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Abstract: Corporations are increasingly expected to pursue social and environmental purpose in 

addition to profit, but we still do not know much about which forms of organizing may be best 

suited to enable them to rise to this challenge. In this paper, we ask: which distributions of 

decision-making power are better suited to sustaining the pursuit of multiple purposes in 

corporations? To investigate this question, we present a framework of four ideal type forms of 

organizing that vary along two key dimensions: purpose and power. We conceptualize 

organizations as varying in whether they pursue a single purpose vs. multiple purposes, and in 

whether decision-making power is concentrated at the top (oligarchical) vs. more democratically 

distributed amongst workers. We then integrate organization theory and democratic theory to 

present three theoretical propositions. Specifically, we advance that more democratic forms of 

organizing will make it easier to sustain the pursuit of multiple purposes over the long term, and 

we propose that formal spaces of deliberation and deliberative culture help facilitate the success 

of such democratic forms of organizing. Our paper contributes to theorizing at the intersection of 

power and purpose, two lines of work that have until now evolved mostly on separate tracks.  
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We are living in an era of urgent crises. New challenges like the Covid-19 pandemic 

compound longstanding problems like climate change and rising social and economic 

inequalities. While organizations have been deeply affected by these crises, research shows that 

they have also played a central role in creating and reproducing them. Business corporations in 

particular have been strongly implicated in the reproduction and deepening of inequalities as 

well as in the making and worsening of the environmental crisis (Amis, Mair, & Munir, 2020; 

Kalleberg, 2011; Wright & Nyberg, 2015). For example, in the United States, corporate pay 

policies have contributed to a vast increase in economic inequality; over the past four decades, 

CEO pay has increased by more than 1,300 percent, while pay for a typical worker has risen just 

18 percent (Mishel & Kandra, 2021). When it comes to environmental destruction, researchers 

have found that over 70% of global greenhouse gas emissions from 1988 to 2015 were caused by 

just 100 companies worldwide1 (Griffin, 2017).  

To create a “new normal” that is better—fairer and greener—than the old normal, 

companies will have to change. After decades of prioritizing profit and shareholder value 

maximization, companies are increasingly expected to account for their social and environmental 

impacts in addition to their financial ones (Henderson, 2020; Kaplan, 2019). Many bodies of 

research in management and organization studies, including stakeholder theory (Donaldson & 

Preston, 1995; Parmar, Freeman, Harrison, Purnell, & De Colle, 2010) and hybrid organizing 

(Battilana & Dorado, 2010; Doherty, Haugh, & Lyon, 2014; Jay, 2013), among others, engage 

with the importance of accounting for multiple stakeholders and multiple objectives in decision-

making. Moreover, scholars are increasingly expanding understandings of corporate purpose to 

 
1 The emissions attributed to these 100 companies include emissions from the downstream consumption of their 

products. 
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encompass dimensions beyond profit (Bartlett & Ghoshal, 1994; Gartenberg, Prat, & Serafeim, 

2019; Henderson & Van den Steen, 2015).    

We advance that purpose, which we define as a corporation’s core reason for being, has 

emerged as a key pillar in organizing for the new normal (Gulati, 2022; Hollensbe, Wookey, 

Hickey, & George, 2014). Scholars and managers alike are increasingly focused on how 

companies can transition from pursuing a single purpose, namely financial value maximization, 

to pursuing multiple purposes that are not only financial but also social and environmental 

(George, Haas, McGahan, Schillebeeckx, & Tracey, 2021; Serafeim, 2022). Building on this 

vibrant field of research (for a review see Pratt & Hedden, 2022), in this paper we use the term 

purpose to identify an organization’s core reason(s) for being, and we conceptualize goals and 

objectives as aims an organization pursues to realize purpose. 

Prior research has established that pursuing more than one purpose is challenging 

(Battilana & Lee, 2014; Kaplan, 2019). This is especially true when organizations pursue 

purposes that are rooted in different institutional spheres, such as when they pursue financial 

alongside social and/or environmental purposes (Pache & Santos, 2010). Indeed, we know from 

previous research that these organizations face a risk of mission drift, which occurs when 

financial objectives crowd out social and/or environmental ones (Ebrahim, Battilana, & Mair, 

2014; Weisbrod, 2004). At the same time, organizations may also face a risk of neglecting 

financial objectives in favor of social ones, which can lead to financial instability or even 

organizational failure (Bruneel, Moray, Stevens, & Fassin, 2016). In essence, in companies 

attempting to sustain plural purposes over the long term, decision-makers often lose sight of one 

or more of the company’s multiple purposes. To avoid this trap, decision-makers need to 

maintain their attention to each purpose their organization pursues (Ethiraj & Levinthal, 2009; 
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Ocasio, 1997; Ocasio & Joseph, 2018). Thus, who gets to make decisions within firms and how 

firms structure decision-making processes likely play key roles in determining which purpose(s) 

firms pursue and whether they can sustain the pursuit of multiple purposes. 

In this paper, we argue that analyzing how decision-making power is distributed in 

organizations—i.e., whether it is concentrated amongst a small group of decision-makers or 

more democratically shared amongst organizational members—may shed light on how 

organizations can sustain the pursuit of multiple purposes. A hierarchical form of organizing 

within which decision-making power resides among top managers and board members has been 

dominant in companies over the past decades. This traditional form of organizing is akin to an 

oligarchy, in which power is concentrated in the hands of a small number of people. While it has 

been associated with the pursuit of efficiency and profit maximization (Coase, 1937; Ouchi, 

1980; Pfeffer, 2013; Simon, 1947; Williamson, 1981), the extent to which the traditional profit-

focused, oligarchical firm is conducive to the pursuit of social and environmental purposes 

alongside financial purpose is contested (Crane, Palazzo, Spence, & Matten, 2014; Porter & 

Kramer, 2011). This raises an urgent question: which distributions of decision-making power are 

better suited to sustaining the pursuit of multiple purposes in organizations?   

We address this question by advancing theorizing about the relationship between two key 

dimensions of organizing: purpose and the distribution of decision-making power. We first 

present a framework of ideal type forms of organizing, which enables us to assess how 

corporations organize around purpose and power in varied ways. We identify four ideal types: 

the Single-Minded Oligarchy (an organization that pursues the singular purpose of profit and is 

undemocratic), the Benevolent Oligarchy (an organization that pursues multiple financial, social, 

and/or environmental purposes and is undemocratic), the Materialistic Democracy (an 
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organization that pursues the singular purpose of profit and is democratically organized), and the 

Multiple Purpose Democracy (an organization that pursues multiple financial, social, and/or 

environmental purposes and is democratically organized).  

Next, we integrate scholarship in organization theory and political theory to develop 

theoretical propositions about how the distribution of decision-making power may shape the 

pursuit of multiple purposes. First, we propose that more democratic forms of organizing are 

more conducive to sustaining the pursuit of multiple purposes over the long term. We then 

explore the conditions that enable Multiple Purpose Democracies to manage the risk of conflict 

associated with democratic organizing. Specifically, we propose that formal spaces of 

deliberation and deliberative culture can help facilitate the success of Multiple Purpose 

Democracies. We end by discussing how our framework and propositions contribute to theory 

building at the intersection of the literatures on purpose and the distribution of decision-making 

power in organizations. Overall, we argue that an integration of perspectives on purpose and 

power, which have so far remained mostly separate, will better enable organizational scholarship 

to help companies contribute more positively to society. 

INTEGRATING PURPOSE AND POWER 

Purpose and the distribution of decision-making power are two critical attributes of 

corporations that have mostly been siloed in separate bodies of research. We advance that 

integrating purpose and power is necessary if we are to better understand how corporations 

impact society and the environment. Here we discuss our approach to purpose and power, then 

present four ideal types that vary on these two key dimensions. 

