
How well do companies explain why 
they do what they do? 
Claims are being made that corporate ‘purpose’ is important 
so I’ve set out to define what it is, what characteristics it 
should have and which companies have - or don’t have - 
clarity as to why they exist beyond making profits.  

Clarity of purpose is arguably the first step in creating a 
positive and enduring work culture which, in turn, underpins 
innovation, productivity and shareholder returns. However, a 
good purpose statement is not enough on its own, 
companies must have excellent strategic abilities, 
operational skills and a workforce that is truly aligned to that 
purpose in order to realise their potential. 

This article summarises the findings of my study into the 
purpose statements of the top-50 companies in Australia. 
The analysis shows there is an opportunity for many of them 

to craft better purpose statements, and there’s a good case 
for boards and CEOs to review their statements closely. 

As you will see, one company gained a perfect score, 
another 15 rated very highly and 19 were rated below 50% 
according to the scale and scoring system used. 

Why purpose? 
In a corporate context, the term purpose is a proxy for 
‘societal purpose’ or ‘social purpose’. Companies have 
historically talked about financial returns (“we seek to 
maximise shareholder returns”) or activities (“we make cars”) 
instead of conveying a meaningful social purpose (“we 
create sustainable transport solutions”). Without purpose, the 
pursuit of profits is more likely to come at the expense of 
people and the planet and unlikely to be sustained. 
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Ongoing poor corporate behaviours - such as the recent 
banking royal commission in Australia - have eroded trust to 
the point where many people wonder if businesses care 
about anything other than maximising profits, and the 
pandemic has highlighted how strong the link is between 
business and community prosperity. 

Not long ago our planet seemed like an infinite resource, 
however it is now very crowded, connected and resource 
strained. For these and other reasons, adopting a meaningful 
and relevant social ‘purpose' is now regarded as a must-have 
instead of a nice-to-have. 

Purpose has transitioned from a decorative piece of 
corporate architecture to becoming the engine room for 
success. 

Apart from being a critical element in defining why, what and 
how a company goes about its business, purpose helps in: 
• (Re)defining the playing field 
• Exploring new and innovative business models 
• Reshaping or enhancing value for customers; and 
• Unifying the organisation and building a positive culture. 

What is a ‘purpose statement’? 
There is no consistent way of expressing a corporate 
purpose as evidenced by the potpourri of terms such as 
purpose, mission, vision and values that tend to cause 
confusion. For a simple and effective way forward, I 
recommend the following structure:  
• Vision / aspiration - the outcome or better world the 

company would like to create 
• Purpose / inspiration - the role the company is playing in 

creating that better world; and 
• Core Values / dedication - the non-negotiable values and 

behaviours to be upheld in that pursuit. 

For example, the largest company by size in the top-50 is 
CSL, whose purpose is “to save lives and protect people”. 
The role CSL is playing in creating a better world is easily 
grasped. 

Purpose is perhaps most relevant to employees of the 
company - it’s a common goal that inspires them to give their 
best and a ‘true north’ that ensures resources are focused in 
the right areas. It also provides a reference point for 
managers and leaders when decisions requiring trade-offs 
have to be made. 

The vision and purpose may be combined into the one 
statement. For example, Telstra’s purpose is to “build a 
connected future so everyone can thrive”. In this case its 
purpose is to “build a connected future”, which is its role in 
creating a world where “everyone can thrive”. 

“Purpose has transitioned 
from a decorative piece of 

corporate architecture to 
becoming the engine room 

for success” 

Some commentators regard ‘purpose’ as a way of 
expressing a company’s unique strengths or competitive 
advantage. I disagree. In theory, two companies could have 
the same vision and purpose statement and they would 
compete via their respective strategies. This is because vision 
and purpose statements are conveying social outcomes / 
social benefits, which are not competing forces. The 
company that delivers those benefits in the most cost 
effective, skilled or innovative way through its strategy stands 
to gain an advantage. 

What features should the purpose 
statement have? 
What criteria could or should be applied when defining best 
practice for purpose statements? Again, this is a relatively 
new area and there’s no prescriptive or agreed formula. In 
my analysis, a rating is derived from considering and scoring 
the following elements of the purpose statement: 
• Does it represent a genuine societal need? 
• Is it suitably focused, being neither too broad nor too 

specific? 
• Is it elegant, concise and easy to communicate? 
• Is it likely to inspire employees, customers and 

stakeholders? 
• How enduring is it likely to be? 

