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Why It’s Important 

Whether you want to call it personal development, personal transformation or self-
improvement, you'd be hard pressed to identify someone who'd seriously argue against 
the benefits of personal growth. Over the last four years, the Bleeker team has 
counseled thousands of incredible professionals across every imaginable industry and - 
more than any other desired change - each person has sought 
their own vehicle for personal growth.  

But recognizing that personal growth is important is different 
from understanding why personal growth is important. Many 
adults wrongly assume that personal growth and personal 
development are important because they help us get what we 
want. These folks are likely to view personal growth in a 
transactional sense; as a means towards an acquired end. But 
personal growth isn’t about ‘getting,’ it’s about ‘becoming.’ 
And purpose is the guiding light for that becoming. 

Striving for personal growth means little without the clarity of 
self to identify your ideal growth trajectory or your intended destination. Abraham 
Maslow believed that this clarity was most likely to be found in individuals who have 
satisfied their basic human needs. He suggested that - once we’ve satisfied our basic 
needs  - we’re primed to set our ‘satisfaction sights’ higher, towards something that he 1

described as “self-actualization.” Self-actualization “refers to the desire for self-
fulfillment, namely, to the tendency for him to become actualized in what he is 
potentially. ” To further illustrate the point, Maslow wrote that a “musician must make 2

music, an artist must paint, a poet must write, if he is to be ultimately happy. What a 
man can be, he must be. ” In a self-actualized state, purpose is the prism through 3

which decisions are made and happiness is sought. 

In spite of his chosen archetypal examples, Maslow didn’t believe that art was the only 
purpose-driven endeavor. When selecting historical figures to highlight in his case 
studies of self-actualized individuals, Maslow’s archetypes included a physicist (Albert 
Einstein), a diplomat (Eleanor Roosevelt) and an abolitionist (Frederick Douglass). On 
the path to ‘becoming,’ some find their purpose in the arts, others find it in sports and 
many others find their purpose in business, service or academic endeavors. Self-
actualization is not a state-of-being owned by any particular industry or profession. 

Once you recognize your purpose, you can unlock the incredible potential within you. 
You know your calling, you know what’s truly worth achieving and you are driven to 
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“I’ve been a businessman 
for almost sixty years. 
It’s as difficult for me to 
say those words as it is 
for someone to admit 
being an alcoholic or a 
l a w y e r . I ’ v e n e v e r 
respected the profession.” 
 

Let My People Go 
S u r f i n g - Y v o n 
Chouinard



work towards that achievement. It’s like the moment when Neo finally sees the Matrix. 
Once you identify and embrace your purpose, with consistent personal growth towards 
that purpose, you can achieve a consistent feeling of vibrancy and fulfillment in your 
life. 
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SdkdQtlF-RU


What Good Looks Like 

There are many compelling examples of the heights that can be reached when 
employees are fully-aligned with the vision of their purpose-driven employer. When 
employees embrace their company’s evolutionary purpose, their entire operational 
paradigm is shifted away from how organizations typically do business. In researching 
several pioneering organizations that are reinventing business management, Frederic 
Laloux found that purpose acted as a strategic and emotional compass for the 
organization’s journey:  

In many of the organizations researched for this book, the overarching purpose is not only a 
statement on a plaque at the reception desk or in the annual report, but an energy that inspires 
and gives direction. The shift from self-preservation to purpose also transforms a number of key 
organizational practices: how the strategy is developed,  how budgets are established and 
followed, how targets are set, how products are developed and sold, and how employees are 
recruited and suppliers chosen, among others.  4

Similar to the company that embraces its evolutionary purpose, for you, good is defined 
by your ability to identify your purpose and then guide your personal & professional 
actions using purpose as your compass. But this is easier said than done. 

Through our team’s interactions with hundreds of amazing professionals, it has 
become abundantly clear that the identification of purpose does not 
come easily. When describing the series of events and 
experiences that catalyzed their following one professional path 
or another, time after time, the professionals who we interview 
attribute their educational and professional direction to the early 
influence of a parent, a relative, a family friend or an educator.  