Purpose: Core Reason(s) for Being 
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We define purpose as a corporation’s core reason (or reasons) for being, guiding what a 

corporation should be designed to do and whose interests it should serve. The purpose of the 

corporation has long been contested, with taken-for-granted understandings changing over time 

(Gartenberg, 2022; Ireland, 1999, 2010; Veldman & Willmott, 2013). For example, when 

corporations first arose in the United States in the early eighteenth century, they were expected to 

contribute to the public interest (Hiller, 2013; Wells, 2015). By contrast, with the rise of 

neoliberalism in the late twentieth century (Harvey, 2007), shareholder value maximization 

became the taken-for-granted purpose of the corporation (Fligstein, 1990; Friedman, 1970; 

Jensen & Meckling, 1976). Today, corporations face mounting demands to reorient towards the 

public interest, or more specifically towards multiple stakeholders (Parmar et al., 2010), by more 

systematically pursuing and accounting for their social and environmental impacts in addition to 

their financial performance (Henderson, 2020; Kaplan, 2019). Amidst a lively debate about the 

purpose of the corporation, individual corporations can define and enact purpose in varied ways, 

making it an important dimension on which to evaluate them. 

In the framework we present here, we propose that a corporation’s purpose can range 

from a focus on a singular purpose to the pursuit of multiple purposes. Over the past decades, 

corporations with a single purpose have traditionally pursued profit. In contrast, corporations that 

pursue multiple purposes have more than one core reason for being. Our understanding of the 

distinction between single purpose and multiple purposes builds on and complements scholarship 

on the pursuit of multiple objectives in the behavioral theory of the firm (Cyert & March, 1963). 

The behavioral theory of the firm highlights the difficulty of pursuing multiple objectives in 

organizations, conceptualizing organizations as goal-setting and decision-making systems in 

which multiple actors continuously negotiate between multiple goals, and in which conflict 



 6 

between these goals is inevitable (Cyert & March, 1963; Ethiraj & Levinthal, 2009). Extensive 

research in this tradition, as well as scholarship on ambidexterity and paradox (Smith & Lewis, 

2011; Smith & Tushman, 2005), engages with the complexity of managing competing demands 

and pursuing more than one objective (for reviews, see Audia & Greve, 2021; Joseph & Gaba, 

2020). This research typically assumes, however, that companies pursue profit maximization as 

their core purpose, examining how firms pursue multiple lower-level operational goals nested 

under a higher-level purpose of profitability (Audia & Greve, 2021; March 1962).  

While the behavioral theory of the firm establishes that all organizations pursue multiple 

objectives, only some organizations pursue multiple purposes. We conceptualize an organization 

as having multiple purposes when it has more than one core reason for being. That is, its multiple 

purposes are “treated as equally valid and relevant to organizational functioning” (Besharov & 

Smith, 2014: 369). Whereas single purpose corporations have traditionally been organized 

around a single financial logic, multiple purpose corporations are organized around two or more 

core logics, for example financial, social, and/or environmental logics (Battilana & Lee, 2014; 

Mitzinneck & Besharov, 2019). Here, logics are defined as systems of values, beliefs, and 

expectations that guide how people make sense of and organize their activities and that prescribe 

shared understandings of what constitutes a legitimate aim (Battilana & Dorado, 2010; Haveman 

& Gulatieri, 2017; Thornton & Ocasio 2008). Thus, understanding whether a corporation pursues 

a single purpose or multiple purposes constitutes the first dimension of our framework. 

The Distribution of Decision-Making Power 

We propose that the second key dimension on which corporations should be analyzed is 

power. Power is defined as the ability to influence other people’s behavior (for a review see 

Battilana & Casciaro, 2021). In Emerson’s classic conceptualization, power “resides in control 
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over the things [a counterparty] values” (Emerson, 1962: 32). Moreover, as theorized by Perrow 

(1986), control over workers is the key factor that enables those who control organizations to 

centralize power and accumulate resources (Perrow, 1986: 260). Building on these 

conceptualizations, in this paper we focus our theorizing on the distribution of decision-making 

power within organizations, and specifically on workers’ ability to participate in decision-

making (Ferreras, Battilana, & Méda, 2022). Over the past century, organizations in which 

decision-making power is concentrated in the hands of a limited group of top managers and 

shareholder representatives, which we hereafter refer to as organizational oligarchies, have been 

dominant. A number of factors have been advanced to explain this dominance, including the 

economic efficiency of such hierarchies (Coase, 1937; Ouchi, 1980; Weber, 1947; Williamson, 

1981), their alignment with basic human psychological drives towards status orderings 

(Gruenfeld & Tiedens, 2010; Pfeffer, 2013), organizational legitimacy considerations (DiMaggio 

& Powell, 1983; Meyer & Rowan, 1977), and the ideological dominance of agency theory 

(Jensen & Meckling, 1976), which has been used to justify structuring corporate governance 

exclusively to protect the interests of shareholders (Stout, 2013; Veldman & Willmott, 2016). 

As a result, top-down, undemocratic authority is the taken-for-granted structure for 

organizing work in most corporations (Anderson, 2017; Perrow, 1986). In such organizations, 

most workers lack the right to participate in decisions that greatly affect their lives and well-

being (Brenkert, 1992; Ferreras, 2017). Prior scholarship has established the damaging effects of 

this workplace disempowerment, which include poor health and well-being outcomes for 

employees (Pfeffer, 2018; Seibert, Wang, & Courtright, 2011; Yen, Aguirre, & Battilana, 2022), 

as well as larger scale negative implications for the environment and the rise of inequalities 

(Adler, 2019; Putnam & Garrett, 2020). Yet, despite the limitations of organizational oligarchies, 
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democratic forms of organizing that distribute decision-making power more fairly across 

organizational members have remained rare in corporations, even though they have existed for a 

long time (Atzeni, 2012; Parker, Cheney, Fournier, & Land, 2014).  

In the framework we present here, the internal distribution of decision-making power can 

range from highly concentrated (oligarchy) to broadly distributed (democracy). There are many 

kinds of democratic forms of organizing (Michie, Blasi, & Borzaga, 2017), such as 

codetermination (McGaughey, 2015; Scholz & Vitols, 2019), worker-owned firms (Dudley & 

Rouen, 2021; Sauser, 2009), and cooperatives (Forcadell, 2005; Rothschild & Whitt, 1986), as 

we discuss below in more detail. As such, there is substantial variation in how decision-making 

power is internally distributed. We argue that analyzing this variation in relation to purpose can 

help us better understand how corporations can sustain the pursuit of multiple purposes. 

Next, we present four ideal types that integrate purpose and power, while accounting for 

the historical context in which they developed and providing examples of real-world 

organizations that fit each one. Figure 1 provides a visual depiction of this framework. 

---- INSERT FIGURE 1 ABOUT HERE ---- 

An Ideal Type Framework Integrating Purpose and Power  

The Single-Minded Oligarchy. The first ideal type, which we term a “Single-Minded 

Oligarchy,” is the model to which most businesses have adhered under the dominant neoliberal 

paradigm. In these companies, decision rights are concentrated among a small group of 

shareholders, their representatives, and top managers. A Single-Minded Oligarchy could 

hypothetically pursue any one purpose, under which all other goals are nested. However, we 

conceptualize Single-Minded Oligarchies as pursuing the single purpose of maximizing profit, as 

most corporations have done so for the past decades (Fligstein, 1990; Friedman, 1970). It is 
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important to note that Single-Minded Oligarchies may still pursue some social and/or 

environmental goals, for example by engaging in corporate social responsibility. What 

distinguishes them from multiple purpose corporations is that the social and environmental 

objectives they pursue are not part of these corporations’ core reason for being. In Single-

Minded Oligarchies, non-financial goals are considered subordinate to the core purpose of profit 

maximization, valuable only insofar as they contribute to this purpose. 

 The Single-Minded Oligarchy emerged as the dominant corporate form with the rise of 

neoliberalism in the 1970s and 1980s. Following a critical shift in academic and practitioner 

understandings, maximizing profit and financial value for shareholders came to be viewed as the 

single, overarching purpose of the corporation (Fligstein, 1990; Harvey, 2007; Stout, 2013). The 

doctrine of “shareholder primacy,” which posited that the sole purpose of corporations was to 

make money (see Friedman, 1970), was presented as a way to solve the so-called “agency cost” 

problem (Jensen & Meckling, 1976) by aligning the interests of managers with those of investors 

and shareholders (Stout, 2002; 2013; Veldman & Willmott, 2013). This new model, entrenched 

in the United States by a new assertive class of investors, then permeated the global economic 

system through U.S. business schools (Khurana, 2007), and through international financial 

institutions like the World Bank and International Monetary Fund, which leveraged their 

“resources and normative authority” to support a “a coordinated campaign for the global 

diffusion of free-market policies” known as the Washington Consensus (Babb & Kentikelenis, 

2021: 523). Thus, the idea that the purpose of the corporation is a singular one—profit 

maximization—became taken-for-granted.   

