


Over the last five years most companies have come to articulate 
a sense of Purpose. For many this is effectively a hygiene factor: 
not every brand needs one, after all (sometimes a shampoo is 
just a shampoo), and at its worst, Purpose in large companies 
could sometimes be seen as simply the industrialisation of 
idealism – appropriating the apparent characteristics of smaller, 
values-driven brands to seem to their own people and to the 
consumer to be a more attractive company to do business with, 
regardless of the degree to which that Purpose actually drives 
internal decision-making.

What differentiates the Missionary as a challenger narrative today, 
then, is not the stated desire to be a brand or team on a mission, 
but the single-minded focus with which it lives that mission, and 
the evidence we see to believe it. It’s a challenger that is, above 
all, a series of actions that invite belief, rather than a statement 
on a homepage.

The Missionary exists primarily to change something in the world it 
sees as broken or unfair. Nigeria’s Power Oil, for instance, is looking 
to educate Nigerians about the health dangers that lie in the prevalent 
national use of unbranded cooking oil, sold in reused bottles and 
dirty containers. By introducing a safe, branded oil in small-sized 
packaging, they have made a healthy product affordable for the mass 
market, accompanied by on-the-ground educational programmes, 
from street plays to health camps. Eat My Lunch in New Zealand 

is a social enterprise tackling child poverty: they offer an online lunch 
service delivered to your workplace – and for each lunch you order 
for yourself, they give lunch to a Kiwi schoolkid who would otherwise 
go without. Ella’s Kitchen in the UK is focused on giving children 
healthier relationships with food. And Tony’s Chocolonely, our 
interview in this chapter, is a Dutch brand that challenges unethical 
supply chain practices in the chocolate business – the use, in effect, 
of slave labour – while still giving you a delicious bar of chocolate 
from a vibrant and entertaining brand. Being serious about your 
mission doesn’t mean you have to be earnest in everything you do. 

The Missionary, then, is not an organisation with a CSR agenda 
set to one side from its day-to-day activities. The business is the 
mission, and the mission is the objective. A KPI, something to 
strive for. And measurable. 

This bigger mission invites others to identify with and share 
in it. Missionary founders will tell you that early discoverers of 
their challenger and what it stands for become advocates for 
the brand. Generating free and persuasive word-of-mouth is 
therefore a key part of the media strategy for the Missionary 
challenger: symbolic actions are often more powerful here 
than conventional communication – look at the conversational 
impact of Patagonia’s advertising telling consumers not to buy its 
products, for instance. This is a company that we genuinely believe 
is on a mission to “use business to inspire and implement solutions 
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to the environmental crisis”. Or look at the financial implication 
of outdoor wear retailer REI’s annual closure of its US stores on the 
most lucrative shopping day of the year (Black Friday), as part of its 
commitment to getting people (including its employees) outside 
to enjoy what nature has to offer. In a business and marketing 
environment awash with brands with a stated sense of mission, 
but in a media and public context of scepticism and distrust, 
commitment to the mission has become an increasingly key 
part of this narrative’s effectiveness. Particularly, perhaps, 
if that commitment clearly costs you money.

And, finally, Missionary challengers are as clear about what they 
are against as what they are for – this is often a key difference 
between a really focused challenger brand mission and a more 
generally benevolent sense of corporate Purpose. If we want 
to sharpen our sense of mission, in fact, a good way to start 
is by defining what we hate, what we reject; it is frequently 
from here that the actions come that define how serious 
we are. 

In a time of a great deal of hollow talk around Purpose, it is 
these bold and dramatic moves that separate challengers 
who are committed to a genuine mission from the 
great pretenders.

A Summary of this Narrative

y
Core Strategic Thought: 
A challenger looking to change something that is wrong or unfair 
in the world, and wearing that strong sense of purpose on its sleeve.

y
What is it challenging? 
The way the category or the culture has thought and behaved to date.

y
Why does its consumer respond to it? 
Support for the challenger’s beliefs and actions, and the change 
it seeks to bring about.




