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Kylie Bains is a business psychologist ,  executive coach 
and co -founder of Global Future.  She is passionate about 
helping individuals and organisations to have a positive 
impact on societ y through developing purpose - driven 
leadership and cultural  diversit y.  With over 25 years of 
experience consulting to C EOs and senior teams, her 
exper tise spans leadership and talent strategy,  executive 
assessment,  coaching ,  organisational change and team 
development.  She is a also key author of M eaning Inc:  The 
Blueprint for Business Success in the 21st Centur y,  and 
England ,  O ur England which traces stories of Black and 
Asian migrant pioneers .

Rowenna Davis  is a director for Global Future,  a writer,  a 
teacher and environmental  activist .  She grew up in London 
where she got a lot of her polit ics from her multi - cultural 
state school in Cricklewood . She became a campaigning 
journalist ,  repor ting on social  inequalit ies and the 
environment.  She moved into polit ics,  standing for Labour 
as a Parl iamentar y Candidate before ser ving as a teacher 
in a secondar y school l ike the one that first inspired her.
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Global Future: Fil l ing the Void What am I doing here?

J ohn Bines had worked in financial  ser vices 
his whole l ife.  H e was successful ,  hard -
working and senior.  H e had a wife and four 
chi ldren who he could provide for.  But he 
remained irritated by a fundamental  question: 
What am I  actually doing here? Yes,  the 
pay check was impor tant,  but his kids were 
privi leged enough not to need more,  whilst 
others struggled .  H is courage to stick with this 
needling question led him to make the leap 
to a major chi ldren’s charit y.  H e swallowed a 
hef t y pay cut and -  although he’s the first to 
admit he sti l l  has to deal with of fice polit ics 
– he stayed in the charit y sector,  became 
C EO of Ever y Child and now works in his local 
primar y school .  H e says he is happier and 
more fulfi l led now that he can answer that 
fundamental  question of purpose at work:    

“ N early t went y years ago, I  reflected on what 
was impor tant to me” says Bines .  “ In working 
with my coach , Kyl ie Bains,  I  concluded that 
I  was in the wrong place and decided to do 
something about it .  The subsequent years 
have been any thing but smooth ,  but they have 
been enjoyable and fulfi l l ing .  And ,  above al l , 
they have been authentic.”  

J ohn Bines’ question -  “ What am I  actual ly doing 
here? ” – is haunting many of us. Finding true 
purpose at work cer tainly doesn’t  have to mean 
leaving your job, but it  can mean shaking things 
up. Our think tank earl ier this year found that 87% 
of Brit ish people now claim that it ’s impor tant 
to have meaningful  purpose at work . 1  During 
the C oronavirus lockdowns, over one in three 

What Am I Doing Here?

John Bines
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workers considered changing jobs and a huge 
39% of those said they wanted to change to 
increase their sense of purpose rather than 
shift  their income. We’ve al l  heard aff luent 
workers l ike Bines saying they want to get out 
of the game, retire early or give something 
back . This is not new, as the American 
psychologist Abraham Maslow wrote in 19432, 
once we’re able to f i l l  our stomachs, we can 
begin to address the void in our souls. 

We recognise that the abi l it y to act on this 
question is a privi lege.  Lots of us don’t  have 
jobs,  huge numbers of those of us that do 
sti l l  struggle to put food on the table.  M any 
of us don’t  work in organisations that make 
conversations about purpose easy or 
possible.  O ur poll  found that most of us won’t 
act on our desire to change jobs and the 
biggest barrier,  unsurprisingly,  is money.  We 
recognise and suppor t the need for bigger 
systematic change to give more people 
the agency to act on aspirations that are 
meaningful  to them . H owever,  this repor t, 
r ight now, is aimed at those with the privi leged 
position of being able to have some degree 
of power and control  over their l ives .  It  is also 
aimed at leaders who may be in a position 
to create the conditions for others to find 
a greater sense of meaning who lack that 
power. 

Global Future is well  placed to do this .  We 
are a globally orientated think-thank led by 
psychologists who have spent decades 
coaching top C EOs on how to create meaning 

at work .  We first wrote about purpose 15 years 
ago in M eaning Inc:  The Blueprint for Business 
Success in the 21st Centur y 3,  where we 
documented the rising impor tance of purpose 
to both individuals and organisations .  We found 
the magic l ies in connecting both .  

