
PURPOSE, EH?  
HOW CANADA CAN LEAD THE WAY

“Without a sense of purpose, no 
company, either public or private, 

can achieve its full potential.”

Larry Fink, CEO, BlackRock

Kin&Co’s ‘Purpose, eh?’ report emphasizes  
the case for a clearly articulated and lived 
purpose, and the opportunity we have in 

Canada to lead by example.

Patrick Nangle, CEO, Modo

“Uncovering and articulating our higher purpose 
gives us something meaningful to rally around, 

but also enables us to distinguish our organization 
and our profession on the global stage.”  

Heather Whyte, SVP Marketing,  
Communications & Public Affairs, CPA Canada

The purpose revolution is sweeping the world. Canadian companies are uniquely positioned to lead this 
space globally, as well as benefit domestically, but many aren’t rising to the challenge. This quick-read 
report has everything leaders need to find, live, and communicate organizational purpose - and make sure 
they don’t get left behind.



The world’s most successful companies have a clear sense of purpose and a 
strong set of values that guide their actions. Forward-thinking organizations 
recognize that to survive and thrive in the future, they need to exist for reasons 
beyond making a profit. It’s what their customers and employees want. In fact, 
having a strong corporate purpose beyond profit has been proven to improve 
performance on the stock market by 206 per cent.1 But many Canadian 
organizations are still striving for profit alone, and are missing out as a result, 
both domestically and internationally. 

We’ve been working with purpose and values-driven organizations all over 
the world, but we’ve decided to ramp up our work in Canada. Why? Because 
Canada has an enormous opportunity to lead the purpose revolution and show 
the rest of the world how it’s done. 

Call me a Canadaphile, but….you guys are great. The US and Europe close their 
doors to refugees and migrants, you welcome them with open arms. The world 
continues to struggle to fight for gender equality, you ramp up your efforts 
even more. The US backs down on its climate commitments, you commit to 
going even further. Many other countries brush their wrongdoings under 
the carpet; not Canada - the country is taking great strides to reconcile with 
Indigenous communities. Now it’s business’ turn to harness the Canadian spirit 
and show the world how it’s done.

We’ve heard the call loud and clear, “The world 
needs more Canada.” But if Canada is to become 
the purpose and values leader of the world, we 
need our businesses to step up and take action. 
Be bold, aim high, take it seriously. It will pay off.

Will you rise to the challenge and guide your 
organization to adopt a purpose, beyond profit?

WHY YOU SHOULD READ ON

Just as the humans are more than blood,  
guts and a bag of bones, so too are 
companies more than the sum of their six 
major capitals: human, social, manufactured, 

natural, intellectual, and financial. Companies with a purpose that goes 
beyond the mantra of maximizing shareholder returns are more valuable 
than the sum of their parts.

This relationship between value and purpose is not new. It was well 
understood by the car industry magnate, Henry Ford, who said: “The highest 
use of capital is not to make money, but to make money do more for 
the betterment of life.” As it turned out, Ford’s mission to make mass 
mobility a reality in part by doubling his worker’s wages to $5 per day didn’t 
hurt his pocketbook. By 1919, he was worth $188 billion in today’s dollars.

It’s been shown that 85 per cent of a firm’s value is defined by intangibles, 
more than at any point in modern history. A strong and noble purpose 
breeds loyalty and resilience for a firm’s intangible value, which helps explain 
why some of the day’s most successful and admired chief executives are 
so unabashedly wearing their hearts on their sleeves. Take for example 
Elon Musk, CEO, Tesla, and Paul Polman, CEO, Unilever, who define their 
respective corporate purposes as “making sustainable living commonplace,” 
and “to help expedite the move from a mine-and-burn hydrocarbon 
economy towards a solar electric economy.”

In our information-rich market society, expectations of business are going in 
one direction: up. As Canadians we get a pretty good rap globally, but how 
many Canadian companies can you name who stand for something beyond 
the almighty buck? If we are going to skate to where the puck is going, it’s up 
to us to make sure the answer to this question is a long list of great ones.

