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Is Your Genius on Purpose? 
Determine your genius 

and purpose, and 

make sure they match. 

By Dick Richards 

WORKING IN THE TRAINING and devel-

opmen t profession, you strive for noble 

purposes . Examples found in an ASTD 

m a n i f e s t o inc lude deve loping people , 

leading t h e lea rn ing and p e r f o r m a n c e 

revolu t ion , k e e p i n g spir i t alive in t h e 

workplace, and giving back to communi-

ties. Purposes such as those are worthy 

of anyone 's commi tmen t , and can pro-

v ide f o c u s fo r your work and life. But 

your p u r p o s e alone, w h e t h e r you sub-

scr ibe to one of t h o s e above or to one 

unique to you, is not likely to fulfill all of 

your aspirations. The key to feeling satis-

fied in your daily work and making your 

best possible contribution lies no t with 

your purpose but with your genius, t he 

e n e r g y a n d sp i r i t t h a t you a l o n e can 

bring to your work. 

I use the te rm genius not in the mod-

e m sense of high intellectual capacity or 

extraordinary creative achievement, bu t 

in an ancient sense tha t is still alive, un-

der different names , in mos t cultural and 

spiritual tradit ions. In this lat ter sense, 

your genius can be thought of as the ex-

ceptional power tha t comes naturally to 

you and as the process in which you en-

gage so spon taneous ly and easily t h a t 

you may not even notice it. Your genius 

can also be thought of in a mystical way, 

as the energy of your soul, and as an an-

swer to the question of why you exist. 

On t h e o t h e r h a n d , I u s e t h e t e r m 

purpose to r e fe r to your p e r s o n a l mis -

sion, vocation, calling, or vision. In t ha t 

sense, your purpose is a tangible assign-

m e n t tha t life expects you to execute. 

Four key q u e s t i o n s can guide your 

p u r s u i t of work t h a t fulf i l ls bo th your 

genius and your purpose: 

• Wha t is your genius? 

• Is your genius at work? 

• Wha t is your purpose? 

• Is your genius on purpose? 

Clues to bo th your genius and your 

p u r p o s e can be f o u n d in your exper i -

ences. This article will offer brief expla-

nat ions, examples , and a few exercises 

to he lp you a n s w e r t h e four key ques-

t ions. But t he se are complicated ques-

t i o n s w i t h e l u s i v e a n s w e r s t h a t a r e 

o f t e n n o t qu ick ly r e s o l v e d . More re-

sources to h e l p you wi th th i s p roces s 

are listed at the end of this article. 

Recognize your genius 
Your g e n i u s is your d iv ine spa rk , t h e 

essence of how you best express yourself. 

It is a gift to you and your gift to others. It 

a t tends you and only you and is not du-

plicated anywhere else on the planet. You 

are responsible for it and to it. It shows 

up, seeking expression, in everything you 

do. It is not your purpose; it serves your 

purpose. It is not your calling, but a power 

given to you to fulfill your calling. It is not 

your soul, but the energy of your soul. It is 

no t out the re somewhere in the future , 

b u t is p r e s e n t now. It h a s a lways b e e n 

with you, and will always be with you. It 

will n o t c h a n g e , t h o u g h y o u r u n d e r -

standing of it may grow. 

Your genius nour ishes your direction 

w h e n tha t direction is worthy and alerts 

you w h e n it is n o t . It is y o u r n a t u r a l 

power, coming readily and easily unless 

you get in i t s way by ignor ing or dis-

m i s s i n g i t . A f r i e n d o n c e t o l d m e , 

"Whenever I feel as though some th ing 

is mi s s ing in m y work, it is m y genius 

tha t is missing." 

Your genius ha s been a source of suc-

cess and sat isfact ion dur ing work t h a t 

you have done in the past, and it will be 

a source of success and satisfaction dur-

ing work tha t you do in the future. It is a 

m a j o r f a c t o r d e t e r m i n i n g w h y s o m e 

work si tuations feel just right while oth-

ers feel just awful. 

Most peop le f ind it u s e f u l to f ind a 

n a m e for their geniuses. Experience has 

s h o w n t h a t t h e n a m e for your gen ius 

68 TDNovember 2005 Copyright ASTD, November 2005 



shou ld con ta in a ge rund (ends in -ing) 

a n d a n o u n . E x a m p l e s a r e M a k i n g It 

Work, S t r a i g h t e n i n g Up, C h a r t i n g t h e 

Course, and Discovering Connections. If 

you arr ive a t a n a m e t h a t d o e s n ' t f ee l 

positive, it's not t he right name . 

