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Praise for Lead With We

“Lead With We is what business desperately needs today to rise to the moment. It does not dwell on the WHY (those who still need a business case ‘are not paying attention’), and while it brings the WHAT to life with hundreds of well-researched examples, what is unique about Mainwaring’s book is the HOW blueprint it offers, with practical frameworks and potent questions that will inspire and enable all of us, and especially business leaders, to co-create an inclusive and regenerative future.”

—Virginie Helias, Chief Sustainability Officer, Procter & Gamble

“Companies cannot survive in societies that fail. We need a new narrative for business—and for our lives. In this passionate and powerful book, Simon Mainwaring draws from years of experience working with leading-edge companies to show us what this looks like in practice—demonstrating how aligning our interests with those of the entire society can catalyze growth, build powerful brands, and ultimately create a private sector whose central goal is the good of the whole. The result is a roadmap for change that is both eminently actionable and deeply inspiring.”

—Rebecca Henderson, professor, Harvard Business School & author, Reimagining Capitalism in a World on Fire

“The challenges facing humankind today are too big and too complex for government or philanthropy to meet alone. Business must step up. Lead With We is both a rally cry and a roadmap for collaborative leadership and how to harness that power in business to transform our lives and future.”

—Deval Patrick, former Governor of Massachusetts & Founder, Bain Capital Double Impact

“COVID-19—like the climate crisis, inequality, and so many of the world’s challenges—has proved that we must work together for the future of our planet. With a vacuum of coherent political leadership, who can step in to provide the narratives and actions that will bind us together? In this deeply insightful book, Simon Mainwaring argues that every one of us can lead with ‘we,’ breaking down false barriers and working toward a common goal. With clear guidelines and specific steps, this is not only an inspiring call to action, but a practical blueprint for a better future—and the role we can all play in getting there.”

—Philip Thomas, Chairman, Cannes Lions International Festival of Creativity

“Lead With We gets it right. We need a new narrative of what it means to lead: who leads, how, and to what end. It all begins [with] a shared collective purpose to create shared well-being on a healthy planet. Society needs—and the market is demanding—leaders who design for interdependence, invest for justice, and account for all stakeholders.”

—Jay Coen Gilbert, CEO, Imperative 21 and Cofounder, B Lab & the B Corp movement

“There’s never been a better opportunity, and more dire need, to rewire capitalism. In Lead With We, Simon Mainwaring shows how we can engage all stakeholders in transformative change and embrace purpose as a competitive edge. The pandemic helped illustrate how everyone has a role to play in healing our economic system and our ecosystem—this is the playbook.”

—Seth Goldman, Cofounder, Honest Tea, Eat the Change & PLNT Burger & Chair, Beyond Meat

“If you are a business leader or entrepreneur that’s passionate about solving today’s social and environmental challenges, grab Lead With We. It reveals a radical new vision for the role of business and how it works, and provides us the confidence and guidance to make it happen. Visionary, inspirational, actionable; it’s what business and our world needs now.”

—Amy Smith, Chief Strategy & Impact Officer, TOMS Shoes

“Three assumptions. The crises (from inequality to climate) are now. Politicians can’t take them on alone. The business community must and will step up. To lead with transparency and collaboratively in the interests of the planet. And then Mainwaring offers much practical wisdom: Business needs to support science and deny cynicism. Corporations don’t need to look to their better angels. If there are no people, there’ll be no commerce. Mainwaring lays it out, as he must, from data. But it’s a compelling read as a prayer book as much as a playbook. I hope his readers take heed.”

—Sherry Turkle, professor, MIT & author of Alone Together, Reclaiming Conversation & most recently, The Empathy Diaries

“The global pandemic and recent cultural crises have shined a brighter, more deliberate light on the need for businesses to lead with their purpose rather than what drives the bottom line. Simon has long been a leading voice signaling that, without brand purpose, businesses will be left behind. In many of my conversations with Simon, we’ve discussed at length that brands can no longer sit safely on the sidelines of important cultural and societal issues, but must instead become beacons for positive change by leveraging their platforms, resources, and initiatives to take a stand. To do this is not only the right thing to do as human beings but has now become an expectation of today’s consumer, as more are choosing to align with brands that share personal beliefs. While the decision to commit to action on societal issues may result in some consumers choosing to no longer support your business, you must have the intestinal fortitude to be OK with that. As we all continue to navigate the intersection of consumer expectations and the role of brands in leading with purpose, Simon’s book—Lead With We—is a must-have resource for any business leader or decision maker to have on hand.”

—Doug Palladini, Global Brand President, Vans

“The relationship between society and business is fundamentally changing. Lead With We not only explains why this is happening, it provides a clear blueprint for how leadership can shape this process today and into the future. The central message—that business and leadership can and must be part of the solution to society’s greatest challenges—has never been more important.”

—Martin Whitaker, CEO, Just Capital

“In the wake of the devastation caused by COVID-19, we all have an unparalleled opportunity to enable a deep transformation of our society, our economy, and our lives once and for all. Now is the time to face the challenges that were there pre-COVID, from the climate emergency to deep, structural racism and inequality, but in a COVID world have come into sharp relief, with the seemingly futile past attempts to solve for these challenges laid bare. We now understand planetary health equals human health and it just isn’t possible to have a healthy economy without healthy people and a healthy planet. But how exactly do we seize this moment of profound and unsettling change and create the future we all want to see? This book goes a long way to spell out that blueprint. It provides practical guidance that could enable us to rewire the world around us to create the conditions in which all people flourish, and our fragile planet flourishes too. From shifting mindsets and narratives to shifting the very purpose of business and brands, Simon Mainwaring shows us the way. And the most important takeaway from this book? We all have a role to play. Every single one of us has agency. It’s time to unlock our passion, our desire for something better, now. And create the future we want.”

—Dr. Sally Uren, OBE, Chief Executive, Forum for the Future

“Lead With We is a roll up your sleeves, let’s get to work, real results guide to leveraging business’s ingenuity, influence, and power to transform our society. The visionary ideas are grounded in research, case studies, and practical recommendations so that businesses of any size can start their journey. With this book, everyone can be part of the solution and improve our communities and environment in ways that also build their business.”

—Letitia Webster, Managing Director, Chief Sustainability Officer, Goldman Sachs Asset Management

“Lead With We challenges leaders to take the concepts of stakeholder capitalism and collective action to a higher standard. To a level that hearts and minds must reach to meet the challenges of addressing the planetary and social challenges we face today. This book can help inspire and instruct everyone in the business sector to be an agent of change.”

