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Communicating Purpose

Financial returns are the primary source of value created by corporations. Without an 
immediate or anticipated capacity to generate financial profit, a business cannot continue 
to invest in its long-term future. This being the case, the best Annual Reports present a 
clear corporate strategy and explain how the business makes a profit and will continue to 
do so.

Corporate purpose is a foundation for durable financial returns

Behind every successful strategy is a broader goal, yet many Annual Reports are light on 
the discussion of corporate purpose. Why does the business exist? What is the mission 
that sets the strategic direction? What values guide employee behavior? How does the 
company define success in the broader societal context?

This is set to change. As consumers seek authenticity from the brands they patronize, 
investors also want to understand and evaluate the sustainability of the business model. 
Accordingly, we are seeing a growing number of reporters incorporate purpose and values 
into the heart of their corporate communications.

Ten “Purposeful” Annual Reports
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An important evolution in corporate reporting

At Argyle, we are excited by this evolution in the reporting landscape and believe that 
presenting what the company does well, what its people are passionate about, and what 
society needs is an effective way to highlight what is unique about an organization and 
reinforce investment decisions.

So, how are corporations presenting their corporate purpose and how they create value 
beyond financial returns?

The following examples from ten leading US reporters highlight Annual Reports that 
showcase corporate purpose. In addition to the stated purpose, many companies have 
separate and distinct mission, vision, and/or value statements, each of which closely align 
to the company’s value creation and explanation as to what makes the business unique.
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3M is a case study in establishing an authentic corporate 
purpose, and making it stick in a short period of time. 
Five years ago, Inge G. Thulin, the company’s Chairman, 
President and CEO, laid out a new vision to guide the 
company — “3M technology advancing every company, 
3M products enhancing every home, 3M innovation 
improving every life”.

3M: Advancing, enhancing, improving 
(and maintaining consistency…)

2012 
ANNUAL REPORT

2013 
ANNUAL REPORT

2014 
ANNUAL REPORT

Early in the year we introduced 
a new vision for 3M, a vision for 
the entire company to inspire 
our employees and position us 
positively with our customers. We 
set out to capture the essence of 
3M with a clear vision that is both 
timely and timeless.

“ Overall, I am very pleased with our 
progress in 2013. We delivered good 
broad-based performance while investing 
and building for long-term success. We 
continue to be inspired and motivated by 
our vision:

3M Technology Advancing Every Company 
3M Products Enhancing Every Home 
3M Innovation Improving Every Life

“ 3M harnesses the power of science 
to make the world safer, more 
efficient and more prosperous.

“

”

”

”
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http://investors.3m.com/financials/annual-reports-and-proxy-statements/default.aspx

LEARN MORE

In 2012, 3M launched a new corporate vision and strategies to ensure that 
the new vision would translate into actionable results to create value for the 
company’s investors. Together, the company refers to its vision and strategy 
as the “3M playbook”. Each year in his letter to shareholders, Mr. Thulin builds 
an explicit link to value by discussing how the company uses science to 
solve problems for its customers and measure company progress against the 
corporate vision.

3M gives authenticity to its vision by using the Annual Report to chart 
company performance against it. Consistency – in reporting style, messaging 
and leadership priorities — promotes “buy in” from a broad range of 
stakeholders, and makes 3M an attractive proposition for customers and 
employees who find themselves aligned with the company’s vision.

2015 
ANNUAL REPORT

2016 
ANNUAL REPORT

In addition to the progress on our levers, last year 
we invested in a new brand platform – 3M Science. 
Applied to Life.™ – which is enhancing awareness 
of how we use science to solve problems for our 
customers. This will further enhance our reputation, 
build greater trust and loyalty, and open up new 
growth opportunities.

“ Going forward, the global environment will continue 
to change rapidly. Yet as I communicated in a 
recent message to all 3Mers, with change we have 
the opportunity to lead, evolve and strengthen our 
competitive edge. That is why we will continue to make 
change our best friend, execute our playbook and 
remain focused on our customers. We will do what we 
do best: use science to make the world a safer, healthier 
and better place. That is what our brand promise — 
3M Science. Applied to Life.TM — is all about.

“

”
”
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To win, a business must create a model based on what 
matters to customers, and execute that model to a high 
standard. In its 2016 Annual Report, Allstate explains how 
by protecting people from life’s uncertainties, the company 
creates prosperity for customers, shareholders, employees, 
agency owners and communities.

