
Shared Purpose –
Strong Cultures Are the Foundation of 
All Great Brands



For too long, the “business-as-usual” approach 
to generating revenue and achieving growth 
has disengaged customers and employees, bred 
mistrust and damaged reputations by substituting 
relentless pursuit of profits for vision and 
frequently foregoing mission entirely. Business 
literature and practices favoring “efficiency”  
typically address only a particular business need, 
such as replacing full-time employees with  
machines and part-time or seasonal labor, rather 
than leading to long-term health and profitability.



Expanding the  
Concept of Value

At some point, of course, the goal of any for-profit 
business must be to turn a profit. But business isn’t  
quite so straightforward as simply striving to be 
profitable. The pursuit of profit as an end in itself, as 
opposed to providing something of value, works in few 
industries. Consumers and other businesses purchase 
goods and services not simply for the lowest cost, 
but for any number of reasons, from reinforcing their 
identity to satisfying an emotional need. The concept 
of “value” needs to be expanded, as Michael Porter has 
championed, to one where companies create value 
not just for shareholders and customers, but also for 
employees, the communities in which the company 
operates and society overall. By doing so, companies 
can engage individuals well beyond economic 
rationality and become a key factor in satisfying their 
rational, emotional, self-expressive and social needs. 

A company’s value proposition begins to extend beyond 
the left brain and into the subjective heart and soul 
of customers and employees alike. This is how brand 
fanatics are born. Nevertheless, many companies 
fall prey to poorly conceived efforts to expand their 
definitions of value. For example, current corporate 
social responsibility (CSR) initiatives too often serve 
as tacked-on window dressing to enhance firms’ 
reputations as “good” rather than having any meaningful 
nexus with core business operations. This disconnect 
ends up undermining the benefits of such initiatives 
while doing little to engage an otherwise transactional 
customer base. Virtually every business article offers 
its own theories on how businesses might go about 
increasing profitability and hence create “success.” 
However, many of the ideas contradict one another. 
Others follow trends of the moment, from downsizing 
to rightsizing to Kaizen to Six Sigma to Disruptive 
Innovation and every trend in between. One common 
thread of such advice tracks examples of employee 
engagement practices that have resulted in outsized 
success at companies cited in Creating Shared Value, 
Built to Last, Good to Great, Start With Why and Drive. 
Yet too few companies actually attempt to integrate 
these best practices into their organizations. 

A survey of 90,000 workers by Towers 
Watson found that only one in five 
employees report being “fully engaged” 
in their work.



Developing, 
Expressing and 
Instilling 
Shared Purpose

Different organizations discuss Shared Purpose in 
different ways. Some claim ownership of a “mission,” 
others describe their “vision” or “covenant,” while 
others articulate a “purpose” or “vision statement.” 
Lexus may be best known for its “Relentless Pursuit of 
Perfection” tag line and for offering luxury vehicles at 
great value, but what sets them apart from comparable 
brands is the Lexus Covenant. Led by this covenant, 
Lexus subsequently reinvented the luxury automobile  
dealership experience throughout North America. 
In the same way, Southwest seeks to deliver its own 
mission by ensuring every employee understands how 
his or her effort contributes to the mission of delivering 
an exceptional travel experience, even if it means pilots 
bringing strollers down to baggage handlers on the 
tarmac so a flight leaves on time. Southwest makes  
sure they reward their employees who deliver on this  
mission by backing them with financial reserves.  
The airline has never had a layoff and can trace its one 
and only labor strike to a six-day action in 1980. The 
longstanding tagline “Talk to Chuck” helped convey the 
colloquial, inviting tone the investment firm Charles 
Schwab strives for helping “everyone become financially 
fit” by sharing in the benefits of investing.

Shared Purpose built around a singular idea permeates 
the culture of a number of organizations. Publications 
tend to focus on the usual suspects: Google,  
Starbucks, Zappos and Airbnb, for example, but it’s not 
just current technology leaders or media darlings that 
have built their organizational culture around a singular 
idea. Some enduring brands have maintained this focus 
for decades such as Lexus, Southwest Airlines, Charles 
Schwab and Nike.

Regardless of the nomenclature, Shared 
Purpose remains distinct from taglines 
and advertising campaigns.

To organize 
the world’s 
information  
and make it 
universally 
accessible 
and useful.

To provide the 
best customer 
service possible.

To treat each 
customer as we 
would a guest in 
our home.

To challenge 
Wall Street and 
provide more 
Americans with 
the opportunity 
to benefit 
from investing.

To inspire 
and nurture the 
human spirit – 
one person, one 
cup and one 
neighborhood 
at a time.

