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S C A F F O L D I N G  P U R P O S E  
I N  T I M E S  O F  P O LY C R I S I S

Purpose and crises go together. Crises rekindle our 
attention to purpose and heighten our expectations of 
purpose-driven leaders. The global pandemic brought 
purpose so far up the strategic agenda that many leaders 
threw away their playbook and relied on purpose instead. 

Because the need to make purpose profitable 
and profits purposeful remains at the top of 
the agenda in all sectors, there is an implicit 
assumption that purpose serves us especially 
well when times are tough. We often presume 
that crises toughen up leaders, that tough-
ened leaders hold fast to purpose as times get 
tougher, and that purpose can be found, rather 
than lost, as adversity endures.

But when crises become so endemic and inter-
twined that new words are needed to describe 
their confluence and consequence, purpose 
finds itself in crisis. Leaders who already have 
it must work harder and harder to hold onto 
it. Losing one’s purpose is rarely talked about, 
even as many leaders risk being accused of 
“purpose washing” when their claims fail to yield 
the promised results. But how can leaders hold 
on to their purpose when circumstances are 
heart-wrenching or harrowing?

Starting from the premise that purpose is 
something we need and want, our first issue 
of this two-part Amplify series on scaffolding 
purpose likened purpose (as a noun) to property 
and explored who has it.1 Here in our second 
installment, we focus on how leaders who 
already have purpose hold onto it when times 
get tough. We also examine how purpose can be 
actively reset in the midst of multiple crises. 
The seven articles in this issue bring to light 
counterintuitive aspects of purposing (as a verb).

T H E  P A T H  T O  P U R P O S E

This issue opens, perhaps counterintuitively, 
with advice against the myriad varieties of 
purpose washing many of us have experienced 
in organizations that claim to have purpose but 
do not always hold on to it. The path to purpose, 
we learn, must be paved with all sorts of formu-
lations of the word “no” for leaders to hold fast 
to their purpose. We then delve further into the 
art of asking challenging questions, deliberating 
democratically, and cultivating virtues and 
character. 

Staying on this path, turns out, is not easy. But 
it is worthwhile. Once we appreciate the impor-
tance, and master the skill, of saying no to some 
of the factors that may distract us from purpose, 
we turn our attention to the power of unexpected 
(and sometimes undesired) occasions to rekindle 
it. Saying yes to hardship may seem as counterin-
tuitive as saying no to opportunity. 

Our last three articles dwell on the importance 
of steering right into the storm, especially when 
answers are unknown, solutions have not been 
validated, and victories have not been won. As 
they shift our attention from the everyday to the 
extraordinary, these three pieces move us into 
some of the least explored leadership grounds, 
where purpose is challenging to hold onto yet 
self-defining for those who manage it.  

B Y  O A N A  B R A N Z E I  A N D  D U S YA  V E R A ,  
G U E S T  E D I T O R S
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Each article contains practical perspectives, lev-
eraging the pragmatic foundations underpinning 
much of today’s management and education sys-
tems, but their value increases when read in (any) 
combination. They represent the perspectives of 
authors based in Brazil, Canada, Italy, Germany, 
the Netherlands, Ukraine, and the US, with dis-
ciplines ranging from classics, philosophy, and 
theology to education, policy, law, leadership, 
and business. This reminds us that the path 
to purpose is not linear; rather, it’s repeatedly 
rediscovered as we take its power more and more 
seriously. The issue begins with the up close and 
personal but gradually lifts our concern up to 
systemic inequities and grand challenges, culmi-
nating with the extraordinary existential purpose 
marking 1,000 days of suffering, subsidiarity, and 
solidarity in Ukraine.

I N  T H I S  I S S U E

In our first piece, Vanessa M. Patrick, author of 
The Power of Saying No: The New Science of How 
to Say No That Puts You in Charge of Your Life,2 
and Murali Kuppuswamy explain how saying no 
can be an essential antidote to purpose washing. 
Leveraging insights on empowered refusal, the 
authors suggest that by exemplifying no, leaders 
not only reaffirm their own purpose, they permit 
everyone else to uphold theirs. This positive 
feedback loop between exemplifying and per-
mitting can also be read between the lines of 
the other six articles that follow. Before you 
rush on, ask yourself what example you set by 
your most recent no and who received permis-
sion to follow their own path to purpose as a 
result. Take note of how these two types of no 
(exemplifying and permitting) work for everyone 
around you: employees within your organiza-
tion and the stakeholders watching for deviance 
from the company’s stated purpose. This first 
piece reminds us that at the core of any type of 
“washing” lies our timidity in spotting and com-
bating deviance from purpose. Purpose can only 
be washed, it turns out, when leaders like us 
don’t say no when we ought to.

Next, Kanina Blanchard coaches leaders on how 
to recognize, resist, and redirect deviance from 
purpose. Her article reminds us that asking ques-
tions that matter is more an art than a science. 
It takes us behind the scenes, where vulnera-
bility often makes otherwise brave leaders shy 

away (and sometimes stay away) from probing 
their everyday. Blanchard meets them there, 
offering the empathy and humility required to 
get at some of those important, if often unasked, 
questions: “Why not?”; “What if?”; “Where else?”; 
“How otherwise?” From the classroom to the 
boardroom, you may soon hear yourself embolden 
others to check in with their purpose so that they 
don’t deviate too far from it.

Our third article, by Frank Jan de Graaf, invites 
us to try on deliberative practices. Firmly rooted 
in pragmatism, deliberation has historically 
played a significant (some say central) role in 
democratic societies. It also comes in handy 
when opposite perspectives invite us to summon 
new ways to converse about issues that matter 
— but matter differently to each of us. Rather 
than bracing against those who don’t share a 
particular purpose, de Graaf advocates for open 
dialogue, so we begin to look beyond the current 
divides and discover integrative ways to develop 
new rules of engagement, frame new responsibil-
ities, and discover new solutions.

Ananthi Al Ramiah, Gretchen Reydams-Schils, 
and Matthew Phillips then focus on the crisis 
of purpose within professions. Premised on 
purpose to begin with, many professions are 
struggling with inner distress and outer dis-
trust. Instead of taking purpose for granted, 
the authors invite professionals to work on it by 
employing four Stoic virtues (wisdom, courage, 
justice, and temperance). Quoting philoso-
pher Christopher Gill, who describes virtue as 
“expertise in leading a happy life,”3 the authors 
encourage purpose-driven professionals to 
reimagine themselves at the center of circles 
opening up to progressively widening commu-
nities, so they can ask how to take setbacks 
seriously, defy indifference, and reify the joy 
of tackling what matters most. How can all 
this hard work make a stressed professional 
happier, you wonder? Here comes more Greek: 
eudaimonia. Stoics understand happiness as the 
pursuit of a good soul, using virtues as the North 
Star. Instead of assuming that professions are 
purpose-driven, professionals like us can retake 
charge of one’s pursuit of purpose by borrowing 
three Stoic tools: (1) acknowledging their roles in 
the many communities they serve, (2) reflecting 
on how they have performed these key roles, and 
(3) searching for better ways to keep doing so.  

A M P L I F Y
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Next, Christian Busch, author of The Serendipity 
Mindset: The Art and Science of Creating Good 
Luck,4 and Nele Terveen explain how purpose 
helps leaders connect the dots between grand 
challenges and strategic responses. When leaders 
expect the unexpected, the authors explain, they 
incent their stakeholders to embrace uncer-
tainty so they can better guide their organi-
zations through adversity and disruption. By 
leveraging the five practices of Serendipitous 
Impact (impact mission, impact leadership, 
impact governance, impact networks, and 
impact measurement) previewed in a 2022 MIT 
Sloan Management Review article coauthored by 
Busch,5 unexpected events can help leaders 
come up with solutions that often cannot be 
seen, let alone fully defined, in advance. 

How far forward can hardship take purpose- 
driven leaders? Lara Liboni, Luciana O. Cezarino, 
Alessandro Goulart, Vera Goulart, and Rafael 
Petry offer a real-life case of success created 
from adversity. Before there was a solution, they 
tell us, there was a problem. This problem was so 
big, they insist, that it instigated purpose, which 
then inspired many stakeholders to partner for 
“Symbiotic Impact.” Unlike serendipity, where 
chance encounters enabled previously unim-
agined opportunities, the Symbiosis Project 
carefully crafted first-of-their-kind collabora-
tions to systematically undo barriers keeping 
marginalized youth from accessing higher educa-
tion and being employed in competitive sectors. 

Wrapping up the issue, Andriy Rozhdestvensky, 
Sofiya Opatska, and Gerard Seijts (coauthor 
of Character: What Contemporary Leaders Can 
Teach Us About Building a More Just, Prosperous, 
and Sustainable Future6) move us to extraordi-
nary purpose, counting up to the 1,000 days of 
Ukraine’s resistance to the 2022 Russian invasion. 
“How can societal leaders come to terms with 
the damage inflicted on them and then make 
the substantive shift of returning to a peace-
time leadership approach equipped to rebuild 
and regenerate the country?” the authors ask. 
The article features hard-won insights from five 
resilient Ukrainian leaders (from parliament, 
the armed forces, church, business, the not-for-
profit sector, and academia) who open up about 
their journey to, and undeniable power of, exis-
tential purpose.

P U R P O S I N G  A S  S C O P I N G

From the authors of “Purpose in Management 
Research: Navigating a Complex and Fragmented 
Area of Study,” we borrow the idea of scoping 
dimension as the extent to which purpose is 
understood as given or co-constructed through 
complex interactions among many stakeholders.7 
The former, deemed universal, approach to pur-
pose holds leaders up to a single shared measure 
of moral duty under so-called reasonably fore-
seeable circumstances. The latter, or contextual 
approach, lets leaders negotiate what the right 
thing to do is under unexpected circumstances. 
Some crises, like inflation or inequality, may 
be easier to anticipate than others, like wars or 
global pandemics. When we expect leaders to 
face critical issues or grand challenges, we tilt 
this balance from the universal to the contextual. 

When polycrisis brings the contextual front and 
center, leaders of all ages purpose (as a verb)!

Knowing how to purpose is not a new endeavor. 
Strings of thought tie together ancient philoso-
phers and modern historians. This issue offers a 
translation of practices that have stood the test 
of time to the domain of leadership under fire, 
speaking both figuratively and literally. 

Scaffolding purpose requires both saying no to 
many temptations and saying yes to worthwhile 
challenges. This issue of Amplify coaches leaders 
in how to purpose. It explains how scoping pur-
pose can not only prevent purpose washing in 
everyday settings, but can also help leaders hold 
on to their purpose when circumstances call for 
the extraordinary. 

R E F E R E N C E S 
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Sometimes the disconnect between actions and 
purpose is stark. Take Wells Fargo, which states 
its purpose this way: “With more than 150 years of 
experience, we’re focused on helping you figure 
out the financial solutions for every stage of your 
life. We offer convenient ways to help you manage 
your money, protect your finances, and reach your 
financial goals.”1 

Despite this, in 2016, under pressure to meet 
aggressive sales targets, Wells Fargo employees 
created millions of bank accounts and credit card 
applications without customer consent, in clear 
violation of the stated purpose. “What were they 
thinking?!” one might exclaim. The answer most 
likely is “they weren’t,” perhaps because when the 
sales numbers started looking good, there were no 
systems in place to pump the brakes, so everyone 
simply went on doing what they felt needed to 
be done. 

In this article, we propose that an essential 
element of scaffolding purpose is empowered 
refusal — a way of saying no to organizational 
activities and pursuits that do not align with your 
purpose, no matter how attractive they might 
seem. We discuss the hidden trade-offs in pur-
suing purpose, provide three key reasons organ-
izations might pursue opportunities that are 
not aligned with their purpose, and reveal why it 
is so easy to stray from purpose and engage in 
purpose-diminishing activities. We then offer a 
nuanced understanding of empowered refusal 
by describing three different kinds of no and a 
framework for implementation.

T H E  M I S S I N G  N O

According to Ratan Tata, former CEO of the Tata 
Group, purpose is “a spiritual and moral call to 
action; it is what a person or company stands for.” 
The power of articulating purpose lies in providing 
employees with a clear sense of direction, a set 
of shared priorities, and the inspiration to go the 
extra mile in service of purpose-driven goals, 
which should ultimately be good for profit.2

Table 1 summarizes key insights offered by 
researchers and practitioners on what needs to 
be done to create and sustain purpose in organiza-
tions. Notably missing from this list is the ability 
to say no to purpose-diminishing decisions, activi-
ties, and engagements. 

It is surprising, and often disconcerting, to observe a disconnect between what a 
company professes its purpose to be and the activities it engages in. The notion that 
pursuing one’s purpose requires you to not engage in activities that do not align with 
purpose seems straightforward, yet we frequently observe just that. 

Authors
Vanessa M. Patrick and Murali Kuppuswamy 

S O M E T I M E S  
T H E  D I S C O N N E C T 
B E T W E E N  A C T I O N S 
&  P U R P O S E  
I S  S TA R K

A M P L I F Y

9© 20 2 4  A R T H U R  D .  L I T T L E

P L E A S E  S AY  N O !  H O W  E M P O W E R E D  
R E F U S A L  U P H O L D S  P U R P O S E



E M P O W E R E D  R E F U S A L 

Prior research describes empowered refusal as 
a way of saying no that stems from the identity 
and underscores the value of an empowered no 
in both interpersonal and self-regulatory con-
texts.3,4 This research demonstrates that empow-
ered refusal facilitates relationship management, 
reputation management, and goal pursuit. 

In an organizational context, purpose is akin to 
identity. 

We describe empowered refusal as a way of saying 
no that aligns with the organization’s purpose. 
The central thesis of current research is that to 
operate with a singularity of purpose requires 
every individual in the organization to have clarity 
about which actions and decisions align with that 
purpose and which do not. 

The goal of empowered refusal is to be true to 
espoused organizational values that are reflected 
in purpose. As such, empowered refusal is an 
essential skill that organizations need to develop 
to align their actions and decisions with purpose. 

