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This study explores Spanish society’s perspective on 
purpose-driven businesses as a sustainable model. 
Also, it assesses Spain’s commitment to sustainability 
and aligns corporate expectations with citizen respon-
sibilities for societal and environmental betterment. A 
survey spanning 2021-2022 gauges citizen knowledge 
and attitude evolution towards these companies. Re-
sults reveal 63% of the population is unaware of such 
businesses, but 74% deem them necessary upon unders-

tanding. About 64.5% undertake small daily actions for 
planetary care, but only 12.8% cease purchasing from 
environmentally harmful companies. This paper provi-
des empirical evidence of the link between corporate 
purpose and business sustainability in Spain, and ci-
tizen perception of this business model’s impact and 
significance. It lays a theoretical and practical groun-
dwork for future in-depth studies on purpose-driven 
companies.

Introduction

T he United Nations 2030 Agenda and its Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) emerged with the 
intention of offering opportunities to the population for a sustainable planet (United Nations, 2015). 

It is the mission of the UN Global Compact to channel actions in support of the SDGs in relation to the 
ten principles (Pacto Mundial, 2017). In this sense, an imminent reconfiguration is gaining momentum 
in response to the need for an economic system that implements more inclusive and sustainable models. 
Here two intrinsically related concepts come into play, i.e. corporate purpose and business sustainability, 
with very little research on the nature of such a relationship (Gartenberg, 2022). In this attempt to renew 
approaches, questions such as ‘Is the purpose of the corporation to serve shareholders, stakeholders, or 
the public good in general?’ (Gartenberg, 2022), proposals arise such as stakeholder capitalism (Free-
man et al., 2007; Losada-Vázquez, 2022) and conscious capitalism (O’Toole and Vogel, 2011). Howe-
ver, it is evident that these labels fail to fully capture the magnitude of the transformations required to 
confront challenges such as the practically irreversible climate emergency (Pörtner et al., 2022). Further, 
research beyond this context is necessary. 
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In the face of the existing and growing debate (Canvas Estrategia Sostenibles, 2023, 2022) on the 
need to reformulate capitalism towards a more inclusive and sustainable system aligned with the 2030 
Agenda, it is crucial for the near future to have a committed society with companies that seek to (re)
define their purpose. In this emerging scenario, citizenship assumes a more active and influential role 
(Theben et al., 2021), encouraging organisations to rethink their purpose and even actively demand a 
more responsible impact on their environments, beyond their own traditional economic objectives. In 
fact, this research work investigates this need and analyses how Spanish society perceives the role of 
companies that have objectives going beyond the merely financial. 

In this line, the triple bottom line approach entails a shift from business models that solely pursue 
economic benefits to models that balance such benefits with a positive impact on society and the envi-
ronment (Correa et al., 2020). Although this is an area that has not yet been widely explored, studies 
suggest that there is no negative influence (Horneaux Jr. et al., 2018). 

Promoted by the B Lab foundation, which was born in the US (2006), the global movement B certi-
fies companies (about 5.000 companies from 80 countries) in terms of social and environmental impact 
with its own measurement systems. So, certified B Corps are implicit benefit corporations (Montiel Var-
gas, 2022). In this context, in Spain, the Congress of Deputies (Law 18/2022, September 28) approved 
the creation of a new legal concept providing a framework for these new companies, known as ‘Benefit 
and Common Interest Societies’ (SBIC). In the year of the creation of the new legal concept, data mul-
tiplied. The number of companies with this profile increased by 82%, thus generating a total revenue of 
8.2 billion euros in Spain. Globally, there are over 6,200 companies in this category, with a total revenue 
of 189 billion euros at the year-end (Estébanez García, 2023). According to the annual report published 
by B Lab Spain, the indicators of revenue growth (31%) and the use of renewable energy sources (70% 
of all companies) validate the commitment of these businesses to the strategic shift developed by these 
types of companies.

In this area, there is the conclusion that corporate purpose and business sustainability appear to be 
intrinsically related ideas, yet there is little research on the nature of this relationship (Gartenberg, 2022). 
Therefore, there is a strong need for additional research in this area. To bridge this research gap, this 
study aims to examine the perception that Spanish society has regarding purpose-driven companies, 
expanding into the role that citizenship plays in the construction of a more sustainable society. Drawing 
from the aforementioned discussion, this study aims to answer the following research questions:

RQ1. Are purpose-driven companies known by Spanish citizens as examples of ethical and sustai-
nable businesses?

RQ2. What role does Spanish society assume in the transition towards sustainability?
RQ3. Is there alignment between the expectations imposed on corporations and the responsibilities 

assumed by citizens in fostering societal and environmental improvement?
The main contribution of this paper is intended to spur research among various scholars who will 

develop this field in the coming years. This research provides practical implications for corporate lea-
ders about society’s sensitivity to purpose-driven companies and the role of citizenship in building 
more inclusive and sustainable systems. Therefore, we proposed an investigation aiming at analysing 
descriptively the knowledge that the Spanish population has regarding the triple bottom line companies, 
also known as purpose-driven companies, which operate under an ethical and sustainable approach. Si-
multaneously, we aimed to assess the level of commitment of the population towards sustainability and 
understand how Spanish society is addressing this challenge. The empirical results show that 63% of 
the population is unaware of this new business model, but once they understand, 74% believe that these 
companies are necessary. As for the role of citizens, 64.5% recognise that they carry out small actions 
in their daily lives to take care of the planet; however, only 12.8% admit stopping buying products from 
companies that have a negative impact on the planet on a regular basis. On the other hand, 55.7% would 
opt for purpose-driven companies when buying and/or recommending them.  In this sense, it should be 
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noted that, although according to the results, citizens are demanding that the organisations coexist and 
embody ethical, social, environmental, and economic values due to their impact on the people’s lives. 
The reality is that there is a significant gap between expectations and perceptions. According to Rey 
(2019), only 39% of citizens believe that organisations work hard to improve people’s quality of life, and 
generally, 76% would not mind if brands disappeared. To bridge this gap, a profound transformation 
in corporate leadership, culture, and behaviour is required. Many are urging CEOs and executives to 
rethink the role of their companies, their impact, and the legacy they will leave for future generations.

