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That business purpose and business mission are so rarely given adequate thought is perhaps the most important cause of business frustration and failure.

—Peter F. Drucker






The Importance of Purpose

A few weeks before the end of the fall semester in 2009, I learned that I had a cancer similar to the one that had killed my dad. I shared the news with my students, including the fact that my cancer might not respond to the therapies that were available. For several years, I’d used my last class to discuss with my students the same questions about their lives that I’ve posed for you in this book. Try as I might, however, my sense was that previously at best half of my students had left this class with a serious intent to change. The rest left with an assurance that the topics were relevant to other people, not to them.

For that class, that day in 2009, I wanted all of them. I wanted them to feel how important it was to think about the lives before them. As we discussed together the theories as applied to their lives and mine, our conversation was, indeed, more powerful than it had ever been before.

The reason, I think, is that we took time in the class to discuss how critical it is to articulate the purpose of our lives.

Whether they want one or not, every company has a purpose—it rests in the priorities of the company, and effectively shapes the rules by which managers and employees decide what is most important in each unique situation. In many companies, the purpose has come through an emergent strategy entrance, in which certain powerful managers and employees believe that the company is there solely to help them, as individuals, achieve their personal ends—whatever those might be. For those people, the company essentially exists to be used. Enterprises with such de facto purposes usually fade away—and very quickly the company, its products, and its leaders are forgotten.

But if an organization has a clear and compelling purpose, its impact and legacy can be extraordinary. The purpose of the company will serve as a beacon, focusing employees’ attention on what really matters. And that purpose will allow the company to outlive any one manager or employee. Apple, Disney, the KIPP Schools (chartered schools in inner-city neighborhoods that have remarkable results), and the Aravind Eye Hospital (an eye surgery hospital in India that serves more patients than any other eye hospital in the world) are examples of this.

Without a purpose, the value to executives of any business theory would be limited. Even though theory is able to predict the possible outcomes of an important decision, on what basis would the executives be deciding among them to determine which is the best outcome? For example, if I had presented my theory of disruption to Andy Grove and General Shelton without there being a clear understanding of the purpose of their respective organizations, I would have been little more than a facilitator of opinions. Purpose was the critical ingredient that guided them in the application of the theory.

In a similar way, to maximize the value of the advice in this book, you must have a purpose in your life. For that reason, I want to describe to you the best process I know to develop a purpose, and illustrate it with the example of how I used this process in my own life. Mine was a rigorous process, and I recommend it to you as well.

The Three Parts of Purpose

A useful statement of purpose for a company needs three parts. The first is what I will call a likeness. By analogy, a master painter often will create a pencil likeness that he has seen in his mind, before he attempts to create it in oils. A likeness of a company is what the key leaders and employees want the enterprise to have become at the end of the path that they are on. The word likeness is important here, because it isn’t something that employees will excitedly “discover” that the company has become at some point in the future. Rather, the likeness is what the managers and employees hope they will have actually built when they reach each critical milestone in their journey.

Second, for a purpose to be useful, employees and executives need to have a deep commitment—almost a conversion—to the likeness that they are trying to create. The purpose can’t begin and end on paper. Because issues demanding answers about priorities will repeatedly emerge in unpredictable ways, employees without this deep conversion will find that the world will compromise the likeness by wave after wave of extenuating circumstances.

The third part of a company’s purpose is one or a few metrics by which managers and employees can measure their progress. These metrics enable everyone associated with the enterprise to calibrate their work, keeping them moving together in a coherent way.

These three parts—likeness, commitment, and metrics—comprise a company’s purpose. Companies that aspire to positive impact must never leave their purpose to chance. Worthy purposes rarely emerge inadvertently; the world is too full of mirage, paradox, and uncertainty to leave this to fate. Purpose must be deliberately conceived and chosen, and then pursued. When that is in place, however, then how the company gets there is typically emergent—as opportunities and challenges emerge and are pursued. The greatest corporate leaders are conscious of the power of purpose in helping their companies make their mark on the world.

