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Part 1

Three 
Converging 

Forces

A river speaks a language, without a need for words.
The forest listens in, knowing what is heard.

The mountains stand on guard, eyeing what’s below,
While a trail paths through them all,

Creating stories to be told.

RM – 2023



What a ride! This is the only way to describe business, and perhaps life in general, over the past 
few years. A ride indeed. In particular, the recent past has seen significant change and 
disruption in all issues surrounding workforce and workplace development. From the 
recognition of front-line workers to the continued conversation of work from home to upward 
pressure on wages to the increase in organized labor initiatives, the fact is, the conversation 
relative to the workforce has changed fundamentally. 

This raises a few important questions. What exactly is going on? Is this new, and most 
importantly, is there anything we can do about it?

What exactly is going on? Lots. And it’s fair to say it’s a little complicated, not conceptually but 
from the point of view that multiple forces are converging to produce a perfect-storm 
condition in the workforce development environment. 

Is this new? Yes and no. While it’s easy to blame current conditions on the pandemic, the fact 
is that workforce challenges have been brewing for decades.  Perhaps it’s fair to say the last 
couple of years brought the issues to the forefront; however, they were lying in the 
background, ready to storm the main stage of organizational priorities. In addition, there are 
new attitudinal shifts happening as it relates to employee expectations in the workplace, and 
these new expectations have significant implications to workforce development, in particular 
our front-line workers.

Can we do anything about it? Can we understand what is heading our way relative to workforce 
challenges? Can we develop strategies to get ahead of structural and leadership changes 
required to the organization? Can we build an employment environment that properly 
recognizes and values front-line workers? 

Yes, we can. 
This is the purpose of this white paper.

Getting Started
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Three 
Converging 
Forces: The 
Workforce 
Expectations 
Environment
One of the most important lessons I’ve learned in my 
professional career is that organizations are like 
natural environments. These environments are made 
up of multiple systems that are interdependent relative 
to cause-and-effect relationships. The result is, if we 
make a change in one part of the organization, we will 
absolutely have consequences, some intended, some 
unintended, in other parts of the organization. Adding 
to this are the forces that are external to the 
organization but still have interdependencies within 
the organization. This is exactly what is happening now 
relative to internal and external forces as they relate to 
our workforce environments. 

Internally, we have decades of lessons learned from our 
efforts in building enterprise excellence within our 
organizations. This represents our collective work in 
lean and operational excellence where the focus has 
been to build cultures of continuous improvement. 
These learnings have led us to a conclusion that 
organizational culture and people are the most 
important elements of any organization and any effort 
to create enterprise excellence. Concurrently, we have 
two other external forces heading in our workplace 
direction: a shrinking workforce and expectation shifts 
within the workforce.

Separately, Enterprise Excellence, Shrinking 
Workforce, and Expectation Shifts may simply be 
interesting topics, but when they converge, they 
create a net-force that is creating a perfect storm. 

These fundamental and structural workforce shifts are 
happening inside industry, and it would appear we are 
simply reacting to the changes. It is vital that we 
become more strategic and pro-active to lead and 
manage through these societal and organizational 
adjustments.

Workforce 
Environment
Workforce Environment is an 
all-encompassing term to define the 
many aspects of developing, managing 
and leading a workforce. Do we have the 
right people, in the right place, at the 
right time, with the right skills, right 
tools and right attitude? Is our 
workforce trained and ready for future 
organizational requirements? Are we 
competitive and competent in our 
ability to attract, recruit, develop, and 
retain top talent?
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Here is a projection:

In the future, organizations will be competing for talent from a smaller 
workforce, and the remaining talent we recruit will have new and specific 
expectations relative to work and the workplace.

In particular, this will be evident within our front-line workers. To successfully meet these new expectations will 
require strategic commitments and actions from the organization, leadership, and the employee.

A second projection: The future is here.

To begin our discussion, let’s examine the three forces individually and then converge them to fully understand 
the net-force that results from the interdependencies of the three forces.

Front-Line Workers: 
What’s in a Name?
It’s interesting, and somewhat disheartening, that we don’t have a common term used 
for all the people who work day-to-day performing valuable tasks. Blue collar workers, 
hourly team members, process operators, non-exempt employees, essential workers, 
and the list goes on. For our purposes, I will refer to these very important people as the 
front-line workforce. Perhaps in the future we can agree on an appropriate term that 
does not disparage or create a class distinction for over half of our workforce.
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Lessons in 
Enterprise 
Excellence
As a lean practitioner, I have the privilege of reading 
about, writing about, and working with many 
organizations on lean initiatives. This has allowed for 
many experiences, successes, and lessons learned 
(nice way of saying learning through mistakes).

The next step is to reflect on past work and understand 
how our efforts in lean and enterprise excellence 
impact the world of workforce development. What if 
we take all our knowledge of enterprise excellence and 
look at it through the lens of how does this impact 
people, the workforce, and the workplace?

What would it mean to take a focused approach to 
enterprise excellence as it relates to people? A simple 
example would be looking at core lean principles – Plan 
Do Check Act (PDCA), flow, visual management, 
standardization, waste, value, quality at the source, 
and other principles and tools -- and ask ourselves, 
how do these approaches impact people? In addition, 
how does the impact on people aid or hinder our ability 
to build cultures of continuous improvement?

Taking a step back, a sample of our efforts and lessons 
in lean are: implementing improvement tools, 
establishing effective management systems, taking a 
value stream approach to flow, establishing lean 
leadership principles, implementing process discipline, 
driving continuous improvement initiatives, and the 
list goes on. When we examine these lessons at a 
macro level, what have we learned? The answer to the 
question is that 

organizational culture and people 
are the real impetus to building 
cultures of continuous improvement. 

In other words, no tool, technique, method, or process 
will be successful in the absence of committed leaders 
and knowledgeable people. Our collective learning in 
enterprise excellence tells us we need to focus on 
culture and people. 

But why is this important now? At the risk of being an 
alarmist, we have structural shifts happening within 
our workforces, and it is only going to become more 
pronounced. We need a strategy to work through these 
changes, and one obvious place to go for this strategy 
is our work already completed in enterprise 
excellence. 

Culture and people need to be our primary focus going 
forward. But what do we mean by culture? We are 
talking about our combined behaviors and our belief 
systems relative to what we value and how we invest 
our time and money. We are talking about how we take 
collective responsibility as a team, yet also how we 
ensure individual responsibility at the front-line level. 
We are talking about how we leverage our strengths 
and manage our weaknesses. These are the drivers of 
culture. However, we recognize that culture is an 
outcome of these variables, and the ultimate outcome 

is the result of the actions of people.  Culture is 
going to be critical in the future as 
people now have specific 
expectations relative to the types of 
cultures they want to work within. To 
this end, I would offer that the 
culture we need to build is one that 
produces a Meaningful Employment 
Environment™.