Toby Heaps 
CEO, Corporate Knights

Wendy Mitchell 
Head of Kin&Co in Canada

THE CONTEXT

Rosie Warin 
CEO, Kin&Co



Is it really necessary? 
“Having a purpose beyond profit is all well and good, but my 
business is doing just fine without it.” While we hear these 
kinds of statements all the time, there’s mounting evidence 
to suggest having a purpose is becoming increasingly crucial 
particularly against a backdrop of economic and political 
uncertainty, low trust in business, and employee activism. In 
order to survive and thrive in the next decade, purpose is a 
non-negotiable. 

Does it make financial sense?
 
Embedding a purpose beyond profit into your business is 
not only the right thing to do, it also makes financial sense. 
Meaningful brands outperform in the stock market 
by a staggering 206 per cent.2 Another study by Burson-
Marsteller and IMD found a strong corporate purpose could 
improve financial performance by 17 per cent.3 Still not 
buying it? Take a practical example in Unilever: last year its 
Sustainable Living brands grew at twice the rate of the 
rest of the business and in 2016 they accounted for 60 per 
cent of the company’s growth.4 

Meaningful brands 
outperform the stock 

market by 206%

In 2016, Unilever’s 
Sustainable Living 

brands grew at twice 
the rate of the rest of 

the business

To change the way the world 
eats to benefit both people’s 
and our planet’s health

HERE ARE SOME PURPOSE STATEMENTS WE LOVE:

To inspire and enable 
everyone to lead active 
outdoor lifestyles

To transform communities by 
connecting people with places in a 
way that’s affordable, convenient, 
inclusive, and sustainable

To help clients achieve 
lifetime financial security  
and live healthier lives

To redefine wealth in a way that 
furthers the financial, social and 
environmental well-being of our 
members and their communities

WHAT’S PURPOSE ALL ABOUT? 
 
Purpose - everyone’s talking about it. But it’s not always clear what it actually means.

Corporate purpose refers to a company’s reason for existence, above and beyond making profit. It involves tackling social 
and environmental challenges to make the world a better place, WHILE making money. It acts as a ‘North Star’ that guides 
all decisions and behaviour. It’s your why, but why should you bother? 



Purpose impacts  
purchasing decisions
Customers are becoming more 
discerning when it comes to 
who they purchase from. In a 
poll of Canadian consumers 
commissioned specifically for 
this report5, we found that  
87 per cent would pay more for 
products and services from a 
company with a social purpose 
and 92 per cent of Canadians 
polled would switch brands if 
a different brand of a similar 
quality had a compelling social 
purpose. Why? Because 97 per 
cent believe the business sector  
has an important role to play  
in tackling social and 
environmental issues.

Purpose benefits employee  
recruitment and retention
And it’s not just your customers that are into this stuff. 
Having a purpose can positively impact employee 
recruitment and retention too. 

Our research found that 85 per cent of Canadians would 
be more motivated and committed at work if their 
organization had a strong purpose or values. Eight in 
ten (79 per cent) of Canadians would consider leaving their 
job for a similar one at an organization that had a social 
purpose, and over three quarters (78 per cent) wouldn’t 
work for a company that didn’t have a social purpose or 
strong values in the first place. 

And as a leader your personal stance on purpose matters 
too; 87 per cent want to work for an organization whose 
CEO is actively engaged in tackling societal issues. 

It’s clear from these findings that Canadians want 
companies to be more purpose and values-driven, and 
being so can have a huge impact on profits. But are we  
too late to the party?

Are we missing the mark?
Corporate purpose is becoming increasingly prevalent in 
Canada, but we’re still trailing behind the UK and US in terms 
of our position as leaders. 

According to our research, only 15 per cent of companies 
listed on the S&P/TSX 60 (60 large companies listed on 
the Toronto Stock Exchange) have a clearly articulated 
purpose that goes beyond profit. Most of these fall into the 
energy and financial services sectors. 

