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Awareness around the benefits of corporate purpose is growing but it remains a big-firm 
story. To reap its full potential we need all firms engaged, big and small.  

Against the backdrop of a global pandemic, many companies are seeking to redefine 
themselves around both ESG and Corporate Social Purpose. They are taking on a new role 
as a positive, proactive force in tackling societal challenges, leading the drive to net zero 
and championing sustainability. In doing so, their focus is on creating both shareholder 
value and societal value, using their influence to help address the economic and social 
dislocation wrought by Covid-19. However, to succeed, this movement also needs to 
engage and inspire all businesses. Not just the large, publicly-traded corporations but the 
millions of small and medium-sized business that account for 99% of firms and two out of 
three private sector jobs in the OECD. 

Leading with a strong, clear social purpose is big business.  In 2019, even before the 
pandemic, the Business Roundtable, a group of 180 CEOs of the largest firms in the US, 
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pledged to focus their businesses on all stakeholders – consumers, communities, 
employees, suppliers – not just shareholders. 

Indeed, all stakeholders are playing a part in making this change. The seismic shift towards 
purpose has been inspired, instigated and amplified by socially conscious consumers, 
responsible investors and newly empowered employees who are seizing this moment to 
drive fundamental change. 

It is also being driven by companies who increasingly recognise that social purpose can 
generate win-wins. Through higher profits from the adoption of more efficient and 
sustainable production processes, especially on energy, water, and waste; or from 
attracting consumers, including downstream firms and governments, who increasingly 
favour firms that embrace models of equity and sustainability; and, of course, through 
boosts to productivity engendered by a more motivated and engaged work force. 

It is therefore no coincidence that companies that adopt a social purpose are also being 
rewarded with investment capital. Globally over USD30 trillion of global assets now 
incorporate some level of environmental, social and governance (ESG) considerations; an 
increase of more than 30% since 2016. 

The evidence on the benefits is not new. Social economy organisations and social 
enterprises have long pioneered human-centric business and governance models, which 
pair profits with social, societal and increasingly environmental objectives. These 
businesses have always had a social purpose at their core and have helped mainstream 
ideals such as fair trade, organic food, ethical finance and meaningful jobs for 
disadvantaged groups. There are now more than 100,000 social enterprises in France and 
Italy and in Canada social enterprises employ more than 254,000 people. 

There is, however, a risk to the sustainability of this purpose-led momentum. There is no 
accepted definition of social purpose nor are there metrics to measure it. Companies, 
including SMEs, are driving blind, without a universally accepted definition of social 
purpose, to guide their actions inform their decisions, or to measure their progress. It is 
critical that SMEs are part of this process. Not just because of their collective scale, but also 
because of their local roots: many SMEs are already providing services and goods to local 
communities, addressing local issues, and have the trust of and access to “hard to reach” 
groups. 

Small firms need standards and measures to enable them to signal their social credentials 
to customers and investors. In some cases more so, where they need to demonstrate these 
to larger firms downstream who need to provide customers assurances over their supply 
chains. Our challenge is therefore to ensure that any system of standards works for all 
firms. 
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Ultimately, without a globally accepted definition, applicable and relevant to small firms, as 
well as large, there is a real, and frankly likely, risk that firms, consumers and investors will 
become sceptical and disillusioned at the lack of substance and meaning behind the 
concept of purpose. It would also derail momentum to design public policies to reward 
firms, especially smaller firms, with a social purpose, including through direct tax credits, 
loans and grants and procurement systems. And above all, it would risk losing the positive 
momentum and potential to embed purpose into building back better. 

This is a challenge that needs to be solved – and it can be. But the march towards a 
workable purpose-based standards all businesses can implement and use, large and 
especially small, needs to start now. 
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