The same is true for leaders outside of the business sphere, too. People who have led movements for change, such as Mahatma Gandhi, Martin Luther King, and the Dalai Lama, have had an extraordinarily clear sense of purpose. So, too, have social organizations that have fought to make the world a better place, such as Médecins Sans Frontiers, the World Wildlife Fund, and Amnesty International.

But the world did not “deliver” a cogent and rewarding purpose to them. And, unfortunately, it won’t “deliver” one to you, either. The type of person you want to become—what the purpose of your life is—is too important to leave to chance. It needs to be deliberately conceived, chosen, and managed. The opportunities and challenges in your life that allow you to become that person will, by their very nature, be emergent.

I have a deep respect for the emergent process by which strategy coalesces—and, as a consequence, how I have pursued my purpose has evolved, step by step. Sometimes unanticipated crises and opportunities have felt like a wind at my back as I have worked toward my purpose. At other times they have felt like a numbing wind in my face. I’m glad that I wasn’t too rigid in how I could achieve my purpose.

I have tried to define the purpose of my life, and I have helped quite a few friends and former students do this for themselves. Understanding the three parts composing the purpose of my life—a likeness, a commitment, and a metric—is the most reliable way I know of to define for yourself what your purpose is, and to live it in your life every day.


Finally, please remember that this is a process, not an event. It took me years to fully understand my own purpose. But the journey has been worthwhile. With that as background, I will share how I have come to understand my purpose.

The Person I Want to Become

The likeness—the person I want to become—was the simplest of the three parts, and was largely an intellectual process.

The starting point for me—as it will be for most of us—was my family. I was very much the beneficiary of strong family values, priorities, and culture. I was born into a wonderful family, and as I grew up, my parents had deep faith. Their example and encouragement were powerful. They planted the seed of faith within me. It was not until I was twenty-four, however, that I came to know these things for myself.

These two parts of my life were a very rich source of inspiration for me of my likeness. I have used what I learned from my family, and from scriptures and prayer, to understand the kind of person I want to become—which, to me, also entails the kind of person God wants me to become.

Finally, I am a professional man. I genuinely believe that management is among the most noble of professions if it’s practiced well. No other occupation offers more ways to help others learn and grow, take responsibility and be recognized for achievement, and contribute to the success of a team. I drew heavily upon this learning to mold my likeness.

From these parts of my life, I distilled the likeness of what I wanted to become:


	A man who is dedicated to helping improve the lives of other people

	A kind, honest, forgiving, and selfless husband, father, and friend

	A man who just doesn’t just believe in God, but who believes God



I recognize that many of us might come to similar conclusions, whether based on religious beliefs or not, about the likeness we aspire to. It’s a form of setting goals for yourself—the most important ones you’ll ever set. But the likeness you draw will only have value to you if you create it for yourself.

Becoming Committed

It is one thing to have these aspirations in mind. How do you become so deeply committed to these things that they guide what you prioritize on a daily basis—to drive what you will do, and what you will not do?

When I was in my twenties, the Rhodes Trust gave me an extraordinary opportunity to study at Oxford University in England. After I had lived there for a few weeks, it became clear to me that adhering to my religious beliefs in that environment was going to be very inconvenient. I decided, as a result, that the time had come for me to learn for certain and for myself whether what I had sketched out as a likeness—the person I wanted to become—was actually who God wanted me to be.

Accordingly, I reserved the time from eleven p.m. until midnight, every night, to read the scriptures, to pray, and to reflect about these things in the chair next to the heater in my chilly room at the Queen’s College. I explained to God that I needed to know whether the things that I was holding in my hands were true—and what they implied for the purpose of my life. I promised that if He would answer this question, I would commit my life to fulfilling that purpose. I also said that if they weren’t true, that I needed to know that, too—because then I would commit my life to finding what is true.

I would then sit in my chair, read a chapter, and then think about it. Was this actually true? And what did it imply for my life? I would then kneel in prayer—asking the same questions, and making the same commitments.

