


[image: cover]








Praise for The Purpose Reset


“Much has been written about purpose, but The Purpose Reset is the first book to offer an integrated, practical view on how to make your purpose part of every facet of your work life. Beyond that, it’s a road map to evolve your purpose as you grow and move through life’s stages. It’s an essential guide for anyone who wants more meaning, impact, and love in their lives.”


—Laszlo Bock, former Senior Vice President, People Operations at Google; Cofounder and CEO, Humu; and Cofounder, UC Berkeley Transformative CHRO Academy


“In a world where people are searching for more meaning, The Purpose Reset is a timely and invaluable guide. It offers practical steps to realign purpose at every level—individual, team, and organizational—transforming workplaces into more compassionate, engaged, and high-performing environments.”


—Arianna Huffington, Founder and CEO, Thrive Global, and Founder, The Huffington Post


“Reset your mind, reset your heart, reset your outlook on life—how many apps, life coaches, and shaman types promise that very thing? And how many actually help you get there? Part of the problem is we try to do it alone, when alone is not how we live, and not how we thrive. Grounded in science and hard data, The Purpose Reset offers case studies and actionable tools to help you activate your purpose—not in a silo, but as part of a team and larger ecosystem. What’s the point of a North Star if it doesn’t lead to ongoing, world-changing collaboration?”


—Elizabeth Koch, Founder and CEO, Unlikely Collaborators


“The search for purpose is one we all share, though we often lack clarity on what it truly means. The Purpose Reset introduces purpose as a ‘What-Why-Who’ process, offering a beautifully simplified yet actionable guide. This approach transforms purpose from a distant goal into a practical way of being, inviting us to make the pursuit of purpose a meaningful, everyday practice.”


—Scott Kriens, Cofounder, 1440 Foundation, and Chairman and former CEO, Juniper Networks


“Connecting to our heart’s purpose can sometimes feel out of reach, as it takes patience and a willingness to listen deeply. The combined experience and wisdom of Fernandez, Lasso, and Stern illuminates a path for self-discovery at individual and organizational levels, providing concrete guidance to help us each identify and live from our own unique sense of purpose. A worthwhile exploration for businesses and individuals alike.”


—Sharon Salzberg, New York Times Bestselling Author, Real Happiness, Real Happiness at Work, and Lovingkindness


“The Purpose Reset is a powerful call to action for leaders looking to make a lasting impact. By showing how to gain deeper purpose alignment at every level of an organization, this book offers a clear path to creating workplaces and lives that are not only more successful but also filled with significance and fulfillment.”


—Nichol Bradford, Executive in Residence, Human and AI Enablement, Society for Human Resources Management (SHRM); Chair and Cofounder, Transformative Tech Lab; and Adjunct Professor, Stanford University


“This wonderful book is written with head and heart (and purpose, of course). Rich, Carolina, and Steph bring together a useful collection of insightful business case studies, mixed with touching personal stories, to present purpose in a way that can be understood and executed on a business level, but also felt and embodied on a personal level. I also really appreciate their insight that the experience of working with purpose is one of love.”


—Chade-Meng Tan, New York Times Bestselling Author, Search Inside Yourself, and Founding Chairman, Search Inside Yourself Leadership Institute (SIYLI)


“Purpose is essential for both personal fulfillment and organizational success. The Purpose Reset offers valuable insights and actionable steps to help you align your work with your deeper values, building purpose-driven teams and workplace cultures that thrive. A must-read for anyone committed to living a life in alignment with their values.”


—Ronnie Haas, Senior Advisor, former Director of Strategic Talent Management, Massachusetts Institute of Technology


“The Purpose Reset offers a powerful guide to redefining purpose and aligning vision for success. Written by seasoned experts in corporate and personal development, the authors approach purpose with compassion, creating alignment across individuals, teams, and organizations. By inspiring meaningful goal-setting at every level, this work can create an organizational culture of unified direction and impact.”


—Vicente Gracias, MD, Senior Vice Chancellor, Rutgers Behavioral Health System, and Vice President, Health Affairs, Rutgers University


“The Purpose Reset is more than just a book—it’s a movement. It redefines what purpose looks like in today’s fast-changing world of work, offering practical tools, relatable stories, and deep reflections. If you’re ready to move away from just climbing the ladder and start living with greater meaning and purpose, this book is for you.”


—Soren Gordhamer, Founder, Wisdom 2.0, and Cofounder, Wisdom Ventures
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FOREWORD



In modern times, Purpose has become a possession. We’ve all heard people say, “I can’t find my purpose” as if it’s a handbag they left in a roadside gas station bathroom. We feel a bit naked if we don’t have a purpose, as if we’re the only one without the “big P.”


As a noun, Purpose is something you possess—a valued asset in your grasp that you can show to others. But, as a verb, it’s a deliberate and conscious way of being: to be purposeful. You don’t have to obtain or clutch your purpose as an object that might slip through your fingers. You show up being purposeful and, magically, you become a magnet for the possibility that your purpose may come to us rather than us having to track it down. It’s much like happiness: always better when it arrives organically and on its own time, rather than being pursued. Acting in a purposeful manner may be more important than discovering your purpose. You can’t have the noun if you don’t live the verb.


