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Prologue


We first began working together in the University of New Mexico’s Training and Learning Technologies program in 1992. Patricia became Michael’s academic adviser and subsequently his dissertation chairperson. In 1997, Michael graduated with a Ph.D. in what is now called UNM’s Organizational Learning and Technologies program in the College of Education, During that time we discovered that we were both interested in doing further research related to organizational and individual transformation,


Patricia’s areas of expertise are in the fields of individual, team, and organizational learning and she has consulted with numerous organizations over the years. She has done considerable research in the area of risk-taking, self-efficacy, and adult learning processes. Both of us had worked in large organizations and knew the opportunities and the problems that are involved. Consequently, we were interested in emancipatory, transformational learning for employees in organizations.


One day in 1999, we were talking about research and Patricia said that she had always been interested in the topic of passion, that she had always been a passionate person, and had wondered what caused people to become, to lose, and to regain their passion for work. Michael immediately saw how research in passionate work related to his interest in life mission and helping workers develop personal power to take control of their own futures. We saw the potential of this research; our imaginations were fired. Our decision to study passion and work was born that day. All the forces seemed to come together for us in a powerful way to lead us to our study of passionate work. Our research began immediately.


This research has been rewarding to us, yet time consuming. During the last couple of years we have conducted numerous presentations on passionate work, consulted with organizations, and been involved in other passionate work–related research. We could have stopped there but we seemed driven to share our message with a larger audience, thus the decision to write this book.


Our families, although supportive, have had to spend many nights and weekends by themselves while we type away, revising again and again. Why didn’t we quit? The answer is simple—we believe in passionate work. We believe in living passionate lives. This work is deeply meaningful to us. We come from different backgrounds that prepared us for this work, but our diverse experiences led us to the same conviction. We are convinced that individuals can make quantum improvements to the quality of their lives and the productivity of their organizations if they will seek the means for living and working passionately. Likewise, organizations can increase productivity if they support a passionate workplace.


Why did we write this book? That’s a worthy question to ask anyone writing about something intended to affect other people’s lives. Between us, we have over forty years of experience in organizational development, consulting, training, teaching, communication, and human resources. As professors, we have seen hundreds of people return to school in midcareer. Many times these adults are looking for something meaningful to do with their lives. As organizational consultants, we have observed too many of the living dead—people who come to work as human beings on Monday morning and who then merely exist until being reborn Friday at 5:00. We’ve seen organizations that create conditions for exciting, interesting work, and we’ve seen too much of the opposite, organizations that drag down employees and make them feel and behave in less than human ways.


We started researching this issue of passionate work because we’ve both experienced it, arriving at passionate work from different paths, and we wanted to find out how others have created it for themselves. Intuitively, and from our own experience, we knew it was possible to develop passion, but we wanted to find out how anyone could make his or her life exciting, meaningful, and important. We wanted to share what we’ve learned with others by writing this book.


To understand the lens through which we see this material, it is helpful to know something about us.






Patricia’s Story


I have always been a passionate person. I can trace it at least as far back to when I was five years old. Passion has been a mainstay—whether it got me in trouble, interfered with my life in disastrous ways, or led me to my life’s work. Passion, by itself, can be detrimental, and it took me a long time to learn to temper it with thought, reflection, and reason.


As an adult I found myself a single parent, working in a male-dominated traditional banking environment. I was the director for Human Resource Development and an officer of a large bank. At first I was interested and motivated, but soon found the work unsatisfying for a number of reasons. First I was appalled at how women were perceived and treated in this corporate environment. Also, the strict cultural demands of the Texas “Good Ole Boy” system began to wear on my motivation. It wasn’t too long before my more passionate, creative, and free-spirited nature rebelled and I found myself looking for more out of life. But at this point I couldn’t just jump into the next fun thing. I was thirty-one years old and needed to do some real soul searching to discover what I wanted to do. If I were going to change jobs and potentially disrupt my six-year-old son’s life, I wanted to be sure about what I did next.


