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Abstract

The growing importance of employees’ mentality towards organizations raises the
question of what management methods would be better to be applied by leaders.
Recently academics and psychologists have found strong positive results from the
appliance of purpose inside organizations. These studies have proven that there is a lack
of purpose inside organizations and more precisely inside the leader’s visions. This
paper aims at outlining what purpose is to academics and how leaders perceive it. Then
the goal is to understand how leaders try to channel their view of purpose to employees’
and what are the difficulties facing this process. Results obtained from a group of
international leaders in different organizations and industries are compared to the
theoretical perspective of academics extracted from a review of the existing literature.
The findings suggest that leaders often do not understand the terminology of purpose
and do not apply it in their day-to-day activities. It is further highlighted that they use

different methods to motivate and direct employees in their teams and organizations.
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1. Introduction

A great American philosopher once said “It is not enough to be industrious; so are the
ants. What are you industrious about?” (Henry David Thoreau, 1857). It is clear that for
ages, the greatest part of humanity has been part of a vicious cycle where they would go
to work and come back home with no self-thinking about the purpose of their lives.
Business was made to produce profits and the work force was just a tool that would be
squeezed until the last drop to provide that same profit.

Organizations have then evolved since the beginnings of industrialization and the
expansion of capitalism. More precisely, our millennial employees are searching for
fulfillment in their jobs and the tendency is growing on new generation of workers. We
see in this 21st century that business is shifting from a global profit machine to a more
carrying form, which believes in sustainability and social responsibility. It was John
Mackey, co-founder and co-CEO of Whole Foods Market who said during a conference
held by the Great Place to Work Institute that “Businesses in the 21st century need to
shift focus from profit maximization to purpose maximization“ (John Mackey, 2012).
He came to the conclusion that if organizations would align their strategies, systems and
structures around a higher purpose, the result would be “making more money than you
thought possible®. The great challenge facing the organizations today is exactly to find
that alignment (Craig & Snook, 2014). Research shows that when we see the purpose of
our job, not just the task, we are more engaged, more productive and more committed
(John, 2012). A recent study found that associates that see their job as a “calling* rather
than a “job* worked longer hours and were even far less likely to call in sick (Gallup,
2012). Jeff Immelt, president executive of General Electric, explained why. “they want

to be part of something bigger than themselves. They want to work well, they want to



be promoted and they want action. But they also want to work for an organization that
makes a difference, that does things which are important for the world” (Immelt, 2004).
So it is obvious through research that purpose driven organizations would be the best
place to work and in the long term they would achieve the more success in business. But
the big issue that persists to these new necessary implementations is the famous
alignment of the organizational structure with their purpose. The channel linking leaders
and followers. We have identified that those who are mostly responsible to develop that
alignment are the leaders in organizations. The communication of a vision, which
includes an appellative purpose and a core of clear values, constitutes the key task of
leaders (Said Business School & Heidrick & Struggles, 2015). Craig and Snook defend
that this is the most important task. Still today that encounter where leadership takes on
purpose remains a major difficulty that only a very small number of leaders (about 20%
worldwide in 2015) is able to achieve during their careers (Craig & Snook, 2014). The
result is a workforce that feels disconnected, with low levels of engagement and a high
likelihood to leave their organization. This thesis aims at understanding correctly what
is the theoretical approach on the subject of purpose by delineating the studies and
research made on organizations, and the most recent discoveries related to
organizational leadership and purpose. The focus will be on the power of purpose
related to leadership, and the effects that a purpose-driven leadership will have on one
organization. We imply that leadership is the helm that will direct the entire
organizational purpose, mostly because of the hierarchical position created by
management. This is the reason leadership is further scrutinized in the framework of

this thesis.



Yet, while we have detailed the intended objective of the thesis, it is important to
delimitate its scope and mention what will not be covered. The author does not intend to
create any new personal definition of purpose. Besides we will not try to identify what
are the best leadership characteristics for management taking in account the presence or
absence of purpose, nor describe how should an organization be managed.

The thesis is structured as follows. First the ideology of purpose at work is defined to
ensure a clear comprehension of this topic. Then, the literature and theoretical studies
used as a theoretical framework for the research is outlined. This also defines a method
of study for our research. Then follows the research that aims at providing a net
overview with concrete experiences taken firsthand from leaders in different types of
industries, to the more experimental studies made on leadership with a purpose. The
goal is to understand how they perceive and channel purpose into their respective
organizations and delineate the vision on this subject. We engaged with leaders from
“two sides of purpose”. One side that we find easier to engage with purpose such as
organizations in pharmaceutical and technology development, and another side, which
we find more difficult to pass on purpose such as the Financial industry where
employees may feel less motivated. The leaders were chosen in order to obtain a
process that would find the intermediate ground on leadership with purpose. The result
is a more complete research that finds the differences in leadership with purpose and
identifies the real difficulties and possibilities to channel purpose into modern
organizations.

2. Purpose at work: definition and specificities

Purpose is a word that has been strongly appearing in the business world for the past

few years. Nevertheless the theme is not relatively new and it has been around



management for some time. In the 1960’s Donnelley referred the advantages of family
businesses against other organizational businesses, referring the facility to create a
profound organizational purpose. Years before that, Mary Parker Follet (1868-1933),
one of the “prophets of management” (Ducker, 1995), underlined the relevance of the
theme. She pointed the importance of a necessity of leaders to canalize the efforts of the
ones led for a prosecution of a common purpose, and for organizations to put
themselves in service of the community. But before entering the analysis on purpose at
work, let us take a step back to understand what is purpose defined by Indra Noovi and
found in the latest book written by M. Pina Cunha, A. Rego and F. Castanheira. It is
common during discussions to compare the idea of having a purpose with having
objectives, and this is not necessarily correct. Having a purpose means having found an
ultimate objective, i.e. the reason for doing what we do. It is possible to have many
objectives and no purpose. It is a simple cycle of objectives that will succeed for a
period of time with no morals what so ever. In a different case, when we see the
objectives being aligned with a purpose, it is probable that the achievement of those
objectives will bring significance and well-being to an employees’ life (Cunha, Rego
and Castanheira, 2015). The idea of purpose at work, involving organizations all over
the world, affects the way employees feel about their work and the way stakeholders
view the companies. As Indra Noovi once said: “Purpose is not social responsibility”
talking about the way companies make profits and use that money, instead purpose is
related “to the way we earn the money”. In resume, purpose is an element that provides
sense to the actions of an organization, also including social responsibility. Purpose is
what transforms the work. People that work with no purpose have a simple “job”. There