Over the course of my long career, when I feel like my purpose has eluded me, I ask the questions, “How could I show up purposeful and optimistic today?” or “How might I serve someone beyond myself?” When I move into that action-minded, verb-focused approach to purpose, I soon find unexpected gifts coming my way. It’s those questions that led me to creating the world’s first midlife wisdom school, the Modern Elder Academy, focused more on a new form of ROI, Ripples of Impact, instead of Return on Investment. One of our MEA faculty members, Dan Buettner, the author of the “Blue Zones” set of bestselling books, has found that having a purpose can add eight years of longevity to your life. And, those are likely happy and healthy years since purpose positively impacts one’s life satisfaction.


It is with this context that I fell in love with The Purpose Reset as it’s perfectly timed for exactly what so many of us need right now. This book is a unique take on the topic of purpose: it’s a practical guide to align individuals, teams, and organizations around purpose. At a time when it’s easy to fall into cynicism, The Purpose Reset is a breath of fresh, hopeful air along with a holistic, prescriptive model that any person, team, or organization can adopt.


The book elaborates a “3-domain model” of purpose—the “What” (strengths and capabilities), “Why” (values and intentions), and “Who” (impact on people, community, and the world around us)—as different but interrelated component parts of purpose. Rather than seeing purpose as some rugged individualist way of showing up in the world (full of unhelpful comparisons with others), the authors contemplate the individual (specifically, working people) as part of a larger ecosystem that includes that person’s team and the organization of which they are a part. And, it features numerous personal stories, business case studies, “Purpose Reset Exercises,” and micro-practices all on the topic of purpose. It is both supremely readable and practical.


Over the course of my 40-year entrepreneurial career, I’ve been fortunate enough to be a pioneer boutique hotelier disrupting the staid hotel industry, the “modern elder” to the young Airbnb founders helping them grow their little start-up into the world’s most valuable hospitality brand, and the founder of a whole new category, midlife wisdom schools dedicated to “long life learning.” Over and over again, I’ve found that clarifying our purpose—both personally and organizationally—provided the roadmap and the fuel to enable us to navigate all the inevitable obstacles we encountered along the way. I hope this insightful book will be your guide to fulfillment and success as well.


—Chip Conley


Santa Fe, New Mexico


Autumn 2024










INTRODUCTION



Several years ago, I (Rich) had the opportunity to teach Search Inside Yourself, the mindfulness-based emotional intelligence program born at Google, at the Bombay Stock Exchange (BSE) to a group of people who didn’t know one another. What started as the usual training I’d delivered scores of times became a moment of reset that continues to stay in my mind as a reminder of my purpose, our organization’s purpose, and the ripple effect it can have on people around me and the world at large.


One section of the program focuses on the scientific foundations of empathy and practical ways to develop it as a skill, at work and in life. For a particular interactive exercise called “Seeing Similarities,” I asked participants to sit in front of a stranger, close their eyes, and reflect on a series of verbal prompts. I heard my voice reaching every corner of that silent room: “This person sitting in front of me has experienced pain and suffering, just like me . . . This person wants a life filled with happiness and well-being, just like me . . .”


As soon as the exercise ended, one of the participants raised his hand and stood up to share his experience. With tears in his eyes, he said: “When my partner introduced himself, I realized he was from a place and culture that I was taught to hold in very poor regard. I was taught to distrust people like him, just because of his place of origin and religion. He said he was Pakistani and a Muslim. I am Indian and Hindu. But as we did this exercise, I realized that I was holding tension and animosity toward him simply because of his external identity. That immediately melted away and what was present for me instead was the fact that he was a person, a human being, just like me, with all of the joys and struggles that I also have. And that tension and animosity as a learned behavior was replaced by kindness and goodwill toward him. I even experienced love, even though we just met a few minutes ago. I can see now that I would consider him as a brother!” The audience broke out into spontaneous applause, and a few tears, as the two participants hugged.


Standing on the stage witnessing these two men and the entire audience coming together to connect with the threads of our common humanity, expressing true empathy and compassion, I, too, felt deeply touched. I was completely absorbed in the moment. Observing the room, I remembered we were practicing the skill of empathy while sitting in a business center, which can often symbolize greed, competition, and separation. Smiling, I felt in complete alignment with what I was doing, why I was doing it, who I was doing it with and for, and the type of impact our team wanted to have in the world. I wasn’t thinking about purpose. I was experiencing it so vividly, deeply, and fully that I felt something shift. It felt like a reset—a Purpose Reset.


As soon as I got back to our office in San Francisco, I made sure to share this story with my team as it aligned perfectly with our mission, vision, and purpose as an organization. We knew that every encounter, every program, every client call, every action we took was created in support of our purpose, the reason behind our existence as an organization, and the fuel that kept us going as teams and individuals, day after day. Ever since then, I have held this story as a reminder of it.


WHY PURPOSE?


Is it utopian or unrealistically optimistic to think of a working environment that would allow individuals to feel a sense of meaning, belonging, purpose, and fulfillment by what they do personally, by what is accomplished in their teams, or by their organization’s positive impact? We don’t think so. Not only is this thinking not utopian, it’s exactly what work is meant to be. It’s exactly what work needs to become today.


