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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
The concepts of corporate social responsibility (CSR) and creating shared value (CSV) are gaining
significant traction among today’s businesses, with more organizations realizing that combining
purpose and profit is a formula that’s both good for the world and their bottom line. The idea
has particular relevance in the travel industry, a sector with significant economic, social, cultural,
and political impact. Indeed, a wide range of travel industry organizations including Airbnb,
Hyatt, Delta, and Intrepid Travel, among others, now incorporate purpose-driven values into their
business strategies.
Nevertheless, many travel brands that add purpose into their business plans also recognize there
are challenges. Some purpose-led decisions can be controversial among certain customer groups,
and some executives discover that committing to purpose-focused decisions can also raise the
level of scrutiny they face from company stakeholders. There’s also the potential for purposedriven missions to be perceived as inauthentic if they are undertaken for purely cynical ends. How
then can today’s travel organizations balance purpose and profit successfully?
In order to understand why purpose-led missions are gaining importance in the travel industry,
this report examines why CSR has become a bigger part of today’s cultural and corporate
conversation. It also analyzes recent shifts in consumer attitudes towards environmental
responsibility, giving back, and transformative travel, each of which suggests that travelers are
increasingly drawn to companies that embrace purpose-driven experiences, products, and values.
The report then reviews four core strategies that today’s travel organizations can embrace to
create more purpose-focused companies. One strategy involves building an organizational culture
focused on purpose, while a second approach is to more closely align the company’s mission
with what inspires consumers. A third strategy for travel brands hoping to making purpose part
of their business strategy is to focus on long-term goals in addition to short-term profits. The
fourth strategy is to focus on accountability and transparency, benchmarking progress using a
combination of internal metrics and standards set by international governmental agencies like
the United Nations.
The companies adopting these strategies are finding a variety of benefits. First and foremost,
many companies report increases in traditional business metrics like sales and revenue, creating
a virtuous loop that helps them channel even more resources toward their purpose-led missions.
Another advantage is an ability to be more innovative, allowing the company to experiment with
new products and help instigate long-term social change. Last but not least, purpose can help
make companies more resilient in the face of environmental, political, and business threats.
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EXECUTIVE LETTER
There’s an important truth emerging in the travel sector:
tourism is fast becoming the largest industry in the world.
That growing financial clout also means that travel business
decisions can bring widespread economic, social, and even
conservation benefits to countries.
But with that impact also comes a recognition that we as an
industry have some big issues to tackle, including overtourism,
child protection, and the inconvenient truth that the act of
travelling is a significant source of carbon emissions. When
short-term profits are at stake, sustainability can become a
‘nice thing to do’.
The good news is, that businesses don’t have to make a choice
between profitability and having a bigger purpose. At Intrepid,
we’ve found that being a purpose-led business has helped to
fuel our growth. The more we grow, the more we can do.
Three years ago, Intrepid returned to being an independentlyowned business. We no longer wanted to focus on short-term
profits, instead, we wanted to provide long-term benefits to all
stakeholders in our business. To hold ourselves accountable, we
made a public commitment to becoming a certified B Corp.
Today, we are on the brink of B Corp Certification and will
soon join the ranks of iconic purpose-driven brands such as
Patagonia and Ben & Jerry’s. These are highly profitable brands
that continue to prove that business can be a force for good.
They not only provide evidence that it’s possible to balance
purpose and profit, they inspire us to be better.
Travel is perhaps more interdependent than any other industry.
That’s why I hope this report inspires new collaborations and
solutions. Together, we can create a more sustainable future
of travel.
James Thornton
CEO, Intrepid Group