—Ilze Melngailis, Senior Director, Business Council for the UN & Private Sector Engagement

“In 2011, Simon’s first book, We First, made my short list of the best business books of the year. In it, he elegantly made the case for the need—and opportunity—to evolve capitalism into a force for good in the world. In his new book, Lead With We, Simon provides an elegant roadmap for brand leaders who are compelled to take action against this vision. Why is this book a must-read now? Because as Simon says, ‘companies cannot survive in societies that fail,’ and sadly, the environmental and social ecosystems we depend on are now being stretched to the breaking point. Furthermore, as more of us realize this, the expectation for brands to help drive change is escalating. In fact, the competitive landscape for marketers is now changing so swiftly that brands that do not equip themselves to meet rapidly shifting stakeholder expectations are not likely to survive in the years ahead. If you’re looking to equip yourself for thriving in today’s challenging context, do yourself a favor and buy this book today.”

—KoAnn Vikoren Skrzyniarz, Founder/CEO, Sustainable Life Media/Sustainable Brands Worldwide

“From pandemics to climate change, the crises of our time won’t be met by any one person, community, company, or country—they require collective action and for each of us to play a role. Simon Mainwaring’s Lead With We is at once a stirring call to arms, a handbook for action, and an expert tour through a new Good Economy being born before our very eyes.”

—Andrei Cherny, CEO & Cofounder, Aspiration & author of The Next Deal and The Candy Bombers

“Today’s social and environmental challenges represent an enormous opportunity for business leaders who can seize this moment to lead collaboratively. Mainwaring emphasizes the importance of collective impact and helps us reimagine business and work together, in ways that serve everyone. This is the great imperative of our times and Lead With We shows us how we can get there.”

—Sophie Bambuck, Chief Marketing Officer, Everlane

“As moral and market forces align for the betterment of humanity and restoration of the planet, businesses of every size have a historic opportunity to bring human and living systems into harmony. Lead With We is an indispensable guide for business leaders seeking to thrive while serving humanity and our planet.”

—Lynne Twist, Cofounder, Pachamama Alliance and President & Founder, Soul of Money Institute

“We face some critical and daunting challenges, sadly compounded by the COVID-19 crisis. To create a positive future for our children, a stable climate, a fair and equal economy, and thriving communities, we need to act now and collaborate at an unprecedented scale and speed. Businesses, policymakers, NGOs, communities, innovators, and all parts of society need to come together with a shared vision and purpose to scale solutions together—no one can solve these challenges alone. Yet many have been saying this for decades. The difference with Simon Mainwaring’s book Lead With We is that he offers a tangible and compelling roadmap for how we can design this radical collaboration process that inspires hope, optimism, and urgency.”

—Simon Henzell-Thomas, Director of Public Affairs & Advocacy, Ingka Group (IKEA)
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This book is designed to provide accurate and authoritative information about leadership. Neither the author nor the publisher is engaged in rendering legal, accounting, or other professional services by publishing this book. If any such assistance is required, the services of a qualified financial professional should be sought. The author and publisher will not be responsible for any liability, loss, or risk incurred as a result of the use and application of any information contained in this book.
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To loved ones lost around the world during the pandemic
To my loved ones: Monna, Aisha, and Talia
To future loved ones for whom we LEAD WITH WE
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Notes on Case Studies, Language & Resources

We’re going to explore case studies of many companies through multiple lenses at each stage of the LEAD WITH WE process. These companies, big and small, from all over the world, have become vanguards in this revolution.

One legacy of the antiquated mindset we’re about to explore is in long-accepted vocabulary. Regarding gender and sexism (pronouns, titles, terminology), I’ve endeavored to be inclusive, but have kept the original language wherever it might appear in quotes. When it comes to the unhelpful and inaccurate term “consumer,” I offer this proviso: The word implies either a certain passivity or lack of judgment—someone simply being fed as though buying against their own will—or more actively devouring, monopolizing, and squandering limited resources. Either way, the term is an artifact of the Old World economy, and doesn’t describe today’s highly aware, hyper-connected, and increasingly conscious shopper.1 Nevertheless, for simplicity’s sake, I’m going to use “consumer” herein to refer to people using the products and services of business.

Visit LeadWithWe.com for access to a suite of enhanced resources, including a self-assessment tool, brand case studies, key performance indicators, leadership interviews and insights, and other resources useful for your own business evolution. You can also find downloadable assets used by the world’s top brands to guide you through the process as you commit to LEAD WITH WE.

Additional Resources

Visit LeadWithWe.com for access to a suite of enhanced resources, including a self-assessment tool, brand case studies, key performance indicators, leadership interviews and insights, and other resources useful for your own business evolution. You can also find a host of downloadable assets used by the world’s best brands to guide you through the process now that you’ve committed to LEAD WITH WE.

Also go to WeFirstBranding.com for guidance on how we can help your brand put purpose, people, and planet—the Higher We—First.




Introduction

We First—Serving Our Collective Best Interests

An ambition as lofty as reengineering capitalism provokes questions. How do we repurpose market forces to drive positive change? How does our company not only survive, but grow while we act as a responsible steward of our part of the world and the rest of it? How do we attract savvy talent in a competitive marketplace, among new generations mostly guided by purpose and values? How do we market our company’s conscience along with its services or wares without sounding pandering or self-congratulatory? How do we maintain our fiduciary responsibility to our shareholders while living up to our moral responsibility as human beings on a planet in dire straits?

Most urgent of all, how do we make money and make the world a better place? Specifically, how can our business ensure the betterment and perpetuation of just and fair political systems, and help transmute and promote human health and happiness? The answer to all these questions is to tell a new story called LEAD WITH WE.

In my last book, We First, I declared, “The future of profit is purpose,” as enabled by the wide adoption of digital technologies and social media. That future is now, but two major shifts have occurred since then. The first is the bad news: The challenges we were solving for have only gotten worse in the past decade—to the degree that we now find ourselves at a tipping point. Thrive in business, survive as a species—or don’t. Our choices are glaring: The climate emergency is upon us. Biodiversity is dramatically depleting. The oceans are suffocating. The escalating well-being of a few comes at the unconscionable cost of far too many, including the natural world. Humanity must either steel itself to endure a growing number of social, environmental, and natural disasters—or, instead, LEAD.

The choice to LEAD is the second major shift, and it’s the good news: Businesses across the planet are confronting the constellation of crises the world faces with proactive, collaborative, and innovative solutions. All signs so far point to significant potential headway in resolving our most pressing challenges. But we must understand both why and how these businesses succeed, then multiply their efforts to LEAD WITH WE.

To start, we don’t just kick the idea of “responsible,” “conscious,” or “sustainable” capitalism slightly farther down the road. LEAD WITH WE offers a total reset—a provocative paradigm for how we live and do business that is at once urgent, regenerative, and all-encompassing, because anything less is simply unrealistic.