As its exploration has been limited, present efforts have made a novel contribution to the extant 
literature. Regarding practical contributions, the resulting empirical discoveries have shown how the 
citizens who know of these companies value its impact and work, so as a consequence this study would 
be useful for companies that want to move towards more sustainable business models, as well as for 
policymakers or business groups that want to work on public policies that strengthen the presence of 
these companies and their positioning in the market. Theoretically, the paper presents a new framework 
for future in-depth studies on purpose-driven enterprises.

In this paper, Section 2 provides a review of the literature. Then Section 3 describes the metho-
dology used, and Section 4 presents the empirical findings. Section 5 provides a discussion of these 
findings, followed by the implications of the study. Conclusions and future research directions are given 
in Section 6.

 

Theoretical framework: ethics, purpose-driven companies and citizenship

Companies in recent years have increased their power and impact, not only in terms of economic 
resources but also in their social and political role, which has given them the opportunity to contribute 
to addressing global economic and socio-environmental problems (Mion & Loza, 2020). 

When comparing various concepts like Social Responsibility (SR), Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs), Environmental, Social, and Governance (ESG), Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion (DEI), Crea-
ting Shared Value (CSV), and Corporate Social Investment (CSI), it’s clear that while all aim to enhance 
corporate ethical practices, purpose-driven companies differentiate themselves by integrating these 
elements into their core mission, going beyond peripheral activities. SR focuses on a company’s obliga-
tion to stakeholders but often treats social responsibility as an external consideration, whereas purpo-
se-driven companies embed this responsibility into their operational framework. SDGs provide global 
objectives, and many purpose-driven companies align with these goals to contribute to broader societal 
change. ESG, often used by investors, assesses how companies perform in environmental, social, and 
governance areas. While ESG emphasizes evaluation, purpose-driven companies aim to inherently 
meet these standards by aligning their business purpose with sustainability and social impact. DEI ini-
tiatives focus on creating an inclusive and equitable workforce, which can be part of a purpose-driven 
company’s strategy, but these companies typically pursue wider societal and environmental missions. 
CSV emphasizes mutual benefits for businesses and society, similar to purpose-driven companies, but 
the latter prioritize long-term societal impact beyond profitability. Finally, CSI refers to philanthropic 
efforts, often external to core business activities, while purpose-driven companies integrate social and 
environmental goals into their business model, ensuring these principles guide their daily operations 
rather than acting as separate initiatives.

The role of companies is changing. From mere economic agents focused on shareholder profit, they 
are now assuming a participatory role in society: as an actor that impacts the environment and is impac-
ted by it. With this new role, new responsibilities also arise: managing their impacts on the environment, 
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respecting human rights, contributing to fair and sustainable economic development, increasing the 
sustainability behaviours of its employees (i.e. employee sustainability behaviours or ESB), and offering 
shared prosperity. 

As a result, more and more companies are emerging that pay more attention to the notion of having 
a purpose and a desire to do good for society (Dupret et al., 2022). In this regard, one of the transforma-
tions in the business field is the shift from business models that pursue solely economic benefits to mo-
dels that balance such benefits with a positive impact on society, employees, and the environment (Bha-
ttacharya et al., 2023; Correa et al., 2020). However, this transformation also raises various questions or 
concerns related to how they are perceived by society regarding the purposes conveyed by companies. 

Companies define their good business purposes, but in many cases, they are not prepared for cor-
rect digital corporate communication (Bhattacharya et al., 2023; López de Aguileta et al., 2023) or to 
build their brand so that their mission or vision is really understood by the public (Abdullah et al., 2022). 
In this line, a study carried out in Spain (Sanahuja-Peris et al., 2023), which analysed the purposes trans-
mitted on the websites of the 100 most reputable companies, showed an uneven implementation as well 
as terminological confusion and a fixation on the term ‘sustainability’ as a keyword/concept to be trans-
mitted. As the authors point out, the use of the term ‘purpose’ in companies’ discourse is consolidated, 
but ‘sometimes it is done more for convenience than for a true understanding of its usefulness, which 
leads us to conclude that it is used as a tendency’ (Sanahuja-Peris et al, 2023, p. 713). Given this, depen-
ding on the scope of these companies in the lives of the citizens and according to their true purpose or 
when they combine economic and social purposes, citizens will act in the same way. This is because 
citizens also have an important role to play. 

Citizens – in their role as employees, customers, and investors – could enjoy acting independently 
and influencing their environment, rather than being acted upon (Edmans, 2023). In this sense, there 
is a growing demand from citizens for companies to create ethical, social, environmental, and econo-
mic value and therefore to have a positive impact on people’s quality of life and living conditions. The 
relationship between citizens’ perceptions and organisational commitment has been proven (Peterson, 
2004). 

In this context, companies are tending to develop a combined purpose, not only private interest 
(Mion & Loza, 2020). Depending on the degree to which private interests incorporate causes related to 
the public interest, companies can be classified as traditional companies, those engaged in philanthropic 
social responsibility activities, and those known as hybrid enterprises (Battilana et al., 2018; Dupret et 
al., 2022) or social enterprises (Mair & Sharma, 2012). The latter are referred to as ‘purpose-driven’ or 
‘purposeful’ in contrast to market-driven organisations (Bull & Ridley-Duff, 2019), and include Benefit 
Corporations or B Corps. 

The redefinition of the traditional business model has also gained ground in public, political, and 
media agendas, emerging as an urgent need that will advance towards a more inclusive and sustainable 
system, where citizens assume a more active and influencing role (Mata-Benito et al., 2014). Some stu-
dies (Barroso et al., 2023; Corporate Excellence & Canvas, 2022; Paeleman et al, 2024) have demonstra-
ted that companies following this model achieve a more positive impact on businesses, society, and the 
planet and are aligned with the triple bottom line (Elkington, 2020) and stakeholder capitalism (Ferreira 
et al., 2020; Losada-Vázquez, 2022). 