The message to readers is clear – as a purposeful 
organization, Allstate offers investors the benefits of a 

customer-centric strategy: more satisfied customers, increased loyalty, lower 
costs, and engaged employees.

Allstate: Building an explicit link to value

“Allstate’s consumer-focused strategy is  
working to create a more sustainable 

business despite dramatic changes in the 
external environment.”

314922_ALL_AR16_Narrative_v17.indd   1 4/6/17   11:52 PM
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https://www.allstate.com/resources/allstate/attachments/
annual-report/all-ways-allstate-2017-am-materials.pdf 

LEARN MORE

Over a period of years, Allstate has used its Annual Report 
to communicate an authentic link between the customer 
experience and value. In his letter, the company’s Chairman 
and CEO, Tom Wilson, gives prominence to the company’s 
purpose as he explains his list of strategic priorities, and 
speaks of a sense of pride – shared by the company’s 
employees – in working for a purpose-driven organization.

BRINGING OUT THE GOOD
Being a great company goes beyond making a profit — it means making a difference in the 
world. I am particularly proud that the company was honored for a third consecutive year 
as one of the world’s most ethical corporations. Allstate also is making that difference by 
supporting youth empowerment, survivors of domestic violence and over 4,800 nonprofit 
organizations throughout the country. Thousands of Allstate agency owners and employees 
committed 230,000 hours of volunteer time last year, improving their communities and 
reinforcing respect for Allstate’s brand.

I am privileged and proud to lead Allstate because it is a purpose- driven organization with 
talented team members who are shaping a better future. In the process, we also are building 
a more valuable company for you.
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AT&T’s role in society is to “Connect people with their 
world, everywhere they live, work and play, and do it better 
than anyone else”. The company’s 2016 Annual Report 
takes this mission statement and explains 
in clear terms how it is intrinsic to their 
business, and part of their everyday work. 

Statements that explain what makes an 
organization distinctive and valuable 

are rarer than one would imagine. This being said, we 
particularly like AT&T’s mission statement, which puts 
the company’s customers first, and explicitly links their 
satisfaction with business success. 

AT&T: Acting on a mission statement

AT&T embeds its mission statement at the heart 
of its Annual Report and puts its employees 
front and center as the company adapts to a 
fast-changing world. 
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https://investors.att.com/~/media/Files/A/ATT-IR/financial-reports/
annual-reports/2016/att-ar2016-completeannualreport.pdf

LEARN MORE

4 | AT&T INC.4  | AT&T  I N C .

Produce and assemble world-class 
entertainment
Great content wins every time. And that’s what 

we’re all about delivering — wherever, whenever 

and however customers want it. Increasingly, 

they want it on their mobile screens. DIRECTV 

gave us the scale in content relationships that 

we needed to assemble the entertainment for 

our new DIRECTV NOW video streaming service. 

Our Otter Media joint venture with The Chernin 

Group is creating and assembling some of the 

best digital, short-form content around. And Time 

Warner will make us a global leader in producing 

and assembling world-class, premium content. 

By owning great content, we can build truly 

differentiated entertainment services, whether  

it’s traditional TV, mobile or over-the-top. 

Serve our customers globally
Our customers are global and so are we. That’s 

why we continue to invest to ensure that we can 

provide integrated solutions that connect people 

and businesses around the world. We are a leader 

in transforming our network from hardware- to 

software-centric. This software-defined network 

makes it easier for us to offer our products globally. 

Our global focus is why we’re the leader in serving 

multinational businesses. 

Time Warner will also enhance our global 

capabilities with rich content offerings throughout 

the world. Combined with our global presence, we 

expect significant synergies in our Latin American 

mobility and TV businesses.

Operate with an industry-leading cost structure 
We’re focused on building a modern network 

architecture that will provide the highest efficiency 

and productivity in the industry. To make that 

happen, we’re moving forward on a number of 

fronts. The biggest by far is our software-centric 

network transformation, which will allow us to 

deliver the most network traffic at the lowest 

marginal cost in the industry. Additionally,  

we’re streamlining operations, simplifying offers, 

getting the best prices from our supply chain, 

automating customer self-service and making 

more interactions digital to reduce the time it 

takes to provide service. And that’s on top of the 

$2.5 billion in annual synergies we anticipate by 

the end of 2018 from the integration of DIRECTV. 