To allow 
you to belong 
anywhere.

To deliver 
customer  
service with 
a sense of warmth, 
friendliness, 
individual 
pride and 
company spirit.

To bring 
inspiration 
and innovation 
to every athlete* 
in the world.

* If you have a body, 
  you are an athlete.



Creating the  
Brand Platform

At BrandCulture, we begin the development of Shared 
Purpose by examining and defining the aspirations, 
values, attitudes and competencies that comprise the 
collective organization. 

There is nothing magical about our definitions and 
structure, but they afford us a framework and common 
lexicon that help assure we are referring to the different 
elements consistently. We divide our approach into 
a Brand Platform that consists of six constituent 
components defined as follows:

Positioning – the promise  
The relevant, credible and differentiated value  
the organization asserts and delivers 

Mission – the organization’s calling 
What the organization has come together  
to accomplish

Vision – the highest aspiration 
The ultimate impact on the world that  
the organization will have

Personality – the style 
The attributes, qualities and traits that animate  
how the organization approaches business

Values – the code 
Ideals and attitudes that collectively define  
what the organization stands for and the way  
it works together

Pillars – the strengths 
The core organizational competencies that  
create sustainable competitive advantage

How Shared Purpose manifests itself 
to guide the culture of an organization 
ultimately depends on the singular idea 
at the core of the company.
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How to Align 
Your Brand  
and Culture

As organizations scale and become decentralized, it  
is increasingly difficult for a Shared Purpose to arise  
and exist organically. As a result, companies must use  
a variety of techniques to manage, direct and expand  
Shared Purpose throughout their organizations.  

A Shared Purpose statement posted in a breakroom or 
listed in the “About Us” section of a website does little to 
guide behavior and action. Shared Purpose must inform 
both the underlying strategy, as well as a company’s  
daily routines. 

In order to unite the external (brand) and the internal 
(culture) of a company, we draw on six distinct levers 
across the organization to effectively align brand and 
culture around its Shared Purpose including:

Leadership 
Establishing priorities and inspiring employees to reach 
their highest potential

Communications 
Disseminating compelling and clear information to 
attract customers, galvanize organizational culture and 
activate the brand

Symbolism 
Developing significance in cultural hallmarks that serve 
as touchstones of the organization

Rewards and Recognition 
Catalyzing employee engagement and performance 
through incentives and public acknowledgment

Environment 
Creating the physical space of an organization  
to harmonize functional, emotional and self- 
expressive needs

Structure  
Establishing the systems and processes that form  
the framework for how the organization pursues  
its Shared Purpose

Our own Culture Framework is inspired 
by the work of corporate culture pioneer 
Dr. Terrence Deal.



Leadership  
It is difficult to overstate the importance of executive 
leaders in shaping organizational culture and 
influencing employee attitudes through the priorities 
they establish, the messages they communicate, the 
managerial systems they put in place and their working 
styles. Even savvy companies frequently overlook 
or underestimate the impact of leadership style as 
a culture-shaping tool that, when misaligned, can 
become an obstacle to developing Shared Purpose. 
Herb Kelleher, the co-founder and long-time CEO of 
Southwest Airlines, was famous for his one-line maxim: 
“Be yourself.” This simple concept freed employees 
to connect with each other and customers in a fun, 
relaxed style and create a lovable brand known for its 
singing flight attendants and other quirks, in an industry 
increasingly soured by consumer disappointment.

Leadership is 90 percent or more example. Employees 
look to their leaders for standards of conduct when 
it comes to the culture, climate, values, behavior and 
beliefs they are to adopt in the organization. According 
to Gallup’s American Workplace Report, difficult 
managers create disengagement that costs the U.S. 
an estimated 450 to 550 billion dollars annually. Indra 
Nooyi, until 2018 the CEO of PepsiCo, was instrumental 
in developing a corporate social responsibility strategy 
that closely aligned PepsiCo with consumer trends and 
interests. Nooyi’s “Performance with Purpose” initiative 
helped employees navigate a route to profit through 
responsible corporate behavior, in addition to nearly 
doubling PepsiCo’s revenue under her watch. 

By matching leadership styles to cultural and strategic 
goals, and by bringing public and personal leadership 
styles into harmony, executives can ensure that their 
actions support their organizational and business 
objectives. This makes sure that leadership behavior 
models the Shared Purpose that elicits commitment 
from employees, creates differentiation from 
competitors and drives preference among customers. 

Consistent and compelling communications with 
employees, customers, channel partners and media 
can activate a brand and galvanize the organizational 
culture that supports it. The importance of clarity  
and cohesion in attracting and retaining customers 
needs no restatement. But companies too often 
overlook the importance of communicating and 
messaging effectively to help employees understand 
what is expected of them – and to inspire them to  
live up to those expectations in recruiting, onboarding, 
training and performance management efforts. 