This process is not easy.  Bui lding overlap 
bet ween personal and organisational purpose 
is one of the most complex and difficult  areas of 
purpose work .  It ’s taken us thousands of hours 
to design ,  test and refine this process that we 
now use to ser ve global businesses who are 
leading in this cut ting - edge field .  

As with any complex challenge,  the first step 
is to break it  down . At Global Future,  we of ten 
refer to the “ Three Cs”.  First ,  clarity  around your 
personal purpose, an organisational purpose 
which is compell ing  to you and creativity  in 
marr ying the t wo.Whilst no single ar ticle can 
hope to do al l  of this for you ,  this repor t is writ ten 
with the hope that we can star t leaders thinking 
about that journey,  both for themselves and 
their people who may need suppor t to get there.  

6
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‘Once we’re able to fill 
our stomachs, we can 
begin to address the void 
in our souls.’
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As you can see from the model below, personal 
purpose rarely overlaps per fectly with any 
organisation’s purpose, and it  is overly idealistic 
to aim for this .  Rather,  the aim is to identif y and 
bui ld overlap bet ween the t wo in the ‘ Impact 

Zone’.  Where no overlap at al l  can be found ,  it 
may be time to ask serious questions about 
whether you are able to take the personal and 
financial  risk of changing job completely.

Asking whether your current work fits 
your personal sense of purpose can be 
uncomfor table,  complicated and messy.  But 
it ’s wor th it .  Get this right,  and you can unlock a 
sense of fulfi lment,  meaning and productivit y. 
But fai l  to seek the overlap or spend a l ifetime 
fudging it  and pretending you fit  in at work 
when you don’t ,  can end up with huge wasted 
potential  and – most painful ly -  regret.  Repeated 

studies of retired people find that regret almost 
always comes from risks they haven’t  taken 
rather than those they have.  O ne study of 
retired people in the U S for example found that a 
third regret ted not pursing their dreams4.  Bet ter 
to invest time in asking uncomfor table questions 
now rather than sit ting with the painful  answers 
when it ’s too late.

Diagram 01:  
Impact Zone Model

ORGANISATIONAL 
PURPOSE

ORGANISATIONAL 
PURPOSE

IMPACT 
ZONE

PERSONAL 
PU RPOSE

PERSONAL 
PU RPOSE

I M PACT
ZON E

4 https://www.businesswire.com/news/home/20160523005192/en/One-Third-Americans-Regret-Major-Life-Choices-
Embrace  7

The invigorating opportunity you 
have in your work to engage your 

personal purpose in a way that 
propels the organisational purpose.

The true rather than  
espoused purpose of 

your organisation.

Why you do what you do 
and the difference you 
want to make to the world.
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There is no magic bul let ,  model or formula 
that wil l  automatical ly tel l  you what to do with 
your l ife.  “ Eureka” moments,  when the answer 
spontaneously hits you without any ef for t , 
are also rare.  Instead ,  we propose a guided 
three step process that wil l  help you break the 
challenge down and give you some avenues to 
work with . 

The first step is to make yourself  some space. 
Second , you can then investigate what might 
need to change, leaving you in a position to 
take the third and final  step – taking some 
informed risks by doing things differently.  This 
process can result  in al l  k inds of experiments 
for dif ferent people,  ranging from the way you 
do your current role to the extreme of changing 
organisations .

SPACE
1.

INVESTIGATE
2.

RISK
3.
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It  is impor tant to note that this process 
is iterative.  O nce you’ve been brave and 
commit ted enough to tr y things differently,  you 
must go back to the first step and create more 
space to reflect on what you’ve learned and 
investigate how you might be able to deepen 
your sense of meaning at work fur ther again .  