It’s increasingly necessary to expand all our ideas about business’s role in making a better world. After recent shocks and disorientation across the global economic landscape, a sudden and profound reckoning is now underway, one that can no longer be written off. Yes, a revolution is occurring among companies of all sizes, as they transform their core businesses and weave social and environmental responsibility deep into the fabric of their organizations. Brands like IBM, Starbucks, Procter & Gamble, and Nike are commingling profit and purpose—and reaping rewards by elevating their brands far above competitors’ in the eyes of employees, customers, consumers, investors, the media, and Wall Street. Such firms are thinking longer term, acting more responsibly, becoming transparent and accountable, and collaborating in partnerships with other companies—even competitors—to foster a new, more creative mindset focused on addressing the social and environmental challenges we face, not as an afterthought of doing business, but as the very reason for it.

From all regions around the globe, these revolutionary companies are acting with new conviction, new drive. LEAD WITH WE offers effective instructions to all leaders, wherever they sit, and all businesses, whatever their size, to thrive as those companies thrive, and propel this movement with greater velocity. It offers a different decision-making filter and engine to anticipate and pilot the change our world desperately needs today—a universal, collectivized purpose for business and all its stakeholders. It’s a three-part method for codifying, integrating, and acting on purpose and impact.

LEAD WITH WE is a rallying cry. A call to action reminding us that we’re all in this together. Even before the COVID-19 pandemic ravaged the world, we were in profound trouble. Even as economies worldwide contracted or collapsed—and, before the first vaccines arrived, two million people died—all was not well. The coronavirus disaster only hastened a process already far along: widespread economic, environmental, cultural, and infrastructural calamities caused by a toxic combination of irresponsibility, inattention, and outright avarice—not to mention gross economic inequalities. In fact, the virus drew an indelible line connecting purpose and profit, economy and ecology, people and the planet. “The number of people affected by humanitarian crises has more than doubled over the past decade,” the Guardian reported in 2016, and the scale, intensity, and frequency of these global crises will only continue to explode.1 Although individuals’ attitudes and behaviors have surely contributed to these interrelated crises, we can lay much of the responsibility for our multifaceted disaster—and therefore the opportunity to solve it—at the foot of businesses, large and small.

The virus reminded us unambiguously—with boarded-up businesses, bread lines, and body bags—what happens to the global economy when many crises collide. By April 2020, nationwide lockdowns had cost the US economy 20.5 million jobs, the steepest and deepest decline since employment-data tracking began in 1939.2

Inequities in access to good and affordable healthcare, brought into stark reality by news coverage of COVID-19—and paired with uneven public health responses—proved we were not prepared to combat any kind of global health emergency. Employment, housing, immigration status, political exclusion, access to healthcare, comorbidities, disability, religious affiliations, and sexual and gender identities have played a major part in COVID-19 outcomes—and are all strongly influenced by class.3 In short, according to economics writer Mike Davis, “the coronavirus crisis is a monster fueled by capitalism.”4 One monster of many.

In the US, the pandemic recession also revealed that the Black–White economic gap in 2020 is still as wide as it was in 1968.5 We witnessed race-based police brutality and experienced increased awareness of systemic racism inherent in the criminal justice system. This reality ignited a surge of civil rights protests that culminated in massive nationwide demonstrations led primarily by the Black Lives Matter movement—perhaps “the largest movement in US history.”6 In June 2020, beginning the same week many merchants were just reopening after the devastating, initial months-long lockdowns, they suddenly found themselves shuttering again, hastily nailing plywood over their doors and windows to avoid the extensive fires, vandalism, and looting that swept the US and beyond, perpetrated by a small minority of the otherwise peaceful demonstrators. Some business owners dodged direct damage from the civil unrest. Some did not. And all of us got a long overdue wakeup call. The Insurance Information Institute designated the riots the first “multi-state catastrophe event” in US history.7 But we didn’t need insurance analytics to know that. We all felt it. We still feel it.

The good news is many business leaders finally realized it was time to take action. We must end the duplicity and ineffectiveness of current business and economic strategies. Our “Me First” approach no longer works. In short, it’s now or never. After this recent worldwide health and economic disaster—not to mention the preexisting environmental, political, and cultural cataclysms—we’re primed for the most expansive and substantive global change we’ve seen since the Industrial Revolution. And who shall LEAD us?

WE Are the Answer We’ve Been Looking For

From the COVID-19 catastrophe to the Australian bush fires that consumed large swaths of my home country in 2019, we have all experienced how little “We the People” can rely on government in a crisis of expansive proportions. In my adopted home, the US, we couldn’t even agree on the basic facts of “the most secure election in American history.”8 On the other hand, we sometimes see relatively swift action on items such as healthcare and the environment, as we did beginning with a new US administration in 2021. But we cannot rely on the vagaries of flip-flopping party politics, can we?

Why can’t our politically privileged lead this movement toward a self-sustaining, even regenerative economy and environment, so we can get on with what we do best—running our businesses? Recent state-centered geopolitical trends—consolidation and ever-increasing national control—have eroded collaborative global efforts to overcome our shared challenges. Governments around the world are now riddled with corruption, bias, and rising nationalism, rather than embracing our shared mandate to address issues such as the climate emergency.9 Yet a recent survey shows that half the business community still thinks government should address the 2015 “Sustainable Development Goals”10 (SDGs), the United Nations’ (UN’s) seventeen-point blueprint to achieve a better and more sustainable future for all. The other half already understands that we can no longer wait for others to secure our future, that we need to move with more urgency, and that the business world can and should do more on its own and in partnership with other entities.

Why not government? The public sector will not—cannot—take on these challenges on its own. Politics in general has been hampered by, well, politicking, along with unshakable vested interests that have frustrated efforts to address the climate crisis, global health concerns, economic disparities, and many other key issues. In the US and other Western nations, the electoral process is compromised by misinformation, gerrymandering, lobbying, gridlock, overt corruption, and, as the 2020 US presidential election proved, “fake news.” Political beliefs aside, the net result is that government, the traditional custodian of social change in service of its constituents, has proven unwilling or unable to respond rapidly enough to stall the mounting crises.

So how about nonprofit foundations (NPFs) and nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), born out of the mission to fill critical gaps for unwary civil authorities? We’ve learned how resource strapped and stretched most NGOs find themselves; hard working and deeply invested, yes, but insufficient on their own in the face of sprawling calamities. Citing internal challenges, lack of funding, partnering problems, and the absence of adequate willpower, most of the CEOs in charge of more than two hundred of the US’s largest foundations don’t believe their industry is making a significant difference in the world, a recent report revealed.11 Alone, they possess neither the resources nor the infrastructure to supply global solutions at scale, and historically have been limited by inefficiencies, lack of collaboration, even misappropriation of funds. For all their efforts and trillions in spending, the combined impact of these NPFs has barely scratched the surface, especially in the developing world.