The dominance of undemocratic organizational forms has an even longer history. Since 

the Industrial Revolution, social scientists have been concerned with the extensive control that 
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capitalists and their representatives wield over workers. For example, foundational thinkers were 

deeply concerned with the exploitation (e.g., Marx, 1906) and commodification (e.g., Polanyi, 

2001) of factory workers, noting that workers had to sell their labor to capital to survive but had 

no say on critical topics such as safety, work hours, and pay. As the growth of business 

enterprises spurred the development of bureaucracy (Chandler, 1977), which became idealized as 

a rational organizational form that enabled efficiency and operational scale (Weber, 1947), the 

hierarchical, undemocratic control of workers by owners and top managers became entrenched 

(Anderson, 2017; Perrow, 1986). To be regarded as legitimate and thus be able to attract the 

resources needed for their functioning, corporations have long been expected to concentrate 

decision-making power at the top in the hands of shareholder representatives and top managers 

(Meyer & Rowan, 1977; DiMaggio & Powell, 1983).  

As a result of these trends, most corporations today are aligned with the ideal type of the 

Single-Minded Oligarchy. Despite increasing pressure to pursue social and environmental goals 

alongside financial ones, most corporations still subordinate social and environmental goals to 

the singular purpose of profit (Hahn, Figge, Pinske, & Preuss, 2010). Scholars have documented 

how, driven by pressure to prioritize financial returns, firms often engage in “greenwashing,” 

making commitments they do not implement (Ramus & Montiel, 2005) and selectively 

disclosing positive environmental actions while concealing negative ones (Marquis, Toffel, & 

Zhou, 2016). For example, a longitudinal study of major Australian corporations shows how 

even firms that initially demonstrated strong engagement with climate issues eventually 

regressed to “limited and less threatening ideas and practices that were amenable to prevailing 

discourses of profit maximization and ‘business as usual’…[resulting] in compromise in favor of 

a narrow profit motive” (Wright & Nyberg, 2017: 1634). Also emblematic of the Single-Minded 
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Oligarchy is the major oil and gas company BP, which like most of its competitors has been 

characterized by decision-making power being concentrated at the top and has consistently 

defended producing and selling fossil fuels. Underscoring the primacy of profit as the company’s 

core purpose, BP’s CEO said, “our primary purpose in life is to create value for our 

shareholders” to justify the rollback of climate friendly policies (Ferns & Amaeshi, 2021:1017). 

The dominance of profit maximization and undemocratic forms of organizing has not 

gone unchallenged. Critical management scholars have consistently demonstrated the socially 

constructed and historically contingent nature of this understanding of corporations, highlighting 

its role in perpetuating societal injustice and environmental destruction (for reviews, see Adler, 

Forbes, & Willmott, 2007 and Alvesson, Bridgman, & Willmott, 2009). Alongside others across 

disciplines, including sociologists (e.g., Dobbin & Jung, 2010; Ferreras, 2017), political 

scientists (e.g., Brown, 2006; 2019), economists (e.g., Piketty, 2014), and legal scholars (e.g., 

Ireland, 2010; Stout, 2013), these scholars have documented the risks of an excessive focus on 

financial value to the economy and society, as well as to the long-term health of businesses 

themselves (Harvey, 2007; Kotz, 2002). This scholarship highlights how inadequate regulation, 

insufficient transparency and public involvement, and weak impact assessment enable corporate 

irresponsibility (Baldwin et al., 2019; Crouch, 2012; Ireland, 2010; Muniesa & Lenglet, 2013). 

Similarly, scholars have discussed the costs of hierarchy and the undemocratic character of most 

corporations, and they have demonstrated the potential benefits of alternative organizational 

forms (Cheney, Santa Cruz, Peredo, & Nazareno, 2014; Child, 2009; Forcadell, 2005; Paranque 

& Willmott, 2014). Others have noted the connection between neoliberalism the erosion of 

democracy and the institutions that support it (Brown, 2006; 2019). These critiques underscore 

the barriers posed by the Single-Minded Oligarchy in building a fairer and greener new normal. 
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The Benevolent Oligarchy. The second ideal type, which we call a “Benevolent 

Oligarchy,” represents organizations that pursue multiple purposes and in which decision-

making power remains undemocratically concentrated at the top. We characterize these 

businesses as “benevolent” because they pursue social and/or environmental purposes that are 

core to the organization alongside financial purpose. However, power remains concentrated 

amongst a small group of decision-makers. 

Benevolent Oligarchies are not the dominant organizational form today, but they are 

gaining in prominence as companies increasingly transition toward more sustainable models of 

organizing. When corporations first appeared in the United States, the purpose of the corporation 

was oriented towards the public interest. Until the mid-nineteenth century, creating a corporation 

required a special legislative act, which “led to the widespread assumption that, in exchange for 

the ‘privilege’ of a charter, a corporation would provide some public service that neither the 

government nor an unincorporated firm could provide” (Wells, 2015: 1042; see also Hiller, 

2013). Early corporations typically created goods and services that were understood to be in the 

interest of the public good, such as banking and infrastructure (e.g., canals, roads, railroads). 

Thus, in their earliest form, corporations were considered legitimate because they provided 

public goods; profit-seeking was not understood to be their primary, let alone only, objective. 

This earlier multi-purpose conception of the corporation was eclipsed by the rise of 

Single-Minded Oligarchies, as we detailed earlier; however, businesses that operate under the 

Single-Minded Oligarchy model are increasingly under pressure to transition to the Benevolent 

Oligarchy model (Henderson, 2020; Kaplan, 2019). This model is exemplified by a range of 

organizations that prior scholarship has identified as prioritizing social and/or environmental 

purpose alongside financial purpose. For example, social enterprises are organizations that 
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combine both business and charity at their core, and thus pursue multiple core purposes 

(Battilana & Lee, 2014; Smith, Gonin & Besharov, 2013). Similarly, certified B Corps are 

companies that have undergone a rigorous third-party assessment that aims to hold companies to 

a high standard of social and environmental performance (Marquis, 2020). Other companies have 

adopted legal forms of incorporation that enshrine the pursuit of multiple purposes, such as the 

public benefit corporation in the U.S., the entreprise à mission in France, and the community 

interest corporation in the UK (Aguirre, 2021; Brakman Reiser, 2011; Hiller, 2013; Segrestin, 

Hatchuel, & Levillain, 2021). 

Such organizations are consistent with the ideal type of the Benevolent Oligarchy when 

they pursue multiple purposes, but they are not structured to empower organizational members to 

participate in decision-making. For example, at the retail company “Natural Foods” (Besharov, 

2014), core financial, environmental, and social values were set by company leadership (not 

democratically decided by workers), then interpreted and enacted by store managers and 

employees. Another prominent example of a company that had multiple purposes but in which 

decision-making power was concentrated among shareholders and top managers is the e-

commerce site Etsy. Etsy was a certified B Corp and initially pursued the multiple purposes of 

profit and “help[ing] artists and crafters make a living from what they make,” but shareholder 

pressure to focus on financial value resulted in strategic changes decided at the top, including 

non-renewal of B Corp certification in 2017 despite significant objections from employees 

(Gulati, 2022: 23-9). 

Overall, businesses that fit the ideal type of the Benevolent Oligarchy have the potential 

to reduce the negative externalities associated with Single-Minded Oligarchies and to create 

positive social and environmental impacts, which makes them an important part of the transition 
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to the new normal. Yet, the concentration of decision-making power amongst top managers and 

shareholders makes it difficult for workers to weigh in on most strategic decisions, thereby 

reproducing the disempowerment of workers that characterizes Single-Minded Oligarchies.  