Each of us may have a different process for committing to our likeness. But what is universal is that your intent must be to answer this question: who do I truly want to become?

If you begin to feel that the likeness you have sketched out for yourself is not right—that this is not the person you want to become—then you must revisit your likeness. But if it becomes clear that it is the person you want to become, then you must devote your life to becoming that person.


I can recall with perfect clarity the intensity with which I focused on seeking to know if my likeness was right—and then committing to it. It is this intensity that truly makes this valuable—it becomes the oil brush strokes that powerfully replicate on canvas what starts as the pencil draft on paper.

As I followed this process, it became clear to me through feelings that I sensed in my heart and words that came into my mind that I had my likeness correct. It confirmed for me that the characteristics I sketched—kindness, honesty, being a forgiving and selfless person—were the right ones. I saw in my likeness a clarity and magnitude that I had never conceived before. It truly changed my heart and my life.

For me, defining the likeness of the person I wanted to become was straightforward. However, being deeply committed to actually becoming this type of person was hard. Every hour I spent doing that while at Oxford, I wasn’t studying applied econometrics. At the time, I was conflicted about whether I could really afford to take that time away from my studies, but I stuck with it.

Had I instead spent that hour each day learning the latest techniques for mastering the problems of autocorrelation in regression analysis, I would have badly misspent my life. I apply the tools of econometrics a few times a year, but I apply my knowledge of the purpose of my life every day. This is the most valuable, useful piece of knowledge that I have ever gained.


Finding the Right Metric

The third part of my life’s purpose was to understand the metric by which my life will be measured. For me, this took the longest. I didn’t come to understand that until about fifteen years after the experience at Oxford.

I was driving to work early one morning when I got a sudden and very strong impression that I was going to receive an important new assignment from my church, which has no professional clergy and asks every member to shoulder important duties. A couple of weeks later I learned that a particular church leader in the area was going to leave. I put two and two together and concluded that this was the opportunity that I received the impression about.

But that’s not what happened. I learned that another man was asked to serve in this position. I was just crushed—not because I had ever aspired to a hierarchical position, but because I always have aspired to play an important role in strengthening our church. Somehow I felt that if I had been given this role, I would have been in a position to do more good for more people than if I weren’t in the role.

This threw me into a two-month period of crisis; I had believed I could have done a very good job.

As has been so often the case in the most difficult parts of my life, this personal confusion precipitated an insight that became the third element of my purpose—the metric by which my life will be measured. I realized that, constrained by the capacities of our minds, we cannot always see the big picture.


Let me explain in management terms: police chiefs need to look at the numbers of each type of crime, over time, to know whether their strategy is working. The manager of a business cannot see the complete health of the company by looking at specific orders from specific customers; he or she needs to have things aggregated as revenues, costs, and profits.

In short, we need to aggregate to help us see the big picture. This is far from an accurate way to measure things, but this is the best that we can do.

Because of this implicit need for aggregation, we develop a sense of hierarchy: people who preside over more people are more important than people who are leaders of fewer people. A CEO is more important than a general manager of a business unit; that general manager is more important than the director of sales; and so on.

Now let me explain in religious terms: I realized that God, in contrast to us, does not need the tools of statisticians or accountants. So far as I know, He has no organization charts. There is no need to aggregate anything beyond the level of an individual person in order to comprehend completely what is going on among humankind. His only measure of achievement is the individual.

Somehow, after all of this, I came to understand that while many of us might default to measuring our lives by summary statistics, such as number of people presided over, number of awards, or dollars accumulated in a bank, and so on, the only metrics that will truly matter to my life are the individuals whom I have been able to help, one by one, to become better people. When I have my interview with God, our conversation will focus on the individuals whose self-esteem I was able to strengthen, whose faith I was able to reinforce, and whose discomfort I was able to assuage—a doer of good, regardless of what assignment I had. These are the metrics that matter in measuring my life.