Only a tiny percentage of the professionals who we interview 
acknowledge their extreme good fortune in being guided 
towards a career that aligns with their purpose at an early age. 
Many more express frustration with their successful, but 
unfulfilling, career spent accumulating resume badges from 
prestigious organizations in competitive fields. The differences 
between the individuals in the first and second groups have little 
to do with intelligence, creative ability or hard work. They have 
everything to do with mentorship and access to diverse, learning experiences. 
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“That was a man who 
w a s t r y i n g t o f i n d 
himself. He was trying to 
shed his skin, and emerge 
brand-new. I think he 
o v e r s t a t e d a n d 
o v e r a c t e d . ” - Pe te 
O’Neal 
 
F o r m e r B l a c k 
Pan the r pa t ches 
together purpose in 
Africa exile - LA 
Times



Even with the exposure to these diverse learning and experiential opportunities, you 
need to cultivate the proper awareness (of yourself and your surroundings) to sense 
and respond to your purpose when you encounter it. Once this awareness is developed, 
you’re less likely to blindly follow the most commonly tread path for a person from 
your town, your family or your school. It also increases the likelihood that you dismiss 
the people who might ridicule you for making sound, but ‘unpopular’ choices. This 
understanding will open you up to your purpose and sustain you with the confidence 
to happily strive towards your calling no matter what. 
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Auditing Your Current State 
 
Unfortunately, there are no easy quizzes, assessments or formulas that will 
provide you with a worthwhile answer to the question, “Do I know what I’m 
meant to become and am I growing towards or away from that person?” You are 
the only person who truly knows these answers. To that point, the most effective 
starting point in your audit is in the honest answer to this question: 

Do I care to understand what I’m meant to become?  

This may seem like an overly simplistic starting point for your audit, but the 
“becoming” is often overshadowed by the “acquiring.” The meandering professional 
journey of Bleeker co-founder Cam Snaith provides one illustration of this misguided 
acquisition strategy. For the first ten years of his career, his professional direction was 
determined almost entirely by what he wanted to get.  

He wanted to get promoted. He wanted to get managerial experience. He wanted to get global 
experience. He wanted to get a Master’s degree. He wanted to get brand experience. He wanted to 
get a promotion. He wanted to get a raise. He wanted to get experience in a different industry. He 
wanted to get P & L experience. He wanted  to get consumer product experience. He wanted to get 
another raise. 

During those years, not once did he contemplate what he wanted to become. He was 
either motivated to succeed in the professional competition at hand or he was reacting 
to situations where he thought he was heading in the wrong direction. But if you asked 
him what direction was the right one for him, he couldn’t honestly tell you. He was 
flying blind. 

This all changed for Cam after co-founding Bleeker. When given the opportunity to 
prioritize his days as he chose, assign himself a professional title and craft his own 
personal and professional goals, he was forced to ask himself the question that he 
should have answered many years ago: what does he want to become? 

Freed from the limitations associated with job titles, organizational expectations or 
industry norms, he found it most useful to determine his priorities based on what he 
wanted to become. Using his “becoming” as a guide, he freed himself from the desire 
to accumulate badges or milestones. He freed himself from the professional constructs 
and frameworks that we have come to identify with certain roles or leader-types. And 
he has freed himself from the anxieties that come with a fear of professional 
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uncertainty. He knows who he is and he knows who he’s meant to become - an 
educator.  

If you care to understand what you’re meant to become and you’re asking yourself 
honest questions about your purpose, you may begin exhibiting the characteristics of 
self-actualizers, including “a wonderful capacity to appreciate again and again, freshly and 
naïvely, ” a “relative independence  of the physical and social environment, ” and an acceptance 5 6

of self “with all its  discrepancies from the ideal image without feeling real concern. ” 7

You probably have ample room for improvement in this area. Once you start asking 
yourself the hard questions about your path and your purpose, you’re in a much  better 
position to identify the answers. But only if you’ve also cultivated an understanding of 
self that helps you recognize the answers when you encounter them. 

Cultivating this understanding begins by questioning your abilities and capabilities. 

- Do you know which activities make you feel most alive?  
- Do you know which activities come easiest to you?  
- Do you know how you work best?  
- Do you know what types of collaborators bring the best out of you?  
- Do you know the collaborators who benefit most from your unique set of skills and capabilities? 

Answering these questions on your own can be difficult. The perspective of an 
unbiased friend, associate or family member who knows you well can help you unearth 
an understanding of self that has been lodged in your blind spot for years. Whether 
your trusted confidante is capable of offering you a valuable perspective or not, by 
simply engaging in these discussions with others, you’re cultivating a heightened 
understanding of self that will help you identify your purpose when its presented. 

To further understand your purpose, you can question the impact you’d like to have on 
the world: 

- Do you know what impact you’d like to have on the world?  
- Do you know what scale of impact motivates you? 
- Do you know which population you intend to serve through the impact you create? 
- Does it matter to you how this impact is brought about?  