The Materialistic Democracy. The third ideal type, which we term a “Materialistic 

Democracy,” pursues a single purpose and is democratically organized. We call this ideal type 

“materialistic” because, like Single-Minded Oligarchies, these businesses focus on one over-

arching purpose: profit. They do not have social or environmental purposes that define their 

reason for being. Unlike Single-Minded Oligarchies, however, these businesses are democratic, 

in that they formally grant decision-making power to workers. 

More democratic forms of profit-oriented organizations have long existed as alternatives 

to typical, undemocratic corporations. These alternative, more democratic forms of organizing 

can take various forms. For example, in some countries, democratic governance models such as 

codetermination are prevalent. Codetermination is a system that gives workers’ representatives 

seats on a corporation’s Board of Directors, which enables them to participate in strategic 

decisions. In some codetermination systems, workers also participate in lower-level decision 

processes through works councils. The roots of these democratized models stretch back well over 

a century, including in the case of the prominent German codetermination model (Addison, 

2009; McGaughey, 2015; Scholz & Vitols, 2019; Zahn, 2015), which was first formalized into 

law in 1920. Other variations of board-level employee representation became prominent across 

Europe in the wake of World War II, including in Austria, Denmark, Norway, and Sweden, 

among others (Munkholm, 2018). In 2001, The European Union Employee Involvement 

Directive was a key first step in articulating the importance of employee involvement in 

governance at the European scale. When companies adopt a co-determination system that gives 
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workers real decision-making power, while still pursuing the single purpose of profit 

maximization, they are aligned with the ideal type of the Materialistic Democracy.  

Another important form of organizing consistent with the Materialistic Democracy ideal 

type is the cooperative, which has a long history of power sharing in organizations around the 

world (Forcadell, 2005; Rothschild & Whitt, 1986). While cooperatives can take many different 

specific forms, worker-owned cooperatives are of particular interest here because they are 

structured and designed to give workers a vote over their organization’s governance. These 

organizations involve both shared equity and participation in decision-making, and as such they 

“tend to enlist the highest level of participation from employees because all employees 

contribute both labor and capital” (Cheney et al., 2014: 593). When cooperatives give workers 

the structural right to participate in decision-making but do not pursue a purpose beyond profit, 

they are consistent with the ideal type of the Materialistic Democracy. For example, the Kerala 

Dinesh Beedi Workers Central Co-op Society produces hand-rolled cigarettes and is one of the 

largest industrial cooperative societies in India. The core purpose is profit, but the organization is 

democratic in that its cooperative structure enables workers to participate in decision-making at 

the shop floor and strategic levels (Hammer, 2012). Another example is the Nir taxi cooperative 

in Israel (Darr, 1999), which was primarily concerned with profit but had a “one share one vote” 

governance structure that gave worker owners control over strategic decisions.  

Overall, firms exist along a spectrum from relatively less to relatively more democratic 

(e.g., codetermination is more democratic than an oligarchical model, but less democratic than a 

cooperative). We do not aim to be exhaustive in our review of democratic forms of organizing; 

rather, we aim to highlight the existence of firms that maintain a traditional singular purpose 

(profit) and are more democratically organized. 
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The Multiple Purpose Democracy. The fourth ideal type is the “Multiple Purpose 

Democracy,” an organization that has more than a single purpose and is democratically 

organized. These organizations pursue financial purpose and social and/or environmental 

purpose at their core. In addition, decision-making power in these organizations is distributed 

across organizational members, not concentrated at the top, such that workers have a guaranteed 

right to participate in decision-making. Multiple Purpose Democracies have not been the 

dominant organizational form over the past decades, yet they exist and deserve further attention. 

Multiple Purpose Democracies can use the same kinds of democratic forms of organizing as 

Materialistic Democracies, including codetermination and cooperatives. What distinguishes 

Multiple Purpose Democracies from Materialistic Democracies is their pursuit of social and/or 

environmental purposes in addition to financial purpose. 

Many cooperatives are Multiple Purpose Democracies, in that they are democratically 

organized and explicitly prioritize social and/or environmental purpose(s) alongside financial 

purpose (Audebrand, 2017; Galera, 2017; Rothschild, 2009). One example of such organizations 

are renewable energy cooperatives, such as EcoPower, BeauVent, and Bronsgroen in Flanders 

(Bauwens, Huybrechts, & Dufays, 2020). Each of these organizations takes a collaborative 

approach to renewable energy production and increasing energy efficiency, benefiting both 

organizational members and also the community at large. Empresas recuperadas por sus 

trabajadores (“worker recuperated enterprises”, or ERTs), are another example of cooperative 

organizing around multiple purposes. ERTs arose in Argentina during a series of economic and 

political crises at the turn of the twenty-first century, when workers occupied and reopened failed 

businesses (Atzeni & Ghigliani, 2007; Vieta, 2020). Many ERTs focus strongly on democratic 

governance and have embraced social and/or environmental purpose. For example, the 
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construction and parks maintenance cooperative Unión Solidaria de Trabajadores (UST) and the 

ceramics cooperative Zanón/FaSinPa “expanded their business focus to include community 

economic development projects as their raison d’être” (Vieta, 2012: 149). These organizations 

invest significantly in community affordable housing, education, youth sports, and recycling 

programs in addition to worker salaries and capitalization needs.  

Some benefit corporations also incorporate democratic organizing to varying degrees. For 

example, EA Engineering, Science, and Technology, Inc. in the United States became both a 

public benefit corporation (PBC) and an employee-owned firm (Kurland, 2018). The company 

pursued the “core purpose” of “improving the quality of the environment in which we live, one 

project at a time” and was structured as an employee-owned company through an Employee 

Stock Ownership Plan (or ESOP), making this a case in which empowering employees was 

synergistic with environmental purpose. Similarly, some certified B Corps are employee-owned 

and engage employees in decision-making (Winkler, Brown, & Finegold, 2019).   

Multiple Purpose Democracies remain relatively rare, which is unsurprising given how 

the current institutional context prioritizes profit maximization. Given the difficulty of breaking 

with taken-for-granted norms (Battilana, 2006), it is challenging for organizations to diverge 

from existing norms on two different dimensions: purpose and power. Yet though cooperatives, 

benefit corporations, and other democratic and socially/environmentally oriented forms of 

organizing are currently considered “alternative” and mostly confined to niches in the economy 

(Atzeni, 2012; Parker et al., 2014), there is the potential they could one day be considered 

“normal” in the way that profit-maximization has been considered “normal” over the past 

decades. Indeed, Multiple Purpose Democracies are attracting more attention from researchers 
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and practitioners alike, as they seem well-equipped to address the challenges that we face in 

building a fairer and greener new normal (Ferreras et al., 2022; Michie, Blasi, & Borzaga, 2017).  

The four forms of organizing presented here are ideal types. Today, many organizations 

fall somewhere in between them. For instance, many profit-maximizing businesses are at least 

minimally attentive to their social and environmental impacts and employ at least nominal 

practices to facilitate employee voice. Cooperatives and worker-owned firms also vary in the 

extent to which they focus on social, environmental, and financial dimensions, and in how 

effectively they incorporate employees in decision-making processes. Even though it does not do 

justice to the complexity of ever-evolving and changing organizations, the typology outlined 

above has both descriptive and theory-building uses. Descriptively, the framework we propose 

may be used to assess organizations on two important dimensions: whether they pursue multiple 

purposes, and whether they democratically share power with workers. Our framework may also 

be used to conceptualize transitions between ideal types: for example, a Multiple Purpose 

Democracy may become a Materialistic Democracy if it experiences mission drift and loses sight 

of its social and/or environmental purposes, or a Benevolent Oligarchy may transition to a 

Multiple Purpose Democracy when it adopts new governance structures that grant workers 

decision-making rights. Furthermore, the typology can serve as a launching pad for theorizing at 

the intersection of purpose and power, which we turn to in the next section. 

DEMOCRATIC ORGANIZING AND THE PURSUIT OF MULTIPLE PURPOSES 

Corporations are increasingly expected to pursue multiple purposes (Henderson, 2020; 

Kaplan, 2019). To date, however, the question of which organizational form is best suited to the 

long-term pursuit of multiple purposes is undertheorized. While the ideal types of the Single-

Minded Oligarchy and the Materialistic Democracy are by definition not well suited to pursue 
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multiple purposes, whether the Benevolent Oligarchy or the Multiple Purpose Democracy is 

better suited to do so over the long term remains an open question. It is therefore critical to 

investigate how the distribution of decision-making power in firms shapes their ability to sustain 

the pursuit of multiple purposes. 

