The FriYAY Podcast Series
Transcript for Episode 18: How To Put Purpose And Meaningfulness Into Action
 with Zach Mercurio
(Introduction Music)
 It’s Fri-Yay, Fri-Yay, Fri-Yay, FriYAY! (woo!)
(Fast guitar-picking music)
Narrator:
Welcome to the FriYAY Podcast Series from PPFL. Each week we interview interesting experts in a variety of disciplines from underwater basket-weaving to animal husbandry. This week we're talking to Zach Mercurio, a positive organization and leadership development researcher at Colorado State University. Sally Mayberry conducted the interview.
---
Sally Mayberry, byline:
[Music] 
So in your book you talk about authentic purpose. Why is authentic purpose important?
Zach Mercurio:
Yeah, I mean, we are built to ask that question why. Researchers find that we're encoded to ask that question to make sense of our world. What's happening around us. And when we can't make sense of things we tend to sink back into confusion or reaction mode. And you know that that inner seeking system, which is what we call it in psychology, of seeking that answer to why really doesn't go away in our lives and in our work lives. So we're sort of embedded to ask that question why. And we're actually sub-optimal when we're not focused on that bigger purpose, that reason for being that's authentic to us.
You know there's really interesting research coming out of neuroscience right now that finds that when we have a purpose, when we think about our contribution, it's one of the key predictors of oxytocin, dopamine, and serotonin, the neurotransmitters that control for mood, movement, and motivation. And so we become better when we're on purpose. And it seems like not only are we socially wired for it to ask why, when we can answer it and think about how we're contributing and how we use our unique strengths to contribute we tend to be physically, mentally better because of it.
When we think about mission statements too, mission statements like what you do, how you do it, your purpose is, why you'd even have a mission statement. You know what's your like ultimate contribution that you want to make? How do your unique strengths and resources match up to human needs and the impact that that you want to make?
So I often say that like mission, and there's a lot of talk about mission statements, but mission statements are the - are the - is the actions you take to pursue that bigger contribution that reason for being.
Sally:
You talk about the need for purpose. Can you expand a little bit on that?
Zach:
I study purpose and meaningfulness but often times I get stuck in thinking about what I have to do, how I’m gonna do it. You could probably feel that own need for yourself. You know, think about a day where you went by and all you thought about was what you had to do that day. Think about how it made you feel the heaviness. Think about what we think about when we leave work, for example. Most of the time we think about what went wrong and how can I make sure that doesn't go wrong tomorrow. 
And then we sort of get in this endless cycle of thinking that if I just get to the weekend then I’ll be happy. If I just get this new job title then I'll be happy. If I just get through this project then I'll be happy. 
Research is very clear that that “if, then” argument never works. And one of the reasons why is that the problem with being motivated by an achievement or a result or getting to a particular day in the calendar is precisely the fact that you'll achieve the result, you'll get there, and then what? It's really a fool's errand.
We call this the arrival fallacy. When you're motivated by a result the problem is that you'll achieve it and you feel the same sense of emptiness whether you achieve a goal or a result as when you don't.
Purpose answers the “then what” question. It's the bigger contribution that we are here to make that constantly pulls us forward. And it's especially important when things aren't going great. Results will push you for the short term but if you're totally reliant on that for motivation you'll always be looking for the next push. Whereas that bigger contribution if you put that to the forefront it exerts this pulling force and can-can pull you forward.
Sally:
How does mindfulness play into that?
Zach:
Well, first I make a distinction between having purpose and being purposeful. So for example, you can have a bigger purpose, have a bigger sense of your contribution, but not approach what you do every day and how you do it in a contribution-centered way.
I see this with trauma surgeons that I worked with a year ago. And they have a meaningful job but they don't experience meaningfulness in their job because they've forgotten to color the lens through which they see their everyday work with that contribution. 
Mindfulness is critical. For example I'll give you a practice that I had to unlearn a really non-purposeful habit. I used to look at my phone in the morning and I used to say to myself what do I got to do today. It's a very, very demotivating question. So I stopped and started asking instead of that, I would just look at my calendar and say how is what I'm going to do today going to impact other people. And you do that over time and quickly that meeting that you have every week becomes a little different because you think about how you're going to impact that person in that meeting. Think about the next person you're going to interact with and ask yourself how can I use my strengths to impact them positively.