Before we get to that, let’s make sure we know why we 
want to take on this challenge.
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2 A Shrinking Workforce & 
Workplace Structural Changes
A workforce requires people (sorry to start off so simply). And here is the first challenge. We are in the middle of 
societal and structural shifts in the number of people in the workforce and the corresponding skills of the people 
who remain in the workforce, in particular front-line workers who are at the core-process of our businesses. This 
challenge has several causes that can be summarized as population demographics forces. Examples of these forces 
are declining birthrates, an aging workforce, immigration policies, education, and labor participation.  While these 
forces are characterized as population demographics, they also represent powerful changes in attitudes in people, 
in particular younger generations. 

Let’s examine each of these individually from the point of view of the future of workforce dynamics. A quick note: 
for purposes of this white paper, I will stay USA-centric (I apologize upfront to my Canadian and global friends). 
However, rest assured that most workforce trends that are happening in the United States are also taking shape 
elsewhere in the developed world. For purposes of data points, I will stick to the data presented by the US Bureau 
of Labor and Statistics and Census.gov.
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Declining Birthrates
In order for the USA population to replace itself naturally, the birthrate replacement rate is estimated to be 2.1 
children per female in the population. For the most part (a few exceptions exist), the birthrate has been declining 
year over year in the USA and currently sits at approximately 1.7 births per female in the population. This means 
we are not at natural replacement rates in our population, and we have not been there for some time. While the 
causes of this outcome are beyond the scope of this paper, some of the high-level contributing factors are a 
reduction in un-planned pregnancies, urbanization 
(children are expensive in cities), women pursuing 
advanced education and careers (women now 
outnumber men in college registrations), delayed 
family planning, and changing attitudes towards 
large families in general.

Taken on its own, a declining birthrate is a 
significant trend relative to the workforce for a 
couple of reasons. First, this means we are not 
replacing our population, and therefore we are not 
naturally replacing our workforce as the workforce 
ages out. Second, it is estimated that this trend is similar in every post-industrial nation. This means that Canada, 
Mexico, Japan, China, Korea, Europe, Brazil, and all other industrial nations that participate in our supply chains 
are having similar workforce challenges. With current trends, it is forecast that the world’s population will begin 
to reduce in totality, and this will have significant implications relative to economic growth and workforce 
environments (the ability to attract, recruit, develop, and retain top talent).

And so, if you are sitting in the boardroom wondering where all the applicants 
are for your available job opportunities, one possible answer is, they were 
not born twenty years ago! Adding to this, an immediate reversal of the 
declining birthrate would not produce new workers for another twenty 
years! 

Aging Population
In the USA we have approximately 334 million people. Of these 334 million people, approximately 165 million are 
in the workforce. Of these 165 million workers, it is estimated that 55%, or close to 90 million, are paid by the hour.

With these macro approximate numbers in mind, let’s examine the population demographic undercurrents 
impacting our society and workforce environments as it relates to an aging population.  

Using 165 million as our current labor force, let’s make some estimations.

Silent Generation (current age 78-95): A population of 23 million; it is estimated there are 3 million of the silent 
generation in the USA workforce, or 2% of the workforce.

The Baby Boomers (current age 59-77): A population of 71 million; it is estimated there are 40 million Boomers in 
the workforce, or 25% of the workforce. 
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Gen X (current age 45–58): A population of 65 million; it is estimated there are 54 million Gen Xs in the workforce, 
or close to 32% of the workforce. 

Millennials (current age 27–42): A population of 72 million; it is estimated there are 60 million Millennials in the 
workforce, or close to 36% of the workforce. 

Gen Z (current age 11–26): A population of 68 million; it is estimated there are 8 million Gen Zs in the workforce, 
or close to 5% of the workforce. 

For the record, I am neither a labor economist nor a professional demographer, so I will not go into the complexi-
ties that exist with data as related to an aging 
workforce. In this spirit of oversimplifying, 
let’s draw a few conclusions from the data.

In 2030, the youngest Boomer will be 65 years 
old, and this puts all Boomers and the Silent 
Generation within retirement age if they so 
choose. Assuming they will not all retire at 
once (a retirement cliff), this means over the 
next several years we will need to replace 43 
million people in the workforce to maintain 
the workforce of today.

Is it reasonable to think our younger generations will enter the workforce in rhythm with our aging and retiring 
population? This remains to be seen. Is it reasonable to think that these young people will come into the workforce 
with different skills, different education, different attitudes, and new expectations of work and work environments 
that may not line up with our current workforce cultures, needs, and requirements?  This is a certainty.

This raises an important question: do young people need to prepare 
themselves for the workplace that exists today, or do we need to prepare the 
workplace for young people?
I suspect we know the answer to this question.

What initial conclusions can we draw from these 
discussions? To replace our aging workforce, we will 
require balance and flow, as opposed to a retirement 
cliff. Organizations will play a role in establishing this 
balance by encouraging Boomers to remain in the 
workforce. Millennials and Gen Z will quickly represent 
the majority of our workforce, and this means the 
expectations and attitudes of these age groups will 
steer the design and development of organizational 
culture and work. This in itself will cause structural and 
leadership resets within industry.

And as Boomers retire, we will have a shift in services 
that are required to support our Boomers. Does this 
mean we will have new skill requirements? We will 
need to shift our attention to create more rigor and 
capability in services that will have increased demand 

upon them. These will no doubt include health care 
and hospitality services. Are we prepared to prioritize 
and value these services in our society recognizing that 
these services require front-line workers?

What is critical is the 
interdependencies of declining 
birthrates and an aging population. 
The result is people leaving the 
workforce at the exit sign and not 
being replaced at the entrance sign. 
The result, over time, is a shrinking 
workforce.
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Skills Development and 
Societal Values
Job Growth in 2030

According to the Bureau of Labor and Statistics, in the USA by the year 2030 we will 
need 4 million additional workers in healthcare and social services, 3 million in leisure 
and hospitality, and close to 1 million in transportation and warehousing. Where are all 
these people going to come from, and what will their expectations be in the workplace?

Building upon connecting education and skills to workforce requirements, we do 
understand that technology will come into play with these questions. We are already 
automating warehouses and grocery store checkouts, and perhaps autonomous 
vehicles may have their day. However, we will need to balance our technology 
development with the development of a workforce in related fields that require people 
to be working with people. 