 Here we integrate scholarship on hybrid organizing in organization theory with 

scholarship on deliberative democracy in political theory consider which organizational 

attributes may enable the pursuit of multiple purposes in companies. Specifically, we interrogate 

how the distribution of decision-making power in organizations may constrain or enable 

companies’ ability to maintain multiple purposes over an extended period. The combination of 

institutional logics and corresponding multiple purposes within organizations is the subject of the 

growing body of research on hybrid organizing (Battilana, Besharov, & Mitzinneck, 2017; 

Besharov & Mitzinneck, 2020). This body of work highlights that the essential challenge for 

multiple purpose organizations is the management of plurality. Drawing on political theory, 

which has suggested that democratic systems are best suited to integrating plural values, 

interests, and viewpoints into a collective agenda (Dahl, 1998; Landemore, 2012; Warren, 2017), 

we advance that this principle may also apply at the organizational level in firms pursuing 

multiple purposes. That is, we propose that the ideal type of the Multiple Purpose Democracy 

may be better suited than the Benevolent Oligarchy when it comes to sustaining the pursuit of 

multiple purposes in corporations over the long term. Furthermore, building on insights from 

hybrid organizing and deliberative democratic theory, we identify formal spaces of deliberation 

and a deliberative culture as key enabling conditions for sustaining multiple purposes in 

democratic organizations. 

Democracy and Plural Purposes 
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Previous research on hybrid organizations whose reason for being entails the 

achievement of multiple purposes demonstrates the immense difficulty of maintaining such 

plural purposes in organizations. Organizations that pursue multiple purposes face distinct 

internal and external challenges. Internally, they often struggle with disputes about resource 

allocation across different organizational activities (Battilana, Sengul, Pache, & Model, 2015). 

Additionally, pursuing both social and financial purposes can lead to identity tensions, because 

social and financial activities and values are often seen as conflicting or even competing 

(Château Terrisse, 2012; Poldner, Shrivastava, & Branzei, 2017). External challenges include 

difficulty in acquiring necessary funding (Cobb, Wry, & Zhao, 2016), hiring employees with the 

requisite combined financial and social experience (Besharov, 2014), finding appropriate legal 

forms and counsel familiar with those hybrid organizational forms (Marquis, 2020), and gaining 

legitimacy when straddling institutionalized categories (Hsu, 2006; Pache & Santos, 2013). As a 

result of these challenges, organizations that pursue multiple purposes often face tradeoffs 

(Battilana, Obloj, Pache, & Sengul, 2022) and risk losing sight of one or more of their multiple 

purposes. “Mission drift” can occur when focusing on financial objectives causes organizations 

to lose sight of their social missions (Ebrahim et al., 2014: 82; Weisbrod, 2004). On the flip side, 

when organizations fail to dedicate sufficient attention to financial goals, they can face financial 

crises and even organizational failure (Bacq, Battilana, & Bovais, 2022; Battilana et al., 2015; 

Bruneel et al., 2016). Organizations that pursue multiple purposes thus struggle to maintain the 

plurality that is central to their reasons for being. 

Drawing on political theory, we propose that more democratic forms of organizing may 

enable multiple purpose organizations to better manage these challenges. Of course, scholarly 

interest in democratizing corporations is not new (see, for example, Brenkert, 1992; Harrison & 
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Freeman, 2004; Pateman, 1970). Proponents of workplace democracy have argued, “(a) that 

workplaces should be democratized because they are relevantly similar to political communities; 

(b) that democracy is required to render work meaningful; (c) that democracy is needed to avoid 

domination and achieve equality; and (d) that democratizing the workplace has beneficial effects 

on political democracy” (Frega, Herzog, & Neuhäuser, 2019: 2). In addition, management 

scholars have drawn on deliberative democracy to theorize about business ethics and corporate 

social responsibility, especially to interrogate the role of businesses as political actors in a 

globalized world (Scherer & Palazzo, 2011). This stream of work explores the benefits and 

challenges of democratic corporate governance and suggests that democratic deliberation 

involving corporations and their stakeholders can increase corporate legitimacy (Donaghey & 

Reinecke, 2018; Scherer & Palazzo, 2007). 

Only recently, however, have scholars begun to explicitly link the need for purpose 

beyond profit in corporations to the potential for democratically empowering workers to enable 

this shift (Battilana, Fuerstein, & Lee, 2018). Indeed, the Covid-19 pandemic has accelerated 

calls for the democratization of the firm to both improve working conditions and enable firms to 

prioritize social and environmental goals alongside financial ones (Davis, 2021; Ferreras et al., 

2022). Building on this line of work, we aim to build a more rigorous theoretical examination of 

the connections between democracy, purpose, and plurality. 

Political theory points to democracy as a powerful mechanism for sustaining the plurality 

of goals and values over the long term—the fundamental challenge that organizations pursuing 

multiple core purposes face. A central tenet of the democratic ideal is the equal participation of 

all citizens in decision-making (Dahl, 1998). In a democracy, each individual citizen is free to 

express their own interests and preferences, and these individual perspectives are aggregated into 
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policies that represent the collective (Rousseau, 1762; Warren, 2017). Through aggregation 

systems such as voting and representation (Urbinati & Warren, 2008), democracy ensures the 

structural representation of citizens’ heterogeneous values and goals (Cohen, 1989; Young, 

2002). Thus, by ensuring equal participation and providing a mechanism for aggregating diverse 

perspectives into decisions, democracy enables the management of plurality.  

Analogizing between firms and states (Landemore & Ferreras, 2016), there is a parallel 

between political systems, which must pursue many purposes in the public interest, and multiple 

purpose corporations, which must similarly pursue plural purposes to benefit multiple 

stakeholders (and arguably also the public interest). At different scales, states and multiple 

purpose corporations face a shared challenge: the integration of diverse, sometimes competing 

priorities into legitimate decisions and actions. While democratic principles may not transfer 

directly from states to firms (Sabadoz & Singer, 2017), this parallel suggests the potential for 

democratic decision-making to help sustain the pursuit of multiple purposes in firms.  

A note on the time horizon is necessary here. We posit that democratic organizing will 

make it easier to sustain the pursuit of multiple purposes over the long term. Prior research has 

shown that emphasis on different purposes varies over time in multiple purpose organizations; 

for example, the relative attention paid to social vs. financial purpose may be cyclical or 

temporally sequenced (Ashforth & Reingen, 2014; Ramus, Vaccaro, & Berrone, 2021; Smith & 

Besharov, 2019). We do not intend to suggest that democratic organizing would necessarily 

enable continuous balance between multiple purposes; this may not be possible, and potentially 

not even desirable. Furthermore, scholars have suggested that in the short term, top-down, non-

democratic decision-making may be more efficient than democratic decision-making (Frega et 

al., 2019: 6; Harrison & Freeman, 2004). Yet in Benevolent Oligarchies, whether multiple 
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purposes are maintained depends strongly on the values, background, perspective, training, and 

even whims of the specific leaders in power. Over the long term, the risk in Benevolent 

Oligarchies is that the organization will prioritize the idiosyncratic preferences of its top leaders 

and neglect other purposes, and that purposes may be lost during leadership transitions (Battilana 

& Casciaro, 2021). We argue that over the long term, democratic organizing can help avoid this 

risk by keeping multiple perspectives, values, ideas, and ultimately purposes alive and salient 

within a multiple purpose corporation. Indeed, in political theory, the argument that democracy is 

superior to tyranny and oligarchy is similarly predicated on a long time horizon; while a dictator 

might be able to make a better choice over one decision, over “a long series of choices to be 

made… it becomes smarter…to keep as many people as possible involved in the decision every 

time the group arrives at a new fork” (Landemore 2012: 5). 

Proposition 1: If a company pursues multiple purposes, more democratic forms of organizing 

will make it easier to sustain the pursuit of multiple purposes over the long term. 

