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It is difficult to find a business article, read a blog, or listen to a podcast on the current state of the
workplace without hearing phrases such as the “great resignation”, “quiet firing”, “quiet quitting”,
“talent retention”, or a similar/new word set that communicates the growing complexity of recruiting
and retaining talent in an organization. Leaders gather to
lament the mobility of talent, the cost of talent, and the impact
these trends are having on the growth and sustainability of
their organization’s future. Historically, the management of
people changed when research identified “theory X and Y”
behavioral theory in the 1960s (Douglas McGregor).
Management evolved to transformational leadership in the
1970s (Burns), and so is the emergence in this new post-
COVID-19 pandemic period, where the importance of purpose
in the workplace makes the difference between staying or
leaving, physically, or mentally. People and their intrinsic
need for purpose, their desire to find life’s work feeling like it
is a work-life well spent, will influence how organizations will
succeed, be sustainable, and will grow/thrive in the future. In
essence, the impact of organizations in mission, society, and
the economy will be determined by the unlocking of the
power of purpose in their workforces. Purpose is the value
proposition of the organization in this future.

Identifying and attempting to codify the purpose of talent for nurturing growth is as complex as each
individual's needs and emotions. People are motivated, influenced, and behave uniquely, energized
by their strengths, desires, needs, and passion. Leaders could only “dream” that it is as simple as
understanding motivational and behavior theory learned in business school (remember Maslow’s
Hierarchy of Needs?). Although still in development, this model of maximizing organizational impact
through the optimization of purpose attempts to provide a point of departure for organizational
leaders in identifying factors influencing purpose and developing interventions, processes, and their
leadership style to appreciate and nurture purpose in their organizations.

The Purpose Optimization Model (POM) is a simple tool that might be useful to leaders of any
organization reliant on human capital. The focus and narrative are on people, however, the principles
transcend people to the purpose of the organization, i.e., if people feel that they are fulfilling their
purpose, it follows that the organization will be successful in fulfilling its mission/purpose.

1 Talent is synonymous with people, employees, followers or other forms of identifying the human capital in an organization 

2 Organizations in this paper are synonymous with corporations and companies.
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2. Organizational  Impact  

The  primary  focus  of  organizational  impact  is  the  importance  of  unlocking  purpose  in  optimizing
organizational  impact.  As  impact  is  a  broad  term,  for  the  purposes  of  this  model,  impact  is  considered
to  be  growth,  significance,  and  reputation.  Impact  cannot  be  achieved  without  growth,  whether  for
sustainability  or  size.  Identifying  how  growth,  and  the  effort,  energy,  and  commitment  to  achieve
growth,  is  essential  for  the  organization’s  most  important  asset,  a  thinking,  and  emotional  asset,  to
feel  that  they  are  there  for  a  purpose.  However,  growth  is  generally  measured  in  terms  of  results,
which  for  many  employees  is  important  but  not  enough  to  feel  purposeful  in  their  efforts.  Through
several  trends  such  as  ESG  (Environment,  Social,  and  Governance),  philanthropy,  and  social  efforts
that  align  with  growth,  organizations  are  responding  to  employees’  need  to  show  tangible
significance  in  impacting  society,  the  environment,  and  humanity  as  evidence  of  their  impact  in  the
world.  Reputation  completes  this  simple  thought  on  impact.  Without  a  good  organizational  reputation,
impact  is  difficult  to  achieve.  Almost  daily,  there  is  breaking  news  of  organizations’  reputations  being 
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The model has three key components: (1) The Organization’s identity, (2) Purpose, and (3)
Organizational Impact.

Identity + Purpose => Impact

1. Organizational  Identity

As with any organizational transformation, there must be an “anchor” to the change process for
people to see the purpose. This is the set of “non-negotiables” that provide a sense of security from
the past in defining a new future, reflecting the definition that organizational identity is central,
enduring, and distinctive. Most organizations formalize their identity in the form of a vision statement,
a mission statement, and a values statement.

Organizational Identity = Vision + Mission + Values

3 Whetten, D. & Mackay, A. (2002)
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organization’s impact, tend to find meaning in their work. Contribution manifests itself in commitment
as the person becomes more missional in their zeal for impact, especially if there is a coherent work
environment to optimize their contribution and commitment. Purpose for most people is evident when
they are contributing, committed, and working in a coherent work environment.

Focus is critical for people in finding purpose in the organization, especially in times of uncertainty
and change. When priorities are focused and meaningful, their impact is evident and provides a
degree of accomplishment and meaning to the tasks being performed. If these priorities are
accomplished with clear alignment with the mission, there is a sense of validation to the impact. The
priorities are intentional and are integrous to the people accomplishing the work. Working in isolation
seldom leads to a feeling of purpose, and the priorities must be integrated for there to be a cohesive
and collective sense of purpose for the work.

3.2  Priorities

Purpose - the KEY to Unlocking
Organizational Impact 

                 
              

        

       

                
               

                 
                

               
              

                 
              

               
             

                 
             

          

               
              

             
                

              
                  

       

         

     
 

tarnished through some form of scandal or lack of fidelity to their identity of vision, mission, or values.
Retention and purposeful commitment to an organization by its people become more difficult if there
is no evidence of the impact of their efforts.

Organizational Impact = Growth + Significance + Reputation

3. Purpose

With a clear identity and knowledge of the impact their efforts will achieve, there is a strong
foundation for the talent in the organization to feel that their work is purposeful and rewarding.
Purpose might be looked at through three lenses: (1) what is meaningful to the person, how it is
prioritized, and the process; (2) how is it missional to the person (integrous with the identity and
impact), the priorities of the organization, and processes; and (3) the mode by which people work
together, prioritize together and identify processes that are needed to maximize a feeling of purpose.

3.1  People

For people to have purpose in their work lives, it must be meaningful. Although there are many ways
of optimizing meaning, the contribution that the individual makes to the impact the organization has
appears to be the most common. People who can identify tangibly how their contribution seeds the

4 Talent is synonymous to people, employees, staff etc.
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3.3  Processes

If people feel a sense of purpose, and priorities are purposeful, the processes in the organization
must align to promote purpose. In disruptive times, for there to be meaning in the organizational
processes, there must be agility. Agile business process models facilitate meaning and purpose in
people adapting to and wanting to contribute to what is purposeful to the organization. If the
processes are informed by the values and mission of the organization, purpose will be strengthened
by being perceived as authentic to who the organization is (identity), and why the organization exists
(impact). The final principle to process and its importance to purpose is accountability. Beyond
personal accountability, effective employees are \accountable for who the organization is, what
impact the organization has, and how it is achieved by the people with purpose.

Purpose Optimization Model

The key to unlocking the power of purpose in the workforce, purpose driving the engagement and
retention of employees, is clarity on who the organization is (identity), evidence that their work leads
to impact, through meaningful contributions, a missional commitment, and a coherent mode of work
for the people, the business processes and the priorities for their day.
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