If you cannot answer these questions, you still have some work to do in cultivating an 
understanding of self that will make clear your purpose and the impact that you’d like 
to have on the world. 
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Getting Started 
 
There is no one right approach to identifying your purpose and using your purpose to 
guide your personal and professional decisions. For Yvon Chouinard, his purpose-
identification began by relentlessly following his interests:  

As a kid, [Chouinard] spent every free minute outdoors― rock-climbing, diving, and training 
hawks for hunting. A misfit in school, Chouinard remembers that the classroom was mostly “an 
opportunity for me to practice holding my breath, so that on weekends I could free-dive deeper to 
catch the abundant abalone and lobster off the Malibu coast.” When he left school, he lived with 
no income, finding shelter in shacks on the beach or near the mountains, hopping on freight 
trains in pursuit of the next climb or dive. In 1957, he bought a used coal-fired forge from a 
junkyard and taught himself blacksmithing to make his own climbing  pitons. When a few 
friends asked him to produce pitons for them, he found a way to sustain his simple lifestyle. For 
years, he would fabricate pitons in the winter months, making just enough money to spend April 
to July on the walls of Yosemite, devote the summer to the mountains of Wyoming, and then go 
back to Yosemite in the fall until snow fell in November.   8

Yvon went on to found Patagonia, a successful, purpose-driven clothing company that 
operates with an environmental and social responsibility that mirrors it’s founder’s 
love of nature and the outdoors. 

We can’t all afford to follow our passions until they lead us towards founding a 
beloved, $450 million brand that employs a thousand-plus people. We’re all building 
towards greatness from different starting points and we’re each equipped with different 
capacities for self-awareness, recognition and drive. When it comes to identifying and 
harnessing our purpose, there is no silver bullet. However, in Maslow’s “Motivation 
and Personality” - his investigation of the habits of self-actualized individuals 
(including Abraham Lincoln, Thomas Jefferson, Aldous Huxley and others) - he 
identified a handful of common behaviors that instigated the self-actualization that can 
lead to an identification of purpose.  

These behaviors included :  9

1. Experiencing life like a child 
2. Trying new things instead of sticking to safe paths 
3. Listening to their own feelings in evaluating experiences 
4. Avoiding pretense ('game playing') 
5. Being prepared to be unpopular if their views clashed with those of the majority 
6. Taking responsibility and working hard 
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7. Trying to identify their defenses and having the courage to give them up 

These seven behaviors - exhibited by self-actualized adults across a variety of 
disciplines - could double as advice to the professionals seeking ways to catalyze the 
discovery of their purpose. This is especially true of the first three behaviors. If you 
want to identify who you’re meant to become (the key to unlocking powerful personal 
growth), you’ll need to be open, adventurous and observant.  

These principles are echoed across a variety of unrelated, personal growth advice think-
pieces. The Enneagram Institute  has published personal growth advice that supports 10

the open, adventurous and observant principles drawn from Maslow’s self-actualization 
research. Included in their seven, “key personal growth techniques ” are: 11

1. Seeking Truth  
2. “Not Doing”  
3. Willing to be Open 
4. Getting Proper Support  
5. Learning from Everything  
6. Cultivating a Real Love of Self 
7. Having a Practice 

Once you’ve begun practicing the behaviors of openness and awareness and your 
senses are adequately heightened, you’re ready to begin sensing and responding to 
your purpose. Explore broadly throughout your world, listening to opportunities and 
interests as they confront you, adapting accordingly. 
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Tools & Resources 

Purpose And Values Journaling 
Take a moment to revisit and reconnect with a time when you felt truly alive and 
happy. Who were you with? What were you doing? Where were you? What about this moment 
brought you joy? For the next 7 minutes, write continuously about this moment in time.  
 
Use the instructions below to help guide you through this process. 

1. This exercise is most useful when it is very specific—when you picture this 
moment, imagine exactly what you were doing, who you were with, what the 
weather was like, what smells surrounded you, etc. The more specific you are, the 
more engaged you will be in the exercise and the more you’ll get out of it.   

2. Throw yourself into the moment and don’t worry about grammar or spelling. Let 
your thoughts and feelings flow! 

 
On the flipside, now spend 7 minutes writing continuously about a moment that truly 
broke your heart. Where were you? What were you doing? How did you feel? What caused you to 
feel this way? As you write, adhere to the rules addressed above. 

Once you are done writing, take some time to compare these two moments.  

Pay attention to how they are connected/related. Distill the elements of these moments 
that brought you joy or pain, and you will come to a larger truth about where your 
happiness and purpose comes from. Use this insight to build more of the former 
elements + values into your daily life and workplace, and to avoid the latter. These 
elements + values should be the guiding principles of how you approach your personal 
and professional lives. 

