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The Purpose Economy: How Your 
Desire for Impact, Personal Growth 
and Community is Changing the 
World 

Hurst, Aaron, (2014), Elevate (ed.), Boise, Idaho. 
 

“A Purpose Economy organization is one that makes the creation 
of purpose their imperative, even if they struggle at times to 
realize their values and vision.” 

 
“The Millennial generation has become known as the purpose 
generation. It is a generation increasingly known for its desire to 
make a difference, grow, and share its passion with the world.” 

 
“The line between government, nonprofits and companies is 
blurring, and every sector is seeing purpose at the core of their 
future.” 

 

Summary 

In the same way that the Agrarian Economy was replaced by the Industrial Economy, 

the Information Economy extolled by Marc Porat thirty-five years ago is being 

supplanted by a new model — the so-called ‘Purpose Economy’. This new model, 

coined by Aaron Hurst and built on the basis of its Information predecessor, is based 

on the ambitions of the Millennials or ‘Generation Y’ (those born between 1980 and 

2000), people who seek a purpose in their jobs and lives — two things that are more 

juxtaposed than ever before. This is why many companies are adopting organizational 

structures, marketing departments, and strategic plans that focus less on figures and 

more on their staff and customers. The idea is that helping members of both groups 

discover their purpose in life makes the company more profitable. Therefore for the 

first time in modern history, we are facing an economy that is made for people.  

The author 

Aaron Hurst is a global leader in fields such as the purpose of work and social 

innovation. He is CEO of Imperative, founder of the Taproot Foundation and a frequent 

lecturer at universities and in large companies. He received the LSA Humanitarian 

Award, the highest award conferred by Michigan University. His uncle, Marc Porat, 
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coined the term 'Information Economy' thirty-five years ago, and foretold, among 

other things, the rise of Silicon Valley as a new economic center in the United States.  

Key ideas and opinion  

In the first part of his book, Aaron Hurst tries to define 'The Purpose Economy', what it 

stems from and what drives it. Throughout, he builds his argument on his own 

experience as founder of Taproot — a company specializing in pro bono services (it 

has raised $100 million using this method) which has become the biggest non-profit 

consulting firm in the United States. This foundation is based on what Hurst calls 'The 

Fourth American Economy in History', which according to him, will eclipse the third 

one (today's 'Information Economy’) in just twenty years. One should note that the 

author’s analysis in this book focuses wholly on the United States. Foreign readers 

will therefore encounter sections that have little in common with the social realities of 

their own countries — for example, when Hurst looks at the roles of the state and the 

private sector in health and education. Nevertheless, his discourse on how purpose is 

currently shaping job aspirations worldwide is an interesting one.  

Purpose now goes to the root of human ambition, driven by an economic crisis that 

has changed our priorities. Social innovation is now a thriving business, to the point 

that President Obama has set up an Office of Social Innovation and Civic Participation 

at the White House. The trend can also be seen in the companies that have sprung up 

to help people find enriching jobs. Even multinationals such as Pepsi and Deloitte are 

taking a new course towards strategies based on environmental protection and 

healthy food, rising to more human challenges. The Purpose Economy has become a 

business imperative, in much the same way as the Information Economy was in its 

day. Today, a company lacking purpose for its staff and customers is as unthinkable as 

it was for a firm in the early 1990s to fail to take advantage of technological advances.  

The heart of the Purpose Economy is everyone’s personal quest to achieve purpose 

in their lives. It shines through in noticeable social change in such everyday habits as 

what we eat or where we do our shopping. The Purpose Economy’s take-off is the 

result of the following set of circumstances, which will continue to fuel its growth for 

the foreseeable future:  

The ten drivers of the new economy 

1. Human-scale technology: the Internet in general and social networks in particular 

have spurred the creation of communities, self-affirmation and service to others. 

There are now more ways of expressing our aspirations and the Web 3.0 focuses 

on providing human-scale solutions, 'finding ourselves' and fostering a global 

village without social or geographical borders. 
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2. The Millennial effect: The author considers the 'Millennials' to be a generation 

driven by purpose, with a strong desire to make a difference, to grow and to share 

their passion with the world. The Millennials' approach to work differs greatly from 

that of their elders and blurs the bounds between work and personal life.  

