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How Purpose Changes Everything 

 

Henry Ford is reputed to have said:  

All I wanted to hire was a pair of hands, but I got an entire person instead! 

In this complaint, we hear the father of the assembly line touching on an important truth at the heart of 

our belief about purpose:  

While we might get paid for the skills in our hands or the knowledge in our heads, there is no 

way to separate these things from the innate human desire for personal fulfillment.   

Humans have been described as purpose-making beings. It’s one of the things that distinguish us from 

other forms of life. We’re not just walking, talking meat suits—we are here for a reason. We have souls 

and we naturally gravitate to relationships and activities that feed those souls and reflect our highest 

aspirational values. And, most importantly for the purpose of this discussion, we desire to engage in 

meaningful and purposeful work. 

Consider these interrelated trends: 

 A documented shift in consumer demand from “material want” to “meaning want,” 

 The growing level of interconnectedness and openness brought about by the internet and the 

web, 

 A increase among workers at all levels of disengagement with paid work with a simultaneous 

increase in engagement with non-paid volunteer work,  

 High levels of consumer distrust in business leaders and with big business in general, 

 A growing interest in spirituality in all its forms including what is generally referred to as the 

faith and spirit in work movement. 

The authors of Firms of Endearment: How World-class Companies Profit from Passion and Purpose, 

suggest we have entered into an “Age of Transcendence,” an era characterized by a focus on life 

meaning, purpose, and human-level connections. This shift has been influenced by several factors. 

Beginning in 1989, there were as many people age 40 and over in the United States as under. There is a 

natural tendency in the second half of life toward greater levels of autonomy and independent thinking. 

There is also a shift in focus away from material possessions and outward accomplishments and toward 

questions about life purpose, legacy, and the pursuit of deeper meaning in life. The effects of this 
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demographic shift have been exacerbated by the simultaneous advent and rise of the internet and the 

World Wide Web. Just when there are more people than ever looking for answers to life’s biggest 

questions, there is a tool available at their fingertips that not only allows them to find answers to 

everything, but to also connect with people all over the world who are asking similar questions. (Sisodia, 

Rajendra, et al. Firms of Endearment: How World Class Companies Profit from Passion and Purpose. 

Wharton School Publishing: Upper Saddle River, New Jersey. 2007) 

Over the past 20 years, the business world has given these purpose seekers plenty of justifications for 

shifting their focus from making money to making meaning. The savings and loan crisis of the first half of 

the 1990’s was followed closely by the dot-com bubble and bust of the later half. The memory of the 

dot-com bust was still fresh when the housing market followed its own path of run up and collapse, 

throwing the economy into one of the worst recessions in history. Along the way, the morning papers 

were filled with news about WorldCom, Enron, and Tyco. The common denominator of all these events 

was unbridled hubris and greed on the part of a few at the expense of the many. While the American 

dream of financial independence and prosperity is still alive and well, many are finding ample reasons to 

question the validity of a system that seems to bring so much pain along with the gain.     

So, what does all of this have to do with our work? In an article in Forbes Magazine in 2004 about the 

future direction of business, Rich Karlgaard, the magazine’s publisher noted that the early 1990’s had 

been about the “Quality Revolution,” followed in the later-half of the decade by the “Cheap Revolution.” 

He went on to speculate in the article on what form the next “revolution” might take: 

So, what’s next? Meaning. Purpose. Deep life experience. Use whatever word or phrase you like, 

but know that consumer desire for these qualities is on the rise. Remember your Abraham 

Maslow and your Victor Frankel. Bet your business on it. (Emphasis added)(The Age of Meaning, 

Forbes, April 26, 2004)  

These trends are currently and will continue to significantly impact businesses in at least three ways that 

should be of serious concern for all leaders of organizations: 

1. A business’ ability to attract and keep the very best, most highly qualified, and productively 

engaged workers, 

2. The success with which a business differentiates itself from its competitors in a world where 

nearly everything is being commoditized, and 

3.  The ease with which a business can withstand the pressures of rapid change, weather economic 

storms, and transition from one generation of leadership to the next. 

