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FIT FOR PURPOSE: HOW TO ‘WIN’ IN THE ATTRACTION, 
ENGAGEMENT AND DEVELOPMENT OF TALENT
Are you concerned about attracting, engaging and retaining talent? If yes, you are not alone.  Attracting, hiring and retaining 
talent has been highlighted as the number one concern of CEOs in the most recent Conference Board Annual Survey1 and 
as a major challenge by C&IT2.

The biggest challenge we face is to ‘win’ in the attraction, retention  
and development of the best talent in the industry  
Mike Kunheim (Managing Director, Jack Morton)2

Unfortunately, most organisations simply try to match candidate competencies with the skills outlined in a job description. 
In fact, a deeper level of analysis is required to ensure engagement, loyalty and productivity – employers need to determine 
if an individual’s purpose (their integrity) aligns with the organisational purpose3.

Purpose
What is purpose? In its simplest form, purpose is the reason why something or someone exists. Moreover, the best 
companies not only have a purpose, but they recruit people whose purpose is in alignment4.

Purpose is the reason why something or someone exists

Organisational purpose must drive strategy and structure, decision making, recruitment and employee development, and 
customer and stakeholder relationships. It is the ‘why’ behind an organisation and should:

• stand the test of time

• galvanise people to create long lasting positive change, driving growth and innovation

• be authentic

Why are organisations becoming more purposeful?
A recent article published by the Chartered Management Institute (CMI) identified five main reasons why organisations are 
becoming more purposeful5.

1. To maintain and increase legitimacy in business

In recent years (particularly since the global market crash in 2008), public confidence in business has eroded. An emphasis 
on purpose, and some would go further and state ‘sustainable purpose’, would help restore it. 

…for a purpose to be sustainable, it must provide solutions to global challenges, or 
benefit society in a way that sustains social and environmental systems and creates 
value for the business. 6
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In 2015, the 193 member states of the UN adopted a set of Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) – a consensus-driven, 
comprehensive framework to help address the major social, environmental and economic problems facing humanity7. A key 
difference to previous global agreements was the emphasis that business needs to play in helping achieve these goals. The 
reason for this becomes obvious when one realises that the majority of the world’s 100 largest economic entities (measured 
by annual review) are no longer nations but companies8. No one organisation alone can bring about the necessary eco-
system change that the world needs, but businesses can work together to shift societal and market expectations9. Research 
has shown that many CEOs are increasingly using mutually agreed frameworks such as the SDGs as a common platform 
connecting and coordinating diverse stakeholders10; and it doesn’t just have to be large multinational companies leading the 
way. The Southern Cooperative, for example, clearly and elegantly demonstrates how its goals are linked to the SDGs11.

We are a responsible local business but it’s important that we play our part in 
supporting the global sustainability agenda  
The Southern Co-operative11

It is increasingly evident that enduring commercial success is linked to a commitment to sustainable development12. Having 
said that, we must be cognisant that many companies often struggle to explain the greater purpose of their existence and 
this can leave people feeling cynical rather than motivated. Many would state that purpose does not need to be artificially 
linked to a societal goal and that business and economic wealth per se are excellent ways to do good in the world. In fact, 
research has shown that employees thrive on “local meaning”: people experience a sense of purpose by understanding who 
the recipients and beneficiaries of their work are (reducing customer anonymity) and by receiving feedback that their efforts 
are valued13.

2. To attract, motivate and retain talent

Attracting, motivating and retaining talent are critical concerns for businesses today and organisational purpose is seen as 
beneficial for all three as it allows a business to ‘stand out’ from the crowd.

I’ve worked for professional service firms and for some banks. They are all realising 
that, with young talent, they want purpose. Why? Because they want meaning in their 
lives. They want to work for an organisation that’s got a sense of meaning. And people 
are beginning to get that. 

