
2021
purpose trends



Here we share our 
take on the big six  
purpose trends that 
will impact 2021

2021 follows a year of seismic shifts when it 
comes to the way businesses operate, the globe’s 
sustainability progress and the way we come 
together (or are divided) as a society - and the 
shifts are still in play. With that in mind, how has 
this impacted the role of purpose in business for 
the coming year? What will be the areas of focus 
and where are we set to see the most change?
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When it comes to business, the 
pandemic has challenged everything. 
Even for those fortunate businesses 
not in a fight for survival, the last year 
has forced adaptation to the extreme. 
The traditional corporate structure has 
been well and truly dismantled and 
2021 will mark the beginning of a reset 
where the private sector will be 
expected to step up and play a crucial 
role in creating a better system for all.

With the reality that future crises brought 
about by the climate emergency could 
dwarf anything experienced in 2020, the 
most resilient organisations will be the 
ones that embed purpose in core business 
strategy and governance. This will ensure 
business leaders think expansively about 
their future, rather than getting stuck in a 
constant cycle of short-term thinking. The 
John Lewis Partnership is a good example 
of this. Founded 100 years ago, the 
business’ Partnership principles have 
helped to consistently direct its focus 
(you can see it in its 2020 strategy 
announcement) and helped now to inform 
a major pivot in operations.

Post-pandemic 
paradigm shift

Waitrose zero waste refill station
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Rockstar CEOs will be replaced by activist 
CEOs, business leaders who are passionate 
about an issue or simply intent on leaving a 
positive mark on the planet. They aren’t afraid 
to stand for something, and to have their 
voice heard. This was a burgeoning trend in 
2020, with CEOs like IKEA’s Jesper Brodin 
committing boldly to a green revolution in 
business and Brewdog’s CEO James Watt 
who boldly and publicly rejected the ASA’s 
decision to ban their  'F*** You CO2' ad.

"The only way we can exist as a 
business model tomorrow is to 
be sustainable, so it's not about 
how we pay the premium to do it. 
It's the only way we can be the 
low-cost company of tomorrow."

Without confident and clear leadership 
from the top, it becomes much harder 
for businesses to push through 
collective inertia and face into the 
reality of sustainable transformation. 
These CEOs and others are setting a 
new level of expectation of the role. We 
expect to see a fresh boldness amongst 
CEOs and brands when it comes to 
activism as a result of the pandemic.

The activist CEO

- Jesper Brodin, CEO at IKEA



Cancel culture isn’t a temporary internet 
phenomenon, it is reflective of citizens’ 
rising expectations around the world and 
the increased scrutiny that brands and 
businesses will face this year. The events of 
2020 mark a critical shift in people’s 
understanding of the role businesses play 
in society and consumers expect them to 
lead by example. But as some brands rush 
to join the conversation before they’ve put 
real plans and concrete actions in place -  
we’ll continue to see more backlash against 
anything that suggests ‘purpose-washing’.

Last year, backlash swiftly followed the 
McDonald’s launch of its ‘Mc Plant’ 
meat-free range. Critics pointed out 
McDonald’s previous inaction on 
sustainability issues and the lack of a 
clear link between the launch of McPlant 
and its current sustainability plan.



We expect purpose 
fails to be publicly 
denounced more 
intensely this year. 

Increased 
scrutiny and 
backlash from 
consumers

McDonald’s ‘Mc Plant’ burger
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https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/business-54883140
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/business-54883140


If the 2000s saw the emergence of the 
CTO and the 2010’s the creation of the 
CCO (Chief Customer Officer) – then the 
20’s will be marked by the arrival of the 
CSO (Chief Sustainability Officer) as the 
new most important voice at the executive 
table. We’ve seen the rising influence and 
importance of the CSO at board level in 
recent years, and in 2021 we’ll continue to 
see their efforts at a management level, 
bringing social and environmental issues 
into business decisions and strategy.

This will also mean there will be a more 
concerted effort to improve the purpose 
knowledge base of board members - the 
Cambridge Institute for Sustainability 
Leadership (CISL) has already reported a 
huge rise in demand over recent years for 
board education. Whether through training 
or briefings, or through the CSO’s 
increasing board presence - in 2021 we will 
see sustainability and purpose more fully 
integrated into the DNA of organisations 
and being led from the top down. 

04 Sustainability 
sitting firmly on 
the board

Kate Wylie, Chanel’s new CSO

https://www.raconteur.net/c-suite/c-suite-sustainability-leaders/


In 2021, we expect to see more businesses 
partnering on purpose-related issues, sharing 
agendas and working together to create 
positive change. 2020 fostered a spirit of 
collaboration for common goals and we will 
see more of this in 2021. At the end of last 
year, many businesses pledged their 
commitment to the new campaign Make My 
Money Matter, which calls for the trillions 
that are invested in our pensions to help 
build a better world. BT recently announced 
its £55bn pension fund – the UK’s biggest 
private company pension scheme managing 
the savings of over 300,000 people – is 
committing to Net Zero by 2035.

Just recently, we have seen the UK’s 
biggest broadband firms petitioned to 
make broadband more accessible for the 
nation’s poorest families. Both examples 
demonstrate the opportunities businesses 
can create to deliver positive change, and 
to take a stand, if they come together.

05 Business 
alliance over 
the common 
good

Make My Money Matter campaign ad

https://www.theguardian.com/money/2020/dec/18/richard-curtis-pensions-actually
https://www.theguardian.com/money/2020/dec/18/richard-curtis-pensions-actually
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/technology-55544196
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/technology-55544196


2020 was a tipping point for sustainability 
going mainstream. But still too many 
barriers stand in the way for those 
wanting to make better, more ethical 
consumer choices. At Walmart, research 
showed that although customers desired 
more sustainable products, many did not 
have the means to pay extra. This led 
Walmart to focus less on consumers and 
more on suppliers - working with them to 
make products more sustainable without 
a meaningful increase in price.

Consumers being priced out of sustainable 
choices is unacceptable; it should no longer be 
seen as unrealistic to expect the cheapest 
available products be made as responsibly as 
possible.



This year, we will start to 
see more businesses and 
brands provide solutions 
which make sustainability 
accessible for everyone.

06 Sustainability 
becoming 
accessible

Walmart store front

https://qz.com/work/1354706/walmart-tried-to-make-sustainability-affordable-heres-what-happened/


At Given, we blend a unique combination 
of sustainability, brand and creative 
marketing experience to help our clients 
businesses succeed by making them 
brands that people can believe in.



If you have a brand purpose project that 
you’re currently working on we would 
love to support you. Let us know and we 
will set up a virtual coffee.



To get in touch you can contact 
Emily Sinclair, Business Development 
Manager at Given: 
emily.sinclair@givenagency.com

For more information 
about Given please 
visit givenagency.com

mailto:emily.sinclair@givenagency.com
https://givenagency.com/
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