James Thornton
CEO, Intrepid Group

5

Balancing Purpose and Profit

SKIFT REPORT 2018

6

INTRODUCTION: UNDERSTANDING TRAVEL’S
PURPOSE-DRIVEN SHIFT

Photo credit: Intrepid Travel

Every year, 1.4 million children die from diseases that can be prevented by a simple solution:
handwashing with soap. But in many poor communities around the world, soap is a luxury. Buying
even this simple product is prohibitively expensive, and using soap can be challenging in developing
regions where water is scarce. So when the consumer goods giant Unilever announced plans to
introduce a low-cost soap that cut hand washing time from 30 seconds to 10 seconds, the business
case seemed unclear. Why would some of the world’s poorest citizens suddenly spend their money
on soap?
Yet Unilever’s low-cost product, called Lifebuoy, has gone on to incredible business success. It is
currently the world’s leading antibacterial soap. It has not only sold hundreds of millions of units in
60 countries, but also boosted hygiene while preventing illness and even death in some of the world’s
poorest communities.
The surprising example of Unilever’s Lifebuoy brand is part of a growing realization among today’s
profit-driven businesses: when they aim to do good, the company and the world both benefit. This idea
of combining purpose and profit, increasingly known to many in the business world as corporate social
responsibility (CSR) or “creating shared value” (CSV), has big potential in the travel industry. According
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to one 2016 estimate by the The World Travel & Tourism Council (WTTC), the sector’s total economic
contribution totaled more than $7.6 trillion. When these spending decisions are made with the
principles of CSR and CSV in mind, they have significant power to boost profits while simultaneously
improving the health of the planet, the wellbeing of local communities, the quality of social discourse,
and the prosperity of people around the world.
Today, more and more brands in the travel industry are taking this realization to heart. In 2017,
Hyatt, Discover Los Angeles, and Airbnb all launched ad campaigns celebrating diversity and greater
cultural understanding. Meanwhile, in the spring of 2018, Delta announced plans to stop offering
travel discounts to NRA members as a statement on gun violence. In South Africa, the luxury safari
lodge company Singita has a “100 year purpose” manifesto, publicizing its long-term commitment
to wildlife conservation efforts. There’s also Intrepid Travel, which debuted its new ad campaign “Be
Intrepid” earlier this year, focusing on how travelers can be more responsible and purpose-led during
their journeys. The potential impact of these purpose-focused campaigns is significant, helping endear
consumers to purpose-driven travel firms, improve the world, and boost business success.
But in the short term, the shift toward purpose is also creating challenges. Some purpose-driven
decisions are initially controversial, or even costly, to the companies that make them. Delta’s decision
to cut ties with the NRA, for instance, cost the company a valuable tax break it previously enjoyed
from its home state of Georgia. Such decisions also put company executives in the spotlight. “While
executives have a unique opportunity to generate goodwill by tackling social issues, they’re also subject
to the same level of scrutiny as their company,” confirmed Andrew Caravella, vice president of strategy
and brand engagement at Sprout Social, in an interview with eMarketer.
Even more important, the companies that attempt to balance both purpose and profit need to
undertake both efforts with intention and authenticity. If a travel brand focuses on purpose simply
to get a PR headline, it can be seen as inauthentic if consumers don’t believe the company’s actions
match its messaging. “Brand purpose is largely being leveraged for a marketing purpose, with no
more a real and positive societal impact than a new flavour or shiny new packaging,” cautioned Alex
Dimiziani, recently-departed global marketing director at Airbnb, in a 2018 opinion piece for Marketing
Week. United Airlines might promote customer-friendly service in its messaging to consumers, but the
blowback from an incident in 2017, where a passenger was forcibly removed from a plane by police,
had real business consequences. One estimate of the damage from the event found that United’s
stock dropped by $1.4 billion in the aftermath.
All of this is to say that travel brands hoping to deliver both purpose and profit simultaneously face
challenges. But for the companies that make a commitment to doing good, there are numerous
rewards. In “Balancing Purpose and Profit: Why Doing Good is a Competitive Advantage in the Travel
Industry,” Skift and Intrepid Travel investigate the consumer and corporate shifts encouraging today’s
travel brands to design more purpose-driven travel experiences. The report also examines the strategies
travel brands can take to better align with these changing values. In doing so, we’ll illustrate why those
brands that add purpose into their company mission are finding a variety of benefits, both for the
world and for their bottom line.
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THE CORPORATE AND CONSUMER ORIGINS OF
PURPOSE-DRIVEN BUSINESS

Photo credit: Intrepid Travel

According to a 2015 study by the University of Oxford’s Saïd Business School and Ernst & Young, published
articles mentioning the topic of “purpose” have increased fivefold since 1994. Why have CSR and CSV
become such an important part of the corporate and cultural conversation in the travel sector? And why
should today’s travel businesses make it a priority? To answer these questions, it’s worth investigating the
larger shifts that have brought the topic to the forefront of today’s travel industry discussion.
Businesses have practiced corporate social responsibility in various forms since the 1950s. But the concept
of CSR truly started to evolve in 1990s, when British consultant John Elkington created a new accounting
framework, termed the “triple bottom line,” to measure sustainability efforts in the corporate world. While
most traditional measures of business success relied on just two bottom line metrics, monetary profit and
loss, Elkington’s framework consisted of three: profit, people, and planet. A 2009 article on the topic in the
The Economist noted that only those companies that incorporate this triple bottom line approach have truly
considered the full economic, environmental and social costs of their business.
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The concept of the purpose-driven business was further refined in 2011, thanks to the publication of an
influential Harvard Business Review article by Michael Porter and Mark Kramer, which introduced the
concept of “creating shared value.” The concept encourages business organizations to evolve beyond a
narrow focus on short-term profits, choosing instead to think more broadly about how they can create
long-term value for customers, society, and the environment. As the authors explained, today’s most
forward-thinking companies should aspire to redefine “...their purpose as creating ‘shared value’—generating
economic value in a way that also produces value for society by addressing its challenges.”
Today, the philosophies of the triple bottom line, CSR, and CSV are increasingly part of the larger corporate
conversation. According to one examination of the growing conversation around corporate purpose,
released by the University of Oxford’s Saïd Business School, five times as many mainstream articles have
been written on corporate purpose over the past 25 years.