We need to attract people back to the trades and other critical front-line occupations. 
Specifically, we need to focus on our workers who perform front-line core processes. 
The pandemic taught us the importance of this part of our workforce, and I fear we will 
lose these lessons as we normalize post-pandemic. The good news is that parts of our 
society now recognize the importance of this need. Non-profits work to train people, 
high schools work to steer young people into the trades, and governments invest in an 
array of training and development programs. Our opportunity here is to coordinate 
these programs and work toward a common goal. For example, we must coordinate a 
focus on the skills required to support our aging population and the resulting front-line 
jobs that will need to be performed. Personal healthcare workers are a quintessential 
example.

This leads us to a critical point:  There is credible evidence that there is an inverse 
relationship between the value a job brings to society and the value a job provides in 
compensation and other benefits to the worker. In other words, the more your work 
helps society at large, the less it will provide for you. This is a situation that we are going 
to need to address as our workforce shifts in numbers, as skill variances begin to 
appear, and as people may simply decide these professions are not worth pursuing. If 
there is one thing we take away from this topic, it is that as people have a choice in what 
they do for a living, there will be shifts in expectations from the workforce in these 
fields. As a society, it is up to us as a collective to determine what we value and then 
make the structural changes required in the workforce to show we mean what we say.
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Legal Immigration
When a country is not replacing its population naturally, the only alternative is immigration. Around the world, 
immigration (legal or otherwise) is a complicated topic, offering many differing opinions. For example, in the USA, 
immigration is used for reasons such as humanitarian efforts, reuniting families, international students, economic 
growth and workforce enhancements. According to the U.S. Census bureau, immigration into the USA has been on 
the decline since 2016, however it rebounded in 2022 to pre-pandemic levels (but still below 2016). Specifically to 
our workforce discussion, it is imperative that we use all the tools at our disposal to support workforce needs. This 
will require an understanding of the number of people required, but more importantly, we will need to understand 
the skills and training we require as a society as we move into the future.

However, in the event that we decide to utilize immigration as an effective workforce tool, the real irony will be 
that it may be a little late. There is a very good chance other industrialized nations will be working hard to keep 
their citizens and attract citizens from other countries in order to support their own population growth needs. 
This is obviously a very complex and sensitive discussion, but it is a conversation that will need to be addressed 
with some sense of rationality and urgency. 

Educational Shifts & Workforce Structure Changes
Our population is more educated today than at any point in our history. This is fantastic. However, it does have 
implications in the workforce. It is estimated that almost 90% of the USA population over 25 years of age has 
finished high school at a minimum. Contrast this to 40% in 1960. It is estimated that 35% of the USA population has 
a college education today, as compared to 7% in 1960. Wow!
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College-educated people have 
expectations of the type of work they 
want to perform. This is true, all while a 
society has a complex array of skills required for the 
society to function (think teacher, factory worker, 
truck driver, warehouse worker, iron worker, 
healthcare worker, 
firefighter, police officer, 
and all aspects of 
front-line, blue collar, 
white collar, and 
p r o f e s s i o n a l 
occupations). The 
challenge we now face is 
to connect skill 
requirements with 
education completion 
with attitudes and 
expectations of the worker. This juggling act has 
gotten out ahead of us a little faster than we realized. 
For example, it is interesting to read about repatriating 
manufacturing to reduce our reliance on the global 

supply chain. While this is well intended and makes 
complete sense from a business point of view, we do 
have to ask, who will build, manage and work in the 
factories?

It forces us to ask ourselves, what if nobody wants to 
drive a truck or work in a warehouse? What if nobody 

wants to be a teacher or 
police officer? What if 
nobody wants to be a 
personal care worker and 
help take care of our 
aging Baby Boomers? 
Connecting education 
and training to 
workforce needs, and 
making these front-line 
jobs attractive, will be 
important work to 

manage through mismatches in supply and demand of 
specific job categories, most importantly services that 
will be required with our aging population.

Labor Participation 
The Bureau of Labor and Statistics defines the labor 
force participation rate as the percentage of the 
population 16 years of age and older that is either 
working or actively looking for work. Twenty years ago, 
it hovered between 66% and 68%. During the worst of 
the pandemic, it hit a low 
of 60%, and it now sits at 
around 62%. 
Estimates would suggest 
that a 1% reduction in 
labor force participation 
in the USA is equivalent 
to 1.5 million people not 
participating in the 
workforce. Using very 
rough estimates of a 4% 
reduction, this means that we have possibly lost as 
many as 6 million people from the workforce. Is this 
reduction permanent? 

It’s important to stop here and understand the essence 
of the labor participation rate. Is labor participation a 
population demographic or is it simply an outcome of 

changing population demographics? We have just 
shown that we have an aging workforce that is retiring, 
more people are staying in school, less immigration is 
taking place and there is likely an imbalance in how 
young people are joining the workforce in relation to 
the retirees. So why would a reduction in labor 
participation be a big surprise?

Nevertheless, where did 
all the people go? I’m not 
convinced anybody 
knows for sure. A few 
possibilities are:  people 
working as gig workers 
and not being counted, 
people going back to 
school, people going 
from three jobs down to 

one, parents staying home with kids, kids staying home 
with aging parents, people retiring early, and then 
maybe the fun stuff of people being social media stars 
and the not-so-fun stuff of young people simply 
deciding not to join the workforce just yet. No doubt 
there are many other possibilities for what people are 
doing instead of being part of the formal workforce.
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Regardless of the causes, for our purposes all we need 
to know is that if for some reason labor participation is 
reducing, this means a reduction of possible workers. 
And what we really don’t know is who these people are. 
Are they skilled in front-line jobs and the trades that 
we so desperately need? Are they Boomers who just 
walked out with a wealth of knowledge?
It is simply another variable that is telling us that 

workforce expectations are 
changing, and organizations will 
absolutely be competing for talent 
now and into the future.

What About 
Technology?
One obvious way to deal with a worker 
shortage is simply not to need workers! 
How can we eliminate wasteful jobs and 
automate the remaining jobs that 
people do not want to do? Relative to 
technology and automation, this is a 
juxtaposition. There is evidence that 
technology advancements may in fact 
create a net gain of jobs. That is, the new 
jobs created by the technology 
companies may exceed the jobs the 
technology replaces! The result of this 
paradox is a continued need for people, 
but people with different skills and 
talents.

A Check-In on Some Conclusions
The first section of this white paper introduced the idea of lessons learned in our work in lean and enterprise 
excellence. The conclusion reached is that we need to prioritize our focus on people and the organizational 
culture.

The second section addressed multiple changes taking place relative to population demographics and a shrinking 
workforce. We introduced drivers such as an aging population and generational shifts, declining birthrates, legal 
immigration, educational changes, and the labor participation rate. 

In an effort to visualize this as a system of interdependent forces, let’s combine lessons learned in enterprise 
excellence with the dynamics of population demographics. 