is a difference between someone who works from 9 till 5 in exchange of a salary,



focusing on a career that will only bring a greater status and more responsibility.
Compared to someone whose work has a purpose that guides that person through a
vocation answering a ‘“calling”. The “calling” allows the person to get aligned with
what she/he is. In consequence this alignment will provide a life full of significance. It
is demonstrated today that a growing part of employees seek often for the answer of
“Who am I” and “Why am I doing what I’'m doing” (Cunha, Rego & Castanheira,
2015). This demonstrates first a growing level of reasoning and consciousness about
their effect on the organization and the effect that the organization can have on their
private lives. It also shows that organizations can no longer focus only on remuneration
ideas and cold profits, because the employees will no longer only react to those
individualistic and cold incentives. The answers will be found through a work with
purpose. They want to work well, they want to be promoted, and they want action. But
they also want to work for a company that makes a difference and do important things
in the world” (Immelt, 2014).

3. Theoretical perspective on purpose at work

The first two sections of this thesis outlined the scope of the research conducted and the
specificities of purpose at work. It is essential to review the existing literature to set the
basis for this work’s research. First we will introduce the impact of purpose on both
society and organizations, which represents the way purpose is seen and defined, and
thus we will identify what would mean working with purpose in an organization. This
analysis will allow us to move to a more specific matter regarding employee
engagement that relates to purpose. In reality what we expect to take from this section is
an analysis of the effects of a strong leadership with purpose on the workers. From this

structural analysis we will pass on to the more detailed theories regarding purpose



inside leadership, to provide a clear view of the challenges that leaders need to face to
promote organizational and personal purpose. Finally we will shortly identify the
negative effects that can appear on leadership with purpose to transmit a sense of
balance that will allow the reader to move on to our research with a neutral state of
mind.

3.1. Purpose inside organizations and society:

Organizations strive more and more to have a positive effect on society. That effect is
sometimes referred as their vision and usually leaders link that vision with the
organizational purpose but it cannot be considered a true purpose (Craig & Snook,
2015). The ideology is appearing with the creation of organizations with conscience of
their economical dimension but also genuine and rich in their human dimension, and
this requires an organizational purpose with a consideration for the common good and
personal development (Cappelli, Singh, Singh and Useem, 2015). The “common good”
which is in fact the purpose as some studies show, is in fact growing inside the
mentality for management, but it is not something new. In the 60’s Donnelley was
already referring the advantages of family businesses against other organizational
businesses, providing evidence that there was a stronger facility to create a profound
organizational purpose that would affect positively the financial results (Donnelley,
1964). Years before, Mary Parker Follett, considered one of the “prophets of
management” (Ducker, 1995), developed a research pointing the importance of a
necessity of leaders who would canalize the efforts of the followers (employees) for a
prosecution of a common purpose, and also for organizations to put themselves in
service of the community (Follett, 1924). So as discussed before we see this tendency

growing in leadership and recently Rosabeth Moss Kanter was able to illustrate that



argument with a study made in combination with a great number of organizations. This
study was resumed by Chris Bryant in the Financial Times in 2014. The important
outcome was as he said: “What is the purpose of an organization? Many executives will
say that their function is to maximize the shareholders’ return, serving the necessities of
the customers, and eventually having social benefits from social actions. Nevertheless, a
growing number of organizations believes that their purpose is to serve the common
good (...)” (Bryant, 2014, p. 10). The study found in the book Common Interest,
Common Good: Creating Value Through Business and Social Sector Partnerships
reveals examples coming from organizations and leaders who declare that common
good could be considered as a balance to be proposed to shareholders the same way the
balance sheet is presented. They enhance the importance of common good without
nevertheless having conscience that financial results are crucial for the growth of
organizations. To continue this idea, Christian Felber, considered the founder of “the
economy of good” defends that one day the “balance of good” will be more important
than the balance sheet or any other financial declaration (Felber, 2010). But we will not
enter in discussion about the perfect balance between financial ideologies and purpose
related ideologies in this paper. Having described the effects that can appear in a global
organizational perspective we will now focus on a more detailed theme on purpose
regarding the two main factors of our research. These two main factors that were
identified in an organization that provides a positive sense of purpose were the
efficiency of work and engagement from the employees, and, a leadership that would
guide positively the workers in an “out of the ordinary state of work™ (Craig, 2014).

3.2. Employee engagement:



In the Encyclopedia of Management Theory we identified two authors who focused on
employee engagement related to purpose at work. The authors in questions are W. Kahn
and S. Fellows, and we analyzed one important paper they wrote entitled “Employee
Engagement and Meaningful Work”. Their theory is based on the fact that employees
cannot be divided between engaged and unengaged, and the main reason is the fact that
conditions may shift during an employee’s life (Kahn and Fellows, 2013). The
momentary state of engagement is called “flow” by the authors, and it occurs “when
people are able to use their strengths to meet a challenge in a self-directed way” (J.
McCarthy, 2013). The interesting fact in this study is that they found that leaders
usually focus on answering the question: “who is engaged and who isn’t?” instead of
trying to find what are the conditions that will help increase employee engagement. As
it is proven in this study, the most important condition for employee engagement is the
moment where the worker can experience meaningfulness at work (Kahn and Fellows,
2013). This meaningfulness can be translated as purpose. Comparing this research with
N. Craig and S. Snook’s study on purpose, we clearly identify the similarities and found
that the highest level of purpose would lead to a stronger level of commitment resulting

in more profits, productivity and quality of work (Figure 1).



Figure 1: Gallup data on top engaged employees

Companies ranking with top-quartile engagement enjoy
these benefits compared to those in the bottom-quartile,
according to Gallup data.