 

 

1Quinn, Robert E., and Anjan V. Thakor. “Creating a Purpose-Driven Organization.” Harvard Business Review, July-August 2018.  
2Rey, Carlos, et al. “Agile Purpose: Overcoming Bureaucracy.” In Purpose-Driven Organizations: Management Ideas for a Better 
World, edited by Carlos Rey, Miguel Bastons, and Phil Sotok. Palgrave Macmillan, 2019.  
3Rey, Carlos, Frederic Marimon, and Marta Mas-Machuca. “Key Factors in Purpose Internalization.” In Purpose-Driven Organiza-
tions: Management Ideas for a Better World, edited by Carlos Rey, Miguel Bastons, and Phil Sotok. Palgrave Macmillan, 2019.  
4Almandoz, John, Yih-Teen Lee, and Alberto Ribera. “Unleashing the Power of Purpose.” IESE Business School, University of 
Navarra, 1 April 2018. 
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This 
article 

Envision an inspired workforce 
     

Discover the purpose/set a clear mission & measure/ 
understand the importance of purpose (knowledge) 

     

Recognize the need for authenticity/visible 
commitment from leadership/perceived coherence 
between purpose & practice (authenticity)

     

Turn authentic message into constant message/ 
frequently recalling of purpose (communication)  

     

Stimulate individual learning 
     

Turn mid-level managers into purpose-driven 
leaders/connect people to purpose/foster consistent 
culture through people management/cultivate better 
managers (people management)  

     

Unleash positive energizers 
     

Ensure aligned autonomy 
     

Seek visible commitment of coworkers 
     

Focus on making daily work meaningful 
     

Pay attention to peripheries 
     

Practice the essential no      

Practice the exemplifying no      

Practice the enabling no      

Table 1. Dimensions that drive purpose
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Implementing the ideas in Table 1 is an excellent 
starting point for leaders committed to driving 
purpose in their organizations, but we don’t feel 
it is enough. We underscore the importance of 
matching espoused values (purpose) with enacted 
values (decisions and actions) by fostering a cul-
ture that empowers individuals to wield the power 
of no in service of scaffolding purpose. 

T H E  H I D D E N  T R A D E - O F F S 
I N  P U R S U I N G  P U R P O S E 

	 What you don’t do determines what you can do. 

— Tim Ferriss, lifestyle guru5

When an organization articulates its purpose, it 
must consider an inherent trade-off. Committing 
to a purpose implies that (1) you have to engage 
in purpose-driven activities without distraction, 
and (2) you have to give up all purpose-diminishing 
activities, no matter how exciting and enticing 
they might be. 

In our research, we have identified three 
overarching reasons why it is easy to allow 
purpose-diminishing activities to occur or make 
non-purpose-driven decisions instead of saying 
an empowered no:

1.	 Culture of cooperation. Cooperation with others 
is a commonly held and highly valued social norm. 
In an interpersonal context, saying no to the 
requests and invitations of others is often viewed 
to be a less favored response with negative 
consequences.6 Organizations are composed of 
people, so by a similar logic, there is also wide-
spread reluctance in organizational settings to 
say no to the ideas and initiatives of others. We 
believe there are two main reasons why individ-
uals say yes when they should say no. First, they 
fear saying no to others’ ideas because they worry 
about the rejection of their own ideas later. Given 
the informal quid pro quo that exists in the reality 
of organizational life, it's easier to say yes than to 
say no to the proposals of others. Second, people 
are afraid that saying no can have negative conse-
quences. Naysayers are often seen as unlikeable 
and poor team players, making them less likely 
to be chosen for desirable promotions, lucrative 
transfers, or exciting projects. Both concerns are 
diminished with empowered refusal, because 
empowered refusal makes it clear that a no is 

not stubborn naysaying or a rejection of others’ 
ideas, but instead a strategic response that aligns 
people and the organization to purpose. 

2.	 Fear of missing out (FOMO). Organizations often 
fear missing out on the latest thing, often without 
carefully evaluating whether and how the new 
thing fits with purpose. Indeed, the lure of the new 
is so deeply embedded in organizational culture 
that we often measure progress by the adoption 
of cutting-edge innovation. For example, although 
AI is a critical technology for most organizations, 
it is important to think through how to use AI to 
enhance purpose instead of blindly jumping on 
the AI bandwagon. Making it a practice to view 
any new opportunity through a purpose-driven 
lens can reduce FOMO.  

3.	 Misaligned and short-term incentives. The 
exciting part of the purpose journey is defining 
and communicating it. The less exciting part is 
the detail-heavy work of aligning operating mech-
anisms with it. This includes performance metrics 
and incentives. If these are not updated to reflect 
the purpose, leaders and employees will see the 
purpose as “good on paper” and continue to act 
in ways that could be purpose-diminishing. It is 
easy to get lost in this chasm between strategy 
formulation and strategy implementation without 
the power of no.7

H O W  E M P O W E R E D  R E F U S A L 
U P H O L D S  P U R P O S E

Given that empowered refusal is a way of saying 
no that gives voice to organizational values and 
reflects its purpose, it is critical to recognize the 
nuanced situations that call for different kinds of 
no to effectively scaffold purpose. The following 
three types can help any organization steer clear 
of purpose-diminishing activities. 

I T ' S  E A S I E R  T O  
S AY  Y E S  T H A N  
T O  S AY  N O  T O  
T H E  P R O P O S A L S 
O F  O T H E R S
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1 .  T H E  E S S E N T I A L  N O

It may seem obvious that an organization should 
say no to anything that is clearly contradictory to 
its stated purpose. A useful exercise for organiza-
tional leadership is to not merely define purpose, 
but also to articulate the activities, decisions, 
and initiatives that do not align with purpose. 
Executive coach Marshall Goldsmith calls this  
the “do not do” list. 

As authors Robert Quinn and Anjan Thakor observe: 
"When a company announces its purpose and 
values but the words don’t govern the behavior 
of senior leadership, they ring hollow. Everyone 
recognizes the hypocrisy, and employees become 
more cynical."8

When an organization hesitates to exercise the 
essential no, it spells a death knell for purpose. 
Unfortunately, there are many prominent examples 
of organizations that did not say the essential no 
with costly consequences, including the aforemen-
tioned Wells Fargo.  

Let’s consider Volkswagen, with corporate values 
that say: “Upright, regulation-compliant conduct 
is critically important to the success and resil-
ience of the Volkswagen Group.” Yet in 2015, the 
US Environment Protection Agency (EPA) revealed 
that Volkswagen had violated the Clean Air Act 
by installing illegal software into diesel vehicles. 
The software made the cars appear to comply 
with environmental standards during testing while 
emitting pollutants far exceeding legal limits. It is 

clear that neither the leaders nor the engineering 
and manufacturing teams of Volkswagen invoked 
the essential no to steer clear of the temptation to 
circumvent EPA rules. 

Consider Purdue Pharma, which said its purpose 
was to be “a pioneer in developing medications 
for reducing pain, a principal cause of human 
suffering.” In 2020, Purdue Pharma pleaded 
guilty to criminal charges related to marketing 
OxyContin, the addictive painkiller. Penalties 
reached roughly US $8.3 billion. The company 
marketed the opioid to more than 100 doctors 
suspected of illegal prescriptions and lying to the 
US Drug Enforcement Agency (DEA).9 

This is an instance where not just those in the 
organization but many in the broader ecosystem 
(physicians, drug dispensers, and manage-
ment consultants) did not say the essential no 
to practices that were starkly contrary to the 
stated purpose.

2 .  T H E  E X E M P L I F Y I N G  N O

An exemplifying no is often a bold or unconven-
tional decision made by a leader that signals com-
mitment to purpose. When Indra Nooyi was CEO 
of Pepsi from 2007 to 2019, she transformed Pepsi 
with her “Performance with Purpose” strategy 
focused on financial, human, environmental, 
and talent sustainability. 

In describing that transformation, she said: 
“Taking bold actions early is critical for showing 
the organization that the purpose-driven strategy 
is not just the flavor of the day. Three things 
will send a clear message: creating high-profile 
leadership positions and filling many of them with 
outsiders; overturning decisions that would have 
made it through in the ‘old days;’ and letting some 
people go.”

One of the examples Nooyi mentions relates to 
overturning a decision that would have made it 
through in the old days. She recalls: “Another 
action that communicated volumes was a late-in-
the-game decision to call off a major new product 
launch.… Just days before the planned launch, 
the product came to the notice of a senior exec-
utive who was not comfortable that the company 
would introduce a highly caffeinated snack that 
children might consume. He stopped its devel-
opment, despite the costs that had already been 
incurred….”
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Another difficult decision involved letting 
people go. This decision demonstrated that the 
purpose-driven strategy was not just the flavor 
of the day but an enduring commitment. She 
reflected, “Critics will always emerge, especially in 
the upper echelons of an organization. It’s impor-
tant to involve them and engage in a transparent 
dialogue with them, pointing to the existential 
threat that the company may face tomorrow. It’s 
equally important to incorporate their legitimate 
concerns in implementing the strategy. However, 
if detractors aren’t converted within a reason-
able period of time, they should not be allowed to 
continue to serve on the management team.”10

We believe that the exemplifying no is a crit-
ical tool that leaders can rely on to demonstrate 
commitment to saying no to purpose-diminishing 
activities. 

3 .  T H E  E N A B L I N G  N O

The essential no and the exemplifying no largely 
depend on senior leaders’ choices and actions. The 
enabling no offers all stakeholders in the organi-
zation (employees, suppliers, customers) permis-
sion to say no in service of purpose. The rationale 
behind the enabling no is that purpose should not 
be the responsibility of a special few; it should be 
embodied in the actions of everyone in the organ-
ization who believes in it and is eager to bring it 
to life.

Take Toyota’s famous “Jidoka” or “Stop the Line” 
culture, in which any operator could stop the pro-
duction line by pulling a cord when they noticed 
an abnormality. Toyota instilled purpose in every 
employee. There was no need for reporting, esca-
lating to superiors, or waiting for directions. If 
an abnormality was observed, operators had the 
authority (and responsibility) to stop the line. This 
is an example of enabling no that makes Jidoka 
(automation with human touch) a living reality.

The principle of subsidiarity posits that mat-
ters should be handled at the most decentral-
ized level such that embedding subsidiarity in 
purpose results in employees and other stake-
holders having the autonomy and support to 
make purpose-driven decisions when necessary.11 
We borrow from Josh Bernoff and Ted Schadler’s 
notion of HERO (highly empowered and resourceful 
operatives) employees who, with the guidance and 
help of the organization, can be the ones who carry 

out purpose-driven activities and monitor opera-
tions and actions to ensure that purpose-dimin-
ishing initiatives are nipped in the bud.12

The enabled no can also be used to empower 
customers. Take Patagonia’s full-page advertise-
ment in The New York Times on Black Friday in 
2011 that said, “Don’t Buy This Jacket.” The goal 
was to encourage consumers to say no to exces-
sive and wasteful consumption and to consider 
the environmental impact of their purchases. The 
advertisement also promoted sustainability and 
the idea of reuse, recycle, reduce. 

P L E A S E

To put empowered refusal into practice, we offer 
an easy-to-remember implementation formula 
(PLEASE) for using the three shades of no to 
scaffold purpose:

	– Plan (for the essential no). Right at the start, 
define a few essential “nos” and communi-
cate them along with the purpose message. 
It will clarify what purpose is and is not to the 
organization.

	– Look (spot opportunities for the exemplifying 
no). Actively look for opportunities to deploy the 
exemplifying no. If they do not seem to exist, it is 
likely that the purpose is not clear enough or is 
not understood by all levels of the organization.

	– Encourage (offer permission for the 
enabling no). Be an evangelist for the pur-
pose and communicate it to all stakeholders: 
employees, partners, customers, and suppliers. 
Ask employees to articulate what purpose means 
for them and give them permission to say no 
to activities not aligned with purpose. 

	– Act (with courage and commitment). Make bold 
and visible decisions that say no with a sense of 
urgency. A reluctant no is almost the same as a 
resigned yes.

	– Spread (share stories with passion). Make 
the “stories of no” part of a broader narrative 
on purpose. Spreading these widely and telling 
them frequently will help make the purpose 
meaningful for the organization.

	– Embed (instill the capability). Monitor decisions 
to step away and ensure that all three shades of 
no are being exercised. Their combined power can 
build a strong, sustainable scaffold for purpose.

A M P L I F Y
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C O N C L U S I O N

We believe that organizations benefit when no 
is not viewed as a bad word but a necessary one. 
When all three types of no (essential, exemplifying, 
and enabling) are exercised, their power increases 
exponentially. A powerful and virtuous cycle is 
created that propels purpose forward when: 

	– Employees and customers trust that the 
organization’s natural and immediate response 
to anything that goes against the purpose is an 
emphatic no.

	– Employees see leaders making tough decisions, 
including saying no to what would have been 
acceptable before.

	– HERO employees across all levels believe in their 
ability to say no when they observe things that 
could derail the purpose.

	– Partners and industry peers respect the 
organization’s purpose and want to join forces 
to say no to business as usual. 
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Within this context, revelations of how companies 
are usurping our human need to be purposeful 
for economic gain (“purpose-washing”) repre-
sent another challenge and risk to our collective 
ability to change the current downward trajec-
tory.3 Understood as “the practice of companies 
or organizations using the language of social or 
environmental responsibility to mask their true 
intentions and actions,” purpose washing involves 
the deceitful use of communication and marketing 
techniques “to [promote] a positive image rather 
than actually making meaningful change.”4 

A  C R I S I S  O F  P U R P O S E

Amid our profit-driven culture, it is perhaps not 
surprising (although concerning) that connecting 
purpose to profit has become big business. Some 
scholars discuss the possibility of shifting from a 
goal-based purpose (profit, productivity, etc.) to 
one grounded in a sense of duty toward a higher 
purpose and broader societal values and expecta-
tions. However, in practice, the lure of exploiting 
the purpose-profit link is proving too much for 
some to ignore.5

Beginning around 2017, a number of articles, blogs, 
and books began to emerge raising concerns 
about the crisis of purpose and meaninglessness 
facing employees in organizations and humanity 
in general. Soon after, the Big Four consulting 
firms weighed in on how to lead with purpose.6-8 
“Cheat sheets” emerged for leading with purpose, 
and some experts noted that purpose-driven com-
panies witnessed higher market share gains and 
growth.

