

[image: Image Missing]





More Praise for
LEADING FROM PURPOSE



“Leadership—useful, generous, humble leadership—is our most urgent need today. Nick Craig shares his wisdom on how each of us can make a difference, starting now.”


—Seth Godin, New York Times bestselling author of Linchpin


“Nick Craig has developed a model that unlocks that journey, creating a pathway for clarity of purpose and mission. The implementation of this model across several hundred of senior leaders has seen deeper alignment with core values, a greater focus on our core mission, and continued improvement in the culture and performance of the organization.”


—Michael Schneider, Managing Director, Bunnings Group


“After 25 years of corporate life, I knew there was an underlying driver, but could not put my finger on it—that is until I explored with Nick his work around Purpose. Since then, my purpose has acted as a guiding light to help me center and ground myself to lead effectively when it’s needed most.”


—Loren Shuster, Chief People Officer, LEGO


“Finding my purpose has enabled me to tap into resilience I didn’t even know I had. Leaders who have a clear purpose know what they stand for, what they do not stand for, and who they stand with, particularly during difficult times. Leading from Purpose is a must read for all organizations that are interested in having leaders who can make fast, ethical decisions in times of change and ambiguity.”


—Selina Millstam, vice president and global head of Talent Management, Ericsson


 “Articulating my own purpose has not been a process of invention, but a process of discovery, and working with Nick helped put the various pieces together. Having discovered my own purpose has really enhanced my impact as a leader.”


—Ralph Hamers, CEO of ING Bank


“How do you unleash the fullest potential of individuals and teams without knowing their super powers? The simple answer is that you can’t. Nick Craig masters the balance of art and science in Leading from Purpose, effortlessly coaxing all of us to answer the biggest question of them all—why?”


—Stacey Tank, vice president of corporate communications and external affairs, Home Depot


“Some say it takes up to 10,000 hours to master a skill. Fortunately, Nick Craig has done the hard work for us. Listen closely, because Nick Craig is truly the Master of Purpose.”


—Scott A. Snook, Senior Lecturer of Business Administration, Harvard Business School


“A testament to the power of purpose, based on powerful insights on how to apply it in a way that makes lives deeper, organizations stronger and society more cohesive.”


—Paul Polman, CEO, Unilever
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FOREWORD BY BRENÉ BROWN


I didn’t know Nick Craig or his work when he approached me at a conference several years ago and said, “We should talk.”


I had just finished delivering a three-hour workshop to 250 CEOs, and I was equal parts wiped out and pumped up. I stared at him for a few seconds, wondering how I could possibly segue his invitation-directive into a normal introduction, and right as I began to say, “I’m Brené. Nice to meet you,” he said, “It was an incredible afternoon. Thank you. I know you’re probably tired and energized—I want to talk about your amazing alchemist energy. And the tired part.”


The rest of the conversation was weird and strangely compelling. He talked to me about his work and then offered to help me find my purpose. I didn’t know why or what was happening at that moment, but I immediately said yes as I fought back tears. I rarely say yes.


A couple of years and many long conversations later, I offered to write the foreword for this book. But there was one condition. I told Nick that I wanted to frame it like a Surgeon General’s warning. I thought he’d laugh but he said, “Yep. Makes total sense.”


Here’s the label I think the publisher should put on the outside of this book:


Caution: This is a book about purpose. Do this work and it will change the way you live, love, parent, and lead. However, you will not be able to forget, block, or unlearn your purpose, and trying to walk away from the reason you’re here on this earth may cause anxiety, resentment, confusion, self-doubt, and persistent, low-grade feelings of “what in the hell am I doing?” Once you live your purpose, you can’t unlive it.


Nick’s purpose work isn’t magic. It’s the gift of clarity, focus, and confidence. I opened my heart and mind to my purpose work and, in turn, it’s rearranged my life. My purpose is now the filter that I use to evaluate what work I do, and, more importantly, what I don’t do. Do I live my purpose perfectly? No. Do I ever choose fear or scarcity over my purpose? Sometimes. But when I do, things fall apart. Including me at times.


