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The influence of the pandemic

The COVID-19 pandemic 
has accelerated the rise 

of companies with a 
strong sense of purpose, 

going beyond a 
traditional business “for-

profit” approach.



Businesses become purpose-driven

“Traditional sustainability”

Environmental concerns and 
ethical credentials

“New sustainability”

A more holistic purpose. 
Businesses are expected to be a 
force for good, enabling access 
to sustainable but affordable 

products, while helping to 
reduce economic problems and 
health and social inequalities.



Two examples: SalesForce and Patagonia



People and planet

COVID-19 is catalysing change 
on many fronts. It is 

accelerating disruptive 
business models and the 
adoption of innovative 
solutions that are more 

socially and environmentally 
sound, often using new 

digital technologies. 



Transparency

With increasing scrutiny 
about how brands treat 
employees and suppliers 

and how goods are 
sourced and 

manufactured, more 
businesses are making 
transparency pledges. 



Local

Local buying and local 
manufacturing is 

expected to grow as 
consumers look to 

support their 
communities and 

locally produced items. 



Collaboration

The crisis has highlighted 
the advantages of greater 

collaboration across 
countries, industries, 

businesses and supply 
chains to address complex 
social and environmental 

issues. 



Purpose is the New Normal

Purpose-driven leadership
Purpose goes mainstream

Social purpose
Shift in societal 

expectations

Climate emergency

Focus on climate change

Stakeholder capitalism

Value for all

Build resilience

Supply chain safety

Sustainable investing

Build back better



Purpose goes mainstream

Swedish plant-based milk brand 
Oatly is facing a boycott by 

sustainability-conscious 
consumers in the UK. This is 

because the private equity firm 
Blackstone, whose investments 
have been accused of driving 

Amazon deforestation, acquired 
10% of the company (USD200 

million).



Shift in societal expectations

More positively, 71.1% of 
companies are planning 

to invest in employee 
support programs such as 
the promotion of work-

life balance, flexible hours 
and the ability to work 

from home. 



Focus on climate change

Despite the disruptions caused by 
the pandemic, action on climate 

change remains a priority for 
companies, with 63.6% of 

businesses defining sustainability 
as “incorporating energy saving 

processes in their production” and 
61.1% of them planning to invest in 

energy-related sustainability 
initiatives over the period 2020–

2025.



"Transform to Net Zero" 

Multinational corporations are 
renewing their efforts towards a net 
zero carbon strategy, with Microsoft 

launching the “Transform to Net Zero” 
initiative in July 2020, alongside FMCG 

heavyweights Nike, Unilever and 
Danone. This cross-industry coalition 
aims to support businesses to achieve 
meaningful emissions reductions by 

leveraging technology, promoting 
collaboration and fostering innovation.



Value for all: Stakeholder capitalism

The World Economic Forum’s annual 
meeting, held in in Davos in January 

2020, pushed the stakeholder 
agenda forward by encouraging 

companies to strive for shared and 
sustained value creation, serving not 
only shareholders but a wider range 
of stakeholders including employees, 

customers, suppliers, local 
communities, society at large and 

the planet.



US and EU changes



Supply chain safety

The pandemic has proved the need 
for more resilient supply chains, 

with 44.9% of companies reporting 
an extensive impact of COVID-19 

on their operations, 35.4% are 
affected by shortages of supplies, 
30% experiencing transportation 
disruption during lockdown and 
27.8% expecting some kind of 

disruption during the second half 
of the year.



Build back better

COVID-19 will likely result in the 
worst recession since the great 

Great Depression, with an 
unprecedented scale of societal 

and economic disruption 
threatening the sustainability 

agenda. One of the most affected 
areas during the outbreak was the 

development and launch of 
sustainable products, followed by 

waste and recycling initiatives.



Barriers to Invest in Sustainability



Purpose goes mainstream

In August 2020, a coalition of global leaders 
representing a combined annual revenue of 
over USD100 billion and a total workforce 

of over 500,000, signed an open letter 
proposing an economic roadmap to build 

back better post-COVID-19. In the letter 14 
senior executives, from companies such as 
Danone, Philips, L’Oréal and Mastercard, 
called on businesses and governments to 

accelerate the transition towards an 
inclusive, resilient and sustainable economy 

that recognises and enables purpose-first 
businesses to thrive. 



The EU Green Deal is at the core of the EU’s COVID-19 
recovery package

Some countries are promising to 
build back better, reaching net-zero 

carbon emissions and reducing 
inequalities, with Europe leading 
the way. The EU Green Deal is at 

the core of the EU’s COVID-19 
recovery package, aiming to be the 

region’s new growth strategy, 
fostering inclusive, resilient and 

climate friendly innovation.



Pandemic impact on the 2030 agenda

Change in the Level of Engagement with the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), Pre- and 
Post-outbreak 

 
Decent work and economic growth (SDG8) 

Industry, innovation and infrastructure (SDG9) 

Responsible consumption and production  (SDG12) 

Good health and well-being (SDG3) 

Reduced inequality (SDG10) 

Gender equality (SDG5) 

Climate action (SDG13) 

Affordable and clean energy (SDG7) 

Zero hunger (SDG2) 

Sustainable cities and communities (SDG11) 

Clean water and sanitation (SDG6) 

No poverty (SDG1) 

Life below water (SDG14) 

Partnerships to achieve the goal (SDG17) 

Life on land (SDG15) 

Peace and justice strong institutions (SDG16) 

Quality education (SDG4) 
 

-25% -20% -15% -10% -5% 0% 5% 10% 

% growth 
 
 

Source: Euromonitor International Voice of the Industry: Sustainability Surveys 
Note: 2019 survey (May 2019; n=556) and 2020 survey (June 2020; n=1,017). 



Sustainability Beyond COVID-19

The renewed focus on social initiatives 
is highly unlikely to cast a shadow over 
pre-COVID-19 environmental concerns 

such as climate change, waste or air 
pollution. 7 in 10 companies expect 

consumers to be more concerned about 
sustainability issues than they were pre-
COVID, with many companies expecting 
the increased use of plastic packaging 

and the lower demand for second-hand 
products to revert to pre-pandemic 
levels in the short to medium term.



Future investments

In 2020, most professionals consider 
sustainability strategies critical to business 

success and an important component of their 
value proposition, helping companies to attract 
employees, consumers and investors. Therefore, 

despite the initial pause of some initiatives 
during the peak of the outbreak, especially 

those related to the environment, more 
companies are planning to invest in 

sustainability in the aftermath of the pandemic 
than they were before. While waste and 

recycling top the list of future investment areas, 
the development of sustainable products and 

sustainable sourcing are two areas of 
investment accelerated by the pandemic.



Planned Sustainability Investments



Future Business Digital Investments



The risk of purpose-washing

Accurate, measurable and 
standardised metrics are needed to 

track progress towards purpose-driven 
commitments. These metrics will 

distinguish companies that are 
genuinely embedding purpose in their 

strategic outlook, re-focusing their 
actions and investments to help the 

transition towards a net-zero, inclusive 
and greener economy, from those that 

are merely purpose-washing.



Sustainable metrics



To embrace the shift from sustainability to purpose

Connect purpose 
with missions 
and strategy 

Embrace 
purpose-driven
collaboration

Focus on 
diversity and 

inclusion 

Leverage the 
COVID-19 
disruption 

Embrace and 
accelerate digital 
transformation

From 
shareholder to 

stakeholder 



Thank you!


