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Introduction

This is the sixth report we have produced from the 
Corporate Affairs Academy (CAA) programme.  
Like its predecessors, it captures the range of 
perspectives and approaches that corporate affairs 
leaders are considering as they address the challenges 
facing their companies and organisations.

Corporate affairs leaders are in a unique position to 
monitor and influence the practices and priorities of 
organisations, and to explain how strategic decisions 
are likely to play out among the many audiences 
with which those organisations engage. This 
makes the function particularly valuable at a time 
when businesses and organisations of all kinds are 
reassessing what they are for – their core purpose – 
how they should embed that in their strategy, and 
how to align stakeholders’ understanding with the 
organisation’s assessment of itself and its aims.  
Once again, the programme has captured these 
evolving priorities and the different ways in which 
corporate affairs leaders are prioritising their activities 
and resources to help organisations fulfil their potential 
and navigate a world that is transforming at a faster 
rate than ever, and where risks and opportunities are 
part of an ever-more complex matrix.
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Corporate Affairs Academy

The CAA, run by the Oxford University Centre for Corporate Reputation in conjunction with 
Executive Education at Saïd Business School, and in partnership with Tie-stone, comprises 
two one-and-a-half-day sessions of presentation and discussion. These provide a forum for  
CA leaders to consider ways to develop both the effectiveness of the function and their own 
capabilities, with the help of leading practitioners in corporate affairs, the media and the 
investment community. 

For more information, and for CAA reports from previous years, see:  
www.sbs.oxford.edu/caa.
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Executive summary

The CAA comprises two sessions over three three days hosted at Saïd Business School in 
Oxford in April and October, but it also includes a number of break-out group discussions 
hosted by members of the CAA over the summer on topics chosen by the cohort. 

This year the break-out themes were:
• The value of reputation, how the awareness of its importance is being operationalised, 

and how corporate affairs can embed that awareness in other executive functions

and

• Corporate purpose 

This report reflects the focus of those sessions and other strong threads that ran through the 
programme: where corporate affairs can contribute to strategic conversations concerning the 
societal obligations of business; the governance structures of firms and organisations; how to 
maximise the benefit of digital and minimise the risks.

The value of reputation 

Reputation is often poorly understood within organisations. Too often it is treated as an 
outcome, with the emphasis on downside risk implications and effects, which the corporate 
affairs function should be called on to mitigate after negative events. The positive and negative 
potential of reputation, its role as an enabler, needs to be part of the strategic conversations 
within firms and organisations for them to function effectively.

Embedding reputation awareness

There needs to be a structural approach to the spreading of this awareness throughout 
organisations, with engagement and ownership at every level. This impacts stakeholders in 
different ways, but requires consistent, authentic narratives. Corporate affairs should be well 
placed to effect this, but only if it has the breadth of skills and acumen to make a credible 
contribution and the data and insights to support its arguments. 

In search of a purpose 

‘What is the purpose of your organisation?’ is a question that often elicits different responses 
even from within the leadership of the same organisation. In a world where scrutiny internally 
and externally is more intense than ever, alignment behind a defined, comprehensible purpose 
is increasingly required. Corporations are seeking to define themselves and their purpose 
beyond the profit motive alone, and organisations of all kinds are having to meet the challenge 
of multiple stakeholder expectations. Corporate affairs has a key role to play in this process: 
in helping to recognise what is possible, what is desirable, and how to effect organisational 
change while avoiding ‘mission overshoot’.
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Positive reputations have value: with customers, 
regulators, potential talent and suppliers. They can 
impact on margins, operational efficiency and even 
viability. Corporate affairs is the expert on reputation 
and trust issues within organisations, but reputation 
is not the end game. The emphasis has to be on 
enabling the business to fashion positive reputations 
for performance improvement and value creation.

‘Value creation and value protection is the fundamental 
definition of what we do. You can then determine where you 
want to protect or create that value based on the industry  
and the nature of your organisation.’

In the ‘adding value’ paradigm, internal reputations 
are just as important as external, and maintaining 
consistent behaviours internally, which links to clearly 
articulated culture and values. 