The conclusion we can draw is that organizational culture and a focus on 
people will be the next frontier for enterprise excellence, all while 
organizations will be competing for talent, in particular in roles where there 
will be skill deficiencies (front-line workers).

However, we are not done yet. There is still one more force out there creating this perfect workforce storm, and 
it may be the most powerful of the three forces.

We now need to take into consideration how overarching shifts in attitudes and expectations are going to add to 
this perfect storm inside the Workforce-Expectations Environment.
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3 Shifts in 
Attitudes and 
Expectations
When we talk about attitudinal shifts, it is very, very 
important not to categorize or stereotype generations. 
I find it misleading when I hear people say that all 
Millennials are this or all Baby Boomers are that. It is 
simply incorrect to create these gross generalizations 
and stereotypes. If all Millennials are lazy and living 
with their parents, then why are they about to replace 
40 million Boomers in the workforce? If all Boomers 
are techno-peasants, then why do they teach me new 
things on my iPhone? The fact is that we are all 
individuals and cannot be categorized as generational 
flavors of vanilla.

That being said (and at the risk of contradicting 
myself), there are attitudinal shifts occurring in our 
society, and we may be able to generalize enough to 
understand trends that may allow us to develop a plan 
to progress within these changes in attitude.

To this end, and holding to my conviction about not 
stereotyping generations, it may be appropriate at 
times to generalize attitudes relative to a person’s age 
at a given time. For example, a teenager in 1967 may 
have been counterculture, rebellious, anti-authority, 
and all about living free from the grip of the ‘man’. 
Today, this same person is a retiring Baby Boomer, 
watching their 401K, happy their house is paid for, and 
no doubt wondering what on earth their grandkids are 
thinking! 

The point is, people change with age and 
experience, and as attitudes change 
so do expectations relative to the 
workplace. 

It is important to understand the changes in 
expectations of young people today (and many of us as 
well), recognizing they too will evolve into the more 
mature, somewhat disciplined, and possibly stoic 
bunch of us that survived being young once.

While there are changes in expectations we could 

touch on, for purposes of workforce environments, we 
will talk about a new world view, purposeful and 
meaningful work, purposeful and meaningful 
employment environments, and dignity.



16

A New World View
Changing attitudes result in changing expectations. In other words, young people (and all of us) have expectations 
that are a result of their personal beliefs systems. It is incumbent on us to understand these new attitudes and 
expectations in order to prepare for young people in the workforce. This means we need to appreciate that young 
people have their own world view that has been developed through their own personal experiences.

If we generalize this world view of many young people, there are attitudinal shifts that will result in new workplace 
expectations. For example, what are some of the important things we know about young people today?

• Many have grown up post September 11 and see the world through the lens of unstable world affairs and fear 
relative to safety and security.

• All have grown up in an internet-connected world and use technology for all aspects of their lives, with news 
and information at their fingertips at the speed of light.

• Many have grown up during a time of immense dialogue and change as it relates to attitudes on social issues. 
Examples are gun violence, racism, sexuality, diversity, inclusion, and gender equality.

• Many young people feel that older generations have been incapable of solving these difficult problems.

• Many are college educated and have a confidence to speak up in order to defend their worldview.

• Many have a sense of community over individualism and will work to do what is best for the ‘group’.

• Many are passionate about their interests and hobbies and have a practical approach to work–life balance.



This is a short list, but it will get us to our macro 
conclusion. Young people today do have a new 
worldview that expects and prioritizes fairness, equity, 
and justice. Young people today may not respect elders 
simply because they are older, and therefore trust and 
respect is not given, but rather it is earned. Young 
people today have an appreciation for work–life 
balance, which may further reduce the labor 
participation rate.  Young people today expect events 
to move fast and in the direction they envision, and 
they will have little patience in an environment that is 
not predictable or stable towards meeting their goals. 
Young people have an unmatched sense of purpose 
and dignity, of right and wrong, and they may simply 
leave an environment when this sense of purpose and 
dignity (their worldview) is absent. 

Most importantly, young people have an expectation 
that work should have purpose, that work should have 
meaning, and that this work should be done in an 
environment that also has purpose and meaning. And 
last, this world view is a constant. They will not leave it 
at the door when they arrive at the workplace. 

Perhaps this is why so many front-line workers are 
leaving their positions without even letting their 
employer know they are quitting?

Young people do not live to work, 
they don’t even work to live, but 
rather, they work to find purpose.

Lack of 
Organizational 
Trust and 
Loyalty
Another attitudinal shift is a reduction 
in trust in, and loyalty to, organizations 
in general.  The idea of a social contract 
between employee and employer 
appears to be a thing of the past. People 
are no longer loyal to the organization 
or the boss, but rather they are loyal to 
their team, to their co-worker. This lack 
of trust and loyalty results in fear and 
insecurity for many workers. One 
possible cause is the very short average 
tenure of most CEOs (estimated to be 
less than five years), an insatiable drive 
for short-term results, and a 
corresponding inability to think 
long-term. It’s no wonder that an 
employee will not embrace sharing, 
honesty, or transparency. What an 
amazing opportunity for organizations 
to differentiate themselves by thinking 
long-term as it relates to the workforce 
environment.

Purposeful and Meaningful Work
People want and expect purposeful and meaningful work. I recognize this is an absolute statement, but it is accu-
rate. Who would want to do work they knew had no meaning or purpose whatsoever? While perhaps this is not 
new, it is more pronounced today and may be the most significant attitudinal shift that has taken place in work-
force environments. We want our work to mean something and not simply be a means to a paycheck, which makes 
complete sense as most people spend more time working than in any other single activity. Work is a primary part 
of life. 

And who would not want their life to have purpose and meaning? As the old 
saying goes, this is not a practice round!
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When we think of purposeful and meaningful work, we 
think of work that is significant, helpful, and beneficial, 
and has some positive purpose for an individual, for an 
organization, and for society in general. To be 
purposeful means that we have an ultimate goal, an 
aim, an objective, and a firm and deep understanding of 
why the work is important. Simply stated, all people 
aspire for a better future.

It’s not reasonable for an organization to simply ask a 
human being to perform duties and tasks, both 
physical and mental, without ensuring that the worker 
understands the purpose of the work, recognizing that 
the purpose will have multiple narratives. Why is this 
work meaningful for the customer, for the 
organization, for the workers themselves, and, with 
any luck at all, for the betterment of society?

When we discuss attitudinal shifts, most people agree 
that it is hard to talk in absolutes. This is not surprising 
because attitudes by definition are biased and 
subjective. This is nothing new, but having to address it 
in the workplace is new. What’s important to 

remember is, attitudes change, so do 
expectations. To this end, it is a reasonable 
argument that people want to do purposeful and 
meaningful work simply because this is part of the 
human condition relative to dignity, and being treated 
with dignity is a new expectation.