You will f ind significant clues to your 

gen ius if you not ice w h a t you ' re doing 

w h e n you ' r e n o t no t i c ing w h a t you ' r e 

doing. Tha t may sound paradoxical and 

impossible, bu t your genius comes spon-

taneously , easily, and so na tura l ly t h a t 

you probably aren ' t aware of it. 

For e x a m p l e , w h e n a s k e d to beg in 

not ic ing w h a t she w a s doing w h e n she 

was not not icing w h a t she was doing, a 

w o m a n a t tending a career development 

w o r k s h o p no t iced t h a t it w a s she w h o 

began pass ing a s h e e t of p a p e r a round 

t h e room to c rea te a list of n a m e s and 

phone numbers . She felt compelled to do 

tha t even though nobody had asked for a 

p h o n e list. This s p o n t a n e o u s act felt so 

n a t u r a l a n d f a m i l i a r to h e r t h a t i t 

seemed unremarkable and barely worth 

noticing. She said tha t her in tent was to 

c r e a t e a p l a t f o r m f r o m w h i c h p e o p l e 

could suppor t each o ther in t h e fu tu re . 

She also took extensive notes, which she 

desc r ibed as a p l a t f o r m for c o n t i n u e d 

learning af ter t he workshop. 

Then she began to associate the phone 

l i s t a n d n o t e t a k i n g w i t h o t h e r 

activities t ha t she did routinely. Though 

n o t an avid s e a m s t r e s s , s h e did e n j o y 

b u y i n g p a t t e r n s a n d h a d a d r a w e r fu l l 

of t h e m . She also enjoyed p l ann ing h e r 

g a r d e n f a r m o r e t h a n t e n d i n g it . T h e 

p h o n e list and no tes , h e r p a t t e r n s and 

garden plans, were all platforms to her— 

suppor t s to guide some activity. She ar-

rived at t h e n a m e Building Pla t forms to 

describe her genius. 

T h e w o m a n t h e n u n d e r s t o o d w h y 

she was excited about a recent work as-

s ignment . Her employer was a large cor-

p o r a t i o n t h a t w a s u n d e r g o i n g a g rea t 

dea l of t u rmoi l . A l though t r a i n e d as a 

s y s t e m s a n a l y s t , s h e h a d a c c e p t e d a 

temporary ass ignment on a t e am formed 

to help the company through a complex 

c h a n g e p r o c e s s . T h e t e a m ' s w o r k in-

volved l e a d i n g t r a i n i n g p r o g r a m s a n d 

helping other t e a m s become more effec-

tive. She loved the work because she saw 

herse l f as he lp ing to c rea te a p l a t f o r m 

for her company's future. She then m a d e 

a c o m m i t m e n t to c h a n g e t h e f o c u s of 

he r career f rom sys tems analyst to orga-

nization change practitioner. 

There are other ways to find your ge-

nius besides noticing w h a t you do w h e n 

y o u ' r e n o t n o t i c i n g w h a t you do. You 

might wan t to examine your frustration, 

w h i c h o f t e n s i g n a l s t h a t y o u r g e n i u s 

i sn ' t c rea t ing t h e resul t you had hoped 

for; your elat ion, which of ten ind ica tes 

t h a t y o u r g e n i u s h a s s u c c e e d e d ; a n d 

your in te res t s and hobbies, w h e r e your 

genius is usually given free reign. 

W h e n you recognize your genius, you 

will have a n s w e r e d t h e f i rs t key ques -

t ion, and t h e a n s w e r to t h e second—is 

your gen ius at work?—will probably be 

obvious to you. If t he day-to-day process-

es of your work s e e m na tu r a l to you, if 

t h e y g e n e r a t e a s e n s e of s p o n t a n e i t y , 

ease , a n d Tightness, t h e a n s w e r to t h e 

second ques t ion is "yes." If they do not, 

t he answer is "no." 

Discover your purpose 
If you acknowledge your purpose, you can 

be more intentional and effective in fulfill-

ing it. In addition, it can give focus to your 

life, directing decisions such as what work 

to do, w h e r e to live, w h o m to assoc ia te 

with, and what to turn away from. 

Clues tha t point to your purpose mos t 

o f t e n lie in t h e even t s of your life and 

your react ions to t hem. Unexpected ex-

per iences and tu rn ing points can be es-

pecially fertile ground for such clues. For 

example, a sales m a n a g e r w h o w a s un-

expectedly fired did serious soul search-

ing, and the experience became a ma jo r 

turning point in his life. 