Up to this time I had worked at a variety of jobs: car driver for a dealership, legal secretary, bookkeeper, leadership coordinator, trainer, human resources director, film and video producer, waitress, restaurant owner, salesperson, and the list goes on. I had taken jobs because I was bored, needed more money, or was offered opportunities I couldn’t resist. I had two degrees, a bachelor’s in business administration and a master’s in clinical psychology. I had worked part-time and full-time while I was in school, usually two to three jobs at a time. In these various workplaces I had witnessed many people who hated their work, who felt trapped in unfulfilling jobs, and saw the almost total disregard of some organizations to the plight of their employees. I was especially distressed by how women and minorities were treated and wanted to work to change the system in some way. But I hadn’t really considered what my life mission was—what I was destined to do.


I began deep self-reflection, examining where I had been, what I liked doing, and what my “gifts” were. I realized that I was most at home in an academic environment—in the world of ideas. I loved teaching and helping adults grow, develop, and transform. It became clear that I should apply for doctoral programs.


My first choice was the University of Texas at Austin and when I received my acceptance letter, all the tasks that I had envisioned as major barriers melted away. Up until then I had imagined moving my son, pets, and household to another city as too major a change. Suddenly, I couldn’t wait to get started on the move. I had to quit my respectable, stable position, and start packing. I had no place to live, no money in the bank, no job waiting for me, and family, friends, and an ex-husband who wanted me to stay put. But I was finally going to be on course—to fulfill my life mission, to follow my passion, and nothing could hold me back.


That was fourteen years ago and I haven’t regretted those decisions once in all that time. I wake up each day looking forward to going to work, I come alive when I get to teach, and I spend most of my free time working. I am truly passionate about being a college professor—it is what I was destined to do.


Now I want to help others find their passion, their mission, and their destiny. I want to make going to work each day life-generating and satisfying for others. We all have gifts that make us special and unique. I want to help others find their gifts and help organizations learn to honor those talents and strengths and use them to become passionate workplaces.






Michael’s Story


I have worked for one company almost my entire career. I got a position with the electric company because I needed a job to support my family. I had graduated from college a year and a half earlier with a degree in theater arts. With a wife and a child I needed work and I sure wasn’t getting offers from Broadway or Hollywood, so I took a secure job in our state’s largest electric utility. The job was in personnel, in which I had no background or particular interest.


Over twenty-two years later, I was still employed by the same company. Nearly every day I drove the same route to work, parked in one of the same parking lots, and then walked down the same alley to enter our building. Five days a week times fifty weeks a year for twenty-two and a half years comes to over 5,600 times. And that’s just going one way.


During the first decade I made rapid progress through the company, I became involved in work I really enjoyed, I was doing primarily public and community relations work. Executives took me under their wings and encouraged me. The work was exciting. The times were heady. The future was bright.


The next five years were just the opposite. I went from a young up-and-comer working in the executive offices to a person who—in my view at the time—the corporation didn’t really want. The company went through a major downsizing. The leaders I had followed and cared the most about were leaving or would be leaving soon. Executives who remained couldn’t promise me anything, certainly nothing important, and in my mind, perceived me as part of the departing regime. I turned cynical about the company. I changed from a guy who made things happen to a survivor.


For years I survived. Survived layoffs and survived reorganizations. Then came the ultimate slap in the face—I was impacted (our term for being laid off), I even survived that by being hired into another department.


During that period of time I did some real soul searching about myself. I looked excruciatingly inside . . . and found myself wanting, I dug deep to ask myself what I wanted to do with my life and what would make it meaningful.


I resolved to dedicate my life to helping people take responsibility for their lives and not depend on an organization for their success. After all, I had abdicated responsibility for myself to others for many years, to my regret.


I wrote a mission statement in my journal on January 1, 1994: “My mission is to help individuals and groups fulfill their full potential. . . . I am particularly interested in helping people develop a purpose in their lives and a life of meaningfulness; to help the ‘living dead’ awake and walk,” That essentially remains my main purpose today—to help individuals develop personal power in their lives. I’ve since learned a lot about not taking life so seriously and the wonderfulness of living with both joy and meaningfulness, and so my mission has evolved into helping individuals attain their own passion for living. I’ve been to hell myself and it’s not a pretty place.