Now, it’s important to understand how these 
attitudinal and expectation shifts may impact 
workforce environments.

If we assume that there is going to be a shortage of 
workers due to population demographics, in particular 
in front-line roles, this will mean that organizations are 
competing for talent. Imagine a scenario where, for 
every five available jobs, there are only four people 
available. This means that the worker has a choice. This 
also means that the employer will need to convince the 
worker why they should work for them. And what if the 
answer to this question is because we have worked 
hard to create purposeful and meaningful work? Now, 
imagine that this scenario of a worker shortage is not 
about the future, as there is every indication that we 
are in this situation today. This means that 
organizations need to understand and implement the 
essence of purposeful and meaningful work.

What’s also important in this discussion is the corollary 

of our argument. That is, if people want work 
that is purposeful and meaningful, 
this necessarily means they do not 
want to perform work that lacks 
purpose and meaning. This will likely 
be the deciding factor in which 
organizations attract, recruit, 
develop, and retain people. 

The fact is, regardless of economic conditions, 
organizations must realize that people are fed up with 
performing work that has no meaning to them 
personally or to society. And for those organizations 
that continue to ask people to perform meaningless 
work, it will be short lived, as the worker will simply 
leave. There is strong evidence that people will not be 
forced to do work that is clearly meaningless simply for 
a paycheck. Somehow people will figure out how to get 
by without lowering themselves to perform mindless 
activities. This cannot be ignored.
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The good news is we have decades under our belts in enterprise excellence (lean thinking), where we have worked 
to build cultures of continuous improvement and have worked hard to eliminate all aspects of work that are mean-
ingless (waste). This work will need to continue in earnest, but as previously mentioned, we will need to focus 
attention on the work as it affects the person as well as the process. What might this mean specifically? Here are 
some examples for consideration when we look at work and how it relates to people. Let’s ask ourselves, what is 
the implication of this characteristic to the worker?

This is the human part of the work we have been tackling in the lean community. We should be proud of our work 
to date, and as a committed member of the lean community, I am very excited about this next step in our enter-
prise excellence journey.

Purposeful and meaningful work is critical; however, it is only one side of the coin. It’s not good enough 
for work simply to be purposeful and meaningful; people also want the 
actual employment environment to be meaningful.

• Work is the set of activities and processes I am asked to perform, yet I was not involved in the design of the work 
or the tools we use.

• Work is filled with waste, difficulties, and challenges that are beyond my control to fix, and I constantly look for 
support from my leadership.

• Work is removed from the end customer, so I do not understand the positive impact or value of the work I 
perform.

• Work is intimately understood by me, so I know the real challenges and difficulties that need to be addressed.

Meaningful Employment Environments
People have an expectation to perform purposeful and meaningful work. In addition, people also want to do this 
work in a meaningful environment. This is a critical distinction because it forces us as leaders to distinguish 
between the work itself and the work environment. This means the organization has two workforce 
responsibilities, the first being to ensure the work is purposeful and meaningful, and the second being that the 
environment itself is meaningful. 

In nature, an environment is a healthy system (hopefully) that produces positive outcomes for all the players in the 
environment by recognizing the role of each participant and the interdependence of the participants in the 
environment. Essentially, nature creates environments where everyone has a role and where the health of the 
environment is completely dependent on the individual’s success in their co-dependent role, which in turn creates 
success in the overall environment.
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In this spirit, how do we bridge the concepts of meaningful employment and environments into our organizational 
enterprises?

Building upon our definitions, a meaningful employment environment is a healthy 
system that is established by connecting all aspects of organizational, 
leadership, and team member dynamics, fully recognizing that these three 
dynamics create the organizational environment. 

Then we need to recognize that the environment must produce work and an environment that is significant, 
helpful, and beneficial, and has purposeful and meaningful outcomes for the customer, organization, leadership, 
team member, and society.

What are we saying here? We are saying that people want control over their environments.

No doubt this feels daunting; however, we have already seen the changing expectations relative to these types of 
work environments. For example, the pandemic sped up all aspects of the work-from-home conversation and 
resulted in significant workforce disruption that continues today. And why do people want to work from home? 
Because they are in control of their environment. If they are lucky enough also to find meaning in their work, then 
they are all set. If they do not find meaning in their work, perhaps they can survive by at least being in the 
environment they choose. A consolation prize at best.

But what is truly at the heart of purposeful and meaningful work? What are we really saying when we commit to 
building meaningful employment environments?

In the end, we are identifying and recognizing that people are human beings and that human beings want and 
deserve to be treated with dignity.

The Front-Line Can’t Work
from Home
A call out is needed here. Front-line workers cannot work from home. This means that for 
most of the workers in our society, the idea of working from home is not on the table, 
which brings us right back to the need for creating meaningful employment 
environments, wherever the environment may be. As a society, let’s not push people out 
of these critical roles by making the environment unworthy.

Dignity
People want leaders and organizations that believe in them and treat them 
with dignity and humanity simply because they are human beings. Dignity is very 
powerful because it cannot be given or taken away. It simply is. This is in contrast to the idea of respect, where 
respect is something that we earn, that is given, and can be lost. Dignity tells me I have worth and value because I 
am a human being.
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We are not all rich and famous; we are not all social 
media influencers; we do not all hold MBAs or other 
accolades that describe accomplishments in the eyes 
of society. Does a vice president of an organization 
have more human value and innate worth than a loyal 
team member who is loading trucks with our 
customers’ products? Are they not both simply human 
beings trying to make their way in their own individual 
worlds and circumstances?

What does it say to a front-line (hourly paid) team 
member when they are punished (through some sort of 
demerit system) for being five minutes late when they 
see salaried managers come and go with absolute 
flexibility? What does it say when management calls 
for mandatory overtime with no recognition that 
maybe the team members have commitments such as 
soccer practice or a doctor’s appointment? What does 
it say when an organization simply hires all their 
workers through a temporary agency because they do 
not want to commit to full-time employment or health 
benefits?

I think we know what it says.

I think it’s important to stop here and recognize what 
some readers may be thinking. At this point, it may be 
fair to say that this is all garbage, this is a 
pie-in-the-sky narrative. Here’s the deal. We give 
somebody a job, they show up and do it, we pay them, 
and that’s the end of the transaction. In other words, if 
they don’t like the deal, then they can head down the 
road!