This is both the simplest and most 
underestimated step.  Be aware that there 
are logistical  and psychological  barriers 
that prevent us from making the time to do 
the deep thinking we need to get this right. 
Today’s world is fraught and overcrowded , 
with most of us juggling long working hours 
with famil ial  responsibi l it ies .  Even if  you do find 
a slot ,  confronting such big questions can be 
daunting .  The temptation to continue in our 
regular,  safe routines -  and their associated 
well -worn neural  pathways in the brain -  is 
easier than bui lding new pathways with their 
associated discomfor t.  Far easier to switch 
on N et fl ix or recheck WhatsApp than sit 
with existential  questions that could result 

in real isations or decisions that unset tle or 
question your way of l ife.  To help,  tr y scheduling 
proper time in advance for this process,  book 
someone you trust or a coach to do it  with 
you ,  and perhaps take time out of your regular 
environment,  either by going for a walk or 
taking a holiday if  that ’s available to you .  Shif ts 
in our environment can help us get of f the train 
tracks of routine l ife and encourage us to think 
dif ferently. 

‘There are logistical and 
psychological barriers that 
prevent us from making the 
time to do the deep thinking 
we need to get this right...’

1 .  SPACE
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O nce you’ve made some space for  
yourself,  you want to reflect on a variet y 
of questions to break down the challenge. 
Simply asking “ Is my job helping me to fulfi l 
my purpose in l ife? ” can be stressful  because 
it  is over whelming .  Instead ,  breaking down 
the questions into manageable sections 
-  of ten answering some that may seem 
sl ightly tangential  -  can free you up to think 
more creatively.  

In l ine with the Impact Zone M odel 
(page 7) ,  we recommend split ting these 
questions into three categories:  questions 
surrounding personal purpose and drive , 
questions about your organisation/work’s 
central purpose  and final ly questions 
about the overlap  bet ween the t wo. Over 
the fol lowing pages,  we wil l  guide you through 
questions and exercises on these three 
categories .  You can note your answers 
down privately or have someone you trust 
inter view you .   

2. INVESTIGATE

10

‘Simply asking “Is my job 
helping me to fulfill my 
purpose in life” can be  
stressful because it is 
overwhelming.
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What have been the most 
formative and important 
moments in your l ife? 

What did they teach you about 
what matters to you?  Sometimes 
here a l ifel ine, creative drawing 
or col lage can help.

What are the biggest challenges 
you’ve faced in l ife and what 
did they teach you about what 
matters most to you?

What has consistently driven 
you in your l ife?

What are your proudest 
achievements and why?

What are you real ly passionate 
about changing in your l ife?

When do you feel so engaged in an 
activity that you lose track of time?

What part of your work would you 
be proud to talk about at a dinner 
party?

What might you regret if  you don’t 
change in your l ife?

What would you be proud to say 
you’d achieved at your retirement?

PAST PRESENT

FUTU RE

Star ting with questions about personal 
purpose is essential .  We must bui ld from the 
‘ inside out ’.  Without a deep understanding 
of who we are and what motivates us,  we 
can’t  make meaningful  decisions .  Over the 
years,  we have found that true purpose is 
rarely what you think it ’s supposed to be, 
but something specific and unique to you 
such as being the thorn in peoples’  sides 
or opening doors for others .  In order to 
bring your whole self  to this process,  these 
questions are designed to draw both on your 
past experiences and future aspirations .  Your 
identit y is about where you’ve been as well 
as where you want to go,  so it ’s impor tant to 

What is my Personal Purpose?

cover both .  N ext,  remember to answer each of 
these questions as honestly as possible and 
acknowledge your own ego. It ’s easy to answer 
with ‘wor thy’  responses that you think you 
should say,  rather than those that are actually 
true.  If  being recognised or celebrated or having 
a position of authorit y is meaningful  to you ,  then 
make sure you acknowledge that.  This work is 
meaningless if  it  is not authentic.  Final ly,  don’t 
panic if  you can’t  think of a specific,  ‘per fect ’ 
answer to any one of the questions .  This is an 
organic,  iterative and dialogical  process .  N ote 
down the first few things that come to your mind 
and explore those that feel  right.  There are no 
‘wrong’ answers . 

Impact Zone Model

PERSO NAL 
PU R POS E



This can be a creative way of engaging different parts of your brain 
to address important questions about what truly inspires you. Your 

imagination is located in a separate part of your brain to the frontal 
cortex which deals with rational thought. Using this more emotional 
side of your mind provides an alternative tool that can help unlock 

subconscious answers. Visualisation can also be a powerful motivator 
to keep you going and take risks if you decide there are things you 

need to change. 

