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Paul Skinner is the founder of the Agency of the Future, which helps clients drive purpose-led change and better mobilise stakeholders for lasting success. He advises global businesses and pioneering charities and social enterprises as well as institutions of international and global governance.

He is also the founder of MarketingKind, a membership community which brings together business leaders, marketers and change-makers to tackle social and environmental problems through their businesses, volunteering and advocacy.




Praise for The Purpose Upgrade

‘The Purpose Upgrade is thoughtful, practical and inspiring. The private sector can and must play a key role in overcoming the significant challenges the world is facing. After all, as a business you cannot be successful – nor call yourself successful – in a society that fails. Impact and leadership come with responsibility, and this book offers must-have insights for leaders from across all industries’

Feike Sijbesma, CEO of Royal DSM (2007–2020), Co-Chair Global Climate Adaptation Centers, Fortune World’s 50 Greatest Leaders (2018) and UN Humanitarian of the Year 2010

‘In today’s world, every business needs to put purpose above profit. Paul’s book is a necessary and enlightening call to action for businesses to re-think why they exist and the implications for everything they say, think and do’

Mike Berners-Lee, author of There Is No Planet B

‘The Purpose Upgrade is an important book that feeds the imagination. Most importantly it is a book about emotional intelligence and the energy unlocked by doing the right thing. Never underestimate the power of feeling good about yourself and the people around you. Read this book and become something greater than you previously thought possible’

Sir Tim Smit KBE, Co-Founder of the Eden Project

‘This brilliantly original work weaves a fascinating range of cutting-edge ideas into a cogent argument for fundamentally rethinking how organisations understand and pursue their core purpose. As the world faces up to its radically uncertain future, Paul Skinner’s highly engaging text challenges us all to create a “Wealth of Change”. It is a book full of humanity and hope’

Gareth Owen OBE, Humanitarian Director of Save the Children

‘Paul Skinner is one of the best and here he tackles the purpose agenda with erudition and originality. His book will be standard reading for everyone who seeks a Purpose Upgrade personally or professionally’

Sue Unerman, Chief Transformation Officer of MediaCom and co-author of Belonging

‘Paul Skinner has written a most engaging and readable book, both visionary and practical. It builds on his earlier thesis of Collaborative Advantage by challenging organisational leaders to coalesce stakeholders’ energies towards higher societal or even global goals. I have personally seen how his ideas have been remarkably effective in the efforts of International Civil Society organisations. The scale of our crises now means we need businesses capable of addressing our greatest challenges and I urge leaders everywhere to answer this timely call to action and follow this greater path to success’

Sir Brendan Gormley KCMG, former Chief Executive of the Disasters and Emergencies Committee

‘In some ways the tragedy of recent capitalism is that, while it has ostensibly created a breadth of wealth and opportunity, it has narrowed the minds of everyone who participates in it. The shareholder value movement was a great example of this. This book is a necessary and timely contribution to a more organic, more nuanced and more complete appreciation of what a business can achieve’

Rory Sutherland, Vice-Chair of Ogilvy and the Spectator’s ‘Wikiman’

‘Paul Skinner’s latest book, The Purpose Upgrade, has to be an essential read for everyone in business, whether an entrepreneur, CEO or marketing chief – or in fact anyone who cares about the future of humankind. Paul has not only led the way in conscious marketing in the UK as well as globally, but is one of the most intelligent people I know and his perspective on how to combine purpose, business, the future of society and indeed the world is absolutely crucial understanding for us all’

Lynne Franks OBE, social entrepreneur, author and Founder of the SEED Women’s Leadership Platform

‘As we face into what some might argue is the greatest reset of the modern era, The Purpose Upgrade challenges us to think deeply about what purpose really means, while providing us with a framework for bringing true meaning and purpose to organisational culture, aligning corporate aspiration with stakeholder ambition. A must-read for anyone who cares about the role they, and their organisation, play in creating a whole that is much more meaningful than its constituent parts’

Célia Pronto, Managing Director of Love Home Swap and Non-Executive Director of South East Water, Moto Hospitality and Samworth Brothers

‘This moment of global jeopardy is not one for business to abandon or push back on social and environmental purpose; rather, the reverse. Paul Skinner’s timely book makes the case for “re-purposing” enterprise – and, importantly, sets out how this can be done’

Simon Maxwell CBE, former Director of the Overseas Development Institute

‘This excellent book will change how you think about the purpose of your organisation. A tangible manifesto for organisations to build greater value with all stakeholders, to become stronger and more sustainable’

Peter Seymour, Vice-President of Marketing and Strategy Europe at Mondelē z

‘If purpose was “nice to have” in plain-sailing business conditions, it’s vital in the stormy waters we now find ourselves navigating. Paul’s timely and richly evidenced book shows how a well-defined purpose can magnetise and revitalise your organisation. Required reading for pathfinding leaders, change agents and entrepreneurs’