I’ve spent my entire life wanting to be in service of something bigger. The most significant transformation for me has been learning (and relearning) that my most valuable contributions happen when I’m in my purpose.


And, I take back what I said about magic. Nick’s work does provide clarity, focus, and confidence. And a little magic.





INTRODUCTION


In 2007, I stood before a group of senior leaders at a Fortune 50 company. I had been asked to teach a session on purpose as one of the modules in a two-day program on authentic leadership. At the time, even I thought that purpose’s connection to leadership was questionable. After all, purpose was just one of 12 chapters in the fieldbook on authentic leadership that I had helped Bill George write a few years before.


Back then, I thought purpose was a poor cousin to other focus areas of leadership, such as knowing the crucible stories that shape us as leaders, clarifying our values, or leveraging our underutilized strengths. Those were the winners, so I emphasized them and spent less time with purpose.


Thus, when the firm asked me to include a module on purpose, I balked. They insisted, and with many reservations, I agreed. They were right, and I was wrong. And between 2007 and 2009, I had several opportunities to teach authentic leadership to the most challenging audience of leaders in a very challenging time in the company’s history. The company’s stock fell from 56 to 6. There could be no better litmus test of what was most useful to this group of leaders.


The way alumni described it, in the past, when extensive personnel cuts had become unavoidable or a dramatic change of direction had become necessary, there had always been an understanding that those who led through the difficult times and made the hard decisions would be taken care of. This time, however, things were different. The members of the top team faced dire circumstances on all fronts, and the only thing anyone knew for certain was that no one would be getting out unscathed. So, what do you do when your stock options have hit rock bottom, everyone’s salary is questionable, and the entire future of the organization hangs in the balance?


Imagine what you would do.


One leader’s answer stunned me. He said, “Look, I realized I didn’t have any promises of stock options, bonuses, or promotions to help us anymore. All the external motivators I had depended on in the past were gone. The economic chaos we had all worried about was now at my dinner table. The only thing I could stand on was my purpose as a leader from the program. So, I told my team that I don’t have anything to give them this time except for what I stand for, and my purpose is and always has been to be the white-water raft guide who gets you safely to the other side. If you don’t want to do this I will understand, but if you stay we will go through the most challenging 12 months ever and I make no promises on the end game.”


During that year this leader and his team did what they needed to do. They made many hard decisions that balanced investments in future growth with painful cuts in head count to keep the doors open. At the time, although the business was starting to show positive numbers, the big success was that he still had the same team and they were more trusting and connected than any team he had ever worked with before.


As a well-trained cynic, I figured I was looking at a 1-in-1,000 occurrence. It turned out I was looking at a 1-in-10 occurrence, and that was during a period in which we spent very little time on purpose in the program.


Fast-forward to 2009. Paul Polman had just taken over as CEO of Unilever, then a $40 billion consumer products company competing with Procter & Gamble and Nestlé. Polman put forth a bold vision of revenue growth while dramatically reducing the firm’s environmental footprint over 10 years—this for an organization that made everything from salad dressing to laundry detergent.


We were asked to run the leadership transformation program for the top 1,200 leaders. Once again, purpose was one of eight topics. However, in an environment in which each leader had to find a way to do what had never been attempted before, purpose became the element that made the impossible possible. The typically mundane process of creating individual leadership development plans was transformed when each one got reviewed by the CEO and top executives; there, in bold letters, was the leader’s purpose.


Eighteen to 24 months later, as alumni returned to the program, their stories and the impact of purpose once again surprised me. They defined their goals and approached issues in new and different ways, clearly affected by their purpose. Leaders were promoted to positions they would have never gotten before, or decided to stay in a job and do it right as opposed to climbing the proverbial ladder. They had authentic conversations with their bosses about what needed to be done to turn the business around. All this happened just because of a set of words that for them captured their “purpose.” One leader said, “You know, given my purpose, what is clear for me is if things really aren’t challenging I get bored and when I get bored I don’t live my purpose. Growing the region by 15 percent over three years is boring. Now, doubling the business—that’s a challenge, and that’s what I am going to do, and here is how we will do it.” Truth be told, he didn’t double it, but he reached way above 15 percent, and the changes he made in the business, as well as the way in which he led, created a very different arc than he would have traced if he had not known his purpose.