Over time, I intend to modify this analytical approach and the 
weightings given to each element as more insight is gained.

CAN OUR LARGEST COMPANIES EXPLAIN WHY THEY EXIST? PAGE 2

 © Phil Preston 2020 
phil@philpreston.com.au 

+61 408 259 633



How do Australia’s top-50 companies 
fare? 
The results of the analysis are interesting and I should 
reiterate that having a great purpose statement does not 
guarantee success, this study is merely an assessment of a 
statement intended to provide inspiration and direction. 

Overall, 19 companies (38%) rated below 50 on a 100 point 
scale, indicating there were deficiencies in two or more of 
the five factors. At the top of the table, one company had a 
perfect score, seven were in the 90s and another eight in the 
80s. The average score was 60 and the median 62. All of the 
company scores in descending order are provided on the 
next page. 

My overarching comments about the analysis include: 
• Health care companies are likely benefit from being in a 

sector with easily grasped social benefit. 
• Materials companies (mainly mining and resources) rank 

poorly, which could be partly due to them being B2B 
businesses. 

• While some readers may not agree with the scores given 
to gaming companies, mining companies and others, they 
have been assessed on the basis of their statement alone 
and not their actual impact. 

• One company is a conglomerate of many separate and 
diverse businesses, raising questions about the role that 
the purpose statement plays for a holding company versus 
its operating subsidiaries. 

Here are some of the highlights: 
• Cochlear’s purpose statement of "We help people hear 

and be heard” attracted a perfect score. 
• Health care companies, Cochlear, Resmed (“Awaken your 

best”) and CSL (“to save lives and protect people”), filled 
the top three places, which is not surprising given that the 
sector is very purpose driven and easy to articulate. 

• They were followed by Aurizon (“To grow regional 
Australia by delivering bulk commodities to the world”) 
and Brambles ("To connect people with life's essentials 
every day”). 

• The next five companies making up the top 10 were 
Medibank Private (“Better Health for Better Lives”), 
Telstra (“To build a connected future so everyone can 
thrive”), IAG (“We make your world a safer place”), Coles 
(“To sustainably feed all Australians to help them lead 
healthier, happier lives”) and Ramsay Health Care 
(“People Caring for People”). 

• Many of the major banks (CBA, ANZ, Westpac) were in the 
top 20, however NAB (“To back the bold who move 
Australia forward”) and Macquarie Group (“To realise 
opportunity for the benefit of our clients, our shareholders 
and our people”) ranked poorly. 

• Wesfarmers is a conglomerate that states its “primary 
objective is to provide a satisfactory return to 
shareholders”, and it ranks last on the table because of this 
financial focus. There is scope for it to consider the 
adoption of a more inspiring purpose, which could say 
more about the nature and purpose of the businesses it 
seeks to acquire, hold or sell. 

• Materials companies dominated the lower end of the table 
with statements such as Northern Star's (“To continue to 
build a safe, quality mining and exploration company, 
focused on creating value for shareholders”), Fortescue 
Metals (“our vision of being the safest, lowest cost, most 
profitable mining company”), Woodside (“Our aim is to be 
a global leader in upstream oil and gas”), Evolution 
(“Inspired people creating Australia’s premier gold 
company”) and Newcrest (“Our vision is to be the Miner of 
Choice™ for our people, shareholders, host communities, 
partners and suppliers”) being very shareholder oriented. 

• In contrast, Rio Tinto ranked 17th (“To produce the 
materials essential to human progress”) and BHP 22nd 
(“Our purpose is to bring people and resources together 
to build a better world”). Given the controversy 
surrounding Rio Tinto’s blasting of the Juukan Gorge, it 
shows that the purpose statement does not necessarily 
imply cultural, strategic nor operational excellence. 

• Some companies have such broad statements that they 
come across as vague given their products and markets, 
such as A2 Milk (“Helping people enjoy a better life”) and 
Woolworths (“We create better experiences together for a 
better tomorrow”). 

• It is hard to judge companies like Aristocrat (“Bring joy to 
life through the power of play”) because gambling is 
detrimental to many of the population. 