I’m fully aware there are still executives who believe 
the only job of the CEO is to maximize shareholder 
value, and thus the need for people like front-line 

workers is a necessary evil that should be 
micromanaged as a cost center. While I don’t share this 
particular view, I don’t think we can expect to change 
the paradigms of all business leaders. I will leave us 

with this thought: It will be extremely 
difficult to maximize shareholder 
value if you do not have workers in 
the warehouses building your 
product or loading it onto trucks. 
Why would you not have workers? 
Workers now have a choice, and they 
will choose to work for organizations 
that have created meaningful 
employment environments. Just saying…

Moving on, in the spirit of action, what can we do in the 
immediate future? We can begin understanding what it 
means to treat a person with dignity from a workplace 
point of view. Here are a few points to consider.

How do we treat people with dignity in the workplace? 
Let’s begin with some fundamental recognitions.

• People are valuable and have worth because they are    
   human beings.

• People want their time to be recognized as        
   important. 

• People want to add value, develop, grow, and thrive.

• People want to be successful.
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The Net Force of the Three Forces
Let’s check in. At this point, we have reviewed lessons learned in years pursuing enterprise excellence; we have 
identified workforce dynamics caused by population demographic shifts; and we have discussed changing 
workforce environments relative to attitudinal shifts, in particular among our younger people joining the 
workplace.

As stand-alone drivers, each of these three forces represents a body of knowledge and potential focus areas for 
leaders. When combined, these three drivers actually form a system where the pieces of the system are 
interdependent, creating waves and outcomes that we may not visualize or connect unless we view it as an 
environment.

Let’s call this system the Workforce-Expectations Environment, and this is what it is telling us.

Looking at this holistically as an environment that is storming, I suspect we are left with a few lingering questions. 
What exactly is purposeful and meaningful work? What exactly is a meaningful employment environment? How 
do we ensure we are treating people with dignity? And how on earth would we begin to implement these things?

Great questions, and this is where the conversation gets interesting.

Force #1
From an enterprise excellence 
point of view, our primary focus 
and priority should be 
organizational culture and 
enterprise excellence as it relates 
to people.

Force #2
From a population demographics 
point of view, there will be a 
shortage of workers; we will be 
competing for talent; and we will 
need to ensure we have people in 
front-line roles.

Force #3
From an attitudinal and 
expectation point of view, we 
need to understand that people 
expect to be treated with dignity; 
people expect to perform 
purposeful and meaningful work; 
and people expect to perform 
this work in a meaningful 
employment environment.
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Building Meaningful 
Employment Environments
I have been given a gift in my life. There is very little separation between my work friends and my true friends. 
They are one and the same, and for this I am grateful.

Recently, my good friend Arch Thomason and I were having a conversation. Arch is the CEO of Sunland Logistics 
Solutions; he embraces enterprise excellence, and he sincerely believes people are the most important 
characteristic of any business. Like all logistics companies, he is challenged with workforce development and 
front-line employee turnover. Arch invited us to spend time inside his facilities. By us, I am referring to a team that 
consists of experienced operators and academics from the Psychology Departments of two universities (our 
collaborators) with expertise in social and organizational psychology. 

The team from the universities (as operators we stayed away due to possible bias) completed face-to-face focus 
groups of front-line team members, including supervisors and managers on the floor. Our goal was to determine 
the factors (principles) that describe a meaningful employment environment. 

(Note: I have learned in the world of academia to use the word ‘factor,’ when as an operator I am used to the word 
‘principle’. A factor is defined as a fact or influence that contributes to a result. For purposes of this white paper, I 
will continue to use the word ‘factor’ relative to our work in defining meaningful employment environments.)

To this end, we started our work by asking people what their definition of a meaningful employment environment 
is.
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One in Four - Where Am I Today?
It’s important to call out that our work in defining meaningful work and a meaningful employment environment is 
ongoing. Exactly what an organization needs to do is still to be determined. However, we have learned a lot and 
have identified possible factors that may be in the foundation of the solution set. 

One of these factors is that in general 
people are in one of four places relative to 
their work and workplace environment. 
And where they are on this spectrum will 
most likely determine their level of 
commitment, their level of engagement, 
and hence their future with the 
organization.

The four places on the Where Am I Today? 
Workplace spectrum are: Declining, Surviving, Growing, and Thriving.
Let’s introduce some definitions from the point of view of the team member.

Declining: I am not receiving the fundamentals I need; I am not learning; I am not growing; I will be quitting soon.

Surviving: I am receiving the basic fundamentals I need, but I am not learning; I am not growing; I’m just not sure 
this is going to work; I’ll keep trying for a bit.

Growing: I am receiving the fundamentals I need; I am learning; I am growing; I think this may work out; I plan to 
stay if this continues.

Thriving: I am receiving the fundamentals I need; I am learning; I am growing; I am thriving. This is perfect, and I 
can’t imagine working anywhere else. 

This Where Am I Today? is curious from a few points of view. The first is that it is universal across all occupations 
and across all levels of an organization’s structure. Whether you are the CEO or a front-line team member, you can 
identify with and place yourself somewhere on the spectrum.

This is where it got very interesting, because from 
every person we asked, we got many different answers. 
In other words, the definition of purposeful and mean-
ingful work and a meaningful employment environ-
ment will be dependent on the perspective of the indi-

vidual. What is meaningful for you may 
not be what is meaningful for me. 

I’ll be the first to admit this was intriguing from an 
academic point of view but somewhat frustrating from 
an operational point of view. What do we do with this 
from an execution and call-to-action point of view?
Notwithstanding this individual uniqueness criterion, 

the really good news is that we are learning that there 
are factors and employment dynamics that do apply 
universally across all workers. Armed with this 
information, we can make inroads toward an execution 
plan.

These learnings and realizations took the form of two 
variables. The first is that we recognized that people 
are typically in one of four places in their job at any 
given time. Second, we learned that people are on a 
spectrum and in a hierarchy relative to finding 
meaning in their work and their employment 
environment.
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The Where Am 
I Today? 
Spectrum and 
Quiet Quitting
Quiet quitting is a term introduced 
during the pandemic as a state of mind 
where an employee continues to work 
but does not engage to their full 
potential. A sort of I’m here but not 
really and I’m only giving you a 
minimum effort! I wonder where quiet 
quitting falls on the spectrum of 
decline, survive, grow, and thrive. I 
suspect a quiet quitter is getting 
whiplash bouncing between decline and 
survive, all while wondering why the 
organization is not fixing obvious 
problems.

Second, it is truly a spectrum, in that we often move 
from place to place, recognizing that we tend to move 
up and down the spectrum slowly and in a linear 
fashion. For example, while there are always 
exceptions, in general, a worker will not skip levels 
from declining to thriving in a day. However, this team 
member could shift one level from declining to 
surviving because of events of a particular day, only to 
go back to declining if the progress is not sustained.

Understanding the Where Am I Today? spectrum is 
actually very helpful from a leadership and call-to-ac-
tion point of view. 

