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About RedThread

Sure, we’re experts in performance, people analytics, learning,  
and D&I – and we’re well-versed in the technologies that support 
them. But we’re also truth-seekers and storytellers in an industry  
often short on substance, and too full of @#$%. Our mission (indeed, 
our very reason for existing) is to cut through the noise and amplify 
what’s good. We look for the connections (or red threads) between 
people, data, and ideas – even among seemingly unrelated concepts. 
The result is high-quality, unbiased, transformative foresight that  
helps you build a stronger business. To learn more, reach out to us at  
hello@redthreadresearch.com or visit www.redthreadresearch.com. 
 

mailto:hello%40redthreadresearch.com?subject=
http://www.redthreadresearch.com
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A Note from Our Sponsor

While change is a natural and an unavoidable part of life, no one 
anticipated what we are collectively experiencing in 2020. As we 
cope with the extreme levels of uncertainty and uncontrollable 
circumstances in life today, every single one of us is also striving to 
find meaning and contribute to a more optimistic future, one that is 
led with care, trust and empathy. This is true for how we live, and by 
extension, how we work. 

This pertinent report from RedThread Research explores why 
organizations need talent leaders at every level to exert an active 
role in the conversation around purpose at work, and why purpose-
driven talent practices matter. Because ultimately, when purpose is 
infused into the employee experience, it permeates organizational 
culture, shaping behaviors that reinforce and feed into the value all 
other stakeholders receive.

At Cornerstone, improving the employee experience is at the heart of 
our people development solutions. It’s through this lens that we help 
our clients transform their talent practices and realize the potential of 
their people to change the world. Our company was founded on the 
mission to help organizations develop extraordinary people who deliver 
extraordinary results – and through the passion and dedication of 
our people, we have been able reach over 75 million life-long learners 
globally. We are also deeply committed to following a purpose-driven 
model that defines how we work together across Cornerstone’s global 
workforce to support our clients and achieve our mission.

By creating a workplace culture built on purpose, we’ve been able 
to meaningfully give back to our communities. We’re proud to 
work together as an organization to launch Cornerstone Cares, 
a free learning resource, to continue our non-profit work with 
the Cornerstone OnDemand Foundation and to provide learning 
opportunities for our own people through dedicated days for peer-
to-peer learning, what we call Development Days. We believe it’s 
not only possible, but beneficial, to achieve business success while 
operating with a purpose-driven mindset.
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Whether your organization is well on its way to becoming a 
purpose-driven organization or is just embarking on this journey 
now, a critical step is ensuring your talent programs reinforce your 
organization’s purpose. We hope this research supports your journey 
to drive transformative action within your organization. In times 
of uncertainty, it may feel easier for purpose to take a back seat, 
but research shows that leading with a purpose-driven mindset 
will benefit your stakeholders now and set your organization up for 
success in the years to come.

We are delighted to share these insights with you in hopes that 
the successes of purpose-driven organizations can inspire a more 
positive future for all.

Heidi Spirgi

Chief Marketing and Strategy Officer

Cornerstone 

About Cornerstone

Cornerstone is a premier people development company. We believe 
people can achieve anything when they have the right development 
and growth opportunities. We offer organizations the technology, 
content, expertise and specialized focus to help them realize the 
potential of their people. Featuring comprehensive recruiting, 
personalized learning, modern training content, development-driven 
performance management and holistic employee data management 
and insights, Cornerstone’s people development solutions are used by 
approximately 6,300 clients of all sizes, spanning more than 75 million 
users across over 180 countries and 50+ languages. Learn more at  
www.cornerstoneondemand.com. 

http://www.cornerstoneondemand.com
http://www.cornerstoneondemand.com/
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Introduction

Who will take care of me? 

Many of us have pondered this question at one point or another 
since we were kids. Perhaps it’s because as babies we enter the 
world utterly helpless. We depend on our caregivers to meet our 
most basic needs – food, shelter, safety, human connection. 

As we age, many of us encounter a related, yet more existential 
question: A question that has been further underscored by the 
historically significant events of 2020 – from the COVID-19 pandemic 
to Black Lives Matter (#BLM) and the fight for social equality.

How can I help others? 

These two questions point to the fact that we are humans – and 
we have a deep desire to individually contribute to something 
greater than ourselves. As such, organizations serve as conduits for 
individuals to help others through their work. Ultimately, it’s humans 
who comprise organizations and influence their purpose.

This couldn’t be more true today. The flurry of significant events in 
2020 have built a sense of urgency to act for the greater good of 
humankind. As a result, we’ve seen innumerable organizations rise 
to the occasion by addressing the needs of multiple stakeholders.1 
It’s been heartening to see people and organizations step up to the 
plate in such challenging times. 

Yet, we believe organizations face a moment of truth: 

Will they stick to contributing to the greater good once the 
immediate crisis passes or will they revert to the shareholder-
as-king model in the “next normal”? 

1 “Do The Right Thing? 3 Companies Showing Exemplary Leadership During The Pandemic,” Forbes.com / 
Jason Wingard, March 2020.

We humans have a deep 
desire to individually 
contribute to something 
greater than ourselves 
– and, ultimately, it’s 
humans who comprise 
organizations and 
influence their purpose.

https://www.forbes.com/sites/jasonwingard/2020/03/27/do-the-right-thing-3-companies-showing-exemplary-leadership-during-the-pandemic/#51be7f6a53e6
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There’s strong evidence that organizations with a strong sense 
of purpose should stick with contributing to the greater good. In 
Edelman’s latest Trust Barometer, 73% of people believe a company 
can both take actions that increase profits and improve the 
communities in which it operates.2 

Recent research shows that purpose-driven organizations build 
stronger consumer brand loyalty than others. In fact, consumers of 
purpose-driven brands are more willing to defend (73%) a purposeful 
company if someone speaks badly of it, and are more willing to 
forgive (67%) the company if it makes a mistake.3 

Consumers of purpose-driven brands are:

73% more likely to defend that company

67% more likely to forgive a mistake made by such a company

Real-World Threads

Certified B Corporations (B Corps) are particularly good at 
adapting to and surviving challenging times. In the 2008 
financial crisis, B Corps were 64% more likely to survive 
as compared with other businesses.4 These corporations 
go through a stringent review of their impact on workers, 
customers, communities, and environment to earn their 
certification.5 They also require their board of directors to 
balance profit and purpose. 

But beyond certification requirements, what makes purpose-driven 
organizations such as B Corps resilient is their focus on relationships.6 

2 “Global Report: Edelman Trust Barometer 2020,” Edelman Intelligence, 2020.
3 “2018 Cone/Porter Novelli Purpose Study: How to Build Deeper Bonds, Amplify Your Message and Expand 

Your Consumer Base,” Cone / Porter Novelli, 2018.
4 “How This Pandemic Could Help Fix Capitalism,” Forbes.com / Esha Chhabra, April 2020.
5 “About B Corps,” Certified B Corporation, 2020.
6 “In An Economy Ravaged By COVID-19, B Corps Open A Door For Change,” NCSU—Poole College of 

Management News / Shannon Morrison, June 2020.

https://www.edelman.com/trustbarometer
https://www.conecomm.com/research-blog/2018-purpose-study
https://www.conecomm.com/research-blog/2018-purpose-study
https://www.forbes.com/sites/eshachhabra/2020/04/30/how-this-pandemic-could-help-fix-capitalism/#30dd6db22d56
https://bcorporation.net/about-b-corps
https://poole.ncsu.edu/news/2020/06/01/need-to-know-in-an-economy-ravaged-by-covid-19-b-corps-open-a-door-for-change/
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Because they’re deeply committed to multiple stakeholders, they’re 
more willing to adjust in real-time to the needs of their stakeholders. 
This not only makes them more resilient, but also more agile in their 
response to crises.     

With the recent U.S. social movement, Black Lives Matter (BLM), 
purpose-driven organizations have taken action which speaks to 
their core values in standing for issues that impact their employees, 
customers, and the communities in which they do business. As a 
result, for example, many companies recognized “Juneteenth” (June 
19) as a holiday that observes the end of slavery in the United States.7

Real-World Threads

Some examples of what U.S. companies are doing in 
response to #BLM include:8 

• Adidas – Filling at least 30% of all open positions at Adidas 
and Reebok with black or Latinx candidates

• IBM – No longer offering, developing, or researching facial 
recognition technology, citing potential human rights and 
privacy abuses

• Andreesen Horowitz – Donating $2.2 million to start the 
Talent x Opportunity fund to support new businesses in 
underserved communities

• Facebook – Pledging to double the number of black and 
Latinx employees by 2023

• PayPal – Creating a $500 million fund supporting black 
and minority businesses

• YouTube (Google-owned platform) – Supporting the work 
of black creators and artists with a $100 million fund

7 “Here’s What Companies Are Promising to Do to Fight Racism,” The New York Times / Gillian Friedman, June 
22, 2020.

8 Ibid.

Because B Corps are 
deeply committed to 
multiple stakeholders, 
they’re more willing 
to adjust in real-time 
to the needs of their 
stakeholders.

https://www.nytimes.com/article/companies-racism-george-floyd-protests.html
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Not all responses to #BLM are focused just within the United 
States. Some examples of what companies in other countries 
are doing in response to #BLM include:

• SoftBank (Japan) – Starting a $100 million fund to invest in 
U.S. companies led by minority entrepreneurs9 

• BBC (U.K.) – Increasing diversity by investing £100m of its 
TV budget over a 3-year period to produce “diverse and 
inclusive content”10 

• Square Enix (Japan) – Announced a $250,000 donation 
in addition to matching employee donations to the Black 
Lives Matter organization and other charities11

• Ubisoft (France) – Tweeting that the company will donate 
$100,000 to the NAACP and Black Lives Matter organization, 
and encouraging others to donate12 

• H&M (Sweden) – Pledging $500,000 across 3 different 
organizations – NAACP, ACLU, and Color of Change13 

• Spotify (Sweden) – Launching a new program to offer up to 
$10 million globally through an employee donation matching 
program; promising a new set of initiatives to increase 
representation of black employees at the company; and, 
creating a Black Lives Matter playlist with more than 450,000 
followers and almost 6 million daily active listeners14 

• Ganni (Denmark) – Pledging $100,000 towards Black Lives 
Matter, the ACLU, and the NAACP15

• Pretty Little Thing (U.K.) – All proceeds from the newly 
released At Home with Saweetie collection would be 
donated to Black Lives Matter16 

9 Ibid.
10 “BBC commits £100m to increasing diversity on TV,” BBC News, June 22, 2020.
11 “These are the major brands donating to the Black Lives Matter movement,” C/Net / Mercey Livingston, 

June 16, 2020.
12 Ibid.
13 Ibid.
14 “Tech firms say they support George Floyd protests – here’s what’s happening,” C/Net / C/Net News Staff, 

June 10, 2020.
15 “Here Are The Companies That Have Donated To The Black Lives Matter Movement,” Elle / Hilary Weaver & 

Savannah Walsh, May 31, 2020.
16 Ibid.

https://www.bbc.com/news/entertainment-arts-53135022
https://www.cnet.com/how-to/companies-donating-black-lives-matter/
https://www.cnet.com/news/tech-companies-say-they-support-george-floyd-protests-heres-whats-happening/
https://www.elle.com/culture/career-politics/a32722895/businesses-supporting-black-lives-matter/
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• Shein (India) – Pledging to donate $200,000 to various 
organizations, starting with the NAACP Legal Defense and 
Educational Fund; launching a collection of SHEIN Together 
t-shirts, with all proceeds going to Black-led organizations17 

• Pokemon Company (Japan) – Announcing that it will 
donate a minimum of $5 million to nonprofit organizations 
that focus on improving the lives of children with a focus 
on diversity, equity, and inclusion18 

There’s more to purpose than resilience, though: A global study found 
89% of executives believed that a strong collective purpose drives 
employee satisfaction.19 This may reflect that employees increasingly 
see their work as a source of meaning in their lives – and want to 
contribute to something greater than themselves. In that same study, 
84% of executives said a clear purpose can affect an organization’s 
ability to transform and 80% thought it drives customer loyalty.