‘If you’re able to affect behavioural change that improves 
performance, you’re having an impact on the business.’

There is no ‘one size fits all’ to the corporate affairs 
function. Its purpose and priorities should be carefully 
moulded according to the organisation, avoiding 
counter-productive limitations.

‘We have created a function which is derived from the 
company purpose: government affairs, government relations, 
public affairs, corporate responsibility, global health and 
ethics. We came up with a common denominator: we are 
[the company’s ambassadors… on the one hand, we are 
external influencers, and at the same time we are internal 
advisors.’

‘We describe our function as “to support the business, 
achieve its strategic vision and business priorities by helping 
to build and protect stakeholder relationships”.’ 

The value of reputation 
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There are multiple reputations, and not all reputations 
are equally important. Focus on the ones which have 
the potential to make a difference.

‘We [decided] we cannot be positive in all areas, let’s pick  
a couple of things where we want to be a thought leader: 
among peers [and] the companies that matter to us, be seen  
as a company that is really a leader in this field.’

Corporate affairs is not only there to provide support  
to initiatives originating elsewhere. Providing challenge 
is an important part of its contribution.

‘We talk about providing advice – support, advise and 
challenge. We felt some of the real value we can add is 
holding a mirror up to some decisions or activity… not in 
a “you’re wrong” kind of way, but, “Have you thought about 
what this might look like, have you thought about whether 
this is consistent with X, Y and Z?’’’

If the organisation projects concerns beyond its 
commercial priorities, it can achieve more traction  
and credibility.

‘We have a campaign [around women’s wellbeing] and its 
impact on the economy, and that is not because someone has 
sat down and said so – it was quite a coincidence. Now the 
CEO is being invited to talk about this topic and it’s only 
indirectly related to our core business.’

Enabling third parties to be your advocate can make  
a bigger contribution than if you simply make your  
own case.

‘We are working very closely with [consumer] associations,  
and this really pays off, because if they are convinced they 
want [the product], they fight for it. And especially in the US, 
they are very, very strong.’
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Positioning corporate affairs to best effect within organisations involves, 
first, establishing a business purpose; second, designing the function; third, 
explaining the function internally so that it can perform. 

‘After my first year I said, “We need to get [internal] customer feedback,” so we 
sent out a quite broad survey about how satisfied the customers are with us. Half 
of those who responded said, “You can improve this, I like this, I don’t like this”. 
A quarter said, “I have no idea what you’re doing.” At the board level we were 
known, but in the business there were a lot of people who had no clue.’

Embedding reputation awareness 

Advantages
• Building relationships with different functions, 

reinforcing continuity, and reflecting the 
relevance of corporate affairs at critical strategic 
points – influencing decisions and behaviour, 
and prioritising resources.

‘We’re not a big enough function to be able to loan 
people out on a long-term basis, but they sit in the 
business area that they lead on for two days a week.’

‘The only way they can actually gain credibility and 
trust with a business area is face time. They should be 
in the group meetings, in the weekly meeting, and they 
should effectively be seen as the go-to person.’

‘We use teaming a lot. If we have a merger, acquisition, 
divestiture or joint venture going on, we’ll assign 
someone to that team as a professional development 
opportunity, then they can reach back to us if they need 
to talk to somebody.’ 

Disadvantages

• The danger of corporate affairs people ‘going 
native’ or reinforcing silos within organisations.

‘We’re trying to create a centre of excellence, moving 
from a model of one person in the corporate affairs 
team per one business unit. One of the things the 
business is trying to do is break down some of the siloed 
behaviour, as well as doing more with less, [developing] 
flexibility and resilience. In order to do that, there 
needs to be a sense of team.’

‘Their work in that business unit has got to be 
integrated into the larger effort. Without knowing 
what the larger effort looks like across different areas 
of work and all the business units, that individual is 
less valuable to me.’

• Repetition of effort and a less cohesive function

‘We have three different business sectors and that led to 
the fact that we then had two-to-three people out of the 
company approaching the same stakeholder outside.’

‘If you have people out doing bits of comms in the 
business and you don’t have a good central grip 
on that, you can’t really offer them a great career 
trajectory.’

