Beyond Engagement: Fulfillment as a
Competitive Advantage
By William Schiemann

T

he unprecedented pace of change today is increasing
stress and reducing focus both at work and home,
upending work-life balance, accelerating talent obsolescence and fear, and reducing meaningful interactions at
work. The result: increasing burnout, conflict, and turnover;
decreasing innovation; and a majority of workers only partially engaged.
The goals of nearly all workers—achieving career and life
fulfillment—and the goals of most corporations—higher
productivity, quality, and customer service—are increasingly
in conflict. This comes at a time when, for many companies,
finding and keeping the talent that will enable them to succeed and grow is becoming more challenging.
The reversal of talent supply and demand over the past
two decades has created a seller’s market, in which not only
millennials but qualified talent at all career stages have far
more choices. Most are seeking environments with purpose
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in which they can be productive and successful and concomitantly achieve career and life goals. New models for work-life
integration and meaningful employee experiences are urgently needed.
Earlier in my career, I may have considered an area such as
fulfillment to be “soft” or not the responsibility of the organization. The evidence now shows otherwise. Organizations
must engage the whole employee—not just during the hours
he/she spends on company work—and take an active role in
aligning individuals’ priorities and values with those of the
company. Organizations who undertake this will be the most
successful in growing a highly productive, committed, and
stable workforce.
The role of leaders in this emerging environment is critical:
Leaders need to attend to employee fulfillment as an essential
ingredient of building winning cultures that provide competitive advantage and talent sustainability in a world of flux.

What Is Fulfillment and Why Is It Important?

Individual fulfillment is not another name for engagement.
It goes beyond most definitions of engagement to a broader
purpose. We define career fulfillment as achieving one’s career
goals and creating a productive workstyle that brings a sense of accomplishment, balance, impact, and happiness. Career fulfillment
is one of the two most important drivers (the other being
relationships) of overall life fulfillment, not surprising given
that work often occupies more than 50 percent of waking
hours for most.
In one in-depth study of more than 100 professional employees conducted by Metrus Institute, nearly all interviewees
said that fulfillment was paramount, and yet only 20 percent
were highly fulfilled.1 Factors such as work-life imbalance,
stress, fear of failure and obsolescence, and increasing work
demands and stakeholder expectations were primary drivers
of the work fulfillment gap. Nonwork factors such as major
health setbacks, extended family obligations, and financial
stresses frequently carried over into the workplace, often
reducing focus, mindfulness, engagement, and willingness or
ability to learn new things. In a representative study of 3,440
U.S. adults, the American Psychological Association found
that money and work were key stressors for two-thirds of the
population.2
Take Jenna (names changed to protect privacy), a therapist
who was recently married and is now expecting a baby while
supporting elderly parents, trying to purchase a home, and
dealing with some medical issues. What are the odds of her
coming to work totally focused? Or Matt, who commutes two
hours each way to work in Manhattan in a job that consumes
at least nine hours per day, and then continues to respond to
e-mails and team requests until late at night. He struggles to
get home to say goodnight to his kids before they are asleep.
Or Karyn, who balances a medical career with new twins at
home, sharing duties with her husband who also works long
hours. She describes coming to work exhausted and going
home drained from work demands that have doubled over
the past five years.
These are the real lives of a large number of workers today,
especially high-potential, high-performance people. Everyone
wants a piece of them, and there is only so much to give. It
seems easy to say they need to make choices, but the reality is
that today there are few combinations of jobs and family lives
that fit the utopian view of virtuous work-nonwork harmony.
This is not solely an American phenomenon. In a study
of 9,700 adults across a number of industrial countries, Ernst
and Young found that “approximately half (46 percent) of
managers globally are working more than 40-hour weeks, and
four in 10 say their hours have increased over the past five
years,” leading to increased turnover. Lack of workplace or
boss flexibility was a key culprit.3
Much research points to the fact that people from all walks
of life generally control 60+ percent of their own happiness
and fulfillment—if they actively manage it.4,5 You need not be
a victim of circumstance, unless you choose to be. Interestingly,
we find that there is both a science and an art to achieving high fulfillment, and each has implications for leader and employee behaviors.