A global study of executives found:

89% believe a strong collective purpose drives employee 
satisfaction

84% say a clear purpose can affect an organization’s ability 
to transform

80% think it drives customer loyalty

Clearly, leaders believe purpose can transform their organizations. 
The latest proof of leaders’ rising commitment to purpose is the 
Business Roundtable’s statement – signed in 2019 by more than 180 
CEOs of large global companies – in which members committed to 

17 Ibid.
18 “Creating a Purpose-Driven Organization,” Harvard Business Review / Robert E. Quinn & Anjan V. Thakor, 

July-August, 2018.
19 The Business Case for Purpose, Harvard Business Review & EY Beacon Institute, 2015.

https://hbr.org/2018/07/creating-a-purpose-driven-organization
https://hbr.org/resources/pdfs/comm/ey/19392HBRReportEY.pdf
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benefiting multiple stakeholders: customers, employees, suppliers, 
communities, and shareholders.20 

When the Business Roundtable’s statement was published, however, 
some were skeptical about the genuineness of the message.21 We 
hope they’re authentic, as the stakes of having an inauthentic brand 
are higher than ever now – as exhibited by the backlash some 
companies have faced over the treatment of workers during the 
coronavirus outbreak. 

Real-World Threads

Take for example, Whole Foods and its purpose “… to nourish 
people and the planet.” Its CEO, John Mackey, literally wrote 
the book, Conscious Capitalism22 in 2012 and has been lauded 
for his purpose-driven approach for years. However, in early 
March 2020, Mackey sent an internal email outlining the 
company’s stance on sick leave in the context of COVID-19.23 
In it, Mackey suggested that employees donate paid time-off 
to colleagues who tested positive for coronavirus or had an 
immediate family emergency related to  the pandemic. 

Given that Whole Foods belongs to Amazon, a multibillion-
dollar and highly profitable company, some saw asking 
employees to donate their time-off to each other – versus 
the company paying sick leave to people who became 
infected with coronavirus while doing their job – as a selfish 
act driven by the company’s bottom line.

No easy answers exist for what organizations should do in a crisis –  
especially not in the middle of a pandemic or social upheaval. 
However, if we don’t ask the right questions – particularly right now 

20 “Business Roundtable Redefines the Purpose of a Corporation to Promote ‘An Economy That Serves All 
Americans,” Business Roundtable, August 2019. 

21 “Is the Business Roundtable Statement Just Empty Rhetoric?” Harvard Business Review / Andrew Winston, 
August 2019.

22 Conscious Capitalism: Liberating the Heroic Spirit of Business, John Mackey & Rajendra S. Sisodia, 2013.
23 “Whole Foods Gets Backlash For Reportedly Recommending Employees Donate Their PTO During 

Coronavirus,” Complex / Joshua Espinoza, March 2020.

Leaders believe purpose 
can transform their 
organizations into 
more agile and resilient 
businesses, both crucial 
qualities to successfully 
address challenges.

https://www.businessroundtable.org/business-roundtable-redefines-the-purpose-of-a-corporation-to-promote-an-economy-that-serves-all-americans
https://www.businessroundtable.org/business-roundtable-redefines-the-purpose-of-a-corporation-to-promote-an-economy-that-serves-all-americans
https://hbr.org/2019/08/is-the-business-roundtable-statement-just-empty-rhetoric
https://store.hbr.org/product/conscious-capitalism-liberating-the-heroic-spirit-of-business/10845
https://www.complex.com/life/2020/03/whole-foods-backlash-recommending-employees-donate-pto-coronavirus
https://www.complex.com/life/2020/03/whole-foods-backlash-recommending-employees-donate-pto-coronavirus
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when people are open to new ideas – we won’t be able to capitalize 
on the good that’s come from the significant events of 2020. 

Therefore, with this report, we wanted to understand:

What is purpose, and how does it differ from other related  
terms (e.g., mission, vision)? 

What is HR’s role in creating a purpose-driven organization?  
What can it control and influence? 

What does the employee experience look like at a  
purpose-driven organization?

What are some of the purpose-driven practices we’ve seen  
in response to significant current events?

In the pages which follow, we identify talent practices that have 
sustained purpose-driven organizations for years, as we believe 
there’s much to learn from those companies’ experiences. We have 
also added relevant insights from organizational responses to crises 
in the first half of 2020. 

Our goal here is to balance insights on sustainable practices with 
information you can implement immediately. To that end, in addition 
to our research, we have provided “Self-Check” questions throughout 
this report to help you reflect on your organization’s talent practices. 
In our appendix section, we provide:

• A complete self-assessment 

• Company statements that communicate a shared sense  
of purpose 

Our goal here is to 
balance insights on 
sustainable practices 
with information you can 
implement immediately.
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Key Findings

1. The purpose-driven business model depends on the successful 
execution of purpose and profit as mutually inclusive, instead of 
competing, propositions. This proposition is tested in times of crisis 
and change when organizations have to make difficult choices. A 
truly purpose-driven organization sticks to that purpose to guide it 
through those difficult choices.

2 Global crises in 2020 have dissolved prior boundaries and enabled 
organizations to collaborate with former competitors and across 
industries to fulfill a broader purpose beyond profit.

3. Employees in purpose-driven organizations serve a unique role as 
stakegivers and stakeholders: They give and receive value.

4. Purpose-driven organizations can enable employees to find self-
actualization through work.

5. Purpose-driven organizations are self-reinforcing systems 
comprised of intentional decisions on talent practices that:

a. Clarify priorities and decision-making criteria

b. Align employees to the organization’s purpose 

c. Motivate them to take action

6. HR leaders in purpose-driven organizations create a purposeful 
employee experience by focusing on 4 areas:

a. Attract. Purpose is a critical criterion for determining how an 
organization attracts, recruits, and hires people whose individual 
purpose aligns with the organization

b. Develop. Purpose is embedded in immersive and experiential 
developmental opportunities

c. Enable. Purpose-driven organizations cultivate culture in a 
systematic manner

d. Retain. Purpose-driven organizations have deliberate practices 
to measure, validate, and communicate the value of purpose-
driven talent practices
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Purpose in Organizations

Understanding Purpose

Purpose-driven organizations care about their impact on multiple 
stakeholders and they use purpose (sometimes erroneously referred 
to as “mission”) statements to inspire people to work toward a 
common good. 

Real-World Threads

Here are a few examples from some well-known purpose-
driven companies:

• CVS Health – “Helping people on their path to better health.”24

• Patagonia – “To save our home planet.”25

• TD Ameritrade – “Transforming lives and investing for  
the better.”26

Even though there are many flavors of purpose statements out there, 
we define it as explained in Figure 1.

Figure 1: Purpose Statement Definition

© 2020 RedThread Research. All Rights Reserved

Organizational purpose:
A clear and concise statement that inspires
people to deliver value to multiple stakeholders: 

• Employees
• Customers
• Suppliers
• Shareholders
• Communities

Source: RedThread Research, 2020.

24 “We are health care innovators,” CVS Health, 2020.
25 “Patagonia’s Focus On Its Brand Purpose Is Great For Business,” Forbes.com / Veronika Sonsev, November 2019.
26 “Purpose & Values,” TD Ameritrade, 2020.

“Purpose” is the unifying 
philosophical compass 
that drives “why we do 
this” regardless of job 
or function, and is thus 
infused into some of these 
other concepts.

https://cvshealth.com/about-cvs-health/our-purpose#:~:text=We%20are%20health%20care%20innovators&text=Every%20one%20of%20us%20at,their%20path%20to%20better%20health.&text=Creating%20innovations%20that%20not%20only,in%20body%2C%20mind%20and%20spirit.
https://www.forbes.com/sites/veronikasonsev/2019/11/27/patagonias-focus-on-its-brand-purpose-is-great-for-business/#3243334854cb
https://www.amtd.com/about-us/purpose-and-values/default.aspx
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During the events of 2020, we’ve seen an urgent call to action for 
leaders to bring their organization’s purpose to life. The global 
pandemic along with the fight for social justice have, in essence, 
given an ultimatum to businesses: Walk the purpose talk or 
 walk away. 

If responses to these events are any indication, many organizations 
are choosing to live out their purpose by delivering immediate value 
to stakeholders, especially employees. For example, in response to 
the global health crisis, a wide range of organizations have been:

• Hiring displaced workers

• Providing generous sick leave options

• Offering stipends for home office expenses

• Giving access to emotional support and resources

• Sharing their workforce resources with other employers

The Black Lives Matter movement has, as you would expect, resulted 
in a very different set of responses from organizations, such as:27

• Significant financial donations to racial justice organizations 

• Analyzing internal practices that could perpetuate bias against 
black people

• Publishing documents on ways people can get involved in the 
Black Lives Matter movement

• Promoting black-owned businesses within their platforms  
(tech companies)

• Publicly supporting legislation that addresses black social  
justice needs

Some of the most significant financial investments have come 
from both Apple and Walmart, each of which announced they are 
investing $100 million to start a large-scale racial justice / equality 
initiative (Apple) or center (Walmart).28

27 “5 companies supporting Black Lives Matter in meaningful ways,” SF Gate / Joshua Sargent, June 22, 2020. 
28 “These are the major brands donating to the Black Lives Matter movement,” C/Net / Mercey Livingston, 

June 16, 2020.

The global pandemic 
along with the fight 
for social justice have, 
in essence, given an 
ultimatum to businesses: 
Walk the purpose talk or 
walk away.

https://www.sfgate.com/shopping/slideshow/5-Companies-supporting-Black-Lives-Matter-in-204225.php
https://www.cnet.com/how-to/companies-donating-black-lives-matter/
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Purpose statements that motivate people are those which offer a 
clear connection between individual and organizational purpose. 
Although some organizations use purpose interchangeably with other 
terms, we believe it makes sense to define it separately from vision, 
mission, values, and principles (see Figure 2). Purpose is the unifying 
philosophical compass that drives “why we do this” regardless of job 
or function, and is thus infused into some of these other concepts.

Figure 2: Common Organizational Terms Related to Purpose

© 2020 RedThread Research. All Rights Reserved

Purpose
Why I / we 

do this

Mission
What we do 
now and in 
the future

Principles
What beliefs 

guide our  
behavior

Values
What 

behaviors 
we uphold

Vision
Where we 
want to go

Source: RedThread Research, 2020.