Where corporate affairs sits within organisations

There are directly conflicting advantages and disadvantages in embedding 
corporate affairs team members within other functions. 



A good strategy to embed reputation priorities 
within the wider organisation is to put the reputation 
questions to different functions in the organisation and 
leave them to fill in the blanks.

‘We create that grid and the function heads fill it in. [Ask] 
what are the things in your part of the business that could be 
affected, that do really matter? They fill it in and they have 
to really think about it – not just the negative. What could 
you do really well that could actually help? I’ve got the top 
level bought into this kind of a grid, getting them to fill it in 
and us owning it.’

A structured forum where directors and managers are 
directly addressing the reputational issues can be a 
powerful way of building reputation into strategic areas.

‘We have a two-hour meeting every six weeks that looks 
ahead specifically at opportunities and threats coming 
up over the next six months around communications, 
engagement and reputation, with metrics. The group 
[ranges] from an assistant director level, with an empowered 
representative from each of the directorates – personnel, 
support, future equipment, capability, the finance 
department…’

‘For team meetings, the agenda has health and safety, 
diversity and inclusion, and reputation. We make sure 
this is clear around the business, not just the top level. It’s 
not like someone else is handling reputation: people do 
understand that your actions will have a positive or negative 
effect.’

9
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Placing members of the central corporate affairs team 
in other functions ensures that the overriding concerns 
of the organisation are always considered.

‘For each of the business areas, I have a link person that 
works for that team. They know if they’ve got any meetings, 
my comms person should be in on that meeting. They have 
got embedded comms people, but generally they don’t see the 
bigger picture, and they don’t ‘get’ reputation.’

By engaging with audiences and feeding back, 
corporate affairs can convince other functions to enact 
strategic, operational and behavioural change.

‘They kept saying to us, “our stakeholders don’t care, all 
they want to know is our cash flow and how quickly we can 
pay them back.” And we did an in-depth survey with about 
60 of our really critical stakeholders, including investors, 
and what came back was, “We’re not sure that you’re 
transitioning fast enough, you’re going to be left behind,” 
and we were able to give [other functions] the qualitative 
to support the generic, and they are now our biggest 
evangelists.’

Introducing reputation-related metrics into appraisals 
can be an effective way to keep it on the agenda.

‘Our reputation is calculated on the development of our 
share price. And we have something called long-term 
incentive, which we only get every three years, a development 
of share price compared to the DAX for example.’

‘We rely a lot on open innovation, and now we measure [as a 
reputational proxy] the number of companies who say “we 
have an idea for you”, our ability to attract innovation.’

Linking reputation to appraisals can be problematic and 
divisive.

‘One of the problems is that individuals might say well, the 
facts, the policies are all in place, what’s been missing here is 
the communication to the various audiences. So back to the 
comms team.’

‘Every component of your business can be affected by 
reputation, positive or negative. It would be unfair for 
corporate affairs directors if [reputation] wasn’t in other 
people’s appraisals.’

Your employees are powerful potential sources of 
reputation capital if they are well directed and enabled.

‘We are using them as our ambassadors, so training them 
to use LinkedIn in a more appropriate manner. Providing 
them with content, links to our corporate site… It’s at an 
embryonic stage, but we’ve got a trial of people that we’re 
training to use LinkedIn more for advocacy purposes.’

‘We never tell people, can you use your personal social 
platform to push this out, but what we do is make sure that 
we’d advise them on relevant content or even on LinkedIn, 
where you can encourage people to join the company page, 
then they will share what they want.’
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The risk register is often the entry point for corporate 
affairs to put reputation onto an organisation’s agenda, 
but the preoccupation with risk mitigation obstructs 
the positive potential of reputation. It is important to 
move the reputation discussion beyond registers and 
governance processes to strengthening day-to-day 
decision making.

‘If you have a risk basis which is a legally led and generated 
situation, you run the risk that  your solution when you face 
those risks will be legally led rather than doing the right 
thing.’