The few years have been increasingly exciting and meaningful. I have been doing work I enjoy with people I like and admire. Over the last twenty-two and a half years I have been atop the peaks and deep into the valleys. My love for work has truly waxed and waned. I’m at a peak right now. I thought and thought about the future and came to the conclusion that, even though my job gave me great satisfaction, I would never realize my full potential by staying where I was at and doing what I was doing. So . . . April 30, 2001, was my last day to work for the company where I had been for twenty-two years.


On May 1, 2001, I started my new career at Boverie, Kroth, & Associates, dedicated to individual and organizational transformation and to passionate work. I am scared and excited at the same time. I am thrilled about the prospects of continuing our research and of working with people and organizations so that I can understand passionate work more deeply and more usefully. I want to help people to develop passion in their own lives. I want to support organizations that are willing to create environments where people love to come to work. As I write this the future lies before me. One thing I know for sure—today I am truly alive.






The Voices In Our Book


As we worked together to create this book perhaps our most difficult task was to create a voice for the book. We began with quite different perspectives and writing styles. We haggled over whether the text should be in the first person or third person, whether it should be written more “academically” or more “popularly,” and whether the target audience was individuals or organizations. We thought that we had an important message for both employees and their employers. As the work evolved, however, the need to make those decisions seemed to evaporate. The work began to take on a life of its own. The voice that has emerged is no longer Patricia and no longer Michael, It is Patricia and Michael together. We decided to write this manuscript with an equal emphasis on what individuals could do and what organizations could do because in many ways they became inseparable to us. We both believe that some organizations maintain onerous, oppressive working conditions, and we believe also in their power to provide uplifting, inspiring conditions. We both believe in the primacy of the person, and of the moral, ethical, and spiritual imperative to honor the humanness in every worker. We oppose anything—societal, organizational, interpersonal, or cultural—that degrades the human spirit or promotes dependency, misery, or hopelessness. We deeply believe that organizations will be successful, in the long run, to the extent that they support, develop, and respect their employees. The voice of this book speaks from this worldview.


The voices of this book go well beyond Patricia and Michael, however. We have had the marvelous opportunity to learn about passion from coworkers, students, leaders, and employees. Some people who allowed us to use their names we have identified for you. We didn’t ask for the names of others you will read about. Some wanted to share their stories, but not their names. We learned from each person and we pay tribute to their lives. Sometimes their honesty was agonizingly painful to hear, and sometimes their lives made our own seem tepid in comparison. They are the true voice of this book.






The Fire Transforms


The fire of our lives burns brightly. The process of working together has taught us much about life, about learning, and about collaboration. Together we have created something that we realize neither of us could have imagined or developed individually. We have been transformed individually and as a team through this research-and-writing process. We feel so strongly about this lifework that we will continue researching passionate work and sharing what we learn with individuals and organizations through the company we’ve created, Boverie, Kroth, & Associates. We have developed a sense of mission regarding passionate work that seems to have a life of its own.






How You Can Help


As we continue to study passionate work we want to hear about passionate work. If you know of an organization that has created a passionate work environment, a leader who is passionate about her or his work, or an employee who exemplifies passion at work, please let us know. Send your stories to us at pboverie@spinn.net or michaelkroth@msn.com.














1
Introduction to Passion and Work




We may affirm absolutely that nothing great in the world has been accomplished without passion.




–HEGEL, Philosophy of History, 1832









The Time Is Now


Individuals today have an unprecedented opportunity to create careers that will provide continual learning, challenge, and reward. For centuries, the balance of power has been in the hands of the organization. If one worker didn’t fit in, the next one would do, or the next one, or the next one. The scarcity of labor is shifting the balance of power to those who are selling talent and skills. The time is ripe for people who have the will and the courage to fashion passionate career paths for themselves.


Organizations today are at risk because of the escalating demand for talent and the prospect of a reduced supply of labor. There has never been a more important time for leaders to develop working environments that are humane, challenging, and rewarding. There has never been a more important time for leaders to create places where individuals come to work each day charged up and excited about the work they are asked to do—places where people are passionate about their work.