As the data proves, purpose and engagement are correlated, and the factor defining the
results is the condition in which employees are putted during their work. Leaders should
focus on providing the best conditions to empower their people and give a meaning to
their employee’s work life (Craig & Snook, 2014). Another very important factor
coming from leadership in study of engagement and purpose is the capacity to create
common interest between workers. Recently Paul Gustavson and Steward Liff found
that teams with the best results were those sharing a common vision and purpose. This
was confirmed during a recent project at Google called Project Oxygen where it was
identified that the skill of creating a vision for a team was part of a good leader (Garvin,
2013). It is not only required to take in account the organizations’ purpose, it is
necessary to translate it to a more specific level and guided with a unified team vision.
Taking this real factor in account, we cannot forget that some positions inside
organizations require less teamwork than others, but nevertheless a purpose-driven
leadership must orient them. Let us clarify this explanation with a simple example

proving that engagement and purpose must appear everywhere and in everyone in the
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organization. In 1962, when visiting NASA, the president at the time Mr. Kennedy,
questioned a guard: “What are you doing?” to what he answered: “Well Mr. President,
I’'m helping the organization to put a man on the moon” (In Murray, 2014, p100). What
we take from this is that the guard was clearly focused on the purpose of his job
reflecting the entire purpose of the organization. He woke up every morning not only to
secure the area but also to be sure that a man would one day be placed on the moon.
This different mentality created by purpose increases drastically the focus and
productivity of the entire operational system of the organization (Cunha, Rego &
Castanheira, 2015). We also take from this that it is easier to influence/lead efficiently
with a purpose rather than using the strict chain of command (hierarchy). This takes us
to the analysis of leadership and the specificities necessary to achieve a positive channel
of purpose into the organization.

3.3. Leading with a purpose:

Over the past five years, there’s been an explosion of interest in purpose-driven
leadership. Academics argue persuasively that an executive’s most important role is to
be a steward of the organization’s purpose (Craig, 2014). Business experts make the
case that purpose is a key to exceptional performance, while psychologists describe it as
the pathway to greater well-being (Craig & Snook, 2014). This discussion appears
mainly in a time where we come to find successful business people asking very often
the same questions and coming to the same answers. In a HBR interview reverend Peter
Gomes analyzed this correctly. He said: “I often cross paths with successful people in
business at just the point where they are asking such questions. What’s it all worth?
What am [ getting out of this? What have I done? I’m successful by every standard this

world can imagine, and yet ’'m unhappy. Or I can’t produce happiness in others. How
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do I reconcile my success with my sense of emptiness? And the short answer I give is
that you have put your ultimate confidence in penultimate enterprises. Business has to
be a means, not the end. If you treat success in business as life’s ultimate goal, then it
becomes a great, glowering, impressive, but ultimately empty and futile, tin god.”
(Gomes, 2001, p.64). The lack of purpose develops a certain Midas effect where leaders
find the productivity in the short-term to be positive in profit but after a while they find
no value or sense of purpose in it. The result is that in the long-term profit is affected
negatively and more importantly, the entire organization feels lost in the sense that the
leadership is no longer effective. The literature provides an interesting result concerning
these questions and the lack of presence of purpose in leadership. The problem found is
that most leaders do not engage in their activities, with a clear understanding of purpose
(Craig and Snook, 2014). As E. E. Cummings once said: “7To 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

They cannot find their purpose on leadership because, as suggested by E.E Cummings,
they are constantly bombarded by messages from bosses, advertisers, consulting gurus,
etc. And these messages interfere with the clear understanding of whom they really are
and their true authenticity. The result is that leaders cannot formulate a purpose
statement correctly, and without that clear statement the leader is not able to put in
action a purpose-driven leadership (Craig & Snook, 2014). Other adversities such as the
financial crisis and the recession, also affect purpose as explained by D. Ulrich and W.
Ulrich. During these periods leaders have the tendency to regress to old management

mentalities that tend to control more the employees. The meaningfulness of work tends
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to disappear leaving place to worries related to more financial matters that are necessary
to please shareholders (D. & W. Ulrich, 2010).

What we take from the literature is that purpose does not come without a challenge but
the reward is very appellative not only for the organization growth but also individually
for each worker in the organization. Leaders cannot forget that ultimately, what
strengthens them as a leader is helping others grow and develop. “That’s because they,
in turn, will make your company more productive and make you a more successful
leader. That becomes a virtuous cycle, which is what I think we want to see in
organizations.” (D. Ulrich, 2015). As Dave Ulrich said during an interview: “I would
put it very simply: improving your talent will increase productivity, and that will
improve your ability to meet your strategic goals. Reaching those goals will help you
better serve your customers so they will buy more from you. That will also increase
investors’ confidence so your stock price will go up. And your company will have a
better reputation in the community, so it will be more sustainable.” — D. Ulrich

3.4. The extremes of purpose on leadership:

As the reader might have identified by now, the term purpose is in this research used
generally in a positive way as it defines the ultimate objective of a fulfilled life (Craig &
Snook, 2014). Nevertheless it is important to balance this idea by analyzing the negative
effects caused by purpose on management of organizations. The author provides here a
different view on purpose that will not be an important part of the research but requires
some attention. We take here a Katkaesque approach to the professional who devotes
his/her life to purpose and loses critical distance. We take here the analysis in his book
The Metamorphosis, where the father was wearing at all times his uniform, in a

demonstration of devotion for his organization. The Kafkaesque father is the
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professional who transforms purpose in absurdity, taking purpose to an extremist level
and providing a negative effect on work. In real life we found leaders who affirm being
ready to “die” for their organization and have no personal life such as Maria das Gragas
Foster, CEO of Petrobras (Pearson, 2015, p.7). This can result is disastrous
organizational events such as the one that recently happened with Enron. This huge
organization was able to pass a dangerous purpose into their employees’ mind, and
when it was discovered that their success was not genuine it created great damage into
their employees and customers’ lives. What we expect the reader to understand from
this part is that, as Andrew Hill referred it in the Financial Times, purpose iS now
dangerously used in excess inside organizations (Hill, 2015a, p.10). And purpose was
used in the past to achieve tragedies for Mankind; so a mobilizing and evil purpose
mixed with the domain of powerful institutional players, can be a tragic combination
(Chan et al., 2015).