Science of Fulfillment

In studying highly fulfilled and productive people, we find
that most of them exhibit behaviors consistent with decades
of research studies on goal setting, planning, and performance management connected to success, happiness, and
fulfillment. The elements of the science of fulfillment are
listed in Exhibit 1:
•• Life Goals: Life goals translate the long-term vision of an
individual into clear life accomplishments. These usually
include work and career, family, other relationships or avocations, such as becoming a judge, having a large family, or
traveling to all 50 US states or perhaps 50 countries during
a lifetime.
•• Values: Deeply held beliefs about what matters to the
individual and the organization, and which ideally guide
an individual’s behaviors.
•• Lighthouse Goals: An intermediate goal—a stepping
stone—on the way to reaching an individual’s life goal.
•• Life Map: An organized and detailed map that displays
the paths between today and tomorrow, connecting today’s actions with success drivers, lighthouse and life goals,
and one’s vision.
•• Personal Balanced Scorecard: A balanced set of measures
that help guide priorities and actions.
•• Integrated Life Plan—Work and Nonwork: A blueprint
that connects today’s actions with tomorrow’s.1
The greater the alignment between the individual’s life
path and the organization’s goal path, the more likely employees will join, grow, and stay.
A short example may be illustrative. The map in Exhibit 2
represents a path with the type of tradeoffs many high potentials face. In this case, Toni was faced with a choice of whether
to take another promotion which would have required living
in Europe for some uncertain period, or staying put, which
might have ended her future career advancement. She was
highly regarded by the organization as someone they wanted

EXHIBIT 1. THE SCIENCE ELEMENTS OF FULFILLMENT
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to retain, but she considered leaving because she saw only an
up-or-out scenario. The company lacked clear career paths
and a sense of security for ex-pats who had taken overseas
assignments. Weighed against her other life goals, she was internally conflicted. While she and her husband like travel, she
also had children in high school whose lives would be disrupted. Alternatively, she would have to commute a long distance,
leaving her husband to struggle with family matters.
She felt this would add even more stress beyond her current role, which was low in work-life balance. While she would
have liked to have this conversation with her boss or someone
in HR, she was afraid of being labeled un-promotable. She
thought the only out was to answer calls from recruiters that
came in regularly.
Being able to scope up to the bigger picture is critical. Toni
is a case of someone with clear career and life goals, but she
cannot see the path to her longer-term fulfillment. What Toni
needed was a career mentor, clearer alternative career paths
within the organization, and support mechanisms to reduce
her stress levels, enabling her to be productive but also in
balance with nonwork priorities. In fulfillment workshops we
conduct, we discover that a large majority of managers only
see the current and one likely next job within the organization. When we take them through a broader thinking process,
they typically begin to see multiple ways to be successful within
and outside the company.
In Toni’s case, working through a longer-term vision and
connecting that to today’s reality led to the highlighted elements in Exhibit 2. For example, upon reflection and looking
at other successful peers, she realized that she still had time to
get the global experience and could seek a headquarters role
for the next few years until the kids graduated, still giving her

EXHIBIT 2. TONI’S LIFE MAP
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time to reach her ultimate goals. She also realized that she
needed to be more planful with her work and nonwork time
and schedule time for stress-reducing activities.
This healthy refresh of longer term thinking, being able
to see alternative paths within the organization, coupled with
stronger “art” skills I will soon discuss, enables an organization
to retain employees they wish to keep. Many employees have
not clearly thought through their goals, thereby relegating
decisions like this to chance. The win-win is employees who,
with full knowledge, elect a path that is consonant with the
organization’s needs. When they end up on a path that is not
and later see the misalignment, they are likely to leave.

Art of Fulfillment

If life were only as straightforward as the planning process
described above. There are many blockades and setbacks
along the way for most of us. The most fulfilled individuals
have discovered and deployed practices and tools that we call
the art of fulfillment, enabling them to become more intentional, increase resilience or grit, and leverage their passions
to a much greater extent. Most of these skills and behaviors
can be learned and applied regardless of personality, role,
industry, or geography. Exhibit 3 lists the ten art areas that
are often used by the most fulfilled people. While a full
treatment of all 10 areas is given elsewhere,1 I would like to
highlight several powerful factors that integrate multiple art
areas and have implications for HR practices.
Building Resilience. Resilience and grit are important
competencies for highly fulfilled individuals, but they also
play a critical role in organizational performance and retention. More than 90 percent of individuals over 40 that we
interviewed have had frequent intermediate setbacks as well as

EXHIBIT 3. THE ART ELEMENTS OF FULFILLMENT
Keep the End in Mind

Visualize end goal facilitates motivation and focus.