The three of us writing this book—Carolina, Rich, and Steph—feel lucky to be part of the small percentage of people who are aligned with their purpose. We used to work together at SIY Global, a science-based global learning community, partnering with organizations to train human-centered skills such as emotional intelligence, conscious leadership, resilience, belonging, and mindfulness. As such, we’ve helped thousands of people become aligned with their larger purpose. We know it’s possible. We see it happening. We’re certain of the impact that purpose at work has on individuals, teams, and organizations. We’ve been witnesses to many Purpose Resets. That’s why we’re writing this book to share with you what the Purpose Reset is all about, why it needs to be a top priority at work today and for the years to come, and how to make it happen.


People are stressed, reassessing their life priorities, and feeling a deep desire to be reengaged at work. Research reveals that only about 13% of employees are engaged at work1 and 49% of people are experiencing burnout symptoms around the world.2 Individuals are looking for a more profound sense of meaning and engagement; a paycheck, annual benefits, or climbing up a ladder are no longer enough. At the same time, organizations are increasingly aware that they need to account for their impact beyond shareholder results, looking to their impact on the world at large. According to PwC, 79% of business leaders believe that purpose is central to success. Despite this, less than half of employees know what their organization stands for and what makes it different.3


The last few years have provided an inflection point for how companies respond to multiple stakeholder needs—including addressing climate change, championing racial equity, responding to a pandemic, and taking a stance on myriad social issues. Clearly defining and acting out purpose—and creating alignment across organization-team-individual—is necessary, not optional, for individuals’ motivation, engagement, and well-being, and for long-term business success.


We want this book to be a practical guide for you to deepen your alignment with purpose at the individual, team, and organization level. It is an invitation to press the reset button and shift from primarily focusing on endless achievement and competition to cultivating work based on meaning, broader impact, and well-being. It is a road map to develop a purposeful, compassionate, fulfilling, sustainable, conscious, and humane way to work.


WHAT IS THE PURPOSE RESET?


A Purpose Reset is anything that increases awareness of your (or your team’s or organization’s) purpose and helps you put it into action. Resets might be almost imperceptible or large shifts. Think of driving a car—your hands on the steering wheel are making constant adjustments as you move forward and occasionally you take on-ramps (or off-ramps) in new directions.


A Purpose Reset starts with a mindset shift. Search Inside Yourself, our core training, supports people to shift from autopilot to aware—from a default state to one of greater clarity and deliberate action. This is the start of a Purpose Reset too—shifting from our autopilot to a crisper awareness of the strengths and values that feed into our sense of purpose.


The Purpose Reset starts with the process of aligning the awareness of three domains:


1.What: our strengths and skills


2.Why: our values and intentions


3.Who: the impact on people, community, and the world around us


From this greater clarity, purpose must then be lived out through ongoing action. We believe that purpose is not a destination or an achievement but is lived through aligned actions and behaviors in an ongoing way.


While much has been written for individuals finding their purpose and passion, to truly live this out at work and to create workplaces and organizations that support individuals to thrive, purpose needs to align at all levels of an organization:


•At the Individual level: Aligning unique strengths, skills, and interests with values and meaning, and with a sense of where each person wants to contribute to their community and the world.


•At the Team level: Finding the intersection between how the organization’s purpose cascades down, and how the team supports individuals to align with their purpose. This requires teams to have a strong sense of belonging and trust for individuals to fully contribute and for teams to operate as more than the sum of their parts.


•At the Organization level: Ensuring that stated values and mission are acted out in the world, using the strengths of the team, founders, and culture of the organization, and aligning these values with the actual impact in the industry, on all stakeholders touched, and on the broader world.


The Purpose Reset challenges you to answer this question: How can you align your life with your individual purpose, and that of your team and your organization, to make your unique contribution in the world?


Our team has worked for more than 10 years developing skills that lead to more purpose-driven individuals, teams, and companies, impacting more than 250,000 people worldwide. The Purpose Reset consolidates key lessons we’ve learned over the past decade, from our interactions with teams across industries and regions, from the thousands of people we work with in more than 60 countries, and from our own personal experiences. While purpose can take many, many forms, we’ll focus on purpose in working environments. We hope you find it practical, relevant, and deeply inspiring.



WHAT’S LOVE GOT TO DO WITH IT?



We’ll be using the word love throughout this book. When undergoing a Purpose Reset, love becomes a key part of the process. As each of us has connected more and more with our sense of purpose, the experience of working with purpose is one of love. It often feels like enthusiasm, devotion, taking pleasure in many moments throughout the day, and ending most days with a sense of satisfaction. Each of us often feels a profound sense of gratitude that we get the opportunity to do our work in the world.


We know the word love might feel odd when talking about work and our professional lives. Some might even find it too “touchy-feely” or taboo. The three of us feel strongly that it’s time to shift that mentality. Indeed, we believe that it is imperative to talk about love as a critical element of work.


Deepening our connection with our sense of purpose, we should aim to love what we do, do what we love, and love who we are while doing it.


Connecting with our purpose, of course, means doing what we love. Purpose is essentially about both working toward goals that we care about and that feel meaningful, and doing the tasks that bring us joy. Hopefully, we also get to do these tasks with other people (peers, family, community) we care about and love being around.


Love is also about devotion, and that devotion can work in the other direction as well, and can in turn impact the growth of our love. The more attention and care we give to something, the more potential we have to love what we do. The more we understand about a topic, the more skills we gain; and the greater sense of mastery we can feel at work, the easier it becomes to love it as well.