Business and organizational leaders may find it peculiar to read a book about passion. Historically, emotions at work have been discouraged, been made fun of, or trivialized. The vanilla, stoic, organizational man of decades past did not tolerate the diversity or the display of emotions. Showing fear, joy, anguish, or love was a sign of weakness, even though emotions are part of the natural human condition. And yet passion is the fire, the drive, and the energy that motivates humankind.


Passion is loaded with emotion, with desire, with action, and with thought. Passion is at the root of creative genius, personal transformation, and notable events. Passion is emotional energy; it stimulates life and energizes individuals to work toward goals. It propels willpower, gives one boldness, and is an outlet for emotional, physical, and creative release. New products, new ideas, creative ways to deliver services, inventions, and scientific discoveries are produced because someone or some organization is passionate.


Yet over time we have tried to make the workplace an arena without emotion. We want the outcome of passionate work, but we don’t want employees to have emotions at work. Taking passion out of the workplace creates halls of despair, corridors of the living dead.


We need a new conception of the workplace. Instead of squashing emotions, we need to channel them. Instead of chastising the passion in employees, we need to help people to understand what they love to do. We need to have a workplace where employees are not confused because we say we want them, to be loyal and hardworking and yet ask them, to check their desire, their humanity, at the door.






The Purpose of the Book


Although many writers have written about passion for work, no one that we know of has drawn upon the concepts of interpersonal passion—love, desire, intimacy, and romance—and applied them to work. This book describes our research and the linkages that we have found between motivation, work, and learning. Learning, our research revealed, is embedded throughout everything related to passion for work. The concepts in this book are anchored in our research with real people, related research and literature, and relationships we have found with relevant existing theory.


The purpose of this book is to give individuals and organizations the tools to create passionate work environments for themselves. This book is intended to improve people’s lives. Its first purpose is to give individuals specific processes that can be used to find, develop, and maintain work they can be passionate about. Its second purpose is to give organizations specific processes that can be used to develop and maintain passionate work environments.


This book is written for several key audiences. It has direct application for the average worker—any person who feels stuck in her or his job, who is interested in looking for something more interesting or worthwhile, or who loves their job and wants that love to continue. Employees looking for new vocational venues will find the material interesting, informative, and useful. It will be a valuable tool for executives and other organizational leaders attempting to create highly motivating work environments. HRD professionals will be able to draw upon these ideas to help their organizations and clients develop passionate work. Even employees close to retirement will find the book useful because it will give them a framework for thinking about their future.


This is a book that presents a philosophy of life and a philosophy of work that will increase the enjoyment and the meaning of both life and work. It is a book about the indispensable necessity of passion for personal and organizational success.






Individuals


Philosophers, theologians, career consultants, organizational gurus, psychologists, and just about anyone looking into the relationship of work to individual satisfaction have made the point that finding work that is meaningful and enjoyable leads to mental, physical, spiritual, and emotional health.


In many ways, work dominates your life. Just consider the actual time that work consumes for the average person. If you add actual work time, travel time, and preparation time, your job takes more of your time than anything else. That doesn’t count the time spent thinking about work or being distracted about work when at home or being involved in other activities. Managing work time to its fullest is essential for a fully balanced life.


The responsibility for creating passionate work cannot be entrusted to another person. It resides within the individual. Yet it is often handed over to fate or to other people. Ask almost any group of Baby Boomers how their careers developed and part of that group will say that they stumbled into their first job out of school. They just happened into their first job and, moreover, they are still in the same line of work, and even at the same company, twenty-five years later. “A survey reported in a US popular psychology magazine revealed that up to 40 percent of the population had ‘drifted’ into a career and less than a quarter had personally chosen their line of work” (Simpson 1999: 31). Many people do not intentionally choose their careers. Consequently, they are at the mercy of their employers. It has been said that a person without a goal is used by someone who has one. This takes on added significance when an individual’s livelihood is at stake.


This book will put the reins of personal agency more firmly in the hands of the individual women and men who want to carve out a meaningful career path. It will give insight to those who have more limited options and help them to explore useful alternatives.