Headlines highlight how, in the pursuit of power and profit, decision makers continue to 
put our planet in peril. Surveys show that most people no longer trust decision makers to 
tell the truth or privilege anyone but themselves or their organizations.1 Research shows 
that people feel increasingly alienated and disengaged, partly due to the unyielding 
focus on individual economic success and excessive work hours. Those examining the 
role of consumerism in shaping identity and well-being are talking about a “purpose 
void,” as individuals seek fulfillment through the acquisition of material possessions and 
experience a growing sense of isolation and diminished hope for a sense of community 
and shared purpose.2  
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A few years later, Forbes published “The Power of 
Purpose: The Business Case for Purpose,” quoting 
the Kantar “Purpose 2020” study. The study high-
lighted how, over a 12-year period, brands with high 
perceived positive societal impact experienced 
brand value growth of 175% versus 86% for those 
seen to have medium positive social impact and 
70% for low positive impact.9,10 According to these 
sources, connecting purpose to brand reputation 
can lead to success. 

Research indicates that some stakeholders (cus-
tomers, employees, governments, etc.) believe that 
by investing in or buying from “purpose-driven” 
companies, they are doing their part to solve a 
problem or support a need far greater than them-
selves. Others feel they are being manipulated 
into being a cog in an economic wheel that keeps 
turning at any expense, purpose included. 

There are dark sides to hijacking purpose as an 
economic instrument: when stakeholders feel 
betrayed, purpose-washing can have negative 
reputational and financial consequences. Being 
purpose-washed as a client, customer, employee, 
investor, supplier, supporter, or volunteer can 
result in individuals feeling cynical, disillusioned, 
and disconnected.11 When a stakeholder gets 
repeatedly purpose-washed, they may end up 
feeling even more purposeless.12

How can we reclaim purpose? Let’s begin with 
an understanding that living life with a sense of 
belonging and meaning is not something that’s 
bestowed on us. Rather, it develops over time and 
is influenced by factors such as individual expe-
riences, values, and beliefs. For humans, purpose 
provides a sense of direction, motivation, and sat-
isfaction in life. It is linked to improved mental and 
physical health as well as resilience in the face of 
challenges and setbacks.13

Taking the time to think critically and focus atten-
tion on the questions we ask (of ourselves and 
others) opens the door to curating a purposive life. 
And reclaiming our individual sense of purpose lets 
us reengage collectively, work collaboratively, and 
turn toward a better future together.

G O O D  Q U E S T I O N S

For decades, we have instructed children to not 
judge a book by its cover. We ask students to dig 
deeper and not be satisfied by what they see. 
As business professionals, we have learned to 
scrutinize our leaders — their actions, behaviors, 
choices, and decisions. Why? The power of critical 
thinking is central to our ability to navigate life’s 
complexities.14 At its essence, critical thinking 
is about thinking deeply and independently. It 
involves considering different perspectives, 
exploring assumptions, evaluating evidence, and 
coming to logical conclusions through reasoned 
judgment. The engine that fuels critical thinking is 
knowledge collected by asking good questions.

As children, we were obsessed with questions 
because we were hungry to learn. Unfortunately, 
many of us lost that zeal in grade school, as 
expectations to memorize information, regurgitate 
facts, and behave politely became the priority.15 
As adults, many of us shy away from asking “good” 
questions. There are multiple reasons for this, 
including not having the time, wanting to keep 
discussions at a “high” level, not really wanting 
to know the answer, being afraid of the possible 
answer, not wanting others to think we don’t know 
the answer, and not wanting to trigger emotions by 
asking. 
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The truth is, many of us have forgotten how to ask 
good questions. As with most human activities, 
asking good questions is both an art and a science. 
But asking good questions, processing answers, 
and acting on the meaning we make is founda-
tional to human growth and development. 

A S K I N G  Q U E S T I O N S

The best communicators and leaders combine 
the art and science of asking good questions of 
others and themselves. Whether to build better 
relationships, create an open and safe team cul-
ture, innovate, or get to the root cause of an issue, 
it takes courage and humility to ask pertinent, 
insightful, challenging questions. Doing so is also 
key to inspiring trust and getting others to engage 
and share their ideas.16 At the individual level, 
these communicators and leaders become life-
long learners, willing to ask questions like “How 
can I do better?”; “What am I not seeing or consid-
ering?”; and “Who can I reach out to for support or 
insights?” 

T H E  S C I E N C E 

Good questions share some key dimensions: they 
are clear, concise, and relevant. Each question 
addresses a specific purpose, whether to chal-
lenge assumptions, gather information, provoke 
curiosity, or stimulate new pathways for thinking. 
Posing questions is a strategic endeavor: what you 
ask, the order in which you ask, and when you ask 
matter. The time of day and other contextual reali-
ties can have a tremendous impact on the answers 
you receive, as well as the answers you produce 
yourself. Anyone with a teenager in the house or 
in the classroom knows not to ask anything, let 
alone anything serious, early in the day! At work, 
brainstorming sessions are best held mid-morning, 
while questions to which you want quick answers 
with little to no input are great to hold until near 
the end of the day when most people are focused 
on wrapping up. 

Asking why, what, when, where, and how is the first 
step, and learning to elevate those questions is the 
next. For example, “Why not?”; “What if?”; “Where 
else?”; and “How other?” are simple examples of 
how to shift perspectives, deepen conversations, 
and unearth innovative ideas and possibilities. A 
well-constructed question is open-ended, allowing 
for various responses and perspectives that 
encourage further inquiry and discussion. Well-
considered questions direct attention to specific 
aspects of a problem or issue and help reveal 
assumptions and biases.

Taking the time to focus on the quality of ques-
tions asked (i.e., making them thought-provoking) 
can also have a strong impact. Consider how at 
the end of an interview, the interviewer often asks, 
“Do you have any questions for us?” A response 
such as, “When will you be making your decision?” 
is universally seen as a weak response. An inter-
viewee who wants to demonstrate their knowledge 
through a question might ask, “In reviewing recent 
posts from activists, I have read about increasing 
demands for transparency related to your ESG 
metrics. How are you addressing those concerns?”  

T H E  A R T

The art of asking good questions involves many 
dimensions. It starts with an ability and willing-
ness to engage with vulnerability and empathy. 
Connecting with others means acknowledging that 
there may be concerns, fears, and triggers associ-
ated with the inquiry. Showing patience, learning 
to “nudge” the discussion forward slowly and with 
care, and reading the room comes with time and 
experience. 

T H E  B E S T 
C O M M U N I C A T O R S 
&  L E A D E R S 
C O M B I N E  T H E 
A R T  &  S C I E N C E 
O F  A S K I N G  G O O D 
Q U E S T I O N S 
O F  O T H E R S  & 
T H E M S E L V E S 
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Vulnerability and empathy are key to building one’s 
emotional intelligence. Recently, a Harvard-based 
researcher shared how emotionally intelligent 
people consistently ask meaningful questions that 
elicit deep feelings.17 For example, you might ask: 
“How did you get into…?”; “What are your thoughts 
on…?”; or “How do you feel about…?” People who 
develop this capacity are known for leaving people 
feeling seen, heard, and valued. Other researchers 
have highlighted how emotionally intelligent 
people develop resilience by drawing on their 
self-exploration to share their personal mis-
takes and failures. Emotionally intelligent people 
also practice developing gratitude by asking 
themselves questions like “How can I learn to be 
grateful for this experience?”18

The artistic component of asking good questions 
involves one’s interpersonal skills: the “how” of 
asking. Recognize that the words you speak are 
just the starting point, followed by focusing on 
one’s presence — tone of voice, posture, energy 
level, gestures, and eye contact, to name a few. 
Most people do not remember exactly what was 
said during an interaction, but they remember how 
they felt. 

The use of nonverbals is crucial in creating an envi-
ronment where others are comfortable opening 
up.19 For example, using a booming voice to ask 
personal questions will immediately shut down 
the conversation. Using a dismissive tone will not 
compel someone to share their heartfelt issues 
with you. How you speak to yourself is equally 
important. Instead of “You dummy, why did you 
do that again?” try “What can I do differently next 
time?”

Artistic elements include active listening and 
the ability to respond or adapt to your audience’s 
verbal and nonverbal cues. Recognizing that what 
is said is often different than what is meant, one 
must be observant and develop the ability to read 
cues such as awkward pauses, refusal to make 
eye contact, and the emergence of micro-tells 
like a twitch (or behavior like hand-wringing and 
ring-twisting). 

Being able to combine the art and science of 
asking questions leads to the most valuable 
answers from your audience. Equally important are 
the questions you ask yourself. Understanding the 
art and science of asking questions and building 
one’s skillset evolves over time and requires 
practice. Journalists, members of the medical 
community, researchers, and marketing and sales 
professionals are among those who are trained in 
the art and science of asking questions, but asking 
good questions is a skill that can be learned.

R E C L A I M I N G  P U R P O S E

Asking good questions helps us better understand 
our aspirations, goals, and values. Having worked 
with leaders of all ages and career stages, I can 
attest to the fact that discussion about their 
struggles to define their own sense of purpose 
(sometimes they talk about finding a “North 
Star”) emerges as a common topic for exploration. 
Beyond pursuing the next promotion or bonus, 
students, professionals, leaders, and executives 
are searching for deeper meaning in their work and 
their lives.
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The path to reclaim a purposive life is a challenging 
one that begins with the self-awareness to “recog-
nize” a void exists and a willingness to unpack the 
reasons. The next step is developing the skills and 
competencies to “resist” the purpose-washing that 
is so ubiquitous now. Finally, we need the courage 
and commitment to “reorient” while remaining 
vigilant to factors that may negatively impact us 
along the journey.

R E C O G N I Z E

It is natural to feel a bit adrift at times, but 
when those feelings start to run deep, it is time 
to engage. This process takes courage, but by 
engaging, you are using your agency and choosing 
to work toward a better future. Start by asking 
yourself some basic questions and do so with care 
and patience. Be open to authentic answers and 
create the time and space you will need to explore. 
You might ask: “Am I interested or even inspired by 
what I am doing?”; “Do I have a sense of direction? 
What am I doing and why?”; “Am I proud to share 
with people what I do, how I spend my time, what 
I am thinking about the quality of my life?”; “Do I 
feel a sense of belonging with the people I spend 
most of my time with?”; and “Who do I know that 
seems very focused and purposive?”

With some initial answers in hand, dig deeper: 
“What inspires me and makes me want to get 
going in the morning?”; “How can I create a sense 
of direction and feel proud about what I am doing 
and why?”; “When have I felt like I belonged with 
a group of people, and what impact did that have 
on me?”; and “If I were working toward some-
thing I would be really proud to share, what 
would that be?” 

Meaningful inquiry can feel overwhelming, but it 
has the potential to create a sense of excitement 
for the future. The answers you offer yourself are 
a gift, so accept them with grace. Don’t be judg-
mental about your own thoughts. Through this 
iterative process, strive to define what a mean-
ingful life means to you. Articulate the things you 
want to dedicate yourself to doing and how you 
want to be in service to the people or things that 
matter most. Come back regularly to your journal 
(or wherever you have expressed yourself) and 
check in. Your purpose will likely evolve over time.

R E S I S T

As you begin to better understand yourself, it is 
important to identify factors that are unhealthy 
for you: those that contribute to the sense of 
purposelessness. These factors may stem from the 
norms and values of family, friends, peers, or your 
community. They may arise from your work cul-
ture. There are also factors that pervade society, 
including constant pressure to equate success 
with money, power with happiness, and the accu-
mulation of material goods with a life of purpose.

Resisting starts with questions. Identify where 
the pressures stem from, including people, places, 
and things. Then ask yourself why they have such 
an impact on you. You must also look inward. 
How are you measuring living meaningfully and 
purposefully? Have you set reasonable or unattain-
able targets and expectations for yourself? Take 
the time to consider whether you are resisting out 
of anxiety, lack of time, or fear that the effort will 
not be worthwhile. 

Finally, reflect on the importance of not going 
at it alone. Circles of trusted partners can help 
you explore and support you as you choose to do 
things differently. By exploring your answers, you 
can dig as deep as necessary and begin to artic-
ulate how to approach and address the factors 
that negatively influence you. Resistance can help 
you become less susceptible to phenomena like 
purpose-washing.

R E O R I E N T

Having done the difficult work of identifying what 
matters most to you, you will know which direc-
tion to steer. But you must invest the time, care, 
and attention to stay the course. You must also 
set some guardrails — processes and checkpoints 
to fend off the inevitable risks and challenges. 
Storms, winds, and gales will come and go; antic-
ipate them and be prepared to navigate through 
or around. Keep asking questions of yourself and 
of your crew (after all, you shouldn’t sail the seas 
alone). Learn from experience, stay curious, and be 
open to questioning assumptions.  
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Don’t forget to select your crew with care, using 
the art and science of asking good questions. 
Remember that it’s not just about whether they 
can perform certain tasks, it’s about whether or 
not you’re aligned with how they choose to do 
them. When you find yourself wavering, embrace 
the discomfort, and return to the type of ques-
tions that help you return to your path: “How am 
I feeling?”; “Have changes in my life impacted how 
I feel about my purpose?”; “Are the people I am 
with supporting my growth and direction?”; and 
“Am I doing the same for them?”

H O W  T O  A S K 

One of my students was struggling a few years 
ago. They went from an energized, active, focused 
young professional to a shadow of themselves.  
After struggling through exams, they came in tears 
to my office and shared how pursuing a business 
degree was their father’s dream, not their own. The 
bravado they presented in the first few months of 
school withered under the weight of unhappiness 
and feeling as though they didn’t fit in with class-
mates who seemed to be confidently pursuing job 
leads in finance and consulting. They shared that 
their dream was to work in a specific not-for-profit 
in their home country but that doing so would be a 
disappointment for family members who had made 
many sacrifices to allow their only child to study 
abroad.  

Over several conversations, the student consid-
ered questions I asked them and asked further 
questions of themselves. Did their family know 
how unhappy and unfulfilled they were? Had they 
considered how a business degree might help 
them in the not-for-profit world? How could they 
create a path for themselves that could include 
both? Through hard work and focus, they found 
the courage to speak with their family and dis-
cuss the path they hoped to follow. Ultimately, 
the student earned an undergraduate business 
degree and went on to complete a graduate degree 
in their home country. They are now helping a 
large, regional not-for-profit with fundraising and 
creating partnerships with local businesses.