Similarly, purpose is infused into 4 other socially conscious business 
practices, which we identify and define as follows: 

• Corporate social responsibility (CSR) or corporate citizenship. 
Refers to a company’s accountability toward society, and the extent 
to which it meets legal, ethical, and economic responsibilities29 

• Environmental, social & governance (ESG). Offers standards for 
business operations that investors often use to evaluate socially 
conscious practices30 

• Sustainability. Takes into account economic, environmental, and 
social pillars when making long-term decisions31 

• Philanthropy. Involves charitable donations (e.g., volunteering 
time, money) to specific nonprofit entities or worthy causes32

29 “Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR),” Investopedia / James Chen, updated February 2020.
30 “Environmental, Social, and Governance (ESG) Criteria,” Investopedia / James Chen, updated February 2020.
31 “Sustainability,” Investopedia / Mitchell Grant, updated April 2020.
32 “Philanthropy Defined,” Investopedia / Adam Hayes, updated January 2020.

Purpose is the unifying 
philosophical compass 
that drives “why we do 
this” regardless of job or 
function.

https://www.investopedia.com/terms/c/corp-social-responsibility.asp
https://www.investopedia.com/terms/e/environmental-social-and-governance-esg-criteria.asp
https://www.investopedia.com/terms/s/sustainability.asp
https://www.investopedia.com/terms/p/philanthropy.asp
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Trends & Expectations

Today, consumers, talent, and investors want organizations to deliver 
value to multiple stakeholders, not just to those with a financial stake. 

For example:33

78% of Americans believe it’s no longer acceptable for 
companies to just make money – they expect them to 
positively impact society as well

88% of Americans would buy products from a company 
leading with purpose

85% would likely support a purpose-driven company in their 
community

68% of Americans would work for such a company

54% would invest in a company that strongly articulates its 
role and value in society

There are also several enduring people-related trends, although not 
as front and center as the historically significant events of 2020, that 
remain foundational and continue to drive heightened expectations 
of purpose-driven organizations (see Figure 3).

Figure 3: Enduring Trends Driving a Focus on Purpose

Society’s increased 
technology use; fear of AI / 

job automation are 
questioning people’s 

contributions
Global changes in climate 

and a health crisis are 
pressuring organizations 

to reexamine their impact 
on the entire ecosystem 

Work is now more human 
and based on knowledge, 

collaboration, and 
creativity Employees increasingly 

see work to achieve 
self-actualization, and 

purpose-driven organizations 
can enable them to do that

People are spending more 
time at work, which is now 

an epicenter of life for 
many people

Source: RedThread Research, 2020.

33 2018 Cone/Porter Novelli Purpose Study: How to Build Deeper Bonds, Amplify Your Message and Expand 
Your Consumer Base,” Cone / Porter Novelli, 2018.

https://www.conecomm.com/research-blog/2018-purpose-study
https://www.conecomm.com/research-blog/2018-purpose-study
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Purpose as a Self-Reinforcing System

Our research finds that, in purpose-driven organizations, HR leaders 
make intentional decisions on talent practices which align people 
to the organization’s purpose. “Intentional decisions” are those that 
focus on priorities which connect to a deeper sense of purpose. 
In essence, by intentionally deciding to infuse purpose into talent 
practices, HR leaders can create a self-reinforcing loop that has 
a direct and positive impact on employees, along with other 
stakeholders (see Figure 4).

Figure 4: The Purpose-Driven Organization as a Self-Reinforcing System
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Intentional
Decisions
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Purpose-Driven Talent Practices

Source: RedThread Research, 2020.

By intentionally deciding 
to infuse purpose into 
talent practices, HR 
leaders can create a self-
reinforcing loop that has a 
direct and positive impact 
on employees, along with 
other stakeholders.
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HR’s Unique Role in Purpose-
Driven Organizations

The Power to Ignite Purpose

An organization’s social impact highly depends on its people. 
And who should ideally be in charge of people processes in an 
organization? HR. So intuitively, it makes sense for HR to take a leading 
role in designing purpose-focused talent solutions.

However, after reviewing numerous information sources for this 
article, one of our biggest learnings was how infrequently HR is 
mentioned in instilling purpose within organizations. Further, leaders 
from other functions (e.g., marketing, customer service, corporate 
social responsibility, sustainability, and philanthropy) seem to have  
a much stronger voice in driving social impact.34 This led us to  
ask: Why? 

Social impact often appears to be an external-facing effort, given 
that marketing and some CSR teams’ goals are largely focused 
on building external awareness. HR, by contrast, tends to have 
much more inward-focused goals, such as improving employee 
engagement. As such, those other groups – which are outward-
facing – can appear to have taken the lead on instilling purpose and 
driving social impact. This dynamic may give the impression that 
social impact is outside of HR’s area of responsibility. 

However, we’ve found that this couldn’t be further from the truth –  
social impact is definitely within HR’s domain. As such, HR must 
continue to play a significant role in driving purpose in organizations. 

34 “Accelerating HR’s Role in CSR and Sustainability,” SHRM / Pamela Babcock, October 2015.

One of our biggest 
learnings was how 
infrequently HR is 
mentioned in instilling 
purpose within 
organizations, while 
leaders from other 
functions seem to have 
a much stronger voice in 
driving social impact.

https://www.shrm.org/resourcesandtools/hr-topics/behavioral-competencies/ethical-practice/pages/hr-role-csr-sustainability.aspx
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Real-World Threads

For example, GameChangers – a site that lists global 
purpose-driven organizations – designed a process for 
companies to earn badges across 12 practices.35 From all of 
these practices, 5 are within HR’s realm of influence: 

• A purpose-driven culture that engages employees to 
accomplish the organization’s purpose

• An employee growth ecosystem that enables people to 
grow, learn, and use their strengths

• A freedom-focused workplace that encourages 
distributed decision-making transparency, inclusion, 
feedback, fairness

• A considerate compensation approach that is fair, 
takes into account the living expenses of workers, and 
rewards those who make significant contributions to the 
organization’s success

• A set of benevolent benefits beyond financial 
compensation that provides exceptional care  
for employees

Many purpose-driven organizations have prioritized some of the 
culture, development, compensation, and benefits practices 
described above in their response to the global health crisis, which 
has elevated HR’s role to the spotlight. 

35 “All Best Practices,” GameChangers, 2020.

HR must continue to play 
a significant role in driving 
purpose in organizations.

https://gamechangers.co/best-practices/
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Real-World Threads

For example:

• TD Ameritrade reinforced its purpose of “transforming 
lives” during the pandemic by supporting employees with 
their transition to remote work and providing them with a 
$1,000 stipend to comfortably set up their home office.36 Its 
CEO also hosted a weekly podcast called, “Steve from his 
attic,” to share news, welcome questions, and empower 
people to share information in a casual manner. 

• Kroger, a grocery store in business “… to feed the human 
spirit,” offered frontline associates in grocery, supply chain, 
manufacturing, and customer services a one-time bonus 
of $300 for full-time and $150 for part-time employees. The 
company also expanded its emergency leave guidelines to 
include paid time-off for self-isolation due to COVID-19.37,38

As the examples above show, the global health crisis has made HR’s 
role in purpose-driven decisions even more visible. We’re confident 
that now is the right time for HR to build on these recent gains 
 around purpose.

Circles of Control & Influence

But how should HR leaders proceed? In times of crisis, HR must 
keep the business running while ensuring that employees are safe, 
engaged, and productive. Doing so requires a strategic stance 
toward purpose-driven decisions. For this reason, we encourage 
HR leaders to understand what they can control and influence (see 
Figure 5) when it comes to purpose-related talent practices. 

36 How Companies are Responding to COVID-19, ONE HUNDRED / Carolyn Berkowitz, et al, April 2020.
37 “Kroger to Hire 20,000 More Workers to Meet Coronavirus Demand,” USA Today / Charisse Jones,  

March 2020.
38 “Kroger Family of Companies Announces Appreciation Bonus for Associates and Expands 14-Day COVID-19 

Emergency Leave Guidelines,” Kroger, March 2020.

We encourage HR leaders 
to understand what 
they can control and 
influence when it comes 
to purpose-related  talent 
practices.

https://www.onehundredagency.com/thought/forging-forward-a-virtual-philanthropic-conference-series-focused-on-idea-sharing-innovative-solutions-and-a-path-forward/
https://www.usatoday.com/story/money/2020/03/27/kroger-hire-20-000-more-workers-meet-coronavirus-demand/2925493001/
http://ir.kroger.com/File/Index?KeyFile=403367203
http://ir.kroger.com/File/Index?KeyFile=403367203
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Figure 5: Circles of Control & Influence39

Circle of Control
HR leads with 

full authority over 
strategy, process, tools, 

budget, decisions

Circle of Influence
HR contributes with 

partial authority over 
strategy, process, tools, 

budget, decisions

Source: RedThread Research, 2020.

The practices within HR’s circle of control or influence will vary 
across organizations. That said, we’ve plotted purpose-focused 
people practices in either the circle of control or influence based 
on what we typically see in organizations. As always, consider your 
specific organization’s situation, purpose, needs, and priorities when 
interpreting how this research applies to your company. 

39 Adapted from: The Seven Habits of Highly Effective People, Stephen R. Covey / Simon & Schuster, 2013. 

Consider your 
organization’s specific 
situation, purpose, needs, 
and priorities when 
interpreting how this 
research applies to your 
company.
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The Purpose-Driven 
Employee Experience

HR leaders can infuse purpose in how they attract, enable, develop, 
and retain talent. Each of these practices are meant to guide specific 
HR decisions. Yet, we urge leaders to prioritize their efforts on each 
of these practices based on the current needs of their organization 
and purpose-driven employee experience. To that end, we suggest 
practices within HR’s circles of control and influence in the sections 
below (see Figure 6 for a summary of these practices).

Figure 6: Summary of Practices to Create Purpose-Driven Employee Experience

© 2020 RedThread Research. All Rights Reserved

Attract and decide who is best qualified
to achieve the organization’s purpose:
• Recruitment
• Candidate Experience
• Employer Brand

Attract
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Enable

Help people discover something deeper 
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to the organization’s purpose: 
• Learning
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Develop

Track the impact of talent practices that 
align to purpose:

• People Analytics
• Employee Engagement
• Diversity & Inclusion

Retain

Source: RedThread Research, 2020.

HR leaders can infuse 
purpose in how they 
attract, enable, develop, 
and retain talent.



RedThread Research © 2020 The Purpose-Driven Organization: HR’s Opportunity During Crisis & Beyond    |     24

Attract

Talent attraction is a crucial first step for purpose-driven 
organizations as this process decides who is best qualified to 
achieve the organization’s purpose. Talent practices within HR’s 
circles of control and influence to attract talent are (see Figure 7):

• Recruitment

• Candidate experience

• Employer brand

Figure 7: Talent Practices Within HR’s Circles of Control & Influence to Attract Talent

Employer
Brand

Candidate
Experience

Recruitment

Control

Influence

Source: RedThread Research, 2020.