In this study, the term “purpose-driven companies” refers specifically to businesses that are guided 
by a mission beyond profit maximisation. These companies seek to balance financial performance with 
positive contributions to society and the environment. Unlike traditional businesses that prioritise sha-
reholder returns, purpose-driven companies integrate social, environmental, and governance goals into 
their core operations, aiming for a broader societal impact.
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It is important to note that, in this context, “purpose-driven” is used exclusively in a business fra-
mework, detached from any religious or faith-based connotations that might be associated with the term 
in other contexts. The use of “purpose” here is aligned with the idea of businesses adopting a social or 
environmental mission, as opposed to being purely driven by religious or spiritual goals.

The ethical consumption debate and its connection to purpose-driven companies

The discourse on ethical consumption is not a recent phenomenon. Scholars and philosophers have 
long examined the role of consumers in promoting ethical business practices. One notable contribu-
tion is Adela Cortina’s Por Una Ética del Consumo (2002), in which she argues that consumption is 
not merely an economic action but a moral one. According to Cortina (2002), consumers possess the 
capacity to influence the market by making purchasing decisions that reflect their ethical values, such 
as environmental sustainability and social justice. She emphasises that ethical consumption can serve 
as a form of civic engagement, where individuals exercise their responsibility to society through their 
consumer choices.

Cortina’s analysis is particularly relevant in today’s context, where B Corporations aim to inte-
grate ethical principles directly into their business models. These companies seek to balance profit with 
purpose, aligning with the ideals of ethical consumption by ensuring that their operations benefit not 
only shareholders but also society and the environment. However, Cortina’s work also raises critical 
questions about the effectiveness of ethical consumption. Can consumer choices alone drive systemic 
change within capitalism, or is ethical consumption merely a way to ease the conscience of consumers 
without addressing deeper structural problems? Similarly, the rise of B Corporations prompts reflection 
on whether these companies truly represent a meaningful shift in 1business ethics or whether they are 
responding to consumer demand for more responsible companies without enacting substantial changes.

Cortina’s insights suggest that while B Corporations may offer a model for ethical business, their 
potential to transform the broader economic system should be viewed with caution. Historically, similar 
initiatives, such as the SA 8000 certification in the 1990s, were met with initial enthusiasm but later 
criticised for failing to create lasting change. This highlights the importance of ensuring that B Corpo-
rations do not simply serve as another “greenwashing” mechanism, but instead offer genuine solutions 
to the social and environmental challenges of our time.

By integrating Cortina’s perspective, this study aims to critically examine the role of B Corpo-
rations within the larger ethical consumption debate, exploring whether they represent a temporary 
response to shifting consumer preferences or a durable model for driving real change in business prac-
tices.

While Cortina’s insights highlight the potential and challenges of ethical consumption, they also 
underscore the importance of more systemic efforts to foster real change. This is where the role of B 
Corporations becomes critical. By embedding ethical principles into their core structures, B Corpo-
rations present a model that seeks to institutionalise values that go beyond profit. However, to truly 
address global challenges, it is crucial to reflect on the role of both businesses and citizens in driving 
this transformation. 

Therefore, it is crucial to act accordingly, to reflect on the involvement that citizens have in the de-
velopment of purpose-driven companies, whether this knowledge and commitment serve as a lever for 

1. Greenwashing is a term coined by Jay Westerveld (1986) when he observed deceptive practices in the hotel industry, such 
as the supposed environmental effort to save towels. This concept refers to strategies where companies portray their products 
or policies as more eco-friendly than they truly are to create an environmentally responsible image for consumers (Parguel 
et al., 2011, Delmas & Burbano, 2011; Lyon & Montgomery, 2015)
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change towards daily responsibility to act and clearly contribute to improving the environment (Theben 
et al., 2021), and simultaneously to understand through the analysis of purpose how these companies 
contribute to solving global challenges.

B Corps currently represent an emerging phenomenon within this context of new economic DNA 
(B Lab Spain and Gabeiras & Asociados, 2021). Thus, in 2006, the NGO B Lab emerged in the USA, 
leading a global movement to promote these companies, with partners in different countries like B Lab 
Spain, and seeking their regulation and development (Barroso et al., 2020). Fewer than ten countries in 
the world have such a legal framework, and there is an increasing agreement on the need for companies 
to create social and environmental value beyond economic benefits. 

As enterprises become more innovative and impactful, they argue that they can no longer be go-
verned by traditional corporate law. If the corporation remains the legal cloth for business activities, 
then its purpose must consider the nature and impacts of these activities. We therefore interpret the new 
legal forms of purpose-driven corporation as an appropriate framework to restore the enterprise and a 
collective purpose within corporate law (Segrestin et al., 2022).

The lobbying campaign #EmpresasConPropósito,2 carried out in 2021 in Spain and led by B Lab 
Spain, achieved significant mobilisation in this regard, advocating for a legal framework to regulate 
these emerging business models. As a result of this action, it led to the creation of the business concept 
Sociedades de Beneficio de Interés Colectivo (SBIC), included in Law 18/2022, dated September 28, on 
the creation and growth of companies, although its regulatory development is still pending. This law 
provides legal recognition to triple impact (social, environmental, and economic) companies to protect 
and recognise them as a key sector for evolving towards a more inclusive and sustainable economy. 

It is relevant to address the interconnection between ethics, purpose-driven companies, and citi-
zenship from the basis of social responsibility as a crucial foundation in all of them.

If we briefly recall the concept of business ethics, Nisberg (1988, p. 43) defines it as ‘a set of prin-
ciples that guide business practices to reflect a concern for society as a whole while pursuing profits.’ 
In this sense, the concept of ‘concern’ acquires special importance, that is, with the idea of ‘purpose: 
from the theory to the practice’ (Jones-Khosla & Gomes, 2023, p.90). In this line, it is therefore perti-
nent to allude to the analysis of the concept of purpose developed in the study by Stubbs et al. (2022) on 
ecosystem purpose. This study contributes to delving into the emerging phenomenon of the ecosystem 
of purposes and shows how its different actors support the achievement of the sustainable development 
objectives by seeking to modify the purpose of companies and integrate the goals and objectives into 
their operational processes and commitments with stakeholders.