Organizations


Now is the time for organizations to find ways to tap into human potential. Capturing the hearts and minds of Generation X is one driver. The global marketplace is another. The risk of ignoring the importance of attracting and retaining key talent is huge. McKinsey and Company conducted a year-long study involving seventy-seven companies and nearly 6,000 business executives, and came to the conclusion that talent will be the most important—and rare—corporate resource in the next twenty years. Their report “The War for Talent” (Chambers et al. 1998) is a wake-up call for leaders thinking strategically about their future. With a drought of labor forecasted, what organizations consider “strategic” talent will expand. It will include much more than highly visible executives. Labor of all kinds will be at a premium. Professions and crafts that experienced a glut of labor just a few years ago are already experiencing shortages, and organizations are beginning to beg employees to stay.


Successful organizations will attract, develop, and retain talent in every part of the company. One element of the employee value proposition is how meaningful and fun the work is in a particular company. Companies wishing to compete will pay close attention to what motivates their employees. Often given lip service in the past, keeping employees charged up about their work will become a strategic objective. Companies that do it well over time will find it a source of sustainable competitive advantage.


Passion isn’t just critical in the world of corporate competition. It is just as important in public sector organizations. HRD professionals and leaders in any organization must be attentive to what fuels an employee’s passion. Fried (1995), in his book The Passionate Teacher, relates the importance of passion to teaching.




Yet as I look into hundreds of classrooms, watch teachers working with all kinds of students, when I ask myself what makes the greatest difference in the quality of student learning—it is a teacher’s passion that leaps out. More than knowledge of subject matter. More than variety of teaching techniques. More than being well-organized, or friendly, or funny, or fair. (16)





Embedding programs and processes inside the organization that energize employees will be the sine qua non for future success.






What Is Passion?


We all experience passion by virtue of being human. Passion evokes images of deep commitment to another person, to an idea, or to a cause. Every person has the capacity for passion and yet many do not lead passionate lives. The passion has been beaten out of them by society, or their work, or by significant people in their lives.


Passion. The word itself conjures up images of steamy romance between two lovers, of fighting for one’s country or for a worthy cause, of an inventor working day and night to discover something new, of starting a new business and seeing one’s dream come true, or of raising wonderful children. The word passion evokes images of adventure, excitement, love, inspiration, and challenge. We long for ecstasy, intensity, and thrills. Passion is part of the human condition, and so can be a part of anyone’s life.


People want passion in their lives. Popular magazines, soap operas, movies, romantic novels, sports events, plays, and music all play upon this desire that resides deep within every person. Some people create artificial, dangerous highs in their lives to meet this need. Some people lust after the lifestyles of people who had the courage to follow their dreams. Hopeless people anesthetize themselves to the pain of dreary lives by participating in disparaging coffee break gossip about other vital, enthusiastic coworkers. Passion is coveted by those who observe it and cherished by those who live it.


We are rapt watching an Olympic champion achieve her dream, and wonder why we gave up our own. Where did we lose our dreams? We couldn’t wait to start the new job after school, and here we sit so many years later, just putting in time until the company will allow us to retire. The opposite of love is not hate—it is apathy. Apathy dulls our senses, breaks our spirits, and makes us forget our dreams. Passion does not include apathy but very often it includes pain.


Passion has several definitions, including: “intense, driving, or overmastering feeling,” “ardent affection; love,” “a strong liking for or devotion to some activity, object, or concept” (Webster 1979: 831) and words with similar meaning include fervor, ardor, enthusiasm, or zeal. Passion experienced this way feels like the mountains singing, the oceans erupting, or the skies laughing—it is the ultimate high. But passion isn’t so simple. The origin of the word passion comes from passio, or suffering (Webster 1979). Suffering, or pain, is a very real part of passion and one of the reasons many people are not willing to expose themselves to it. Perhaps the easiest way to observe both the high and low of passion is in sports. It’s the championship game and two teams have extended themselves beyond anything they’ve ever done before. The final buzzer goes off. One team celebrates, with tears in their eyes. The other team does not, also with tears in their eyes. Or worse, one player goes to the absolute limit and fails, letting his or her team (and perhaps even country) down. You can almost feel their pain yourself.