3.5. Conclusion:

To sum up, purpose is an important factor not only inside individuals’ lives but also in
managing sustainable growing organizations. It is proven that purpose-driven
organizations will not only attract the best talents in the market and provide the best
environment for productivity and creativity, but also demonstrate a stronger profit
growth in the long-term. The best teams are motivated by the purpose of the
organization and on that direction leaders are required to articulate their purpose into
them. Nowadays the technical difficulties experienced by organizations still remains the
way of spreading that purpose correctly into organizations and be sure that the leaders

will influence their teams into focusing on the correct purpose.
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4. Methodology

In order to answer the research question, an inductive analysis of the topic was
conducted. The main data collection technique used was retrospective interviewing
(Langley, 2009), where leaders of organizations were asked to reflect upon their
encounters with what was identified as Purpose of Organizational Leadership (Craig
and Snook, 2015). The total of the interviews was divided between a significant amount
of in vivo interviewing of 1 to 2 hours, and through the intermediary of calls or e-mail
response. It followed the general precepts advanced by the Gioia methodology
following a systematic inductive approach to concept development (Gioia et al. 2012:
16). As a qualitative study, it was oriented towards discovery and understanding
(Mayring, 2002), not verification, as it intended to explore the essence of the direct,
firsthand purpose efficiency in leadership rather than examining if it corresponded to
some previously formed hypothesis. Afterwards some general documentation about the
organizations’ practices related to management were analyzed (some documentation
was confidential and shared by the leaders interviewed and the other was found
available online). The main goal of the study was thus to explore the effect of purpose
on organizational leadership when facing day-today activities so as to understand the
process and the reality better by studying it from an external perspective. Focusing on
this outcome, the interviewees were given the time necessary to reflect and describe
their experience, as well as to share their point of view regarding the whole process
through open-ended questions and a space/moment to share anything they would want
to bring to prove their ideas about the subject in study. Data collection followed two
procedures. The snowball sampling procedure (Goodman, 1961), meaning that at the

end of each interview, the respondent was asked to help identify one or several new
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informants who might be in a leadership position following our criteria. The second
procedure was target identification through curriculum analysis.

4.1. Sample and procedures

The data was gathered from 16 interviews. A first e-mail or personal contact explaining
the request for an interview preceded data collection. The interviewees were leaders in
high management positions who had a direct experience with purpose and who
understood what role the subject had inside the organizations. They were divided
between the two main organizational areas: private and governmental. Interviews were
conducted from three different ways: face-to-face in a location selected by the
interviewees, with audio-record; through a call, which was also audio recorded; and by
fulfilling a questionnaire. For the first two, the audio was then transcribed verbatim.
Interview protocols (see example in appendix 1) were designed based on the literature
review.

4.2. Defining the sample size

The decision about the number of interviews was based on grounded theorizing
(Chamaz, 2006), which meant for the researcher to progressively analyze the outcome
of the interviews and understand if a pattern was appearing. It is indeed hard to prove
that saturation has actually been achieved (Bowen, 2008;Morse, 1995). It is on the fact
that major themes became apparent and data was confirming hypothesis that it was
decided to withdraw from the field and concentrate on a deeper analysis of the data
collected.

4.3. Data sorting and analysis

After a close reading of the book Strategies for Interpreting Qualitative Data (Martha

S. Feldman, 1995) it was decided that the more appropriate technique to organize and
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build conceptual meaning of the data would be the semiotic approach. More precisely,
we took the technique of semiotic clustering (Manning, 1987), which is defined as
simple but very efficient. The concern would be then to identify signs and understand
the processes by which they come to have meaning. For this we set up a table with three
columns. The first column is labeled “Denotative Meanings”. In this column we placed
the various ways we observed or heard the interviewees use the concept of purpose on
their own experience of leadership. We used the semiotic analysis to deepen our
understanding of the purpose reality in organization’s leadership, which we became
aware of through a previous ethnomethodological analysis. This first step allowed us to
have a first view of the concept of purpose explained by real leaders inside
organizations. The Appendix 3, titled “Semiotic Cluster Analysis”, lists 11 common
ways interviewees talked about their view on purpose. These are not listed in order of
importance but instead regarding their relations to the other columns. The process of
research moved from the subjects’ first order data to second order constructs, guided by
conceptual meaning. We labeled this second column: “Connotative Meanings”. Here we
use the notations of metonymy, metaphor and opposition. We asked ourselves: “What
does it mean when someone in this organization talks about, for example, purpose as a
guider?” This step relied mostly on our intrinsic understanding provided mostly by the
literature review and the analysis made on the organizations where the interviewees
pursued their leadership position. It does not provide the understanding. Rather it helps
to draw many pieces together into a pattern that can increase the significance of the data
both to the researcher and to the audience (Feldman, 1995). This step made us use
mostly metonymy, and the goal was to propose an understanding that would clarify how

would purpose influence leadership decisions from our interviewees. The third column



17

labeled “Leadership Concerns” involves a leap similar to the one necessary for moving
from the first to the second column. It identifies the issues that are of concern within the
organization that relate to the denotative and connotative meanings. This part becomes
clearer as we describe the specific concerns in the analysis. There is not much obscurity
in the leadership concerns discussed here. Any individual with more than a casual
relationship with organizations or an understanding of organizational management
would recognize these issues as leadership concerns. The table helps us not in
discovering the concerns per say, but in making clear the connections between them and
other features of the organizational leadership.