3. Generation X: One should not forget this generation, because it includes the 

founders of Silicon Valley and is the one that today leads the Purpose Economy. 

4. Environmental, economic and political turmoil: The destruction of New York’s 

World Trade Center, Hurricane Katrina and — above all — the grave economic 

crisis have led Millennials to draw up survival strategies to cover their needs 

without borrowing money or increasing consumption. 

5. Longevity: Baby-boomers will live much longer than their parents and once they 

have retired, they will continue working part-time for good causes.  

6. Changing family and evolving roles: With women wholly involved in business, new 

industries — such as looking after children — have become increasingly important, 

and in many cases these are activities in which 'purpose' plays a key role.  

7. New social science: The new needs have given rise to positive thinking, which 

focuses on the role of purpose in our activities and of welfare in our private lives 

and work.  

8. Accelerated globalization: People are more connected and better informed about 

far-off problems. It is that much harder to 'look the other way' and not become 

involved.  

9. A shifting social context: Trust in government is waning and in the US, many of its 

functions have been taken over by 'B Corporations', which are a hybrid between 

non-profit and commercial organizations.  

10. Blending of sectors: These new corporations make profits in carrying out their 

social mission. Investors may receive dividends but they also help with charitable 

causes. The author cites YouTube (“The world’s biggest voluntary organization”) 

and Wikipedia as examples. NGOs, governments and private companies must join 

forces to make up for their individual shortcomings.  

Aaron Hurst ends his book by reviewing the three levels of purpose that are driving 

the Purpose Economy — Personal, Social and Societal. One can say that the Purpose 

Economy, like the models before it, affects all sectors but that beyond the figures, it 

has a deeper impact: human aspirations. In discovering our purpose and meaning in 

life, we improve our lives and those of everyone else in the world.  
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Personal purpose 

After making clear that once one has attained a comfortable lifestyle, money does 

not give life meaning, the author strives to find out what the purpose of the new 

economy is. According to the studies cited by Hurst, voluntary work is what makes 

people feel happiest. Nevertheless, pro bono work – Hurst’s area of expertise – is more 

enriching than voluntary work, as devoting one’s professional talents and strengths to 

charitable ends combines meaning and commitment, the pinnacle of purpose.  

We spend 50% of our waking lives working — which is why we must focus our quest 

for purpose. Work lies at the heart of our welfare. The author rejects the traditional 

model of “learning, earning and giving back” which many current leaders advocate. 

Instead, he argues that it would be more useful to apply all three steps at each stage in 

our lives, learning and giving something back to society through pro bono services.  

How can one maximize purpose in one’s work? To answer this question, Hurst starts 

off by dispelling some myths: 

1. Purpose is the same as cause. False: seeking a purpose means finding a direction, 

not a destination. It is an approach to work and serving others. Here, it is meant as 

a verb, not as a noun. 

2. Purpose is a luxury. False: it is not confined to the wealthy, it is a universal need. 

3. Purpose is a revelation. False: it is a journey, it does not come as a revelation from 

the heavens but rather from constantly seeking new experiences.  

4. Only some jobs provide purpose. False: one can find it in any profession — it all 

depends how one tackles it.  

In giving meaning to what we do, we should consider three factors: who we serve, 

and how and why we do it. Once we have done this, one forges a personal link with 

the rest of mankind and celebrates what is really important in life. This idea is linked to 

the burgeoning ranks of professionals who have decided to escape the control of 

multinationals and to strike out on their own as freelancers — the freedom, but also 

the risks and opportunities this entails. In such cases, money is not an end but rather 

a means to achieve a more important work aim. Nevertheless, the quest can also 

commence when working in a stultifying job. One can redesign one’s work to make it 

more enriching. The author does restrain his enthusiasm, in the sense that he admits 

that there are circumstances where goodwill is not enough. In such cases, one needs 

to make radical career changes in order to focus on what really matters. 
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Social purpose 

Among the examples of the Purpose Economy, the author analyses the case of the 

Mozilla Foundation. Its initial aim was to ensure that Internet did not only belong to 

big companies. According to Hurst, this kind of organization shows that purpose and 

human capital can create excellent businesses — even though in Mozilla’s case there 

was no plan to turn it into a company forming part of The Purpose Economy. In such 

instances, the purpose must focus on staff and customers. The companies that helped 

create this model adopt one of three approaches: offering purpose to their 

customers, giving their staff a purpose, and building purpose through a distribution 

chain. The most successful firms are those that combine all three approaches.  