This means that in their global organisational purpose, companies should maintain permanent at-
tention to taking care of the impact that they generate in their environments and society while seeking to 
obtain profit and material results. These new companies have a clear mission and values that guide their 
actions and decisions. They strive to contribute to social and environmental well-being while still being 
financially sustainable. Undoubtedly, the convergence of ethics and purpose-driven companies requires 
a single objective, along the lines of Cohen’s (2021) ‘Impact Revolution’ movement, which aims to end 
the dichotomy between non-profit companies (that seek social good) and for-profit companies (that seek 
economic benefit). Through the promotion of the change of paradigm with the ‘revolution’, there is a 
convergence between the objective of profit and that of producing an impact, an improvement, either for 
specific groups or for society. In short, we are in a new boom paradigm with what are known as hybrid 
organisations that gather social (and/or environmental) and economic objectives in the organisational 
nucleus, that have become the focus of much recent research (for example, Bruneel et al. 2016; Dupret 
et al., 2022; Mair et al. 2015).

2. Translated as #Purpose-DrivenCompanies.
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Likewise, citizenship acquires an important role in the context of business, in relation to their 
responsibilities as corporate citizens in society. Public trust in business is largely understudied (Pir-
son et al., 2019). These responsibilities involve actively engaging with communities, promoting social 
justice, supporting local initiatives, and being accountable for the impact of one’s actions on various 
stakeholders, including employees (Gartenberg, 2022), customers, communities, and the environment. 
The connection between these concepts lies in the idea that ethics and purpose-driven business embrace 
the principles of social responsibility and act as responsible corporate citizens. By integrating ethical 
practices and a sense of purpose into their operations, these companies can create a positive impact and 
contribute to the betterment of society as a whole (Porter & Kramer, 2011), and also improve the le-
vels of engagement and conversation with their audiences (Barroso & Tojar-Hurtado, 2023). For exam-
ple, companies can use tools like social media channels to explore co-creation values among different 
stakeholders (Chatterjee & Nguyen, 2020). 

 

Methodology

The working methodology followed a comparative approach. Through the implementation of an 
online survey, we sought to compare two time periods (2021 and 2022) to identify whether there was 
an evolution in the knowledge and attitude of citizens towards purpose-driven companies. This com-
parison was carried out within the framework of the lobbying campaign conducted by B Lab Spain to 
pass legislation that provided legal coverage for purpose-driven companies. The questionnaire used was 
structured as follows:

-	 Sociodemographic data.
-	 Purpose-driven companies: we enquired about the knowledge of purpose-driven companies and 

the perception among the population.
-	 Active citizenship: this section focused on the different citizen profiles in terms of their involvement 

with sustainability, habits, and the influence of purpose-driven companies on decision-making.
The data validation procedure for the questionnaire was inspired by a previously conducted study 

(Gómez-Rey et al., 2021). The research instrument underwent expert review to assess the approach and 
relevance of the questions before data collection. The questionnaire’s development followed a formal 
validation process, including psychometric validity and reliability assessments. This involved a syste-
matic four-step approach: (1) drafting initial items based on existing literature relevant to B-corps, (2) 
conducting a qualitative content validity assessment to ensure appropriateness and comprehensiveness, 
(3) quantitatively evaluating reliability and validity, and (4) using non-parametric tests to confirm inter-
nal consistency and content validity. Experts from diverse fields, including society, social B-corps, and 
statistics, contributed to the rigorous validation process.

The data collection phase was conducted in two waves, 2021 and 2022, through online survey me-
thodology. The fieldwork obtained 1,001 valid responses in 2021 and 1,004 in 2022, from a representati-
ve sample across Spain; participants in both samples were independent. The study was conducted with 
women and men between the ages of 18 and 65 from the main regions of Spain. The selection aimed to 
have a representative sample of Spanish society, and all responses were anonymous. Subsequent data 
processing and analysis were conducted using Excel. The study is based on levels of confidence and 
significance of 95%. 

The profile of the participants is shown in tables 1 and 2. In both years, there was gender parity. 
Regarding age, four age groups were created, although there was nearly balanced representation, with 
the Generation Z group (18–27 years) being the least represented.



58

Bridging the gap: Understanding Spanish society’s perception of purpose-driven companies and their role in sustainable development

Estudos em Comunicação nº39, Edição Especial, vol. 1 (Dezembro, 2024)

Table 1. Gender distribution

Source: Own elaboration.

	

Table 2. Age distribution

 
Source: Own elaboration.

Findings

Purpose-driven companies and knowledge of them among the citizenship

Regarding the first axis, purpose-driven companies and their recognition by Spanish society, we 
address our first research question: Are purpose-driven companies known by Spanish citizens as exam-
ples of ethical and sustainable organisations? In 2021, 63.1% of the respondents claimed to be unfamiliar 
with this type of company, and among them, the majority (94%) did not associate it with any specific 
company. Only 29% had heard of them, and a mere 2% of the individuals had a direct relationship with 
any purpose-driven company.

In 2022, over half of the population remained unaware of the purpose-driven business model 
(61.3%), although there was a slight decrease compared to 2021 (63.1%). However, 38.7% of the popu-
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lation did have some knowledge of the purpose-driven business model. Only 29% of the citizens had 
heard of them, even though they admitted (93.6%) that they could not name any examples of companies 
with these characteristics.

However, when explaining the concept of purpose-driven businesses to respondents, 70.7% (74% in 
2021) of the population considered it very necessary for companies to make the move towards more sus-
tainable and responsible business models with which purpose-driven businesses are defined. In 2022, 
furthermore, 57.7% (56.3% in 2021) agreed that these types of companies were necessary to drive the 
development of a more sustainable economic and social system. 

The proportion of individuals who were familiar with specific examples of purpose-driven com-
panies increased by two percentage points in 2022, representing 7.5% of the population (5.5% in 2021). 
Furthermore, 2.2% of the citizens acknowledged having consumed products or used services from 
companies they considered purpose-driven organisations. 

In contrast, this type of company was better known among predominantly young generations in 
2022 (see table 3). Among Generation Y/Millennials, 45.2% claimed to have heard of purpose-driven 
companies. They were followed by Generation Z, with a knowledge level of 41.6%. On the other hand, 
the baby boomer generation had less knowledge about them, with a total of 68% being unaware. Gene-
ration Y/Millennials were the ones who were most familiar with the purpose-driven business model, but 
only 4.4% stated that they had purchased products or services from companies they believed had a pur-
pose. In 2021, it was primarily Generation Z who were the least unfamiliar with this type of companies, 
with 13% of them stating that they did know companies that had made the transition to this new model.