John Grant, author of Greener Marketing

‘The Purpose Upgrade offers a profoundly human response to the challenges facing businesses today. It provides the insight, wisdom and practicality required for leaders to succeed by creating the more inclusive and sustainable future we so urgently need’

Sophie Devonshire, Chief Executive of The Marketing Society and co-author of LoveWork 

‘As a policy researcher and analyst, I often say that the biggest contribution an individual can make to changing the world is advocating for the policy they believe in. Paul Skinner has convinced me of another truth: “If you want to change the world, there may be no greater lever to pull than to find a solution to a problem and to deliver and scale that solution through meaningful enterprise.” Skinner explains the origin of purpose, then offers fascinating examples of how purposeful enterprises and organisations tackle societal problems. Finally, he raises questions and offers advice for those attempting a Purpose Upgrade. There’s a lot of wisdom packed into this book’s pages!’

Joan Fitzgerald, Professor of Urban Planning and Public Affairs at Northeastern University and author of Greenovation

‘Reading The Purpose Upgrade encourages us to view purpose through an interconnected lens, compelling and challenging us to rethink everything that’s been alluded to as “purpose”: re-imagining the problems you seek to solve, re-designing the solutions you offer and uplifting the goals you seek to achieve in the first place. Important and urgent. Read it. Absorb. Ponder. Question. Upgrade your purpose’

Michelle Carvill, entrepreneur and co-author of Sustainable Marketing

‘The Purpose Upgrade is a reflection of Paul’s business experience at the Agency of the Future and MarketingKind, along with practical case studies, exploring how we can transform not only the way in which we do business but our business itself – the “why” then the “what” of the enterprise. It is an invitation to a deeper reflection on the kind of economic system we should decide to build together’

Daniela Barone Soares, Chief Executive of Snowball Impact Investments and Non-Executive Director of Intercontinental Hotels Group and Halma PLC

‘The Purpose Upgrade takes you along a series of “stops” in which you’ll explore all aspects of purpose, from the theory through to the planning and the all-important practical application. Purpose is a word that has become overused and misunderstood, which in turn has meant it has somewhat lost its superpower. This book overcomes the limitations of prior approaches and re-defines the core role purpose can play in helping us achieve a greater success by taking on the most pressing societal and environmental challenges we face. The Purpose Upgrade will help us lead the way in striving for a more sustainable future for people and planet’

Gemma Butler, co-author of Sustainable Marketing 

‘It would be almost impossible to read this book and not feel inspired and driven to throw yourself straight into the valuable work of upgrading the purpose of your enterprise, changing lives for the better and building a stronger commercial business, with greater engagement from all stakeholders in so doing. The Purpose Upgrade provides a complete methodology to re-define and embed your purpose, facing into the realities of the challenge, in driving and embedding change’

Abigail Dixon, author of The Whole Marketer and Founder of Labyrinth Marketing

‘Every great book always contains a single sentence that anchors its richness and this one is no exception: “True listening best begins by taking an interest in the lives and priorities of the people we serve in their own terms”. That’s what purpose ultimately is: listening, planning and acting together with people and planet, not on our terms but on theirs, and here’s a route map to turn this higher truth into granular action across all you do’

Mike Barry, former Head of Sustainable Business at M&S




Also by Paul Skinner

Collaborative Advantage: How collaboration beats competition as a strategy for success

Praise for Collaborative Advantage

‘Critics of communism often remark that the system, though wonderful in theory, was fatally incompatible with human nature. But the same criticism could be levelled perfectly well at the many current assumptions of modern capitalism. What makes us human is not that we compete – anything can do that: as this book explains, our real difference lies in our near-miraculous powers of collaboration. Collaborative Advantage offers the perfect recipe for successful businesses that improve lives’

Ben Cohen and Jerry Greenfield, Co-Founders of Ben and Jerry’s

‘This is a profound provocation as to the imperative of a collaborative mindset in an ever-more volatile world. Paul has defined a model and brought it to life with a wide variety of helpful examples, making it applicable to almost any challenge a business or brand might face.’

Mark Evans, Managing Director of Marketing & Digital at Direct Line Group

‘Truly paradigm-shifting books are rare, but Paul’s argument seems to me both revolutionary and inevitable.’

Alison Jones, coach, strategist and host of The Extraordinary Business Book Club and author of This Book Means Business

‘The new business formula in a world of open innovation and creativity is about getting on and not just getting ahead. Co-operation is no longer a niche. It is a core competence. This book by Paul Skinner, the great advocate of Collaborative Advantage, is a handbook for success in this new commercial world’

Ed Mayo, Chief Executive of Pilotlight and former Secretary General of Co-operatives UK
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Preface

GREATER EXPECTATIONS

‘What keeps you awake at night?’