I once coached a senior VP of engineering for a 
large multinational company that was struggling 
with how to spend the first year of retirement. 
He was offered prestigious board positions and 
a lucrative contract to consult at his employer. 
Reflecting on a series of questions, he was at once 
deeply worried about his answers and at the same 
time invigorated. Asked what he imagined himself 
doing after retiring, he shared how he wanted to 
take his grandchildren to school and be an active 
part of their daily lives. He said he felt some regret 
about not being present during his own children’s 
younger years. He did a lot of self-exploration 
and procrastinated for almost a month, worried 
about what others would say if he said no to the 
offers. Finally, he spoke with his wife and close 
friends. They encouraged him to do what gave him 
the greatest sense of purpose, and he found the 
courage to create a new chapter for himself. Some 
didn’t understand his choices and even teased him 
about his decision, but over time, he refocused on 
deepening his connection to his family.  

Clearly, by skillfully practicing the science and 
the art of asking good questions, we can rec-
ognize purpose voids, resist purpose-washing, 
and redirect ourselves toward purpose.  
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This polarization is a critical issue. After the 2019 
American Business Roundtable explicitly said that 
companies should serve all their stakeholders, 
some US states tried to block corporate social 
responsibility and sustainability policies because 
they can threaten shareholder interests.

This article does not delve into political discus-
sions or discuss theoretical aspects about the 
purpose of a company. Instead, it uses insights 
from the US and Europe to explain that the pur-
pose of the company as a profit-oriented organ-
ization develops through deliberation processes. 
The outcome of that process may be that political 
action is necessary to safeguard a company’s 
financial interests. Likewise, a social issue must 
sometimes be considered, regardless of the cost 
to the company’s bottom line. 

Developing a successful company requires a 
dialogue with the right people at the right moment 
and creating the right amount of tension between 
various interests. The organization’s deliberation 
processes and an understanding of the responsi-
bilities of executives drive this. 

This article does not aim to defend any specific 
shareholder/stakeholder perspective. Rather,  
we discuss how companies organize deliberation 
processes and whether these processes enable the 
integration of the right stakeholder interests.

Importantly, establishing and upholding a com-
pany’s purpose is not confined to grand gestures 
— it consists of actions and decisions both large 
and small. It encompasses how you greet your 

colleagues at the start of the day; your organi-
zation’s governance structure; and the types of 
shareholders, clients, and suppliers in which your 
company engages. 

D E L I B E R A T I O N  & 
C O R P O R A T E  P U R P O S E

The basic definition of “deliberation” (thoughtful 
and careful decision-making) has received a lot of 
attention in philosophical and religious traditions. 
In the US, pragmatists paid a lot of attention to 
deliberation processes (see sidebar “Pragmatism 
as an Intellectual Response to the US Civil War”). 
In Europe, the work of German philosopher Jürgen 
Habermas in the 1970s brought increased attention 
to deliberation.

Currently, the concept is most often seen in cor-
porate governance. For a long time, economist 
Milton Friedman’s assertion that the “business 

The human tendency toward black-and-white thinking is intensifying. It’s apparent in 
political debate, of course, but also frames how we look at business. Since most compa-
nies are profit-driven and free to interpret their own social responsibility, they tend to 
develop deliberation processes that push them toward purposes that are beneficial to 
the company in the long term. This process of deliberation, in which small gestures are 
decisive, is structured in governance mechanisms.
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of business is business” dominated economic 
debate.1,2 With the Business Roundtable arguing 
that companies should strive for an economy that 
serves all Americans, governance scholars are 
trying to develop an alternative to Friedman.

So what are the best governance mechanisms 
to give a variety of stakeholders control? 

Business leaders from any country can learn a 
lot from Europe as they seek to develop robust 
governance mechanisms. For example, banks in 
the Netherlands have never been controlled solely 
by private shareholders. In Dutch banks, com-
plex deliberation systems have been developed 
that have been successful in the last century.3 
Employees, clients, and the government all have 
a role in the governance of banks. 

I N D I V I D U A L 
R E S P O N S I B I L I T Y : 
I N T E G R A T I O N  I S  K E Y

Chester Barnard, one of the founders of manage-
ment theory, argues that integrating a variety of 
interests is the critical responsibility of an exec-
utive. In The Functions of the Executive (long a 
standard book at business schools), he outlines an 
approach to deliberation in which managers reflect 
on their norms and the norms of their stakeholders 
and then work with the stakeholders to develop 
these norms further.4

Fortunately, Barnard has been recently redis-
covered, and scholars are once again looking for 
an integrating, normative perspective.5 How can 
business school students be trained as responsible 
professionals who integrate various disciplines, 
such as finance, marketing, strategy, sales, and 
HR, into sustainable solutions for all? 

P R A G M A T I S M  A S  A N  
I N T E L L E C T U A L  R E S P O N S E  
T O  T H E  U S  C I V I L  W A R
Pragmatism is a philosophy that can be seen 
as an intellectual response to the fierce polar-
ization that led to the US Civil War.1 A group of 
men, some with experience in the war, formed 
the Metaphysical Club in the 1870s to develop an 
approach in which experience and action were 
valued over dogmas and authority. They had 
backgrounds in law, history, theology, philosophy, 
and other humanities. 

Pragmatists laid the foundation for American 
intellectual life at that time, establishing fields 
such as psychology (William James) and edu-
cation (John Dewey). They focused on practical 
experience and action and were strongly inspired 
by social workers in US cities, where many 
migrants suffered from poverty. 

Practitioners such as Jane Addams and Mary 
Parker Follet developed social practices and 
developed the foundation for business schools. 
Dewey established a primary school with 
Addams, welcoming various cultures and back-
grounds. Follet is seen as one of the founders 
of management science, along with Chester 
Barnard.2 The dominance of pragmatism ended in 
the 1950s. Its questioning attitude toward reality 
could not compete with the promises of posi-
tivist social science, which suggested answers to 
all social questions. 

1	 Menand, Louis. The Metaphysical Club: A Story 
of Ideas in America. MacMillan, 2002. 

2	 O’Connor, Ellen S. Creating New Knowledge in 
Management: Appropriating the Field’s Lost 
Foundations. Stanford University Press, 2011. 
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Following Barnard, executives should develop 
deliberation processes in which integration of 
a variety of norms gets critical attention. They 
should focus on small things, including symbols, 
ideas, and gestures because they often make the 
company. For example, the Apple logo stands for 
much more than technical specifications. The 
values that the Apple logo stands for are visible in 
almost all the company’s actions.

5  P R I N C I P L E S  F O R 
D E L I B E R A T I O N :  B I G 
C O M P A N I E S  C O N S I S T  O F 
M A N Y  S M A L L  G E S T U R E S

Aristotle pointed out that most issues don’t have 
a clear right or wrong answer and that the diffi-
culty is finding a path in between. For example, 
if we want sustainable societies, it is not good to 
completely forbid fossil fuels or to promote them. 
Instead, we must ask: how can we deal with fossil 
fuels so they will improve society as a whole? 
We face a similar conundrum when it comes to 
large-scale changes in business. When compa-
nies change too fast, it usually leads to serious 
economic problems. Similar problems occur when 
they do not change fast enough.

Pragmatism makes these big questions personal. 
We are caged in our thinking, our norms, and our 
experiences. Dialogue and open communication 
are the only approaches that enable us to develop 
ourselves and our society. Questioning is the gate 
to development because it enables us to under-
stand our norms and those of others. 

Here, small gestures can help jump-start 
productive discussions because they help us 
understand the underlying norms of various people 
that need to be further developed. Developing 
norms together enables progress. This implies 
significant tensions between individuals, but 
workable solutions must be found. When we can 
agree on small things, we develop this under-
standing toward a shared understanding of 
bigger issues toward a common purpose.

The following five principles can help guide 
deliberation about corporate purpose. 

1 .  E N C O U R A G E  O P E N  D I A L O G U E

Successful deliberations about purpose require 
open dialogue. Real talk about what is important 
(independent of direct interests) is critical for 
developing a shared purpose. Everyone’s opinion 
is worth listening to. There are no privileged 
positions and no experts, only reasoned ideas.

Open dialogue is only possible when we agree on 
certain rules. This is one of our biggest challenges. 
Can we listen to someone with opposing opinions 
and work with him or her to develop a solution that 
feels good? Conflict resolution requires serious 
interpersonal skills and deep reflection by every 
individual. Governance mechanisms are important 
here, but in the end, the people who work with 
them decide how they are used. 

2 .  S U P P O R T  D E L I B E R A T I O N 
W I T H  C O R P O R A T E  L A W S  
&  R U L E S

Laws, corporate rules, and procedures should 
support deliberation mechanisms. For starters, 
that means they cannot hinder open dialogue. 
Beyond that, we must understand that the law is 
not about defending interests; rather, it should 
help stakeholders develop their purposes together.

A M P L I F Y
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Management expert Mary Parker Follet wrote: 
“Law cannot decide between purposes, set their 
various values, and secure interests. Its task is to 
allow full opportunity for those modes of activity 
from which integrating purpose may arise, and 
such purpose tends to secure itself. The function 
of law is not merely to safeguard interests; it is to 
help us to understand our interests, to broaden 
and deepen them.”6

Follet was active in the debate about corporate 
governance in the 1920s, together with John 
Dewey. They worked to prevent a strict definition 
of the purpose of the company in US law because 
they believed it would hinder open dialogue. 

It is time we take this principle in corporate law 
seriously again. When lawyers suggest that a CEO 
weigh their words carefully, real dialogue goes out 
the window. In Europe, there is a serious tradi-
tion of stakeholder dialogue mechanisms.7 Works 
councils, advisory boards, cooperative governance 
structures, and foundation-owned companies all 
tend to allow room for deliberation and stake-
holder dialogue (see Table 18). 

 

DIRECT INFLUENCE PATHWAYS INDIRECT INFLUENCE PATHWAYS 

Annual meeting of shareholders Government regulation, statutory arrangements 
& regulation of supervisory authorities 

Meetings of company representatives 
with analysts 

Share price 

Meetings with stock exchange authorities Regulation of stock exchange 

Meetings with works councils Regulation (e.g., Works Councils Act, Structure 
Act), internal regulation, statutory arrangements; 
Works Council annual report 

Meetings with labor unions Agreements on working conditions, other 
agreements & labor laws 

Performance interview Employment contract 

(Negotiations on) nomination & 
appointment of supervisory directors 

Profile of external directors, screening by 
supervisory authorities 

Committees of the board of supervisory 
directors 

Corporate governance policy, regulations by 
governments, reports presenting advice of 
committees regarding corporate governance 

Consulting supervisory authorities Regulations & supervision 

Client association; customer association Articles of association of clients’ association, 
articles of association of the company & other 
arrangements 

Board of a cooperative Articles of association of cooperatives & 
legislation regarding cooperatives 

Negotiations with (major) clients &  
other meetings with clients (panels) 

Contracts & other agreements 

Negotiations with governments Regulations & other agreements 

Negotiations with & in sector associations Covenants & other agreements 

 
Table 1. Examples of direct and indirect influence pathways for governance mechanisms  
(source: De Graaf and Herkströter)
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Here, direct and indirect influence pathways can 
be relevant. In the former, companies and stake-
holders influence each other in direct dialogue. 
In the latter, regulation acts as an intermediary. 
Attention to these pathways makes clear that the 
purpose of the company tends to be the subject 
of a variety of governance mechanisms. Purpose 
develops in every interaction between a com-
pany and its stakeholders, not just at the annual 
meeting. 

For example, the successful Danish pharmaceu-
tical company Novo Nordisk is a foundation-owned 
company listed on the stock market. This shows 
it’s possible to be market-driven while investing in 
R&D, taking social projects seriously, and making 
shareholders happy. 

3 .  U S E  H I S T O R Y  
A S  A  T O U C H S T O N E

We can look to the past to see how individuals 
dealt with similar tensions before us. Current 
issues are rooted in historical developments — 
and so are the solutions. 

We tend to underestimate the role of history, 
although many of us use earlier experiences to 
argue against or favor a certain solution. History 
is reflected in companies’ economic positions. 
Stakeholder issues are also rooted in history, and 
this quickly becomes apparent during crises. Every 
stakeholder dialogue should start with a reflection 
of history. When we agree on the root cause, we 
can discuss solutions that could work for everyone 
involved.

4 .  L E T  I N D I V I D U A L  
R E S P O N S I B I L I T Y  G U I D E  Y O U

We must be guided by our individual responsibility 
but able to relate to other perspectives. We cannot 
hide behind our role and place in society or our 
lawyers. We are responsible for certain tasks. We 
must be guided by individual responsibility and 
relate that to the responsibility of others. This 
means making choices between possible stake-
holders and understanding that it is not about 
what your lawyer says is your responsibility but 
about how you develop your own responsibility. 

5 .  B E  I N T E G R A T I V E

Integration is the task of executives and stake-
holders. This is a very personal moment: you have 
to integrate your feelings (negative and positive) 
and cognitive understandings into what you do in 
your daily life and connect with others. The real 
fun — and I would argue the fulfillment of profes-
sional life — is that after serious deliberation with 
stakeholders, a solution develops that promises a 
new future for you and your company. Deliberation 
processes should enable executives and corporate 
stakeholders to integrate their interests so that 
decisions are better than the individuals them-
selves could have thought of before the process 
started, rather than weak compromises.

C O N C L U S I O N

Companies are profit-optimizing organizations. 
As such, they integrate the interests of a spe-
cific set of stakeholders in a specific way within 
deliberation processes. 

The critical responsibility of executives and their 
non-executive board members is to organize these 
deliberation processes so that integration can 
occur, and a specific set of stakeholders can align 
with the corporate executives. Strong deliberation 
processes integrate various interests, enabling 
executives and stakeholders to integrate their 
opinions toward a new perspective of reality. This 
perspective enables a company to develop further.