 

Table 3. Knowledge of purpose-driven companies (data by generations)

 
Source: Own elaboration.
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If we consider the gender variable in 2022, 64.8% of women claimed to be unfamiliar with pur-
pose-driven companies, while 32.1% of men had heard of them, although they may not have been able 
to recall or mention any examples. In 2021, similar percentages were identified, with 64.6% of women 
being unaware of these types of companies, while 30.4% of men had heard of them.

Although there was no clear understanding of the concept of purpose-driven companies, 74% in 
2021 and slightly less in 2022 (70.7%) of the population considered it ‘totally’ or ‘quite necessary’ for 
companies to prioritise the triple impact of social, environmental, and economic aspects.

As seen in table 4, when asked about the importance of companies evolving or transitioning towards 
purpose-driven models, and the assessment made by the citizens, there was a sense of distrust both in 
2021 (44.6%) and in 2022 (40.7%), as they believed that such companies were ‘more facade than reality’. 
Additionally, 49% (in both 2022 and 2021) found it challenging to consider or believe that companies 
‘go beyond generating economic benefits and also work for social and environmental benefits’. Citizens 
remained sceptical about the potential social impact of this type of enterprises and doubts about their 
motivation.

Table 4.  Valuing purpose-driven companies

Source: Own elaboration.

In this regard (as observed in table 5), 61.1% of Spanish citizens considered that companies could 
play a decisive role in sustainable development in 2022, compared to 56.3% in 2021, thus indicating a 
positive evolution, but minimal. Additionally, 57.1% positively valued the efforts of these companies to 
have a positive impact on society and the environment.

Likewise, we considered it important to analyse the level of proactivity of those citizens who valued 
the existence of companies with a purpose and who, however, did not fully trust the real social im-
pact that they could develop. As seen in table 6, the participating citizens in the study expressed their 
willingness to support purpose-driven companies. In 2022, 53.1% of the population considered buying 
and recommending products or services from a company that operated under sustainability and res-
ponsibility principles (compared to 49.4% in 2021). Furthermore, 50.7% in 2022 (47.1% in 2021) would 
consider working for a purpose-driven company or recommending it as a career opportunity. Accor-
ding to the table below (table 5), our study shows that one in four (28.4%) were more active with their 
habits and attitudes in relation to sustainable development, developing activities with a positive impact 
(Barroso et al., 2023), this is, citizens considered buying and recommending the products/services of 
purpose-driven companies. 
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Table 5. Valuing purpose-driven companies (citizen perception about the need and importance)

Source: Own elaboration.

Table 6. Valuing purpose-driven companies  
(impact of public knowledge and citizen involvement)

Source: Own elaboration.

Analysing this reality from a gender perspective also becomes relevant for the study. In this regard, 
men expressed more scepticism than women about the role of purpose-driven companies in society, in 
both periods. On the other hand, women clearly identified how these companies could have a positive 
impact on society. In a general assessment, both men and women acknowledged the decisive role of the-
se companies in sustainable development, and a positive evolution can be observed between 2021 and 
2022. Highlighting the female presence (59.3% were women), more than 84% affirmed that a company 
with a purpose would influence them when choosing its products or services, or would recommend it.

Similarly, it is pertinent to analyse whether this scepticism was widespread among the general 
population or dependent on age or generation. In this regard, Generation X continued to be the most 
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sceptical in 2022 regarding the actual actions taken by purpose-driven companies, although their per-
ception clearly improved within just one year (42.8% in 2022 compared to 48.3% in 2021). Their results 
aligned with those of baby boomers (42.6% in 2022), and both generations still maintained a level of 
disbelief regarding the purpose of these companies in working for social and environmental benefits 
(48.6% and 55.3% respectively in 2022, compared to 49.2% and 51.4% in the previous year). However, 
both generations were increasingly firm in considering the role of these types of companies as crucial 
for sustainable development (69.9% for baby boomers and 61.3% for Generation X in 2022). Generation 
Y did not express their conviction prominently, except for the positive assessment of companies’ efforts 
for positive impact on the environment (56% in 2022, increasing from 46.5% in 2021 in that particular 
aspect). Generation Z was the least sceptical about the purpose of businesses (33.5% in 2022, down from 
42.8% the previous year).

The role of citizenship

Likewise, we provide an answer to research question 2 of our study: What role does Spanish society 
assume in the transition towards sustainability? By grouping the responses with those from the previous 
section, we will answer our third research question: Is there alignment between the expectations impo-
sed on corporations and the responsibilities assumed by citizens in fostering societal and environmental 
improvement?

Once the responses from this section were collected, the different profiles of citizenship were 
analysed along three dimensions: active, conventional, and inactive, to identify the level at which the 
population was more sensitised (socially, economically, and environmentally) and how they acted accor-
dingly. This analysis enabled us to identify three profiles of Spanish citizenship:

a) 	 The most active group of the population, who supported and initiated changes through their ha-
bits and decisions, as well as their interactions with companies; they claimed to engage in nine or more 
sustainability-related actions regularly.

b)	 The more conventional or mainstream group, who were aware of the issues faced by society 
and/or the environment but did not actively participate in their solution; they reported engaging in 2 to 
8 sustainability-related actions regularly.

c) 	 The inactive citizenship group, who were not conscious of these issues and/or did not have 
access to or desire to become active in another sense; they engaged in one or no sustainability-related 
actions.

Looking at the data in table 7 on the representation of citizen profiles in both 2021 and 2022, we can 
see that the mainstream group was the predominant one (with a slight increase in 2022), followed by the 
active group, which increased by 2% in 2022, and the inactive group, which decreased by 4% in 2022. 

In both 2021 and 2022, the active citizenship group was mostly female, the group of inactive wo-
men increased in 2022, and the mainstream maintained similar values in 2021 and 2022. In contrast, 
the male group of active citizens in 2022 increased by 3%, the mainstream male group also increased, 
and the inactive group decreased. 