Hurst analyses various sectors to show how the Purpose Economy is taking root, 

ranging from retailers such as the Etsy online store, in which shoppers and creators 

interact and even co-operate, to firms such as Airbnb and Zipcar, in which sharing is 

the key, and new computer platforms that make home schooling possible. The author 

states that bosses who 'live in a world of their own' are going the way of the Dodo and 

that a new kind of horizontal leadership is being adopted. Under the new 

management model, those calling the shots understand their team’s needs and 

ambitions and strive to satisfy them. In this respect, Hurst warns companies that as 

they grow to giant proportions and lose touch with their essence, they may turn from 

David into Goliath. This is when foundations and volunteer programs are set up to hide 

the company’s lack of purpose (which merely mirrors the firm’s failure to give its staff 

purpose). The lack of opportunities and self-realization is what drives many of 

Taproot’s pro-bono consultants to seek purpose outside the firms that employ them.  

Another effect is the massive exodus from corporate work to freelance work. The 

Millennials believe that their work must satisfy their quest for personal realization, 

which is much easier if one runs one’s own activities. Yet this decision carries a 

significant risk — as it does for firms that decide to become more 'human' and enrich 

the work of its staff. Hurst says that choosing a job for the purpose it provides makes 

one vulnerable — hence the need for a new style of leadership that creates a feeling 

of security: "A conductor who never plays music stops relating with the orchestra and 

may fall out of love with music.” 

Societal purpose 

In the final section of the book, Hurst explains how leaders are transforming markets in 

this new Purpose Economy. Currently, the challenge facing businesses is not how to 

build a successful organization, but rather how to create more human markets. Here, 

the author borrows from Everett Rogers' (1962) Diffusion of Innovations Theory, in 

which five kinds of players are responsible for propagating novelties. Hurst takes the 

novel electric car industry as an example to identify those involved in disseminating 

innovations in this field.  
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First of all, there are innovators, a small group that seeks new challenges and 

novelties — these are the first to adopt innovation. They are upper-class youngsters 

with money to burn. They interact with other innovators and — in the case of electric 

cars — are executives at Google or Apple. They are followed by the early adopters, 

the group that ranks next in importance. These are well-educated people who are 

motivated by social status but who want to make sure that all the glitches have been 

ironed out before buying such a vehicle. The electric car sector has reached these two 

sectors. The next step is to reach the early majority, which can turn the idea into a 

global phenomenon. This majority is pragmatic, has less purchasing power, is loath to 

take risks and slow to accept changes. For companies to reach this group, they need 

not invest in their product but rather in the market for electric vehicles in order to 

remove barriers, lowering prices and thus boosting adoption.  

As far as the voluntary sector is concerned, the author cites Michael Brown and Alan 

Khazei, founders of City Year, a company whose purpose is to ensure that all 

Americans spend a year of their lives working for the community. They coined the 

term 'action-tank', to describe organizations focusing on specific societal challenges. 

The term was chosen to contrast with 'think tanks', which — according to Brown and 

Khazei — speak, but do not act. The pro-bono action tank City Year brings together 

organizations such as Taproot, a company Aaron Hurst founded in 2001. It began by 

approaching companies in which some kind of pro bono activity was carried out, 

encouraging these firms to 'join the club'. In 2007, its lobbying work in the White 

House brought it closer to the early majority and in 2012, it joined forces with LinkedIn 

to achieve wider dissemination. 

Taking his own company and the Purpose Economy as a guide, the author recalls five 

ways of transforming the market, which he suggests are best used in combination: 

1. Bright spots: small-scale efforts that achieve great results. Usually, this track 
involves taking something that is already successful and only needs to be scaled 
up, or creating something that becomes the vehicle for a project to launch to 
success.  

2. Research and data: provide entrepreneurs with a vision that inspires them to 
innovate and helps measure non-financial success.  

3. Revolutionary technology: provides markets with new tools. 

4. Public perception: the general public does not enter a market it does not know — 
hence the need to change public perceptions.  

5. Policies: changing the rules of the markets and/or corporate rules may have a 
significant impact.  