We believe the successful leader of tomorrow will find the answer to all of these challenges by 

discovering the core purpose at the heart of their organization and then connecting all key stakeholders 
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to that purpose. This will allow them to powerfully deliver the organization’s products and services to 

the marketplace in a time of rapid change and evolution. This is how purpose changes everything. 

Before we go any further, let’s look at what we mean by “purpose.” Purpose comes in two forms: The 

first is what we call micro-purpose. Throughout the day, our time and attention is placed on any number 

of micro-purposes. We brush our teeth in the morning for the purpose of preventing tooth decay and so 

we’ll have minty fresh breath. When we arrive at work we stop into a co-worker’s office for the purpose 

of discussing next quarter’s sales projections. The department we work in might have the purpose of 

providing sales support to the company we work for. Our company, in turn, has many micro-purposes:   

selling products and services, keeping people employed, and providing a return to its investors, among 

them. These are all examples of micro-purposes—and they’re all important because without them we 

wouldn’t have jobs—not to mention, minty fresh breath.  But micro-purposes aren’t enough. 

Purpose, the kind that changes everything, comes in another form, what we call meta-purpose. The 

prefix “meta” has two meanings: it indicates something is outside of the physical and the ordinary and it 

implies change. So a meta-purpose is one that is beyond the ordinary physical world of micro-purposes 

and is transformational. A meta-purpose is a cause, a calling, or, in the words of Victor Frankel, “a 

concrete assignment that demands to be fulfilled.” 

Meta-purpose is like the keel of a sailboat: without it, we’re tossed about, crashing from one shore to 

the next, by whatever micro-purpose wind blows our way. We might be in motion but any forward 

progress is accidental at best.  

Some examples from well-known corporations: 

Southwest Airlines’ micro-purpose is to deliver low-cost airfare. Their meta-purpose is to provide 

freedom to travel. 

Whole Foods’ micro-purpose is to sell groceries. Its meta-purpose is Whole Foods, Whole People, 

Whole Planet. 

Harley Davidson’s micro-purpose is to sell motorcycles but its meta-purpose is about connecting 

with the freedom of the open road. 

Do not be confused; while each of these meta-purposes can be and are used as marketing tools, they 

are not just slogans dreamed up by an advertising agency. These are belief systems that permeate the 

culture, the organizational DNA if you will, of each of these successful companies. Cut Harley Davidson’s 

arm (if it had one) and it will bleed freedom. Open up the soul of Whole Foods and you’ll find a culture 

of caring about people and the planet. Fly on Southwest Airlines and you will experience people who 

exude the essence and fun of the freedom to travel where we want and when we want to do it.  
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Purpose, the kind that changes everything, cannot be put on an organization from the outside or 

developed solely by the marketing department; it arises from within the organization.  

So why, as a business owner or executive, should we care about purpose? Simply and somewhat crassly 

put, purpose makes money. In the previously mentioned book, Firms of Endearment, 28 companies (the 

above three examples among them)  who based their corporate structures around meta-purposes 

produced a cumulative 10-year return of 1,026% compared to 122% for the S&P over the same time 

period.  They even far outperformed a similar set of companies identified by Jim Collins in his well 

known book, Good to Great. 

So, how does purpose change everything? It happens in three steps:  

First, Purpose drives culture.  

Culture is a set of shared beliefs, values, practices, and attitudes around which a group of people 

coalesce. Culture is a magnetic attractor of people and a way of determining who belongs “on the bus” 

(to borrow the language of Good to Great author, Jim Collins) and who doesn’t. It’s the company’s 

culture more than any other factor that will attract potential employees who have choices about where 

they can work. People have a tendency to associate with others who believe the same kinds of things 

they do. We take this for granted when we think about the formation of all sorts of cultural structures 

like political parties, service organizations, religious affiliations, etc; but it’s also true about the 

workplace. 