By age, in 2021 Generation Z was mostly mainstream and had the smallest active population group; 
Generation Y emerged as the generation with the most inactive group, but with similar values of mains-
tream and active citizens; while Generation X and baby boomers emerged as the most active groups. In 
2022, it was in Generation Z where the inactive group predominated; in Generation Y and Generation 
X, the three profiles had a balanced distribution, with a difference of less than1% between categories; 
on the other hand, it was among the baby boomer generation where the lowest percentage of inactive 
citizens was identified and where the active ones were the majority.
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Table 7. Citizenship profile by gender and age group

Source: Own elaboration.

The population expressed willingness to take action to have a positive impact on society and the 
planet. However, when it came to daily acts, divergences occurred as the majority claimed to engage in 
these habits only occasionally. In the social dimension, we observed that ‘occasionally’ was the main 
response when citizens were asked about the frequency of engaging in actions that directly impacted 
people (small decisions in day-to-day life, collaborating with NGOs, conscious information about con-
sumed goods and services, advocating for equity, raising awareness among others, etc.). A positive trend 
was observed from 2021 to 2022 in habits related to small daily actions that contributed to personal care 
and resource conservation. In 2022, 64% admitted to regularly practising these actions, compared to 
42.7% in 2021. Similarly, it is noteworthy that 45.3% of the participants in the second wave consistently 
advocated for equity and gender equality, actively seeking employment in companies where gender 
equality was a reality. Occasionally, they sought information on how to be more sustainable or engage 
in conversations with others about this topic.

Considering habits related to the economic dimension of sustainability (see table 8), both in 2021 
and 2022, over 50% stated that they occasionally prioritised local businesses over purchasing from on-
line platforms. Similarly, they occasionally shared positive actions of companies in triple impact areas, 
either among acquaintances or on social media. It is also noteworthy that there was a significant propor-
tion of individuals who never recommended or criticised these actions, across both periods and for both 
issues. They represented the highest results in these series of questions. In 2022, regarding purchasing 
habits, they also indicated that they occasionally used technology to buy goods or services based on 
sustainability criteria, purchased second-hand goods, or paid more for sustainable products.
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Table 8. Citizens’ habits for sustainability (economic dimension)

Source: Own elaboration.

Table 9. Citizens’ habits for sustainability (environmental dimension)

 
Source: Own elaboration.
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Examining the environmental dimension (see table 9), habits that have a positive impact on envi-

ronmental surroundings are predominantly observed, either occasionally or regularly. These habits are 
mainly related to the use of public transport, reduction of plastic in packaging, product information, 
product reuse, and reduction in consumption of resources such as water, energy, plastics, and more.

In the second wave of 2022, a question focusing on the habits and/or behaviours that citizens would 
like to improve (limited to three options) was included. Regarding the three habits to improve, there 
was consensus among the three citizens’ profiles; they would like to do it periodically: local shopping 
(over online platforms), making small changes that impacted their day-to-day routine (short showers), 
and resorting to the second-hand market.

Regarding the level of personal satisfaction among participants, we observed similar results in 
both waves. Approximately, 31% of the responses stated being quite or very satisfied with their perso-
nal involvement in actions seeking a positive impact. In 2022, 51.8% and in 2021, 53.8% stated feeling 
somewhat satisfied. Conversely, 16.6% in 2022 and 15.2% in 2021 admitted to not feeling satisfied with 
their personal commitment. The more active population group reported a significantly higher degree of 
satisfaction with their actions. These profiles show more alignment between saying-feeling-doing, be-
tween the level of positive impact habits and the feeling of well-being that their actions bring them. On 
the contrary, we observe that the most inactive groups said that they were not satisfied with their level 
of involvement in addressing the challenges facing the planet.

In the second wave of the study, it was also deemed appropriate to inquire about the sources of 
information used by citizens to learn about a company’s policies and its impact on the environment and 
society. All three population profiles predominantly relied on traditional media such as newspapers and 
radio. Notably, among the active profiles, the use of forum web pages and review platforms ranked se-
cond, indicating a proactive search for insights and feedback from others. Both the inactive and mains-
tream profiles expressed a lack of engagement in seeking such information.

Finally, in 2022, we included one last question that focused on the influence that purpose-driven 
companies had when choosing a product/service and making a recommendation. For the active group, 
it was a determining factor in the purchasing decision and recommendation, as 84.6% expressed being 
moderately or greatly influenced. Among the mainstream profiles, 49.5% stated the same. In contrast, 
the inactive group indicated that it would have some influence (54.6%) primarily, although 24.4% ack-
nowledged feeling quite or greatly inclined towards purchasing and/or recommending. Additionally, 
21.1% affirmed feeling little or no influence from this type of company when acquiring goods or servi-
ces.

Discussion and implications

The search to align organisational purpose with achievement of the SDGs may enable a transforma-
tion in how businesses are governed, why, and for whom (Stubbs et al., 2022), requiring more ‘purpo-
seful’ companies to be in line with sustainable development. In other words, their main purpose is not 
limited to achieving one’s own benefit (company), but rather it includes a set of integrated mini purposes 
(aligned with society demands, including the planet as a stakeholder) that are articulated on the basis of 
a corporate purpose where prioritising takes second place and balancing becomes the fundamental axis 
of organisational mission.

In this sense, the most interesting finding of this study stemmed from exploration of the emergence 
of organisations with a purpose that prioritised ‘in addition’ for achieving a social and environmental 
purpose or the ‘common good’. With such findings, we want to be the first to move the academic and 
research community to generate debate on the importance of the existence of purpose-driven com-
panies and how they are perceived by citizens increasingly committed to sustainable development. At 
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the macro level, boosting purpose-driven businesses could be relevant to contribute to the achievement 
of the following SDGs established by the United Nations (2015): 1 (End poverty, targets 1.2 and 1.4); 
8 (Promote … decent work and economic growth, targets 8.1, 8.3, and 8. 5); 10 (Reduce inequalities, 
targets 10.1, 10.2, and 10.7); 12 (Ensure sustainable consumption and production patterns, with all its 
targets); and 16 (Promote peaceful and inclusive societies for sustainable development, provide access 
to justice for all and build effective accountability systems with all its targets). At the micro level, our 
work stands out for the importance of knowing whether citizens are aware of the existence of these 
SDGs and highlighting how they impact their lives as users and customers of such companies.