5. Findings

The original data obtained during the interviews was resumed in 11 categories, which
were provided directly from the interview data. These categories, represented in the left
side of Appendix 2, referred to a diversity of topics related to the concepts previously
mentioned. The first group of categories analyzes the factor of interest, which explicitly
identifies how leaders perceive purpose in their work. It included the following aspects:
a notion that leaders describe the organizational purpose differently; that purpose may
increase their leadership relation; that all see their own purpose in different ways; that
they agree that personal purpose may not interfere with good leadership; and the
importance of vision and values as a guider to their leadership. A second group of
categories explained processes of integration and monitoring of purpose. This part
relates to the way leaders managed their employees. We analyze the influential process
that can be complex and inefficient; the hierarchical latter that can create barriers; and
the monitoring process of decisions and employees. Finally, we identified a third group

covering a discussion focused on principles of productivity in comparison with our
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initial idea of purpose. The author wanted to have a discussion that would allow finding
the best managing methods fro employees and the perception of purpose from the
interviewees. We here take a the discussion on profitability and purpose; on what we
call pure alignment of purpose, which reveals the point of maximum efficiency between
leaders and followers; the methods of monitoring that efficiency; and a final analysis of
management mistakes and their relation to a lack of purpose. The interviewees
explicitly mentioned all these points reflected in our categories, and it is from these
points that we developed our concepts. At this first stage, the interpretive effort was
limited, but we were performing a strong and constant revision of data and applying it
to the concepts to find the arrangement that would provide an outcome in a conceptually
elegant way, making sure to maintain rigor and meaning theoretically speaking. First
order concepts are present in Appendix 2, together with illustrative quotes extracted
from the interviews. The data was then subsequently arranged into broader categories
disposed to represent thematic consistency. We have now generated second order
themes. The second step involved a factor of analytic interpretation, since these more
encompassing labels reflected a conceptual order that was not directly offered by the
interviewees but that reorganized their existential concerns in a more reflexive set of
categories, leading to the column of the Connotative Meanings in Appendix 3. The
major message interpreted from respondents was the difficulty for a leader to have one
specific definition for purpose and that it wasn’t clear what it meant for them. The fact
that purpose was not so much real in their minds, is explained by the fact that many
were motivated more strongly by the vision and values of their organizations and they
often described that as the ultimate purpose to achieve success. This reflects the theory

discussed by literature about the outside messages affecting the discovery of purpose
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(Ulrich, 2014). The fact that the definition was not identified clearly and that the
respondents were often diverging, led us to rationalize the idea. The consequence is that
leaders will not take in consideration long-term meaning for workers; instead they will
look for short-term motivational techniques that will better involve the worker inside
the organization. The result often takes out any value proposition of purpose that might
have been developed in the long-term.

Analyzing the intermediate categories of Appendix 3 led to the development of final
four order themes that relate with the objective of this thesis. The four order
components identify that leaders have recognized the organization requires unification
around an ultimate goal to obtain efficient results over long periods of time. Hence, our
information found that most do not recognize purpose as a tool of leadership, providing
more importance to vision and values in order to create cohesion; and they identify that
employee motivation through purpose would be a greater challenge. We now firstly
discuss, the interviews’ observations, vis-a-vis the leaders’ perspective on purpose. The
analysis engages then the discussion on channeling purpose inside the organization and
the necessity to create a common identity that motivates employees. Finally the
interpretations allow us to develop an emergent model simplifying the analysis made
from the interviews.

5.1. Insignificance: purpose interpretation by leaders

Mentioning purpose to a leader in an organization is cognitively challenging. Huge
organizations nowadays have developed specific methods to manage their collaborators,
and very often other processes amend the research of purpose. Even though we find
many psychological studies proving that efficient leaders take the role of stewards of the

organization’s purpose (Craig and Snook, 2014), it is not often clear that they actually



20

know how to even define the term. Our informants mentioned two cognitive difficulties
raised by the experience and interactions they described: (1) unclearness and (2)
complexity of ideals. Unclearness represents the non-understanding of the term
“purpose”, either on a personal level or at an organizational level. It was felt that leaders
were often confused by the term and would not describe it correctly. This meant they
could not define an organizational purpose or a personal one because they were not
directed into thinking that way. Complexity of ideals refers to the fact that they were
from the beginning used to take reference to the vision and values, when asked about
the ultimate goals. This idea is very well implemented in their minds and they make use
of it to inspire employees, declaring the strong efficiency of good vision and values
over any other mentality.

Unclearness

Unclearness, understood as the confusion about the meaning of purpose resulted from
respondents questions before answering and providing relatively different definitions
from leader to leader (some even being in the same industry). Entering the process of
applying purpose to their leadership became relatively confusing because most of them
saw vision and values as the guidance for their ultimate goals. Informants found
purpose as something unclear and obligatory present in most organizations, “Any

b

organization as purpose because it is the only way to survive.” Even if they
acknowledged that a certain sense of psychological goal was necessary they would
usually turn to the vision of the organization, “The actors of the organization from the
smallest position to the highest must have the knowledge of the visions (...)”,

mentioning the tradition of applying these methods and referencing to the positive

results brought by this process without referencing the term purpose.
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Complexity of ideals

The real perception of the cognitive challenge appeared when we entered the discussion
of their own purpose and the processes of management that would require it. Many
informants described their purpose explicitly defining their job description, “As COO,
my purpose within WIP is to manage all the daily operations — fund raising, finances
and event organization.” Informants felt uncomfortable with these questions and were
not prepared to answer, when asked about purpose. We identified tough, that some type
of purpose usually motivated their personal careers, even if not explicitly described in
their answers. We were able to take such conclusions when the informants were asked
about their motivations during their careers and their influential processes. Many
established ex-leaders as their role model, which made us think about the theory
developed recently by Steward Friedman about leaders being made and not born. We
find a case of purpose in this quest for leadership but our respondents were effectively
not aware of it, so we won’t go any further on this matter. This part of complexity of
ideals was resumed by our discussions that led us to clearly understand the effectiveness
of proposed directives involving vision, confused in our terms with the sense of
purpose. As proposed by Nick Craig in one of his studies we entered a small game with
some of our respondents to find purpose. We left some time for them to talk about their
childhood and their passions, and then we applied it to leadership. The result was
astonishing as some discovered some attitudes they usually had in work with some daily
activities they enjoyed outside of work. They found a relation between them as a person
and their position in the organization, which for some came as a discovery. One

example was a director who answered at first that his purpose was to “guarantee the
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development of new drugs” and then modified it to a real purpose saying “my purpose
is to bring life to the entire world”.

We find here that some leaders developed a closed mindset along their careers full of
organizational messages regarding leadership, but that could change if some work was
to be done regarding something more meaningful than simply “financial results”.