In light of the failure of states and foundations to combat existential threats, WE together now need to take responsibility for our own healing, restoration, and regeneration. Reengineering from the ground up. A whole new operating system. These problems we face—social, economic, ecological—are not discrete. They require a more holistic approach that includes all stakeholders in our society; a cooperative, global effort undertaken by organizations in the trenches that will reshape our daily lives.

Why do I say “holistic”? Because each distinct issue is intimately connected to all others. An example: The journal Environmental Research estimates fossil fuel pollution is the cause of nearly one out of every five deaths, killing 8.7 million people a year.12 A new global study has also linked depression and suicide to air pollution; reducing toxic air could prevent millions of depression cases, the research suggests.13 During the COVID-19 crisis, we saw indisputable proof of the interconnectedness of all things—a fact environmentalists had been yelling from the rooftops for fifty years as temperatures and waters rose, skies darkened, and our collective lungs drowned in industrial pollution.

Weeks into 2020 and through 2021, we all understood, practically and viscerally, how our physical health drives our economic health—and vice versa. We also now know for certain that all but the wealthiest of our global citizens are but a small step away from a shock that knocks them into sheer survival mode. Even the heartiest multinational companies—not to mention the millions of mom-and-pop shops—are vulnerable to sudden, devastating shifts in the marketplace or a complete economic shutdown. Big and small firms alike must adapt to sudden, costly new rules for doing business.

Yet the pandemic also reminded us of the best of us. We’ve seen large-scale solutions to combat a global threat enacted with alacrity and intensity. As in the past, humans tend to respond together in the face of imminent catastrophe. For instance, on May 8, 1980, the thirty-third World Health Assembly (WHA) officially declared the planet liberated of smallpox—maybe the greatest international public health achievement in history.14 This landmark stood until the advent of the Pfizer/BioNTech, Moderna, AstraZeneca, and Johnson & Johnson (J&J) COVID-19 vaccines at the end of 2020, after less than a year of development. The lesson is so simple that it’s deceptively obvious: When we work together, when the stakes are high, when we change the narrative of our lives to LEAD WITH WE, there are few limits to what we can achieve. Even rivals J&J and Merck began working together around the clock in 2021 to produce vaccines on an unprecedented scale.15

Since the start of the pandemic, we’ve witnessed unparalleled cooperation in response to the novel coronavirus. We’ve observed dramatic successes not only in public–private partnerships, but also in business alone leading the way in solving crises, even when that required 180-degree pivots. We’ve seen business rising to the challenge innovatively and in real time, fast-tracking personal protective equipment (PPE), ventilators, and supplies for the medical front line. Why? Because industry, companies, brands—business leaders—are best positioned to facilitate meaningful change for the good of all. Business possesses the infrastructure, relationships, and logistics, as well as the talent, expertise, and pressure to innovate. In contrast to the NPF or public sectors, the private sector can leverage its extensive resources, reach, and global footprint to mobilize employees, innovation, supply chains—as well as consumers—around the world to rapidly provide solutions at scale.

Business manages products throughout their entire life cycle, and so is therefore best positioned to do less harm and more good at every stage of the process. Business is also both more formidable and more durable than government, which is subject to political and electoral swings, not to mention partisan-only support. Business enjoys real-time feedback from the citizenry—enhanced by its direct access to increasingly precise consumer psychographic data—and can nimbly adjust to marketplace imperatives more effectively than governments and NGOs working independently. Its brands have earned the hard-won position of being the most knowledgeable and influential responders to and framers of consumer priorities: what they buy and, therefore, how they live. Last, only business faces relentless competitive forces, as well as stakeholder expectations, to satisfy public demands and do it more effectively, accountably, and transparently over time. Examples and case studies abound in this book and, in almost every case, these businesses outperform competitors and the market, to boot—even as they protect our collective future.

Take a lesson from Yvon Chouinard, founder of outdoor clothing and gear giant Patagonia, who told the crowd at Expo West in 2019 that “if your business is not helping to regenerate the Earth, start a new business.” The company even changed its mission statement to reflect this dedication to social and environmental responsibility and long-term sustainability: “[Patagonia is] in business to save our home planet.”16 How can we all do the same?

We Need Business at the Vanguard, Solving Crises at Scale

As we find ourselves transitioning toward new kinds of leaders with new ways of thinking, we might ask, “Why now?”—and in some cases, “Why me?” Is it fair that we have to worry about the WE when so few others did before us? Why can’t we just coast and let a select few big dogs take responsibility? What about the developing world and their outsized ambitions to enjoy the same spoils? What if our competitors take advantage of us in the meantime? What’s wrong with the status quo if it’s working, pretty much, for us?

These vectors and voices of resistance fall into three main categories. The first is that a small percentage of the “1 percent” benefits most from holding back transformative efforts. The fifty richest people in the world—the billionaires, investment bankers, and captains of the financial sector—own more wealth than more than half of all other humans. That’s fifty individuals versus 3.8 billion people,17 half of whom live on less than $5.50 a day. Second, the rising middle classes around the world in countries like China, India, and Brazil want their shot at upward mobility and affluence. And third, we must account for those who are barely surviving from paycheck to paycheck, or who are government dependent and outright impoverished, for whom changing the world seems so far outside their scope of influence and ability to even consider.

In fact, the three wealthiest people in the world as of this writing are now substantively committed to saving the planet: Bill Gates through his longstanding foundation with Melinda Gates, Elon Musk through his myriad companies, and Jeff Bezos via his funding efforts. Consider also that 220 other billionaires have signed on to give away half of their immense fortunes to social causes as part of the Giving Pledge launched by the Gateses and Warren Buffett in 2010.18 Now WE must all act within our ranges of impact—and work to expand them—before it’s too late. The great news is it can be a mammoth opportunity to redefine growth so that it encompasses profit, purpose, and the overall well-being of the Earth and all its inhabitants.

Collectively, we have to get to work—or else we business leaders, along with the rest of the world, will find ourselves still “sleepwalking into a crisis.”19 It is because we’ve been telling ourselves that these problems have nothing to do with us, that they’re too big, or that someone else will swoop in, that we’ve accelerated the negative forces of change, disruption, and destruction. It’s time we adjust our goggles and work toward greater returns both on our company balance sheets and within the communities we serve.

Why? And why should the business world care? Not to put too fine a point on it, but we learned during the pandemic that we’re all connected. Sick and dying customers buy fewer apps, cans of soda, sneakers, and cars. Even citizens who are merely afraid of each other or stepping outside are not good consumers. Certainly, a few well-positioned and lucky companies such as Amazon manage to grow during a pandemic. Notwithstanding criticism and multinational investigations about its possible anti-competitive practices, Amazon’s first quarter 2021 revenue leapt 44 percent year over year to a whopping $108 billion. The company’s profits tripled in that same period to $8.1 billion—even after it hired about 400,000 new workers and invested heavily.20 Most companies, of course, do not fare so well in times of health, social, and economic crises. Risks and trends in the business world are all interconnected, such as PPE and vaccine supply-chain issues relating to regional, national, and global well-being. Community health is coupled with clean water and sustainable agriculture. Sales routes depend on robust and resilient infrastructure. Rising sea levels will affect the bakery business just as surely as it will distress the tech sector. Businesses large and small cannot run without the physical and financial survival of often-overlooked “essential” workers that make all busy supply chains and stocked store shelves possible. The point is that the hip bone’s connected to the backbone.