Specifically, the importance of these types of companies is becoming increasingly evident. Howe-
ver, on a global scale, there are 6,271 purpose-driven companies operating in 88 countries, with a total 
of 525,000 employees, generating a total revenue of 189.178 billion euros and an average annual revenue 
growth of 28%. For example, in 2022, in Spain alone, 200 companies were certified as purpose-driven 
companies, with a total revenue of 8,260 million euros and a workforce of 14,383 employees, generating 
a local and global ecosystem for change, according to data provided by B Lab Spain.

This reality is evident to Spanish citizens, so we conclude that seven out of ten people consider it 
totally or fairly necessary for companies to take the step towards more sustainable and responsible bu-
sinesses (Canvas Estrategias Sostenibles, 2023). It is time for companies to act beyond corporate volun-
tarism: society is demanding new ways of doing business. Reactive social responsibility actions, which 
do not prove to be effective in proposing solutions to the challenges of today’s world, are not enough.

Undoubtedly, citizens need to contrast these theories of social responsibility and sustainable de-
velopment with the creation of positive social and environmental value, and optimise the value for a 
broader network of interested parties, including society and the environment as a pool of stakeholders, 
thus optimising value for the system (Stubbs & Cocklin, 2008). However, creating shared value among 
stakeholders is difficult to achieve in practice (Porter & Kramer, 2011) and in the end, many companies 
end up with social responsibility hypocrisy (Steimikiene et al., 2023) rather than CSR.

When we talk about citizens believing in this type of company, corporate reputation comes to 
mind. It is this reputation that companies are gaining over time through being consistent with their 
promises for and purposes with society. In this regard, we could say that the so-called ‘corporate repu-
tation’ (Fombrun, 1996) of purpose-driven companies has not yet been achieved, because the 49% of 
people in Spain do not trust that companies can also work to generate social and environmental benefits 
(Canvas Estrategias Sostenibles, 2023, p.49).

This study has several noteworthy implications for managers and policymakers in various fields. 
Firstly, it contributes to a better understanding that it will be the responsibility of purpose-driven com-
panies to live up to this widespread social demand for ethical and economic solvency, transparency, 
and social responsibility, which organisations cannot ignore. In this regard, it should be remembe-
red that, as defined by Von Berlepsch et al. (2022), corporate reputation is a unique, intangible status 
achieved through the perception of stakeholders, including the public, of the commitments acquired by 
companies and the experiences offered in the past. In this scenario, social enterprises in general today 
provide an important projection of the future (Cermelli et al., 2019). These types of companies have the 
appropriate characteristics to meet the needs of the advanced economies of the global economy and to 
contribute to the creation of sustainable and economic shared value (Porter and Kramer, 2011). This 
issue can effectively contribute to addressing the economic, social, and environmental challenges of the 
welfare state crisis, which is taking on increasingly significant dimensions and whose solution seems to 
be less and less postponing (Nogales & Zandonai, 2014).

Secondly, citizens must also make a commitment in this regard. After analysing the results, the 
social actions that require the greatest investment of personal resources are those that obtain the least 
involvement, compared to other simpler actions such as turning off lights or taking shorter showers 
(see tables 8 and 9). We observe that involvement in both recommending and publicly questioning the 
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actions of companies with responsible behaviour (good or bad) is at an intermediate level of involve-
ment (see table 8) and is a far cry from the demands made on purposeful companies by respondents 
in tables 5–7. This can be seen as an area of opportunity, since consumers will abandon brands that 
do not support their values and will be willing to pay more for those that do align with their concerns 
(Accenture, 2021). Therefore, it is not so much that we find ourselves with a society that is not very 
committed, perhaps, as Álvarez-Vergnani (2019, p. 87) points out: ‘what we should question is whether 
the new patterns of participation (…) are the most efficient (...) to face the new scenarios resulting from 
climate change’.

We observe that responsible consumption as a form of activism (López-Triana, 2020) can become 
a potential driver of change in everyday habits that underlie people’s different roles as consumers, em-
ployees, clients, suppliers, etc, and this can become a compelling reason for companies to seek to align 
their purposes with the concerns of their stakeholders.

Another noteworthy finding that this content analysis revealed is that the environmental dimension 
(table 9) is the one that exhibits the most homogeneous behaviour among participants. This finding 
could be related to the fact that environmental issues are one of the major concerns for Spanish society 
(Greenpeace, 2017), and the evidence of the consequences of climate change directly and without me-
diation impact the population (Sanz & Galan, 2022), which is why citizens are increasingly concerned 
about these consequences and are beginning to value corporate behaviours that contribute to mitigating 
these effects.

Practical and theoretical implications

This work primarily demonstrates the perspective of Spanish society on purpose-driven business 
as an emerging sustainable model, fostering a balance between profit, environmental concerns, and 
societal welfare. Secondly, the Spanish population has been studied to find out what they are willing 
to contribute to sustainability as part of the current economic system. It thus innovatively offers an 
alignment between the expectations placed on business and the responsibilities taken by citizens in 
promoting social and environmental improvement.

Through an analysis of how informed citizens perceive the impact and significance of these no-
vel business models, the findings can be extrapolated and applied to other stakeholders, including po-
licymakers and conventional companies seeking to transition towards sustainable practices, thereby 
enhancing their market presence and positioning. 

Another practical implication of this study is related to the level of commitment of the popula-
tion towards sustainability and how Spanish society confronts this challenge. The results of the study 
highlight the alignment between their expectations of businesses and their individual commitment to 
enhancing society and the environment, both as consumers and employees, as well as engaging citizens 
(active/mainstream/inactive). The study shows which habits have been easily acquired by the population 
and which have a positive impact on the planet, and therefore represent the strategic lines that can be 
promoted to move towards sustainability, both for educational and market purposes.

Theoretically, we provide empirical evidence regarding the nexus between corporate purpose and 
business sustainability in the Spanish context. Therefore, this paper presents an initial theoretical fra-
mework for future in-depth studies on purpose-driven companies in different countries and sectors, 
where the study could be replicated or adapted.