5.2. Channel purpose: practices often used in relation to purpose

When looking at the processes used in management of organizations we discovered that
very often the theory of an ultimate purpose would be difficult to expand due to the
complexity of the communication systems. Our respondents were asked to talk
extensively on the communication of messages in their organizations because we
constantly found new barriers to the passage of purpose internally. Taking in account
that the majority of the informants were unfamiliar with the definition of purpose, it
would be difficult to care about the message. Leadership unfamiliar with purpose faces
two important perceptions of barrier: (1) hierarchy and (2) offering purpose and more.
Hierarchy

Many respondents mentioned the use of “intermediaries” to pass their leadership
decisions, “We only talked with the intermediary employees” and “So the first step was
to meet with the intermediate (...) and make sure they understood and agreed with the
decisions taken by the organization.” If the process lacks of purpose from the top
leaders, it is imaginable that the purpose will not pass trough the rest of the hierarchical
organization. Organizations with large amount of employees, find themselves
sometimes involved with hierarchical systems that are too complex in terms of
identifying if there is an understanding of the organizational purpose. A respondent

said, “We would organize a social event for all employees at the end of the year to pass
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the message of our goals.” But with this idea we can assume that purpose is not
monitored during the year and the process to monitor would probably be very
complicated in large organizations. The outcome we take from the interviews is that
leaders focalize more on goals than meaningful work, because they do not care much
about the mentality during work but in the engagement and results provided by the
workers. So even if they identify their organization as having a purpose, those words
were interpreted as vague and with lack of correspondence.

Offering purpose or not

We then entered more deeply on how the incentive of purpose was made and how they
could guarantee purpose in their organization. The first interesting response that we
often got was related to financial aid. When asked how they would motivate people to
work with more purpose and a majority said: “Purpose is passed by using bonuses.”
This was found very common as many leaders usually related the increase of
engagement to salary increase or bonuses that would motivate the employee to work
more and more efficiently. Now focusing more on purpose we entered a discussion
about the Theory of Human Motivation described by Maslow and more precisely the
study of self-actualization. It is defined as the desire for self-fulfillment and the
tendency for a human to become actualized in what he/she is potentially (Maslow,
1943). So we deepened the development of this subject by asking our respondents if
they care about the personal side of an employee’s work. Our discovery was made in
two points: organizational purpose and personal purpose. Organizational purpose is
offered in many ways such as described by one leader: “We tell them the successful
stories and the less successful stories. So they feel proud of that.” The leader will often

use the results to pass on the purpose of the organization. Another informant discussed a
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second important factor common in the research: “Pass the purpose being transparent.”
It also requires transparency and honesty when the message needs to motivate the
employee to care about the organization. And finally there was another type of message
to pass organizational purpose, which goes back to a previous discussion about money.
“The best you are in your purpose, in your quality the more profit you do. Believing in
good drives results and results drive money.” And in this point of view we rediscover
the message of purpose with not much purpose. Unless we believe that the purpose of
an employee is to make money, which was described by some informants as being a
valid purpose inside the organization. On the personal purpose we find one very
constant reaction that can be traduced by this quote: “Personal purpose cannot be
strongly considered because then all collaborators would have to be singularly satisfied.
They are the ones who need to align their personal purpose with the organization or
leave.” The leaders do not care about personal purpose because it is a “dream” as many
said during the interviews. They try to lead their employees into understanding the
organization for which they work and to be motivated about their tasks. This is
fundamentally based on vision and values provided by the organization and it involves
processes that track a great number of people into following their needs. One will be
motivated to pass more time with his/her family if it will personally motivate their
productivity, and another might be given more responsibilities and leadership if it will
also increase their purpose at work.

5.3. Common identity: integrating purpose in leadership

After observing that most leaders had different point of views on the idea of purpose,
they nevertheless all ended in a same conclusion. The organization is based on cohesion

and on passing the right meaning to the functions and decisions order by top positions
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in management. They based their affirmations on the value of their outcome per
example: “The only way for society to accept us is because we add value. Companies
who don’t add value will die.” They mentioned very often the need to find employee
happiness by saying things such as: “I asked now and then if they were happy and if
there was something that the organization could do better to increase personal happiness
and motivation.” So even if they would not promote the term “purpose” into their
leadership aptitudes, it was clear that the informants would all agree on one thing,
which was the effect of motivational work in productivity. The personal environment
should be attractive to those who make the organization exist in the day-to-day
activities. Carlos Ghosn said: “Employees are your most valuable assets. They are the
heart and guts of a company.” Many leaders identified this idea as entirely valid. Hence
the problem to this mentality was described by the pressures they often have from
boards and higher leaders who disable in some way their ideas to promote a more
meaningful work.

5.4. Constructing an emergent model

Building on the observations resulting from the interviews, we will now transform these
middle level interpretations of our respondents into a theoretical model integrating the
findings (see Appendix 4). This will provide a comparative analysis of both academics
—based on the literature — and the leaders. In general, the findings suggest that a
perception of purpose differs from leader to leader. This doesn’t mean that they find
their leadership empty of purpose. It is simply that they find sense in the simple activity
of working. There is not ultimate objective, because their leadership is turned to a
multitude of objectives bringing value to the organization and society. One good

example is the fact that an informant mentioned the purpose in Tobacco companies. It is
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clear that Tobacco companies have a purpose, and the leaders can manage to create
purpose at work because they are providing value to society. Maybe it is a discussable
value for some, but for others it is clearly a value added to a lifestyle.

The discovery that leaders would not look for purpose nor try to look for it in
employees made us understand that they follow a pattern relied on their job description
and their utility for the organization. This takes out the deep understanding of ones
purpose and leads the leaders into a meaningless career without “understanding of
actions” (Craig, 2014).

6. Validity issues

In order to test if our conceptual interpretations respected our informants’ perspectives,
we undertook a validity procedure. About 60% of the informants were called to validate
the findings. We expressed our conclusions to them and we found a general agreement.
Respondents mentioned that after rethinking about the subject while working, they
found it very complex to find a purpose and to share it to the employees. They never
really thought about purpose in their leadership, and they were surrounded by an
environment that wouldn’t empower that inner search that would allow them to share
with the employees. They believed in common identity and motivational work but not
through the integration of purpose as described by literature.