Seeing story after story like this forced me to realize that something was happening with purpose that was different from all the other beautiful parts of authentic leadership. Purpose isn’t “one of 12 elements.” Purpose is the stage on which all the other elements (values, strengths, self-awareness, etc.) create great leadership. If leadership were on stage, purpose is what gives you Broadway and London’s Globe Theater. Without it, you get your local production of King Lear.


Leading from purpose for real people


Since 2009, we have taken our work on purpose and authentic leadership (how you live your purpose) around the world to retailers in Australia, oil and gas engineers in Oklahoma, engineering and scientific organizations in Boston, pharmaceutical companies in Sweden, West Point faculty, and many more leaders and organizations. Each time, I’ve looked out at the audience of intimidating, world-class senior leaders and said to myself,  “This will be the place where purpose is the wrong shoe on the wrong foot.” I have been positively surprised every time.


If you are reading this and thinking, “But I am not a leader,” then think again. If you make decisions that affect others in any part of your life, then you’re leading—even if your current story is something different. You can lead without clarity of purpose or with it … which is it going to be?


This book is written from the gritty realities of senior executives who make everything from peanut butter to special pumps for oil and gas exploration. In it you will find a down-to-earth and accessible orientation to purpose and how it can have a significant impact on leading in the twenty-first century—not to mention compelling stories of what has happened as executives have stepped into living their purpose.


Great causes such as ending poverty and injustice are wonderful ways to express purpose, but real leaders need to align themselves with something that works just as well for managing unruly customers, competitors that won’t sit still, and global events that turn strategy into dust. Sounds more like your world? Most of our lives include interacting with family and friends, getting paid a fair price for what we do, raising kids, getting laid off, hiring people we find out can’t walk the talk, giving someone a break when nobody else will, and the list goes on. These are the places where purpose helps us the most. Most of what is “sold” as purpose does us all a great disservice by making us feel that we are less than those who “have it” and that we must either be bathed in light or give up trying. Nothing could be further from the truth.


What if you were already full of purpose but you didn’t know it? Good news! You are and always will be. You can and will run away from your purpose, but for most of us it is always there, waiting for us to remember and invite it back in. We just need to slow down long enough for it to be found. It’s the only thing that will never reject you, judge you, dump you, or betray you, even though we will do all those things to it in the process of coming to truly own the one thing that defines our unique gift in this lifetime. My hope is that as you read the stories and examples based on over 100 in-depth interviews of leaders from every walk of life, you will begin to see what has been unseen in your journey as a leader: the purpose that is yours.


Leading is about translating what is possible into reality. Whether you know it or not, you already serve others in a unique way that changes your reality and that of others. You may be thinking, “Now that’s a stretch. I have no clue what my purpose is, so why talk about living it?” The good news is that by discovering how you are already living it, you will be able to “see” it.


Over the last 10 years, we have worked with more than 10,000 senior executives to help them discover and have the courage to live their purpose. For 95 percent of them it wasn’t about quitting their job and going to work for Save the Children, or leaving their spouse, or telling their boss to stuff it; it was about realizing that purpose is present in every moment, and we can choose to operate from it or not. It’s evident in how we interact with the challenges of the moment, not in what role, title, or office we have.


Purpose will make you feel curious, courageous, humbled, and inspired, as well as vulnerable, scared, confused, and much more … but with purpose, it all has meaning; without it, sometimes life is great and other times it’s not.


I think that you’ll enjoy reading the many stories of people who have led from purpose. Most of them are not famous people or CEOs; rather, these individuals are from all levels, of all ages, and from every part of the globe. Each was willing to spend hours being interviewed. The leaders whose stories ended up in this book spent even more time with me, refining our insights and going deeper into the truth of what it means to lead from purpose. I had not talked to or seen many of the people I interviewed for 5 or 10 years, so each interview was a journey of discovery for both of us.