So I think mindfulness is key because you have to take captive the moments in your day and think about your contribution and see them through the lens of your contribution and purpose.
Sally:
Can you tell me what advice you would give me if I asked you how could I make work matter or matter more?
Zach:
Yeah. Your work already matters. It's just that we tend to forget it when we get caught up in what we have to do and how we have to do it. You know if you take the current crisis we're working through now, when something happens to us we start focusing obsessively on what's happening we don't leave any attention to focus on why it even matters that we are here, which is the energy we need to respond to the difficult things that are happening.
When we think about making work matter it's really about just reminding ourselves of why we do what we do and who is at the end of what we do. For example, if you were to just stop and ask yourself when in my job did I most experience that what I did deeply mattered, chances are it was pretty exhilarating or invigorating or you saw the impact of your work. The problem is those bigger stories are usually fewer and far between, but the key is-is to train your mind to remember them. My research study was on university janitors recently and one of the janitors that I talked to said that she absolutely despised cleaning the bathrooms in the university dormitories on Mondays after a weekend. But she also talked about how she found her work incredibly purposeful and meaningful consistently. I asked her how do you do that and she goes well every time I go into the bathroom to clean I tell myself I'm cleaning this bathroom so that these kids don't get sick. There's something very profound in what we find with people who experience mattering and meaningfulness regularly in work. And one of those is that they regularly tell themselves stories that reaffirm why they exist they use so that the discrete task that they're doing and think about the inevitable human impact that that task will have.
So that's one way that you can make work matter for yourself is to think about who inevitably is at the end of what you're going to be doing.
There's three great questions I ask everybody to think about and they come from the three predictors of meaningfulness and work. The first is how is what I'm doing today going to impact another person. The second is how this task that I’m working on or approaching today if I do it well, what will it make possible. And the third is which of my strengths can I use more to do that task. And those three things, when we can answer those questions regularly we typically end up experiencing more mattering and meaningfulness.
The key factor here is to also do that for people around you. Show people their significance, how they use their strengths to make a difference, why they matter. Some people say “Zach this mattering stuff's common sense.” I go “yeah, it is not common practice.” But it's absolutely critical to experiencing meaningfulness and purpose and mattering at work.
Sally:
I think most would agree that we can't control very much around us but we would agree that you can control how you behave or react to a certain situation. So can you elaborate a bit about the choices we have to respond and how that impacts the world around us.
Zach:
Absolutely. Viktor Frankl was a concentration camp prisoner and he was also a psychiatrist and he wrote the book called “Man’s search for meaning” while he was thinking about his time in the concentration camp and he was studying who survived and who didn't. And what he found was that those who were able to choose their response to the situation in a way that reminded them of their meaning were far more likely to have better health outcomes for those around them. He said between stimulus and response there is a space and in that space lies our growth and our freedom. And we all have the ability to choose what happens between the stimulus the things that happen to us every day and our response. He called that the ultimate human freedom.
And I always tell people do not let a system, a bigger organization, a bigger government, politics, a crisis take away that ultimate freedom you have to respond, to choose your response. Because what happens in life is that we tend to react on instinct. We react with fear, frustration, anger, cynicism. The problem with those emotions is that the only reason why they exist is to help us survive. So what happens when we experience those emotions is that we narrow our attention so we actually look more inward. We don't collaborate as well our cardiovascular system and biological systems focus on our survival. So we're more highly stressed. And what's the saddest and most ironic thing about that is we become worse and ill-equipped to respond to the very thing that was causing the negative emotion in the first place. And then guess what? Those emotions are contagious in organizations. Every person listening, everybody in the organization, every individual can choose a different response to create upward spirals. It's the ultimate freedom we have. You'll be surprised at how many people that you actually influence by how you show up and what your emotions are. And it's scientifically proven. It's called the emotional contagion.
I often ask people a question that comes from Jerry Colonna. He's a leadership coach. But he says “how are you complicit in creating the conditions you say you don't want?” It's a very cutting question but it can also be a very liberating question.
Sally:
And a great way to end our podcast and invite folks to join us for the live session. Thank you.
Zach:
Thank you.
---
Narrator:
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