7. Discussion

We have read much about purpose and the appliances to leadership with literature. The
search of purpose is definitely important not only for leaders but for regular people.
George Bernard Shaw said: “This is the true joy in life, the being used for a purpose
recognized by yourself as a mighty one.” It is of our agreement with the interviews’

data, that despite this growing understanding of purpose, many big challenges remain.
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The relation with purpose is not very well understood, but at the same time it is
recognized as a power to lead. One conversation with a CEO of a pharmaceutical
company during an interview made the author realize that there was a presence of
purpose but the leader was just not aware. The leader has a passion for boats and he
owns a beautiful catamaran where ha travels the world with a team. After some
discussion about this passion we came to realize that the leadership while sailing was
passed to his enterprises. He was a leader used to face “big waves” and always ready to
provide the necessary orientation to those guiding the “boat” (organization). That was
his passion and it was the reason he started his business.

This realization of purpose was a big challenge for the small number of leaders
interviewed, and we found out that during a training made by Nick Craig and Scott A.
Snook to thousands of leaders from different organizations, only 20% had a strong
sense of their own individual purpose. The process of integration in organizations and
the development in careers nowadays leaves not much space for self-purpose. Leaders
can usually articulate their organization’s mission, and state the important values and
their vision, but the challenge begins when we focus on their personal purpose. Usually
leaders will answer with something from their job description or provide nebulous
answers such as: “I’'m here to help other excel” or “My purpose is to empower people”.
Even though we do not criticize these responses because they reflect very often an
excellent leadership with astonishing results (in our respondents case), it becomes too
demanding to propose a clear plan that would translate purpose into action. The result is
very often that they limit their aspirations and fail to achieve their most ambitious
personal and professional objectives. As one respondent mentioned: “I know leaders

who lead big organizations in health care who have no personal life and one day they
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will seek treatment.” As we analyzed our data we discovered that even if there was a
blur in the interpretation of purpose, our respondents were strongly aware of their
motivational effect and on the necessity to improve as humans and share their
knowledge with the entire organization. It was a typical demonstration of self-
actualization (Maslow, 1943). Most of our respondents understood the necessity of
becoming a better self and take profit of their potential. The barriers for that self-
development are often built by the organization itself. Leaders take most of their time
worrying about issues to be solved, and they have a constant pressure to perform at the
highest level. The purpose of leadership becomes complicated to understand as they
grown into the ideals of the organization. Leadership takes base in the mission, vision
and values proposed by the organization, and those are taken as guiders for decisions.
More modern leaders actualize themselves to the market needs and provide strong
messages to the collaborators in order to create good environments for people to work.
Nevertheless that doesn’t take in account the research for purpose nor motivates such
discovery. In a globalized world with an increasing number of consumers, people lose
their track of purpose and don’t stop to think about their own existence. Purpose
translates in bonuses and offers that will facilitate one’s life. And it loses it’s meaning
of personal research along the career of an employee, because organizations define
patterns of idea and tend to create leaders for their own growth and profit. The structure
of modern organization is made so leaders focus on cohesion, trust, empowerment and
good outside image, but this doesn’t develop their own purpose inside the organization.
It provides a direction, that mixed with their own skills and character will provide a

positive outcome in terms of leadership and sustainable growth.
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8. Conclusion

In order to conclude this research, the intended relation between purpose-driven
leadership and organizational management is restated. Leaders do not perceive purpose
directly as a management finding that would allow the organization to sustainably grow,
like academics do, but rather as an ideology that is reserved for academic research. The
economical focus and the top executive organizational pressure points the leader into a
structure type of leadership that follows rules and neglect personal thinking about the
task. Even if academic research of modern organizations identifies personal purpose as
an important part of leadership, most leaders do not seek for that purpose along their
careers. Our conclusions are based on the ideal of purpose and the current reflection of
leadership stated by the data acquired during the interviews and the research found on
literature. We find difficult to implement such self-purpose into our modern
organizations, mainly because people do not feel the extreme need to look for a deep
purpose. Nevertheless the author strongly believes in the benefits that purpose-driven
exercises would provide to leaders and consequently, to the management of growth
inside organizations. Even if it was clear that leaders found their regular activities
efficient. The lack of purpose was for them insignificant because they grew their careers
following rules of management given by consultants, other leaders and the organization
itself. The results were more important than the meaning of life. This was probably
because most leaders interviewed were from a higher range of ages and they did not
belong to the more recent meaningful seekers age. Even though life seems to lose
meaning after a long career, they find the experience positive and rewarding. One
positive outcome noticed is that many leaders took more time to think about their

purpose in life, similar to the outcome found by D. & W. Ulrich. The growth of self-
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thinking is reflected in the appearance of modern lifestyles inside organizations and
creative environments that promote freedom while increasing efficiency. Nevertheless
the role of a leader is to guide and provide the right tools for growth and we cannot state
from our conclusions that purpose would come as a solution to such growth inside
organizations. This said we have identified that a certain organizational purpose
continues to exist and leaders are able to take that purpose and promote a purpose
driven leadership, creating strong and sustainable organizations. While these research
findings are expected to make a contribution to purpose at work, it must be
acknowledge that the scope of the research is limited to the number of leaders
interviewed. Besides, more studies should be addressed regarding cultural and
geographical factors due to the management applied in different types of organizations
around the world and the necessity for different styles of leadership.
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10. Appendixes

Appendix 1

The open-ended interview protocol

The interviews followed an open-ended interview protocol. Half of the interviews were performed via e-
mail. To achieve the best outcome, the interviewees were asked to be in a quite room and take their time
to answer the questions. The other half was made via call or personal presence. These interviews were
more flexible, and we focalized our questions taking in consideration the goal of our study and the profile
of the interviewee.
Framework

Explanation of the interview objectives
Personal Information

Age - Experience - History of career - Actual Position - Name of the organization

Definition of the subject
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“Please define shortly what is a purpose driven organization for you”

In depth analysis of the leadership purpose

“What is your purpose in this organization?”

“What is the greatest purpose of your organization? And how do you guarantee that your

employees understand and follow it?”

“What do people typically ask you for help in?”

“What is your strongest tool to pass on purpose in your organization? Is it very effective or

would you modify it? If yes how?”

“Have you created or do you have any tool of measurement in your organization to identify if

your employees understand and follow the correct purpose?”

“Do you engage the organization in meeting and understanding the customer’s identity? Do you

feel that customers play a strong part in the employees purpose of work?”