Consider two different companies, both of which are in the business of selling groceries: Wal-Mart and 

Whole Foods. Wal-Mart has a stated purpose of delivering the lowest prices every day. Whole Foods’ 

purpose is to use organic and healthy food as a way of contributing to whole people and a whole planet. 

From a very simplistic standpoint, think about the kinds of people who might be attracted to work for 

each of these companies based solely on purpose. If someone values spending as little as they can on 

the basic necessities of life, like food, they might be more likely to want to work for Wal-Mart. On the 

other hand, if someone highly values organically grown food, eating healthily, or consciously taking care 

of the planet, they would be more likely to choose to work for Whole Foods over Wal-Mart. This is 

considerably over-simplified and is not meant to deem one company’s purpose to be better than 

another, it is simply meant to point out how a company’s purpose will attract employees who personally 

align with it and thereby create or reinforce a particular culture in that organization.   

So, what about those companies who don’t have a clearly articulated purpose other than one built 

around delivering a product or service? If you are in the widget business, you might get workers who 

love widgets and are very good at making and selling them, but what else can you say about these 

widget-heads? What if widgets go out of style and your company needs to start producing whatzits in 

order to generate cash flow? Will those widget-heads make the switch or will they balk? After all, they 



5 How Purpose Changes Everything                                                                          by Tom Anderson 
                                                                                                             PurposeChangesEverything.com 

  

 

were hired to make and sell widgets, not whatzits. On the other hand,  if the purpose of the company is 

built around, say, solving a particular kind of problem for a particular set of customers, then it doesn’t 

matter if you’re selling a widget that solves the problem, a whatzit that solves the problem or some 

other solution no one has even thought of yet. If your company’s purpose is about solving people’s 

problems you will always attract committed problem solvers. Skill sets can always be taught, passion for 

a purpose can’t be. That’s how purpose drives culture.  

Second, culture drives brand. 

It goes without saying that brand is more than the company logo and the colors used on the corporate 

letterhead. In today’s world, brand is also about a lot more than the products or services a business sells 

because no matter how unique a company’s offerings might be, someone somewhere is going to sell the 

same thing. Consumers today have a myriad of options available to them of where to spend their 

money. Why then should they spend it with your company?  

Herb Kelleher, CEO of Southwest Airlines has said, “Competitors can buy tangible assets, but they can’t 

buy culture.” (Quoted from a speech referenced on nevblog.com, October 20, 2006.) Kelleher is telling 

us, in his speech and in the manner he has helped build arguably the most successful airline in the last 

twenty years, that in today’s world, company culture is an important market differentiator.  It can’t be 

bought and it can’t be replicated by a competitor.  

In his book, A Whole New Mind, Daniel Pink points in a similar direction when he says business leaders 

interested in creating organizations that last should ask themselves three questions about their work: 

 Can it be done more cheaply overseas?  

 Can a computer do it faster?  

 Am I offering something that satisfies the nonmaterial, transcendent desires of an abundant 

age?  

Based on his research, Pink believes we are in danger of being replaced or becoming obsolete if the 

answers to the first two questions are yes and the third is no. (Pink, Daniel, A Whole New Mind, New 

York: The Berkley Publishing Group, 2006) 

Many experts have observed that our society is transitioning from material want to meaning want, a 

transition that may very well end up being the principal cultural development of our age. If consumers 

are looking for meaning, they’re not going to be happy for long doing business with organizations that 

have none. Just being the best at what we do isn’t going to cut it anymore. In today’s world, the single 

biggest differentiator of one brand from another is the culture of the organization, and building an 
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organization around a meta-purpose will create the kind of culture that that appeals to this growing 

market. 

Finally, a brand built on culture, turns customers into evangelists. 

We might convince someone to buy our products based in its features and benefits, but we cement 

long-term relationships when we find other people who align with our purpose. How many businesses 

have customers who will actually tattoo the company’s logo on their bodies—other than Harley 

Davidson? That’s because Harley Davidson doesn’t sell motorcycles; they sell freedom, and those people 

who align with this purpose, also align themselves with Harley Davidson in a deep and meaningful way.  