Finally, at the deepest level, purpose should lead us to love who we are. Doing what we love means understanding what that is and determining how we choose to spend our time. As we deepen our understanding of our unique strengths and preferences, we also come to accept and love who we are, what drives us, and what makes us unique. We develop a sense of pride in our work and in our contribution to something larger than our own selves. As we include our values and our impact on others in our sense of purpose, we can also appreciate who we are in the world.


If more people around the world could increase their connection to love at work, even in small, gradual steps, if a greater number of individuals and organizations had a strong sense of meaning and purpose, if more of our hours were dedicated to what brings us joy and allows us to contribute to the world, then we believe that we would see a huge shift in our culture. Fewer people would be depressed or in a state of languishing; suicide rates would decrease; teams would be able to accomplish more, collaboratively; more people would feel fulfilled, productive, and happier; and more of humanity would flourish. We are overdue in accomplishing this shift, and in this book, we’ll show you how to make it happen.


Throughout these pages you will find interactive practical exercises, vignettes featuring inspiring real-life stories, business case studies, and tool kits. Rich personal stories are woven throughout, especially to emphasize the clarity, well-being, and impact that aligned purpose has made possible for people in organizations, ranging from large multinational companies to small nonprofits to government agencies. Each chapter includes short Micro-practices that can be done in one to two minutes without putting down this book, as well as practical exercises we call Purpose Reset Practices for people at all levels of an organization to reflect and deepen their understanding of their own purpose and of how to put that purpose into action at each level: individual, team, and organization.


In Part I we begin with a definition of purpose for each of the three levels and present the latest research findings about why it matters for personal and organizational flourishing. Part II dives into understanding purpose on an individual level and how to take action to align with it. Part III explores ways to sharpen a sense of purpose for a team and how a shared sense of team-level purpose helps as a middle step to align individuals and organizations. We share research about high-performing teams and organizational cultures and suggest ways to clarify and cultivate a sense of purpose at the team level. Part IV discusses the ways in which purpose can be cultivated for an organization as a whole and how to bring that purpose to life. We recognize that people will fall back into default patterns and need future resets, so each section also includes a bit about pitfalls and suggestions for ways to build resilience during challenges and reset again.


We believe that transformation happens from the inside out: from the individual to the team to the organization. Similarly, each organization has a ripple effect on its stakeholders, cities, countries, and the world at large. We are certain of the positive impact that a Purpose Reset can make, and we’re beyond excited to share the insights we’ve learned with you. Thank you for taking one more step in aligning your life with your purpose, which is one of the biggest contributions you can give to our planet. Let’s begin our journey together.




MINDSET SHIFT: FROM LADDER TO LOVE


by Steph


When I joined the Search Inside Yourself team in 2015, I made a conscious decision to shift from “ladder to love.” I had grown up assuming that success equated to climbing up a career ladder, aiming for promotions, increases in title and salary, and greater responsibility. This worked while I navigated my first few jobs and earned a prestigious master’s degree. But when I graduated without a job, I felt ungrounded and questioned what I was working for. For the first time, I deeply reflected on what was most important to me, what I most enjoyed, and the impact I wanted to have. I quickly realized that what I’d been most excited about during my master’s program was a mediation training that had nothing to do with the environmental policy work I had been studying!


I realized how much I liked to work with people and deepen my emotional awareness and theirs, and create a sense of connection. I shifted my mindset to give up driving for achievement and working my way up a career ladder to instead finding work that felt like love. I wanted to follow what was exciting, even when it didn’t seem to make sense. This was the beginning of my own Purpose Reset.


I decided it was worth it to take a big pay cut to join the SIY team. To remind myself why I’d made this decision, I wrote myself a note that I’ve kept on my desk that reads: “Ladder to Love.” At its core, the Purpose Reset is about exactly this shift.


A ladder mindset is the default of the past: it is achievement-focused, doesn’t consider the impact of our actions beyond ourselves and the organization’s bottom line, and tends to be both driven by and measured by external, tangible metrics like salary, title, sales or revenue, profit, size, and market share. While all these metrics are beneficial and important, they have little to do with well-being, sustainability, or deeper thriving.


In contrast, shifting to a love mindset is about focusing on a deeper purpose, aligning individual and organizational strengths with desired impact within and beyond the organization. It is driven by an internal experience of love and wholeheartedness. Purpose becomes highly individual and unique to you, while acting on it is in service to the larger collective. While profit and financial sustainability remain important, a greater sense of purpose and impact is the driving motivation.


When announcing during an all-staff meeting that after seven years with the organization I was leaving my role with Search Inside Yourself to be an independent coach and facilitator, I told this story of the “ladder to love” note and it sparked the idea for the book you’re holding now.







MICRO-PRACTICE


Take a moment to reflect on what ideas or beliefs you might be starting out with:


•What comes to mind when you think about purpose?


•What do you already know about that gives you a sense of purpose?


•Do you identify with the “ladder mindset”?


•What messages have you received about purpose from your family or upbringing? From your work experience? From the culture at large?













PART I




ON PURPOSE











CHAPTER 1



Defining Purpose


We can hear the questions running through your mind: What am I meant to do with my life? Who am I as a person, as a professional, and as a leader? How can I add value to others, to this planet? What am I here for? What even is “purpose”?