Geoff McDonald, Former Vice President of Human Resources, Unilever5

During recruitment, purpose is seen as a point of differentiation influencing talent to choose one company in preference 
to another. For example, a recent LinkedIn report (over 26,000 respondents) showed that purpose is the main factor that 
people look for when searching for companies to join3.

Once on board, a deeply embedded purpose is believed to motivate employees by giving meaning to their activities and 
that, as a result, employees will be hesitant to leave. Research has shown that:

• ‘Mission driven’ companies have 40% higher levels of retention12.

•  High employee motivation, retention and performance are driven by integration of purpose and values into 
recruitment, sales and promotion10.

•  Businesses with purpose are better able to attract, motivate, and retain talent, especially among millennials who will 
account for 75% of the global workforce by 202514.

More and more studies show that millennials are the first generation to demand that their jobs be more than just a place 
to work and there is a strong probability that millennials will become even more connected with purpose as they age. There 
is a belief that there is a distinct shift in our identity around the age of 40.  From 18-40, our identity is built through our 
relationships; in particular finding a healthy, intimate relationship. After 40, we begin associating ourselves with what and 
how we contribute to the world15.
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3. To drive strong customer and stakeholder relationships

Purpose has the potential to strengthen relationships between a company and its stakeholders. 

Reports have shown that customers have better experiences when they perceive a company to be authentic and 
trustworthy5. Similarly, purpose driven organisations are reported to be more efficient, profitable and popular16. 

The independent charity, Blueprint for Better Business, promotes and encourages business to use a practical and 
actionable set of five principles to help them be guided and inspired by a purpose that benefits society17; one these 
principles is ‘being honest and fair with customers and suppliers’. 

Memberships and partnerships help provide us with diverse viewpoints on 
sustainability, a better understanding of the positions of our stakeholders, and a 
mechanism to learn from the successes and failures of our peers. 

3M17

Businesses need to be inspired and guided by a purpose that serves society – they need to transition away from a business 
model where short-term profitability is at the expense of society and the environment18. 

Every company must not only deliver financial performance, but also show how it 
makes a positive contribution to society. Without a sense of purpose, no company, 
either public or private, can achieve its full potential. 

Larry Fink, Chairman and CEO of BlackRock, Inc19

4. To increase psychological well being

Most of the world’s population will spend over one third of their adult life at work. Therefore, the way that business 
operates extends much further than health & safety, it impacts directly onto employee wellbeing. When individuals are 
fulfilled and motivated by their work, they enjoy better lives20.

We are not looking after the wellbeing of our people who work for companies today. 
Mental ill health is costing economies billion. 

Geoff McDonald, Former Vice President of Human Resources, Unilever5

A company that can fully embed purpose will likely see improved employee wellbeing and the performance benefits 
that follow5. In a similar vein, employees who believe their company makes a positive societal contribution and who feel 
personally committed to achieving the company’s vision and strategy experience the most joy21.

5. To increase business performance

The bottom line is that purpose-driven, people centric, values-driven companies 
outperform. Not just because they do better sustainably over time, but because they 
avoid the risk. They avoid the Volkswagen and the Tesco problems, and they avoid the 
backlash that wipes 30% off their share prices. 

Ann Francke, CEO, CMI5
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There are numerous reports in the literature that organisational purpose leads to improved business 
performance3,5,12,14,16,22,23,24. Additionally research has shown that enabling people to come to work with a greater sense of 
authenticity ultimately leads to more ethical behaviour, which in turn reduces business risk25.

Of particular interest to the UK economy is a recent report produced by The Purposeful Company24. This Task Force is a 
consortium of FTSE companies, investment houses, business schools, business consultancy firms and policy makers. It has 
examined how the governance and capital markets environment in the UK could be enhanced to support the development 
of value generating companies, acting with purpose, to the long-term benefit of all stakeholders. They report that the 
pay offs of purpose are increasingly measurable, reflected in superior share price, improved accounting and operational 
performance, more valuable innovation and lower cost of capital. They are also associated with improved recruitment, 
retention and motivation of employees. Literature review suggests that if purposefulness was applied across British 
business, the performance improvement could be worth up to 6-7% a year or up to £130 billion in increased stock market 
capitalisation. 