Talent attraction is 
a crucial first step 
for purpose-driven 
organizations. 
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Recruitment

In purpose-driven organizations, HR leaders control talent 
recruitment. To intentionally attract the right individuals to the 
organization, their recruitment strategy includes at least these 
 2 areas: 

1. Purposeful talent alignment – Purpose-driven organizations 
prioritize purpose and values during the recruitment process; and 
they’re not afraid to use unconventional methods in their efforts. 

Real-World Threads

Because Patagonia is in business to “… save our home 
planet,” it seeks candidates who share this purpose. 
Patagonia recruiters review candidate resumes or LinkedIn 
profiles from the bottom of the page up, instead of top-
down like other companies.40 

This approach allows its recruiters to learn about a 
candidate’s personal interests and volunteer activities 
first. Then they review other important, but not as crucial, 
credentials such as education and work experience. This 
purpose-driven recruitment approach provides a more 
authentic view of a candidate’s purpose and values, not just 
their educational pedigree or skillset.

2. Diverse talent pipelines – Many purpose-driven organizations 
see a direct correlation between their ability to innovate (and 
thus reach their purpose) and the diversity of their workforce. 
As a result, they invest time and effort in reaching out to diverse 
candidates and attracting them to the organization. Professional 
apprenticeships provide an increasingly common way to build 
talent pipelines for diverse and nontraditional hires. 

40 “At Patagonia – revolutions and resumes are best started from the bottom up,” LinkedIn / Dean Carter, 
January 2019.

Purpose-driven 
organizations aren’t afraid 
to use unconventional 
methods in their 
recruitment efforts.

Professional 
apprenticeships provide 
an increasingly common 
way to build talent 
pipelines for diverse and 
nontraditional hires.

https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/patagonia-revolutions-resumes-best-started-from-bottom-dean-carter/
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Real-World Threads

Accenture upholds its purpose of “… building a future of 
shared success” by offering a professional apprentice 
program. The program offers reskilling opportunities to 
underrepresented groups and prepares apprentices for 
specific technology, business, finance, marketing, and HR 
jobs.41 Participants also have the opportunity to take a full-
time role with Accenture upon completing the program. 

Candidate Experience

HR leaders have partial control over the candidate experience: While 
HR may have authority over selection protocols and tools, the actual 
hiring typically involves other stakeholders – and most critically, 
managers. But even though HR may have partial control over a 
candidate’s experience, leaders can put in place practices and 
systems that can help create consistency. Below are examples of 
how purpose-driven organizations have created practices that allow 
managers – and the organization more broadly – to consistently 
attract, select, and hire candidates.

1. Inclusive experience to attract diverse candidates – Purpose-
driven organizations maintain an inclusive approach to attract 
diverse and qualified candidates. 

Real-World Threads

Slack, guided by its purpose to “… make work-life simpler, 
pleasant and productive,” revised job descriptions to include 
more inclusive phrases such as “care deeply” and “build 
relationships.”42 (Some companies also use Textio, a natural 

41 “Accenture’s National Apprentice Program Creates New Career Pathways For Non-Traditional Hires,” 
Business Roundtable, 2020.

42 “How Slack Got Ahead in Diversity,” The Atlantic / Jessica Nordell, April 2018.

While HR has partial 
control over the candidate 
experience, HR leaders 
can learn a few things 
from purpose-driven 
organizations.

https://opportunity.businessroundtable.org/employees/#:~:text=Accenture's%20apprenticeship%20program%20creates%20new,specific%20technology%20and%20business%20roles
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language processing software that incorporates machine 
learning to test for embedded bias during real-time writing 
of job descriptions, and which also evaluates bias in areas 
such as ageism and ableism.43)

In an effort to build a more inclusive candidate experience, 
Slack removed whiteboard interviews – in which tech 
candidates solve a code problem – and replaced them 
with blind code reviews. This ensures that candidates are 
 judged fairly. 

Slack also uses a structured interview process to consistently 
assess skills. Interviewers must complete role-plays with 
coworkers to raise their awareness of biases that could arise 
during interviews.

2. Discerning selection protocols rooted in purpose – Purpose-
driven organizations follow specific selection protocols that allow 
them to evaluate how well a candidate’s individual purpose aligns 
with the organization. 

Real-World Threads

• In 2018, Johnson & Johnson added 15 questions to the early 
application process to ensure prospective employees 
share the values expressed in “Our Credo,” which is its 
purpose commitment “… to put the needs and well-being 
of the people we serve first.”44 

43 “To further address bias in writing, Textio adds features to highlight ageism and ableism,” Geekwire /  
Kurt Schlosser, March 2020. 

44 2018 Health for Humanity Report: Progress in Citizenship & Sustainability, Johnson & Johnson, 2018.

Purpose-driven 
organizations evaluate 
how well a candidate’s 
individual purpose aligns 
with organization. 

https://www.geekwire.com/2020/address-bias-writing-textio-adds-features-highlight-ageism-ableism/
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• Other companies use B Work, a platform for certified 
B Corps, to facilitate purpose-driven job seeking and 
recruitment.45 To improve their hiring success, organizations 
leverage B Work’s candidate assessment, called Fitzii. The 
10 to 15 minute assessment predicts candidate potential 
based on purpose and meaning orientation, as well as 
skills, experience, personality, and culture fit.46

3. Debiased hiring process – Because purpose-driven organizations 
believe that diversity is crucial to achieving their organization’s 
purpose, they diligently address areas in which bias may creep 
into their hiring process. 

Real-World Threads

Unilever, whose purpose is to “… make sustainable living 
commonplace,” partnered with Harvard University 
professor, Iris Bohnet, to implement a metric called “gender 
appointment ratio.”47 The metric looks at leaders’ recruitment 
track records over a 5-year period and measures the 
number of men they hired as compared with the number 
of women. Showing managers the big picture of their 
recruitment decisions improves their awareness and helps 
them make less biased decisions.    

45 “About,” B Work, 2020.
46 “New Assessment Helps Employers Find Job Seekers Who Want to Be a Force for Good,” Medium /  

B The Change, January 2020.
47 “Nine ways we’re making Unilever a more gender-balanced business,” Unilever, March 2020.

Purpose-driven 
organizations believe 
that diversity is crucial 
to achieving their 
organization’s purpose. 

https://in.bwork.com/about/
https://bthechange.com/new-assessment-helps-employers-find-job-seekers-who-want-to-be-a-force-for-good-f9228f6adc8c
https://www.unilever.com/news/news-and-features/Feature-article/2020/nine-ways-we-are-making-unilever-a-more-gender-balanced-business.html?utm_source=LU&utm_medium=Social&utm_campaign=AlwaysOn
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Employer Brand

An employer brand is based on the reputation of an organization’s 
employee value proposition (not just the broader corporate brand), 
which defines what it distinctly offers to employees. This means that HR 
leaders may influence their organization’s employer brand even though 
how people actually perceive it may be outside its realm of control. 

Real-World Threads

Reckitt Benckiser (RB), sees employees as brand 
ambassadors of its purpose “… to help people live healthier 
lives.”48 As such, efforts to build and maintain a strong 
employer brand begin with a positive employee experience. 

As an employer, its value proposition is “… freedom to succeed” 
because it prioritizes respect for diversity, an innovation 
focus, purpose-driven work, flexibility, and entrepreneurial 
opportunities. By prioritizing employee experience in its 
branding efforts, RB’s regional South Asia HR director, said, 

“‘Selling’ ourselves as an employer of choice is no longer the 
job of the HR department.”

HR leaders are responsible for the strategy behind employer 
branding, and including the marketing team in such efforts can bring 
the message to life when crafting that brand. As digital natives, the 
marketing function can help discern if the employer brand message 
translates well both inside and outside the organization and is 
consistent with the broader brand strategy. 

Because purpose-driven organizations have authentic employer 
brands – as evidenced by what employees experience internally 
and what candidates perceive externally – they tend to have strong 
reputations as good places to work. This is often substantiated by 

48 “From Employer Brand to HR Tech: Building a Purpose Driven Culture,” iimjobs.com-All Things Talent /  
Smriti Handa, January 2020. 

An employer brand is 
based on the reputation 
of an organization’s 
employee value 
proposition, which defines 
what it distinctly offers to 
employees.

Because purpose-driven 
organizations have 
authentic employer 
brands, they tend to have 
strong reputations as 
good places to work.

https://allthingstalent.org/2020/01/08/employer-brand-hr-tech-building-purpose-driven-culture/


RedThread Research © 2020 The Purpose-Driven Organization: HR’s Opportunity During Crisis & Beyond    |     30

external benchmarks such as industry awards that attract purposeful 
talent. Some common ones include: 

• Universum’s World’s Most Attractive Employer

• The Great Place to Work Institute

• Forbes Best Employers for Diversity List

• Fortune Blue Ribbon List

• Fortune’s Most Powerful Women

• Woman Engineer Magazine

• CAREERS 

• The disABLED 

Attract During Crisis

During the COVID-19 pandemic, some companies not necessarily 
known for being purpose-driven have made socially responsible 
decisions to take care of their people. 

Real-World Threads

For example, Walmart, Lowe’s, PepsiCo, and Mondelēz 
committed to hiring, instead of laying-off or furloughing, 
employees. Altogether, they vowed to hire between 1,000 
and 300,000 employees with a mix of full-time, part-time, 
overnight, and seasonal roles.49,50,51 To attract candidates, 
these companies actively encouraged individuals who 
recently lost their jobs due to the COVID-19 pandemic to 
apply for positions.

Most hiring during the global health crisis has been a result of 
increased demand, and certain companies have become creative in 
their approach to hire displaced workers. 

49 “COVID-19” (response), PepsiCo, March 2020.
50 “Jobs hiring during coronavirus pandemic include Walmart, Papa John’s, Amazon,” abc7NYnews /  

May 2020.
51 “Mondelēz International U.S. Announces Enhanced Benefits for Frontline Employees, Support For Local 

Communities,” Mondelēz International, March 2020.

Some companies have 
become rather creative 
in their approach to hire 
workers displaced by the 
COVID-19 pandemic.

https://www.pepsico.com/news/stories/covid-19
https://abc7ny.com/jobs-hiring-during-coronavirus-covid-19-amazon-from-home/6031874/
https://ir.mondelezinternational.com/news-releases/news-release-details/mondelez-international-us-announces-enhanced-benefits-frontline
https://ir.mondelezinternational.com/news-releases/news-release-details/mondelez-international-us-announces-enhanced-benefits-frontline
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Real-World Threads

Getinge – a global medical technology company – 
followed its purpose, “… together as one,” to collaborate 
with companies outside its industry in hiring laid-off or 
furloughed employees.52 When Getinge leaders heard that a 
company near one of their plants closed down, they quickly 
reached out to that company to offer work to their engine 
technicians; they needed the technicians to assemble 
ventilators. So they quickly hired them without the usual 
lengthy talks on contracts or negotiations that would have 
been part of the protocol pre-COVID-19. In other words, 
protectionism turned  into collaboration.

 Self-Check: Attract
Take some time to reflect on key concepts from this section by asking the following questions.  
For the full list of the Self-Check questions, see the Self-Assessment in the appendix.