The SAS Institute endeavors to make knowledge 
accessible for all employees. To share information more 
effectively, the institute provides access to an internal 
communication and knowledge-sharing system called 
The Hub. Many organizations use similar tools to create 
“insider” communities to communicate and collaborate 
in a controlled, information-rich environment. 

Of course, internal messaging must work in harmony 
with communications to customers, channel partners, 
media and others. Target is a company that does this 
with alacrity. The Target brand is a testament to the 
value of a consistent, single voice deployed across all 
touch points and for all audiences.

Communications



Symbolism 
Symbols serve as daily reminders throughout an 
organization that give meaning to day-to-day 
happenings. That is, meaning is not a given but must 
be created through collective experience. For example, 
saying hello to every customer that walks in the door  
is a simple act, but it is the meaning behind that act, 
such as showing respect for customers that makes the 
act a symbol of something much greater for and  
about the organization.

The nautical titles of Trader Joe’s crew members 
(“captain” for store managers, “first mate” for assistant 
store managers, etc.) symbolize the sense of exploration 
that the company seeks to foster in crewmembers 
and customers alike. This helps undergird a perpetual 
search for inspiring foods beyond the ordinary grocery 
experience. Similarly, Costco Founder and former CEO 
Jim Sinegal wore a nametag simply reading “Jim,” 
conveying to employees that he would not hide behind 
a fancy title or position and that he will be held to the 
same standards of behavior as every other employee, 
fostering a culture of egalitarianism. At Intuit one can 
find the very kitchen table where the founders hatched 
their original business concept. Today it sits at the 
company’s headquarters serving as a symbol of the 
innovation the company still seeks to have as  
its true north. 

The employees that comprise an organization adjust  
their expectations and behavior to what organizations 
measure, assess and reward. Conferring benefits 
on employees based on their alignment with the 
organization's Shared Purpose helps catalyze a 
virtuous cycle of mutual reinforcement. NetApp offers 
a long list of employee rewards but perhaps most 
impressive is that the company’s Vice Chairman asks 
for recommendations of people who are doing a good 
job and personally calls 10-20 employees every day 
to thank them for their work. This type of uncommon 
recognition makes employees feel especially 
appreciated and reinforces that their work does  
not go unseen or unnoticed. 

Some companies even take the opposite approach to 
a reward. Zappos offers employees money to quit after 
four weeks of intensive training. The company wants 
to know if employees would rather have a short-term 
cash infusion or if they are committed to working 
with Zappos for the long haul. By giving newly hired 
employees this offer, Zappos allows for a graceful 
exit to those who may not be a great cultural fit, thus 
upping the chances that those who do remain after a 
month will have the same vision and Shared Purpose 
that Zappos does.

Rewards 
and Recognition



 

Environment 
Workspaces as diverse as Lego’s open-space play 
environment, Apple’s top-secret R&D lockdown rooms 
and Oakley’s Technical Center all demonstrate how  
the physical space of a workplace can serve a symbolic 
and functional capacity to advance an organization’s  
Shared Purpose. Take the Pixar conference table at their 
Emeryville, CA headquarters for example. Originally, 
according to Pixar head Ed Catmull, it was too long and 
skinny to foster collaboration and was undermining the 
Pixar belief that “unhindered communication was key, 
no matter your position.” Pixar switched the table to a 
non-hierarchical square shape, which “instantly solved 
the problem.” 

A growing body of research indicates that different 
employees thrive in different types of environments. 
In her bestseller Quiet: The Power of Introverts, Susan 
Cain contrasts the dynamic of extroverts drawing 
energy, inspiration and productivity from large groups 
of people with numerous stimuli, and introverts needing 
lower levels of sensory stimulation and noise to do 
their best work. Furniture and office designer Steelcase 
has started to take this dynamic into account when 
designing workplaces for clients like Vodafone and 
Skype to provide opportunities for both connectivity 
and individual focus. 

Dedicating deliberate attention to workplace 
environment helps align the personality of the 
organization with its Shared Purpose and find the right 
balance between connectivity and collaboration on  
the one hand, and quiet and privacy on the other.

Organizations must deliberately embrace specific 
structures, systems, processes and technologies to  
help build strong corporate cultures that support strong 
business performance. UPS provides a compelling 
example of how a highly structured and hierarchical 
organizational culture can deliver on its Shared 
Purpose to connect people, businesses and nations. 
Although many leading organizations today have 
rejected hierarchical command and control corporate 
structures, this form of structure works well for UPS as 
it faces limited opportunities for management guidance 
and oversight each day to stay on top of world logistics.