‘Increasingly young talent is thinking, “Does the company 
have values that I’m going to sign up to?” So you flip this 
to people: “If you don’t get your reputation right, you’ll lose 
your licence to operate. You enhance it if you manage it in 
a positive way, and you damage it by having risks you don’t 
manage well”.’

‘[A colleague] introduced an excel sheet where everyone 
should identify reputational risks and opportunities. I 
turned it into both: so when you’re making a decision, 
everyone considers the reputational impact, both positive 
and negative. We found very quickly that a lot of decisions 
could be either.’

Building the reputation risk discussion into 
considerations of the brand can be productive and 
positive.

‘The way we defined our brand was [through] three attributes, 
and then we put together a promise and a vision/mission 
statement. By reinforcing the brand value I’m doing two 
things: I’m reminding the board of what the brand values 
are, but I’m also saying, if you make a balanced investment 
decision to remove a particular capability, you might be 
harming our chances of living up to that.’

It is important to re-cast the nature of relationships 
with regulators, and to move their perception of you 
beyond simply legal, so that when crisis hits, the 
impact might be less damaging.

‘Investing in the relationship capital is useful when you do 
hit the crisis, because you’ve got the relationships to “pull in 
the favours”.’

‘Increasingly I think regulators and politicians are 
now corporate affairs constituencies as opposed to [the 
province of] legal or government affairs. I think that’s an 
opportunity.’

When the implications of reputation are fully 
understood, it is more likely to become a priority within 
organisations.

‘We’re spending way more than we have on X, because we 
know we won’t have a [business] otherwise. It’s a purely 
reputational issue.’
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Case studies

Case study A 

How a corporate affairs transformation  
nearly lost its way

‘Two months ago I would have said we had a really clear 
purpose, but within the last month we have learnt in all 
honesty that we did not have that clarity, we weren’t as 
aligned with the businesses as we thought we were.

About two years ago, we were at about 280 people in 
corporate affairs for a corporation that’s global. We’ve done 
an activity analysis and reviewed, and we’ve grown to about 
300 people as we try to get our arms around what everyone 
is doing and making sure that we’re aligned globally and 
regionally.

Now that we’ve done that, we’re at the point of saying, 
“OK, we need to consolidate, because a lot of the work was 
fragmented and how can we be more efficient?” We’re 
about ready to announce where we’re going to go and the 
business says, “Wait, we have transformation fatigue. We 
saw finance and HR go through these processes, and set up 
service centres, and then we didn’t get what we want. We’re 
pausing you and making sure you look at this, so we still 
have the people supporting us, because we don’t want to lose 
that capability.”

I think that was a big miss on our part, that we didn’t see 
that we were potentially losing that critical link with the 
business. But we also realised that as we go ahead and we 
have to meet efficiency guidelines and targets, and as we 
go through these regular transformations, we always have 
to keep in mind that the prime purpose is to keep that link 
with them first.’ 

Case study B

The power of a reputation ‘cascade’ 

‘At the Jockey Club we have a set of core values, and off the 
back of the values the whole business is working together to 
create a set of behaviours, which all link back to our vision. 
Our mission is for the long-term good of horse racing: it’s 
been around for hundreds of years, we want it to be around 
and healthy for hundreds of years more. To achieve that, one 
of the things we’ve identified is that people have got to have a 
great experience going to the races.

There are many initiatives to create a set of values for the 
business, and a set of really basic behaviours to go behind 
it. We have people who don’t work for the Jockey Club on a 
permanent basis: [only] 650 of our people are permanent. 
At the Cheltenham Festival, there are 3,000 people working 
there who we’ve paid a full day of training, but who may 
never have worked for us until that day. Our reputation and 
operational delivery are in their hands, so we communicate 
that when people are there, including through films. This is 
just a reminder, it’s not the first time people are hearing  
about it.

When they join the company as a permanent person, from 
the welcome book to an induction process they go through, to 
going round the business, we invest the time in people, make 
sure line managers talk to them about it, [and include it in] 
their appraisals. We have five core values and you’re now 
appraised against each one. through to every single team 
meeting at events. If there are five staff in a bar, the manager 
of that bar will get them together and say, “Right this is 
what we expect today.”