How this book is structured


By seeing how others have traveled, you, too, will have a better sense of your purpose and what leading from purpose can represent. More importantly, you will be able to step more fully each day into living it and leading others on the journey with you.


Part One of this book focuses on what purpose is and why it’s important. It describes three pathways we have found that help us see how it “leads” us, and shares many examples of what others have found. Note that although we communicate our purpose through language and a set of words that we call our purpose statement, the reality is that the statement is just words and our purpose is much more than words. The words are like a key that unlocks a door. The key by itself, like a purpose statement, has no value. It’s the room that we access because of the key that matters, the purpose that has always been leading us. We have found three powerful means of not only discovering the key but, more importantly, stepping into the room of purpose:




	Magical moments, from childhood to early adulthood


	The most challenging experiences in our life—our crucibles


	A passion that has fueled us over time





Part Two guides you to finding your own purpose. By looking at some examples of authentic purpose statements and working through some simple exercises, you will be able to identify—or at least come close to—your own purpose statement. You may want to do this before reading about the impact of purpose in the lives of real leaders, or you may want to simply skim this section and return to it later.


Finally, Part Three drills down on the reality of what it’s like to lead from purpose. This isn’t a Disney story; let this be a warning to those who are looking for purpose to magically make all your problems go away. You need to go to some other book if that’s what you are looking for. The world of real purpose is much more confronting, compelling, and in the end satisfying than any quick fix. You will be stretched and tested in so many ways that, if having it easy is your goal, you should take a pass on purpose.


But the result will be worth the effort. A life lit by purpose is one of clarity and meaning. You don’t need purpose when things are going well, but when the tough decisions must be made, purpose points to the answer. Most important, others will want to follow you when purpose is leading you, and you are leading from your purpose.
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Leading from Purpose self-assessment


Before taking you through your purpose-driven leadership journey, I welcome you to take the Leading from Purpose Self-Assessment at www.coreleader.com/survey. At the end of the book I will encourage you to take it again, and see the impact of purpose.
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ACCESS
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WHY PURPOSE MATTERS


To be nobody but yourself in a world which is doing its best, night and day, to make you everybody else means to fight the hardest battle which any human being can fight; and never stop fighting.


—e. e. cummings


 


Are you willing to be led by someone who is not clear about their purpose? What if that person is you?


Mind you, I’m not talking about an objective. You can probably rattle off your objectives in two seconds. But do you have clarity about what purpose is leading you? If you’ve gotten this far, something must be working. So, wouldn’t it be nice if you had a clear idea of what that is? Face it: If you don’t know it, you can’t fully live it. And if you aren’t living it, you can’t lead from it.


It’s worth figuring it out. When you get clarity of purpose, you see the world through a unique filter, and this gives you the opportunity to be much more creative and innovative about how you lead in your life. It creates “meaning” from events and actions that, over time, shape your impact on the world. If you study the people you admire most in history, the ones who had the most impact—whether it’s Eleanor Roosevelt, John Kennedy, Nelson Mandela, or Steve Jobs—you’ll notice that each operated from a very different view of the world compared to those around them, and then they got the world to see things their way.


You are more than your role


William Shakespeare reminds us of what our lives will consist of when we lack clarity of purpose. According to these well-known lines from As You Like It, we are all actors in a play.




All the world’s a stage,


and all the men and women merely players,


They have their exits and entrances,


And one man in his time plays many parts,


His acts being seven ages.





Today our seven ages move from school days through college and graduate school, to the wisdom of senior roles, to retirement and inevitable death. The modern version of this play includes frequent flyer miles, stock options, and the possibility of staying on people’s cell-phone “Favorites” list long after we are gone. No matter what costumes we wear, Shakespeare shows us what the unexamined life looks like, the journey without purpose.


The challenge for many of us is that our identity and sense of self are based on our role, title, profession, house, or car, which are all fleeting and fragile by nature.


I have spent most of the last 10 years with people who have the big jobs. The problem is, many feel lost, struggling, with a sense of misplaced identity. They can’t say it because everyone else is congratulating them on their success. What they loved wasn’t the title or the job; it was the work they did and the impact they made. The more we see the impact of our work on others, the more meaning we get from it. The higher we go, the farther away we find ourselves from the people and things we impact.