Company rankings 
On the next page, Australia’s top 50 companies are ranked in 
descending order of their purpose statement scores. In 
some cases there was no clearly defined mission or purpose 
statement and the most relevant or equivalent statement was 
used.
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# Company Purpose Score

1 Cochlear We help people hear and be heard 100

2 Resmed Awaken your best 97

3 CSL To save lives and protect the health of people 95

4 Aurizon To grow regional Australia by delivering bulk 
commodities to the world

95

5 Brambles To connect people with life's essentials every day 93

6 Medibank 
Private

Better Health for Better Lives 92

7 Telstra To build a connected future so everyone can thrive 90

8 IAG Make your world a safer place 90

9 Coles 
Group

To sustainably feed all Australians to help them lead 
healthier, happier lives

88

10 Ramsay 
Health Care

People Caring for People 85

11 ANZ Bank To shape a world where people and communities 
thrive

84

12 Santos Ltd To provide sustainable returns for our shareholders by 
supplying reliable, affordable and cleaner energy to 
improve the lives of people in Australia and Asia

84

13 Goodman 
Group

Making space for greatness 83

14 AGL Energy We’re helping to shape a sustainable energy future for 
Australia / We believe in sustainable, secure and 
affordable energy

81

15 Dexus We create spaces where people thrive 80

16 Xero Our purpose is to help make life better for people in 
small business, their advisors and communities around 
the world / We help small businesses thrive worldwide

80

17 Rio Tinto To produce the materials essential to human progress 79

18 CommBank Improving the financial wellbeing of our customers 
and communities

75

19 Scentre 
Group

Creating extraordinary places, connecting and 
enriching communities

75

20 Westpac To be one of the world’s great service companies, 
helping our customers, communities and people to 
prosper and grow

72

21 Magellan 
Financial 
Group

[We are experts in global investing and invest in the 
world’s best companies] to grow and safeguard the 
wealth of our clients

69

22 BHP Group Our purpose is to bring people and resources 
together to build a better world

65

23 Sydney 
Airport

Our vision is to deliver a world-class airport 
experience and foster the growth of aviation for the 
benefit of Sydney, NSW and Australia

65

24 Origin 
Energy

Getting energy right for our customers, communities 
and planet

65

25 Mirvac To reimagine urban life 64

26 Transurban Keeping you moving 60

27 APA Group Growing energy infrastructure responsibly and 
sustainably to meet the needs of our customers and 
stakeholders

60

# Company Purpose Score

28 QBE 
Insurance

We give people the confidence to achieve their 
ambitions

60

29 SOUTH32 Our purpose is to make a difference by developing 
natural resources, improving people's lives now and for 
generations to come

58

30 Sonic 
Healthcare

Medical Leadership 55

31 REA Group Our purpose is to change the way the world 
experiences property

53

32 Woolworths 
Group

We create better experiences together for a better 
tomorrow

45

33 ASX The world’s most respected financial marketplace 45

34 Suncorp 
Group

To create a better today for all of our stakeholders; 
including our customers, shareholders, people and 
communities. This means we help people live the life 
they want now and plan for the life they want 
tomorrow.

44

35 Aristocrat Bring joy to life through the power of play 43

36 Amcor Plc Our winning aspiration is to be THE leading global 
packaging company

43

37 Cimic 
Group

Our mission is to generate sustainable returns for 
shareholders by delivering projects for our clients while 
providing safe, rewarding and fulfilling careers for our 
people

43

38 GPT Group We create value by delivering superior returns to 
investors, and by providing environments that enable 
our people to excel and customers and communities to 
prosper

41

39 NAB To back the bold who move Australia forward 39

40 Newcrest 
Mining

Our vision is to be the Miner of Choice™ for our 
people, shareholders, host communities, partners and 
suppliers

39

41 Ausnet 
Services

Our vision is to create energising futures by delivering 
value to our customers, communities and partners

39

42 The a2 Milk 
Company

Helping people enjoy a better life 35

43 Evolution 
Mining

Inspired people creating Australia’s premier gold 
company

35

44 Woodside Our aim is to be a global leader in upstream oil and gas 31

45 James 
Hardie

To aggressively pursue organic growth through a 
differentiated position in the building products industry

22

46 Macquarie 
Group

To realise opportunity for the benefit of our clients, our 
shareholders and our people

20

47 Treasury 
Wine 
Estates

Everything we do is dedicated to realising our vision of 
becoming the world's most celebrated wine company

20

48 Fortescue 
Metals 
Group

Focussed on our vision of being the safest, lowest cost, 
most profitable mining company

15

49 Northern 
Star 
Resources

To continue to build a safe, quality mining and 
exploration company, focused on creating value for 
shareholders

15

50 Wesfarmers Wesfarmers’ primary objective is to provide a 
satisfactory return to shareholders

11
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