To what extent does my organization … 1 = Not at All
5 = To a Great Extent

1. Pursue partnerships with educational or nonprofit organizations to connect with purpose-minded 
individuals who share similar values with the organization? 1............................5

2. Track all parts of the candidate pipeline for diversity and equity in candidate experience?  1............................5

3. Create an inclusive candidate experience to attract diverse candidates, and provide a fast and 
transparent hiring process? 1............................5

4. Establish selection protocols to evaluate how a candidate’s individual purpose aligns with the 
organization? 1............................5

5. Substantiate a strong reputation as a purpose-driven organization that cares for employees as 
stakeholders through external benchmarks like industry awards? 1............................5

52 Higher Ambition CEOs Discuss Leadership in a Time of Crisis, Center for Higher Ambition Leadership, March 2020.

https://www.higherambition.org/leading-through-crisis-content-page
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Enable

Purpose-driven organizations create an environment in which 
employees can feel and act with a shared sense of purpose. To do 
so, they treat employees as both stakeholders and stakegivers: 

• “Stakeholders” – Because employees expect to receive value 
from their work

• “Stakegivers” – Because employees also provide value to other 
stakeholders through their work

Talent practices within HR’s circles of control and influence to enable 
talent are (see Figure 8): 

• Organizational culture

• Well-being

• Volunteerism 

Figure 8: Talent Practices Within HR’s Circles of Control & Influence to Enable Talent

Control

Influence
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Source: RedThread Research, 2020.

Purpose-driven 
organizations create an 
environment in which 
employees can feel and 
act with a shared sense of 
purpose. 
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Organizational Culture

HR leaders in purpose-driven organizations know that culture is 
key. They build an environment of trust and transparency that 
enables employees to feel psychologically safe and comfortable 
contributing to the organization’s purpose as stakegivers. To promote 
psychological safety among employees, they design experiential 
events that connect individual and organizational purpose – and 
bring it to life. By connecting people to the organization’s purpose 
in an experiential way, employees are more likely to feel motivated 
to use purpose as their guiding compass for specific decisions 
 and actions. 

Real-World Threads

Johnson & Johnson (J&J) connected employees around 
the world to their purpose commitment, “Our Credo,” during 
its 75th anniversary celebration.53 The company hosted a 
6-month program to challenge employees to reflect and 
engage in open conversations about opportunities to 
better live Our Credo. Its executive committee led in-depth 
conversations on each paragraph of Our Credo, discussing 
with employees how they’re living J&J’s values, where they 
can show up stronger for those they serve, and how they can 
continue to improve human health. 

At the first annual Credo Day celebration, more than 30,000 
employees participated in a global townhall, attended 
celebrations, and joined outreach efforts to bring the spirit of 
Our Credo to their local communities. The program allowed 
employees to take greater ownership of J&J’s purpose by 
prioritizing the well-being of the people they serve in their 
day-to-day work.

53 2018 Health for Humanity Report: Progress in Citizenship & Sustainability, Johnson & Johnson, 2018.

By connecting people to 
the organization’s purpose 
in an experiential way, 
employees feel motivated 
to use purpose as their 
guiding compass for 
specific decisions and 
actions.

https://www.jnj.com/caring/citizenship-sustainability
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Well-Being

HR leaders in purpose-driven organizations care about their 
employees. They enable employees’ well-being as both stakeholders 
and stakegivers. So it’s in their best interest to prioritize employee 
well-being. As such, purpose-driven organizations know that 
employees can only provide excellent value to multiple stakeholders 
if they enjoy physical, emotional, and financial health. 

But in addition to providing physical wellness and financial health 
support, purpose-driven organizations also promote employees’ 
psychological well-being as shown in the Real-World Threads below. 

Real-World Threads

Google, with its purpose of “… significantly improving the 
lives of as many people as possible,” recently introduced 
employees to T.E.A. (thoughts, energy, attention) check-ins.54 
The T.E.A. framework encourages employees to consider: 
Where are your thoughts, energy levels, and attention? By 
building self-awareness around these questions, employees 
can make more mindful decisions that balance their work, 
health, and overall well-being. 

The company also offers the Blue Dot Program, a peer-
to-peer mental health community that encourages peer 
support in an informal and nonclinical way. During the global 
pandemic, community members have been connecting 
virtually through video calls to talk about challenges, share 
perspectives, and support  one another. 

54 “Google will give every employee $1,000 to WFH. Its head of wellness explains why,” CNN Business /  
Kathryn Vasel, June 2020.

Purpose-driven 
organizations know that 
employees can only 
provide excellent value 
to multiple stakeholders 
if they enjoy physical, 
emotional, and financial 
health.

https://www.cnn.com/2020/06/04/success/google-wellness/index.html
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Volunteerism

HR leaders enable employees to live their purpose and 
contribute to the organization’s purpose as well through 
 volunteering opportunities. 

Real-World Threads

• Danone Japan aims to “… bring health through food to as 
many people as possible” and host companywide service 
days every year.55 Employees also get paid time-off to 
engage in community service at organizations or causes 
that align with their  individual purpose. 

Since 2001, the company has sponsored an international 
football tournament in Japan for elementary school 
children. As part of the program, Danone Japan educates 
children on various topics such as healthy eating habits, 
and diversity and inclusion. 

• Other companies use specific services like Benefacto, 
an employee volunteer brokerage and booking services 
company based in the U.K., to enable employees to find 
meaningful volunteering opportunities. In 2019, more than 
8,000 U.K. professionals booked volunteer opportunities 
that appeal to their individual purpose and skillset through 
the Benefacto website.56 

The idea is to enable employees to contribute their professional 
skills in a meaningful way to social service organizations, instead of 
just offering nonskills-based volunteering opportunities. Combining 
volunteerism with skills development is one way that purpose-driven 
organizations can both help their employees develop critical skills 
and connect their work to their deeper purpose. 

55 “B Impact Report: Danone Japan B Impact Report,” Certified B Corporation, May 2020.
56 “About Us,” Benefacto, 2020.

Combining volunteerism 
with skills development 
is one way that purpose-
driven organizations can 
both help their employees 
develop critical skills and 
connect their work to their 
deeper purpose.

https://bcorporation.net/directory/danone-japan-co-ltd
https://benefacto.org/about-us/
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Enable During Crisis

A main challenge that many organizations are facing during this 
global health pandemic is keeping employees well and safe – a 
key driver in allowing employees to work remotely. A recent survey 
measuring U.S. employer response to the COVID-19 crisis showed 
that nearly 85% of companies are actively encouraging employees 
to work from home, while 65% are taking steps to enable employees 
(who wouldn’t usually do so) to work remotely.57

A survey of U.S. employer responses to the COVID-19 crisis found:

85% are actively encouraging employees to work from home

65% are taking steps to enable employees to work remotely

Because, for the most part, purpose-driven organizations cultivate 
a culture of trust and transparency, our research indicates they’ve 
been some of the most effective at quickly shifting to a remote 
working environment. 

Real-World Threads

Take USAA’s standard to “build trust and help each other 
succeed.” Keeping this in mind at the beginning of the 
pandemic, USAA leaders invested more than $10 million to 
help employees set up their home offices.58 Given that USAA 
operates primarily as a call center, the company had a small 
percentage of employees working from home before the 
pandemic – and now 95% of employees are remote. 

As USAA’s SVP of corporate responsibility and community 
affairs remarked recently, 

“Necessity is the mother of invention.” 

57 “COVID-19 Employer Flash Survey Results,” Seyfarth, March 2020.
58 How Companies are Responding to COVID-19, ONE HUNDRED / Carolyn Berkowitz, et al, April 2020.

Because purpose-driven 
organizations cultivate 
a culture of trust and 
transparency, our 
research indicates they’ve 
been some of the most 
effective at quickly shifting 
to a remote working 
environment.

https://www.seyfarth.com/news-insights/covid-19-employer-flash-survey-results.html
https://www.onehundredagency.com/thought/forging-forward-a-virtual-philanthropic-conference-series-focused-on-idea-sharing-innovative-solutions-and-a-path-forward/
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 Self-Check: Enable
Take some time to reflect on key concepts from this section by asking the following questions.  
For the full list of the Self-Check questions, see the Self-Assessment in the appendix.

To what extent does my organization … 1 = Not at All
5 = To a Great Extent

1. Maintain a shared sense of purpose through a culture rooted in trust, transparency, authenticity,  
and integrity? 1............................5

2. Provide opportunities to self-reflect on the “why I / we do this,” and the impact it has on others inside and 
outside the organization? 1............................5

3. Encourage employees to engage in conversations about opportunities for the organization to better live 
out its purpose? 1............................5

4. Help employees achieve an overall sense of well-being (physical, emotional, financial)? 1............................5

5. Align employees to volunteering opportunities that appeal to their individual purposes and strengths? 1............................5

Develop

In purpose-driven organizations, developmental activities focus 
on helping people discover something deeper within themselves 
that connects them to the organization’s purpose. Talent practices 
within HR’s circle of control and influence to develop talent are (see 
 Figure 9):

• Learning

• Leadership development

• Career planning

In purpose-driven 
organizations, 
developmental activities 
focus on helping people 
discover something 
deeper within themselves 
that connects them to the 
organization’s purpose.
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Figure 9: Talent Practices Within HR’s Circles of Control & Influence to Develop Talent

Control

Influence

Leadership
Development

Career 
Planning

Learning

Source: RedThread Research, 2020.

Learning

In purpose-driven organizations, learning is a crucial practice. 
For this reason, leaders intentionally design social and immersive 
experiences that:

• Align to the organization’s purpose

• Drive innovation

• Provide long-term value to employees 
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Real-World Threads

• Every employee at USAA has participated in an in-depth 
4-day cultural orientation to learn and better understand 
the clientele they serve. As part of this program, each 
person promises to provide extraordinary service to their 
clientele – the members of the military and their families –  
who have done the same for their country. Given USAA’s 
workforce of more than 20,000 individuals, this training 
was no small investment. But, the results of this orientation 
are seen, for example, in the high engagement levels of 
the company’s call center – and the willingness of call 
center employees to go the extra mile for the clients they 
serve. The orientation’s lessons are continually reinforced 
through townhall meetings and other company events at 
which anyone at any level can ask questions and share 
ideas about how to fulfill their purpose.59

• Clif Bar, which “… strives for a healthier and more 
sustainable world,” extends early career learning efforts 
to recent college graduates through its Business with 
Purpose scholarship program.60 The scholarship provides 
a $3,000 monthly stipend to enable college graduates 
to discover their purpose without the worries of student 
debt. Scholarship recipients pursue a 1-year internship, 
volunteer project, or gig at a nonprofit. 

The company’s goal is to inspire future business leaders 
to become a positive force for change. Upon completion, 
participants can apply for a permanent position at Clif Bar 
or pursue their  purpose elsewhere.

59 “Creating a Purpose-Driven Organization,” Harvard Business Review / Robert E. Quinn & Anjan V. Thakor, 
July-August, 2018.