If we really wanted to cascade a message to this team, we 
would do that to the GM of that race course, who would 
cascade that to the ops director of the race course, and 
they would brief the car park attendants, the Jockey Club 
catering [etc.]. It’s a huge cascade.’
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Case study C

Educating the executive committee

‘When I arrived [as head of corporate affairs] at Y, 
communications didn’t exist. They didn’t know what it was. 
They thought PR was the protocol guys who open the door 
and walk you through. My first challenge was, “OK, I’m 
sitting on this executive committee, nobody knows what we 
do, they have no experience outside this organisation.” 

The first thing I asked my CEO was, “Can I have a standing 
agenda item on the excom?” And he said, “Why?” And I 
said, “I’m going to indirectly educate them about what we 
do” – because I can’t go to them and say, “Let me tell you 
what I do.” I used the first three-to-four months to show 
them metrics, how we measure media, how we measure 
sentiment. They were impressed, and this helped me build 
political capital. I had one director say, “I didn’t know what 
a holding statement was or why you’d hold the statement.”

When I talk about value, I can talk about it now, but I 
couldn’t come into that organisation saying, “Hey guys, 
I’m here to create and protect value.” It’s about getting the 
management to understand and educating them over time, 
then working with them to deliver their strategic objectives 
so they see value in you.’
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Developing the capabilities of the function

There is an increasing spread of skills and acumen 
needed for corporate affairs to contribute in its value-
adding mission, both in creating the right narratives 
and using convincing metrics. The evolving landscape 
of communications, including more sophisticated 
stakeholder mapping and relationship management, 
also requires that corporate affairs invests far more 
in the capability of teams as digital and social media 
content providers. The function also needs to develop 
greater business, leadership and management 
capabilities. 

‘I think a critical element of the success of the function is to 
be able to showcase what you do, be it through storytelling 
or metrics. But then you need the appropriate governance in 
place to know where to share that.’

Three different types of skills are needed within 
corporate affairs teams:

a. General skills – common sense, willing to drive the 
right culture, someone who is seeking responsibility 
and able to deal with people at a senior level.

b. Hardcore communications skills, for the people 
dealing with media relations, social media, public 
affairs (‘You need really experienced people, who know 
the journalists to talk to and who to avoid’).

c. Business understanding, which militates towards 
recruiting from outside the corporate affairs function 
but within the business. It is more important that 
some team members have business acumen and good 
relations within the business, understand the strategy, 
and can then translate that into the tangible benefit that 
corporate affairs can provide.

The traditional risk mitigation and crisis resolution 
roles of corporate affairs meet new challenges in 
the age of digital and social media, where a great 
deal of energy can be wasted pursuing lost 
causes or addressing problems in unproductive 
ways. Understanding both the mechanisms and 
the cultural context is essential. The CAA cohort 
cited three examples from recent experience:

Dealing with ‘deep fakes’
‘We have a case of a fake video that went out through 
WhatsApp. There is no media that you can contact to 
say, “Take that down, it’s a fake.” The video had some 
sort of “expert” saying that our water was not safe for 
drinking. So we did the same test with a real expert 
and spread that video through WhatsApp as well, gave 
it to all workers, and also to members who were 
concerned about it. And it worked.’

The challenge of social media in new cultural 
contexts
‘Our management are hypersensitive to [criticism on 
social media]. Sometimes we are on a wild goose chase, 
and I think, “This is a waste of my time, why are we 

responding to every negative comment?” If you work 
for Microsoft or Apple, if your employees say something 
negative about you, they are fired, but [for cultural 
reasons] we can’t necessarily do that. So we bring them 
in and make them sign an undertaking. We’re trying  
to educate them as well. It’s a cultural challenge, 
fundamentally: how they deal with freedom of speech  
as a nascent issue in that environment.’

Speed of response – from reactive to 
proactive
‘Two years ago there would be 90 emails before 
WhatsApp got used [for a crisis alert]. It took me 24 
hours to get a financial statement, but it had to be 
done in French and translated into English. We have 
brought this down to less than one hour. Anyone in the 
company can alert their superiors. It goes immediately 
on a digital platform, via Yammer, and immediately 
an organic group is formed with a statement and a 
recommendation. Within one hour it goes to the CEO. 
We want to enable anybody behind a computer to 
mention when they see something. They are the experts. 
There’s always at least four-to-five people looking at it. 
Now we’re getting from reactive to proactive.’