The duel pain and joy of passion extends to every part of the human condition. Imagine a play opening on Broadway. Every person involved—from producer and director to actors, crew, stage manager, and scene designer—throughout the entire company, is committed to its success. The play is panned the first night out and closes soon after. Each person is devastated. You can conjure up countless situations where passion produces both joy and pain. People are often unwilling to be vulnerable either as employees or in other parts of their lives. The pursuit of passion requires taking risks that could result in pain. So instead of feeling pain—these people fed nothing.


Passion is observable. In an individual it can be seen in a twinkle in the eye, a lilt to the step, an enthusiastic conversation about a project or a person, or an unwavering commitment to a goal. It can manifest itself in loud, voluble, emotional enthusiasm. Or it might be much more subtle and quieter, but no less focused or intense because it is less extravagant. “People who love their work exhibit enormous energy, a positive state of mind, and a sense of vision and purpose. They realize that what they are doing fits into a larger picture and can see how what they do makes a difference in the world as a whole” (Jaffe and Scott 1988: 69).


Passion may be experienced in differing ways but, if it is there, it is palpable. One person we talked to, Kitty Leslie, said “I define true passion as having such a strong and consistent presence in your life that all those close to you suspect it, even if you’ve never voiced it in great detail.” Southwest Airlines is a good example of a passionate organization. The people in this company seem to be so passionate that they have been described as “nuts.”




Are these people nuts? Well, if being nots means they are crazy about the company they work for, the answer is a resounding yes! If being outs means they are extremely enthusiastic about what they do, the answer is again yes! If being nuts means being intensely involved, even obsessed, these people are definitely nuts about providing legendary customer service. If a nut is someone who is fanatically committed to a cause, these people clearly fit the description. The people of Southwest Airlines are radicals and revolutionaries—committed to the cause of keeping fares low to make air travel affordable for everyone. (Freiberg and Freiberg 1996: 3)





For individuals, passion resides internally and may be expressed to others. For organizations, passion is the cumulative, emotional effect of every employee interacting with his or her work and with each other.


Passion may be great joy or great pain. Perhaps the best way of understanding passion is to use a powerful metaphor—fire—to describe it.






Fire Metaphor




Your reason and your passion are the rudder and the sails of your seafaring soul.


If either your sails or your rudder be broken you can but toss and drift, or else be held at a standstill in mid-seas.


For reason, ruling alone, is a force confining; and passion, unattended, is a flame that burns to its own destruction.


Therefore let your soul exalt your reason to the height of passion, that it may sing;


And let if direct your passion with reason? that your passion may live through its own daily resurrection, and like the phoenix rise above its own ashes.


—KAHLIL GIBRAN, The Prophet (1995, pp. 50–51)





Fire is one of the most descriptive metaphors for passion. Many of the words used to characterize passion also define fire. Whyte (1994: 77) has said that “At work or at home we are fired by enthusiasm, branded with cowardice, and inflamed with sexual desire. We find ourselves in the heat of the moment, or burned by circumstances. We look for the creative spark, long for human warmth, and in times of need, call on the fire in our bellies. And bereft of these, we are left with only ashes.”


Fire transforms, destroys, creates, and forges bonds of infinite strength. Fire can burn out of control, can delicately melt something ugly to create something beautiful, and can be snuffed out. Without fire we are primitive, we are cold, and we are inert.


In its purest form, passion creates the heat that transforms lives. When someone is passionate enough about his work, he becomes his work, in the best sense. The following story illustrates the depth to which passion can burn inside a person.




There is an ancient Chinese story of an old master potter who attempted to develop a new glaze for his porcelain vases. It became the central focus of his life. Every day he tended the flames of his kilns to a white heat, controlling the temperature to an exact degree. Every day he experimented with the chemistry of the glazes he applied, but still he could not achieve the beauty he desired and imagined was possible in the glaze. Finally, having tried everything, he decided his meaningful life was over and walked into the molten heat of a fully fired kiln. When his assistants opened up the kiln and took out the vases, they found the glaze on the vases the most exquisite they had ever encountered. The master himself had disappeared into his creations. (Whyte 1994: 114)





People who are passionate about their work either seem to be on fire, blazing out of control, or to have the intentional, quiet, white-hot intensity of a beautiful glassmaker. Passionate teachers sometimes burn with such intensity, and sometimes “[passion] bellows forth with thunder and eloquence” (Fried 1995: 17). Even when the intensity makes people uneasy, it is what separates them, from others. Again, David Whyte in The Heart Aroused (1994), says “Work is the very fire where we are baked to perfection” (115).