Another 40 per cent of companies allude to having a purpose 
in their mission statement or ‘about us’ text, but they don’t 
expressly use the language of purpose. What’s worse, we also 
found instances of companies saying they have a purpose but 
not aligning their operations to this, making them at risk of 
being accused of ‘purpose-washing’ (talking the talk, but not 
walking the walk).

This leaves a whopping 45 per cent of companies who state 
that their sole purpose is to create value for customers and 
shareholders. These companies are clearly missing out! 

Not only are these companies increasingly alienating 
customers, employees, suppliers, and communities within 
Canada, but they are damaging Canada’s reputation as a 
whole. If Canada continues on this trajectory, not only will our 
reputation as the responsible business leaders of the world be 
in jeopardy, but we’ll fail to harvest the benefits that purpose 
can bring, and corporate profits will fall as a result.

CANADA’S OPPORTUNITY

There’s loads of stats out there demonstrating that customers and employees 
globally are increasingly demanding purpose, but do Canadians really care?  
Our new research suggests a resounding ‘yes’.

92 per cent of Canadians polled 
would switch brands if a different 
brand of a similar quality had a 
compelling social purpose.

85 per cent of Canadians would be 
more motivated and committed 
at work if their organization had a 
strong purpose or values. 

87 per cent want to work for 
an organization whose CEO is 
actively engaged in tackling 
societal issues.



Many organizations around the world have already 
realized the opportunity that purpose offers, but 
they’re getting it wrong. They’re trying to use it for 
marketing, before embedding it internally. This is 
where Canada’s opportunity lies - we can lead the way 
by getting purpose right, making it truly authentic.

There are three stages to adopting a successful 
purpose; find, live, and communicate.

 
FIND Finding and articulating your purpose  
and values through an inclusive, engaging process 
involving the whole organization.

LIVE Properly embedding your purpose into your 
operations, structures, systems, and culture.

COMMUNICATE Then - and only then - you  
can communicate your purpose externally, in an 
authentic, inspiring and compelling way.

And if you do purpose the right way, boy,  
you see results fast.
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WHAT SHOULD WE BE DOING? THE NITTY GRITTY

First, you must find - or rediscover - your purpose by involving employees. Why? Because a  
purpose doesn’t work if it’s not authentic. It becomes generic, tired and uninspiring. Your people  
won’t innately “get it”.

When we worked with TripAdvisor we designed a co-creation approach to ensure 
buy-in from the whole company. We secured insights and buy-in from their senior 
executive team, then engaged the entire business, across many different countries, 
with a group-wide exercise – giving everyone the chance to have their say.

The process itself can be a huge employee engagement tool by building employee ownership from  
the start. Plus, it uncovers all the brilliant stories from the organization, reminding people why it’s  
such a brilliant place to work, and ensuring they don’t take it for granted.  

 
Then, you must truly live your purpose in your culture and operations. Your purpose must sit at the 
heart of every part of the business and guide your business strategy. Then, the fun bit. You get to 
innovate around it, develop new services off the back of it, hire the right new people and yes, fire 
others. But in order for this to really work, it must also run through your culture and your people. 
Here are some tips to create a truly emotional connection with employees, all the while ensuring 
it’s fun and engaging:

•  Use behavioural psychology to spark and maintain an employee led, grassroots movement 
within the company - we used this approach with Danone to help their business units on their 
journey to becoming B Corp certified

•  Drive purpose through peer-to-peer influence, like O2 Telefonica (a U.K. telecommunications 
services provider) did with their amazing ambassador programme - this truly helped them 
embed purpose from the bottom up

•  Embed purpose through story telling and shared experience - the workshops we ran for Grant 
Thornton saw employees’ understanding of company purpose shoot up from 40 to 70 percent

 
Once you’re living it - or at least have the intention and solid plans to - THEN you can start 
communicating it externally without risking it seeming inauthentic or being accused of ‘purpose-
washing’. You can do these two stages in tandem, but the talk can’t happen without the walk. Only 
then will you start to see the benefits. For example:

•  Mountain Equipment Co-op (MEC), a company known for its strong social purpose (to inspire 
and enable everyone to lead active outdoor lifestyles) was ranked the third most reputable 
company in Canada in 2017

•  Unilever’s purpose-driven brands were found to be growing at twice the rate of their non-
purpose driven brands

•  AirBnB received tons of positive media coverage after taking bold steps to address racism 
occurring through its booking platform



WHAT DOES IT LOOK LIKE IN PRACTICE?
 