This realization, which occurred nearly fifteen years ago, guided me every day to seek opportunities to help people in ways tailored to their individual circumstances. My happiness and my sense of worth has been immeasurably improved as a result.

The Most Important Thing You’ll Ever Learn

As I have gone through life as a father, a husband, an executive, an entrepreneur, a citizen, and an academic, the knowledge of purpose that I have derived has been critical. Without it, how could I ever have known to put the important things first?

This was put into stark relief recently as I had to navigate one of the biggest challenges of my life. Almost immediately after I started writing this book with James and Karen, and in remission from cancer, I suffered an ischemic stroke. A clot lodged itself in the part of my brain where writing and speaking are formulated. It resulted in “expressive aphasia.” I could not speak or write, beyond just a few simple words initially.

This was a hard one. My job as a professor is dependent on those faculties.

Since that day, I’ve been working to learn to speak again, one word at a time. Regaining my cognitive faculties and my speech was so demanding, and the progress was so discouragingly slow, that it absorbed nearly all of my time and energy. For the first time in my life, I became focused on myself and on my problems. It was a numbing, downward spiral—and for the first time in my life I truly felt despair. The more I focused on my problems, the less energy I had to get better.

I recognized that I had come to a fork in the road. I could try to hide my problems, retreat from the world, and focus on myself. Or I could change paths. I resolved that I needed to refocus on expending as much of my cognitive and physical capacity as possible on what I knew to be my purpose. And as I did that—focusing on resolving others’ challenges rather than my own—the despair fled, and I felt happy again.

I promise my students that if they take the time to figure out their life’s purpose, they’ll look back on it as the most important thing they will ever have discovered. I warn them that their time at school might be the best time to reflect deeply on that question. Fast-paced careers, family responsibilities, and tangible rewards of success tend to swallow up time and perspective. They will just sail off from their time at school without a rudder and get buffeted in the very rough seas of life. In the long run, clarity about purpose will trump knowledge of activity-based costing, balanced scorecards, core competence, disruptive innovation, the four Ps, the five forces, and other key business theories we teach at Harvard.

What’s true for them is true for you, too. If you take the time to figure out your purpose in life, I promise that you will look back on it as the most important thing you will have ever learned.


 

I HAVE WRITTEN this book with my wonderful and capable coauthors to help you to be successful and happy in your career. We hope that it will help you find deep happiness in the intimate and loving relationships with members of your family and your friends—because you accord to them the investments of your time and your talent that they merit. We hope that this book will also bolster your resolve to conduct your life with integrity. But most of all, we hope that in the end, we all will be judged a success by the metric that matters most.

How will you measure your life?
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MANY BUSINESS RESEARCHERS, consultants, and writers create and sell us static views—snapshots—of technologies, companies, and markets. The snapshots describe at a specific point in time the characteristics and practices of successful companies versus struggling ones; or of executives who are performing better and of those who are not at the time of the snapshot. Explicitly or implicitly, they then assert that if you want to perform as well as the best-performing ones, you should follow what the best companies and the best executives do. The snapshots tell us about those that are ahead and behind in the race. But they tell us little about how they got there. Nor do they tell us what is likely to happen in the future to those in the snapshots.

My colleagues, my students, and I have eschewed the profession of photography. Instead we are making “movies” of management. These are not, however, typical movies that you might see at a theater, where you see fiction that was conceived in the minds of the producers and screenwriters. The unusual movies that we’re making at Harvard are the “theories” that we summarize in this book. They describe what causes things to happen, and why. These theories compose the “plots” in these movies. In contrast to the movies in a theater that are filled with suspense and surprise, the plots of our movies are perfectly predictable. You can replace the actors in our movies—different people, companies, and industries—and watch the movie again. You can choose the actions that these actors take in the movie. Because the plots in these movies are grounded in theories of causality, however, the results of these actions are perfectly predictable.