Change in article counts

Corporate/organizational purpose
Corporate/organizational sustainability

1994

1996

1998

2000 2002 2004 2006

2008 2010

2012

2014

Purpose is very much at the center of today’s corporate and cultural conversation. According to one recent analysis by the University
of Oxford’s Saïd Business School, articles mentioning the topic of “purpose” have grown by a factor of five since 1994.

This conversation around purpose has been further reinforced by growing political and legal precedents. The
United Nations, for example, created the World Tourism Organization (UNWTO) in 1970, introducing a code
of voluntary tourism values that encouraged responsible practices and increased accountability for travel
businesses. As noted by the UNWTO, “CSR involves business practices aimed at increasing revenues while
benefiting the local communities in which companies operate, contributing to a lasting, sustainable and
more competitive business model.” There is also evidence that the travel industry can significantly contribute
to the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals, first announced in 2015, which include objectives like
ending poverty, protecting the planet, and ensuring prosperity for all.
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WHY TRAVELERS IDENTIFY WITH PURPOSE-DRIVEN
COMPANIES AND EXPERIENCES
It’s not only businesses that are taking purpose-driven values to heart. Traveler habits and attitudes
suggest a growing interest in brands and purchases that align with their own values.
First and foremost, there is increasing demand from travelers for accountability in the corporate world.
Today there is a growing sense that companies, not just governments, have a responsibility to help
address the world’s problems. In the face of continued global conflicts, accelerating climate change,
environmental degradation, and rising inequality across the globe, many governments seem paralyzed
by indecision or disagreement over how to respond to these problems.
This inaction has created a situation where consumers are asking their favorite brands to be better
corporate citizens, using their purchase decisions as proxies for their political motivations. In 1969, Carol
Hanisch, a pioneer of the Women’s Liberation Movement, wrote “personal is political,” referencing the
power of personal decisions to precipitate larger societal change.
That statement rings even more true today: a 2017 Sprout Social survey found that nearly six in 10 (58
percent) of those polled thought brands should take a position on human rights issues no matter
what. That figure rose to 83 percent when combined with those who wanted companies to take a
stance only if it related to their products or services. Only 17 percent of the survey participants felt that
human rights were “not a brand’s place.”
Photo credit: Intrepid Travel
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Percent of US Internet Users Who Believe Brands Should Take a Stand on Human Rights
% of respondents

17%
25%

Yes, all brands should take a stand

58%

Only if it relates to products/services
No, It’s not a brand’s place

Others in the media have also noted a rise in purpose-driven purchasing among consumers. As
The Guardian noted in 2015, “...increasing awareness around these issues has led to a rise in what
is known as conscious consumption, a movement of people who seek out ways to make positive
decisions about what to buy and look for a solution to the negative impact consumerism is having
on our world.” Social media is yet another force that’s helping further accelerate the demand for
transparency, not just from public institutions, but also from brands. As a result, customers who are
concerned with a particular company’s ethical practices are not afraid to let them know using the
two-way dialogue enabled by social media.
Also closely tied to this growing focus on accountability is a sense among travelers that their travel
choices and purchase decisions should make a statement about their personal identity and values.
Thanks again to the ubiquity of social media platforms, nearly every purchase is now an opportunity
for consumers to reinforce and share their identity with peers. This is communicated through the
garments they wear, what they eat and drink, and also where they choose to travel.
The link between travel experiences and personal identity is supported by research. According to
Skift’s 2018 Experiential Travel Survey, 59 percent of respondents said they agreed or strongly agreed
that the destinations they visit say a lot about who they are. Only two percent of the participants
strongly disagreed with the notion.
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Survey question: I believe the destinations I visit say a lot about who I am.

15%

Strongly Agree

44%

Agree
Neither Agree nor Disagree

32%
7%

Disagree
Strongly Disagree

2%

Source: Skift’s 2017 Experiential Travel Survey

The types of activities travelers choose in-destination are also shifting in a more purpose-driven direction. Plenty of travelers still want to go to the beach or enjoy a great meal. But many more are also seeking out “transformative” or life-changing experiences that help them grow, learn, and more deeply engage with the world.
In the same Skift report, 63 percent of respondents said they agreed or strongly agreed that they look to travel
experiences to give them a new perspective on the world.

Survey question: I specifically look for travel experiences that give me a new perspective on the world.