What if we knew how a person was 
feeling and acted upon this knowl-
edge to help the person? What if we 
had a plan to support a team member 
to move up the spectrum and move 
closer to meaningful work and a 
meaningful employment environ-
ment?

What if we had a Plan for Every Team Member 
(PFETM)?

And if we did, what would be in the plan?

The Meaningful 
Employment Environment 
Hierarchy 
Continuing on our path, the starting point is that we 
know whether a person is declining, surviving, 
growing, or thriving. This would be the starting point 
for the Plan for Every Team Member (PFETM), which 
leads us right smack into So what? What do I do now?

This is where we introduce the factors that may define 
and describe a meaningful employment environment. 
The reason I say may define is because this work is 
ongoing, and we are (as I write) validating assumptions 
with organizations that are participating in the 
research.

Nevertheless, we have some initial insight that we can 
share.

To treat a person with dignity is to recognize that 
people want to pursue meaningful work in a 
meaningful employment environment. As we 
introduced, people are often at different stages in their 
work lives and therefore have different opinions on 
what a meaningful employment environment is to 
them at a particular point in time. In other words, what 
the team member needs or wants at a particular point 
in time will be different for each team member 
(worker). But there are some similarities in what the 
needs and wants are, and these factors (needs and 
wants) form a hierarchy of sorts – a hierarchy of factors 
that describe the fundamentals, growth, and thriving 
principles (factors) that define a meaningful 
employment environment.
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In other words, we believe we can identify 
the factors (needs and wants) that 
describe a meaningful employment 
environment, and we believe they 
establish themselves into a 
hierarchy. 

Let’s look at this possible hierarchy by beginning with 
the fundamentals.

Fundamentals: To treat people with dignity is to treat 
them as human beings. This means that certain 
fundamentals must be in place before people will find 
purpose and meaning in their work or their work 
environment. Physical and emotional safety, 
reasonable compensation, healthcare benefits, fairness 
and equity, schedule flexibility, and job security are 
examples of fundamentals that must be in place prior 
to expecting employees to grow and thrive inside the 
organization. 

For example, why would we expect team members to 
care about our customers if it’s not even obvious that 
the organization cares about team members? As an 
organization, do you not want a worker to be able to 
make ends meet, to be healthy, to feel safe, to 
contribute? Having the fundamentals in place is the 
first step in creating a meaningful employment 
environment, and there is no sense in doing anything 
else for our workers if the fundamentals are not in 
place. Using Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs as a 

metaphor, team-member fundamentals 

represent oxygen. Without it, we 
perish, and we cannot move up the 
meaningful employment environment 
hierarchy if fundamentals are not 
being met.

This leads us to an interesting point relative to dignity 
as it relates to fairness and equity. There are data 
available that would argue that all Americans are better 
off today than they were in the past. The data would 
suggest we have more pay, more access to healthcare, 
safer working conditions, and more opportunities, and 
that we have progressed in all other measures of 
equality. Therefore, we should all be happy that things 
continue to get better! If this is the case, then why is 
there such a feeling of increased inequality in the 
country? Why do people feel as if the poor are getting 
poorer while the rich are getting richer? Why do we 
feel as if the middle class is disappearing? I recognize 
this is a very complex question, but one simple aspect 
of the question is that if the fundamentals are not being 
met, then there will be no feeling of growth.

For example, what does it matter if I go from making 
$10 per hour to making $12 per hour if $12 per hour will 
not provide me with a living wage? What is the point of 
offering me access to healthcare if I have to pay a large 
portion of the premium out of an already poverty-level 
wage and consequently don’t sign up for benefits? 
What does it matter if you put me in a training course 
when I feel mistreated every time I interact with my 
supervisor?
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Compensation is Important but … 
The issue of compensation is very important as it’s a fundamental factor for the 
workforce. For years, many industries have been on a race to the bottom, in particular 
with front-line workers. We are now seeing a structural change in people’s attitudes and 
expectations relative to compensation, and organizations are responding. However, are 
they responding out of desperation or out of newfound strategic beliefs? Using 
compensation as a recruiting and retention tool will only have long-term success in 
combination with culture enhancements.

Let’s stop again. To be sure, this is not about advocating some form of social assistance, but is rather an argument 
suggesting our workers will never grow and thrive if the fundamentals are not in place. To believe in dignity is to 

believe that people must have a fighting chance to be successful. It is virtually impossible to be 
successful if I am fighting for oxygen.

With that said, once the fundamentals are in place, we can climb the hierarchy towards growing and thriving.

Grow and Thrive: With the fundamentals in place, we can begin to help team members grow and thrive. Growing 
and thriving are at the heart of dignity, purposeful and meaningful work, and a meaningful employment 

environment. The ability to be involved, to be heard, to participate, to share, to 
learn, to add value, and to grow. This is the desired outcome of the organizational and leadership 
strategies that must be in place to create a meaningful employment environment. Focus areas of this work will 
include coaching and recognition, education and development, transparency and communication, problem 
solving and continuous improvement, empowerment and autonomy, career planning and tracking, team 
contribution and adding value, and  organizational connection to life purpose.

From an execution point of view, it is ironic that it does not need to be complex to progress up the hierarchy as 
the team member can focus solely on the next level step for them personally on their unique path to a meaningful 

employment environment. The real work is the commitment of the Plan for Every 
Team Member (PFETM) and a process to understand the unique place where 
each team member is at a given time.

In the spirit of a PFETM, it is always important to come back to the work itself. What are characteristics of 
purposeful and meaningful work that we to take into consideration when planning for a team member to grow and 
thrive?

Here are a few critical characteristics of meaningful work to keep front and center.

I fully recognize that this may all seem aspirational, but there is only a short step between aspirational and inspira-
tional. With dignity and meaning also comes inspiration.

• Work must add value to the customer and the organization.
• Work is understood by the team member relative to how it is connected to the customer.
• Work is always being improved by eliminating difficulties and challenges that exist.
• Work connects to a team member’s development so they can grow and thrive.
• Work creates a team environment where a personal contribution to the team can be made.
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The Path Forward
Significant progress has been made and, as always, there is still a lot of work to do. We are continuing our work to 
uncover and validate the principles and factors that will further define purposeful and meaningful work and a 
meaningful employment environment. (If you are interested in participating, please contact me). 

However, it would not be fair to bring you this far and not offer some concrete calls to action and steps we can take 
immediately.

Let’s start with Why and work toward What and How.

Step 1: The Why – Is This a Problem?
The very first thing we can do is to be curious and join the conversation. Don’t simply take my word for all of this. 
Dig into enterprise excellence (lean), population demographics, and attitudinal (expectation) shifts. Is this making 
sense to you? Begin the dialogue inside your organization and ask yourselves two important fundamental ques-
tions. Is this a problem? If you determine it is a problem, ask yourselves, should we do anything about it?