 By linking the pursuit of multiple purposes with more democratic forms of organizing, 

Proposition 1 suggests that our fourth ideal type, the Multiple Purpose Democracy, may be 

particularly promising for enabling the long-term pursuit of multiple purposes. Yet, past research 

suggests that more democratic forms of organizing may be prone to conflicts that risk paralyzing 

an organization’s functioning when organizational members fail to find consensus (Darr, 1999; 

Mansbridge, 1980; Rothschild-Whitt, 1979). Next, therefore, we turn our attention to examining 

the conditions under which the Multiple Purpose Democracy can overcome this challenge.  

Overcoming the Risk of Intractable Conflict: Formal Spaces of Deliberation  

Democratic organizing has great potential to ensure the pursuit of multiple purposes over 

the long term, but in practice it comes with obstacles and costs. Of particular importance is how 
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conflict, which is central to organizational life, is recognized and managed (Contu, 2019). The 

potential for high levels of conflict is salient in both the literature on democratically organized 

firms (Darr, 1999; Jackall, 1984; Slade Shantz, Kistruck, Pacheco, & Webb, 2020) and the 

literature on firms pursuing multiple purposes (Glynn, 2000; Pache & Santos, 2010). Excessive 

conflict has the potential to reduce competitiveness and to limit the ability to respond to time-

sensitive issues like threats to organizational survival, and therefore needs to be taken seriously. 

Here we again build on political theory and organization theory to develop propositions about the 

conditions under which Multiple Purpose Democracies can overcome the risk of intractable 

conflict. Specifically, we propose that formal spaces of deliberation, which we define as 

structured spaces in which decision-makers must regularly engage in discussion and coordination 

before making decisions, can help manage conflict in Multiple Purpose Democracies. 

The extensive body of scholarship on deliberative democracy has identified deliberation 

as a key mechanism for resolving conflict and reaching consensus in political democracies 

(Bohman, 2000; Cohen, 1989; Manin, 1987). Deliberation is a process of “advocacy, argument, 

persuasion, negotiation, and bargaining” through which the diverse “interests, values, 

perspectives, and preferences of individuals or classes of individuals are…formed 

communicatively into collective agendas and wills” (Warren, 2017: 44). Through discussion—

which necessarily entails listening, respect, and openness to persuasion—citizens exchange 

information and perspectives, which ultimately enables collective decision-making (Dryzek, 

2001; Dryzek et al., 2019). Deliberation thus enables consensus building around the better 

argument and legitimizes outcomes (Habermas, 1996). Even in a highly plural society, scholars 

have argued that deliberation is a means for navigating tensions, resolving conflict, and 

integrating plural values and priorities (Bohman, 2000; Cohen, 1989).  
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Research in political science, psychology, and management suggests that deliberation is 

most effective for solving complex problems when it is inclusive. Inclusion “maximizes the 

social knowledge available to a democratic public, such that citizens are more likely to make just 

and wise decisions” (Young, 2002: 115), because on average, larger groups of people are more 

cognitively diverse than smaller ones (Landemore, 2012). That is, they possess greater diversity 

in perspectives (how people represent problems) and heuristics (how they go about solving them) 

(Hong & Page, 2004). Therefore, when faced with complex problems, more inclusive groups of 

decision-makers are more likely to have the knowledge and ideas needed to come up with better 

solutions. On these grounds, political theorists have argued for the superiority of democracy over 

tyranny and oligarchy, arguing that including more citizens in the decision-making process 

improves problem-solving by enlarging the available pool of ideas and information (Landemore, 

2012; Young, 2002). This argument is similar to findings in management theory, which 

demonstrate the value and importance of diversity (Ely & Thomas, 2001; 2020; Page, 2007) and 

of including marginalized perspectives in problem-solving (Jeppesen & Lakhani, 2010). In 

multiple purpose firms, in which there are many unknowns and complex problems, it follows 

that broadly inclusive deliberation and participation in decision-making is likely to be beneficial.  

Productive and inclusive deliberation, however, is not a given in any democracy, but 

rather must be enabled through carefully designed structures. Unstructured organizations have a 

tendency to devolve into chaos, or for informal control by small groups to become a de facto 

substitute for formal structure, in what Freeman (1972) referred to as the “tyranny of 

structurelessness.” Though democracy is sometimes associated with a lack of structure, carefully 

designed structures are necessary for democratic systems to function well over the long term 

(Maeckelbergh, 2011; Sirianni, 1995). Political scientists have argued that much of the gridlock 



 26 

and the perceived incapacity of citizens to engage in productive dialog in poorly functioning 

democracies stems from the inadequacy of structures and systems to support deliberation 

(Dryzek et al., 2019). Many real-world efforts to reform political systems are in essence attempts 

to structure and facilitate effective deliberation (Landemore, 2020). Thus, imposing formal 

structure is important to enable democracies to function smoothly and prevent organizational 

control from defaulting to informal social hierarchy (Slade Shantz et al., 2020).  

Interestingly, echoing this line of research, empirical findings from management 

scholarship on the pursuit of multiple objectives and hybrid organizing suggest both that 

deliberation is important in multiple purpose firms and that formal structures can enable 

successful deliberation. For example, in their study of a French manufacturing firm, Obloj and 

Sengul (2020) find that pursuing more objectives is associated with performance decreases; 

however, these costs can be mitigated by more frequent face-to-face meetings (in-person 

executive board meetings), which they theorize provide a venue to resolve coordination issues. 

Similarly, in their study of work integration social enterprises (WISEs), a prominent form of 

hybrid organization, Battilana and colleagues (2015) found that organizations were more 

successful at managing conflict and maintaining dual goals when employees proactively 

negotiated conflicts in formal “spaces of negotiation.” In this case, spaces of negotiation 

consisted of mandatory meetings and formal processes (e.g., scheduling and performance 

appraisals for beneficiaries) that obligated organization members with competing (social vs. 

financial) priorities to coordinate and resolve conflicts. In Ashforth and Reingen’s (2014) study 

of a natural food cooperative, extensive argumentation and negotiation between groups 

representing “pragmatist” and “idealist” orientations enabled the cooperative to sustain both 

social and financial purposes. This cooperative also relied on formal meetings as the primary site 
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for conflict negotiation. In these meetings, members relied on rituals to mitigate the damaging 

potential of conflict. For example, they began meetings with ritualized “introductory remarks 

focused on keeping conflict within bounds,” formally appointed “‘vibes’ watchers” to prevent 

members from making personal attacks on each other, and engaged in “healing rituals,” through 

which members with opposing views complimented each other for positive contributions, at the 

end of difficult meetings (p. 487–498). These findings provide preliminary evidence that in firms 

pursuing multiple purposes, deliberation between members is important to enabling the 

successful integration and maintenance of these purposes, and that creating formal spaces to 

facilitate deliberation helps contain conflict and enable productive deliberation. 

 Thus, building on scholarship on deliberative democracy and on empirical evidence of 

the benefit of formal structures in organizations, we propose that to manage the risk of 

intractable conflict in a democratic organization, formal spaces of deliberation may be critical. 

The precise parameters of these spaces of deliberation can vary between organizations, but 

typically they take the form of regular meetings that enable iterative deliberation, engagement, 

and relationship management, which enables the negotiation of tradeoffs, conflict management, 

and collaborative work towards complex goals.  

Proposition 2: In a Multiple Purpose Democracy, formal spaces of deliberation will make it 

easier to sustain the pursuit of multiple purposes over the long term. 

Enabling Effective Deliberation: Deliberative Culture 

Just as deliberation cannot be taken for granted within a democracy, effective 

deliberation cannot be taken for granted within the spaces designed to promote it. Effective 

deliberation enables collective decision-making (Habermas, 1996; Manin, 1989). Yet empirical 

political science research has found that in the real world, deliberation yields mixed results, 
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especially when political systems become so polarized that deliberation becomes impossible 

(Mansbridge, 1980; Thompson, 2008). Drawing on scholarship in organization theory and 

political theory, we propose that a deliberative culture is an important enabling condition for 

effective deliberation in Multiple Purpose Democracies.  

We define a deliberative culture in multiple purpose companies as one that is 

characterized by: first, a commitment to the organization’s plural purposes that is shared across 

members; second, a norm of reason-based argumentation and openness to adapting one’s views 

in response to others’; and third, a comfort with ongoing ambiguity and tension. These 

conditions establish a culture that can help reduce conflict and prevent gridlock. 