16%

Strongly Agree

47%

Agree

29%

Neither Agree nor Disagree

7%

Disagree
Strongly Disagree

1%

Source: Skift’s 2017 Experiential Travel Survey

This focus on transformative travel is now finding its way into the mission statements and messaging
promoted by travel brands. “Nowadays, before committing to a decision, travelers always ask themselves: how
will this experience change me?” said Kershing Goh, regional director of Americas at Singapore Tourism Board,
an organization that was recently involved in a market research project to refresh Singapore’s tourism brand.
Last but not least, purpose-driven travel makes sense because more consumers have a growing desire to give
back and be more environmentally conscious during their journeys. Consider that 40 percent of respondents
in Skift’s 2018 Experiential Travel Survey said they either agree or strongly agree that they were willing to pay
higher rates or fares to use travel service providers that demonstrate environmental responsibility.
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Survey question: I’m willing to pay higher rates/fares to use a travel service provider that demonstrates
environmental responsibility (consider accommodations, airlines, etc.)

13%

Strongly Agree

27%

Agree

36%

Neither Agree nor Disagree

18%

Disagree
Strongly Disagree

6%

This shift toward environmental responsibility complements the findings from other research
on the rise of travel-themed giving and volunteering among travelers. In a 2015 study
commissioned by Tourism Cares, 55 percent of all travelers said they had given back to a leisure
destination, either with their time as volunteers, or through cash or in-kind donations.
This alignment with altruism is also helping brands that want to target key groups of travelers
like millennials. During their travels, 81 percent of millennials volunteered, 78 percent donated
cash, and 83 percent gave in-kind when traveling during the last two years, according to
research from Tourism Cares.
Volunteering isn’t necessarily a good thing when completed in the context of tourism
experiences - in many cases it can even be detrimental to the destinations where it’s offered.
That being said, this urge toward altruism offers travel businesses a growing opportunity to help
customers align their values with who and how they choose to spend their money.
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HOW TRAVEL BRANDS CAN ALIGN WITH
PURPOSE-DRIVEN TRAVEL

Photo credit: Intrepid Travel

It’s now clear that both travelers and businesses see growing value in aligning purpose with purchases. But
what strategies should travel brands use to make sure they implement their own purpose-driven approach?
And how can they do it in a way that is authentic, sustainable, and, most importantly, profitable?
After all, organizations that don’t define a clear purpose, or create a purpose that is not genuine, could see
those efforts backfire. Alex Dimiziani, Airbnb’s recently-departed global marketing director, warned about
undertaking the process with less-than-sincere intentions in his recent Marketing Week article. “In today’s
highly cynical and transparent environment, this approach can do more – and more long-lasting – damage
than good,” he said.
In the section below, we offer four strategies to help travel brands balance their business goals and their
genuine desire to make a positive impact on the world.
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BUILDING PURPOSE INTO THE
ORGANIZATIONAL CULTURE
In order for travel companies to truly make purpose part of their day-to-day business, it needs
to be fully integrated into the company’s culture and decision making. That means that “good
intentions” are not enough: they need to be backed up by a solid purpose-driven organizational
culture and applied to real-world operations. In other words, travel brands need to “walk the walk.”
As Dimiziani noted, purpose “...must be the single most important criteria via which a company
evaluates – and that with which it imbues – all actions. From the consumers and communities
it serves, to new product launches, to its partner strategy, to its organizational structure, to its
charitable causes, to its employee recruitment and retention practices and to its communications
campaigns. Not a veneer applied to the status quo.”
This means that brands need to embody their beliefs in the decisions they make on a daily basis.
Max Lenderman, CEO of School, a purpose-led creative agency, suggests that brands hoping to be
more purpose-driven need to go beyond simply saying they “stand” for something. He mentions
brands like the cleaning product company Seventh Generation and clothing retailer Patagonia
as good examples. “Many brands are against environmental pollution, but Seventh Generation’s
purpose is to help people live a more natural and chemical-free life. A major retailer may sponsor
the Sierra Club’s efforts against deforestation; Patagonia makes saving the environment its