While our customers might make purchasing decisions with the analytical left-side of their brain, they 

commit to relationships with the emotional right-side. The analytical mind can get overloaded with facts 

and figures while comparing the features and benefits of one product to the next. Hearts, however, 

provide guidance based on emotional responses with a much simpler methodology: the stronger the 

positive emotional response, the more likely there will be an engagement. The opposite is also true: 

negative emotional responses can be ignored for a time, perhaps even for a very long time, but those 

customers who don’t align with our purpose won’t become the kind of evangelists who are willing to not 

only commit to us, but recommend us to their friends and contacts as well. In today’s interconnected 

world, that’s advertising that can’t be bought for any price.  

--------------------------------- 

Businesses can be divided into three groups based around the idea of purpose. Imagine this bell curve 

represents all businesses. In this diagram, the left-hand tail represents organizations that completely 

ignore the idea of creating a culture around a powerful meta-purpose. These organizations are also 

likely to be ones that use a command and control form of management, fear as a motivator, and money 

as the sole measure of success. Employee engagement in these organizations is extremely low and there 

is an “every man/woman for him/her self” attitude at the upper levels of the company. Turnover is high 

and, while the company may have been profitable in the past, there is no reason to believe it will survive 

into future generations of ownership.   
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The large middle section of the curve represents the majority of companies that have developed a set of 

core values, a mission statement, and a vision of success—but only as vague concepts. Values and 

purpose are not measured or rewarded and, although there might be a vague understanding that there 

is something intangible that differentiates their company from their competitors, there is little more 

than lip service given to organizational culture. These companies differentiate based on the features and 

benefits of their products and services and thus are in danger of being commoditized and/or replaced in 

the market place by other companies with similar offerings but perhaps a slightly better price point or 

delivery vehicle. While they primarily compete for business based on price, they often find they are 

competing for the employees they want to hire on the same basis—salaries and benefits. These 

companies often derive their culture from a charismatic leader who is often the founder. With a culture 

based on an individual’s personality rather than a meta-purpose, these companies often find it 

extremely difficult to successfully transition ownership to the next generation. 

Then there are those companies represented by the far right-hand side of the curve. These are the few 

companies that have discovered and connected to a compelling and meaningful purpose. They have a 

stated set of core values and use them to recruit the exact employees they desire and then train and 

coach those like-minded people to greater levels of success. The leaders of these companies “walk the 

talk,” demonstrating in their actions they believe in the purpose of the organization. The organization’s 

culture is well understood and meaningful steps are taken to insure it is nurtured and allowed to grow 

and evolve. Since the purpose of the company is bigger than any one person, management and 

ownership transitions are much smoother. These companies are built around a meta-purpose rather 

than a particular product or service and so are better positioned to manage through economic adversity 

and rapid change.  

So where is your company on this curve? Begin by asking yourself these questions: 

1. Do you feel like the work you and your organization does matters? 

2. If your organizations suddenly went away, would anyone notice or care? 

3. Is your organization filling a deep need in the marketplace, a concrete assignment that demands 

to be fulfilled? 

4. If you won a $20 million lottery today, would you show up for work tomorrow? How about your 

employees or coworkers? Would most of them show up for work after winning a lottery like 

that? 

5. If and when the time comes, are you certain your organization could successfully transition to 

the next generation of ownership or leadership? 

6. Are a large percentage of your customers also your best spokespeople?  
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If you answered yes to the majority of these questions, congratulations! Your organization would most 

likely fall on the right-hand side of the bell curve. You are well positioned to meet the growing market 

demands of the Age of Transcendence. If you answered no or weren’t sure how to answer several of 

these questions, then there is an opportunity for improvement.  

Is your organization where it wants to be? 

Purpose drives culture. Culture drives brand. A brand built on culture built on purpose transforms 

customers into evangelists… 

…and that’s just the beginning of how purpose changes everything.   

Contact us today to find out more. 
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