S T R O N G 
D E L I B E R A T I O N 
P R O C E S S E S 
I N T E G R A T E 
V A R I O U S 
I N T E R E S T S , 
E N A B L I N G 
E X E C U T I V E S  & 
S TA K E H O L D E R S  
T O  I N T E G R A T E 
T H E I R  O P I N I O N S
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A company is only as strong as its deliberation 
processes, which are unique. Novo Nordisk is 
different from Tesla; Patagonia is different from 
Shell. But all of them need strong connections 
with stakeholders that share some underlying 
values with them, and this must be properly 
communicated over time. Every executive must 
develop their own strategy, and to understand 
these strategies, deliberation processes should 
get more attention than they currently do in our 
polarized societies. 
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Professionals serve as indispensable intermedi-
aries, whose specialized knowledge and skills grant 
them authority and responsibility to act in the 
best interests of those they serve. Their obliga-
tions extend beyond their immediate patients 
or clients to the broader public, encompassing 
justice, safety, dignity, and rights. Given their sub-
stantial social eminence and impact, some regard 
the roles of professionals as inherently moral.2 

Worryingly, however, trust in professionals is 
declining in the general population. For example, 
in 2023, a representative sample of Americans 
rated 22 of 23 professions as less trustworthy than 
in 2019, with an average six-point drop, and only six 
of the 23 professions were rated “high/very high” in 
terms of honesty and ethics.3 Equally concerning 
are the internal struggles of professionals, who 
face high rates of substance abuse, depression, 
stress, and suicide.4,5 Medical and legal profes-
sionals suffer from secondary or vicarious trauma 
due to errors or adverse outcomes for their clients 
or patients.6

Such mistrust and distress result in part from the 
nature of professional education and the market 
economy, in which emerging professionals often 
have a limited understanding of the full scope of 
their profession’s telos (its purpose and reason for 
being), which defines its ethical values, identity, 
responsibilities, and activities.7 This means that 
emerging professionals may lack a full appreci-
ation of the value they can create and/or miss 
opportunities to steward critical social systems. 

How did we get here? In brief, professional edu-
cation emerged from theological origins, with 
religious institutions playing a central role in 
training clergy and, by extension, shaping early 
education for professions such as law and med-
icine — even if those institutions did not always 
uphold these values. For generations, children 
followed parents into these professions, organi-
cally imbibing the profession’s values and prac-
tices. Over time, as societal values shifted during 
the Renaissance and Enlightenment, professional 
education began to secularize and diversify, 
moving away from theological anchoring toward 
more specialized and scientific approaches, as 
well as toward more inclusive and accessible 
educational models, allowing a more diverse set 
of individuals to enter various professions. 

Despite these advancements, and possibly 
because of them, emerging professionals found 
themselves approaching the world of work with 
less well-formed notions of the stewardship role 
they play for their profession, the moral values 
that shape its proper practice, and the social 
structures with which the profession interacts 
and on which it depends.8

Professionals are essential to a healthy and just modern society. The provision of cru-
cial structures and services — ranging from health guidance and legal resolutions to 
high-quality infrastructure and more — relies on the expertise of professionals. Without 
access to these fundamental goods and services, societal growth would be significantly 
hindered.1 
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A R E  W E  L O S I N G  T H E 
M O R A L  H I G H  G R O U N D ? 

In an effort to fill that gap and provide students 
with a more well-formed understanding of their 
professional role and responsibilities, professional 
schools have for decades taught classes in profes-
sional ethics, which tend to cover crucial ethical 
standards, principles, and codes of conduct. 

Rules, while essential, are insufficient for nav-
igating the complexities of real-world ethical 
dilemmas because they may not address nuanced 
situations or evolving societal expectations. True 
ethical professionalism requires a deeper commit-
ment to reflective practice and moral reasoning, 
as well as ongoing engagement with the broader 
impact of one’s professional decisions. Moreover, 
professional relationships are often formed in 
times of vulnerability (e.g., ill health, legal quan-
daries). A good professional acts competently, ful-
filling responsibilities, maintaining confidentiality, 
and making choices in the best interests of those 
whose life outcomes depend on their professional 
expertise and judgment.9

This dependability is especially necessary in 
situations involving conflicting interests or uncer-
tainties. Professionals operate within contexts of 
extraordinary complexity. Legal experts must nav-
igate evolving systems and unpredictable actors. 
Engineers must adapt to unexpected occurrences 
and consider frequent feedback to create robust 
designs. In medicine, professionals must account 
for multifaceted patient factors within diverse 
contexts, requiring a holistic view of biological, 
psychological, and social interactions. 

Codes of conduct cannot fully address the 
demands and nuances of such complexity. 
Claiming otherwise or oversimplifying the issue 
leaves professionals ill-equipped to navigate the 
intricate, unpredictable, high-stakes challenges 
they face.

We advocate for a virtue-oriented approach to 
complement existing codes of conduct. As the 
authors of Virtue Ethics and Professional Roles 
assert, a lasting sense of professional identity is 
undeniably based on virtue.10 The impetus for a 
virtuous professional identity arises from a deep 
and collectively held sense of professional pur-
pose. And sustaining that sense of professional 

purpose so that it can act as a North Star requires 
professionals to have an identity founded on 
seeing themselves as important moral actors who 
are essential to human flourishing. 

Additionally, we believe that a robust professional 
purpose must be accompanied by the capacity to 
feel joy in one’s professional pursuits. The ina-
bility to do so is likely to lead to the stress and 
suffering discussed earlier, including burnout. 
Although discussing joy in the context of profes-
sional purpose may seem unconventional, it is 
central to a virtue ethics approach. It is important 
to note that the purpose of life, according to the 
Stoics and other ancient Greek philosophers, is 
eudaimonia, commonly translated as “happiness” 
or “joy.” Eudaimonia is the state of fulfillment, 
of possessing a good soul or having one’s reason 
function optimally, with virtue as the essential 
component. As we discussed earlier, virtue is 
crucial to developing an appropriate professional 
identity. Philosopher Christopher Gill describes 
virtue as “expertise in leading a happy life.”11

The four cardinal virtues that Stoicism also 
promotes (wisdom, courage, justice, and temper-
ance) are fundamental principles guiding eth-
ical behavior in personal and professional life. 
We believe that Stoicism offers an extremely 
relevant virtue ethics framework for the discussion 
of professional purpose and identity. 

S T O I C  E T H I C S  F O R  M O R A L 
M O D E R N  P R O F E S S I O N A L S

In a nutshell, Stoicism advocates for an expanded 
sense of self, in which people broaden their sphere 
of concern and action. The virtuous person fos-
ters understanding and interconnectedness, thus 
reducing the emotional and relational distance 
between themselves and others.

This attitude is akin to the modern social psy-
chological concept of “inclusion of other in self,” 
in which a person’s sphere of interest, affection, 
and commitment extends to significant others 
and even to entire groups beyond their immediate 
circle.12,13 The Stoic Hierocles offered a useful 
visual representation of such a self: a person 
located within ever-broadening concentric circles 
representing social groups all the way up to the 
dimension of the universe-city or cosmopolis.
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In a business context, an understanding of the self 
as embedded in various layers of society, combined 
with an appreciation of our shared humanity and 
responsibility to one another, can have profound 
implications for how a businessperson sees them-
selves in relation to their myriad stakeholders. 
Similarly, a doctor or lawyer would benefit from 
seeing their scope of influence extending beyond 
the patient/client directly in front of them, to 
one that includes an examination of systems 
and structures that are responsible for poor 
health outcomes, on the one hand, and injustice, 
on the other.

B E Y O N D  A R I S T O T L E

Aristotle’s impact on modern virtue ethics high-
lights the critical importance of childhood devel-
opment and social influences on ethical character 
formation through habituation, but he offers 
minimal explicit ethical guidance. Contemporary 
thinkers echo this focus on social context.14,15 

We turn to Stoicism to provide a different perspec-
tive because it puts an emphasis on ethical growth 
during early adulthood. Stoics believe everyone 
has inherent capacities for ethical development 
that can be aided by formal philosophical (moral) 
instruction and regular practice in adulthood, even 
if one’s upbringing did not reflect these values.

Stoics can inform a virtue ethics approach to 
the professions in several ways. First, Stoicism 
emphasizes a cosmopolitan perspective, seeing 
individuals as citizens of the universe rather than 
just a city-state. This broader view aligns well with 
the globally interconnected nature of modern life 
while acknowledging the importance of local and 
personal commitments. 

Second, unlike Aristotle, who saw a tension 
between the contemplative and active compo-
nents of life, Stoicism sees contemplative and 
active modes as complementary. The Stoics argued 
that a person should not seek a state of pure 
detachment but should engage in his or her jobs, 
roles, and activities with a virtuous motivation, 
constantly correcting traditional values such as 
success and profit by weighing them against those 
prescribed by virtue (which prioritize the common 
good).16 

Thus, virtues should be implemented within spe-
cific communities and roles, recognizing multiple 
intersecting identities.17 For the Stoic Panaetius, as 
reported by Cicero in On Duties, these include our 
common human nature, individual talents, social 
roles, and chosen careers, and he advised that 
we should mediate between and harmonize these 
roles to achieve virtue-based happiness.18

Perhaps the greatest value to modern profes-
sionals comes from the Stoic concept of the 
“mediating self.” Coined by this paper’s coauthor, 
Gretchen Reydams-Schils, a scholar who works 
on Stoicism, this notion reminds professionals 
that the self is not only socially and cosmically 
embedded, it is continuously reassessing values 
and roles.19 This view would allow professionals to 
strive for the ideal while remaining firmly grounded 
in reality. 

T H E  M E D I A T I N G  S E L F

Stoicism promotes virtuous judgments and actions 
that transcend narrow self-interest, and at the 
heart of this expansive understanding of the self is 
the notion that our social and cosmic embedded-
ness provides the basis for our human interactions 
and choices. In this way, Stoicism sees both the 
contemplative and active lives as essential for 
achieving a virtuous and fulfilling existence.

Modern professionals occupy roles that require 
judgment beyond their ethical codes, as in the 
case of a lawyer balancing duties to clients and 
the court or a businessperson balancing fiduciary 
responsibilities to shareholders, employees, cus-
tomers, and the environment. Their professional 
identity is unified yet multifaceted, integrating 
distinct but interrelated responsibilities to fulfill 
their roles ethically and effectively. The concept 
of the mediating self helps professionals navigate 
their various roles and situational demands, bal-
ancing between the cosmic or ideal and the local 
or imperfect. 

The Stoic philosopher Seneca asserts that while 
virtue is indivisible, its application varies with 
the context.20 A Stoic framework acknowledges 
prevailing norms while promoting critical reeval-
uation of these norms when they do not support 
the good. When professionals find that norms 
conflict with their goals or the people they serve, 
they should turn inward for strength and outward 
to find moral exemplars to bring about necessary 
positive changes.21  
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In the context of Stoic cosmopolitanism, the 
mediating self that navigates existing (and often 
misguided) norms helps ensure modern profes-
sionals can perform their duties with the right 
motivations and dispositions.

C A N  P R O F I T  B E  V I R T U O U S ?

Most professionals operate within a profit-driven 
context, which creates an intrinsic tension 
between maximizing profit and ethical conduct. 
This tension is especially significant in market 
economies and the private sector, where profit is 
a defining feature.

Yet philosophically speaking, profit and virtue 
need not be at odds, and Stoicism does not reject 
wealth per se. It views certain externals, such as 
wealth, as “preferred indifferents” (i.e., one can 
pursue these as long as they do not conflict with 
the good, strictly defined as virtue). The challenge 
arises in how profit is valued and pursued within 
organizations. When profit is prioritized exces-
sively at the expense of ethical considerations, 
it undermines a virtuous professional identity. 
Stoicism encourages us to assess the true utility 
of profit and its alignment with virtuous living.

Effective ethical development helps professionals 
balance “preferred indifferents” with their societal 
roles, professional goals, and the interests of var-
ious stakeholders. This shift from short-term gains 
to sustainable, long-term value creation requires 
recognizing the social dimension and applying 
practical deliberation. A virtuous professional in a 
profit-oriented context should adopt a tempered 
and courageous approach, understanding that 
profit is not the sole metric of success.22 Instead, 
virtues should guide decision-making, leading to 
a more comprehensive view of business success. 
Practicing generosity, justice, and temperance 
in managing and distributing wealth ensures it 
benefits the greater good rather than fostering 
self-indulgence.23

Take YKK, a multinational company guided by the 
Japanese philosophy of the “Cycle of Goodness” 
and the motto “No one prospers without rendering 
benefit to others.” YKK exemplifies virtues such 
as wisdom and temperance by making informed 
decisions that consider long-term impacts on all 
stakeholders. It balances business growth with 
social and environmental responsibility through 
sustainable practices, innovative products, and a 
commitment to quality. YKK’s dedication to fair-
ness and equity is reflected in its establishment of 
company-wide virtuous behavioral principles and 
its treatment of employees and suppliers. 

Earthjustice is a nonprofit environmental law 
organization known for its litigation and advo-
cacy. Its tagline, “Because the Earth needs a good 
lawyer,” reflects its commitment to justice and 
indicates its courage to confront boldly environ-
mental threats. This approach aligns with Stoic 
ideals of ethical conduct and dedication to the 
common good.

H O W  T O

The Stoics had practical strategies for devel-
oping and fortifying character. We offer three 
Stoic practices as a starting point for nurturing 
a virtue-grounded professional identity that can 
help professionals deal with uncertainty, com-
plexity, and negative emotions:
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1.	 Stoic philosophers such as Marcus Aurelius, 
Seneca, and Epictetus practiced nega-
tive visualization, or praemeditatio malorum 
(premeditation of evils), as a form of pre-exposure 
to potential problems. This practice helped them 
reduce their sensitivity and impulsive reactions to 
shocking and difficult circumstances.24 Although 
anticipating future hardships might seem unpal-
atable, the Stoics recommended it to maintain 
discipline and virtue in responding to unexpected 
and painful circumstances. This practice and 
resulting mindset would greatly benefit profes-
sionals working under extreme time pressure with 
resource constraints, complex systems, and high 
stakes for both themselves and the people they 
serve. It would aid in professional identity for-
mation because people would develop a sense of 
themselves as proactive rather than solely reac-
tive. The Stoics famously did not dwell on nega-
tive emotions. They did, however, take failures and 
disappointment seriously, rather than ignoring, 
avoiding, trivializing, or negatively internalizing 
them.

2.	 Marcus Aurelius, in Meditations, practices a form 
of regular reflection, taking time to assess one’s 
actions and thoughts.25 This practice is aimed at 
uncovering behavioral and cognitive patterns, 
fostering personal growth, and continuously 
improving one’s moral character. Seneca reg-
ularly engaged in self-examination at night. 
Approaching these rituals with honesty, disci-
pline, and a focus on professional purpose (com-
bined with an acceptance of one’s diverse roles) 
can enhance decision-making and leadership. 
Reflective meditations are particularly valuable 
for understanding how one implicitly prioritizes 
various “indifferents” in relation to virtue and 
the ways this prioritization was reflected in one’s 
actions and choices that day. A reflective pause 
at the end of each day allows for a realignment 
of those values (if necessary), in accordance with 
one’s professional purpose and identity. One’s 
sense of purpose and identity are also reinvig-
orated and renewed through such reflections, 
thereby retaining their North Star–like quality in 
challenging times.