Business executives worldwide woke up to this reality in 2020, and began to enhance their roles to encompass more ethical decision making in solving the world’s problems. In 2021, the UN undertook the world’s most extensive survey of public opinion on the climate emergency, which revealed that 59 percent of respondents from fifty countries believe urgent and wide-ranging action is necessary.21 We can learn from these leaders, and expand overall efforts within our own company, industry, or sector, especially by collaborating.

And companies have been succeeding at such collaboration. How a brand shows up during a crisis like COVID-19 is key to its own survival and the long-term viability of the communities and society it serves. For instance, early on, Ford and Dyson began to retool their production facilities to make virus test kits, hand sanitizer, and PPE. Thousands of other firms also began responding willingly, on their own, and jumped en masse at the chance to serve. After having to shutter all its brick-and-mortar locations, huge Swedish multinational retailer H&M quickly pivoted not only with massive in-kind donations of bedding and clothes to local organizations hard hit by the shutdown, but also by adapting its supply chain to produce PPE for hospitals and healthcare workers. H&M allowed global aid organizations to piggyback on its considerable social media network and expanded its foundation arm.22 The brand also managed to stay relevant and in front of the masses, and kept its employees productive and its resources and reach leveraged, even though its stores were shut. H&M did the right thing and maintained revenue streams.

We Must Take Care of Our Home Planet

Corporate contingency planning for Earth’s survival must start now. Yesterday. We must learn to treat our businesses as “first responders”; more on that in chapter two, “Urgency.” Advocating for her generation, in September 2019 teenage climate-emergency activist Greta Thunberg goaded the UN, “People are suffering, people are dying, entire ecosystems are collapsing. We are in the beginning of a mass extinction and all you can talk about is money and fairytales of eternal economic growth.”23

The world population hit one billion in 1804, and took 126 years to double, then only fifty to double again. Our population has doubled a third time since 1970, just in my lifetime.24 It’s estimated to reach eleven billion by 2100. It’s not a question of land alone—we’re utilizing only about half of the usable part of it—but terminable resources, given the exponential rate at which we devour them. The “number of consumers and the scale and nature of their consumption,”25 according to population expert David Satterthwaite of the International Institute for Environment and Development, makes overpopulation and human–environmental interactions not just a bothersome reality we have to live with while continuing on our merry way to the bank—but an existential threat.26

And it’s not just us humans we have to worry about. Our influence on other species and our shared home is unprecedented in scope, speed, and growth. For instance, humanity is causing mass marine extinction that will take millions of years to ameliorate.27 In fact, on land, in the sea, and in the air, we’re in the midst of what some experts have called “the Earth’s sixth mass extinction crisis.”28

We can’t pass the buck. “The next few years are probably the most important in our history,” says a leader of the UN’s assessment of human impact on the natural environment.29

The massive, three-year, UN-backed landmark study by the Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services, assembled by 150 experts in fifty countries, concluded that governments and the business community will have to respond post haste—or join the list of endangered entities.30 Now that human-caused mass extinction has taken hold, the UN warns us that we have a mere decade to save the Earth’s biodiversity.31 Ten years.

But, you might be saying, I’m out there manufacturing bowling balls. I provide temp services to accounting firms. I’m the president of a university system. What does any of this have to do with me?

Everything.

A 2020 World Wildlife Fund (WWF) report projects a $10 trillion hit to the global economy by 2050 if we continue down this road. Sustainable Brands (SB), a global community of brand innovators who are shaping the future of commerce worldwide, did an analysis:


The Global Futures report—a partnership between WWF, the Global Trade Analysis Project at Purdue University, and the University of Minnesota’s Natural Capital Project—includes first-of-its-kind analysis that calculated the economic cost of nature’s decline across 140 countries. The findings show that if the world carries on with “business as usual,” the US would see the largest losses of annual GDP in absolute terms, with $83 billion wiped off its economy each year by 2050—an amount equivalent to the entire annual GDP of Guatemala.32



And here’s an entrée into the great opportunity in our hands: We can start by helping all kinds of consumers to keep altering our old, unproductive, hyper-consumerist behaviors. But let’s not put all the responsibility on consumers. Business producers and providers must do their part to heal an unhealthy system for which they’re largely responsible. Consider that 165 million tons of plastic now swamp the world’s oceans, and that by 2050, the amount of plastic will outweigh the volume of sea life.33 Every single minute, the equivalent of a truckload of plastic enters the ocean.34 Beyond the well-documented damage to marine wildlife,35 tests show billions of people globally are drinking water contaminated by plastic particles, with 83 percent of samples thus polluted.36 Surely we can discover ways—ideally in collaboration with all our stakeholders—that our businesses and every link in our supply chains can halt the harm in these and adjacent arenas.

We also need to continue this healing by slowing the rate of woodland destruction required to build the vast plantations and ranches that feed our insatiable demand. Clearcutting for farming, livestock grazing, mining, or lumber are key factors in the degradation of our environment, and a major culprit in intermediate and long-term human suffering—including the spread of viruses from animals to people. In the last five years, humans have cut down an average of twenty-eight million hectares of forest every year—that’s “one football field of forest lost every single second around the clock”; In just forty years, a forest area the size of Europe has been destroyed.37 Cutting trees in particular both adds carbon dioxide to an air supply already choked with the gas and removes the Earth’s ability to absorb existing CO2. If the territory subject to tropical deforestation were a country, according to the World Resources Institute, it would rank third in carbon dioxide–equivalent emissions, behind only China and the US.38

Now, let’s think about industrial animal (“factory”) farming. “Stressed animals, immunologically compromised and crowded together in unhygienic conditions, create ideal conditions for the propagation of disease.”39 On top of that, the widespread and mostly unregulated prophylactic use of antibiotics to tamp down disease outbreaks among animals jammed together ultimately causes downline antibiotic-resistant superbugs in humans. Diseases that were once under control will suddenly start killing again.40 Large-scale livestock operations and farms even cause significant ocean “dead zones” off US shores and other coastlines from manure and fertilizer runoff. Taking on this public health issue is well within the mandate of the World Health Organization, but it will require business and consumers to change their behaviors. Addressing the WHA a few years ago, Margaret Chan, the organization’s outgoing director general, referred to antibiotic-resistant microbes, chronic diseases, and the climate emergency as “three slow-motion disasters” shaping the global health landscape. Factory farming connects the dots among them.41

We Need to Redefine the Purpose of Business

COVID-19 and increased consciousness about the associated climate emergency recently catalyzed our great, preexisting sense of urgency, but focused on a repurposing of business. This movement is driven by a coalition of employees, consumers, customers, investors, and the media, all scrutinizing every move business makes. When urgency met higher expectations, the ongoing change accelerated. So, the present and intermediate future requires more “proof of purpose” (POP)—the actions our company takes, our products or services as the embodiment of our values, and our ability to effectively communicate our impact. Because we truly intend to build lasting trust, establish integrity, and become part of the solution to our grave collection of coming disasters,42 we should focus on bolstering our POP.

