
Ten things you need to know about 

aims

 back to basics

1 Aims
Broad statements of where a business wants to get to in the future.

Example: for a person, an aim might be to get rich. For a business 
the aim might be to diversify.

Advantage: if company directors can agree a clear sense of 
direction, it makes it easier to turn those aims into specific, 
measurable objectives.

Disadvantage: aims can be forgotten once objectives are in place — 
especially aims that relate to ethical business practice.
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2 Changing aims
Aims may change once circumstances change, especially when things 
have gone badly.

Example: in 2012 the huge pharmaceutical business GlaxoSmithKline 
(GSK) stated that its aim was ‘to improve the quality of human 
life’. After huge fines for bribing doctors in America, China and 
Poland, new chief executive Emma Walmsley said her aim was to put 
innovation at the heart of the business.

Advantage: changing the aims is essential if the competitive 
environment has changed around you.

Disadvantage: ideally, aims would always stay the same, so 
that staff and customers can truly understand what the business 
is really about.

3 Chicken or egg?
Aims, mission and vision can sometimes seem to be an afterthought 
— a rationalisation for actual behaviour. So, did the aim ‘to do good’ 
come first, driving the company’s objectives? Or did it come after 
the bosses discovered that company executives were responsible for 
bribery or price-fixing?

Example: in 2008–10 the Lloyds Bank subsidiary HBOS was guilty 
of shocking treatment of small businesses, notably at its business 
branch in Reading. Is that why it now says that ‘Our purpose is to 
make Britain prosper’?

Advantage: it is helpful to ask what came first: the aim or the 
outcome. In theory it should be the aim.

Disadvantage: if companies see aims as just an aspect of public 
relations (PR), they have no meaningful business purpose.

4 From aims to objectives
Aims set out the broad direction, while objectives firm things up into 
specific targets with a clear timescale 

Example: an aim might be ‘to strengthen our position within our 
core market’. An objective might be to boost market share to 22% by 
the first quarter of 2021.

Advantage: a clear objective gives a target to measure success (or 
failure) against. This provides the power to motivate, as people like to 
measure their own performances against a yardstick. 

Disadvantage: objectives can cause problems if their timescales are 
too short. They may lead to short-termism, i.e. decisions made that 
work for now, but may cause problems later on (think Volkswagen 
and its software designed to cheat exhaust emissions tests).

5 Mission
Business aims stated in a way that can inspire.

Example: ‘To accelerate the world’s transition to sustainable energy’ (Tesla).

Advantage: a well-considered mission might inspire top-notch staff to join and stay with you — and inspire customers towards your products.

Disadvantage: if the mission is purely hype, invented by a PR department, it will induce cynicism from staff and customers alike. 

6 Mission at Facebook
The Facebook mission prior to 2017 was: ‘Making the world more open and connected’. This seemed inadequate when the platform was exploited 
by anti-democratic forces in the Brexit referendum and US election. Facebook changed it to: ‘Give people the power to build community and bring 
the world closer together.’

Advantage: by adjusting the mission, Facebook was acknowledging new realities.

Disadvantage: even that mission didn’t seem to stop Facebook allowing racist comments on its platform until pressure in 2019 forced 
it to re-think.

7 Mission at Google
Google’s mission is: ‘To organise the world’s information and make it 
universally accessible and useful’.

Advantage: the mission states the purpose of the business in a 
very positive light and could help staff understand the company’s 
direction of travel.

Disadvantage: the mission hides much of the reality of Google, a 
business that has faced huge compromises in China and, it could 
be argued, ‘exploits commercially’ the world’s information as well 
as organising it.

10 PR or real?
Are a company’s statements around aims and mission drawn up by 
the PR department or by the board of directors?

Example: at the time it collapsed financially, the Royal Bank of 
Scotland’s mission was: ‘To deliver superior sustainable value we 
run our business with integrity and openness, delivering optimum 
financial results within clearly defined business principles.’ This 
sounds like the work of the PR department.

Advantage: in the long run, the only advantage to be gained from 
stating a mission is if it comes from the directors.

Disadvantage: PR-driven aims or mission will have no credibility 
among staff and therefore no positive effect.

9 Vision
As with mission, this is an attempt to dress up the company’s aims 
to make them inspirational. But vision implies more of a leap into 
the future, i.e. mission is about the future based on today, vision is 
a step forward.

Example: Tesla’s vision statement is: ‘To create the most compelling 
car company of the 21st century by driving the world’s transition to 
electric vehicles.’

Advantage: vision may sound more creative than mission, which 
may help inspire more commitment.

Disadvantage: as with mission, the risk is that the supposed vision 
gets in the way of the aims, rather than enhances them.

8 Mission statement
A formal document setting out the mission of the organisation, 
usually in one sentence.

Example: GSK’s mission statement is: ‘Help people to do more, feel 
better, live longer.’

Advantage: This particular statement seems very generic for a 
drug company, but it may provide some comfort for those who work 
at the business.

Disadvantage: a real mission doesn’t need to be written down — 
every staff member should feel it/live it. If a committee has sat down 
to write a mission statement, it probably has no real impact.
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