Nurture Your Body

Health is core ingredient to be in life’s game.

Build a Social Network

Friendships and social network are essential today.

Leverage Your Passions

Follow your passions at both work and nonwork.

Take Reasonable Risks

If we do only what we’re comfortable with, we will never grow.

Never Stop Learning

Your body needs upkeep and so does your mind.

Stick to Your Values and Spirituality

Ability to stay aligned with your values.

Resilience—Find the Silver Lining

Ability to prepare for and bounce back after encountering a setback.

Give and Get

Those who gave back found increased levels of fulfillment.

Check in with Yourself Regularly—Force It!

It’s important to check with yourself regularly on the progress you’re making toward your goals, your health and wellbeing,
and those around you.

at least one major devastating setback—major illness, divorce,
sudden job loss, or death of a loved one. Many managers we
talked with described periods in which they or their employees were impaired on multiple personal or organizational
levels while they managed and overcame these situations.
What is particularly interesting is that people we studied
varied in recovery time after setbacks. Faster recovery people
used a variety of approaches to overcome the setback more
quickly—such as having a vision and life plan, good professional and personal networks, and the ability to reframe
negative perceptions into positive opportunities.
Building broad and deep networks. Strong networks are
an important tool for the most fulfilled people, assisting
both in preparation for and recovery from setbacks as well as
support for daily life. Those who had at least one or two great
friends—people who would bail you out of jail on Tuesday
night—and a broad network of personal and professional colleagues were more resilient to setbacks. One HR professional
we interviewed was a Fortune 500 star who took a new role with

Energy and stamina are a big deal—a
foundation to overall fulfillment and
organizational performance.
a startup in a different part of the country, only to see that
organization—along with his job—fold after only 12 months.
Finding a new job was more difficult than he thought. “I have
been out 14 months with only a few interviews and no offers,”
he told me. Limited to immediate colleagues within his prior
firm, he slowly and painfully began building his network,
acknowledging that he should have been doing this continuously throughout his career.
Another category of relationships that were invaluable to
many of our most fulfilled individuals are mentors. One VP
of HR strongly advocates for having three mentors: professional, personal, and health. She describes each as being on
her team, helping her navigate career and wellness goals in
the context of her personal life goals. She and others describe

the mentors as instrumental to growth and fulfillment in both
good times and bad.
Organizational leaders can play a critical role in helping
employees build internal networks and evolve mentors. The
stronger the internal network, the more likely a challenged
employee will have multiple lifelines to call upon when the
going gets tough. The structure of project teams, participation
in professional organizations, company-sponsored interaction
events, and office design are among the ways in which networking can be encouraged. HR can play a lead role in determining which approaches will best fit organizational culture.
Managing energy and health. It turns out that energy and
stamina are a big deal—a foundation to overall fulfillment
and organizational performance. Lack of sleep, poor eating
habits, low or no exercise, and continual mental, social, or
emotional pressure without a safety valve all lead to reduced
energy, health, safety, and performance. The research on
stress is well documented. Too little stress or attentiveness can
create boredom, which can cause employees to lose fingers
on equipment or simply send them packing for something
more interesting. Too much continuous stress can lead to
constant irritability, alcoholism and drug use, chronic fatigue
syndrome, auto-immune diseases, depression, or suicide.6
At intermediate levels, without relief or recharge, workplace
stress can cause 12.4 days of lost productivity per employee
per year, 50 percent higher turnover, and many dysfunctional
behaviors in the workplace—from simple chronic conflict to
active antagonism or physical harm.7,8