Yet today, though many companies are providing valuable LEAD WITH WE models, we still suffer from a POP famine. “While many big businesses communicate a clear purpose, only a quarter link this purpose to sustainable development. And of those that do, fewer still appear to truly live that purpose,” according to the important 2030 Purpose study undertaken by Deloitte.43 Perhaps this is owing to the political warzone our world’s become, with real and imagined mines under leaders’ feet at every turn. But these conditions remain our reality on the ground. Employees, consumers, and investors have connected with the dramatic response by business of all sizes to COVID-19, which raised the bar of expectation for every company—and business at large—as we grapple with a challenging (to say the least) future.

For instance, like Ford and Dyson, apparel company SanMar pivoted its manufacturing—in this case from mass-producing T-shirts to making masks—not only to survive, but to help others survive, too. “I wasn’t sure we could do it,” CEO Jeremy Lott told me. “Our largest yarn vendor said, ‘We’re putting together a coalition of American textile companies to make protective masks. We want you to be part of it.’ I was all in.”44 SanMar’s story mimics thousands of other corporate journeys.

When PPE was running out, these companies stepped between us and harm. They saved themselves, too, rendering themselves more resistant to negative market forces. They worked to save us all. This was true of countless small businesses, including fashion stores that sewed masks, local restaurants that fed medical practitioners, and solopreneurs struggling to survive simply sending messages of gratitude and support to those taking care of the infected.

In recent years, we’ve seen a ramp-up to corporate accountability regarding environmental sustainability, too, a cornerstone of the SDG list, with large European companies in the vanguard. For example, Swedish global furniture giant IKEA powers most of its stores with solar energy, aiming not only to become electricity neutral, but actually to build a surplus of juice to share with local communities.45 We also see this commitment in IKEA’s supply chain, where almost half its wood comes from sustainable foresters, and all its cotton from farms that meet the Better Cotton standards.46 Those are just a few of the many regenerative acts IKEA enacted by following a simple set of efficient, resourceful instructions: “People and Planet Positive.”47

All that we achieved in 2020 in response to an “invisible enemy” is emblematic of what we can do, a test run for solving our other challenges. Every system has a breaking point, and ours has reached it. Let’s not lose our momentum, our willingness to push ourselves, to come together and get creative, to take the kind of risks that personify most successful entrepreneurs, businesses, and industries. The good news is the COVID-19 pandemic has mandated a moonshot to redefine the conversation around humanity, business, and the planet. The crisis enabled unprecedented agility in terms of the business response. Many businesses placed primary importance on protecting the health and safety of their employees (which means they can do the same for the communities they serve, all of humanity, and the planet). Starbucks offered employees “catastrophe pay” for working during the lockdowns.48 Dollar General became, in January 2021, the first major retailer to incentivize inoculations through bonus pay.49 (Contrast this with retailers like Primark, Zara, and H&M, which faced employee and media backlash over garment worker layoffs and union busting during the crisis.50) Moving forward, capitalism and the other bastions of our way of life can be redefined around LEAD WITH WE thinking: cooperation, collaboration, and partnership in service of a business repurposed. It focuses on what it means to LEAD. (Much more on this in chapter four, “Purpose.”)

We Must Share a Story We Can All Believe In

Purpose is at the core of our human story. It’s the meaning of our lives. And what’s the plot of this story? Of all our stories? We exist to look out for each other. In fact, our very survival depends on it.51 And here’s the thing: We don’t write our stories on stone anymore. They can change, intentionally, whether they’re the ones we’re telling ourselves or hearing from others. So, it’s time to change the story. We’re starting with business, because business is at the nucleus of the ballooning challenges we all face, and as we’ve seen, it’s best positioned to defuse those problems at scale.

Think this can’t be done? Consider how the Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. fundamentally changed the narrative around economic justice and the African American experience with his “I Have a Dream” speech and other teachings. The power of his language—his “profound advocacy of the social gospel”52—unlocked hearts and minds, and fundamentally shifted the course of history. Or how John F. Kennedy changed the story of the space race and Cold War with his stirring “Ask not what your country can do for you” and his “We chose to go to the moon in this decade” speeches. They rallied large blocks of society around singular foci, motivated them to make sacrifices and take unaccustomed actions to achieve extraordinary deeds. Examples are legion: Mother Teresa’s story of universal love. Rosa Parks’s story of justifiable civil disobedience in the name of what was right and true. We can do this.

Business leaders, from founders and solopreneurs to CEOs and CMOs (chief marketing officers) of global corporations, hold in their hands the power to frame a new, more productive narrative, and to institutionalize it through internal and external storytelling in all its forms, redirecting and rewarding new behaviors that will improve our lives and our future. We must reimagine, craft, and share revised stories to co-create an abundant future of humankind. By doing so, we also make such a future more possible for ourselves. The act of telling a story affects not only the listener; it also strengthens the resolve of, and otherwise transforms, the teller.53

We need to forge a new narrative originating in meaningful and measurable positive impact supported by transparency and accountability. WE are responsible. WE can and must respond to the forces around us. WE need to LEAD. And only WE, collectively, collaboratively, creatively, can solve the immense real-world problems we’ve occasioned by our prior misguided narratives. Language is a virus.54 We’ve variously infected the world with our injudicious attitudes. But we’re also the only potential cure.

This movement is a fait accompli. We’re seeing massive and simultaneous shifts within all key business constituencies, from investors to employees to consumers, finally enabling a new system, an alternative to the prevailing narrative and practices. Together, we’re telling that new story, rooted in all-new, LEAD WITH WE language. The requisite coalitions required to affect real change are aligning. Only all of us, together, with everyone doing their part, can get us out of the mess we’ve collectively created.

WE Must Now LEAD

To reengineer capitalism for the benefit of all, this is what business must do, starting today. It’s simple. And hard. We must:

LEAD.

WITH.

WE.

What does that mean?

[image: ]LEAD: To go before or with, to show the way, to conduct, escort, or guide. To progress. To act, and to act proactively, with forward thinking; to take responsibility and shoulder burdens. To envision and realize a regenerative future. To extend scope of impact.