Close your eyes and take three deep breaths. Imagine it is five years 
from now and you are working in a job that really gives you a sense 

of meaning and happiness.  

W h e re  a re  yo u  p hys i c a l ly  i m a g i n i n g  yo u rs e lf ?  W h at  c a n  yo u  s e e?  

W h at  c a n  yo u  h e a r ?  W h at  d o  yo u  fe e l?  

W h at  i s  th e  s a m e?  W h at  i s  d if fe re nt ?  W h o  a re  yo u  with?

Global Future: Fil l ing the Void Investigate

Visualisation Exercise

12



Global Future: Fil l ing the Void Investigate

Lots of organisations have of ficial  purpose 
statements .  This is now fashionable and par t 
of the zeitgeist .  H owever,  employees who 
work inside these organisations are best 
placed to tel l  whether these stated purposes 
are genuine or whether they are simply a 
sound bite designed to “green wash ” the 
company or satisf y PR .  The true purpose 
of the organisation is what guides decision 
making ,  rewards behaviour and would be 
known and recognised by employees and 
customers .  A bank we were working with 
once had a stated purpose of being the 
champion for customer ser vice,  however 
one of their managers said to us,  “ That ’s just 
a statement for external consumption ,  we’re 
really here to rip customers of f and we do 
that by get ting them to keep accounts that 
are profitable for us but don’t  necessari ly help 
them .”  U nsurprisingly,  customer ratings of 
their ser vice qualit y was not improving .  When 
working out whether your purpose al igns 
with your organisation’s,  it ’s impor tant to see 
through the stated slogans to the impact ful 
purpose of the institution in question . 

Second , it ’s impor tant to note that dif ferent 
par ts of an organisation may have different 
purposes .  So,  for example,  one region , 
hierarchical  t ier or branch of a large company 
may have a different purpose from another. 
It  may be useful  to separate these out as 
you may al ign personally with one par t of the 
organisation more than another. 

What does my Organisation  
Stand for?

What is the true purpose of your 
organisation? 

Is the purpose rooted in the 
organisational history, products 
and services?

Does the purpose have a call to 
action?  Does it  drive strategic 
direction and operational decision 
making?

What are the lived values of your 
organisation? What behaviours are 
actual ly rewarded? 

What do the culture and values of 
your organisation tel l  you about its 
purpose?

Final ly,  it ’s wor th thinking about the trajector y of 
your organisation .  Some organisations may be 
struggling but at tracting good people of similar 
values to yourself,  giving it  hope for the future 
and a capacit y to change. You may yourself 
be in a position of authorit y strong enough to 
shape the organisation’s values so that they 
bet ter al ign with your own , or work with a team 
that can .  Other organisations heading in the 
opposite direction that remain total ly closed to 
change may well  be wor th leaving . 

13
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Af te r  ye a rs  of  n e g l e cti n g  its  a cti v i st  ro ots  a n d 
th e  D N A  e sta b l i s h e d  by  A n ita  Ro d d i c k ,  o n e  of 

o u r  c l i e nts ,  The Body Shop ,  re c o n n e cte d  with 
its  h i sto r y  th ro u g h  e m p h a s i s i n g  its  p u rp o s e:  We 

exist to fight for a fairer and more beautiful 
world.  S h a ri n g  th i s  wi d e ly  a n d  h e l p i n g  th e i r  p e o p l e 

f i n d  a uth e nti c  p e rso n a l  c o n n e cti o n  with  it ,  wa s 
g a lva n i s i n g  fo r  th e m ,  l i f te d  e n g a g e m e nt  l eve l s  a n d 

p ro p e l l e d  b u s i n e s s  p e r fo rm a n c e .  

Global Future: Fil l ing the Void Investigate

Case Study
Th e  Bo d y  S h o p
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How can I align my Personal 
Purpose with my work?

Remember that no individual fits per fectly into 
an organisation .  The point is not to eradicate 
al l  tensions bet ween your purpose and your 
organisation’s,  but to be honest and open  
about where there is an overlap and where 
there is not.  This wil l  give you the greatest 
chance of exploring how you might be able to 
expand that ‘ Impact Zone’.