3.	 Stoic expert Nancy Sherman describes a useful 
analogy employed by the Stoics: an archer’s 
objective is to hit the bullseye, but her ultimate 
goal is to strive earnestly to achieve that objec-
tive.26 In other words, the archer pursues two 
related but distinct values: the specific objec-
tive of hitting the target and the broader goal of 
diligent, wholehearted effort. The objective, while 
preferred, is ultimately indifferent, whereas the 
ultimate goal (embodying the virtue of striving) 
is crucial for a fulfilling life. This distinction is 
particularly relevant for professionals facing sig-
nificant uncertainty and high stakes. Excellence 
in one’s role, achieved with competence and an 
understanding of its social value, fulfills profes-
sional purpose, even if specific outcomes fall 
short. As Sherman notes, “Excellence doesn’t 
bring immunity from failure or suffering … from 
moral distress. But it is a source of psychological 
sustenance of a profound sort.”27 Being clear-eyed 
about objectives and goals helps one to accept 
losses gracefully and to forge ahead with purpose 
and joy.

P R A C T I C E  M A K E S  S T O I C

The Stoics emphasized a deliberate approach to 
self-awareness and decision-making that involved 
rigorous practice. Their emphasis on practice was 
the result of their understanding that many deci-
sions are automatic, a phenomenon later explored 
by psychologist and author Daniel Kahneman: our 
rapid-thinking system often overshadows slower, 
more thoughtful processes and is a fundamental 
aspect of human nature.28 To make rationality 
central to decision-making, we must train and 
condition it to become readily accessible and 
usable. Such training is essential not only for 
mitigating implicit biases, but also for fostering 
more thoughtful and mature decision-making in 
complex situations. 

Consistent practice and prioritization are crucial, 
but emphasis on professional identity formation is 
often lacking in professional school curriculums. 
Integrating this approach is challenging due to 
market pressures for shorter degree timelines and 
intense job competition. However, cultivating a 
virtue-based professional identity grounded in a 
strong sense of professional purpose is essential 
for nurturing and retaining outstanding profes-
sionals throughout their careers. 
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We recommend that professional schools cre-
atively adjust their curricula to prioritize this 
purpose-driven, virtue-based development. This 
shift requires not only different knowledge and 
skill sets from instructors, but also a change in 
mindset from students and a structural change 
in the way such programs are set up. Achieving 
this goal will take time and sustained effort, and 
it will be more likely to happen if professional 
organizations prefer graduates with these quali-
ties. Ongoing professional formation, peer reflec-
tion, and periodic reorienting toward these values 
within professional communities will also be key to 
long-term success.

C O N C L U S I O N

In a landscape of professional work characterized 
by increasing complexity and market pressures, 
Stoic principles offer a valuable framework for 
emphasizing virtue, self-awareness, and moral 
responsibility. Stoicism’s focus on cosmopoli-
tanism and the self as embedded within broader 
social and cosmic contexts provides a robust 
foundation for understanding the multifaceted 
roles professionals play.

Professional schools must adapt their curricula 
to foster this virtue-based approach, recognizing 
that ethical conduct extends beyond adherence 
to codes of practice. This shift requires both 
structural changes in educational programming 
and a cultural transformation within professional 
communities. Emphasizing continuous reflec-
tion, training in virtue, and a commitment to the 
broader social impact of professional actions 
can significantly enhance trust, well-being, and 
effectiveness in the profession.

By prioritizing the development of a purpose- 
driven, virtue-based professional identity, we 
envision a future where professionals thrive 
in their roles and uphold the highest standards 
of ethical excellence.
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However, for organizational purpose to transcend 
superficial rhetoric and fulfill promises of engaged 
employees and loyal customers, companies must 
continuously and accurately assess the (intended 
and unintended) outcomes of their strategies. 
This ability is often missing. For example, while 
Starbucks supports initiatives such as ethical 
sourcing, it must measure the long-term social 
and environmental impacts of these initiatives, 
as well as its day-to-day operations, to truly 
validate its stated ideals.

In this article, we first discuss best practices 
around developing, assessing, and systematizing 
corporate impact then elaborate on the impor-
tance of developing purpose-driven structures and 
processes that allow the unexpected to be inte-
grated toward what we call “Serendipitous Impact.”

E X P E C T E D  I M P A C T

As organizations set specific, purpose-driven 
goals, there is a temptation to focus exclusively 
on new initiatives and their impacts (e.g., dodgy 
carbon offsets to achieve climate goals). However, 
it is particularly important to understand the 
entire organization’s impact and identify poten-
tial negative effects and unintended negative 
externalities of existing operations. Consider 
Uber, which aims to make transportation reliable 
for everyone. It has revolutionized ride-hailing, 
but it must also address socioeconomic challenges 
faced by its drivers, such as job insecurity and lack 
of benefits.

Organizations often measure their positive 
societal contributions by the amount they invest 
in “good works.” Shifting from merely measuring 
inputs (resources invested) to measuring outputs 
or outcomes is necessary but challenging. For 
instance, Microsoft’s “AI for Good” initiative tracks 
the number of projects it funds, but it should also 
assess tangible outcomes, such as the impact 
on environmental sustainability or healthcare 
improvements. Similarly, bold corporate state-
ments about climate neutrality through offsetting 
often fall short of concrete effects on carbon 
emissions. 

Today’s workforce seeks meaningful employment, customers demand sustainable and 
transparent products, and investors expect companies to perform well financially while 
contributing positively to society.1,2 This requires alignment across the organization, 
based on a clear organizational purpose that is integrated across the organization. 
For instance, Patagonia’s mission to “save our home planet” aligns with its sustainable 
practices, influencing its entire supply chain. Similarly, Unilever’s “Sustainable Living 
Plan” initially aimed to decouple the company’s growth from its environmental footprint 
while increasing its positive social impact. 
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It is crucial to determine the extent of an organi-
zation’s contributions to these results, as well as 
possible positive or negative secondary effects. 
If Google’s sustainability efforts are supposed 
to reduce carbon footprints, for example, it is 
essential to measure both the direct impacts and 
the potential ripple effects on the broader tech 
industry and connected communities.

Disentangling the causal relationship between 
an organization’s activities and its effects can be 
difficult, particularly for long-term outcomes. One 
solution is for organizations to start measuring 
outputs that have a reasonable correlation with 
desired outcomes — they often are directly related 
to an organization’s efforts, and the data is often 
internally available (e.g., number of people fed). In 
contrast, outcomes like “improving food security” 
often require external information such as polling 
community members and tracking over time. 

As organizations become serious about measuring 
the impact of their purpose, they need an infra-
structure for collecting and tracking impact data. 
For example, SAP’s Green Token aims to provide an 
infrastructure connecting battery producers, auto-
motive suppliers, and battery-recycling start-ups 
(a new approach to circular battery loops). It 
provides a material account that creates a digital 
representation of an electric vehicle battery (scrap 
or end-of-life) to black mass, which is then split 
into separate components such as lithium and 
cobalt, enabled by wet chemical processes.3

Orchestrating such processes for data on 
outputs and outcomes can potentially validate 
an organization’s efforts and inform manage-
ment dashboards and decision support systems. 
Some organizations use sustainability data to 
improve energy efficiency across their supply 
chain, aligning daily operations with long-term 
sustainability goals. 

However, impactful solutions often emerge 
unexpectedly, necessitating a dynamic approach 
to a company’s understanding of its impact.

E X P E C T I N G  T H E 
U N E X P E C T E D

Navigating a world full of unexpected events 
requires maintaining a long-term vision while 
being open to the unexpected and adjusting 
accordingly. Ajay Banga, former CEO of Mastercard, 
spearheaded an effort to bring 500 million people 
who were previously unbanked into the finan-
cial system, but he clarified that if parts of the 
strategy did not work locally, the company would 
have to adjust it, opening it up to meaningful 
(social) innovations along the way. 

That’s important because the unexpected is very 
likely, as Figure 1 illustrates. The chance of a spe-
cific unexpected event is low, but if you add up 
all possible unexpected events, it becomes highly 
likely that something unexpected will occur (e.g., 
an unexpected solution to a social or environ-
mental challenge). 

Therefore, successful leaders combine vision 
with adaptability, aligning short-term actions 
with long-term goals.4,5 This balance is crucial for 
navigating today’s complex business environment 
to leverage unexpected events.

S E R E N D I P I T O U S  I M P A C T

Traditional strategies often fail to address the 
complexities of societal and environmental issues, 
which often do not have solutions a priori. Rather, 
they emerge along the way in collaboration with 
partners. Unexpected events and crises can 
trigger positive unintended outcomes; that is, 
Serendipitous Impact.

Chance of
any

unexpected
event

Chance of
a specific

unexpected
event

High

Low

Figure 1. Expect the unexpected
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This impact occurs within the broader purpose 
field of the organization: although the exact 
impact is impossible to specify due to an ever-
changing environment with limited information, 
direct integration of unexpected events into an 
organization’s core practices allows it to create 
impact without derailing its overall purpose. 

The success of RLabs, an organization in Cape 
Town, South Africa, Cape Flats district, exemplifies 
this approach. Operating in a setting character-
ized by extreme uncertainty, RLabs turns crises 
into impactful innovation by creative use of limited 
resources. RLabs started out connecting residents 
needing emotional support via mobile phones. Over 
time, it evolved to offer training in social media 
and entrepreneurship, fostering hope by offering 
high-quality, low-cost education and creating 
related job opportunities. 

This approach of leveraging what was at hand 
locally included integrating previously unemploy-
able individuals to become teachers and using 
old garages as training centers —shifting its 
community’s focus from deficiencies to potential. 
This enabled people to make unexpected positive 
discoveries (serendipity, aka “smart luck”), as social 
and educational barriers were being removed, 
allowing people to continuously turn unexpected 
events into opportunities instead of being rigidly 
focused on a particular way of doing things. For 
example, when the pandemic meant that physical 
courses couldn’t be taught, RLabs began teaching 
short “nano courses.” The purpose (enabling hope 

by delivering high-quality, low-cost education) 
stayed the same, but the strategy and related 
impact emerged serendipitously. 

Serendipity (making unexpected positive dis-
coveries) involves the interaction of unexpected 
events and human action. Organizational members 
need to learn to identify unexpected opportuni-
ties, especially in crisis moments, and turn them 
into positive outcomes. That way, an unexpected 
event (e.g., the pandemic), based on a clear purpose 
(enabling local communities to get high-quality 
education access), can turn into a serendipitous 
outcome (nano courses). 

Figure 2 shows five core practices that help organ-
izations proceed from purpose-driven leadership 
to Serendipitous Impact: impact mission, impact 
leadership, impact governance, impact networks, 
and impact measurement.6 

5  P R A C T I C E S 

Purpose-driven leadership cultivates Serendipitous 
Impact by turning unforeseen events into strategic 
opportunities (see Figure 2):7

1.	 Impact mission. Successful organizations define 
a clear “why” that guides their actions, contin-
uously refining related strategies to align with 
emerging needs and demands. Establishing an 
effective impact mission requires continuously 
engaging stakeholders to understand their needs 

Purpose-
driven

leadership

Serendipitous
impact 

E N A B L E S

V A L I D A T E S

Impact 
measurement

Impact 
mission

Impact 
leadership

CRISIS 
TRIGGERS

Impact 
networks

Impact 
governance

Figure 2. Serendipitous Impact Framework
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1

and expectations, incorporating their feedback 
to adapt and evolve, and communicating related 
emerging strategies effectively to inspire and 
motivate employees. United Nations Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs) and other frameworks 
are available to help organizations understand 
relevant societal issues. In the case of RLabs, the 
overarching mission that emerged in close col-
laboration with its stakeholders is to “reconstruct 
communities through innovation, technology, and 
education.”

2.	 Impact leadership. Cultivating adaptable leaders 
across all levels and embedded in the respec-
tive community is essential for driving impact 
based on emerging needs. It starts with providing 
ongoing leadership development and training 
and encouraging a culture of continuous learning. 
RLabs focus is on “champions,” in which mul-
tiple generations of local leaders work together 
to allow the transfer of explicit and implicit 
knowledge. Organizations can use simulations to 
immerse their leaders in realistic, high-pressure 
scenarios that can teach them to handle crises 
effectively.8

3.	 Impact governance. Establishing robust 
governance structures improves transparency, 
accountability, and ethical decision-making. Here, 
an organization sets both long- and short-term 
goals and continuously assesses global and local 
contexts to align them. Transparency builds trust 
and helps companies focus on their mission while 
adapting to the unexpected. Successful leaders 
respond to the unexpected through a collab-
orative structure that empowers local experts 
while holding leadership at all levels accountable 
through transparent processes.9 Embedding in 
local communities and empowering local cham-
pions helped RLabs quickly pivot to nano courses 
during the pandemic. 

4.	 Impact networks. Building and leveraging 
high-efficacy networks enhances resilience and 
collective impact. This can include partnerships 
with local organizations, such as nongovern-
mental organizations, local governments, and 
local businesses. Setting clear, measurable long-
term goals with partners that are aligned with 
your short-term goals sets a roadmap for sus-
tained progress and transparency. Adapting feed-
back from multiple stakeholders and networks to 
iterate and refine strategies further improves the 
organization’s ability to achieve its mission within 

its broader ecosystem, becoming more resilient 
toward unexpected crises. RLabs works with local 
universities and partners to continuously align 
and scale its impact goals (adjusted to its local 
context), using simple rules (heuristics) to scale 
its approach. 

5.	 Impact measurement. Developing metrics and 
frameworks to assess and communicate impact 
is crucial, as discussed above. Using simple, 
practical guidelines for budgeting and resource 
allocation is essential for regularly assessing and 
reporting on social and environmental impact. 
The Science Based Targets initiative (SBTi), for 
instance, provides standards, tools, and guidance 
to set greenhouse gas–reduction targets in line 
with what is necessary to keep global warming 
below catastrophic levels and achieve net zero 
emissions by 2050. SBTi uses data and analytics to 
inform decision-making, drive improvements, and 
improve long-term decision-making and strategic 
foresight.10 RLabs uses simple yet effective meas-
ures to understand community well-being locally, 
establishing additional legitimacy in the process. 