“What were the challenges, difficulties and hardships you’ve overcome or are in the process of

overcoming related to your purpose? How did you overcome them?”’

Personal analysis of the leader’s goals and perspectives

“What kind of causes do you strongly believe in? Connect with?”

“Who inspires you the most? (Anyone you know or do not know. Family, friends, authors,

artists, leaders, etc.) Why?”

“What are your deepest values? (3-6)”

“When you started your career did you see yourself being in this position of leadership? Was it

the domain you always wanted, or would there be another field more in line with your personal

goals?”

Appendix 2

Representative data

Concept

Representative evidence from interviews

Organizational purpose by
leaders:

Organizational purpose is not
interpreted the same way by all
leaders

“Any organization as purpose because it is the only way to survive.”

“The actors of the organization from the smallest position to the highest, must
have the knowledge of the visions, and what is the objective of the organization.”
“For me, a purpose driven organization is one that is very clear as to what
objective it is geared to, ensures that its staff is also fully aware of its purpose,
projects that purpose to those outside the organization and renews its commitment
to that purpose at regular intervals.”

“Our purpose is to sell industrial instrumentation in markets such as Industry,
potable and waste water.”

“An organization that has been constituted by one person or some people that
strong believes in something and think that their product/service is beneficial for
the society.”

The leaders purpose:

We found out what leaders
believed their purpose were inside
the organization

“My purpose was basically, to involve the people in the direction of achieving the
objective proposed by the organization. Which meant achieving the maximum
efficiency.”

“It’s not by doing what was done yesterday, it required creativity and
innovation.”

“As COO, my purpose within WIP is to manage all the daily operations — fund
raising, finances and event organization.”
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Importance of personal purpose:

Is personal purpose fundamental to
lead in organizations?

“I saw myself in the positions of leadership without difficulty.”

“I am a leader of people that now are also leaders.”

“We cure people every day so we have a good purpose, and I know some leaders
in my organization who have no purpose in life.”

“Values, values yes because my values are different from the purpose. I know
leaders who lead big organizations in health care who have no personal life and
one day they will seek treatment.”

“You mix two things, one is personal life and purpose of personal life and the
other is organization.”

“Leaders without purpose can be good leaders because the big organizations have
a clear purpose and values. You could even say that it looks artificial but it
works.”

“This cohesion was part of the organizations where I worked. The objective of
the European fund is the social cohesion so it was part.”

Leaders are built:

Who is most influential to develop
leadership with purpose

“I do look up to how some of my predecessors built my current job.”

“I never saw myself as a leader. What I really want to be was a electro-technical
engineering, but it happened!”

“Steve Jobs because of the way he did believe in something and the energy has
had to pursue his way.”

Purpose and vision/values:

Similar or different

“I believe in contributing to society by doing my best at reaching out to citizens
every day.”

“I’m not used to this word, purpose. If you live for the vision you have a purpose.
That’s why I mix purpose with vision.”

“I mix these two things because I cannot see a purpose without a vision and a
vision without a purpose. Otherwise it would be: let’s run! To where?”

Influential process:

There are a multitude of processes

“We make only use of e-mail with the intermediaries to ensure that the message
of purpose is passed to the entire organization.”

“Purpose is passed by using bonuses.”

“Media is the best vehicle to create purpose and pass it on not only to the
employees but also to the outside world”.

“I do keep things centralized but at the same time I leave a certain level of
autonomy to my managers. However, as soon as I see that the problems might
escalate to a higher level, I intervene personally.”

“There are certain meetings specifically created to control the updates of our
projects. Furthermore, we have yearly meetings for all staff as well as for the
management only to ensure the alignment of priorities.”

Contextual process:

The hierarchy may create barriers

“Sometimes the hierarchy is no big that we forget the importance of purpose in
our messages.”

“We only talked with the intermediary employees.” (mentioning the directors
directly under him)

“So the first step was to meet with the intermediate leaders and justify why a
change was being made and make sure they understood and agreed with the
decisions taken by the organization.”

Monitoring purpose:

Methods used to guarantee that
purpose is understood by the
employees

“We have an employee motivation survey every two years. Part of this survey is
to understand the employees understanding.”

“So the first tool is the intermediate collaborators, the intermediate leaders, the
team leaders, they have different names depending on the organizations. Then
when they passed the message, it is important to constantly correct the message
with direct contacts.”

Profitability and purpose:

Money is an integrating part of a
sustainable business and can be
involved with purpose

“So the drive you could say yes I do this to make money but the only way to
make money in my business is to have results.”

“Well the only way to make people work is to put money in front of them. And
we are back to a simple principle for having results we need to improve the life of
people.”

“The only way for society to accept us is because we add value. Companies who
don’t add value will die.”
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Pure alignment:

The pure alignment of purpose in
the organization does not exist

“The successful organizations dream to align all the people but that’s
impossible.”

“During the day-to-day activities we can understand that involvement, when there
is urgency or a situation more critical and see the answer. On those moments we
see if the people continue to leave at the correct time or if there is a bigger
involvement.”

“Personal purpose cannot be strongly considered because then all collaborators
would have the be singularly satisfied. They are the ones who need to align their
personal purpose with the organization or leave.”

Leading with mistakes: .

Very often mistakes appear but it is
not fundamentally due to a lack of

purpose

“Organizations do mistakes but they still have purpose.”

“The leaders should be driven by that purpose, but you can never avoid failing.”
“The biggest crisis is the appearance of breaks in the market or higher decisions
that involve the reduction of personnel, a fusion with another organization.”

Appendix 3: Semiotic Cluster Analysis

Leadership with purpose...

Denotative Meanings Connotative Meanings Leadership Concerns
as a fundamental part of the
organization
. ) Productivity Identification of best
as being profitable methods to channel
Action
as employee engagement purpose
Commit i i
as the creation of leaders Efficiency at work
as a set of common decisions
. Together )
as family Necessity of
as something personal common identity
. . Personality
as an identity 1
as following the vision =
. Belief Misinterpretation of
as respecting the values purpose leading to
as an inspiration Inspire insignificance

Appendix 4: Searching Purpose

Lack of significant practices increase negligibility
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