Does your organistion’s purpose 
inspire you? Do you want to be  
part of its real isation?

Do your values overlap with the 
organisation’s lived values?

Do you have common ground with 
other people in your organisation?

Do you feel true to your authentic  
identity when you talk about what 
you do?

Are you only doing this for 
the money? Could you fit  in , 
be happier and more fulfilled 
somewhere else?

ASSESSING FIT BEING CREATIVE ABOUT MAKING IT WORK

15

How can you use your purpose to 
drive some of the goals that are 
valued by your organisation?

If there is a misal ignment between 
the organisation’s stated and genuine 
purpose, what could you do to help 
bridge the gap? Would that energise 
you? 

Does your organisation have scope 
to change? Is its trajectory better or 
worse in your opinion? What could 
you do to be more proud of it  in five 
years’ time?

IM PACT 
ZON E

Impact Zone Model
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O nce you’ve taken the time to truly investigate, 
examine and reflect on your personal purpose 
and how much of that is met in your current 
employment,  it ’s time to think about taking some 
risks to deepen that al ignment.  Whether you’re 
already experiencing a high degree of overlap 
or ver y l it t le,  there is of ten more you can do to 
tr y and bui ld that Impact Zone. Al l  of this involves 
experimentation and risk . 

This action is easier said than done. 
Psychologically human beings are wired to feel 
the pain of losses more than they feel  the joy of 
gains,  making us natural ly risk averse.5 Routines 
might be dul l ,  but they’re also comfor table. 
By definition you know you can complete and 
repeat routine tasks .  Change on the other 
hand almost always involves an element of 
discomfor t:  it  forces us to face uncer taint y 
and risk fai lure.  But the only way to improve our 
current position is to tr y out new and dif ferent 
ways of working ,  so tr y and reward yourself 
for experimenting regardless of the result .  This 
could be any thing from a glass of wine with a 
friend to a trip or a par t y – human motivation 
requires rewards .  

The scale of change you might want to make 
depends on your current situation ,  personal 
preference and risk appetite.  There is a whole 

3. RISK

spectrum of actions you could take.  For those 
individuals who already find a great deal of 
purpose at work,  you may simply want to make 
a few basic adjustments .  This could for example 
include delegating par ts of your job that are less 
meaningful  to you ,  but may be developmental 
or meaningful  for others .   For others at the 
opposite end of the spectrum with l it t le to no 
overlap,  you might want to consider changing 
jobs or retraining altogether if  those options are 
available to you .  If  you are not in the privi leged 
position of being able to change your job,  then 
there may be ways of finding more meaning 
outside of work such as volunteering ,  caring for 
others,  or hobbies .

 Bet ween these t wo extreme sets of actions 
are a whole host of other options that you could 
experiment with .  Perhaps you could ask to move 
to another section of the organisation ,  take a 
year’s sabbatical ,  complete work experience 
somewhere else in your free time, have an 
honest conversation with a manager about 
how you could shif t  your current role or train 
your way up to a position that might bet ter suit 
you .  Be prepared to take responsibi l it y -  in some 
cases you may simply need to reprioritise your 
work load so you can focus on what ’s impor tant. 
Remember,  you can always star t with small 
actions and then review.

16
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Success Stories

Andre, CEO of a FTSE100 company, 
has had a long -standing interest in creating 
purpose and meaning for people at work . 
H e has deepened this by changing his 
organisation’s purpose which now reads -  to 
bring qualit y,  safet y and sustainabil it y to l ife, 
now and for future generations .  It  shapes 
ever y thing the company does and how 
they do it .  Ever y meeting now star ts with a 
sustainabil it y moment and the company’s 
move to being more purpose driven has been 
exceptionally galvanising for its people.

Suzanna, a global CFO,  knew she had 
strengths around analysis,  intel lectual  rigour 
and in bringing the unvarnished truth to the 
table in the senior team . She moved closer 
to the purpose Impact Zone by developing 
metrics for tracking the progress of her 
company against its key purpose goals . 

Siobhan, a lawyer, found that protecting the 
environment was key to her personal purpose, 
but that her legal work provided l it tle oppor tunit y 
to make a dif ference in this space.  She 
discussed this with her C EO and they 
incorporated responsibi l it y for the company’s 
sustainabil it y agenda into her role. 