Though purpose can seem elusive, daunting, or even privileged, we are certain that you, as well as each person on planet Earth, is meant to live a life of purpose and meaning. Decades of research show that people with a strong sense of purpose report greater work and life satisfaction, are more resilient, and have greater well-being. We’re meant to move beyond simply going through the motions of life, climbing up a ladder on autopilot, or following “shoulds” imposed by who-knows-who, who-knows-when. Instead, we can choose to use our drive, talents, and passion to follow the wisdom stemming from our hearts—the irreplaceable intelligence that comes from love.


WHAT IS PURPOSE?


The Merriam-Webster dictionary’s simple definition of purpose is “something set up as an object or end to be attained.”1 However, when it comes to our life’s goals and what gives us meaning, we take a radically different view of purpose.


Our definition of purpose is: Purpose is the ongoing process of understanding and connecting strengths, values, and desired impact with aligned actions to unlock your full potential and be of service.


To unpack this a bit more, let’s look at key parts of this definition:


Purpose as Process—Purpose is the ongoing process . . .


Purpose starts with intention and becomes an ongoing and unfolding process. We see purpose not as a destination or an achievement to be obtained. Instead, it is the light that illuminates our path, pointing us in a direction so we can arrive more fully into our vision of the self, our life, and the team, organization, and world we truly want to create with our whole hearts. Your purpose is not something you figure out quickly or all at once. It’s an intention that you set and that evolves over your lifetime as you grow and as the world around you changes.


Purpose Comes from Awareness and Aligned Action—of understanding and connecting strengths, values, and desired impact with aligned actions . . . We develop clarity of our purpose from our awareness of ourselves, our teams, and our organization. We must know and understand our own strengths, talents, and values (for us as individuals, teams, and organizations), and align these skills with the desired impact we want to make. Importantly, we live out our purpose when our behaviors and decisions are congruent with our purpose. This becomes a virtuous cycle: actions feed into greater awareness, and we can then choose to continue or adjust, and take new aligned actions. If our purpose is not lived out, if our actions are misaligned, we create inner tension and resistance. At an organizational level, we risk harm to the company’s reputation and employees feeling disengaged and mistrustful.


Purpose Is Motivating and Self-Directed—to unlock your full potential . . . The outcome of purpose is in your lived experience of being at your best. Living according to your full potential will leave you with a sense of meaning and fulfillment in your unique way. These metrics are self-directed and self-assessed. Only you will know if you are living according to your sense of purpose. Metrics of status, salary, title, or other accomplishments could be by-products but are not the goal of living out your purpose. At a team and organizational level, enacting the desired impact for your stakeholders, in your industry, and the world is the key outcome; business metrics will follow.


Purpose Accounts for Impact—and to be of service.


Our definition of purpose ends with the phrase of service. Why is this? Why is it not enough to just live a good life for yourself? We believe that our individual, team, and organizational purposes must account for the impact that we have on those around us and on the greater, interconnected world.


The world needs us to include our impact on others in our definition of purpose and how we think about our work. We live at a time of unprecedented interconnection among people, and unprecedented extinction among other species. It’s a time of revolutionary technological development and incredible wealth disparity. Put simply, we need to create our individual and collective futures holding one another in mind.


In this way, finding our purpose is not a selfish endeavor, though it does require a bit of navel-gazing. It will be up to you, however, to decide how you want to be of service. One SIY participant recently shared that her current vision of service and the purposeful life she wants to lead is to be home from work in time for dinner with her family; that’s so meaningful! We’re not asking you to grandly take on all of the world’s challenges, but simply to consider how you want your time, energy, and life to impact others beyond yourself.



CULTIVATING PURPOSE



Given our definition of purpose, the Purpose Reset becomes a formula. It’s not a mathematical formula with one unchanging correct answer; instead, it’s one to recalculate again and again throughout our lives. Purpose is brought to life through the combination of building awareness and taking action. We visually summarize it as:
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Awareness


The critical first step in developing or resetting your sense of purpose is to deepen your awareness of who you are (as an individual, team, and organization) and what you have to contribute.


Purpose is born from awareness of what’s at the intersection of three spheres of influence (which we’ll talk about in great detail throughout the book): the what, why, and who.
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When we think about our work and jobs, we tend to focus on what we are doing—our role and the tasks we spend our time doing all day. It is essential to align our strengths and skills with our work. From there, we also need to include our motivating drivers: Why do we work? The why includes examining what we value and our intentions for our lives. This alignment with our deeper sense of meaning brings us closer to living according to our purpose. Finally, it is critical to acknowledge who our efforts impact. It is only at the intersection of our what, why, and who that our true and aligned purpose lives.


Aligned Action


From this awareness, we put purpose into aligned action. It is through our actions that we really create the Purpose Reset and can shift from operating from the ladder mindset to operating and acting out of love.


It is tempting to focus on purpose for us as individuals. Indeed, this focus on our own individual purpose is critical, and where it is often easiest to understand and take action and to see and feel the effect of greater alignment. However, we believe that awareness of individual purpose is necessary but not sufficient for lasting transformation. Most of us work with teams and organizations. We believe that organizations—and the people in them—thrive when purpose resonates across levels and functions.


This resonance is like sound waves. When sound waves align, they amplify each other in magnitude. When they are not aligned, they cancel each other out, like an out-of-sync orchestra. This alignment and amplification is what makes for successful, sustainable, and high-performing workplaces where individuals can thrive.