 First, effective deliberation requires that members of a Multiple Purpose Democracy 

share a commitment to the organization’s plural purposes. In the public realm, political theorists 

have argued that effective deliberation requires that citizens adopt a shared “public point of 

view,” defined as “a conception of collective identity that shapes individual behavior so as to 

fairly promote the good of all constituents” (Battilana et al., 2018: 12). A shared public point of 

view ensures that “the interests, aims and ideals that comprise the common good are those that 

survive deliberation” (Cohen, 1989: 25). Within Multiple Purpose Democracies, an 

understanding of and commitment to the organization’s multiple purposes is analogous to a 

public point of view. For example, in the WISE discussed above, both social counselors 

(primarily concerned with social purpose) and technical counselors (primarily concerned with 

financial purpose) recognized the legitimacy of each other’s priorities; they understood that both 

social and financial objectives were essential to the organization’s overall functioning (Battilana 

et al., 2015). Similarly, in the natural food cooperative discussed above, members had differing 

priorities but recognized that others’ priorities were essential even when they conflicted with 
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their own (Ashforth & Reingen, 2014). By contrast, when members do not recognize the validity 

of others’ priorities, intractable conflict can ensue (Battilana & Dorado, 2010; Glynn, 2000).  

Second, effective deliberation in a Multiple Purpose Democracy requires that 

organizational members share a commitment to reason-based argumentation and a willingness to 

adapt their own views in response to others’ arguments. In a political democracy, citizens “share 

a commitment to the resolution of problems of collective choice through…public argument and 

reasoning among equal citizens” (Cohen, 1989: 21). This conception of deliberation traces its 

roots to Aristotle’s definition of deliberation “as an exchange of arguments for or against 

something” (Aristotle, Rhetoric, I, 2, cited in Mercier & Landemore, 2012: 246). For the 

reasoned exchanged of arguments to enable consensus and collective decision-making, 

participants must weigh others’ arguments against their own views and be open to persuasion 

(Manin, 1987; Mercier & Landemore, 2012). Thus, effective deliberation requires a culture in 

which rational argumentation and the possible subsequent adaptation of one’s own position are 

valued. Organizational members cannot be inflexibly attached to their own views, but rather 

must be open to changing them in conversation with others to arrive at better decisions. 

Third, effective deliberation in a Multiple Purpose Democracy depends on organizational 

members’ comfort with ambiguity and tension. Prior research shows that when organizations 

pursue multiple purposes, tensions and tradeoffs are inevitable in some situations and must be 

managed on an ongoing basis (Battilana et al., 2022; Crane et al., 2014; Kaplan, 2019). This is 

especially important when multiple institutional logics are core to organizational functioning but 

the degree of compatibility between logics is low (Besharov & Smith, 2014). In such cases, an 

approach that acknowledges the existence of tensions and enables members to manage them is 

critical (Smith & Besharov, 2019; Gümüsay, Smets, & Morris, 2020). Members must accept the 
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complexity, tensions, and contradictions that come with plurality, which entails living with and 

even embracing dissonance (Stark, 2009), ambiguity (Levinthal & Rerup, 2021), and paradox 

(Smith & Besharov, 2019; Van der Byl & Slawinski, 2015). Doing so can ultimately be 

“productive” (Battilana et al., 2015) and can enable the long-term success of a multiple purpose 

organization. For example, in his study of a public-private hybrid organization, Jay (2013) 

documents how paradox triggered sensemaking, which led to changes in organizational strategy 

and identity that facilitated the integration of business and nonprofit logics and enabled the 

organization to carry out its mission of reducing energy emissions. Thus, while conflict can 

sometimes be managed, it can never be completely resolved (Contu, 2019); comfort with 

ambiguity and tension can help organizational members move forward amidst this reality. 

 We advance that these three attributes—shared commitment to multiple purposes, norms 

of reason-based argumentation and adaptation of one’s views, and comfort with ambiguity and 

tension—define a deliberative culture in a Multiple Purpose Democracy, and that they are 

important conditions for effective deliberation in these organizations. 

Proposition 3: In a Multiple Purpose Democracy, a deliberative culture will make it easier to 

sustain the pursuit of multiple purposes over the long term. 

DISCUSSION  

In this paper, we propose that in considering the future of corporations in a new normal, 

further exploration of the intersection of power and purpose in organizations is needed. 

Accordingly, we develop a typology of organizational forms that accounts both for whether 

companies pursue a single purpose vs. multiple purposes and for the oligarchical vs. democratic 

distribution of decision-making power. Building on the distinction between the four ideal types 

that we present in the typology (the Single-Minded Oligarchy, the Benevolent Oligarchy, the 
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Materialistic Democracy, and the Multiple Purpose Democracy), we then consider which form of 

organizing may be better suited to enabling the long-term pursuit of multiple purposes. 

Integrating democratic theory and organization theory, we theorize that Multiple Purpose 

Democracies are more likely to sustain the pursuit of multiple purposes over the long term, 

because democracy is well-suited to the challenge of sustaining plurality. Furthermore, we 

identify two conditions that are likely to help Multiple Purpose Democracies overcome the 

documented risk of intractable conflict, namely the creation and maintenance of both formal 

deliberation spaces and a deliberative organizational culture.  

The theoretical model that we developed makes several contributions to the literatures on 

purpose and power in organizations. First, we bridge these literatures in novel ways, uniting 

strands of research that have mostly been discussed separately. Many streams of management 

scholarship explore purpose (George et al., 2021) and the pursuit of multiple objectives (Audia & 

Greve, 2021) in firms, such as research on corporate social responsibility (Aguinis & Glavas, 

2012; Margolis & Walsh, 2003), corporate sustainability (Bansal, 2005; Bansal & Song, 2017), 

and stakeholder theory (Donaldson & Preston, 1995; Parmar et al., 2010); however, they rarely 

account for the distribution of decision-making power. By bringing a power perspective to this 

body of work, our paper expands scholars’ efforts to understand what enables companies to 

sustain the pursuit of multiple purposes. Existing research has highlighted the role of formal goal 

setting, employees’ socialization, activities structuring, and leadership style in enabling such a 

pursuit (for a review see Battilana, 2018). We contribute a novel enabling factor to this literature 

by theorizing about the potential for democratically distributed decision-making power inside the 

firm to enhance its ability to sustain the pursuit of multiple purposes over the long term. In doing 
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so, we answer recent calls to account for the role of political dynamics in developing more 

sustainable models of companies (Adler et al., forthcoming). 

We also contribute by integrating a purpose perspective into scholarship on power. 

Extensive scholarship on inequality documents how organizations create and reproduce 

disparities and power hierarchies (Acker, 2006; Amis et al., 2020; Tomaskovic-Devey & Avent-

Holt, 2019) and investigates how to increase the representation of women, racialized minorities, 

and other underrepresented groups, especially in high-status positions (Ely & Thomas, 2001; 

Guldiken, Mallon, Fainshmidt, Judge, & Clark, 2019; Kalev, Dobbin, & Kelly, 2006). These 

efforts are critical for addressing organizational and societal inequalities. However, 

organizational scholarship on inequality and the distribution of power in organizations has 

remained largely separate from efforts to rethink the taken-for-granted purpose of profit 

maximization in business organizations. Critical scholarship has highlighted this disconnect and 

shown how eliding the link between the dominance of the market logic and social inequalities 

reproduces the existing power structure (Adler et al., 2007; Alvesson et al., 2009). We integrate 

these perspectives to build a framework for scholars of inequality to consider how the way 

purpose is defined can shape power differentials and the evolution of patterns of inequality in 

corporations. 