Thus, clarity of meaning from within becomes even more important. No one can take your purpose away from you; it is your real identity. Purpose has deep resilience and staying power in a way that nothing else can or will. Who are you beyond what you do? Purpose helps us answer this question. Purpose is the deep well that always has water.


We are brought up in the context of our childhood, culture, and education; much of who we are is the result of our circumstances. All the events that happen around us shape us. But, eventually, we must ask ourselves: What is steering us on this journey as we go through life?


This book is filled with the stories of people who have rediscovered the purpose that is leading them and the impact that is the outcome of this discovery. Here is an excellent example of someone who used his purpose to step out of the script that had been handed to him.


Jostein Solheim, CEO of Ben & Jerry’s, was regarded as a high-potential leader at Unilever (corporate owner of Ben & Jerry’s). He grew up in the ice cream business and was the fix-it guy, the one you go to when a turnaround is needed. Because of this, he quickly rose through the management ranks. By the time he reached the top job at Ben & Jerry’s, he had worked in over 30 countries and moved more times than he could remember. “Get it, fix it, and move on” was his modus operandi. After only 18 months at Ben & Jerry’s, he had taken a business that was in single-digit decline and turned it into double-digit growth. The iconic brand that everyone loved was back in the game and winning.


Now he was being groomed for the big prize of senior vice president of ice cream, overseeing operations in multiple countries—the one he had spent his whole career preparing for, the final ascension to the top ranks of a multibillion-dollar consumer goods company. Here he would get the significant raise, stock options, and global title, a role that defines success.


Only one thing stood in his way: his purpose. Timing is everything in life, and now that he was about to jump, he got the chance to clarify his purpose:




JOSTEIN—Helping people thrive in paradox and ambiguity for things that really matter.





Remember that the purpose statement is just a set of words. Yet these words are like a key to unlock a door to the room of purpose that leads each of us. For Jostein, his room of purpose revealed an important dilemma. The promotion would put him beyond doing work that really mattered and into managing others who would. In all his jobs, Jostein had saved people’s jobs, enabled groups to do things they didn’t believe they could do, and developed those reporting to him who otherwise would have been left behind. He was happiest when all hell was breaking loose with no end in sight. Whether sailing in a storm or fixing a business that everyone thought was broken, Jostein was your man. Now he had found a stage to live his purpose, but it didn’t fit with the current plan.


Purpose doesn’t wait or care about the plan, it whispers in our ear and says … follow me. Leading isn’t about going where everyone else is going, it’s about creating something that didn’t previously exist.


Jostein was used to creating five-year strategic plans solely as a means of funding his next year’s budget. Now his purpose was asking for much more: Stay for a long time and do something that matters. Ben & Jerry’s had a social agenda that was like no other. Climate change, fair trade, and non-GMO sourcing were all ideas that needed leading. If he stayed, they might really take off, and if he left they might falter as the new CEO spent 12 months just getting up to speed. Here was an opportunity to do something that really mattered.


Many of us have stood in Jostein’s shoes—do you follow your heart or your head? As my colleague Bill George so eloquently says, “The greatest distance we will ever travel is between our head and heart.”


Listening to his purpose, Jostein did the one thing that no one expected. He turned down the six-figure raise, stock options, and everything else that went with the promotion and decided to stay at Ben & Jerry’s. Not only did he decide to stay, he bought a house for the first time in his life, having moved every two years up until then. He was all-in.


According to Jostein, creating a five-year strategy when you know you will be in charge throughout all five years is very different from drafting something that gets you what you need now that others will fix later. Jostein doesn’t take all the credit for Ben & Jerry’s success; he is the first to say that he is just an enabler for the magical work that others do. But, had he not been the steady hand that stayed seven-plus years, there is a long list of things we probably wouldn’t have seen from Ben & Jerry’s, among them the following:




	Double-digit growth each year in a declining overall market


	100 percent fair trade sourcing


	100 percent non-GMO sourcing





Ben & Jerry’s also embraced climate justice advocacy, including endorsing carbon pricing that works and lobbying political leaders to support United Nations climate change initiatives. Jostein was even hugged by Al Gore at the United Nations Paris climate change meeting.