There is a positive upward cascade of purpose. Individuals can use the best of their strengths and talents and work in alignment with their values to contribute to their team’s success. Doing so supports them to feel engaged and motivated. At the team level, high team performance is built on a sense of individuals feeling safe to contribute and being clear and aligned around goals. This sense of trust and alignment of individual strengths and interests and team needs is what makes for high-performing teams that are more than the sum of their parts. When an organization has many engaged employees and high-performing teams, that, of course, cascades up to the success of the whole.


And vice versa—organizational purpose will be an empty set of statements if it does not cascade downward. People leaders, in particular, should live out the stated purpose through meaningful actions and thoughtful decision-making. Team goals should also offer their own contribution to the larger purpose of the organization. Top-level direction and clarity can be inspiring and motivating across levels.


For a while in our organization, our sales team felt a lack of alignment until we deliberately made a shift, our own mini–Purpose Reset. Our team was responsible for bringing our flagship training programs to organizations—selling new opportunities and holding ongoing relationships with our corporate clients. These corporate programs were the biggest revenue source, even in years when much of the organization was focused on other forms of impact, like training new teachers and running programs open to the public. Especially in years when increasing the accessibility of our programs and trying to welcome a more racially and socially diverse audience was a big priority for the organization, our client team felt misaligned and out of step with the organization’s focus.


This lack of alignment around purpose and impact could be demoralizing; it felt like the team’s hard work wasn’t being fully recognized or appreciated. To realign and reset, the sales team did two things: They got better at sharing about the impact of the work they were doing (e.g., reporting back to the full organization more often about clients they were working with, the mindfulness champions in those organizations, and sharing participant testimonials from programs they ran). Importantly, as a team, they also redefined their contribution to accessibility. Instead of just thinking about accessibility in terms of the demographics of our participants (including economic privilege, race, and gender), they also thought about who would opt into a personal development program. They started thinking about bringing the program to people at work as a way of connecting with individuals who would not otherwise have sought out this type of personal growth and emotional intelligence program on their own. By bringing the SIY program to their workplace, they were able to participate, which made the program more accessible to a wider range of people. With these two shifts, the team felt a greater sense of purpose and alignment with the organization and an increased sense of motivation.


WHAT PURPOSE IS NOT


When it comes to the topic of purpose, there is a lot of bad or incomplete advice out there. This topic is complex and unique; there are no one-size-fits-all answers. This book you’re reading lives in shades of gray. Instead of definitive answers or simple maxims, we’ll offer many questions to sit with, ways of considering and reconsidering this central and thorny topic of purpose, and practices and actions that you might take. It may not feel linear or straightforward. However, it will truly help you cultivate a deeper sense of self-awareness, meaning, and alignment over time, from the inside out.


As an example, for Meredith, pursuing her purpose as a writer and advocate has meant becoming a lawyer where she can spend her days writing briefs and providing legal representation to those who couldn’t otherwise afford it. For Meiko, pursuing her purpose as a writer meant working at night, after her full-time shift, to complete a novel telling the stories of women in Osaka. For Mario, publishing a children’s book required long days as a summer camp counselor followed by many years as a schoolteacher and a three-month sabbatical.


While articulating what purpose is can be complex, there are some aspects we can identify with certainty that purpose is not related to:


Passion Versus Purpose


The reason we don’t use the concept of passion in this book is that we believe it can cause confusion when it comes to a Purpose Reset. We see passion as a strong and intense emotional feeling or enthusiasm for something that tends to be temporary or fleeting in nature. You might be passionate about a hobby or cause at one point in your life and later find a different passion. There is nothing wrong with that. We want to see more passionate people enjoying life in the world; yet, while it’s energizing (and feels good), it may not be the answer to a deeper reset.


On the other hand, purpose is a fundamental reason for being, a sense of meaning and direction in life. It’s about a long-term, overarching goal or principle that guides your actions and decisions. It often involves contributing to something larger than yourself. It serves as a guiding star that can remain relatively constant throughout your life. Purpose looks to the future and provides a sense of direction and vision, whereas passion is often more about a temporary experience in the present.


Thus, this will not be a “follow your passion”–style book. We will not tell you to “just say yes to everything that feels good!” We don’t have simple aphorisms, blind optimism, or easy answers for you. This process is about reflection, finding yourself, knowing yourself, and letting yourself grow and change. It’s about sensing what the world needs, opening your heart, and aligning what lights you up with what is of service. We also want to invite you to think about your purpose in relation to the teams or communities you work or interact with, and with the world at large; following your passion is not about just your own inner flame, but how it can shine a light to others.


I (Carolina) feel passionate about many topics, including writing, oil painting, teaching, marketing, contemplation, and entrepreneurship. Yet, I found purpose alignment when doing deep inner work after hitting my rock bottom and asking myself, “How can I be of service?” Focusing on my long-term legacy and contribution has shown me the difference between what I do out of enjoyment versus what guides my life and decisions in the long term. I’ll share more about this in the coming chapters.


Purpose Is Not a Luxury Good


Though taking some time to reflect on your purpose does require the luxury of time and having basic needs met, we want to be clear that we don’t want this book to be just for a privileged few who have the means to make big changes in their lives or be picky about their careers. We are aware of the many systemic issues that create obstacles that often seem insurmountable and unfair, and we also know that the three of us writing these lines may not be aware of all the situations you may be facing.


At the same time, we wholeheartedly believe that anyone can bring more purpose and alignment into their life and that small changes can have a big impact. Even if you are not considering a big change, you might still ask yourself how more of your purpose can come through in your current work.