He now says, "I fired myself. In t ruth, I 

m a d e it imposs ib le for m y employer to 

keep me. It was the wrong work for me." 

During his soul searching, h e thought 

a b o u t h i s w o r k h i s t o r y a n d r e a d a n d 

t a l k e d w i t h e x p e r t s a b o u t t h e n a t u r e 

of work . T h e r e s u l t is h i s c u r r e n t en -

deavor heading his own executive place-

m e n t f i rm, and h is p u r p o s e is to create 

organizations comprised solely of people do-

ing their right work. 

Clues to your pu rpose migh t also be 

f o u n d in i d e a s t h a t r e c u r to you in a 

seemingly nagging way and in w h a t oth-

ers have asked of you because they sense 

your c o m m i t m e n t to s o m e cause , per-

haps before you sense it yourself. 

Integrate your genius and purpose 
The w o m a n who calls he r genius Build-

ing P la t fo rms h a s d i rec ted t h a t energy 

toward the purpose of creating workplaces 

that work for the people in them. The m a n 

who describes his purpose as creating or-

ganizations comprised solely of people doing 

their right work calls his genius Surveying 

t h e L a n d s c a p e , w h i c h h e d e f i n e s as a 

search for ideas, people, and opportuni-

ties. He too employs the energy of his ge-

nius to fulfill his purpose. 

W h e n you can link your gen ius and 

p u r p o s e in t h e way t h a t they did, t h e n 

you can a n s w e r "yes" to t h e f i n a l key 

ques t i on—is your g e n i u s on p u r p o s e ? 

This question is a shor thand way of ask-

ing, Is t h e na tu r a l power t h a t comes to 

you spontaneously and easily engaged in 

fulf i l l ing t h e a s s i g n m e n t to wh ich you 

have been called? 

Even if you're unclear about your ge-

nius and purpose, t he following exercise 

can help you explore the extent to which 

your genius is on purpose currently. 

Examine your calendar for the last month. List t h e 

work act ivi t ies t h a t c o n s u m e d m o s t of 

your time. Be specific about the activities 

rather than describing general duties and 

responsibilit ies. For example, "met with 

Joe to talk about the XYZ project" is more 

specific than "supervised employees." 

Determine whether your genius was engaged in 

each activity. Even if you are unclear about 

your genius, you can sense its p resence 

in the form of an attraction to the activi-

ty. In short, were you enjoying yourself? 

Did the work come naturally to you? 

Determine whether the activity was in support of 

your purpose. Even if you're unclear about 

your purpose, you can sense tha t the ac-

tivity was on purpose in the feeling tha t it 

needed to be done and tha t it needed to 

be done by you. In short, was it worth do-

ing? Did it have real meaning to you? 

Identify those activities in which your genius 

was engaged in fulfilling your purpose—in 

o the r words , any activity in which you 

were enjoying yourself , t h e work c a m e 

naturally, it felt worth doing, and it had 
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real meaning to you. 

This exercise ought to provide a rough 

estimate of your overall satisfaction with 

the work that you have been doing and 

show you where your genius and purpose 

come alive. You can raise your satisfaction 

by any of the commonly known methods: 

talking with your boss about ad jus t ing 

your responsibilities, seeking a new job in 

the same organization, finding new work 

with another organization, starting your 

own business, changing your career, and 

so forth. 
W h a t e v e r m e t h o d you pursue , you 

will be in a much better position to find 

t h e r ight work for you if you are clear 

about bo th your genius and your pur-

pose. When you find that work, you will 

be able to answer "yes" to the final ques-

tion. You will have laid the groundwork 

fo r t h e f o c u s a n d a i m s t h a t p u r p o s e 

provides, as well as for t he day-to-day 

satisfaction and confidence that you are 

making your best contribution that come 

with recognizing your genius. 

Dick Richards has implemented these princi-

ples in 50 organizations, including Exxon, Pru-

dential, and Bank of America. He is also the 

author of Artful Work and The Art of Winning 

Commitment; dickrichards@ongenius.com. 

Send submissions to Development, T+D, 1640 

King Street, Box 1443, Alexandria, VA22313-

2043; development@astd.org. 

MORE 
This article is adapted from Is Your 

Genius at Work? Four Key Questions to 

Ask Before Your Next Career Mo ve 

(Davies-Black Publishing, 2005). 

The book contains more than 30 exercises 

to help you answer the four key questions. 

Additional resources are available at the 

author's website and blog, www.ongenius.com 

and www.ongenius.com/blog. 
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