ultimate raison d’etre.”
Photo credit: Intrepid Travel
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James Thornton, CEO of Intrepid Group, which includes a global network of destination
management companies, its not-for-profit foundation, and four tour operator brands (including
Intrepid Travel) agrees. Purpose shouldn’t be synonymous with donating some money or “paying
lip service” on press releases: it must be incorporated into day-to-day activity. “In order to find the
intricate balance, purpose must be inside-out and consider all stakeholders of the company, from its
employees to its customers,” he said. “It must be built in the organizational structure itself and create
shared value.”
One example of this lesson is Intrepid Travel’s decision in 2016 to cut ties with local organizations
offering orphanage tourism experiences. At first glance, these experiences would seem to be a good
thing. After all, many affluent travelers want to assist orphans in developing nations, and it would
have been easy enough for Intrepid Travel to continue offering such experiences with minimal
consequences. “We just wanted to give something back,” one Australian traveler told the BBC in a
story criticizing the negative impacts of so-called orphanage tourism. But what may have been an
unpopular decision was aligned with the company’ responsible tourism values, something that is
underlined by growing evidence that the facilities were exploiting children.
A similar decision took place in 2014 when Intrepid Travel became the first global travel company
to stop offering elephant rides to travelers on its Southeast Asia trips. Taking this stance could have
had a significant impact on the company’s business in the region - after all, elephant rides are
often mentioned as a top “bucket list” activity for many travelers. But backed up by the results of
an investigative report showing ongoing mistreatment of captive Asian elephants, the company
decided the change was worth the risk. “Southeast Asia made-up around 40 percent of our business,
so we took a huge commercial risk when we decided to be the first global travel company to end
elephant rides,” said Thornton.
Other travel brands agree that there is a distinct difference between expressing values and
practicing them on a daily basis. Mark Witney, COO of luxury safari and hospitality firm Singita,
noted that the growing visibility of environmental sustainability practices is causing some
companies to engage in what’s known as “greenwashing”, a practice where companies claim
to be environmentally-friendly in advertising and marketing but don’t take the difficult steps to
implement these values. “That doesn’t fly anymore,” said Witney. “Consumers are conscious about
these issues. They want action and accountability.”
For travel organizations that want to further formalize their commitment to combining purpose with
business decisions, Thornton also encourages companies to consider third party assessment from a
certification body like B Lab, to become a B Corp or Benefits Corporation. The B Corp designation
ensures that companies “meet the highest standards of verified social and environmental
performance, public transparency, and legal accountability, and aspire to use business to solve social
and environmental problems.”
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ALIGNING PURPOSE WITH CONSUMER VALUES
A second strategy for purpose-driven organizations is to more closely align their company goals with
what consumers care about.
While this may seem like a straightforward task, it can be more challenging than simply writing a
good mission statement. Lots of travel brands have already written such mission statements. But
these statements tend to be more pragmatic than purpose-driven. Offering “cheap flights” or “the
fastest way to book a hotel” are both missions in a practical sense. But in this case, a company’s
“purpose” needs to go a step further, speaking to values that travelers find inspiring or motivating
enough that they want to share them with others, or even stand up on the company’s behalf.
According to an article from Fast Company, this is why many organizations that try to define their
purpose miss the mark. “Many companies have expressed a purpose in some form, but no matter
how emotive a mission or vision statement may be, it does not necessarily translate into people
being motivated by your brand,” wrote Sebastian Buck, co-founder and the strategic lead for Enso, a
consultancy specializing in mission-driven brands.
How can travel brands make sure they don’t miss the mark when defining their purpose? Travel
executives that spoke with Skift said the first step is to learn what the organization’s target
customers care about by conducting research or interviews. “Now that the travel market is quite
decentralized, it’s a bigger challenge than ever for travel brands to find out what their consumers
want,” said Kershing Goh, regional director of Americas at Singapore Tourism Board.