60 “Introducing The Business With Purpose Scholarship,” Clif Bar & Company, 2019.

https://hbr.org/2018/07/creating-a-purpose-driven-organization
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• Salesforce is committed to use its “… technology to 
help people create better jobs, lives, companies, 
and communities.” Salesforce’s Pathfinder Training 
Program trains individuals across diverse backgrounds, 
demographics, and socioeconomic statuses on specific 
technical and business skills.61 The company offers a 
rigorous curriculum, fosters community support, and 
collaborates with a network of diverse institutions and 
employers to give participants access to technical 
training and resources to grow their careers.

• The Mission Continues, a St. Louis–based not-for-profit, 
works to rehabilitate and introduce back into society 
returning wounded and disabled military veterans. For 
new hires, this can be difficult and overwhelming work. 
Leaders at this organization believe that giving their 
employees difficult challenges shows their faith in that 
person’s potential. The job itself becomes an incubator 
for learning and development – enabling the employee 
to gain confidence and become more committed to 
the higher purpose that drives this nonprofit. In addition, 
for all employees, reflecting often on the work they 
do is an ongoing learning experience. Every 2 weeks, 
each employee documents their purpose, strengths, 
and development – their experiences are continuously 
changing, as are the lessons they learn. As a result of this 
biweekly exercise, employees are more adaptive and 
proactive in their work.62 

61 Ibid.
62 “Creating a Purpose-Driven Organization,” Harvard Business Review / Robert E. Quinn & Anjan V. Thakor, 

July-August, 2018. 

https://hbr.org/2018/07/creating-a-purpose-driven-organization
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Leadership Development

Purpose-driven organizations understand the importance of leaders 
in building a culture of shared purpose. To do so, they expose leaders 
to developmental activities that provide dual value such as: 

• Mentoring relationships with individuals within the local 
community, to provide leadership development experiences as 
well as an opportunity to positively impact the community

• Rotation programs to provide access to different social networks 
and ideas, which can spur more diverse and innovative thinking

• Purpose-focused learning opportunities within leadership 
development programs, such as leading a project that benefits a 
local community nonprofit

• Employee resource groups (ERGs) that work together to create 
fundraising campaigns, volunteering opportunities, and awareness 
around key issues (such as Black Lives Matter), and as such 
provide broad leadership development opportunities 

Real-World Threads

• The Community Leadership Program at Johnson Controls, 
which aims to be “… the power behind your mission,” 
matches internal leaders with external community and 
charitable organizations that need board members.63 
Some of these organizations include hospitals, universities, 
social service agencies, and civic institutions. 

• Seventh Generation is in business “… to transform the 
world into a healthy, sustainable & equitable place for the 
next seven generations.” In support of its purpose, Seventh 
Generation partnered with Ben & Jerry’s, a certified B Corp 
and subsidiary of Unilever, to launch GALvanize Vermont.64 
The program supports the development of women’s 
leadership skills across both companies. 

63 Non-Financial Disclosure Report, Johnson Controls, January 2019.
64 Driving Transformational Change: 2018 corporate consciousness report, Seventh Generation, 2018.

Purpose-driven 
organizations expose their 
leaders to developmental 
activities that provide dual 
value.

https://investors.johnsoncontrols.com/~/media/Files/J/Johnson-Controls-IR/annual-meeting-materials/irish-non-financial-disclosure-report-2020.pdf
https://seventhgeneration.imagerelay.com/share/92efc1b9fb2845b687375fa8e6c0a101
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 Through inspiration, support, and advocacy, this program 
engages all employees across levels and functions to 
identify barriers, build skills, and identify opportunities to 
drive business impact. The program offers speaker events, 
mentoring circles, and online advocacy. For example, one 
of its popular events is the women in leadership panel 
co-hosted with Ben & Jerry’s to spark conversations on 
gender, and success and failure, and drive progressive 
change in the community.

Career Planning

At purpose-driven organizations, career planning leverages 
individual meaning and aligns it to the organization’s purpose. To 
do so, leaders have meaningful conversations with employees 
to understand their individual purpose and better align specific 
developmental experiences with the organization’s purpose. Given 
that many organizations have moved toward more frequent 
performance and career conversations, these “check-ins” can 
provide an opportunity to reinforce the importance of purpose as 
well as growth.

Real-World Threads

Instead of outsourcing coaching to external consultants, 
Medtronic knows that mindful career planning is central to 
its purpose of “… contributing to human welfare.” As such, 
the company built an internal coaching center of expertise 
as part of its leadership development efforts.65 The center 
offers an internal coaching certification to develop leaders’ 
advanced coaching skills, so leaders can engage employees 
in meaningful conversations.

65 Corporate Citizenship and Sustainability, Medtronic, 2019.

At purpose-driven 
organizations, leaders 
have meaningful 
conversations with 
employees to understand 
their individual purpose 
and better align 
specific developmental 
experiences with the 
organization’s purpose.

https://www.medtronic.com/us-en/about/citizenship/about-corporate-citizenship.html
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Develop During Crisis

With the global pandemic, companies have scrambled to keep 
their business operations going while ensuring everyone’s safety. 
But, because there’s always a silver lining, for many purpose-driven 
organizations the global crisis has also provided current and aspiring 
leaders with many immersive and developmental opportunities – 
basically a crash-course in crisis management. 

There are various ways in which purpose-driven organizations are 
leveraging the crisis to provide learning opportunities. 

Real-World Threads

At Becton Dickinson (BD), a healthcare solutions provider that 
aims to “… advance the world of health,” leaders wrestled 
with the challenge of protecting workers while figuring out a 
way to bring plants back to full operations.66 Thus, HR leaders 
quickly and explicitly established policies to make sure that 
people trust and feel safe in notifying leaders if they’ve been 
exposed to the coronavirus. 

Other leaders have worked closely with the government to 
understand how to best collaborate, given BD’s healthcare 
focus. At the senior levels, leaders have been meeting 
virtually with BD’s board of directors to keep its members 
up to speed and figure out the pandemic’s implications on 
stakeholders’ value. Overall, BD’s clear purpose statement – 
“… advancing the world of health” – has served as a beacon 
of light in navigating the crisis.

66 Higher Ambition CEOs Discuss Leadership in a Time of Crisis, Center for Higher Ambition Leadership,  
March 2020.

Purpose-driven 
organizations are 
leveraging the COVID-19 
pandemic to provide 
current and aspiring 
leaders with immersive 
and developmental 
opportunities, especially in 
crisis management.

https://www.higherambition.org/leading-through-crisis-content-page
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 Self-Check: Develop
Take some time to reflect on key concepts from this section by asking the following questions.  
For the full list of the Self-Check questions, see the Self-Assessment in the appendix.

To what extent does my organization … 1 = Not at All
5 = To a Great Extent

1. Design social and immersive learning experiences that cultivate a shared sense of purpose? 1............................5

2. Offer developmental opportunities that build leadership capability while providing multistakeholder 
value? 1............................5

3. Intentionally develop purpose-driven and multistakeholder-oriented leaders? 1............................5

4. Encourage meaningful conversations to understand individual purpose and be better connected to the 
organization? 1............................5

5. Have leaders that support employees in making purposeful career planning decisions? 1............................5

Retain

Purpose-driven organizations retain talent by keeping a close eye on 
the impact of talent practices on employees. They make a deliberate 
effort to foster engagement around a shared sense of purpose – 
and they uphold diversity and inclusion as a crucial element in their 
efforts to achieve the organization’s purpose. 

Talent practices within HR’s circles of control and influence to retain 
talent are (see Figure 10): 

• People analytics

• Employee engagement

• Diversity and inclusion

Purpose-driven 
organizations try to foster 
employee engagement 
around a shared sense 
of purpose – and believe 
diversity and inclusion are 
crucial to achieve that 
purpose.
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Figure 10: Talent Practices Within HR’s Circles of Control & Influence to Retain Talent

Control

Influence

Diversity & 
Inclusion

People 
Analytics

Employee 
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Source: RedThread Research, 2020.

People Analytics

Purpose-driven organizations use analytics to measure, validate, 
and communicate the value of their purpose-driven practices. 
Many Business Roundtable member companies report their 
progress on the 17 U.N. Sustainable Development Goals to address 
global challenges related to poverty, inequality, climate change, 
environmental degradation, peace, and justice.67 They also follow 
the Global Reporting Initiative Standards (via the GRI index) that 
represent reporting best practices on an internationally recognized 
set of economic, environmental, and social indicators. While not all 
companies use GRI reporting, it’s increasingly gaining in popularity. As 
of May 2020, around 36,500 reports were filed under the sustainability 
disclosure database, of which 65% are GRI reports.68

67 Sustainable Development Goals, The United Nations, 2020.
68 Sustainability Disclosure Database, GRI-Global Reporting Initiative, 2020.

Analytics can help 
organizations 
measure, validate, and 
communicate the value 
of their purpose-driven 
practices.

https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/sustainable-development-goals/
https://database.globalreporting.org/
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Analytics and reporting look a bit different when it comes to 
purpose-driven people practices, though, rather than the broader 
reporting we see on purpose-driven organizations. The reason is: 
These organizations are trying to specifically understand the impact 
of purpose-driven talent practices, and aren’t trying to report on all 
of the various topics mentioned above. 

People analytics is one of the few areas fully within HR’s circle of 
control to create a more purpose-driven organization. It’s also, 
critically, an area in which many HR leaders need to develop, that 
may result in some shying away from embracing people analytics 
as a key way to drive purpose. However, given the importance of 
analytics – we all know “what gets measured is what gets done” – it’s 
critical that HR leaders lean into this area to drive purpose.  

To do this well, HR must partner effectively with its people analytics 
team to determine the metrics that can appropriately capture impact. 
The goal is to substantiate internal value for employees and external 
value for other stakeholders in a detailed and quantifiable manner. 

We see 2 main areas that HR leaders should focus on to  
substantiate value:

• People. To capture the impact of talent practices through:

॰ Engagement – Feedback that reports on people’s purpose-
driven engagement with questions such as “My company 
 cares about …”

 … my individual purpose

 … intentionally aligning my individual purpose to the 
organization’s purpose

 … inspiring me to go above and beyond to deliver on our 
purpose

॰ Turnover – Overall voluntary and high-performers voluntary

॰ Performance – Frequency of purpose-focused conversations by 
job category as well as purpose-focused goals

॰ Development – Results of developmental activities on purpose-
driven goals

॰ Well-being – Percentage of employees who participate in well-
being programs and rate of absenteeism

People analytics is one of 
the few areas fully within 
HR’s circle of control that 
leaders can leverage to 
create a more purpose-
driven organization.

HR’s goal for people 
analytics is to 
substantiate internal 
value for employees and 
external value for other 
stakeholders in a detailed 
and quantifiable manner.
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॰ Workforce and board diversity composition – Rate of employee 
turnover by different diversity categories such as age, gender, 
or regional distribution; and percentage of individuals within the 
company’s governance bodies in multiple diversity categories

॰ Safety – Number of recordable or absence cases, and days of 
work lost 

• Culture. To systematically assess and align culture to 
 purpose through:

॰ Organizational health – Index to assess the organization’s 
leadership, culture, accountability, internal and external 
orientation, learning, innovation, and agility

॰ Organizational alignment – Degree of individual and 
organizational alignment on purpose, vision, and values

॰ Ethics and integrity of responsible business practices – Number 
of inquiries and complaints reported by each HR category

Real-World Threads

PayPal, whose purpose is to “… democratize financial services 
and empower people and businesses to join and thrive in 
the global economy,” recently revamped its approach to 
employee surveys.69 The company made the feedback 
process more agile, and enabled managers to leverage 
people analytics to take real-time actions and inform their 
future strategies. PayPal intentionally embeds purpose into 
its people analytics approach by asking specific questions 
on employee engagement and employee Net Promoter 
Score®, along with the extent to which they feel inspired by 
PayPal’s mission and vision.