Reading List 

• Leading From Within: Parker Palmer  
"We can make choices about what we are going to project, and with those choices 
we help grow the world that is. Consciousness precedes being: consciousness, yours 
and mine, can form, deform, or reform our world. Our complicity in world-making 
is a source of awesome and sometimes painful responsibility—and a source of 
profound hope for change. It is the ground of our common call to leadership, the 
truth that makes leaders of us all." 
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http://www.couragerenewal.org/PDFs/Parker-Palmer_leading-from-within.pdf


• Patagonia’s Philosopher-King: The New Yorker  
Nick Paumgarten’s profile of Yvon Chouinard, the eco-conscious and anti-corporate 
co-founder of Patagonia. 

• How to Plan for Your Future Self: Scientific American 
Getting to know yourself—and your future self—can put you on a path toward 
contentment. 

• On The Limits Of Self-Improvement: Vanity Fair 
“There's an entire micro-economy based on the pursuit of betterment. The author—
58, full-figured, and ferocious in his consumption of cigarettes and scotch—agreed 
to test its limits, starting with the Executive De-Stress Treatment at a high-end 
spa.” 

• Former Black Panther patches together purpose in Africa exile: The LA Times  
“O’Neal’s exile became permanent. His fury abated. Some of it was age. Some of it 
was Tanzania, where strangers always materialized to push your Land Rover out of 
the mud, and where conflicts were resolved in community meetings in which 
everyone got to speak, interminably.” 

• Teach Yourself Italian: The New Yorker  
For a writer, a foreign language is a new kind of adventure. 

• Franklin, Reconsidered: Longreads 
An Essay by Jill Lepore: Jill Lepore revisits the legacy of Benjamin Franklin, who in 
his time was “the most accomplished and famous American who had ever lived.” 

• What if the Secret to Success Is Failure?: The New York Times Magazine 
“Randolph has been pondering throughout his 23-year career as an educator the 
question of whether and how schools should impart good character. It has often felt 
like a lonely quest, but it has led him in some interesting directions.” 

• The Writing Assignment That Changes Lives: NPR 
One researcher believes that writing down the answers can be decisive for students. 
He co-authored a paper that demonstrates a startling effect: nearly erasing the 
gender and ethnic minority achievement gap for 700 students over the course of 
two years with a short written exercise in setting goals. 

• The Transformation of David Brooks: Columbia Journalism Review 
“On his book tour over the summer, Brooks committed to a mission for the rest of 
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http://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2016/09/19/patagonias-philosopher-king
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http://www.vanityfair.com/news/2007/10/hitchens200710
http://www.latimes.com/world/la-fg-black-panther-20120129-html-htmlstory.html
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http://www.cjr.org/the_profile/the_transformation_of_david_brooks.php


his career: to restore comfortable, competent dialogue about what makes a virtuous 
life. If that is truly an area of cultural illiteracy, then journalists have neglected it. 
Like Brooks, their values have been out of order.” 

• Growing Up Gaga: New York Magazine 
“The self-invented, manufactured, accidental, totally on-purpose New York creation 
of the world’s biggest pop star.”  

  “The clear emergence of [self-actualization] needs rests upon prior satisfaction of the physiological, safety, love 1

and esteem needs.” 

“A Theory of Human Motivation”  1943 (A. H. Maslow)

  “A Theory of Human Motivation”  1943 (A. H. Maslow)2

  “A Theory of Human Motivation”  1943 (A. H. Maslow)3

 “Reinventing Organizations” 2014 (Frederic Laloux)4

 “Motivation and Personality” 1954 (A. H. Maslow)5

 “Motivation and Personality” 1954 (A. H. Maslow)6

 “Motivation and Personality” 1954 (A. H. Maslow)7

 “Reinventing Organizations” 2014 (Frederic Laloux)8

 http://www.simplypsychology.org/maslow.html 9

 “The Enneagram Institute is dedicated to the Work of human liberation and transformation. For thousands of 10

years, spiritual teachers from many different traditions have reminded us of the richness of the human spirit and its 
potentials. But without real self-knowledge, it is not possible to awaken to the deeper truths of the soul or to sustain 
whatever degree of realization we have attained. One of the most powerful tools for understanding ourselves and 
others is the Enneagram, an ancient symbol of unity and diversity, change and transformation.”

 “Personal Growth Recommendations” (The Enneagram Institute) 11
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http://nymag.com/arts/popmusic/features/65127/
http://www.simplypsychology.org/maslow.html
https://www.enneagraminstitute.com/personal-growth-recommendations/