If the answers are yes and yes, you have answered the why we should embark on this initiative. Then we can begin 
to understand the what and the how. 

Cost of Turnover 
– Another Big Why?
It is estimated that the cost of an employee leaving a job is anywhere from $2500 to 
$15,000, depending on the circumstances. The challenge is that the costs associated with 
turnover are not explicit on traditional financial statements. We may be able to see 
recruiting, onboarding, and training costs, but how do we calculate the cost of safety 
incidents, poor quality, reduced productivity, low morale, and loss of institutional 
knowledge?  How do we estimate the cost of leadership and management structures that 
are in place for no other reason than employee turnover? The reality is, the cost of 
turnover is likely 3 to 5 times anything we can visualize on a spreadsheet.

What is your cost of turnover? What is the financial and operational prize if we fix it?
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Step 2: The What – A 
Meaningful Employment 
Environment
Let’s make sure we are aligned on what we are trying to 
accomplish. The overall purpose of our effort is to build 
a Meaningful Employment Environment from the 
perspective of the organization, leadership, and all 
team members. To this end, we recognize that every 
team member is unique and will have a different opin-
ion on where they are on the path at any given point in 
time. This introduces the Meaningful Employment 
Environment Hierarchy and the Where Am I Today? 
spectrum of Decline, Survive, Grow, and Thrive as a 
tool to be used as a map for the particular team 
member. The goal then is to have a Plan for Every Team 
Member (PFETM) so they can begin the work of getting 
to Thrive on both the hierarchy and the spectrum. That 
is, they will move up the hierarchy from Fundamentals 
to Grow and Thrive, and they will move on the Where 
Am I Today? spectrum from Decline to Survive to Grow 
to Thrive.

We need to recognize this goal will require strategic 
principles, vision, and commitment from a connected 
triad of participants. The first will come from the orga-
nization, the second from leadership, and the third 
from the team member.

In other words, not only do we need 
a Plan for Every Team Member, we 
also need a Plan for Every 
Organization (PFEO) and a Plan for 
Every Leader (PFEL).

Let’s look at these three levels of vision and commit-
ment.

Organizational Vision and Commitment: We will build 
and grow a Meaningful Employment Environment by 
focusing on the dignity of people and the importance 
of purposeful and meaningful work.

Leadership Vision and Commitment: We will lead 
within this environment by having a laser focus on 
people development and making work purposeful and 
meaningful for all team members.

Team Member Vision and Commitment: We will 
believe in and participate in this environment by being 
highly engaged, always learning, and constantly trying 
to thrive in the work we perform.

Yes, it’s a lot, but the starting point of any great 
undertaking begins with vision and commitment that 
will guide our work. What’s obvious with these 
principles is that they rely on human fundamentals of 

cooperation, honesty, and trust. What we are 
saying is: if the organization builds it 
and leaders lead within it, then team 
members must participate for it to be 
successful. There must be a commitment at all 
levels, in particular with the team members who are on 
the frontlines and feel every aspect of the 
organizational culture. 

What is 
Organized 
Labor 
Telling Us
Many well-run organizations today are 
under unionization pressures. What is 
this telling us?  This is telling us the 
workforce sees and feels weaknesses in 
the culture and leadership activities of 
the organization.  The workers are 
telling the organization they do not 
trust them to fix the problems. At this 
point, trust and loyalty have been 
diminished. The only way to fix this 
situation is to have a full transformation 
of culture priorities and leadership 
behaviors. 
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Step 3: The How – 
Develop the Three Plans
Getting started on our work building a Meaningful 
Employment Environment will require three plans. The 
Plan for Every Organization (PFEO), the Plan for Every 
Leader (PFEL), and the Plan for Every Team Member 
(PFETM).

If we recall from the above, the Plan for Every 
Organization is to build and grow the Meaningful 
Employment Environment by focusing on dignity and 
meaningful work. The Plan for Every Leader is to lead, to 
develop people and to make work more meaningful. The 
Plan for Every Team Member is to participate, engage, 
learn, and try to thrive.

We can call these three objectives the first destination (tollgate) on the path towards a meaningful employment 
environment. This is where we want to go.

With these destinations set, we recognize we only have one more unknown. Where are we today, and what is our 
current state as it compares to the three destinations?

This is exactly what we need to answer, and we can accomplish this by engaging the organization in conversation 
and assessment.

Through dialogue, assessments, and engagement we can determine:

PFETM: Where are our team members relative to the meaningful employment environment hierarchy and the 
Where Am I Today? spectrum. How many are declining? How many are thriving? Are fundamentals in place for 
people to feel a sense of dignity? Do people see themselves in a position to grow and thrive inside the 
organization? What will our team members need to do to participate, learn, and grow within the environment?

PFEL: What do our leaders need to learn? What personal competencies will need to be developed? What do our 
leaders need to do to lead with dignity, understand the work, and make the work more purposeful and 
meaningful?

PFEO: What does our organization need to do in order to prepare and build this environment so leaders and team 
members can be successful? What structures and processes do we need to put in place? How will we develop 
people and ensure dignity is our guiding principle?

A daunting task as a starting point? Perhaps. 

Worthwhile? Beyond measure.



Conclusion and a Call to Action
I personally work hard not to be naïve. At times I succeed, and at other times, well, not so much. To this 
end, I am acutely aware of what we have put forward in this white paper. I understand that we have 
introduced terms such as dignity, purposefulness, and meaningfulness, and I understand that these 
will not resonate with all leaders, in particular those who see employment as nothing but a business 
transaction.

I also understand that this white paper is being published at a time of economic worry, and as I write, 
my phone lights up with news of organizations laying people off. If this is the case, why would we worry 
about there not being enough workers? Correct?

The fact is, we don’t expect to change the minds of all leaders. As a mentor of mine once said, “Robert, 
everybody is watching a different movie!”

And yet, knowing we will not change the minds of all leaders can be exciting. Knowing that perhaps 
only a small section of industry may embrace the concept of a meaningful employment environment 
may actually have its merits. We will be able to show proven results as compared to other 
organizations. These results will show up in an organization’s ability to attract, recruit, develop, and 
retain quality talent at a time when talent will be scarce. 

The ability to attract, recruit, develop, and retain top talent when top talent is scarce. This is simply 
good business.

And so, my call to action? As already mentioned, join the conversation, become curious, begin the 
dialogue inside your organization and ask yourselves, is this a problem? If you determine it is a 
problem, ask yourselves, should we do anything about it?

If the answers are yes and yes, maybe you want to participate in this valuable work.

Either way, the ride will continue, and what a ride it is going to be!

Thanks for reading. In all sincerity, I appreciate you and your time.

Robert
Sapphire NC / Winter 2023
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