has all the answers. But after spending
a bit of time looking into this area it’s
hard to escape the conclusion that a
lot of things would be better if some
changes were made to the way we use
brand purpose.
It’s time to stage an intervention, and
we offer a three-point plan that we
think will help improve commercial
effectiveness, boost the growth of
purposeful brands, and help rebuild
trust in advertising.
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All businesses can and should
contribute towards a better world.

But there’s a difference between doing the right
thing and talking about doing the right thing.

“Why does doing good always
have to come with a logo in the
corner and a sales message…

We’re all in favour of the former, and companies of
every size and shape should take steps towards
meeting their societal and environmental obligations.

Why does philanthropy have
to be so noisy?”

But do they need to make it the subject of their
communications?

Nick Asbury Gasp Podcast March 2022

No.
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For most big business, legacy brands and corporate
converts today, it’s time to stop trying to position on
purpose.
It’s not really serving their interests well, and worse,
it’s giving our industry a bad name.
Most businesses can make the biggest impact by
focusing on their own issues rather than trying
to solve bigger problems in the world - so fix
these issues before participating in the purpose
conversation.
Far better for erstwhile Purpose-Washers to redirect
their efforts towards other strategies more likely to
drive effectiveness.
Because as the world enters what appears to be a
period of significant financial turbulence, we need
a whole-hearted focus on competitiveness, selling
and growth. And inflation will only push advertising
effectiveness higher up the corporate agenda.

So let’s make effectiveness the priority
again , whilst reminding ourselves of
the recent comments from Sharon
White CEO John Lewis.

“Making a profit is a passport
to doing good’
Retail Week March 2022
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When the big corporates press pause on purpose, a
space and an opportunity opens up for real purpose
brands, the brands that don’t have to over promise or
lie about their societal value or virtue.
Let their voices be heard!

We believe the only brands that should be
positioning on purpose are the genuinely purposeful
brands who are in the business of making the world
a better place.
As an industry, let’s put our collective energies into
building the next generation of real purpose brands
Using communications to highlight their unique
authenticity across all that they do.
Let’s use the power of purposeful comms to
transform today’s real purpose brands into the
market leaders of tomorrow.
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And in taking on steps 1,2, and 3, we may hope
to positively influence trust in brands and their
claims

The low levels of trust consumers have for
advertising and brand claims have been around
for a long time, and a decade of purpose
washing hasn’t helped solve this deep-seated
image issue.
In setting out this three-point plan, we know
we’re advocating for a big change in direction.
Purpose is well entrenched across the industry,
it has a lot of smart and well-meaning
advocates , and change wont happen overnight.
But what we can do support and explain it.

And so with that in mind Craft has set up an
Instagram Channel dedicated to calling out
some of the baloney around purpose whilst
celebrating the best of the born purposeful
brands emerging today.
Come and join us there…

instagram.com/
thenewrulesofbrandpurpose
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#1

#2

PURPOSE IS ONLY
POWERFUL WHEN IT IS REAL

KEEP PURPOSE FOR THE
GENUINELY PURPOSEFUL

In 2022 you’ll not get far with
Purpose unless it’s real.

There’s a difference between
purpose as a commercial strategy,
and purpose as a comms strategy.
Only business that is genuinely
invested in helping make the
world a better place should be
communicating around purpose

Authenticity is the new benchmark
against which every brand, business
and individual is now judged.
Keep it real.

#3

#4

Authenticity is the watchword for
the aspiring purpose brand – and
this requires an alignment between
a purposeful business and an
authentic approach to comms

A purpose brand must show
that it cares, and prove that it
is having an impact in tackling
the issue

ANY ASPIRING PURPOSE
BRAND MUST WIN THE
TRUST AND BELIEF OF THE
SCEPTICAL CONSUMER

PURPOSEFUL
COMMUNICATIONS SHOULD
FOCUS ON SIGNALLING
AND SOLVING
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Head of Insight, Craft Media
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Founder, Craft Media
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