In doing so, we highlight the importance of workers’ structural empowerment in 

corporations, a topic that management research has neglected in recent decades. Management 

scholarship in recent years has mostly focused on empowerment as a psychological rather than a 

structural phenomenon (Conger & Kanungo, 1988; Maynard, Gilson, & Mathieu, 2012; Thomas 

& Velthouse, 1990). This scholarship focuses on whether workers feel empowered, rather than 

whether they are formally empowered to participate in decision-making (Spreitzer, 1996; Yen et 
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al., 2022). By calling attention to workers’ formal participation in decision-making, our 

framework aims to refocus scholarship on worker empowerment on structural in addition to 

psychological dimensions. This is important because structural empowerment is needed for 

workers to be able to have a say in decisions that greatly affect them (Anderson, 2017; Ferreras, 

2017). Furthermore, linking workers’ structural empowerment with the scholarly discussion of 

purpose highlights an overlooked dimension of firms’ potential impact on society: firms may 

create positive or negative impact based on whether their workers are structurally empowered to 

protect their own rights and interests. 

 Finally, we also contribute to scholarship at the intersection of management and 

organization theory on the one hand, and political science and political theory on the other. In the 

face of threats to democracy around the globe, there have been calls for organization and 

management scholars to pursue research that tackles these issues (Adler et al., forthcoming). At 

the same time, political scientists have called for more efforts to understand how democracy 

functions inside organizations (Anderson, 2017; Landemore, 2020). In this paper, we contribute 

to the bodies of work on organizational democracy (Ferreras, 2017; Frega et al., 2019) and 

democratic stakeholder governance (Donaghey & Reinecke, 2018; Scherer & Palazzo, 2007) by 

bringing deliberative democratic theory inside the firm context to consider the question of the 

structural empowerment of workers. Specifically, we introduce the role of formal spaces of 

deliberation and deliberative culture, and we highlight how these may be uniquely useful in 

overcoming the risk of intractable conflict and enabling the pursuit of multiple purposes. 

Building on recent literature diagnosing the negative consequences of the permeation of market 

logic into government (Brown, 2006; 2019), we propose that an injection of democracy inside 
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companies may help begin to address the numerous challenges we face by enabling firms to 

pursue social and environmental in addition to financial purpose. 

 The theoretical model that we developed paves the way for future research at the 

intersection of purpose and power in companies. Our propositions will of course need to be 

tested empirically. Doing so will require examining the different kinds of democratic forms of 

organizing that exist and comparing the extent to which they enable organizations to better 

sustain the pursuit of multiple purposes. For example, in codetermination systems, workers elect 

colleagues to represent them on the board, while in worker-owned cooperatives, the principle of 

one worker one vote applies. Within representative systems, there are varied methods of 

selecting representatives, such as elections, lottery, and rotation. In addition, though democracy 

is often associated with flatness, democratic organizations are not necessarily less hierarchical 

ones, nor are more hierarchical organizations necessarily less democratic. Thus, there is variation 

in the extent to which democratically organized firms are hierarchical vs. flat, and democratically 

organized firms may rely on different kinds of bureaucratic structures (for a review, see 

Monteiro & Adler, 2022) or self-management (for a review, see Lee & Edmondson, 2017). All 

of these different arrangements may exist within democratically organized firms and may be 

associated with different outcomes when it comes to sustaining the pursuit of multiple purposes.  

Future research should also explore questions about democratically defined purposes of 

the corporation. Though we have proposed that democratic organizing can support the pursuit of 

plural purposes, and therefore the transition to a fairer and greener new normal, there is a risk 

that workers could democratically choose purposes that are socially or environmentally harmful. 

Future research should investigate the conditions under which worker empowerment will be 

linked to different kinds of purpose. For example, when are workers more or less likely to 
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support decarbonization (Battistoni, 2022)? What are the factors that shape which purposes 

workers will choose and prioritize, and how they will manage tensions and tradeoffs between 

them? This research can build on prior work on how democratic organizing shapes employees’ 

prosocial and behavioral orientations (e.g., Weber, Unterrainer, & Schmid, 2009) and on 

employees’ role in promoting and implementing social and environmental activities in firms 

(e.g., Bansal, 2003; Ramus & Steger, 2000; Sonenshein, 2006). 

Future research will also need to further explore the links between deliberative spaces 

and deliberative culture in companies. What does it take to create and maintain a deliberative 

culture within deliberative spaces? As an organization grows, how can it preserve a deliberative 

culture? This line of inquiry can build on prior research on how to create spaces that foster 

positive relational dynamics in organizations (Lee, Mazmanian, & Perlow, 2020), how to create 

the conditions for psychological safety and interpersonal risk taking on teams (Edmondson, 

1999), and how to enable organizational members to communicate with trust, vulnerability, and 

authenticity in order to have the difficult conversations necessary for breaking through gridlock 

on challenging or controversial topics (Jay & Grant, 2017). Future research will also need to 

investigate how to motivate workers to engage in the deliberation needed to sustain Multiple 

Purpose Democracies, acknowledging that deliberation may be difficult and time-consuming 

(Meyers & Vallas, 2016; Rothschild-Whitt, 1979) and requires training and socialization to 

prepare people to be members of democratic organizations (Allen, 2016; Manin, 1987: 354). 

In this paper we have focused on the interests of organizational members inside the firm, 

but future research should also investigate settings in which the interests of stakeholders, such as 

representatives of local communities, are also represented. This research can build on scholarship 

on the boundaries of stakeholder claims, which seeks to establish the scope of a firm’s 
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responsibilities (Klein et al., 2019; McGahan, 2020). Future research building on our model may 

also contribute to scholarship on innovative stakeholder governance models, which explores the 

potential for collaborative and democratic methods of organizing to incorporate stakeholder 

voices in firm and inter-organizational governance (Bridoux & Stoelhorst, 2022; Donaghey & 

Reinecke, 2018; Scherer & Palazzo, 2007; Schormair & Gilbert, 2020). 

Importantly, while our model accounts for internal conditions that facilitate the sustaining 

of multiple purposes inside companies, it does not account for variations across institutional 

contexts. As such, cross-context comparisons will be needed in future research. For example, 

how might operating within different “varieties of capitalism” (Hall & Soskice, 2001) shape 

firms’ ability to pursue multiple objectives and adopt democratic forms of organizing? How 

might different forms of unionization, social dialogue, and social partnership (International 

Labor Organization, 2017; Rosenfeld, 2014) shape both worker power and the pursuit of 

multiple purposes? How do new legal forms that aim to support the pursuit of social and 

environmental goals alongside financial ones (Aguirre, 2021; Brakman Reiser, 2011; Hiller, 

2013; Segrestin et al., 2021) support the establishment and growth of Multiple Purpose 

Democracies?  

Last but not least, future research on power and purpose should not only analyze firms’ 

ability to sustain the pursuit of multiple purposes but should also account for the performance 

implications of different forms of organizing. Scholarship on corporate social responsibility has 

shown that under some conditions, pursuing social and environmental goals is synergistic with 

financial performance (Awaysheh, Heron, Perry, & Wilson, 2020; Margolis & Walsh, 2003; 

Orlitzky, Schmidt, & Rynes, 2003), yet more recently scholars have called for greater attention 

to tradeoffs in addition to win-win scenarios (Battilana et al., 2022; Hahn et al., 2010; Kaplan, 
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2019). Research has compared the performance and employment practices of cooperative and 

capitalist firms (Delbono & Regianni, 2013; Garcia-Louzao, 2021; Kyriakopoulos, Meulenberg, 

& Nilsson, 2004), and more research in this vein is needed to understand the implications of 

different kinds of democratic organizing for social, environmental, and economic performance. 

CONCLUSION 

 Our aim in developing the framework and propositions we have presented here is to 

facilitate scholarly and managerial thinking about the role and impact of corporations in a new 

normal that is fairer and greener than our present. In this new normal, corporations will 

increasingly be expected to create positive social and environmental impact in addition to 

financial value. If future research testing our model bears out the potential for democratic forms 

of organizing to support the pursuit of multiple purposes, this transition could consist of moving 

from the present, in which the Single-Minded Oligarchy is the dominant corporate form, to a 

future in which the Multiple Purpose Democracy becomes increasingly prevalent. Of course, 

such a transition would constitute a daunting change and would require experimentation and 

iteration. Yet despite the remaining unknowns and the enormity of the potential change that our 

theoretical propositions explore, models for alternative ways of organizing already exist, 

suggesting that a fairer and greener new normal is possible if we have the imagination to strive 

for it and the flexibility to continue to experiment and adapt as we learn. 
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Figure 1: Purpose and Power Dimensions of Ideal Type Organizations  

 