69 2019 Global Impact Report, PayPal, 2019.

https://www.paypal.com/us/webapps/mpp/globalimpact
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Employee Engagement 

We mention above that purpose-driven organizations assess 
engagement – but they also take steps to proactively manage 
employee engagement around a shared sense of purpose. Some of 
the more common practices we’ve observed include:

• Collaboration with boards of directors – Purpose-driven 
organizations often have highly involved board members. 

Real-World Threads

Synchrony’s board of directors upholds the company’s 
purpose of “… doing the right thing” by meeting with talent 
at all levels, from recent graduates to high-performing 
executives.70 The intention is to broaden the board’s 
perspective and also provide a deeper understanding of 
employees’ engagement and broader corporate culture. 

• Engagement through purpose-aligned initiatives – HR leaders in 
purpose-driven organizations intentionally align individual purpose 
with organizational initiatives. 

Real-World Threads

॰ CVS Health solicits feedback from employees on what 
matters to them from a sustainability perspective. 
Employees can also suggest ways to make their day-to-
day work more sustainable and aligned to their individual 
as well as the organization’s purpose.71 By actively 
soliciting feedback from employees and aligning their 
individual purpose with the organization’s, CVS fosters a 
greater level of engagement from its employees. 

70 2019 Corporate Social Responsibility Report, Synchrony Financial, 2019.
71 2019 Corporate Social Responsibility Report, CVS Health, 2019.

Purpose-driven 
organizations proactively 
manage employee 
engagement around a 
shared sense of purpose.

https://synchronyannualreport.com/
https://cvshealth.com/social-responsibility/corporate-social-responsibility/annual-corporate-social-responsibility-reports
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॰ Unilever’s Heroes with Impact recognizes employees each 
year who have shown initiative, integrity, and commitment 
to the company’s purpose of “… making sustainable 
 living commonplace.”72 

Diversity & Inclusion

As alluded to earlier, purpose-driven organizations understand the 
value of diversity and inclusion to drive innovation, tackle complex 
challenges, and achieve their purpose of delivering multistakeholder 
value. In fact, survey data from Great Place to Work found that, 
during the last financial recession, the S&P 500 suffered a 35% decline 
in stock performance from 2007 to 2009, but companies whose 
employees from historically disadvantaged groups telling of positive 
experiences related to fairness and inclusion reported a 14% gain.73 

Further, inclusive organizations tend to enjoy more than 3 times the 
revenue growth than less inclusive ones.74 For these reasons, the 
ability of purpose-driven organizations to retain diverse individuals is 
a vital element in their values and purpose-driven strategies. 

Real-World Threads

At Stryker, whose purpose is to “… help caregivers perform 
their jobs more efficiently and enhance patient care,” 
diversity and inclusion is a top priority. This is evidenced by 
its #1 spot on the Great Place to Work 2019 ranking of the 100 
Best Workplaces for Diversity.75 

72 “SERIES: Our 2019 Heroes,” Unilever / News & insights, 2019.
73 “Best Workplaces for Diversity™ 2019,” Great Place to Work, 2019.
74 A Great Place to Work For All, Michael C. Bush / Berrett-Koehler Publishers, 2018.
75 “Diverse, Inclusive Companies Have Advantage During Recessions, Study Finds,” HR Drive / Sheryl Estrada, 

January 2020.

While the S&P 500 suffered 
a 35% decline in stock 
performance from 2007 
to 2009, companies 
whose employees from 
historically disadvantaged 
groups telling of positive 
experiences related to 
fairness and inclusion 
reported a 14% gain.

https://www.unilever.com/about/inspiringaction/unilever-heroes/
https://www.greatplacetowork.com/best-workplaces/diversity/2019
https://www.greatplacetowork.com/book
https://www.hrdive.com/news/diverse-inclusive-companies-have-an-advantage-during-recessions-study-fin/569691/
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The company’s CEO signed the CEO Action for Diversity & 
Inclusion in which leaders commit to building a diverse and 
inclusive culture and creating accountability systems through:76

• Fostering ongoing and honest dialogue rooted in trust, 
compassion, and open-mindedness

• Implementing and expanding unconscious bias education 
that helps employees recognize and minimize their 
 blind spots

• Sharing best and worst diversity and inclusion practices 
with other organizations, and learning theirs in return

• Working closely with its board of directors to create 
strategic plans that prioritize and drive accountability 
around diversity and inclusion 

Many organizations that prioritize diversity and inclusion also 
leverage employee resource groups to provide diverse employees 
with dedicated spaces where they can offer unique perspectives, 
connect with others, and focus their energies. 

Real-World Threads

For AmerisourceBergen, more than 56% of its workforce 
is women and 46% is individuals with ethnically diverse 
backgrounds, with an executive management committee 
comprised of 43% women. Since the company firmly believes 
that unconscious bias can undermine an inclusive and 
respectful work environment, it offers diversity and inclusion, 
and unconscious bias training for everyone. In addition, the 
company encourages communication and an open

76 “CEO pledge,” CEO Act!on For Diversity & Inclusion, 2019.

https://www.ceoaction.com/pledge/ceo-pledge/
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exchange of ideas companywide through its employee 
business resource groups (EBRGs), including:77 

• The Women’s Impact Network – Inspiring women to 
grow and develop personally and professionally while 
encouraging their male counterparts to support  
these efforts

• Veterans in Action – Supporting the company’s efforts 
to recruit and provide ongoing support, guidance, and 
opportunities for members of the military community

• LGBTAllies – Creating a network of allies and resources 
to support lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender 
associates, as well as promoting initiatives that advance 
the vision of an inclusive and welcoming workplace

• Black Organization for Networking & Development – 
Driving efforts to enhance the employee experience for 
black associates and their allies

• Emerging Professionals Network – Positively influencing 
the professional development and career advancement 
journey of its emerging workforce

Other companies offer ERGs to meet the specific and diverse needs 
of employees. For example, virtual groups can address the needs 
of a growing virtual workforce by promoting connections and 
collaboration among remote workers across the organization. 

77 AmerisourceBergen Corporate Citizenship Overview 2019 Year in Review, AmerisourceBergen, 2019. 

https://www.amerisourcebergen.com/-/media/assets/amerisourcebergen/corporate_citizenship/abc_corpcitizenship_report_2019_final.pdf?la=en&hash=4277633C393A9824CE096307072597F9715BABC2
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Retain During Crisis

Leaders in purpose-driven organizations recognize the added 
burdens and hazards taken on by their employees, especially 
during a crisis. In response, these organizations quickly take action 
to respond to such issues with increased communication, financial 
assistance, and staffing up, among others. And the COVID-19 
pandemic has created a number of issues – which CVS Health 
continues to address for its people.

Real-World Threads

Early on, CVS Health found itself in the thick of the COVID-19 
pandemic in serving the public and its corporate clients – 
but the real challenge came in developing support for its 
employees, especially its frontline employees, and in rapid-
hiring new employees to respond to the pandemic’s demands. 
To support its people, the company did the following:78 

• Employee assistance program – Made available on a  
24/7 basis mental health counselors for employees and 
their families

• HR Hotline – Addressing any COVID-related HR issues, such 
as leaves of absence, working from home, etc.

• COVID-19 command center – Enabling employees to 
quickly report any potential or confirmed exposures in a 
CVS Health facility to implement necessary protocols

• Employee bonuses – For those frontline employees (such as 
pharmacists, store associates, and managers) required to 
be at a CVS Health facility, awards of between $150 and $500 

• Remote working toolkit – For those working from home for the 
first time, developed by its learning and development team

• Backup assistive care – Through a partnership with Bright 
Horizons, offering employees up to 25 paid days of child, elder, 
or adult dependent care to help with any transitional issues

78 “CVS Health’s Focus on Employee Support During COVID-19 Pandemic,” The Employer Assistance and 
Resource Network on Disability Inclusion (EARN) / U.S. Department of Labor, 2020.

During the COVID-19 
crisis, purpose-driven 
organizations expanded 
the use of communication 
channels and tools in 
connecting with their 
employees.

https://askearn.org/resources/employer-success-stories/a-covid-19-response-story-cvs_health/?utm_source=govdelivery&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=ODEP_Newsletter_08-10
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• Paid sick leave – Up to 24 hours of paid sick leave for part-
time employees for the pandemic’s duration

• COVID-19 positive – For any employee testing positive to 
COVID-19 or requiring quarantining due to exposure, the 
company is providing 14 days of paid leave

• CVS Health employee relief fund – Offering short-term, 
immediate financial assistance in the form of tax-exempt 
grants to employees for qualifying emergency needs 
related to the pandemic; the company is matching up to 
$1 million in employee contributions

To quickly onboard 50,000 full-time, part-time, and temporary 
employees as quickly as possible, CVS Health:

• Used a technology-based hiring process, including virtual 
job fairs, interviews, and job tryouts

• Specifically targeted furloughed employees from several 
industries, partnering with such companies as American 
Airlines, Estefan Enterprises, The Gap, Hilton, Hyatt, and 
Marriott to identify potential new hires

Even though many organizations aren’t necessarily on the frontlines 
of the COVID-19 pandemic, the effects of it have been flowing 
through companies, upending the lives of many workers. During this 
crisis, purpose-driven organizations are adapting to the changing 
environment and work-life styles by focusing on their people.

Real-World Threads

Ernst & Yound LLP (EY) responded to the COVID-19 pandemic 
with a people-first approach. EY’s top global leadership 
regularly communicates about the company’s response efforts 
through multiple channels, with the expectation that managers 

Especially during these 
trying times, purpose-
driven organizations show 
their appreciation to 
employees through many 
ways, including financially.
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throughout the firm will do the same within their teams. To 
support these efforts, EY has done the following:79 

• COVID-19 web portal – Developed a central place for 
employees with the latest news and information, benefits, 
learning and mobile apps, and a place for team leaders to 
exchange information and ideas on supporting their people

• Better You initiative – Providing assistance to support 
employees’ health and well-being, including on-staff 
licensed counselors, access to a 24-hour hotline, virtual 
and in-person counseling, and digital tools to promote 
sleep and emotional health

• Mindfulness – Offering courses and daily drop-in sessions

• Group counseling sessions – Addressing topics specific to 
the COVID-19 pandemic

• Enhanced back-up care – Expanding the subsidized 
benefit from 12 to 24 days for 2020

• 2020 summer leave program – Giving the option to take a 
2- or 3-month partially paid leave of absence

 Self-Check: Retain
Take some time to reflect on key concepts from this section by asking the following questions.  
For the full list of the Self-Check questions, see the Self-Assessment in the appendix.

