What is Business For?
Reconsidering the Purpose of Business - Part One
The COVID-19 pandemic is as much an economic crisis as a healthcare crisis. In the
previous edition of this journal (20:3), Peter Heslam argued that, in this context, the
digital technology sector offers the best prospects for the global economy and the global
poor. In a new series of short articles, he considers whether the pandemic also provides an
opportunity to reconsider the purpose of business - what is business for? This is his first
instalment in that series.
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The evidence business research has
produced is overwhelming, however,
that the benefits to companies of
having a genuine purpose (or purposes)
beyond profit far outweigh the costs.
The real challenge for companies is how
to align their strategy and operations
with their purpose. Purpose needs to
become the basis for everything they
undertake and decide not to undertake.
Strategies of recruitment, development,
reinforcement and reward will need to be
implemented to ensure that its purpose
is embodied by all its employees.

that is anathema to most businesses
– uncertainty. Yet this can become a
conducive context for companies to
become more certain about what should be
driving them beyond the need for profit.
The next instalment in this series will
pay attention to how those drivers are
increasingly articulated in terms of
‘corporate purpose’. This will involve a
review of what exactly is meant by those
who use that term. For it is impossible
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with something as yet undefined.
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the sin it represents recurs throughout
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you hypocrites, as it is written, “This
people honours me with their lips, but
their hearts are far from me”’ (Mark
7.6). As this article has argued, recent
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with their purpose; to exercise integrity
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