I was once asked this question at the start of a panel discussion as part of a study on global risk run by the defence think-tank RUSI and King’s College London.

The other panellists had more domain expertise than I did. They included a range of global business leaders from sectors with a particular focus on risk, a senior UN offi cial, a director of the Space Agency and a former government minister who had held responsibility for the UK’s resilience for six years.

Various disaster scenarios were discussed, from a cyberattack that takes out the internet to a collapse of the energy grid to devastating increases in the displacement of peoples. But crises don’t threaten us in isolation. The greatest diffi culties usually lie in coping with the knock-on effects that they cause. My concerns were therefore less about a specific hazard than about how we can become more capable of adapting to a world of greater disruption.

We are now living through times in which, while anything may seem possible, little appears certain. The pandemic has shown us, in case we didn’t know it before, that our own efforts can be futile if our operating environment does not allow us to maintain them. And it is entirely likely that our greatest challenges lie ahead, in the form of a long recovery amid further economic shocks, the increasing threat of conflict and a social, political, technological and environmental context replete with questions for which there are often no clear precedents to guide us.

It would be easy to conclude that our own volition is in vain when we cannot control the major forces that have an impact on the success that we can achieve. And yet there has never been a greater need and opportunity for deliberate action. While we may have allowed many of our biggest problems to arise by accident, we now have to solve them together on purpose.

When Russia invaded Ukraine in February 2022, the Ukrainian response was completely different than in the prior invasion of 2014, in large part because the Ukrainians had learned to be far better prepared the second time around. The ultimate COVID vaccine may now need to come, metaphorically, in the form of learning from our direct exposure to one global crisis the lessons that we need to be able to repurpose and revitalise our businesses, organisations and institutions when confronted with an increased range and frequency of existential challenges. Rebooting, re-setting and even building back better are not enough as they imply a return to a prior normality rooted in a world that no longer exists. What is required is a renewable capacity for purpose-driven change that supports us in tackling our most important problems head on.

Businesses today too often fall short in their capacity to achieve this. For many businesses, the purpose through which they previously achieved their success now blinds them to more important realities. As a consequence, economic activity still accelerates the climate emergency, drives a mass extinction of species, depletes the resources most essential to life, and exacerbates inequalities. It also too often profits from and exploits the amplification of intolerance and untruthfulness. This divides us from each other and curbs our capacity for cooperation, leaving us more, rather than less, exposed to the risks that we face.

Compelling evidence now shows, however, that by playing their part in tackling society’s most pressing priorities, enterprises can create more attractive benefits for customers, build more meaningful livelihoods for colleagues, and unlock superior returns for investors, thereby bringing all the stakeholders that a business needs into alignment around a greater ambition. Addressing the increasingly urgent United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals alone is already estimated to be a twelve trillion-dollar opportunity, without taking into account the almost limitless life-supporting opportunities that lie beyond their direct scope. Fulfilling true human need rather than manufacturing spurious consumerist wants has become the biggest business opportunity of our time.

This will often require us to reconsider how we form the purpose of our enterprises and other organisations in the first place. We typically think of purpose as fixed, like a North Star; that it comes from within our organisation and that it is singular. These are just some of the half-truths that have come to hold us back. In The Purpose Upgrade, I shall argue that there is no single-end fixed point and that to achieve our greatest success we must instead cultivate a purpose which responds to society’s changing needs, is created with and through our external as well as internal stakeholders, and integrates many layers of goals and aspirations in a living wholeness through an evolving nexus of reciprocal benefits.

Can enterprise support us in overcoming the obstacles that we now face? Can business enable us to enjoy a material comfort enhanced through shared experience with others rather than obtained at their expense? And can it help us to adapt to a rapidly shifting environment in which the potential for success may be great but the threats are also very real?

Our problems are also our gateways to the future. The direct experience of the pandemic and subsequent crises, from conflict to the rising cost of living, has created an environment of readiness for change in which we can see that bigger ideas can and must now take hold. The hardest times can also offer the most far-reaching opportunities for renewal. My aim in writing The Purpose Upgrade therefore has been to provide the provocation, methodology and support needed to repurpose any enterprise and revitalise the activities within it.

We can address no greater need than to change our businesses to save the world and find no greater opportunity than to change the world to save our businesses.



 

Ce qui est simple est toujours faux. Ce qui ne l’est pas est inutilisable. Anything simple is false. And everything that isn’t is unusable.

Paul Valéry

Every end in history necessarily contains a new beginning.

Hannah Arendt
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