Jostein could have taken the big promotion and continued his success at Unilever’s corporate headquarters. Or he could have moved home to Europe and found another opportunity. Purpose is most valuable to us when there are no right answers, just choices for which time alone will give us the clarity to choose wisely. The gift of operating from purpose is that we know what to do. The challenge is that we know, and the world may not be happy with us as a result. In Jostein’s case, his success two or three years down the road made the decision to stay look easy in hindsight. At the time, however, his bosses didn’t see his decision as the right one. You know you’re in the world of purpose when you have sleepless nights and challenging discussions that don’t have easy answers, and you’ve got to do it anyway.


In the moments in which we must make the hardest choices in our life, do we follow the advice of others or the voice within? The challenge for most of us is we don’t have a clear inner voice that we trust. We have multiple voices in our heads and they rarely sing in harmony. If you don’t know it, you can’t live it. And if you aren’t living it, you can’t lead from it.


Why is purpose so important now?


Purpose isn’t a new idea. In the second century, Roman Emperor Marcus Aurelius wrote his “Meditations.” His reflections on life, leadership, and dealing with bureaucracy and hypocrisy are ageless, as are his thoughts on the importance of purpose: “Everything came into being for a purpose and is drawn toward the achievement of its purpose.” Yet, even though it’s a very old idea, most of our parents never talked about their purpose. They talked about their desires, dreams, aspirations, and accomplishments, but rarely about purpose. So why should we pay any more attention to purpose than our parents or anybody else since Marcus Aurelius’s times?


One reason is that there is so much recent research and information demonstrating the power of purpose. Over the past five years, there has been an explosion of interest in purpose in the business world. Harvard Business School’s head of strategy, Cynthia Montgomery, has eloquently argued that a leader’s most important role is to be a steward of his or her organization’s purpose. Martin Seligman, the father of positive psychology, has described purpose as the pathway to flourishing. Daniel Pink, in his book Drive, which summarizes 50 years of research on what motivates us in the workplace, identifies purpose as one of three keys to exceptional performance in the twenty-first century (autonomy and opportunity for mastery are the other two). Research on women leaders by Herminia Ibarra concludes that clarity of purpose is essential to holding on to your identity as the world tries to turn you into one of the boys.


Purpose is equally important at the organizational level. Harvard Business Review and the Energy Project gathered data from 20,000 employees across 25 industries on how they feel at work and how they perform as a result. The presence or lack of purpose turned out to have the highest single impact.


But more importantly, purpose-driven leaders had an especially powerful impact on their employees. Those leaders whom employees felt had clarity of purpose and communicated it inspired their employees to be:
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Yet the same report indicated that fewer than 20 percent of leaders could communicate any purpose or direction that had meaning.


Another study, by the DeVry University Career Advisory Board, looked at millennials’ attitudes regarding employment issues. They found that 71 percent of millennials ranked finding meaningful work as one of the top three key elements they used to evaluate their career success, and 30 percent of millennials reported it as the single most important element. The bottom line being that millennials are willing to sacrifice more traditional career comforts—standard work hours, competitive pay—in pursuit of more meaningful work.


On the personal side, almost every month more studies appear on the abundant benefits of having clarity of purpose. Most of these studies leverage the Ryff scales of Psychological Well-Being, which have been validated as an effective measure of one’s level of life purpose. Using these scales with study populations in the thousands over 3- to 10-year periods has allowed the results to be definitive. It appears that there is probably nothing you could do that would help you live a longer and healthier life than to be clear on your purpose and to lead from it.


These studies have highlighted many benefits accruing to people with a strong sense of purpose.
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As compelling as the data is, it is still about as motivating as eating well, exercising, getting eight hours of sleep, and the long list of other things we would do if we had time. Until we realize that the real driver for purpose is something much more urgent.