Purpose Is Not All About Work


Importantly, purpose doesn’t have to be borne out through work or career. Since our organization, SIY Global, focuses on organizational contexts, we incorporate a lot of work-related examples in this book, but your purpose may well be primarily as a parent or caregiver, community leader, artist, or citizen.


Greg’s a great example of fulfilling purpose outside of work, and yet still using his skills and talents in his job. Having always been passionate about music, Greg earned his master’s degree in that discipline. However, early on in his life, he ruled out being a professional musician (too hard to earn a stable income, according to him) or an academic (too theoretical). Greg has also always been clear about his values and priorities in life: family, community, and music. Greg is married with two wonderful kids, and for him, work comes last and serves largely to support his family. His priorities allow him to continue to play music, which he does on his own, with his family, and occasionally performing. Still, it is important to Greg to use his skills and interests at work, which led him to combine his technical and people skills as a customer success manager in various technology companies. Greg is a very empathetic and caring person, and he thrives when he can connect with his colleagues and help his customers. Having crisp clarity about the skills he can bring to his job and how his passion for music and dedication to his family are supported by work gives him a greater sense of motivation and contentment.


Potential for Burnout and Overwork


While pursuing one’s passion can be energizing, it also carries the risk of leading to burnout. People who feel passionate about a cause can be more susceptible to overworking, neglecting self-care, and setting unrealistic expectations, even out of good intentions. Striking a balance between passion-driven dedication and the importance of self-care, boundaries, and maintaining a sustainable pace is essential to prevent exhaustion. We’ll talk more about how this has an impact on teams in Part III.


Reinforcing Social Inequalities


The notion of finding one’s passion can inadvertently reinforce social inequalities by assuming that everyone has equal access to opportunities and resources for self-discovery and the pursuit of a passion. In reality, systemic barriers, economic disparities, unequal access to education, and social biases can limit individuals from marginalized backgrounds in their ability to explore new opportunities.


Affluent groups often have more resources and support to cultivate their interests, while those facing socioeconomic disadvantages may be constrained by the need to prioritize survival over alignment. The pursuit of passion (and sometimes purpose too) can downplay these systemic inequalities and place undue pressure on individuals, particularly those with fewer advantages, to “just find and follow their passion” without addressing the structural barriers that present obstacles along their journey.


For example, only certain parts of the population can wait until their ideal job comes their way, take on unpaid internships, or do volunteer work, without worrying about student loans, paying rent, or how to cover basic needs. Sociologist Erin Cech, PhD, author of The Trouble with Passion, explained in an interview with the University of California Press:




The passion principle was almost tailor-made for wealthy and upper-middle-class young adults . . . They have access to parents’ social networks to help them find jobs. The passion principle presumes access to resources and cultural capital that are really only available to middle- or upper-class workers. But it’s not just well-off passion-seekers who benefit most from the passion principle. Employers of passionate workers do, too. I conducted an experiment to see how potential employers responded to job applicants who expressed different reasons for being interested in a job. Not only were passionate applicants preferred over applicants who were dedicated to the organization or liked the city where the job was located, but employers preferred passionate applicants because they would work hard at their jobs without expecting an increase in pay. In other words, employers knowingly exploit the passion of the people who work for them.2





While the pursuit of passion can be invigorating, we must pay close attention to its complexities and potential drawbacks. Once again, it all starts with awareness: Awareness of ourselves, when a passionate pursuit may lead to burnout. Awareness of others, when we may be unintentionally perpetuating social inequity within ourselves or with others. Awareness of when passion is something exciting but temporary, or when it’s a strong signal for long-lasting purposeful living. It’s through awareness that we can find clarity, connect the dots, and shine a light on our journey to cultivating our purpose(s).


PURPOSE IS FOR ALL OF US


Howard Thurman, author, activist, and educator, advised, “Don’t ask what the world needs. Ask what makes you come alive, and go do it. Because what the world needs is people who have come alive.”3 Figuring out what brings you alive is a core part of this book. We believe that the world also needs people who recognize how their purpose uplifts those around them and contributes to what the world needs.


The Purpose Reset is about turning toward everything that makes you come alive. Looking at your limiting beliefs, your internalized expectations from family and culture, and how your actions impact others around you and those far away. We challenge you to align all levels: How can you align your individual purpose with that of your team, your organization, and what is needed for a more sustainable, compassionate, and equitable world?




THE SEARCH INSIDE YOURSELF INITIATIVE: OUR QUEST FOR PURPOSE


by Rich


“If you are interested in mindfulness and leadership, then you will definitely appreciate what is being built here at Google with Search Inside Yourself,” Google’s Head of Human Resources at the time, Laszlo Bock, said to me during my final interview for the role of Head of Executive Development at the company. During the interview process, I met with close to two dozen Google leaders and heard all about Google’s strategies and priorities, especially regarding leadership development and capability-building to deliver on their extremely ambitious organizational goals. The idea that across the company there was also rising interest in harnessing neuroscience to develop mindfulness and establish emotional intelligence skills for leaders was possibly the most interesting thing I had heard during those four weeks of interviews (I’m admittedly biased as I had already been a mindfulness meditation practitioner and enthusiast for many years at that point). “What in the world is Search Inside Yourself,” I asked, “and how did it come about here at Google?”