The theory’s all well and good but what does it look like in practice? 
Here are some examples of Canadian companies that have found their 
purpose and started to reap the rewards.

 
North America’s largest  
independent organic breakfast  
and snack food brand

CHALLENGE 
Nature’s Path is different from your standard, cereal and breakfast company. It is 
independent, family owned and from day one, always organic. The challenge was 
how to better communicate this message to customers and make Nature’s Path 
products ‘jump off the shelves’.

SOLUTION 
The company decided to make it easier for consumers to find its great 
tasting, healthy products with the introduction of a bold and bright new look, 
communicating the company’s purpose: “To build and regenerate the soil so that 

our precious planet can continue to sustain life indefinitely.”

RESULT 
The new packaging features improved product descriptions, tells the story of the 
company’s origin, and outlines the benefits of choosing Certified Organic and 
non-GMO. Old packaging is being replaced as items are sold and store shelves are 
re-stocked, resulting in a zero-write-off brand refresh. This is the most sustainable, 
environmentally friendly option, and supports the company’s mission of always 
leaving Earth better than they found it. 

Arjan Stephens, Executive Vice President, Nature’s Path
  For more than 32 years, Nature’s Path has been on a mission to educate, 

advocate and champion organic foods that are better for people and the  

planet. Throughout the years, the brand has built trust with consumers by  

being transparent about sourcing and sustainability.

A BC car-sharing cooperative that  
connects people with places in a way  
that’s affordable, convenient, inclusive,  
and sustainable

CHALLENGE 
How to articulate and achieve our social purpose, in an organization that is 
increasingly surrounded by corporate giants and has grown more organically than 
it has strategically for over two decades: unifying stakeholders to drive the business 
forward with intention.

SOLUTION 
Through a collaborative stakeholder process, Modo is now using its clarified  
purpose to support decision-making and drive business strategy - while holding  
itself accountable to its members and community.

RESULT 
The board and staff have embraced Modo’s purpose - to transform communities 
by connecting people with places in a way that’s affordable, convenient, inclusive, 
and sustainable - and are using it to set strategy and align everything from member 
policies to new business initiatives; while we work towards defining a set of 
accountability metrics. 

Patrick Nangle, CEO, Modo
  Being a pioneer in the shared mobility space has its advantages and challenges. 

With the sector quickly evolving around us, we knew we had to take a step back 

and agree on our purpose before developing our strategy. As I stepped into my 

role at Modo, I found this journey to be made easier being surrounded by a diverse 

and dedicated group, teaming their own personal purpose with the company’s. 

With open minds, a willingness to drive change, and a renewed purpose, it’s been 

encouraging to see the progress we’ve made together over the past 18 months. 

Defining and tracking a set of social metrics to hold ourselves accountable is the 

next step in our journey, and will be a true testament to doing what we say we are 

setting out to do.



A Vancouver-based events company facilitating  
the exchange of knowledge, expertise, and passion 
with an underlying purpose to create immediate,  
positive impact in the local community

CHALLENGE 
We wanted to demonstrate to entrepreneurs that they can positively impact 
society in more ways than just making financial charitable donations.

SOLUTION 
One of the first events we produced featured over 20 entrepreneur 
speakers and an audience of over 300 entrepreneurs, business and 
community leaders. We constructed a program that delivered exclusive 
and insightful talks from entrepreneurs. However, some of the speakers we 
featured came with a hidden purpose – to demonstrate to entrepreneurs 
creative ways that they can positively impact society.