Emergence of the VUCA world



How do you lead in a world in which the ground is shifting under your feet and all the rules are changing as you play the game? This is the situation most of us wake up to every day. What industry or organization won’t go through more change in the next 5 years than it has in the last 50? From taxis to hotels, to oil and gas, banking, retail, publishing—all industries are in flux or struggling.


The roots of this new urgency around purpose can be found in the 1990s. The 1991 collapse of the Soviet Union was a seismic change for the U.S. military. Who would we fight and what would it look like, given that everything we had prepared for was gone? To codify this emerging context, the U.S. military created the concept of “VUCA”—volatile, uncertain, complex/chaotic, and ambiguous—and used it to address the challenges facing leaders in this new world.






	
From leadership in a world that was: 




	
To leadership in a world that is VUCA:








	Rational

	Volatile: Change happens rapidly and on a large scale.





	Predictable

	Uncertain: The future can’t be predicted with any precision. 





	Simple

	
Complex and Chaotic: There are few single causes or solutions. 
Solutions emerge from within the system as opposed to being imposed from outside. Change is continuous, with few predictable markers.






	Linear

	Ambiguous: Little clarity on what events mean and their effect. “Info” is incomplete or indecipherable. 









New and lopsided demographics are accelerating the changes: According to the United Nations Population Fund, for the first time in history a quarter of humanity is between the ages of 12 and 24. India alone has almost the same number of 15- to 34-year-olds as the combined populations of the United States, Canada, and Britain. The downstream implications are mind-boggling: many of the institutions and societal promises we take for granted will require completely different solutions or face collapse.


In the pre-VUCA days, the solution was to define a vision and strategy, and then align all the resources to execute “the plan.” We worked in two- to five-year time frames and everyone complained bitterly when external events forced a strategy change. Today, any strategic plan that lasts longer than a yearly budget cycle is impressive. We all understand why strategic plans are continually being redone. Yet, we all want a level of certainty and guidance on how to build something over time that matters.


What do you lead from, when what used to be strategic is now tactical, and what is tactical happens on your smartphone? In uncharted territories with no reliable landmarks, people and organizations need a compass to guide them. Purpose has become the new compass. It defines the “why” and, in many cases, the unique “how” by which leaders and organizations do their work. One benefit of purpose is that it doesn’t change—as opposed to strategy, which these days is always changing, morphing, and being turned inside out.


Purpose has always been important. The data is compelling as to the value of purpose not only in our work but also in our life overall. In today’s VUCA world, without purpose there is little to stand on that will survive. Millennials value it much more highly than other generations, and for good reason. Let’s ask the question one more time: Are you willing to be led by someone who is not clear about his or her purpose?


Before we move to uncovering the path to finding purpose, I want to bring home just how powerful one’s purpose can be. When we interview leaders in our programs, one of our key questions is, “What happens to your purpose when you are in a highly stressful situation?” Guess what Jostein Solheim’s answer to this question was: Mr. Thrives-in-paradox-and-ambiguity is at his most calm and centered when all hell breaks loose.


Jostein loves sailing and lives on Lake Champlain near Burlington, Vermont. In the winter the lake freezes over so solidly you can drive on it; therefore, sailing in May is a brisk adventure in which being in the water for any length of time is dangerous. Jostein’s son Jakob took a dinghy sailboat out and hit a log, losing the rudder and ability to steer. Jakob jumped in the water and tried to swim to shore, but the wind blew him farther out. Through his binoculars, Jostein could see the sailboat—sail down and no Jakob. With no other boats in the water this early in the season, Jostein dialed 911; it took the Coast Guard 30 minutes to find Jakob, hanging on to a buoy with borderline hypothermia. Jostein’s wife and friends were freaking out during this adventure, but Jostein was as calm and clearheaded as could be. He worked with the Coast Guard to get his son, retrieved the boat, and said goodbye to his friends. Then, and only then, did he get the shakes.


The beauty of purpose is that it truly has us. We don’t find our purpose; more, we reconnect to and can consciously lead from it. Whether Jostein is running a meeting or dealing with his son in the water, he leads from his purpose and thrives in ambiguity and paradox for things that matter. Put him in a stable and steady environment and he will be distracted and ineffective. Put him in the VUCA world and he is your man.