That includes taking advantage of our scale to 

achieve the industry’s best video content costs,    

as well as efficiencies from streamlining installation 

and customer care. In 2015, we largely eliminated 

subsidized mobile handsets and, as a result,  

achieved record EBITDA service margins in our 

mobility business in 2016.

 

Equip our people for the future
AT&T received a lot of news media attention in 

2016 for the progress we’re making in equipping 

our people with the right skills for the future. 

I am so proud of our employees for their clear 

commitment to adapt to a fast-changing world 

where capabilities must constantly be refreshed. 

As the pace of technological change accelerates, 

our people are adapting as never before. We’re 

using innovative training and building profiles of 

future job requirements to help our employees 

pivot their skills from hardware to software, from 

legacy wireline to mobile and entertainment, and 

from data recorders to data scientists.
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Like other examples of purposeful corporations, Bank of 
America announces its corporate purpose at the very 
beginning of its Annual Report while using the cover to 
emphasize the closely aligned “responsible growth 
strategy”.

Banks were heavily criticized for their role in creating the 
financial crisis. Since then, Bank of America and peer 

financial institutions have worked hard to explain the important role that they 
play creating value for society beyond generating responsible financial returns.

Bank of America: Advancing the goals of 
people, companies, and institutional investors
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http://media.corporate-ir.net/media_files/IROL/71/71595/BOAML_AR2016.pdf

LEARN MORE

By stating its 
commitment to a 
core purpose, Bank 
of America aligns 
the interests of its 
customers and 
investors, and seeks to 
establish trust across all 
stakeholders. 

Ensuring Our Growth Is Sustainable

The final tenet of responsible growth is that we must grow in 
a sustainable manner. That means we must adhere to rigorous 
standards of corporate governance; we must invest in our 
communities; and we must strive to be the best place to work 
by helping our 200,000 teammates achieve their goals and 
aspirations.

Our environmental, social, and governance (ESG) practices 
are central to growing in a sustainable manner. A special ESG 
supplement enclosed in our Annual Report mailing this year 
provides additional details. There is also an extended discussion of 
our ESG practices in the proxy statement. Let me highlight a few 
key elements.

We are committed to best practices in corporate governance, 
including a strong, independent Board of Directors and other 
measures. The Board oversees our responsible growth strategy to 
deliver long-term value for you, our shareholders. Also, the Board 
has empowered a lead independent director whose duties and 
responsibilities meet or exceed corporate best practices. You can 
learn more about how the Board discharges its responsibilities in 
the Q&A with Lead Independent Director Jack Bovender in this 
report, and in the 2017 proxy statement. We also view the nearly 
$200 million in philanthropic investments we make in communities 
around the world, and the nearly 2 million volunteer hours our 
teammates commit to the causes they care about, as critical to 
creating the conditions for long-term, sustainable growth.

As always, we must be agile and adaptive, but what will not 
change are the principles upon which we run our company. In both 
the near term and for the long term, given the current regulatory 
environment and because of the way we rebuilt our balance sheet 
and how we are executing our responsible growth strategy, we 
will have excess capital to put to work driving the economy. We 
are lending, and we will continue returning capital to shareholders 
through dividends and stock repurchases. There is a discussion 
in some quarters about perceived trade-offs between those 
important objectives, but we can do both while growing the 
company. We will continue investing in our business, our people, 
and our communities because we understand that when our 
customers, communities and employees succeed, we all succeed.
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Our team’s experience working with some of the 
world’s largest corporations in the USA and Europe has 
led us to develop a conviction that the most impactful 
investor communications are prepared by those 
companies that state their purpose and 
align everything they do with this purpose.

In this respect, CVS Health excels: the company’s purpose, 
“Helping people on their path to better health” sits at the 

heart of their bold and relevant strategy and runs through the company’s 
investor communications.

CVS Health: Corporate purpose 
informing corporate strategy

CVS Health stands out as an example of a business involved in healthcare 
that goes beyond a tagline about wellness to explain in real terms how they 
improve their customers’ health. For example, CVS Health ceased the sales 
of tobacco products in 2014. Purpose is embedded into the company’s 
culture, and the Annual Report aligns the interests of the company’s 
customers and investors in a way that is both clear and compelling – and 
uncommon across the broader reporting landscape.
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http://investors.cvshealth.com/~/media/Files/C/CVS-IR-v3/reports/annual-report-2016.pdf

LEARN MORE
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Technology is at the heart of the accelerating economic, 
social and political climates that animate our changing 
world. This being the case, it is logical that purpose – and 
the role that technology companies play in the changes 
affecting individuals and society – is becoming central to 
how businesses in this field communicate and operate. 
HP’s mantra when addressing this constant change is 
simple — Keep reinventing.