[image: ]WITH: To consider all stakeholders, to assemble and associate, to collaborate unreservedly, to conjoin and partner, to bring along, to correspond. To lead consistently with ethical, moral, and natural laws that involve elements within, beside, or beyond ourselves. To exponentially expand our relationships, reach, and results.

[image: ]WE: To aim in every decision toward serving the entire collective. To share responsibility, burden, and benefits. To remember the whole is greater than the sum of its parts. To transcend the typical ranges of impact and transform the future for the betterment of all. WE is an initial assumption, a process, and the ultimate aim for our leadership expansion. It should be paramount in all decision making, all policy, and all communication, internal and out.


Consider these prophetic words by Salesforce’s CEO Marc Benioff:

This idea that somebody put into our heads—that companies are somehow these kind of individuated units that are separate from society and don’t have to be paying attention to the communities they’re in—that is incorrect … Are we not all connected? Are we not all one? Isn’t that the point?55



We Can Envision What It Means to LEAD WITH WE

Here we find a graphic representation of the essence of the LEAD WITH WE methodology, its principles and practice. This graph, called “Collectivized Purpose in Action” or “the Spiral,” is a simple, consistent, but powerful schema with huge dimensions to it, encompassing us as individual leaders, our companies, communities, society, and the planet. My intention is that this model should travel well across all stakeholders and cultures, regardless of nationality, industry, economic theory, or one’s particular position in the business hierarchy.

Think of the Spiral as a complete matrix of mutualized business responsibilities and rewards, with three basic but profound reminders built in, to LEAD. WITH. WE. This “Virtuous Spiral” model and its taxonomy loosely derive from the natural world. In each successive chapter, we’ll dissect different, ever-widening levels of the Spiral and see what’s inside. But, by activating our unique version of the collectivized purpose—serving the WE, WITH, and for all stakeholders involved in as many of our decisions and actions as possible—we essentially ascend the Spiral from “Me to WE,” collecting more collaborators and expanding our compass of impact. Our lives and our businesses will change forever, for the better. Let’s dive in for more details.

[image: ]

The LEAD WITH WE paradigm model is a three-dimensional Spiral. The shape contains three basic elements: (1) a bottom center point—the “hub”; (2) a curving ribbon deriving from the hub and rising; and (3) space(s) between the line(s) of the ribbon—the various levels.

1.LEAD new thinking and action. At the hub of the Spiral, we find ourselves: a stakeholder ready to interact optimally for or on behalf of a business. We gain the right mindset, understand and embody the urgency, and become willing to tell a new story, to shift any remnants of legacy thinking (e.g., “Greed is good”). We’re ready to LEAD, to work in collaboration WITH others, to serve the collective WE. Note that it’s critical that wherever we sit—even if we’re not working within a business at all—we can and must LEAD. This is not on others—it’s on all of us (This means you!).

2.WITH internal stakeholders. Under proactive leadership, we and all the other business stakeholders cooperate and work together to form a cohesive business unit built around a clear and meaningful purpose related to facts. We work WITH each other (C-suite with staff, customer service with sales, etc.), beginning with the vital premise that it’s not about “Me”—it starts and ends with WE. Likely this means our business as well as its suppliers, distributors, and strategic partners are all collaborating effectively. We’re taking our first steps up the Spiral, creating a corporate culture that reflects our collective core values, our shared business purpose. Our leadership and middle managers, for instance, are working in tandem with our frontline; our PR department is aligned with our customers’ cares and concerns; our stockholders are getting behind our new programs. WE comprises all the stakeholders, human and natural, that make up our business. The more and better we consider and collaborate WITH all the other stakeholders inside our business, the more we expand upward and outward on the Spiral beyond ostensible limitations. As “Me” becomes WE—as the arrow widens outward with our increased collaboration—we exponentially expand our influence and our impact. This starts coming to fruition when each member of our internal crew becomes a local emissary of our brand’s purpose.

3.WITH external communities. Next, we start working with others outside our business offices/website. People within our business entity work WITH its customers/consumers/clients. So, we’re taking that well-integrated business purpose—to LEAD WITH WE—and we’re aiming together, first, to build community beyond our business. We’re building a brand movement, but we’re not running the show on our own. Our business responds to the needs and cares of citizens, celebrates its consumers, and collaborates with them as brand ambassadors who co-own the purpose, co-create content, and collaborate on its execution.

4.WITH society. At this level, we’re working in partnership WITH others to lead cultural conversations among consumers and citizens beyond. In turn, this shapes the culture at large and exercises a measurable, positive impact on society. Here we work WITH—not against—positive trends and pressing needs in that wider culture—political, environmental, social, and economic. We seek to drive—not just react to—that conversation, and the shifts in thinking and behavior it inspires. And we work WITH partners. Multiple businesses further interact with each other, forming interconnected coalitions—wider WEs—thereby broadening our combined reach and scope of impact. Within our industry and then, of course, cross-sector. These clusters of cooperation in the business world are the next significant WITH, especially effective if and when our business works WITH appropriate partners, with government agencies, with competitors, with NPFs and/or NGOs.

5.WE. Now, when WE are all optimally engaged in this process, we can surpass the usual boundaries of possibility, ultimately entering together a transcendent realm of WE, The Higher WE, where there’s zero limit to what we can accomplish, and no problems we cannot, together, solve.

In this new conception of what it means to LEAD, we follow the broadening Virtuous Spiral, expanding the “Breadth of Our WITH,” and encompassing a wider and wider WE. We always continue to move upward and outward, progressing further, always enlarging our compass of influence—because it’s not a self-limited sphere; it’s an infinitely expandable Spiral—while ensuring our decisions and actions accord WITH natural laws, WITH justice, WITH the best interests of the collective. In so doing, we always exert a net positive effect on the local and global environments—on the whole world. On The Higher WE.

Ultimately, when we continue to LEAD in this manner, our behavior transcends the present challenges, opening up limitless potential impact. All driven by business.

The logarithmic pattern of our Spiral, mimicking nature, serves to illustrate the idea that we and our business (large or small) are but a small component of a much larger ecosystem, a larger whole: a WE that necessitates maximal interaction WITH all other stakeholders with the collective to function optimally. This is business reengineered. When we choose to LEAD, our business—what we make or do—becomes a launching pad for major change affecting domains and provinces far beyond the limited scope of our work walls, home offices, or IP address. This is how your home landscaping business in Sydney or your bookbinding business in Boise can ultimately influence the overall environment, the economy, or politics at large—all of us.