Now, let’s dive deeper into what purpose really is.


Points to ponder




	What is it about the topic of purpose that intrigues you?


	How do you make sure you don’t just end up with lots of frequent flyer miles in the end?


	Where do you lead from within yourself?


	Have you ever made a decision like Jostein’s, that went against everyone else’s view and in the end turned out to be the best decision?


	Would you radically change the strategic plan for your business unit or organization if you knew with certainty that you would be present for the next five years?


	What is the version of the VUCA world that you experience in your organization? How do you find solid ground?
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WHAT IS PURPOSE?


Everyone is a genius … but if you judge a fish by its ability to climb a tree, it will live its whole life believing that it is stupid.


 


This quotation is popularly attributed to Albert Einstein. It shines a spotlight on the gift of leading from one’s purpose. Until we know our purpose, we don’t know if we are a fish or a bobcat; when someone asks us to climb a tree, we attempt to do so. Over the course of our career, others assess us, coach and mentor us, and give us performance reviews in the belief that we can become closer to what they define as “perfection.” When tree climbing doesn’t work, we may feel humiliated, and yet the basic design of the process guarantees that we will feel a little stupid in the end.




Before I knew the purpose that was leading me, I spent my time trying to be a better version of what everyone wanted me to be. I had no problem going to meetings and providing input and hopefully some value. I realized that I wasn’t really leading my team, rather just polishing what they had done. Pushing myself up a level via my purpose and what I can do has been a huge unlock. I realized my focus needed to be on “What can I uniquely do within my organization?” Do that first. Don’t just polish everyone else’s stuff. It has made me a more congruent leader even when I have to do what I don’t want to do. Too much of the time, I have watched myself and others act based on what we thought we were supposed to do, while Rome burns. Purpose has helped me see that this is not what I am paid for. My purpose allows me to unlock that which nobody else can do.


—Peter S., SVP Marketing





You might say that Peter has stopped climbing the tree and started swimming.


Purpose: Your unique gift


After working with thousands of leaders over the last 10 years—underneath all the statements, experiences, insights, aha!s, and impacts, one common thread has emerged as the core essence of what purpose is and what it is not.


Purpose was present when you were a kid and will still be the same when you are 102. It’s the essence of who you are and what you can bring to a situation that is “you.” It has been leading you all your life; you just don’t know it. You have only one purpose, yet it has many different expressions across the different aspects of your life.


I used to have a real problem with the word purpose. A lot of ink has been spilled on the topic over the past 15 years, and most authors seem to assume that everyone has a clear idea of what it is. Unfortunately, the dozens of definitions and “five easy steps” exercises to finding it usually end up making people feel worse, not better, and leave them no closer to understanding their own purpose than they were when they started.


Think of it this way. Let’s say we replaced you with someone equal to you in skill and mastery in your job and key roles in life. In three months, we interviewed all the people you used to interact with and asked them, “What do you miss most?” Their answer to that question tells you your purpose: the thing you bring to the table that disappears if you don’t show up. Unfortunately, because we have spent our lives chasing after everyone’s expectations of who we should be, we never know the one thing that makes the biggest difference, the purpose that has been leading us all our life.


The words unique gift are important whenever we speak about purpose. Purpose acts as a unique lens through which each of us sees the world. Looking through our own lens, each of us sees possibilities or does something that others would not have seen or done. That difference is a source of innovation and impact to which we all aspire. We don’t produce innovation by copying someone else. We all know of leaders and innovators whose lens of purpose allowed them to see possibilities to which others were oblivious. Xerox’s PARC lab in Palo Alto, California, was sitting on a prototype “mouse,” a user-friendly interface, and connectivity—key technologies that could have enabled a revolution in personal computing before Steve Jobs and his team paid a visit in 1979. PARC personnel failed to see what Jobs—who aspired to use technology to change the world—was prepared to see. For most of us, it’s subtler than this—it’s how we tell a story, give feedback to someone who has screwed up, write a blog, close down a factory, or deliver a big presentation to a thousand employees.
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