Photo credit: Intrepid Travel
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When Goh and her colleagues decided to rejuvenate the Singapore Tourism’s brand to meet the
changing expectations of travelers, they started with an intensive market research study interviewing
more than 4,500 Singapore visitors to understand their values and motivations. The result was Passion
Made Possible, which Goh describes as a “brand refreshment exercise to help travelers forge deeper
engagements with Singapore, beyond experiencing the country’s sights and sounds.”
Another method to align purpose with customer passions is by finding the “sweet spot” between what
travelers care about, what host communities need, and what the company is capable of doing. For
instance, to help support its own values around responsible travel and inspire travelers to do the same,
Intrepid Group has a not-for-profit entity called The Intrepid Foundation, founded in 2002, that matches
all travelers’ charitable donations dollar-for-dollar. So far, the mission has gained significant traction
with consumers. By the end of 2017, the not-for-profit had distributed over AUD $6 million to more than
100 conservation and community projects around the world.

Looking Beyond Short-Term Profits to Focus on
Long-Term Gains
A third strategy for travel businesses looking to balance purpose and profit is to focus on long-term
goals, even at the expense of short term profits. In the rapidly changing travel industry, where fickle
consumer trends, changing technology, and quarterly earnings often necessitate rapid decision making,
this isn’t always easy.
Those that believe in balancing purpose and profit recognize that the long-term payoff far outweighs
the potential downsides. “Purpose-driven travel is here to stay and its future is even stronger,” confirmed
Intrepid Group’s Thornton. “What will best serve travel companies is a slow, long-term approach.”
One example of Intrepid’s commitment to long-term goals is the company’s stance on environmental
sustainability and climate change. “Some people believe taking strong views around sustainability and
climate change could have a cost implication. People get concerned about short-term profitability,”
said Thornton in a 2017 interview with Travel Weekly. “But what we find is that taking a long-term view
around issues of purpose helps bring more customers.”
Intrepid has been a carbon-neutral business since 2010, offsetting the carbon emissions from its tours
and 29 offices around the world by investing in a range of renewable energy projects. These projects
currently include wind power projects in India and Mexico and a solar farm in Mauritius. To date, these
efforts have resulted in 290,000 tons of carbon emissions offset from the group’s offices and tours,
with more than 40,000 tons of carbon emissions offset in 2017 alone. Intrepid has invested more than
AUD $2 million into renewable energy projects since 2010, further underlining the company’s focus on
long-term environmental goals. Best of all, Thornton says the efforts have resulted in growing customer
satisfaction and a record-breaking AUD $341 million in company revenue in 2017.
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Other travel executives agree that purpose-driven decisions that might be costly in the short term can result
in long-term benefits. Tu Rinsche, director of global responsibility for Ritz-Carlton Hotels, points out that
investing in high-quality and environmentally sound practices trumps short-term cost cutting. “LED lighting
is a perfect example of this,” she said in a 2017 interview with Skift. “LED bulbs are more expensive than
traditional light bulbs when they are first purchased, but in the long run, not only do they last longer, they
dramatically cut back on energy costs.”
There’s plenty of evidence to support this focus on long-term sustainability. According to CDP, formerly
known as the Carbon Disclosure Project, companies with a longer-term goal and a sustainable approach
generate better business results. Their 2014 research concluded that corporations that are actively managing
and planning for climate change secured an 18 percent higher return on investment (ROI) than companies
that didn’t take any action. These companies also enjoyed 67 percent higher returns than the companies
that refused to disclose emissions activity.
For the luxury eco-lodge Singita, purpose is driven by long-term goals related to wildlife conservation,
empowerment of local communities, and appealing to high-end travelers. “Singita’s decisions take into
account 20, 50 and even 100-year horizons,” said company CEO Luke Bailes on the company’s “About” page.
This purpose grew out of the realization that all of the company’s efforts, whether they focused on wildlife,
local communities, or travelers, were all interconnected. “Singita started as a conservation project,” said Mark
Witney. “But when we realized many people spent a lot of money on staying in game lodges in very rugged
conditions, we decided to create a luxury experience that would add value to everyone.”
Photo credit: Intrepid Travel
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BACKING UP PURPOSE WITH ACCOUNTABILITY AND TRANSPARENCY
The fourth strategy to balance purpose and profit is to focus on accountability and transparency. The benefit
of accountability is that it creates a tangible goal to measure progress. As the BBC puts it, “on its own,
purpose is nothing more than an aspiration. It is its sidekicks – measures and methods – that make purpose
tangible and help managers calculate ROIs and hit KPIs.” Others agree that such transparency is critical
if purpose is to become a part of organizational culture. “There needs to be a robust reporting process to
assess the impact,” said Intrepid Group’s Thornton.
How should travel organizations put in place the right accountability measures? One of the best methods to
track progress and evaluate success is by benchmarking efforts against the standards set by an international
governmental agency. Organizations like the United Nations Global Compact (UNGC) help keep companies
accountable and transparent. As the agency explains, it offers metrics to help companies “align strategies
and operations with universal principles on human rights, labor, environment and anti-corruption, and take
actions that advance societal goals.”
Another example of these benchmarking efforts in action comes from the World Travel & Tourism Council
(WTTC), which in April 2018 published “The Buenos Aires Declaration” establishing new commitments
to prevent illegal trading of wildlife. Signatories including American Express, Emirates, and Hilton,
among others, agreed to new measures to prevent illegal wildlife trading, promote responsible wildlifebased tourism, raise awareness of the issue among consumers, staff, and vendors, and engage with local
communities to encourage responsible wildlife practices.
In an effort to assess the success of its own responsible tourism efforts, Intrepid Group puts out a yearly
report examining its progress in achieving the objectives outlined by these UNGC metrics. The organization
is also completing an assessment to receive the prestigious B Corporation certification, with results expected
in late July 2018 after a vigorous audit of all 23 companies within the group. Assuming the B Corporation
certification is achieved, Intrepid Group will become the largest such company in the entire travel industry.
Thornton says that this complicated procedure might be daunting for many companies, but going through
such processes can create invaluable perks. “When we do rigorous reporting, it helps us to intimately get to
know all aspects of what we do,” Thornton added. “This leads us to innovate and improve.”
Photo credit: Intrepid Travel
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THE UPSIDE OF BALANCING PURPOSE AND PROFIT
Balancing a company’s business with purpose can be challenging, but the rewards for doing
so are numerous. In fact, there is a growing body of evidence that purpose-driven companies
create substantial benefits for not only the communities they collaborate with, but also for
their employees, stakeholders, investors and consumers.
In fact, according to George Serafeim of Harvard Business School, firms making investments
and improving their performance on environmental, social, and governance (ESG) issues
exhibit better stock market performance and profitability in the future. “For companies, this
suggests that their efforts to do good are rewarded. For investors, this suggests that there is
substantial value from analyzing non-financial data and incorporating it into their decisions,”
Serafeim wrote on Harvard Business Review.
What are the business results of building a more purpose-driven business? Here are some
examples of companies that have found considerable success as a result of their purposedriven missions.