HP announces its purpose to create technology “to make life better for 
everyone, everywhere” on the inside front cover of its 2016 Annual Report. 
From there, the value pillars of strategy, performance, corporate governance 
and sustainability flow logically through the report, and refer back to the 
company’s vision and purpose as appropriate.

HP: Keep reinventing
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http://www.hpannualmeeting.com/docs/HP-2016-Annual-Report.pdf

LEARN MORE

By integrating the company’s purpose statement 
deep into the Annual Report and across other 
communications, HP demonstrates that it lives its 
purpose by reinventing its business to create value 
for all stakeholders.

HP demonstrates that 
“reinvention” is in its DNA 
by using technology 
to offer investors and 
other stakeholders an 
expanded Annual Meeting 
experience.
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Through its Annual Report, IBM invites “professionals, in 
every industry in every part of the world” to be part of a 
movement that is changing the world. The company aligns 
employees, customers and investors with the objective of 
advancing with IBM, thereby turning ambition into action. 

The Annual Report presents 50 real life stories that highlight 
how IBM is adding value to the lives of professionals from 

educators to farmers, and flight attendants to endocrinologists.

IBM: Demonstrating how purpose 
impacts lives
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By fulfilling its purpose to lead in invention, IBM benefits individuals and 
society. Virginia Rometty, the company’s CEO, uses her letter to explain 
how IBM creates returns for investors by delivering something that matters 
to society.

https://www.ibm.com/annualreport/2016/images/downloads/IBM-Annual-Report-2016.pdf

LEARN MORE
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PepsiCo is focused on 
delivering sustainable long-
term growth while leaving a 
positive imprint on society 
and the environment. 
The company calls this 
approach, “performance 
with a purpose”.

This driving purpose is announced from the inside front cover of the Annual 
Report and pursued throughout with discussion of how the company’s 
products play a positive role on the people 
and planet that they touch.

PepsiCo: Delivering performance with purpose

• Our disciplined capital allocation and 
prudent working capital management 
enabled us to improve core net return 
on invested capital 190 basis points 
to 21.5% and generate approximately 
$7.8 billion in free cash flow, excluding 
certain items, which substantially 
exceeds our goal of more than 
$7 billion.

• And we met our goal of returning 
approximately $7 billion in cash to 
shareholders through dividends 
and share repurchases. In fact, we 
increased our annualized dividend per 
share for the 45th consecutive year 
beginning with our June 2017 payment.

These are impressive accomplishments. 
And they build on the progress we’ve 
made over the 10 years I’ve had the honor 
of serving as Chairman and CEO of this 
great company. Looking back on the past 
decade, our annualized total shareholder 
return has been 8.2%, 130 basis points 
ahead of the S&P 500. And our com-
pounded annual dividend growth has 
been roughly 10%. In fact, we’ve returned 
almost $70 billion to you in the form of 
dividends and buybacks. 

By nearly any measure, that’s a strong 
record of performance, especially dur-
ing a period of time that witnessed the 
2008 financial crisis and a number of 
other major challenges. And reflecting 
on the strength, the consistency, of that 
performance today, I’m reminded of how 
we achieved it. Part of the reason was 
our momentum when I took the helm. As a 
result of able stewardship by generations 
of associates — from the c- suite to the 
front line — we inherited a solid founda-
tion, along with a proud legacy, that we 
could build on.

But from the beginning, it was also 
clear that if we wanted to make sure 
our future was as bright as our past, we 
needed to transform our company in a 
number of critical ways.

With changing consumer preferences,  
reflecting a growing shift toward a healthier 
lifestyle in the U.S. and around the world, 
we needed to transform our portfolio with 
more nutritious options.

With increasing strains on natural resources, and the increasing importance govern-
ments were placing on protecting our planet, we needed to transform our operations to 
limit our environmental footprint.

And with Millennials entering the workforce in large numbers, we needed to trans-
form our workplace and our culture to make sure we were meeting the evolving 
expectations of a new generation of associates.