Passion can, like an uncontained forest fire, burn out of control, leaving organizational and individual devastation behind. However, organizations and people, like the mythical phoenix, can rise from the ashes as if new. As fire destroys, it may also transform. Tempering passion with reason produces creativity, energy, excitement, and results.


People who are passionate about their work can also burn out if the organization does not feed their flame with recognition, rewards, new learning, and support for risk-taking and challenge. Without this organizational support the fire inside a person may smolder out, or the individual may move on to places where her fire can be fed. How many people burned brightly for a while, only to see “organizational firefighters” douse the lame? Reigniting that flame is more difficult for some than for others, but the source of fire always resides in each of us, ready for the match to strike.


Organizational passion can also supplant individual passion. An organization may consume the person who has little heat. If one’s internal, individual fire does not burn strongly enough, personal dreams may turn into ashes. “If we do give up our personal desires and passions hoping to get above it all, we almost always find ourselves substituting the passions and desires of someone more charismatic for our own, and wake up later to find ourselves in their thrall” (Whyte 1994: 77). It is two flames—organizational and individual—burning together, blending into one, that create the blazing power of fusion.


The fire of passion consists of two important elements—the pure joy of working and the meaningfulness of that work. The next section will describe these two aspects of passion.






What Are the Qualities of Passion?




Your vocation is “the place where your great joy, and society’s great needs, meet.”


—FREDERICK BUECHNER (1993:119)







People we have interviewed described the feeling of passion as:






A feeling of loving what I do.


Consumed, longing, placing a high value on something.


Being positive and excited. Looking forward to each day.


Excited about being with that individual or performing that job’s tasks.


Feeling fired up about something or someone and wanting to share that feeling with others.


A feeling of elation and satisfaction leading to a desire to keep going even when I may begin to feel tired.


Feeling good about what you are doing and who you are with.


Excitement, a sense of mission, purpose, and single-mindedness that lasts for the duration of a project or endeavor (not “short-term”).


Exciting, exhilarating, caring, loving, giving, refreshing.


Something that just takes over and gives me a great deal of pleasure.





Passion contains two interrelated qualities: (1) the pure joy and excitement of doing something that is enjoyable to do, and (2) meaningfulness, or caring deeply about something. Passion can be found in either, but to be fully engaged requires both. For example, a person might find the actual act of cleaning bedpans to be distasteful, but be passionate about doing it because he cares for patients and their health. Conversely, a person who enjoys being a ski bum may tire of it after a short while. Passion is usually short-lived if enjoyment is not accompanied by meaning, and meaning without joy is often dreary duty or responsibility.




Fun, Enthusiasm, and Joy. A person who is passionate about another person loves to be with him or her. Each meeting is exciting, and even anticipating the meeting itself causes the heart to beat a bit faster. The couple finds each moment together rich, sensory, full of laughter, and fresh. New relationships are particularly full of excitement, because everything involves mutual discovery. Couples in long-term relationships who maintain their passion find enjoyment in spending time together, have mutual activities that they have fun doing, and are enthusiastic about their lives together.


For work to be passionate it must also be fun, exciting, and enjoyable. Many people have lost this, and with it their capacity for passionate work. Understanding what it is we love to do and then finding ways to pursue that work is an important part of living passionately. After a seminar one person said, “Thank you for the information. I wish I’d known this before, because I’ve worked in this job for thirty years, and for thirty years I’ve hated it.” Hated it! What a sad, sad commentary on a person’s life. Over the years, fun and work have been considered mutually exclusive terms. Various religious denominations focused entirely on duty and responsibility—work wasn’t supposed to be fun. In corporate cubicles today one can hear the teasing phrase, “Oh, you’re just having too much fun!” as if having ran were exceptional and not quite acceptable. That has been changing.