On the other hand, a strong chain of command 
with little leeway for individual employee discretion  
can be ill-advised. In his memoir Team of Teams, 
General Stanley McChrystal argues that even when 
fighting Al Qaeda in Iraq and Afghanistan, empowering 
U.S. soldiers to solve problems and develop their  
own solutions based on their alignment with the 
organization’s purpose created an efficient, more 
productive workflow and enhanced overall effectiveness. 
In the more traditional corporate setting at JetBlue, 
employees are given the power to make any  
on-the-spot decision necessary so long as it aligns 
with the company’s core values of safety, caring, 
integrity, fun and passion. As a result, JetBlue typically 
rates extremely high in customer satisfaction in their 
interactions with flight crews and other staff.

General McChrystal makes the further point that 
“structure is strategy.” This means that traditional, 
hierarchical business organizations of the past will 
struggle to be effective in today’s fast-moving,  
ever-changing world. Instead, organizations should 
consider more open sharing of information and  
a structure of decentralized decision making, with  
teams united by trust and purpose.

Structure



Shared Purpose =  
Resilient Reputation

There is no one-size-fits-all approach to creating 
a Shared Purpose and each organization must pull 
different levers to unify its brand and culture most 
effectively. What works for Target, Trader Joe’s and UPS 
may not be right for other businesses. While consultants 
and best practices can influence the process of building  
a strong culture, each organization must find its own 
unique approach, and work tirelessly to engage and 
educate employees and customers in order to truly 
create a sense of Shared Purpose.

We believe the best way to build enduring, resilient 
brands starts with identifying and defining the 
organization’s Shared Purpose. But we know it’s neither 
simple nor easy. Focusing on a singular idea feels 
daunting because it necessitates leaving many good 
ancillary ideas on the cutting room floor. Then again, 
the alternative is equally daunting: organizations  
that try to be everything to everybody often end up 
signifying nothing to anybody.

We begin by asking:

What credible, differentiated value do you provide 
your customers?

Why does your organization exist?

How will you impact the world?

What’s the style and tone in your day-to-day  
business approach?

What does your organization stand for and how  
do you work together?

What are the core competencies and skills that  
will help you succeed?

Although answers to all of these questions may not  
be immediately apparent, they lay the groundwork  
for uncovering the foundation of Shared Purpose.



Aligning Shared 
Purpose with  
a Social Impact  
Strategy

Too often, organizations consider their business and 
brand strategy separately from their responsibilities 
to their employees, their community and the broader 
ecosystems they influence in society. Considering 
business and corporate social responsibility as a  
continuum helps show people not just what a business 
does, but what it cares about. This can help forge  
a deeper connection with customers and solidify a 
company’s role as a trusted partner in the community 
and the broader impact it wields.

Although Big Pharma is often a target of criticism, 
Merck has given tens of millions of dollars worth  
of the drug Ivermectin to help treat River Blindness,  
a disease that affects 25 million people in sub-Saharan 
Africa and other impacted areas. The company has 
been distributing the Nobel Prize-winning drug for  
free since 1987, demonstrating their fidelity to George 
Merck’s founding principle and Shared Purpose, “We 
try never to forget that medicine is for the people. It 
is not for the profits. The profits follow, and if we have 
remembered that, they have never failed to appear. 
The better we have remembered it, the larger they 
have been.” 

An additional example is McDonald’s, which has  
created an entire team dedicated to enforcing a socially 
responsible supply chain. While McDonald’s has 
changed its menu in recent years to promote healthier 
items to consumers, the organization’s dedication  
to bringing better wages and fairer treatment to  
the farmers who supply its raw food materials is  
less-frequently touted by the company but underscores 
a shift towards a more responsible organization.

 
“We try never to forget that medicine is     
 for the people. It is not for the profits. 
 The profits follow...”

 – George Merck



What’s your  
Shared Purpose?
We can help. 
Let’s talk.

Los Angeles
1925 Century Park East 

17th Floor
Los Angeles, CA 90067

Atlanta
225 Bill Kennedy Wy SE 

Suite 018
Atlanta, GA 30316

San Francisco
2 Embarcadero Center 
Floor 8 
San Francisco, CA 94111+ 
1 650 833 8702

New York
175 Varick St
New York, NY 10014
+1 917 755 8727

Barcelona
C. Mèxic 17, 4º 4ª
08004 Barcelona
Spain
+ 34 660 773 447

brandculture.com 
facebook.com/brandculture
twitter.com/brandcultureco
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