To what extent does my organization … 1 = Not at All
5 = To a Great Extent

1. Measure, validate, and communicate people analytics to substantiate the value of purpose-driven 
practices? 1............................5

2. Seek to understand (via stay interviews or  surveys) why people are staying with the organization and 
the criticality of purpose in those decisions? 1............................5

3. Engage employees through initiatives that align to their individual purposes and which connect them 
with other purpose-minded colleagues? 1............................5

4. Connect diverse individuals through a common interest to cultivate a shared sense of purpose? 1............................5

5. Offer a wide variety of employee resource groups to foster diverse perspectives and drive innovation, 
tackle complex challenges, and deliver value to multistakeholders? 1............................5

79 “EY’s Commitment to Supporting Employee Mental Health & Ensuring a Disability-Inclusive Response to the 
COVID-19 Pandemic,” The Employer Assistance and Resource Network on Disability Inclusion (EARN) / U.S. 
Department of Labor, 2020.

https://askearn.org/resources/employer-success-stories/a-covid-19-response-story-cvs_health/?utm_source=govdelivery&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=ODEP_Newsletter_08-10
https://askearn.org/resources/employer-success-stories/a-covid-19-response-story-cvs_health/?utm_source=govdelivery&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=ODEP_Newsletter_08-10
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Conclusion 

We began this paper by asking a provocative question: 

Will organizations stick to contributing to the greater good 
once the immediate crisis passes or will they revert to the 
shareholder-as-king model in the “next normal”? 

The crises of 2020 continue to drag on, but we’ve seen nothing that 
suggests organizations should revert to the old model. If anything, the 
need for purpose-driven organizations is greater than ever before. 
As the CEO of Fortune magazine recently stated, “ ... In the world we 
inhabit, where governments’ ability to address big problems like 
inequality and climate change has been heading south for decades, 
having our best business minds turn more attention to society’s 
pressing problems makes sense to me–for the sake of society, and 
for the long-term interests of their shareholders.”80    

For the multistakeholder model to work, purpose-driven organizations 
need HR leaders to lead in the purpose conversation. By outlining what 
HR can control and influence, we’ve identified the specific practices to 
attract, enable, develop, and retain more purpose-driven talent. 

Our research finds that purpose-driven organizations are self-
reinforcing systems. It’s through intentional decisions infusing 
purpose throughout the employee experience that purpose-driven 
organizations can align individual purpose and organizational 
purpose. Employees derive meaningful value and self-actualization 
from their work contributions, which feeds into the value other 
stakeholders receive. 

Ultimately, the conversation on purpose-driven organizations will 
continue to evolve because it involves humans at its core. As long 
as organizations employ, do business with, and impact humans – 
purpose will remain a crucial need for all. 

80 “Society’s Problems Need Our Best Business Minds,” Fortune / Alan Murray, July 27, 2020.

By outlining what HR can 
control and influence, 
we’ve identified the 
specific practices to 
attract, enable, develop, 
and retain more purpose-
driven talent.

https://fortune.com/2020/07/27/societal-problems-need-our-best-business-minds-ceo-daily/
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Appendices

Appendix 1: Self-Assessment of Purpose-Driven 
Talent Practices

To what extent does my organization …
1 = Not at All

5 = To a Great 
Extent

1. Pursue partnerships with educational or nonprofit organizations to connect with purpose-minded 
individuals who share similar values with the organization? 1............................5

2. Track all parts of the candidate pipeline for diversity and equity in candidate experience? 1............................5

3. Create an inclusive candidate experience to attract diverse candidates, and provide a fast and transparent 
hiring process? 1............................5

4. Establish selection protocols to evaluate how a candidate’s individual purpose aligns with the organization? 1............................5

5. Substantiate a strong reputation as a purpose-driven organization that cares for employees as 
stakeholders through external benchmarks like industry awards? 1............................5

6. Maintain a shared sense of purpose through a culture rooted in trust, transparency, authenticity, and 
integrity? 1............................5

7. Provide opportunities to self-reflect on the “why I / we do this,” and the impact it has on others inside and 
outside the organization? 1............................5

8. Encourage employees to engage in conversations about opportunities for the organization to better live out 
its purpose? 1............................5

9. Help employees achieve an overall sense of well-being (physical, emotional, financial)? 1............................5

10. Align employees to volunteering opportunities that appeal to their individual purposes and strengths? 1............................5

11. Design social and immersive learning experiences that cultivate a shared sense of purpose? 1............................5

12. Offer developmental opportunities that build leadership capability while providing multistakeholder value? 1............................5

13. Intentionally develop purpose-driven and multistakeholder-oriented leaders? 1............................5

14. Encourage meaningful conversations to understand individual purpose and be better connected to the 
organization? 1............................5

15. Have leaders that support employees in making purposeful career planning decisions? 1............................5

16. Measure, validate, and communicate people analytics to substantiate the value of purpose-driven 
practices? 1............................5

17. Seek to understand (via stay interviews or surveys) why people are staying with the organization and the 
criticality of purpose in those decisions? 1............................5

18. Engage employees through initiatives that align to their individual purposes and which connect them with 
other purpose-minded colleagues? 1............................5

19. Connect diverse individuals through a common interest to cultivate a shared sense of purpose? 1............................5

20. Offer a wide variety of employee resource groups to foster diverse perspectives and drive innovation, tackle 
complex challenges, and deliver value to multistakeholders? 1............................5



RedThread Research © 2020 The Purpose-Driven Organization: HR’s Opportunity During Crisis & Beyond    |     57

Appendix 2: Company Statements That 
Communicate Purpose

Company Statement

Accenture81 Building a future of shared success

Becton Dickinson82 Advancing the world of health

Bristol Myers Squibb83 To discover, develop and deliver innovative medicines to patients with serious diseases

Chubb84 Protecting the present and building a better future

Clif Bar & Company85
We’re working to run a different kind of company: The kind of place we’d want to work, that makes 
the kind of food we’d like to eat, and that strives for a healthier, more sustainable world – the kind 
of world we’d like to pass on to our children

CVS Health86 Helping people on their path to better health

Danone Japan87 Bring health through food to as many people as possible

Dollar General88 Serving others

Getinge89 Together as one

Google90 Committed to significantly improving the lives of as many people as possible

Johnson & Johnson91 Our Credo challenges us to put the needs and well-being of the people we serve first

Johnson Controls92 The power behind your mission

81 “What we believe,” Accenture, 2020.
82 “BD Values,” Becton Dickinson, 2020.
83 “Our Mission & Commitment,” Bristol Myers Squibb, 2020.
84 “Our Mission,” Chubb, 2020.
85 “Who We Are,” Clif Bar & Company, 2020.
86 “We are health care innovators,” CVS Health, 2020.
87 “Company,” Danone Japan, 2020.
88 “About Us,” Dollar General, 2020.
89 “Together As One,” Getinge, 2020.
90 “About Google: Commitments,” Google, 2020.
91 “Our Credo,” Johnson & Johnson, 2020.
92 “Our Company,” Johnson Controls, 2020.

https://www.accenture.com/gb-en/about/company-index
https://www.bd.com/en-us/company/about-bd/bd-values
https://www.bms.com/about-us/our-company/our-mission.html
https://www.chubb.com/us-en/about-chubb/global-citizenship-mission-statement.aspx
https://www.clifbar.com/who-we-are
https://cvshealth.com/about-cvs-health/our-purpose#:~:text=We%20are%20health%20care%20innovators&text=Every%20one%20of%20us%20at,their%20path%20to%20better%20health.&text=Creating%20innovations%20that%20not%20only,in%20body%2C%20mind%20and%20spirit
http://www.danone.co.jp/company/
https://aboutus.dollargeneral.com/
https://www.getinge.com/int/together-as-one/
https://about.google/commitments/
https://www.jnj.com/credo/
https://www.johnsoncontrols.com/about-us/our-company
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Company Statement

Kroger93 To feed the human spirit

Medtronic94 To contribute to human welfare

Mondelēz95 We empower people to snack right

Patagonia96 To save our home planet

PayPal97 To democratize financial services and empower people and business to join and thrive in the 
global economy

Reckitt Benckiser98 To help people live healthier lives

Salesforce99 Use our technology to help people create better jobs, lives, companies, and communities

Seventh Generation100 To transform the world into a healthy, sustainable & equitable place for the next seven 
generations

Slack101 Make work life simpler, more pleasant and more productive

Stryker102 To help caregivers perform their jobs more efficiently and enhance patient care

Synchrony Financial103 To do the right thing: for our partners, for our customers, and for our team members

TD Ameritrade104 Transforming lives and investing for the better

Unilever105 Making sustainable living commonplace

USAA106 To lead and inspire actions that improve lives in the military and our local communities

Walgreens107 To help people across the world lead healthier, happier lives

Whole Foods108 To nourish people and the planet

93 “About: Our Purpose,” Kroger, 2020.
94 “About: Mission,” Medtronic, 2020.
95 “Purpose & Mission,” Mondelēz, 2020.
96 “Patagonia’s Focus On Its Brand Purpose Is Great For Business,” Forbes.com / Veronika Sonsev, November 2019.
97 “Who We Are,” PayPal, 2020.
98 “Our values and purpose,” Reckitt Benckiser, 2020.
99 “What Is Salesforce?” Salesforce, 2020.
100 “Our Mission,” Seventh Generation, 2020.
101 “About,” Slack, 2020.
102 “About,” Stryker, 2020.
103 “About Us,” Synchrony Financial, 2020.
104 “Our Purpose,” TD Ameritrade, 2020.
105 “About,” Unilever, 2020.
106 “Corporate Responsibility,” USAA, 2020.
107 “About Us,” Walgreens Boots Alliance, 2020.
108 “Mission & Values,” Whole Foods, 2020.

https://www.thekrogerco.com/about-kroger/
https://www.medtronic.com/us-en/about/mission.html
https://www.mondelezinternational.com/About-Us/Who-We-Are/Purpose-and-Mission
https://www.forbes.com/sites/veronikasonsev/2019/11/27/patagonias-focus-on-its-brand-purpose-is-great-for-business/#3243334854cb
https://www.paypal.com/us/webapps/mpp/about
https://www.rb.com/about-us/our-values-and-purpose/
https://www.salesforce.com/products/what-is-salesforce/
https://www.seventhgeneration.com/insideSVG/mission
https://slack.com/about
https://www.stryker.com/us/en/about.html
https://www.synchrony.com/aboutus.html
https://www.amtd.com/about-us/purpose-and-values/default.aspx
https://www.unilever.com/about/who-we-are/about-Unilever/
https://www.usaa.com/inet/wc/corporate-responsibility-overview-main?1
https://www.walgreensbootsalliance.com/
https://www.wholefoodsmarket.com/mission-values
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Appendix 3: Methodology

Recent conversations on purpose, along with the global 
health crisis, inspired us to understand what organizations do 
to fulfill their commitment to multistakeholder value. It also 
compelled us to take a deeper look at HR’s role in creating more 
 purpose-driven organizations. 

Our report gathers and synthesizes findings from our research efforts. 
This includes our review of more than 90 scientific, business, trade, 
and popular literature; 85 purpose-driven stories and responses 
to the COVID-19 pandemic featured in webcasts and podcasts; 
and more than 25 social impact reports from Business Roundtable 
member organizations.
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