RESULT 
Not only did attendees acquire start-up tips, growth hacks, and support 
with issues around marketing, finance, operations, and leadership, they also 
learned how they could support local communities in unique and authentic 
ways, using employee skill-sets, company facilities, and corporate assets. 
The impact was profound! We’ve since developed many creative concepts 
to incorporate a powerful social mandate woven into the very product we 
deliver to sponsors and clients.  

Chris Hamade, Producer and Creator, Open2Discussion
  I’m always looking for innovative ways to align our events with our social 

mandate.  Think of trying to fit a model ship inside a bottle.  You can’t 

jam the ship through the neck of the bottle. But if you deconstruct the 

ship, insert a piece at a time, then assemble it inside, you can achieve 

your goal. By thinking and acting differently you can engage people with 

societal challenges in new and exciting ways.

The national organization leading Canada’s  
Chartered Professional Accountant (CPA) profession.

CHALLENGE 
After successfully launching CPA Canada and unification of Canada’s professional 
accounting designations behind us, we needed to turn our attention to launching 
our own national body: to uncover the organizational brand story for CPA Canada, 
articulate what we stand for, and describe what sets us apart.

SOLUTION 
Through a unique story-finding process that included CPA Canada leaders, board 
members, strategic partners, and CPAs, we realized that at the heart of our story 
is the Canadian ideal of good business: business where economic and social 
development can both thrive, where growth comes without greed, resulting in 
compassionate prosperity. This Canadian ideal of good business is what CPA 
Canada ultimately stands for and our purpose is to continually enable, champion 
and safeguard that ideal.

RESULTS 
Our newly articulated CPA Canada story has inspired, focused, and galvanized 
our entire organization and the 200,000-plus CPAs we represent and serve. The 
Canadian ideal of good business is a consistent thread woven throughout all 
organizational communications, as well as our business strategy. Through our 
national Brand Ambassador program, we are helping CPAs not only see this story, 
but see themselves and their work in it.

Heather Whyte, SVP, Marketing, Communications & Public Affairs, CPA Canada
  All great brands stand for and believe in something bigger than themselves, and 

CPA Canada is no different. Uncovering and articulating this higher purpose, 

this larger belief system has been transformational for us as an organization. It 

not only gives us something meaningful to rally around, but also enables us to 

distinguish our organization and our profession on the global stage.



DON’T KNOW 
WHERE TO 
START?
Alongside this report, we’re 
launching the Kin&Co 
Purpose Surgery - a free, off 
the record, consultation for 
CEOs/Executives of Canadian 
companies with one of our 
award-winning purpose 
specialists to help you get 
things off the ground.  
To apply, contact  
info@kinandco.com.

A fresh thinking and open  
approach - I would happily work  

with Kin&Co again anytime.

Alex Heaven, B Corp Manager, Danone

The brightest and freshest  
thinkers in the purpose space.

Robert Phillips, ex CEO, Edelman EMEA 

Kin&Co pushed us to approach  
things differently - with purpose  

at the core. We couldn’t have been  
more pleased with the result.

Sally Crane, Senior Research Associate,  
Conference Board of Canada

Our people have been tangibly  
energised, motivated and united.  

Every company needs Kin&Co.

Nicola Green, Director of Corporate Affairs, O2 (Telefonica)

THE GOLDEN RULES

Feeling overwhelmed? If you take away  
anything from this report let it be these  
three golden rules. 

•  Involve your employees, this must be a top 
down and bottom up process - get everyone 
excited and involved from the start

•  It can’t just be a marketing exercise.  
Don’t rush to communicate your purpose 
before you’ve established how your 
organization will live this internally.

•  It’s not like a strategy cascade - it’s 
emotional; research it, speak to those 
who’ve done it well, and do it properly  
(if in doubt, just speak to us!)
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For further information or  
to apply for a free consultation  
contact info@kinandco.com.