Digital challenges and opportunities
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There is a need to prioritise diversity, and all-rounders 
are at a premium.

‘We need a high diversity in our teams in order to be able to 
also understand the organisation: different backgrounds, 
cultural, educational.’ 

‘Rather than having a communications expert or a 
sustainability expert or a public affairs expert, in an 
ideal world you’d have blended skill sets – and that’s 
quite difficult, because there’s not a ready-made supply of 
those people. For some people that presents opportunities, 
and others walk away from that. We need a lot more 
collaboration, flexibility and resilience.’

Communications skills are still the number one 
requirement for anyone in corporate affairs.

‘The first thing I do when I hire people is make them take a 
writing test, because that tells me whether they’re, first, able 
to write, and second illustrates their analytical skills, their 
problem-solving skills, and their ability in structuring an 
argument.’ 

Corporate affairs teams need to recruit those with 
complementary specialisms to address specific 
requirements that have become more salient in recent 
times. One such area is effecting behaviour change 
through the business.

‘If you do a lot of culture work, and internal employee 
engagement, having a behavioural psychologist on the team 
can be valuable.’

Extending the role of those within corporate affairs 
to encompass specific business goals has become 
increasingly essential.

‘We realised we were leaving a lot of money for credits 
incentives on the table, so we put one of our government 
relations people in that area and she has a goal to save $50 
million in a year, by finding the credits incentives through 
government programmes. So someone who did a great job 
in government relations is now looking at things from a 
business perspective.’
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Reputation metrics: a discussion on the usefulness of ‘quick and dirty’ data

‘[Some employees engaged in] unacceptable behaviour, 
they were filmed and it went on social media and got 
50 million hits. I was able to link those spikes in social 
media traffic around that story with a bit of polling 
that we did the week after, showing a seven per cent 
drop in people likely to recommend [us] as a career to 
their children. it doesn’t take a full measurement 
system to make a point.’

‘Snap surveys are a very useful tool, and they are 
GDPR-compliant. You can do it with Survey Monkey, 
and it really is costless.’

‘Setting up stakeholder group panels is a really useful 
thing, but think about reputation for what and with 
whom. Set up an X panel, a Y panel, a supplier panel, 
a regulator panel, otherwise people will ask who did 
you speak to?’

‘There is one caveat to that: it is qualitative data, not 
the quantitative that some people want.’

‘No, but what you get is ‘delta’ data, when people say 
well this is what was happening last week, and there’s a 
spike.’

‘There is ComRes, YouGov, we also use an app in a tech 
incubator we use now, you put in a question and you 
can see [opinions of] people around the country on a 
map.’

‘[Having practical tools can] tell you that you’re 
over-egging your concern, it doesn’t mean it’s not on 
the register, but it means that actually the [feared] 
outcome hasn’t occurred, and you need to understand 
why that is, and adapt.’

‘And often you get more credibility saying to your 
executive teams, don’t worry about that.’

To avoid ‘organisational paralysis’ it is important 
to encourage structured exposure to a variety of 
challenges and avoid people retreating into silos.

‘We’ve deliberately taken the decision to package things up 
as projects – M&A, crisis situations, emergencies or even a 
development programme – in order to ensure that people 
don’t get siloed, and that they have variety in their roles and 
a more in-depth understanding.’

‘People have got to be a lot more agile in the way that 
they work. [My organisation] has people working in very 
structured teams. In the new world, you’re going to want 
people who run towards problems and take responsibility 
for those problems rather than going, “It’s someone else’s 
problem.’’’

‘Every single person is sent on an agile mindset course.’

The best media engagement need not be expensive 
or manpower-heavy. Leveraging and empowering the 
stakeholders you have to engage with others can be a 
potent tool. 