C O N C L U S I O N

Purpose helps leaders connect the dots between 
grand challenges, unexpected demands, and 
strategic responses. When purpose-driven leaders 
expect the unexpected, they incent their stake-
holders to embrace uncertainty and guide their 
organizations through adversity and disruption. 
By adopting the five practices outlined in our 
Serendipitous Impact Framework, purpose-driven 
leaders can reframe crises into opportunities to 
innovate and create impactful solutions that often 
cannot be fully defined in advance. 
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When pursuing systems change, problems are 
identified by many interactions, associations, and 
nonlinear dynamics.2 These interactions are based 
on a complex set of relationships between several 
stakeholders. 

Purpose emerges from a dynamic interplay of per-
sonal experiences, values, beliefs, and aspirations.3 
Rooted in core values and shaped by significant life 
experiences that provide direction and meaning, 
individual purpose is nurtured by relationships, 
community involvement, and the desire to con-
tribute to something greater than oneself.  

Purpose not only serves as a foundational prin-
ciple, it can also energize systems change. In this 
article, we describe how a coalition of stakeholders 
successfully enacted purpose-driven systems 
change in the Global South.

The Symbiosis Project iteratively refined its 
founders’ purpose by cycling between their roles 
as investigators of problems and stewards of 
solutions.4 It then scaffolded purpose for many 
stakeholders, by looping them from partners to 
protagonists and from protagonists to individuals 
(see Figure 1).

I N V E S T I G A T O R S  
O F  P R O B L E M S

The Symbiosis Project began with two technology 
entrepreneurs wishing to tackle one of the most 
pressing challenges in emerging economies: 
access to and quality of higher education. 

After selling their IT business, Alessandro and 
Vera Goulart, partners in life and business and 
coauthors of this article, refocused on societal 
impact. Determined to enact significant changes 
in the education system, they pursued mas-
ter’s degrees to thoroughly investigate the issue 
of limited access to higher education and the 
inadequacy of workforce skills in Brazil. 

Our society faces profound challenges that demand urgent collective action. Issues such 
as accelerating climate change, deepening inequality, and biodiversity loss are rooted 
in an anthropocentric economic paradigm. More than incremental changes are required: 
a systems-change approach is necessary to target the underlying causes and structural 
components embedded within societal, organizational, and ecological systems. Systems 
change involves transformative processes that reshape these infrastructures to achieve 
more equitable and sustainable outcomes.1 
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The Goularts came to understand that Brazil’s 
higher education system was highly exclusive: it 
favored students who had received high-quality 
elementary education, which was usually provided 
by private institutions. Generally, higher education 
institutions failed to offer opportunities to vulner-
able students, reducing the number of qualified 
professionals. At the same time, IT companies 
frequently complained about the gap between the 
technical skills being taught by higher education 
institutions and the practical skills needed in the 
business world.5 Post hire, many companies com-
plained about employees’ lack of social and emo-
tional skills, which they considered a major barrier 
to professional growth.  

The Goularts realized that a lack of access to 
higher education, low-quality higher education, 
and low levels of social and emotional skills were 
interacting in complex ways that made each harder 
to solve. They understood that systems change 
was needed to simultaneously promote inclusion, 
align educational outcomes with market demands, 
and cultivate adaptive, socially conscious 
professionals.

Alessandro explained that changing the system 
required much more than simply teaching tech-
nology. As investigators of the problem, the 
Goularts framed their purpose as preparing young 
people to use their talent and acquired technical 
skills to conquer their dreams without giving up 
their ethical values or a desire to contribute to 
society. 

S T E W A R D S  O F  S O L U T I O N S 

In 2017, the Goularts founded an innovative higher 
education institution in São Paulo, Brazil, called 
SPTech. They focused on a crucial aspect of 
academic training: ensuring that students were 
ready to apply their knowledge in real-world work 
environments. 

Recognizing that supporting students in their 
transition to the job market was key to providing 
access to higher education, SPTech partnered with 
businesses that would co-create the curriculum 
and offer internship placements for all students 
entering their second term. Alessandro pointed 
out that “involving other stakeholders from 
the beginning was crucial, as it fostered owner-
ship and ensured that diverse perspectives were 
considered.” 

From the start, the Symbiosis Project aimed 
to create an environment that stimulated 
practice-oriented learning. Several IT companies 
that were keenly interested in enhancing the skills 
of professionals in the area committed to partner 
with the project. Starting in their second year, 
students would be hired by partner companies, 
allowing them to learn on the job while paying for 
their education. 

Each company committed to supporting a specific 
number of students. The first year was financed by 
SPTech for all students, to ensure access to higher 
education. After that, partner companies would 
pay the students directly. By ensuring employment 
and fair remuneration for all students beginning 
with an internship at the end of the first year, 
they empowered the students to invest in their 
education.

Investigators
of problems

Stewards
of solutions

Partners to 
protagonists

Protagonists
to individuals

Figure 1. Principles of the Symbiosis Project
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SPTech’s high-quality education program changed 
the system by providing accessible higher educa-
tion aligned with market demands, preparing stu-
dents for careers in the tech industry and offering 
pathways into employment.

To address the issue of students’ lack of 
socio-emotional skills, SPTech created a 
comprehensive socio-emotional education and 
character-training program focused on reflec-
tion, self-awareness, and personal growth. Vera, 
a scholar of character leadership and organiza-
tional psychology, created the curriculum. Using 
coaching, journaling, immersive experiences, and 
other approaches, SPTech helps students achieve 
a social and emotional maturity level that distin-
guishes them from other technology professionals 
entering the job market.

Thanks to a close relationship with students and a 
deep understanding of their skills and personality 
traits, the socio-emotional faculty team can suc-
cessfully match students with partner companies. 
This gradual screening process ensures an optimal 
fit between the student and the company, mini-
mizing mismatches with the company’s culture, 
expectations, and characteristics.

Coauthor Rafael Petry, another member of the 
Symbiosis Project, played a vital role by code-
signing practice-oriented projects with future 
employers. Bringing IT companies’ real-world 
challenges and successes into the SPTech class-
room reinforced their commitment to hire some of 
the graduates they were helping prepare for the 
job market. It also ensured that SPTech’s curric-
ulum addressed the complex reality of professional 
qualification in Brazil. 

The school’s physical space was designed to 
support the objectives of the Symbiosis Project. 
Its modern building sits on Paulista Avenue, São 
Paulo’s main economic hub. Three floors are dedi-
cated to digital ecosystem companies (digital mar-
keting, digital certification, identity recognition 
companies, vehicle-tracking companies, and gam-
ification for training companies). There are also 
three labs (the Internet of Things, user experience, 
and design thinking) in partnership with some of 
the major companies in the digital market.

P A R T N E R S  T O 
P R O T A G O N I S T S

The Symbiosis Project launched with four partner 
companies and 60 students. Over the next six 
years, the number of partner companies expanded 
to 48, including IBM, HP, Google, Motorola, PwC, 
Deloitte, C6 Bank, Accenture, Tivit, Stefanini, 
inventCloud, and V8.Tech. The ecosystem now 
includes 150 technology professionals and an 
incubator. By 2023, the school had graduated its 
1,000th student and had a 100% employment rate 
for graduates.

P R O T A G O N I S T S  
T O  I N D I V I D U A L S

The self-financing mechanisms built into the 
Symbiosis Project promote student autonomy. 
Many align their aspirations with SPTech’s purpose. 
The resulting sense of belonging and responsibility 
motivates students to adopt and personalize the 
collective purpose in ways that drive their deci-
sions and actions, not only before they graduate 
but after, as their careers progress. The collective 
purpose becomes a foundation on which individ-
uals can begin building their own purpose. 

I M P A C T 

The Symbiosis Project continues to create path-
ways to higher education, promote personal 
growth, and transform lives. Its ecosystem 
strengthens workforce qualifications to align with 
market needs, supports technological advance-
ment, boosts the country’s economic potential, 
and helps reduce poverty and inequality. 

Thanks in part to the Symbiosis Project, the 
school’s dropout rate decreased from 53% (2017) to 
3% (2024). Enrollment increased at a rate of 159% 
between 2018 and 2024. After 2020, the cost of 
sponsoring a student was reduced by more than 
90%, and after six years of implementation, the 
share of SPTech interns tripled in most of the 
leading Brazilian IT companies. 
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The project has significantly impacted several 
United Nations Sustainable Development Goals 
(UN SDGs), including SDG 4 (Quality Education), 
SDG 8 (Decent Work and Economic Growth), SDG 
9 (Industry, Innovation, and Infrastructure), SDG 
10 (Reduced Inequalities), SDG 1 (No Poverty), and 
especially SDG 17 (Partnerships for the Goals).

G U I D E L I N E S 

What can the Symbiosis Project teach us about 
purpose-driven systems change? Purpose is not 
enough. Systems changers must begin with an 
in-depth examination of why the old system 
persists. This investigation is not trivial, as many 
problems interlock. Solutions can be found, but 
better ones emerge when multiple stakeholders 
come together to share the same purpose. Purpose 
is not enough to keep going, either. A complex 
array of stakeholders must co-create visions and 
change models, commit to changing the system, 
and carry purpose forward in their broader net-
works and throughout their careers. 

The following four guidelines are designed to 
ensure that purpose drives system-level change:

1.	 Critique the old. An in-depth examination of 
the issue’s root causes lays the groundwork for a 
collaborative approach. This inquiry exposes the 
systemic nature of the issue and emphasizes the 
need for a concerted effort to resolve it.

2.	 	Co-create the new. Find stakeholders who are 
not just impacted by the problem’s root causes 
but also have complementary abilities, resources, 
or viewpoints. All parties are called to co-design 
solutions. Empowering stakeholder co-creation 
guarantees that the solutions will be adaptive and 
flexible enough to adjust to changing conditions.

3.	 Engage long term. All parties must continue to 
relate to the shared vision while meeting their 
own objectives. Putting in place procedures that 
promote continuing commitment, communica-
tion, and teamwork guarantees that participants 
remain engaged. 

4.	 Track changes. Provide mechanisms for contin-
uous assessment and observation. By monitoring 
results, stakeholders can control their progress, 
evaluate the results of their interventions, and 
make needed corrections. Continuous observation 

ensures that the relationship stays in balance and 
that the system adapts to new opportunities or 
obstacles.

C O N C L U S I O N 

The Symbiosis Project demonstrates how indi-
vidual purpose can evolve into collective purpose, 
driving critical interventions for systems change. 
It also shows how collective purpose can reso-
nate with individuals in the system, helping them 
develop and reinforce their own sense of purpose. 

The Symbiosis Project followed guidelines for 
purpose-driven change, resulting in codevelop-
ment of cutting-edge technical content, imple-
mentation of social-emotional skills-development 
programs, the fostering of practice-oriented 
transformative learning, and an ability to change 
students’ futures by successfully preparing them 
for the job market.
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After the start of the invasion on 24 February 2022, 
analysts estimated that the Russian Armed Forces 
would be capable of capturing Kyiv and removing 
the Ukrainian government within three days. As we 
write this, Ukrainians are approaching 1,000 days 
of bloodshed, tens of thousands killed, separated 
families, anger, and anxiety. They are living through 
unimaginable hardship with exceptional fortitude, 
with no end in sight.

More than 10 million people fled their homes 
during the war. Roads, power plants, schools, 
hospitals, museums, and universities have been 
damaged or destroyed, leaving millions with 
disrupted services. Morale among citizens and 
soldiers remains high, but everyone is battling 
physical and mental fatigue. How can soldiers be 
inspired to continue to fight and defend Ukraine? 
How can societal leaders come to terms with the 
damage inflicted on them and then make the 
substantive shift of returning to a peacetime 
leadership approach equipped to rebuild and 
regenerate the country?

Research shows that the impact of purpose on 
individuals and their communities can be pro-
found.1-3 On 20 May 2019, Volodymyr Zelenskyy was 
sworn in as Ukraine’s head of state. Zelenskyy and 
his administration had formulated many objectives 
for his first term, including economic betterment 
of ordinary citizens and building a non-corrupt and 
responsive government. His focus, and indeed pur-
pose, changed dramatically on 24 February 2022 
when Russia launched the full-scale invasion.

In one of his early addresses to the nation and 
the world, Zelenskyy said, “We are fighting for our 
rights, for our freedoms, for our life.”4 Leadership is 
about clarity of purpose, which focuses people and 
energizes them to contribute. But how is purpose 
enacted during the most dramatic circumstance: 
an existential threat? Resilience is key to adapting 
to the most dire situations; it feeds purpose. Dunja 
Mijatović, former Council of Europe Commissioner 
for Human Rights, noted that the resilience of the 
Ukrainian people stands as a testament to the 
indomitable spirit of freedom. 

To discover the origins of this remarkable resil-
ience, we interviewed five Ukrainian leaders (from 
parliament, armed forces, church, business, the 
not-for-profit sector, and academia). We share 
their hard-won insights in this article, offering 
lessons to those who are ready to engage in 
purpose-driven leadership.

Studies and countless stories illustrate that internalized purpose helps humans flourish 
across disciplines and spheres. The Russia-Ukraine war is a dramatic example of how 
purpose can shape our ability to respond to the events in our lives.
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W H E R E  D O E S  U K R A I N I A N 
R E S I L I E N C E  C O M E  F R O M ?

Borys Gudziak, Metropolitan-Archbishop of the 
Ukrainian Catholic Archeparchy of Philadelphia 
and president of Ukrainian Catholic University,  
Lviv, said: 

	 Many Ukrainians recognize this constant fight:  
every day you wake up, and it’s a fight for your right  
to live. Ukrainians are emerging from a totalitarian  
and genocidal legacy. 

For decades, people in Ukraine lived under a 
totalitarian regime that repressed the language, 
literature, and church and eliminated large parts 
of the cultural intelligentsia (artists, poets, and 
writers). In the 20th century, more than 15 million 
Ukrainians were killed. Ukraine faced a genocide in 
the 1930s: the Holodomor was a man-made famine 
perpetrated by Joseph Stalin from 1932 to 1933 to 
annihilate the Ukrainian nation. 