The urgency of responding to all these shifts — the necessity of navigating a series 
of demographic, environmental and societal trends that were challenging us like never 
before — is what gave rise to the approach all of us have come to know as “Performance 
with Purpose.” From the start, Performance with Purpose has been more than a slogan, 
more than a single program. It has been an overarching vision — a governing philoso-
phy — guiding every aspect of our business.

At heart, it’s about building a healthier future for all our stakeholders. And that starts 
with generating healthy financial returns for all of you, my fellow shareholders. But the 
truth is, that’s just table stakes. Our challenge is to do more than simply deliver healthy 
returns. Our challenge is to deliver them consistently, sustainably, quarter after quarter, 
year after year. And the way we’ll continue doing that is by doing the same thing we’ve 
been doing over the past ten years. And that means:

• Making healthier foods and beverages for our consumers;

• Generating healthy growth for our retail and foodservice partners;

• Contributing to a healthier planet while boosting our bottom line;

• Creating a healthy workplace and culture for our associates; and

• Promoting healthier communities wherever we operate.

Together, these steps form a virtuous cycle that is powering our ongoing transformation 
as a company, enabling us to do well by doing good, positioning us for success not 
only over the short run, but also over the long run, and securing our place as one of the 
defining corporations of the 21st century.

We continued to expand our range of beverages, offering consumers a set of choices that are 
on-  trend and well-  positioned for future growth. 

2016  PepsiCo Annual Report  |  05
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http://www.pepsico.com/docs/album/annual-reports/pepsico-inc-2016-annual-report.pdf

LEARN MORE

PepsiCo’s messaging couldn’t be clearer. In her 
letter to shareholders, Indra Nooyi, the company’s 
Chairman and CEO, places purpose at the heart of 
the company she leads. Importantly, this message 
is communicated consistently across all of the 
company’s investor communications, and benefits 
from a dedicated website:  
http://www.pepsico.com/sustainability/ 
Performance-with-Purpose.

Contributing 
to a healthier 
planet while 
boosting our 
bottom line

“

”
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Pfizer’s purpose is grounded in the company’s belief that all people deserve 
to live healthy lives. This purpose – articulated through the company’s 
Annual Report and a dedicated website (http://www.pfizer.com/purpose) 
drives the company’s desire to provide access to medicines that are safe, 
effective and affordable.

In its Annual Report, Pfizer goes beyond intent and “walks the talk” by 
explaining clearly how the company offers access to its products through 
practical steps and partnerships with external stakeholders.

Pfizer: Acting on a belief that all individuals deserve 
access to quality health care
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https://www.pfizer.com/files/investors/financial_reports/annual_reports/2016/index.html

LEARN MORE

It is no surprise that the purpose of a biopharmaceutical company is to 
improve lives. Pfizer uses its Annual Report to explain in real terms how 
company resources are used every day to improve global health, placing its 
purpose at the heart of the business.

21

https://www.pfizer.com/files/investors/financial_reports/annual_reports/2016/index.html


Between the customers who visit the 
stores, the 2.3 million employees who 
work directly for the company, or the 
countless number of workers across 
its vast network of suppliers, Walmart 
touches the lives of hundreds of millions 
of people everyday.

Since its creation in 1962, Walmart has changed the way 
the world shops. The company’s 2017 Annual Report 
speaks to the organization’s core purpose – to save 
customers time and money – and puts employees at the 
forefront of that mission.

Walmart: Aligning the interests of 
employees and customers to succeed
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LEARN MORE

Walmart addresses its status as a leading 
employer throughout the Annual Report. By 
tying employee engagement and opportunity to 
the customer experience, Walmart presents 
itself as a purposeful organization seeking 
to align the interests of its workers and the 
communities they serve.
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We are a creative communications firm offering  
end-to-end, in-house execution capabilities.

Our experienced and passionate team is 
composed of attorneys, designers, project 
managers, thinkers and web developers. We 
collaborate together around a process that 
encompasses drafting, editing, designing and 
publishing across all digital and print channels.

We are thrilled that communications prepared by 
Argyle have contributed to trustful relationships 
between our clients and their readers, whether 
investors, employees or other stakeholders.

In turn, our commitment to our clients has resulted 
in meaningful long-term relationships with some of 
the most respected public and private companies 
in the world.
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