‘The best content creators are actually our customers. 
The most authentic voice you’re going to have is your 
customers’, so we’ve given our social media channels to our 
international students and to our new students and to our 
alumni, and let them publish whatever they want [and] we 
curate.’

To break new ground and enhance the strategic 
contribution, corporate affairs needs to find ways to 
produce data that have credibility.

‘Marketing has been really sophisticated with this, and they 
can show the impact of what they do in real time. Some 
things we can borrow – for small projects, we get them to 
collaborate, because it looks very bad if they have these 
fantastic metrics and we have nothing.’ 
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The imperative has grown in recent times to develop 
an organisational manifesto that is clearly stated, and 
understood internally and externally to encompass 
the purpose and values as they are lived within the 
organisation. Corporate affairs should be instrumental 
in fashioning what must be more than a mission 
statement: rather, a defining set of priorities that inform 
every aspect of operations and behaviours.

‘It’s: “Why do you exist? What is the point of your business?” 
[beyond profit] Our purpose is “to provide the right space 
for our customers and communities – helping businesses to 
succeed, the economy to grow and people to thrive. We do 
this to create long-term financial, physical and social value.” 
Underneath that statement is a whole section on how we 
think we’re creating financial, physical and social value.’

‘If you look at our annual report, before you get into the guts 
of the strategic view, it sets out the purpose of the business 
and then it goes into the strategic review. It’s like the thread 
that connects.’

‘The first paragraph is the mission and then there’s about 
10 paragraphs below it which is how do we govern it, what 
then drives our decision making, how do we make sure we’re 
living up to that, what are the operational links that make 
it deliverable? It’s setting out a governance architecture 
that means that this thing works in practice, and which is a 
useful guide for the board.’

Often the core of the purpose in which people are 
invested can be located in the organisation’s history.

‘We went back to our past to look for any inspiration that’s 
relevant to our future. We said, “Right, we were set up to 
bring energy to the nation, nation building… what are 
the critical things today to deliver in the same vein going 
forward? And that led us to a purpose statement that was 
based on our past but more relevant to our future.”’

It is essential to secure buy-in at the strategic level to 
make a declaration of purpose meaningful – although 
this can be a lengthy process, with one participant 
revealing that the process of building the purpose into 
the strategy within their organisation took nearly four 
years.

‘We started off with corporate affairs trying to articulate 
purpose and it being treated like a copywriting exercise, 
until we eventually got serious traction around it from the 
executive team and got it embedded into the strategy. Once 
the board had accepted it, then the board started to own it, 
and hold the executive team accountable for decisions, and 
using it as the check.’

‘The really big challenge is translating what that purpose 
means in terms of the lived experience of staff and customers 

– when you’re dealing with the customer-facing part of the 
business, and they’re going, “That’s too hard, I’m just going 
to do what I always do.’’’

Top down or bottom up? Consultation within the 
organisation is vital to drive embedded purpose. 

‘Who is writing the purpose statement? The board are not 
the individuals that are living the purpose day in and day 
out. Purpose should be socialised and developed from the 
bottom up, with guidance from the top, because then it 
creates ownership.’

‘We did an exercise to discuss the new strategy. Normally 
we do this with external consultants. This time we did it 
with 60 internal people from all over the world. We divided 
them into groups, looking at strategy, financial targets, 
stakeholders, values and what do we need to be. There was 
one common element that came out of all those groups: we 
are a supporter of all our stakeholders.’

In search of purpose
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How best to conceive of a framework for purpose, 
with a moral, ethical and social dimension is always 
a challenge, but it must go to the core of why your 
colleagues do what they do. 

‘We’ve got a purpose and a belief: ‘This is what we’re trying 
to do and this is how we’re trying to do it’, and then, ‘With 
the right mix of minds, anything is possible’. That is at the 
top of all of our internal messaging now. That belief is really 
important, because it does help us effect change.’ 

The pro-social aspirations need to be embedded in the 
business case to be effective.

‘When you think of all these benefits as philanthropic 
activity, that’s wrong, because you can never scale 
philanthropy. The only thing you can scale is when there’s a 
business case behind it.’ 