In 2007, one of Google’s earliest engineers, Chade-Meng Tan, became fascinated by the idea that it might be possible to create the conditions for world peace if people had the right internal tools and mindsets. To conduct the search within their own selves to discover the causes and conditions within for happiness, thriving, compassion, and peace. Changing one’s mindset and worldview, so the thinking goes, can change the world.


Meng also knew that, Google being Google, the company could play an influential role in helping people develop these skills and driving further adoption of the same outside the company. To make this happen, Meng realized he had to go deep into neuroscience to show how brain changes could occur if people began practicing mindfulness and emotional intelligence skills that would lead to more empathy, compassion, effective leadership, and the conditions for a more peaceful and sustainable way of living and working. He also knew that he had to demonstrate how these skills resulted in sustainable high performance, well-being, and outstanding leadership at Google and beyond because, after all, the training ground for this massive shift in consciousness would be organizations and cultures of high performance.


Meng became the first Google engineer to transition to the company’s human resources department to lead the development of the program and convened some of the world’s leading experts in emotional intelligence, mindfulness, leadership, and contemplative practices. The group included meditation teachers Mirabai Bush, Norman Fischer, and Yvonne Ginsberg; neuroscientist Philippe Goldin; business leader Marc Lesser; and advisory and guidance from Daniel Goleman, Richie Davidson, and Jon Kabat-Zinn.


The program, called Search Inside Yourself (which started as a joke and then stuck), became, within a short period of time, one of the most popular trainings within Google and aimed to help people develop the skills needed to create the conditions for individual and collective thriving, leading to world peace.


The creation of that program with such a lofty purpose within the walls of a young tech company in Silicon Valley marked the beginning of why this book exists today and how we, the three authors writing these lines, came to meet and work together. I myself became one of the first teachers of Search Inside Yourself within Google, often teaching together with Meng and others and tinkering with the content and models to offer optimal impact and transformation for participants.


Five years after Search Inside Yourself (SIY) was first taught at Google, Meng Tan, Philippe Goldin, and Marc Lesser began to grapple with the challenge of scaling SIY beyond Google. There was huge demand from other companies as SIY had become the single most highly rated and in-demand training within Google, and Meng had recently released a New York Times bestselling book titled Search Inside Yourself: The Unexpected Path to Achieving Success, Happiness (and World Peace). Interest in the SIY offering was rising globally. But how to teach an internal Google program externally?


The answer came in the form of Google’s ethos of sharing best practices in the people development and culture arena (Google’s publicly published coaching study Project Oxygen is an example of this, as was its team effectiveness study entitled Project Aristotle). The Search Inside Yourself group got permission to offer SIY and its tools and training externally through the structure of an independent nonprofit educational institute they called the Search Inside Yourself Leadership Institute, SIYLI (pronounced like “silly”—the joke continued to keep things light). That change solidified the goal of attaining world peace, one trainee at a time.


For 10 years, SIYLI brought Search Inside Yourself to more than 200,000 people, in 17 languages across 150 cities and 60 countries around the world, working with a community of more than 700 certified teachers. Participants reported powerful transformational experiences after taking the program(s), and today, SIY enjoys a 97 net promoter score across tens of thousands of participants.


Despite the amazing metrics and list of accomplishments, the team at SIYLI began to wonder if they were truly on track to achieve their mission, which was updated to “create a global community working to make mindfulness and emotional intelligence practical and accessible, and working toward a more peaceful world in which all people feel connected and act with compassion.”


Was that the right purpose to work toward? How could it be measured? Was it inspiring enough? How to attain such a big goal with a group of fewer than 20 full-time employees and limited resources? How to have a greater impact? What did each individual have as their own personal purpose and how did it align with the greater mission? These were the questions that we confronted at SIYLI despite the success we had experienced over the years.


At that point, Steph, Carolina, and I were working together at the Institute, as Director of Business Development, Director of Marketing, and CEO, respectively. Those questions were key for us both personally and professionally as leaders, and to continue to formulate the organization’s strategy for the years to come. Answering them, however, was not an easy task.


Business school management classes, entrepreneurship books, leadership podcasts, and beyond all teach the importance of having a clear vision, mission, and purpose, but they’re not always easy to identify, let alone implement.


When we spun off from Google, our initial mission was to “train one billion active practitioners of mindfulness and emotional intelligence in order to create the conditions for world peace.” We soon realized that the “one billion” goal, as well as the idea that we would be the ones creating world peace through our efforts, was way too focused on us as the doers. In some ways, our original mission mirrored that of Google’s, which is to “organize the world’s information and make it universally accessible.” In that formulation, Google is definitely the doer. We asked ourselves instead how we might focus more on the power of our community and collective human effort to create the outcomes we wished to see in the world.


Our full staff, in consultation with our trusted teachers and some of our key clients, decided to put “community” at the center of our mission and still retain the goal of practicing the internal skills of mindfulness, empathy, compassion, and emotional intelligence to support the emergence of individual and collective thriving.


Our new mission statement reads: “We are a global community working to make mindfulness and emotional intelligence practical and accessible worldwide.” Better. More suited to our actual approach and more inclusive.


While that mission continues to guide us, the COVID-19 pandemic made us question many aspects of how we’d bring it to life. During a challenging time for a company that focused on in-person programming, our team once again had to follow another Purpose Reset. We’ll tell you more about the surprising outcome this led us to in the coming chapters.
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