68

Bridging the gap: Understanding Spanish society’s perception of purpose-driven companies and their role in sustainable development

Estudos em Comunicação nº39, Edição Especial, vol. 1 (Dezembro, 2024)

Conclusions

Regarding RQ1, ‘Are purpose-driven companies known by Spanish citizens as examples of ethical 
and sustainable businesses?’, the data demonstrate that they are, although there is a slight evolution. In 
2022, a positive evolution is identified, as 38.7% of the population was already familiar with the concept 
of purpose-driven companies (compared to 37% in 2021), wider among younger age groups (45.2% for 
Millennials and 41.6% for Generation Z). The main sectors associated with purpose-driven companies 
are the energy sector, followed by two consumer-related sectors: fashion and cosmetics, and food and 
beverages.

For RQ2, ‘What role does Spanish society assume in the transition towards sustainability?’, we 
observe that in 2022, 28% of the total population corresponded to a more active profile in sustainabili-
ty and engaged in nine or more activities with positive impact regularly. Within this active group, the 
majority were female (59.3%) and committed (over 84% stated that a purpose-driven company would 
influence their product and service choices). Although the mainstream profile predominates (57%), the-
re are opportunities for a shift towards more sustainability-oriented attitudes among the population.

Therefore, our last question (RQ3), ‘Is there alignment between the expectations imposed on cor-
porations and the responsibilities assumed by citizens in fostering societal and environmental impro-
vement?’, demonstrates that there is indeed alignment between the demands placed on companies and 
personal actions taken by the respondents. In 2022, 70.7% of the population considered it either highly 
or moderately necessary for companies to transition towards more sustainable and responsible business 
models, which define purpose-driven companies. Additionally, 53% of the Spanish population would be 
willing to buy and recommend products or services from a company that operates under triple impact 
and sustainability principles. Furthermore, up to 50.7% would consider working for or recommending 
such companies as places of employment. Even inactive citizens expressed their dissatisfaction with 
their own actions in defence of the planet, a gesture of great honesty and an opportunity to implement 
new actions to help raise awareness among this population group.

We find ourselves in a context where citizens’ concerns are calling for a transformation of the eco-
nomic system towards a more sustainable model connected to the common good. The evidence obtained 
and the analysis carried out provide keys to face the challenges and opportunities of the transformation 
we are undergoing on a social and environmental level. We are living in times of dizzying changes, 
and it is important to broaden our vision in order to understand and position ourselves with a sense of 
interdependence. The alliance between purpose-driven companies and active citizens may represent 
the way to achieve an economic system that is fairer to people and the planet, to continue generating 
opportunities for business without risking our most precious asset: the planet on which we live and its 
natural resources. 

However, it is essential to critically assess whether B Corporations are merely a response to the 
growing demand for ethical business practices or if they represent a lasting shift in corporate behavior. 
Historical precedents, such as the SA 8000 certification introduced in the 1990s, provide cautionary 
examples. Although SA 8000 was initially embraced as a standard for social responsibility, it ultimately 
faced criticism for being adopted more as a marketing tool than a genuine effort to implement systemic 
changes. A similar concern applies to B Corporations: while the certification process is rigorous, there 
is a risk that some companies may use it to bolster their image without enacting meaningful reforms.

Moreover, it is important to recognize that non-certified ethical companies may also deliver subs-
tantial social and environmental value, often without the formal recognition that comes with certi-
fications like B Corp. The key challenge for B Corporations is to avoid becoming a passing trend 
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and instead demonstrate sustained impact. To achieve this, these companies must commit to ongoing 
transparency, accountability, and structural change that addresses the core issues of global capitalism, 
beyond consumer-driven demand for greener products.

In conclusion, the true value of B Corporations will ultimately depend on their ability to maintain 
a long-term commitment to ethical principles and avoid falling into the same pitfalls as previous certi-
fication models.

While the sustainability and long-term impact of B Corporations remain subject to scrutiny, one 
thing is clear: their success, as well as the success of any ethical business model, depends not only on 
corporate actions but also on the active engagement of citizens. As consumers, employees, and inves-
tors, citizens play a pivotal role in shaping the future of purpose-driven companies. Their involvement 
can serve as a critical force in ensuring that these companies remain accountable and committed to 
genuine ethical practices, rather than falling into the traps of past certification models.

Based on our empirical findings, we suggest that future research should pay attention to the 
following questions: Purpose-driven companies are backed by active citizens, but how are citizens in-
volved in the development of this business model? And who are more active and what are their habits?

Without a doubt, as Fontan et al. (2019) underline, these active citizens permanently demand that 
organisations generate an ethical, social, environmental, and economic value and have a positive impact 
on the quality and condition of people’s lives. It is an ethical citizenship behaviour of high ethical com-
mitment and involvement with society in general, and the economy, environment, and specific groups 
that are more vulnerable. Even though the reality is different, there is a clear and great difference be-
tween the gap between expectations and perceptions of this reality: only 39% of citizens believed that 
organisations worked hard to improve people’s quality of life and, in general, they would not mind if 
76% of brands disappeared. Working to reduce this difference requires a major transformation in cor-
porate leadership, culture, and behaviour (Fontan et al., 2019). 

Organisational purpose, as part of the social enterprise identity, needs to be built as a result of a 
new kind of leadership performance, focused on learning processes and driven by individual and orga-
nisational communication capabilities. Such a challenge points out, on the one hand, that a more socially 
concerned enterprise is needed and, on the other, that top management capabilities must be improved in 
order to play the new role they are compelled to play in order to promote social economy and stakehol-
der capitalism (Losada-Vázquez, 2022).  Therefore, purpose-driven companies can serve to reconsider 
the role of traditional ones, their impact, and the mark they will leave for the future society.

Limitations

This work reflects only on Spanish society’s knowledge of purpose-driven companies, so it will 
be necessary to carry out similar studies in other countries to be able to draw general conclusions. 
Likewise, it presents only descriptive data of a phenomenon that is just beginning to be studied, so we 
propose as a second phase to continue exploring this issue, having experts analyse the results, with pur-
pose-driven companies and with other key stakeholders from academia and the media; also, it would be 
interesting to know how citizens could have an impact on these companies.
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