Business needs to transform
The overwhelming evidence is that companies with a declared purpose perform better on important metrics over time. 
Purpose can take many guises, but all involve a sense of human betterment that goes beyond meeting short term financial 
targets.

A recent study by Gallup26 recognised that “America needs to historically transform the practice of management to the 
way Six Sigma and Lean Management improved processes in the 1980s”. For the past two decades, the official stance of 
Americas top corporate executives has been that the interest of the shareholders came before the interests of all others. In 
August 2019, however, the Business Roundtable (a lobbying group composed of the nation’s leading CEOs) announced that 
its members “share a fundamental commitment to all our stakeholders” whilst committing “to deliver value to all of them, for 
the future success of our companies, our communities and our country”. Jamie Dixon, the CEO of JPMorgan Chase and the 
Roundtable’s chair, further stated that he hoped this declaration “will help to set a new standard for corporate leadership”27. 
Blueprint for Better Business quickly responded that it “would be a mistake to dismiss or underestimate the significance of 
this moment” and that this “is more than just window dressing or purpose-wash”28. 

Similarly, it has been reported that “If Britain’s business sector could better express purpose, the evidence suggests that 
this could be transformative”24.

Organisations are now well advised to hone their attraction strategies. They should have:

•  a compelling and authentic employer brand. This must be consistent and permeate all aspects of the business, across 
all channels (e.g. website, social media). The brand must ‘tell’ an authentic story that highlights the organisation’s 
employees and refers to its vision and values. When hiring, the brand should also attract the right candidates. Western 
Union, for example, is moving away from “laundry style” job descriptions to a more story telling format – they are 
framing their job descriptions around their core values and purpose for a more compelling and well-rounded view of 
their organisation29. 

•  an Employee Value Proposition (EVP) that influences attraction and retention. An EVP encompasses the benefits and 
rewards that employees receive from their organisation. It should be in harmony with its values and serve as a true 
representation of its day to day practices. EVPs are not meant to cast a wide net – they are meant to attract people who 
are aligned to the company’s culture and who would thrive in it. The benefits that employees truly care about are those 
that offer them greater flexibility, autonomy and the ability to lead a better life26.

It is also imperative to improve employee engagement. Engaged employees result in:

•  a decreased turnover rate - with associated costs not just due to the hiring process (in one report estimated at $4,000) 
but also due to the disruption (time to retrain, do a good job etc.)30.

• more effective brand ambassadors – who better to promote an organisation than enthusiastic and motivated staff?

• stronger customer relationships – it’s very simple, customers like to work with engaged employees.

It has been estimated that actively disengaged employees cost the US $483-$605 
billion each year in lost productivity26.
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How purposeful is your organisation?
Purpose exists on a spectrum. At one end are organisations who merely state a purpose and at the other, more evolved 
end, are organisations who are actually living one27. 

Do employees understand how what they do impacts purpose?  
If the people don’t know, then the company is not truly purposeful4.

A recent global survey found that most companies fall into three categories with respect to purpose23:

• prioritizers, companies that already have a clearly articulated and understood purpose (39%); 

• developers, companies that do not yet have a clearly articulated purpose but are working to develop one (48%); 

• and laggards, companies that have not yet begun to develop or even think about purpose (13%).

The survey also reported a key difference between the prioritizers and the laggards, namely the communication from 
top leadership. It is essential to articulate a continuous, consistent message so that purpose sinks into the collective 
consciousness of the organisation and is the focus of every conversation, decision and problem-solving activity. The best 
managers clarify and promote an organisation’s purpose to their teams, help employees discover how their role and daily 
activities can contribute, and create opportunities to share stories and ‘mission’ moments26. The CMI has also highlighted 
the need for stories and proof points as part of the insights they have gained from early adopters of organisational 
purpose5. Interestingly these stories don’t always have to be positive ones. The authenticity and transparency that underpin 
purpose are also seen as permitting the use of negative stories.

