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Contribution 
Contribution and the Potluck 
Mark Bonchek, Phd 

When your narrative starts with your product, 
everything is about what you can do for others.  It’s 
like a full-service restaurant. Just show up, enjoy the 
meal, and pay the bill.  

But when your narrative starts with your purpose, 
things need to be more reciprocal and multi-
dimensional.  Everyone has something to contribute. 
It’s more like a potluck in which everyone brings a 
different dish. 

A potluck doesn’t work if everyone brings the same 
dish.  Or if some people don’t bring anything at all. 

A key part of the narrative is therefore describing 
what everyone contributes to the shared purpose, 
like a potluck for purpose.
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Nike 
Everyone knows the Nike slogan of “Just Do It.” What 
makes this slogan so powerful is that in three words 
it captures three different elements: shared purpose, 
path to purpose, and potluck. 

Nike’s shared purpose is inspiring the athlete in all of 
us.   

The path to purpose is the idea that “if you have a 
body, you are an athlete.”   

The potluck is the idea that: 

• Nike can provide the shoes, apparel and 
equipment.  

• Nike’s athletes can provide the inspiration.  
• Your friends can provide the support.   
• But you you have to get off the couch, lace up your 

shoes, and “just do it.”   

Everyone contributes something.
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Starbucks 
Starbucks’ potluck follows directly from the concept of third 
place. In effect, Starbucks is saying:

“We’ll provide the coffee, comfortable couches, and wi-fi. 
“You provide the conversation, connection and community.” 

The potluck explains why Starbucks “Race Together” 
initiative was a failure. As a quick recap, Starbucks wanted 
to promote a dialogue about race relations.  The aspiration is 
consistent with its shared purpose to “inspire the human 
spirit.” The problem is that the program encouraged people 
to talk to their barista about the subject. This was 
inconsistent with the potluck around the purpose. It’s not 
the barista’s job to provide the conversation. Starbucks once 
again hoarded its purpose.

What Starbucks might have done instead is stayed true to its 
path to purpose of being a Third Place, and invited others to 
“wear the T-shirt” of its shared purpose. It could have closed 
an hour earlier on the first Monday of the month,  

partnered with organizations expert in holding 
conversations about race, and served free coffee to 
anyone who joined the conversation. That way Starbucks 
would have still made its contribution of coffee and 
Third Place and left the conversation and community to 
others.
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Exercise: What’s Your Potluck?

For this exercise, think about your shared purpose as a potluck dinner party. What does everyone 
need to bring for the party and meal to be complete?    

If you are a hospital system, then the shared purpose might be related to health. Diagnosing and 
treating illness is only one element of what it takes for someone to be healthy. Identifying the 
other stakeholders and what they each bring to the party helps you see the entire system of what 
it takes to fulfill your purpose. 

If you haven't yet, download this worksheet to help you keep notes on your narrative as you move 
through this Shift Expedition.
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Contribution Ad Libs

STAKEHOLDERS IN OUR COMPANY 
FULFILL ON OUR SHARED 
PURPOSE OF [SHARED PURPOSE] 
IN THE FOLLOWING WAYS: 

CUSTOMERS

BRING TO THE POTLUCK WE

BRING TO THE POTLUCK 

PARTNERS BRING TO THE POTLUCK 

shared purpose

specific value

specific value

specific value
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Up Next: 
At the next step of our Expedition we will continue 
on this theme and look at social facets and the role of 
your brand in the potluck. We want to define the 
relationship you have with your customer beyond 
seller and buyer. 

Share With Others: 
If you find this Expedition helpful, please share it 
with your colleagues. They can view the original 
webinar video and register for the email series at  
this link.   

We always welcome your questions, comments and 
feedback as we introduce Shift Expeditions. Please 
click here to share your thoughts.
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