Boring, you say? Probably to those who seek entertainment. But for managers who need to deliver results, the theories essentially allow them to run simulations, predicting the short- and long-term results of various actions. Because the theory is the plot, you can rewind the movie and repeatedly watch the past, if you want, to understand what causes what, and why, to this point. Another feature of movies of this sort is that you can watch the future, too—before it actually occurs. You can change your plans, based upon different situations in which you might find yourself, and watch in the movie what will happen as a result.

I am deeply indebted to many people who have helped me develop this body of theory that describes how the managers’ world works. Professors Kent Bowen and Willy Shih taught me about what theory means, and how to use the scientific process to create powerful theories in the realm of social sciences. Their guidance in my research has been priceless.

My other teaching colleagues—Steve Kaufman, Ray Gilmartin, and Chet Huber; my MBA and doctoral students at Harvard and MIT; and the partners and members at Innosight and the Innosight Institute are some of the smartest and most selfless people in the world. Every day they use our theories to explore how to solve problems and create growth opportunities for companies. But they also find situations or outcomes that our research cannot yet explain, and they then help me resolve these anomalies and improve the theories. I never imagined that I would have this opportunity to work with people of this caliber. And I never imagined that my students could in fact be my teachers.

Many of those who write about how to find happiness in our families and our personal lives are plying the same types of snapshots—of successful people and happy families juxtaposed against unsuccessful and unhappy ones. They also prescribe simple bromides, promising that if you do the same things that they do, you’ll be successful and happy, too. The paramount assertion of this book is that the theories that describe how management works also explain a lot about what causes success and happiness in families, marriages, and within ourselves—and what causes the opposite as well. This means that the theories, or “movies” that enable us to envision what the future holds in store for companies, can help us see the predictable results that come from choices and priorities we might make in our personal lives.


Many of these insights emerged in Sunday worship meetings with fellow members of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints over the past decade across the northeastern quadrant of North America. It is hard to describe these meetings to those who have never experienced them. Their intellectual rigor is comparable to that which I experience at Harvard. But their spiritual insight is unmatched—so that we can learn things from the outside in, and from the inside out, about how our lives will be measured. I’m grateful for these wonderful friends, from whom I continue to learn so much about the truths of eternity.

I can’t imagine how I could have found more capable colleagues than Karen Dillon and James Allworth to work as coauthors with me on this book. They patiently coaxed important but imprisoned insights from my brain as I have struggled to recover from my stroke. I invited them to join me because their perspectives on the world differ from my own. Even when I could be only a limited verbal contributor they somehow were able to lead balanced arguments and discussions among the three of us, representing my perspectives by proxy even when I couldn’t cogently verbalize my concerns and contributions. James is one of the smartest of the thousands of students I have known at HBS over the last two decades. But he is a truly humble and selfless man. Karen is among the best writers and editors on earth; issue after issue, her craft was apparent on each page of the Harvard Business Review. I have made capable colleagues and lifelong friends through this process. I will never be able to thank them enough.


As my life has become complicated, I would have become a befuddled, absent-minded professor without Emily Snyder, and Lisa Stone before her. They have brought serenity, kindness, order, beauty, and fun to my world and to everyone they meet. My visitors typically leave feeling that meeting Emily or Lisa was the highlight of their visit. Clay is secondary.

My wife, Christine, and our children, Matthew, Ann, Michael, Spencer, and Katie, have questioned, tested, edited, and answered every paragraph of this book. And well they should, because the development and application of these ideas truly have been a family affair. When I fell in love with Christine I had seen a few snapshots about marriage and fatherhood. We and our children have now studied individually and collectively the movies that the theories in this book have given to us. It is quite stunning to see how accurately the plot in these movies has predicted the results from the actions that we have chosen. I am grateful beyond words for their courage in making the choices that have brought us such happiness. I dedicate this book to them—and hope that the thoughts in this book will help you, as they have helped us.

—Clayton Christensen







I MUST CONFESS: if you’d told me three years ago, just before I was to embark on an adventure to business school in a faraway land, that I was going to come out the other side as the coauthor of a book … well, I almost certainly would not have believed you. If you had told me that
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