I actually feel that we do need examples that show that not everything is good. If 
there are some bad products, we must show what we have done about them. Again 
that goes to the point about authenticity and transparency with which we are doing 
this. We really do believe this. And that means we are not going to shy away from 
exposing information. That mindset can be hard for an organisation. 

Amar Kumar, Senior Vice President, Pearson5

Change in behaviour is the accumulation of doing small things differently. It is therefore essential, even for prioritizer 
organisations, to continually monitor, measure and communicate their progress – to better enable purposeful stories to be told.

How to create a purpose driven organisation?
Becoming purpose led is not easy – there are still a lot of questions to be answered about what purpose means and how it 
works in practice. 

One of a leader’s greatest responsibilities is to provide people with a sense of 
meaning and purpose to their work4.

The CMI has reported on insights gained from early adopters of organisational purpose which could be useful for others 
undergoing this profound change process5. They found that three major areas stood out:

1) Choosing the purpose and its framing. Two methods were highlighted: 

• Stakeholder consultation - the rationale being that stakeholders will enrich your perspective on how you impact society.

•  Going back to the roots of your organisation – many older, established firms were originally set up addressing a societal 
need and the essence of the purpose can be contained in these roots.
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2) Embedding the purpose deeply. Four methods were highlighted:

•  Stories and proof points – companies need stories, proof points and examples of behaviour that continually show both 
the business and the meaningful/emotional benefits of change. 

•  True transparency – this is key to changing organisational culture and helping companies work more purposefully with 
stakeholders.

•  Incentivise purposeful outcomes – purpose needs to be embedded into objectives setting and decisions throughout 
the organisation.

• Go public – this can provide a motivational boost and provide a level of external accountability.

3)  Identifying important organisational actors. All employees and stakeholders are important to achieving a company’s 
purposeful goals but within management, two groups are particularly important:

•  Senior leadership – publicly supporting the organisational purpose signals advocacy and helps build the trusting 
relationships key to living an authentic purpose.

•  Middle management – buy-in from middle management, through inclusivity in organisational values and purpose 
setting, is crucial if they are to translate purpose to their teams; their lack of belief could fatally undermine the adoption 
of purpose within a company.

Also helpful is the set of tools, Five Principles, developed by Blueprint for Better Business to assist companies by highlighting 
key business relationships and ensuring they act as an integrated whole17. 

Five Principles of a Purpose Driven Business
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Authenticity
Business transformation is essential to rebuild the business ecosystem and to deliver successful, sustainable 21st century 
businesses that are truly able to attract, hire and retain the best talent. It is also clear, however, that a ‘purpose industry’ is 
rapidly turning purpose into simply a communications and branding exercise. Purpose is not the same as corporate social 
responsibility (which can just be ticking a few boxes and carrying on with business as usual). Purpose must be authentic, 
and authenticity comes from within.  

We can help…
At Royall, we aim to positively change the industry we serve through our integrated Employer Brand and Talent 
Development offerings: Human FitTM for Purpose and Organisation FitTM for Purpose. To that end, we have engaged a 
powerhouse strategic leadership collective and purposeful practitioners to work with organisations to enable them to 
become dual-purpose – so that both individuals and organisations thrive. We want to enable organisations to:

• be ‘Fit for Purpose’ for sustainable development, social good and to create meaning and legacy

• make an impact AND income

• ensure that their people live a life well lived

• connect the organisation and human needs together to fuel a movement that will stand the test of time. 

At Royall our experience confirms that this is how organisations will truly ‘win’ in the attraction, engagement and 
development of talent – being purpose driven genuinely benefits the individual, the team and the organisation. 
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