Rajiv, a human resources professional, 
took his purpose: ‘ To help others flourish in a 
personally meaningful  way’,  to a more impact ful 
level  by refocusing the main goals of the talent 
and leadership development function around 
helping people to connect their own sense of 
purpose to the organisation’s purpose. 

Jo, an engineer and Technical Director, 
has a purpose ‘to constantly seek real  answers 
and step into the unknown in order to make 
a dif ference and push for change’.  When her 
company focused its purpose on reinventing 
the construction industr y,  she seized the 
oppor tunit y to help find innovative ways of 
connecting safet y and ef ficiency with human 
behaviour,  as well  as paving the way for women 
to succeed in the industr y.
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It ’s essential  to remember that finding true 
purpose at work is a constant journey. 
It  is utopian to bel ieve that our personal 
and career goals wil l  be per fectly al igned 
throughout our l ives .  Apar t from any thing 
else,  what mat ters to us most changes over 
time and that can force us to re - evaluate 
even the most meaningful  work .  O ur Impact 
Zone Model  gets to the hear t of what keeps 
people awake at night and what they really 
want out of their careers .  H owever,  f inding 
true purpose at work is a privi leged but also 
challenging process .  As the cyclical  process 
of Space, Investigate and Risk demonstrates, 
it ’s impor tant to reiterate this process to make 
it  a l ived ,  impact ful  exercise rather than a 
one - of f event that gets forgot ten .  O nce you’ve 
identified oppor tunities to l ive your purpose at 
work more authentical ly and taken some risks, 
you need to create more space to evaluate 
how those experiments went,  whether they 
are paying off,  and what might be trial led next. 

O ur experience at Global Future Par tners 
shows that suppor t on a number of fronts 
is impor tant in enabling and embedding this 
purpose journey.  At the personal level ,  the 
process is suppor ted by individual coaching 
and purpose workshops that help people 
explore l iving their purpose at work in a way 
that is tangible and has authentic resonance 
with them . At the organisational level ,  it 
requires the development of a purpose that is 
both rooted and invigorating as well  as senior 

leaders role modell ing how they are expanding 
their ‘ impact zones’. 

J ohn Bines is a case in point .  H e is a model case 
study because he had the courage to leave a 
conventionally successful  job for a new role in a 
ver y dif ferent sector.  H e said he had no regrets 
about the risks he took and he hopes there are 
communities across the world who are bet ter 
of f because he took the jump. But even now 
he continues to be restless in the pursuit  of 
what mat ters to him . Af ter years in senior roles 
in large charities,  he decided he would gain a 
greater sense of purpose from frontl ine work, 
so he shifted once again and is now working 
in his local primar y school .  This continuous 
evolution makes him more,  not less,  successful . 
H e has the tenacit y to continue growing and 
fol lowing his hear t rather than sticking to the 
train tracks to retirement.  As he told us,  even if 
his shifts haven’t  been plain sai l ing ,  “they have 
been authentic”. 

Where do I go from here?

‘Apart from anything else, 
what matters to us most 
changes over time and that 
can force us to re-evaluate 
even the most meaningful 
work.’
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Global Future: Fil l ing the Void What do we have to gain?

Whether you’re a C EO or a frontl ine worker, 
al igning your personal sense of purpose 
with your work can release huge amounts of 
energy.  It  can guide and focus your priorities, 
increase morale,  boost motivation ,  meaning 
and productivit y.  It  can be used to break 
down and evaluate existing workloads,  shif t 
roles or industries and bui ld towards a more 
productive use of time. N avigating through 
this process can be messy and complex, 
par ticularly when you dare to leave behind 
simpler financial  incentives and enter the 
more complicated ,  diverse world of social 
good . But the reward is also great.  If  we 
collectively get this right,  then we are not just 
l ikely to be more productive at work and have 
a richer sense of meaning with fewer regrets, 
we wil l  also have a bet ter chance of meeting 
the huge global challenges facing us today. 

What do we have to gain?

‘If we collectively get this 
right...we will [also] have a 
better chance of meeting the 
huge global challenges facing 
us today.’
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