A PURPOSE PARADOX: “DON’T BUY THIS JACKET”

Patagonia’s 2011 Black Friday Ad Campaign

Many of the most successful purpose-driven enterprises prove that with the right approach
and implementation, maximizing both purpose and profit is possible. In fact, when an
organization’s values have a laser-sharp focus, and those values are aligned with customers’
values, this approach can yield phenomenal results.
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Patagonia is one example of a company that staunchly supports purpose-driven issues including
environmental sustainability, responsible consumption, and land conservation, even when that support
is controversial or costly. However, this doesn’t mean the company’s purpose is at odds with its business
objectives. As Patagonia’s European Marketing Director Alex Wells stressed, the company doesn’t
intentionally eschew profits. “The way the company thinks about the tension between business and doing
good is really through the direct cause and effect of business success and the ability to make a positive
impact,” he said in a recent interview with The Drum.
Instead, Patagonia’s profits and purpose feed off one another in a continuous loop. One of the best
examples of this is the company’s 1% for the planet campaign, which has pledged 1% of all sales to the
preservation and restoration of the natural environment. Since 1985, the campaign has awarded over $89
million in cash and in-kind donations to domestic and international grassroots environmental groups
making a difference in their local communities. As Wells notes, this purpose-driven mission was more
successful because the business did well. “[T]he performance of the business has a direct effect on the
amount of money we are able to contribute through ‘1% for the planet’. The two things are intrinsically
linked. The business doesn’t really shy away from that fact,” he said.
Patagonia has further bolstered this purpose-driven reputation by taking a counterintuitive approach
to marketing and sales. Most companies try to sugarcoat their marketing messages with language that
obscures their true aims. But Patagonia isn’t shy about being direct and honest with customers. Perhaps
the most famous example is the company’s yearly “Black Friday” ad campaign, a period long-associated with
excessive consumer purchasing. But Patagonia pushed back against the typical message associated with
Black Friday. “Don’t buy this jacket,” ran a 2011 advertisement from the company. In the aftermath of past
Black Friday promotions that have seen furious shoppers in Walmart pepper-sprayed as they fought over
discount video games, this anti-consumerist ad campaign seems to have struck a chord.
Despite the bluntness of Patagonia’s unorthodox, yet innovative marketing strategies – or perhaps because
of them – sales grew. In fact, this seemingly anti-consumerist agenda has gained the company new fans
while boosting brand loyalty and recognition. Today, Patagonia, which started out of the blacksmith shop of
rock climber Yvon Chouinard in the 1970s, is an industry market leader worth over $700 million.

PURPOSE DRIVES INNOVATION AND LONG-TERM SOCIAL CHANGE
Another upside for companies that are able to balance purpose and profit is that they tend to be more
innovative. This has a number of benefits, including helping them more easily expand into new markets,
experiment with new products and services, and embrace somewhat controversial decisions that ultimately
benefit their organization in the long term.
According to a recent Harvard Business Review study, companies with a strong sense of purpose are able
to transform and innovate better. In the study’s poll, 53 percent of executives who said their company had
a strong sense of purpose also said their organization was successful with innovation and transformation
efforts. This was compared to just 31 percent of those who were still trying to articulate a sense of purpose,
and only 19 percent of the companies who had not thought about purpose at all.
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In the travel industry, a strong sense of purpose can make it easier for a company to experiment
with new types of products and services. Intrepid Travel’s commitment to connecting people
and breaking down barriers gives the company the confidence to expand its tour offerings in
“misunderstood” destinations like Egypt and the Palestinian Territories. The company’s decision to
offer 45 new itineraries throughout the Middle East paid off in the form of a 70 percent increase
in traveler bookings to the region in 2017.
The company’s responsible tourism practices are also helping it to become one of the first in the
industry to address issues related to gender inequality. When company executives first analyzed
their gender equality statistics for worldwide operations, they were surprised about the numbers.
“Our travelers are 65 percent female but we realized only 21 percent of our tour leaders around
the world are female,” Thornton said.
The result of this realization was an initiative to hire and train women as tour leaders around the
world, especially in destinations like India where this might be against societal norms. In 2014,
Intrepid had just two female tour leaders in India. But by the end of December 2017, Intrepid
had increased that number to 22 female tour leaders in the region, more than any other travel
company. In addition, creating these positions also helped boost the status of these women,
communicating new messages about gender roles within the local communities. The story was
also picked up by the international media outlets, leaving people in tour leaders’ communities in
awe. “Their families are so proud of these women,” Thornton said. “They are now really challenging
gender roles in their communities,” said Thornton.
Photo credit: Pravin Tamang, Intrepid Travel
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PURPOSE AS A LONG-TERM BUSINESS PLAN