Call to Action: Four Strategies

HR and business leaders must embrace, address, and leverage
fulfillment if they are to compete effectively for talent today.
Here are four strategies that will get the ball rolling:
1. Develop leaders who are talent chefs. The best chefs
can receive a bag of ingredients—protein, carbs, vitamin-rich
greens, herbs—and prepare a wonderful meal. Weaker chefs
need a recipe they can follow by rote. In a fast food chain
where turnover is often 100 percent, managers who are the
best talent chefs are achieving rates below 60 percent while
rote-managers often exceed 130 percent—a huge difference
to the bottom line.
When we studied a group of these high- and low-performVOLUME 41 | ISSUE 4 | FALL 2018
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ing managers, we discovered that higher performing managers have a deeper understanding of their people that extends
beyond the workplace. These managers, with the same distribution of talent as their peers, put together teams in ways
that accommodate individual differences while simultaneously hitting corporate performance targets. To do so requires
knowing who is going to school on Tuesdays, who has kids to
pick up at day care, or who has parental responsibilities. By
working with their teams to integrate individual and organizational needs, they achieve far higher levels of engagement
and alignment than their one-size-fits-all counterparts—the
type who say no one gets Friday off or no exceptions to our
rules, assuming that employees are duplicates rather than
embracing their diversity.
It’s time to retool leader competencies to enable managers
to become great talent chefs. Managing talent to achieve organization goals means understanding why individuals are there,
what their dreams are, and mentoring and coaching them in a
way that provides a best person-organization fit.
2. Empower and equip employees to be intentional and
resilient. It’s clear from our research that employees need
additional skills and support to flourish in today’s highpaced, high-demand environment. They seek environments
that will match their values and purpose, but they also need
to perform at ever-increasing levels. Skills such as resilience,
mindfulness, agility, work-life integration, accelerated learning, health and energy management, and self-engagement
are important in a more empowered work environment.
Organizations today can accelerate learning and adoption
of more effective behaviors through a variety of educational
tools—fulfillment workshops, micro-learning, realistic role previews—that will enable employees to become stronger, more
agile, and able to grow their value. In fulfillment workshops
we have conducted, we discovered that C-suite and entry-level
employees alike can, in a short time, become more intentional,
better leverage energy and time, and begin new resilience regimens. The key is allowing time for people to pause and think
intentionally and enabling employees to help shape their work
environments to create better win-win outcomes.
3. Measure the whole employee—engagement alone is
not enough. Traditional approaches to engagement have
often taken a company perspective of what can be done to
engage the employee. In contrast, fulfillment is done with the
employee, and for the benefit of both the employee and the
company.
It’s time to move beyond standard measures of engagement.
Overall, engagement scores have not increased across industries
in the past 20 years.9 At Metrus Institute, engagement scores we
track across scores of organizations and industries indicate that
a majority of employees are only partially engaged. Look at your
current employee survey measures or other metrics that you
track. Are they the right ones to help determine if work in your
organization is creating fulfillment? Look for items on stress,
work-life integration, resilience, and personal goals. If those
items are receiving low scores, it is unlikely engagement will rise.
Finally, consider the programs you are using to drive
engagement. Those which primarily include standardized
approaches to build engagement with the organization are
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much less likely to be successful than those that take into
account a two-way connection between the needs and goals of
individual employees and those of the organization.
4. Know thyself—what drives your fulfillment? One of the
most effective actions is to understand what creates fulfillment in your life. Self-awareness is one of the most important leadership traits called out by leadership gurus. When
leaders understand fulfillment and its relationship to work
in their own lives, they are better equipped to discuss and
connect organizational goals, roles, and skills in the context of
fulfillment with others. And this requires reflective time and
resources—articles, books, workshops, coaching—that HR is
in a perfect position to support.

Conclusion

Fulfillment offers a new approach to frame the way organizations and people interact, with a goal of aligning both more
effectively. The organization cannot be all it can be while
its people are leading unbalanced lives that lack sufficient
alignment, capabilities, and engagement to thrive. Similarly, individuals cannot thrive without a meaningful place to
add value and grow. Fulfillment offers a framework to align
priorities within and between work, home, and life. Winning
organizations today are thinking more holistically about their
people and providing the support systems that bring out the
best that people have to offer by connecting with their path
to fulfillment.
William Schiemann, Ph.D., is Principal and CEO of Metrus Group,
Inc. and founder of the Metrus Institute. His latest book is Fulfilled!
Critical Choices: Work, Home, Life (Secant Publishing, 2016). He can be
reached at wschiemann@metrus.com.
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