‘Our purpose is ‘to act for the long-term good of 
[organisation] X’. Every decision we make has to come back 
to that. And yet at the same time, what does the long-term 
good look like. The fact the word long-term is there means 
that we can make 20-to-30-year investment decisions on 
property and so on.’ 

There are studies linking ethical behaviour and 
performance, but they are far from universal or 
straightforward. 

‘There are some studies from the financial industry that 
companies that are rated higher on ESG factors of the time 
out-perform companies that are rated lower, but there are 
questions about how you measure it.’

An ethics deficit is particularly relevant for organisations 
at the forefront of innovation.

‘You are often in an area where there are no laws, so I think 
before you come to reputation, there should be a part which 
is ethics, where the company agrees on certain ethical 
standards that they would adhere to.’

Different priorities are beginning to be felt in new areas 
of companies: for example, climate change in financial 
regulation.

‘Now the Prudential Regulation Authority (PRA) has come 
out with proposals that will change the regulations that 
effectively dictate how much capital companies have to 
retain, connected with the financial risks from climate 
change, the train has hopped over a track, because climate 
change has always typically been regulated within the sphere 
of environmental outcomes.’

‘I fell off my chair the other day when the CFO came into my 
office and said ‘Do you know anything about this Solvency II, 
capital discipline, climate change… it was literally the first 
time I’d even heard him utter the words climate change.’

There is a temptation to wait for regulation instead of 
anticipating and pre-empting the need for change.  
This can ultimately lead to worse outcomes.

‘We’ve got loads of regulation coming in this year and next 
year which is going to mandate this stuff [on ESG], so as 
an investment house ourselves, we’re going to have to do a 
whole bunch of stuff, which, because it’s being created as a 
legal requirement, won’t have the innovation that it might 
otherwise have had if it were taken voluntarily.’ 

The growing pressures to behave ‘correctly’ are often 
identified as coming from the investor community, but 
this is not always the case. 

‘In our case, we’re not really feeling that investor drive. We 
have something like 400,000 retail shareholders, and then 
we have our institutional asset managers. None of them 
care. I’m saying to the board, “We’ve got all of this investor 
activity,” and they’re kind of, “Really? We haven’t been asked 
one question.” I worry sometimes that we use the investor 
argument a bit too freely.’ 
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In these relatively early days of incorporating ESG 
into the core company purpose and strategy, quality 
standards are challenging for those looking for 
definitive metrics. 

‘If [lack of ESG] can damage profitability then great. But 
what’s the label of quality? Where’s the reference point where 
we can say that is accepted worldwide as a good investment?’ 

‘There [are respected metrics] such as the NASDAQ 
sustainability index and the Carbon Disclosure Project 
(CDP)’

The United Nations Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs) are increasingly seen as a focal point for ESG 
activity, but they are not an easy or ready metric at the 
company level.

‘SDGs are OK, but I think that the perception of them is that 
they’re so macro and apply to governance and countries. 
Their applicability to companies can be a bit flaky. Whereas 
I would say things like ESG ratings, because there’s been 
quite a lot of consolidation between rating providers, as well 
as [improvements in] data quality, we’re getting to a point 
where it’s comparable with financial metrics.’

‘A company cannot do something on every and all of these 
17 [SDGs], but I think that every corporation can identify 
where [they] have some unique capabilities to address some 
of these problems.’

There is a growing orthodoxy that focusing on long-
term goals is beneficial for companies looking to 
incorporate other pressures than shareholder value 
into their purpose, but short-term benchmarking can 
contribute significantly to long-term aspirations.

‘Focusing on long-term, unsolvable issues distracts attention 
from the short-term. For climate change issues, we are 
continuing to raise the bar, [but] not making any step to 
pass the smallest bar. The paradox is that in a world that is 
short-term, full of data, there is no real application or use of 
this data in a proper way to take a progressive approach.’

Ultimately, the purpose and the pro-social priorities 
need to be focused internally to begin with: 

‘It feels to me like the employee element of it is the single 
biggest driver. So it becomes an internal comms question 
as much as an external comms question: how you persuade 
your workforce that they’re working somewhere ethical and 
that is contributing to the wider society.’
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