Airbnb Open Homes
In a rapidly changing world where the risks constantly evolve, purpose can also help make
companies more resilient in the face of future threats – whether the risks are environmental,
political, or cultural.
When researchers from Cranfield School of Management looked into what makes companies
resilient, they found that responsiveness and empathy – both traits of purpose-driven brands – were
key factors. “Enterprises become more resilient by being more responsive to their customers and
the markets they serve,” their report concluded. This resilience can help companies weather a
surprisingly diverse range of problems, whether that’s rebuilding after environmental disasters or
generating goodwill with customers during “crisis” moments with customers and suppliers.
Consider the strategy used by alternative accommodations provider Airbnb. The company’s
stratospheric success with travelers has won the company plenty of fans. But that success has also
created unintended side effects, including criticism from state and city governments who worry
the company is aggravating quality of life and affordability problems among local residents.
One way the company has tried to blunt this criticism is through its “Open Homes” initiative. First
launched in 2012, the program aims to offer free short-term housing in Airbnb rentals for those
impacted by disasters, wars, and other conflicts. According to company statistics cited by Forbes
in 2017, Airbnb has so far activated the program 65 times in 17 different countries, with the goal
of providing housing for 100,000 disaster victims over the next five years. “I feel like we have a
responsibility to do this,” said Airbnb’s co-founder and chief product officer Joe Gebbia in an
interview with Fortune. “This to me is like 21st century corporate philanthropy. We did the check
writing. This to me is the next stage. The next level.”
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It’s difficult, and perhaps unnecessary, to assign a tangible business value to Airbnb’s Open
Homes program. Oftentimes, the long-term benefits of taking a purpose-driven approach aren’t
immediately obvious. In addition, the program has merits that extend beyond the business
motives. But there’s no doubt that committing to this type of ambitious vision can help Airbnb
endear its brand to potential customers, government officials, and disaster victims alike.
The long-term value of this goodwill should not be underestimated, even if it’s hard to measure.
“When travelers give back and have deeper engagements, they are more satisfied. They go back
home happier and they talk about these experiences,” said Intrepid Group’s Thornton. As he sees
it, purpose has value because word-of-mouth is still the most important and powerful marketing
tool for companies of any size or stage of development.
“These great experiences boost customer loyalty and sales, attract new travelers, and take the
attention of the press,” he said. “A purpose-driven business model is the best long-term solution
for a company’s future and resilience against risks.”
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CONCLUSION

Photo credit: Intrepid Travel

Propelled by political, cultural, and generational changes, more and more travelers around the world are
demanding companies that are more ethical, sustainable and committed to doing good. This movement
has now spread to travel industry, where consumers increasingly expect travel experiences to transform not
only themselves, but also the communities that are hosting them.
Yet many executives rightly worry about the impact of adding purpose to their business objectives. Will they
face a backlash from customers who disagree? Will such decisions make their business less profitable?
The surprising realization is that purpose need not be a burden on business success. In fact, the travel brands
that commit to balancing purpose with profit are discovering a number of surprising benefits, including a
growing ability to innovate, more resilience to change, greater loyalty from passionate consumers, and even
increased revenue.
But hidden behind all the analysis of quarterly KPIs, and customer satisfaction rankings, is an even
more important realization. Purpose-driven travel is not a trend, a niche, or a new millennial vogue. It’s a
fundamental paradigm shift in the way today’s travel companies do business, and one that will only grow
and increase its influence in all areas of the industry in the years to come.
No industry is as well positioned as the travel sector to be a force for good in the future. Thanks to an
estimated $7.6 trillion in economic impact, travel companies already have vast influence over some the
world’s most pressing environmental, social, cultural, and political problems, whether they choose to
acknowledge it or not. Why not use this influence to become a force for greater good? As Skift founder Rafat
Ali famously declared in 2017, “Travel is the world’s biggest industry. Let’s start acting like it.”
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ABOUT INTREPID TRAVEL
Intrepid Travel is a global adventure travel company that
has been taking travellers off the beaten track to discover
the world’s most amazing places for 30 years. The company
offers over 1,000 adventures in over 100 countries and on
every continent. Every trip is designed to truly experience
local culture - to meet local people, try local food, take local
transport and stay in local accommodation. A world leader
in responsible travel, Intrepid’s award-winning tour leaders,
small group sizes and included activities mean they offer
travellers great value for money.

LIKE WHAT YOU SEE?
Skift is the largest intelligence platform in travel, providing Media, Insights & Marketing
to key sectors of the industry.
Through daily news, research, podcasts, and Skift Global Forum conferences, Skift
deciphers and defines the trends that matter to the marketers, strategists, and
technologists shaping the industry.
SkiftX is Skift’s in-house content marketing studio, working collaboratively with partners
like Mastercard, Hyatt, Adobe, Lyft, Airbnb, and many more on custom projects to
engage the world’s largest audience of travel infuencers and decision makers.
Visit skiftx.com to learn more or email at skiftx@skift.com
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