Now, it’s worth noting the current practice of Me First business sees this same Spiral working in reverse, with individuals or organizations thinking only of themselves, depleting the abundance of nature and others, further compromising the whole. With a “We First” movement, on the other hand, the ribbon twines upward and outward from the hub at the bottom. As we lead and grow by accumulating more elements of WITH, each level gets more significant, into the infinite possibilities of a much-improved future with business leadership at the helm. The survival of the stakeholder units that make up our businesses depends upon other businesses in our and related industries, as well as the fitness of the overall environment, just as much as its own intramural health, in the same way that if bees went on strike, penguins would ultimately die. All species and organisms depend on each other and the health of the whole.

In an analogous manner, our leadership moves along the ribbon, expanding outward from our springboard of WITH WE. The increasing space between the lines represents broadening levels into and through which our business and every other business can and should grow with We First leadership. We measure success here by the Breadth of Our WITH and the “Width of Our WE”: its dimension and expansiveness, how much of the collective we have incorporated into our business activities.

Remember, our business progresses forward—grows—along the line of the Spiral, expanding into newer, wider levels, only when we accept and practice working WITH all constituents in the center (all interested parties), then expands into as many levels of the Spiral as we can practicably reach. This second step is where LEAD WITH WE differs from most of the purpose paradigms available: It means we need to rethink the traditional idea of “stakeholder.” Maybe we should even reconsider what “shareholder” means: all parties with a share in the future, which includes, well, everyone. Yes, everyone, from our investors to our line workers and everyone in between, still counts. But so does our local community. So do the citizens who are not yet our customers and might not ever be. So do other species. So does the planet itself. All of these entities deserve a share of the abundant benefits. But remember, all stakeholders share accountability and the responsibility with us. In every decision, strategy, and practice, we ask, “Is this WITH?” or better yet, “Who is this WITH?” The more constituents and levels our business can reach, the better. Are we working WITH our consumers? WITH competitors? WITH environmental goals? WITH cultural trends and needs? WITH positive political influencers? The span of our WITH, or the extent of our collaboration, is determined by how far along the Spiral levels our decisions and actions exert appreciable impact.

No one’s expecting that your small shoe store can literally transform the world at the outermost edges of the Spiral. But if we all continually question the Breadth of Our WITH, and the Width of Our WE, and if we strive to adapt and do more still, we’ll win at this new game of growth because everyone wins.

Note also that although I’m breaking the Spiral down for the sake of clarity, we can and will, and must, sometimes “skip” steps. At any point we find ourselves on the ribbon, we can use the center ascending arrow to go anywhere. In other words, we mustn’t worry if we haven’t quite gotten all our suppliers on board; that doesn’t mean we can’t start caring about, and acting in accordance with, say, responsible environmental practices. This is important, so worth stressing: We may start with the whole rather than build up from the parts. This is a new point of departure from all the other purpose prescriptions. Think of the center ascending arrow, a constant access to the abundant Higher WE, like a turbolift accessed from any level—the Higher We has on-ramps at any point.

And keep in mind that the LEAD line of the Spiral moves in both directions, too. Our LEAD WITH WE actions move our business growth outward, but in so doing, the Spiral moves inward, too, meaning we gain greater rewards the farther out we reach. When our business enlarges and enriches our community, for example, our community can serve our business in turn with higher profits. When our actions and messaging truly serve society, stakeholders critical to our business open their wallets with loyalty, goodwill, and a willingness to spread our brand’s message and impact. When we improve our brand’s influence over culture, the culture amplifies our messaging, and we sell more of our beneficial stuff. When we nurture rather than deplete nature, the natural world repays us with abundance: a salubrious environment, vigorous economy, healthy workers, vibrant and plentiful resources. Growth goes both ways. So does contribution.

The LEAD WITH WE movement collectivizes purpose. The process becomes the purpose. It’s important to clarify that I’m not advocating communism or even socialism here, just a far better form of capitalism, and a more just and fair democracy. Some of the impact work that’s been celebrated in the “purpose” space is nevertheless limited in scope. Recycle your coffee cups. Be kind to suppliers. Hire diverse staff. These efforts got a lot of well-deserved traction over the years, paving the way for the modern, global, purpose-driven business movement. We’ve also seen many fine books about finding purpose, as well as countless great programs and paradigms for adopting a more purpose-based business model, from Harvard’s Michael Porter to Simon Sinek’s Start With Why. We’ve even seen a growing body of evidence about shared purpose, too, such as in General Stanley McChrystal’s Team of Teams.

But what I propose the world needs more than anything right now goes beyond a shared purpose. It needs to be a collective purpose, a single rocket ship we can all fuel, board, and navigate together. Unless WE—together—embrace the critical prioritization of the whole, our most well-intended efforts will continue to be undone by others choosing not to play along. And we certainly won’t meet the contracting timelines drawn by the crises we face. LEAD WITH WE builds on previous notions of purpose-based capitalism, then thrusts it light-years forward, because this prescription calls for all of us to act on a single purpose. I know that might at first sound unrealistic or naïve. But hear me out. The purpose is the process, not the destination. And that’s right—I’m saying everyone’s purpose is the same: It’s WE. To put We First and then to LEAD WITH WE. That’s our only hope for continued business relevance. For our very survival. That’s the collective business purpose fueling this ongoing revolution.

The process of building a collective purpose gets sparked by the formation, execution, and maintenance of your core business purpose, around which all the stakeholders of your business circulate, while all business—everyone—contributes in this way to the common purpose. We’re defining here the overarching or foundational purpose of business itself—to LEAD WITH WE, after which each company has the opportunity to define, integrate, and execute its own unique expression of it. So that a just, equitable, and prosperous future in which human and natural systems symbiotically regenerate and flourish becomes not only possible but sustainable.

It’s why companies across all sectors, from Honda to Land O’Lakes, from Hilton to Disney—with Musk’s Tesla in the pole position—have committed to decreasing their carbon footprints and modeling for their competitors how to turn major profits while innovating solutions and setting aggressive operational standards.56 They make money and change the world—for the better.

In We First, I outlined the concept of a Global Brand Initiative (GBI), through which companies leveraged social media and combined their efforts to collaboratively address pressing and interrelated issues. LEAD WITH WE goes much further, because we know those crises have worsened and we need a wholesale repurposing of business. Whereas GBI posited a collaborative mindset and practice of business with a singular impact focus, LEAD WITH WE prescribes a collectivized purpose for business itself—to serve the WE.

Remember, for this revolution to continue to work, we must all LEAD (proactively decide to do something meaningful, to affect change) WITH (accumulate like-minded collaborators along the way) WE (aim toward a collective, positive future, encompassing all). All grounded in a quest for trustworthiness, both in terms of the integrity of our intent and the soundness of the system our combined efforts build. The needs are self-evident. Expectations continue to rise. And a leadership opportunity awaits for companies that seize this moment most fully, and execute accordingly. Let’s explore how to get there, starting with how to LEAD in this new paradigm.
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