Savvy, successful organizations have recognized the importance of fun and excitement at work. Peters and Waterman’s study found that America’s best-run companies create enthusiasm. “A final correlation among the excellent companies is the extent to which their leaders unleash excitement” (1982: 291). “The theme of fun in business runs through a great deal of the excellent companies research,” they say. “Leaders and managers like what they do and they get enthusiastic about it” (247).


Having fun can, but doesn’t necessarily have to be, crazy, outlandish, or rife with practical jokes. It can take the form of more smiles, mutual support, making work a game or a challenge, or finding creative ways to provide recognition.


Joy is a critical component of passion. Laurence Boidt, in his book How to Find the Work You Love (1996), says that “As much as integrity to conscience and service to others, joy is an absolute requirement of a life’s work, Man was not made for drudgery or tedium. Life is a thing to be tasted, celebrated, and enjoyed. The great joy in work is in self-expression, following the way of your natural talents” (96). We weren’t meant for monotony. We were designed for variety and challenge. One of the most quoted writers on this topic is Joseph Campbell, who talks about finding the life work that gives “bliss.” “If you follow your bliss, you put yourself on a kind of track that has been there all the while, waiting for you, and the life that you ought to be living is the one you are living. Wherever you are—if you are following your bliss, you are enjoying that refreshment, that life within you, all the time” (Campbell 1988: 113).


What makes you happy? His Holiness the Dalai Lama says, “I believe that the very purpose of our life is to seek happiness” (1998:13). On the whole, unhappy people are less productive, less sociable, and less helpful. Happy people are generally more productive, enjoy life more, and are more creative and more loving. Making the commitment to be happy is a decision we make. The steps to achieve happiness entail learning about what makes us happy and then building a life around that self-awareness.


Shawn Shepherd, a development officer and part-time play director talked to us about her work with plays. “Engaged as I was in the work necessary to craft a professional theater production—eighteen-hour days for the three-week period that Equity provides for to mount a play—I never felt the exhaustion that normally accompanies this demanding schedule. Instead, each day became more of a joy, with increasing energy through opening night and the full run of the show.” When we feel happy we are fully in the moment, content, care about the result, and enjoy what we are doing. Willa Gather expressed it well in My Ántonio. “That is happiness; to be dissolved into something complete and great. When it comes to one, it comes as naturally as sleep” (1954: 14).




Meaningfulness. Think, for a moment, about how it feels to do meaningless work. Sisyphus, in ancient mythology, was the wisest of the mortals. After angering the gods he was assigned the eternal task of rolling a rock up a hill. As he approached the summit, each time the rock rolled back to its original position before it reached the top. Can you imagine the toil of pushing that rock up time after time, straining and stressing, only to see all of your work go for naught? Can you imagine Sisyphus’s thoughts as he walked down that hill in preparation for the next attempt? Can you sense the torment he felt? Do you feel like Sisyphus as you drive to work each morning?


What would it be like to produce a wonderful product, only to see your supervisor toss it in the trash? Even if you enjoyed the process of creating this product, how passionate would you be about your work if this happened every day? How would you feel?


Knowing that we do something of importance is an essential part of love. “When we love something it is of value to us, and when something is of value to us we spend time with it, time enjoying it and time taking care of it” (Peck 1978: 22). Loved work must be valuable and meaningful, or it will ultimately be perceived as superficial and transitory, as fool’s gold rather than the genuine article. Researcher Daniel Yankelovich found that employees are seeking “meaning, growth, personal challenge, and intimate relationships in work and personal experiments” (Jaffe and Scott 1988: 14). People seek fulfillment by doing work they view as important.


We want work to make a difference. We feel strongly about the things we do that will change people’s lives, improve the world, and leave a legacy for others. Our research confirms that it is not merely the enjoyment of work, but also the meaningfulness of work that produces passion. One woman told us she experiences passion for her work “by feeling needed and that I am contributing to something I think is important.” Justin Trager, a former political campaign worker, told us, “I believed so strongly in the value and importance of my work, that I sacrificed almost every other component of my life. . . . Even the little interaction I had with family and friends reinforced my experiences because they were being supportive of my developing career.”
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