Gudziak further noted:

	 We are seeing this attempt to annihilate the nation once 
again. Consider what happened in Irpin, Izium, Bucha, 
and other towns that were under occupation. Once 
these towns were liberated, people found mass graves. 
Citizens were raped, tortured, and disfigured before they 
were killed. This is what Russian occupation means. So 
it’s really freedom or death. We have no other way out. If 
Putin succeeds, there will be no Ukraine.

Andy Hunder, president of the American Chamber 
of Commerce in Ukraine, located in Kyiv, says busi-
nesses and their people have shown great resil-
ience during the war, in part thanks to historical 
events:

	 Our Internet works better than in many cities across 
Europe. The banking sector works seamlessly. The infra-
structure in Kyiv continues to work. Many organizations 
were proactive and preparing for a full-scale invasion. 
The decision was made to move many of the services into 
the cloud immediately. The safest place for infrastruc-
ture during World War II was in the tunnels. Today, in 
Ukraine, the safest place is in the cloud.

	 People come to work every day. Organizations are suc-
cessful, often without electricity from the grid. How do 
you run a McDonald’s restaurant without electricity? 
You need to have generators in place. Employees need to 
understand what to do in the event of an air-raid alarm. 
Employees are trained to shut down restaurants immedi-
ately and help customers evacuate. Once the threat has 
passed and the “all clear” has been given, restaurants 
typically reopen within an hour.

A  M I N D S E T  C H A N G E

Hunder spoke about a change in mindset among 
many CEOs: 

	 Some CEOs had a reputation of having big egos. This 
mindset has made way for a deep sense of humility. 
When you’re attending a funeral, standing over the 
coffin of someone you knew, it gets quite personal. What 
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do you say to someone who has lost so much? You realize 
how fragile we are and how quickly we can lose what we 
have. We need to be grateful for the blessings we have.

	 The number one question for leaders and citizens is, 
“What is the right thing to do?” Then, we must under-
stand how history will judge us. Many CEOs now see their 
purpose as boosting the economy, generating revenues, 
and paying taxes to keep the country from tipping over. 
If there’s no economy, we won’t be able to pay pensions. 
We won’t be able to pay teachers. We won’t be able to 
fund the military.

	 People understand that this is an existential war. Hence, 
purpose was suddenly and broadly shared. Putin and the 
Russian Armed Forces are trying to annihilate us. We are 
an independent nation, a sovereign state. It is therefore 
no surprise that many citizens volunteered from the first 
days of the war. People have a strong desire to defend 
the country, to fight to protect their families, and to 
take their children to safety. People are considering 
where they can contribute the most.

Roman Lozynskyi, a member of Ukraine’s parlia-
ment, volunteered to join the ranks of the Armed 
Forces of Ukraine and served in the Special 
Operations Forces. He articulated that it is your 
responsibility as a citizen to determine in what 
country you want to live. Since Russia embarked 
on a full-scale invasion to destroy Ukraine, he 
saw only one option: fight to protect his family, 
his friends, and the country. Lozynskyi posted the 
following shortly after pushing the Russian Armed 
Forces back around the city of Mykolaiv in the fall 
of 2022: 

	 Our offensive is about superhuman effort and chivalry. It 
is about battlefield losses, and a lot of eyes full of fear, 
but there is a lot more faith, and love, in our hearts. It’s 
about taking a step without knowing if there is a mine or 
tripwire ahead; but every step you take is confident and 
resolute because you are walking on your land, in your 
own home.

Yaroslav Rushchyshyn, a member of Ukraine’s 
parliament and businessman, put it this way:

	 You have to leave the world around you in a better 
condition than before you came to it. This principle 
should drive our behavior during our lifetime. That’s why 
our existence is paramount, as is the well-being and 
happiness of our children, our grandchildren, and those 
Ukrainians after them. This is why we are fighting now. 
We know that we set a high goal and that we could die 
during this war. But this is all part of the “wish for great-
ness” that patriarch Josyf Slipyj once coined — that we 
will be able to live peacefully and decide our own fate.

E X I S T E N T I A L  P U R P O S E ’ S 
R O L E  I N  D A I LY  A C T I V I T I E S 

When asked how existential purpose plays a role in 
day-to-day activities, Gudziak responded:

	 My personal purpose has been key and clear. As soon 
as I graduated from my doctoral studies at Harvard 
University, I was asked to work at Ukrainian Catholic 
University. Eventually, I became the rector of the 
refounded university in 2002. I considered working at 
Ukrainian Catholic University a once-in-a-millennium 
kind of opportunity. A totalitarian system had collapsed 
without great bloodshed. There was great hunger for 
openness to learning and connection. In that context, it 
was possible to develop a university from scratch.

	 We were trying to reinvent the university. We sought to 
offer an education and a formation that is holistic, that 
sees the human being not only as a brain to be pro-
grammed, but as an integrated being with mind, soul, 
body, and spirit. I believe that, today, the community 
atmosphere of Ukrainian Catholic University and its pro-
grams are a model not only for higher education, but for 
many public, private, and not-for-profit sector institu-
tions across Ukraine.

	

T H E  N U M B E R 
O N E  Q U E S T I O N 
F O R  L E A D E R S 
&  C I T I Z E N S  I S , 
“ W H A T  I S  T H E 
R I G H T  T H I N G  
T O  D O ? ” 

A U T H O R  N O T E
Andriy Rozhdestvensky produced the 
documentary Ukraine: A Leadership Exam. 
The filming of the documentary took place 
during the summer of 2023 and highlights 
the stories of three leaders — representing 
different professions, with distinct back-
grounds and outlooks on life. Their leader-
ship led to results that practically no one 
expected. Resilience and purpose play a 
prominent role in their success.  
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	 I tell students that I hope the university prepares them 
for good family life because family life is a challenge, 
and many children today are scarred by the wounds 
occurring in their families. We hope individuals are open 
to something that will give them a more holistic vision, 
an understanding, and, hopefully, a competence that 
benefits families, communities, and Ukraine.

Others had to find that purpose amid the full-
scale invasion. Kateryna Glazkova, CEO of Union of 
Ukrainian Entrepreneurs, explained that, initially, 
she was frustrated and even felt guilty:

	 I thought I was not doing enough for my country to win 
the war. I am not in the army, and I was not involved 
in big, tactical projects. I felt compelled to do more 
because Ukraine is my country, my life, my future, and 
the future of my kids. Then I began to realize that I 
must focus on the things I know I can do best: con-
necting people and representing Ukrainian business 
abroad. I am not on the front line with soldiers. However, 
through my ongoing activities at the Union of Ukrainian 
Entrepreneurs, I can inspire and support the leaders 
working to defeat Russia’s invasion.

Lozynskyi voiced a similar sentiment:

	 I changed roles; I moved from parliament to the armed 
forces and back to parliament. I had to reflect where I 
could be most effective, to get the best results for the 
people I care about. The behaviors I display as a soldier 
and parliamentarian are different, but the underlying 
purpose is the same.

Rushchyshyn reflected on how his personal 
purpose changed when he made the transition 
from business leader to parliament member. 
He became deeply motivated to create sup-
portive business environments for entrepreneurs, 
including complete legal frameworks, quality 
infrastructure, prudent taxation, and stable 
institutions:

	 We must create markets because if everyone wants 
to leave this country, there won’t be much of a future. 
That’s why I became involved in politics: to create addi-
tional value. This was really important to me because 
someone once told me that it is virtually impossible to 
be happy in an unhappy country.

	 Then I started to think bigger! I wanted to build trust 
up. There are small islands of trust in our communi-
ties. I wanted to connect those islands and create even 
more trust. We have institutions in Ukraine that have 
this trust, including academic institutions, NGOs, and 
anticorruption institutions. This became a focus of mine: 
helping create enough high-quality institutions to facil-
itate a well-functioning economy and generate wealth 
for people. This ecosystem will increase trust in our 
society and, importantly, get me closer to my personal 
purpose: shaping a happy country with happy people. 

P U R P O S E  &  L E A D E R S H I P

There is a clear connection between purpose and 
leadership. Leadership not only defines purpose, it 
reinforces and inspires it. Zelenskyy is a compel-
ling example of a leader working through a pro-
foundly challenging circumstance: an unprovoked 
war and the concomitant loss of human lives. 

Throughout the war, Zelenskyy has inspired and 
mobilized collective action against Russia at an 
unprecedented breadth, depth, and pace by ral-
lying Ukraine’s citizens and its military, as well as 
galvanizing most of the international community. 
Zelenskyy’s famous response of “I need ammuni-
tion, not a ride” when offered the chance by US 
officials to flee advancing Russian troops, is one  
of his defining moments. 

Noted Hunder: 

	 The leadership was here, and they projected calm.  
The expression “cometh the hour, cometh the man”  
is appropriate for this situation. 
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The positive relational energy Zelenskyy gen-
erated led people to believe they mattered and 
that they were needed to achieve a purpose. Many 
stories of inspiration followed, including one about 
the soldiers on Snake Island, a Ukrainian out-
post in the Black Sea. One of the soldiers, Roman 
Hrybov, didn’t hold back when threatened by a 
Russian warship. A Russian officer said, “This is a 
Russian military warship. I suggest you lay down 
your weapons and surrender to avoid bloodshed 
and needless casualties. Otherwise, you will be 
bombed.” Hrybov responded: “Russian warship, go 
f*** yourself.” Such defiance served as a boost for 
morale among Ukrainians.

Glazkova notes the importance of entrepreneurs 
as role models for people, not only for employees 
or business partners, but for people within their 
communities. She and her colleagues conducted a 
survey shortly before the invasion. Entrepreneurs 
of medium-sized businesses received the highest 
trust scores, second only to the Ukrainian Armed 
Forces. Entrepreneurs tend to be reliable part-
ners for government and citizens: they are known 
to prepare food for people and buy medicines for 
hospitals. When Glazkova asked Promodo CEO 
Alexandr Kolb why he was staying in Kharkiv amid 
constant Russian bombardments, he said that he 
believes his role is to be an optimist and to radiate 
this to the people around him. 

Rushchyshyn said he firmly believes that sacrifice 
or selflessness (as demonstrated by entrepreneurs) 
helps build trust. He is not talking only about 
putting one’s life on the line; small acts can foster 
trust as well. Individuals are more likely to embrace 
purpose if they believe their leaders, colleagues, 
neighbors, and friends have their best interests 
in mind (such as leading by example or providing 
ongoing support to people in need). Rushchyshyn 
unequivocally stated that without deeply rooted 
trust in society and its myriad institutions in the 
public, private, and not-for-profit sectors, it is hard 
to excel at anything as a country, let alone survive 
an existential war.

E X I S T E N T I A L  P U R P O S E 
B R I N G S  P E O P L E  T O G E T H E R

In Ukraine, people from a variety of backgrounds 
have come together through an overarching, exis-
tential purpose. They are playing different roles 
— with a set of day-to-day activities — to create 
a better, stronger country for future generations. 
Lozynskyi talked about the role that people play 
in this:

	 We are fighting the Russian Armed Forces in constant 
deficit, notably lacking weapons systems: tanks, drones, 
artillery, and so on. But what inspires me to continue to 
fight and defend Ukraine is our people. We are fighting 
for the same goal, and we are working through a common 
experience that builds strong bonds. The will of the 
people is on full display.

Gudziak talked about four key concepts: solidarity, 
subsidiarity, common good, and human dignity. 
For example, almost 1,000 days into the full-scale 
invasion, observers are seeing extraordinary soli-
darity. On 8 July 2024 in Kyiv, Okhmatdyt, Ukraine’s 
largest pediatric clinic, renowned for its cancer 
treatment, was targeted by a Russian missile 
attack that killed at least four people and left 
many injured. Ukrainian organizations collected 
more than US $6 million within two days to support 
the hospital and children.

Throughout the war, observers also see the 
principle of subsidiarity at work:

	 Subsidiarity means bringing decisions and responsibility 
down to a more popular level, not waiting for instruc-
tions from our president or someone else at the top of a 
pyramid to solve the problems we encounter. Ukrainians 
across the country, at all levels, took initiative inspired 
by purpose and success stories. Subsidiarity (the assign-
ment of tasks and responsibilities) is most visible and 
effective when there is trust among individuals and 
institutions.

	 Solidarity and subsidiarity help us defend human dignity 
and work toward a common good. Ukrainians who took to 
the squares for peaceful protests throughout the history 
of independence (the Orange Revolution of 2004 and the 
Revolution of Dignity in 2014) were consciously or uncon-
sciously formed by these values, and this has influenced 
the entire country. I believe these principles are not 
purely religious; they are deeply human and foundational 
to the development of a civil society.
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Hunder came to Ukraine in 1996 and noted that he 
has never seen Ukrainians as united as they are 
now. He also realizes that people are wondering 
what will happen after the war. Rebuilding the 
country will require a clear and united vision:

	 There are all kinds of temptations to go back to some 
of the old ways, including corruption. We need to ask 
ourselves what the right thing is. I think there will be 
those that say, “Well, here’s a shortcut. Let’s do this and 
generate some short-term gains.”

	 There will be a lot of difficult, unpopular moves ahead, 
especially as we prepare for the biggest recovery of a 
nation in Europe since World War II. We need to get ready 
for that. The people who will be in government after 
the war, who are responsible for the infrastructure and 
many other portfolios, are going to face challenging 
situations. We need to find champions, people who are 
inspired by the idea of recovery and the opportunities 
ahead to create a better, stronger country for future 
generations.

C O N C L U S I O N

The Russia-Ukraine war is a compelling illustration 
of how purpose has a profound effect on individ-
uals and their communities. The observations we 
gathered from conversations with five leaders 
speak to 1,000 days in the life of an ecosystem of 
purpose. 

We urge readers to identify their own takeaways, 
but one key insight is that, fundamentally, a triad 
of sacrifice, solidarity, and subsidiarity can safe-
guard a common future — not merely of individ-
uals, but of society — that would be otherwise 
in peril. The role of deep, personal leadership in 
facilitating this triad through inspiration, building 
resilience, and fostering trust can never be 
underestimated.

Scientist and humanist Carl Sagan wrote, “The sig-
nificance of our lives and our fragile realm derives 
from our own wisdom and courage. We are the 
custodians of life’s meaning.” Especially in times of 
adversity, purpose is a crucial element in forging a 
meaningful path forward. “There is no compelling 
evidence for a cosmic Parent who will care for us 
and save us from ourselves,” Sagan concluded. “It 
is up to us.”5
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