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The “X” and I 
 

Managing Personal Growth is a list-topper for all-time favorite among workshops I’ve facilitated 

or participated in. The “x” is part of the introduction to that BlessingWhite workshop and it is a 

central concept in most of what BW publishes or markets. As it is valuable proprietary property, 

I won’t reproduce it or steal any of their thunder here. Highly recommended: go to the BW 

website and get the story firsthand from the masters.  

 

The “x” and I are old friends. We met in 1996. I’ve turned to my friend for counseling many 

times when I’d hit a low spot and needed to understand why. The answer was usually 

somewhere in my “x” analysis, a scan of my satisfaction and contribution levels for current 

assignments and how well my current environment aligns with my values. No need for details 

describing the tool, but it fits my hand very well. 

 

I feel it’s important to understand the real person behind the position and accomplishments, so 

I’ve also used the “x” in job interviews and to introduce myself to important people.  I’ve even 

worked through the “x” dynamics in proposing a course of action to senior leaders.  

 

Following is my interpretation of the “x”, the way I introduce the virtuous circle of satisfaction 

and contribution by constructing the “x” diagram, without the diagram in this case per the 

proprietary promise above. The text description still works.  

 

Later, I’ll share how the “x” has influenced my life. I can trace its impacts all the way back to 

elementary school—a long time ago for me and certainly well before my formal introduction to 

BlessingWhite, MPG, the X, or even awareness of my purpose and values system. 

 

The “X”: A Tale of Two Journeys 
My employer’s goal is to be successful. The company is on a journey to a better tomorrow that 

it has clearly defined with our vision, values, goals, business plan…the roadmap for our journey. 

My role in supporting my boss the bus driver is well-defined too.  

 

I have my personal business to tend to and I want Me, Inc to be a “success”. Because Me, Inc is 

a well-run business I’ve defined that success much like my employer has: vision, values, goals, 

business plan—the roadmap for my journey to a better tomorrow.  

 

The company and I cross paths on our two journeys, the intersection is my job (these two paths 

heading in different directions but connected form the “x”). My company expects me to 

produce results, to make a contribution. And I expect something from the company for doing a 

good job—I expect “satisfaction” as I personally define it.  

 

How much contribution does the company expect from me? And, how much satisfaction do I 

expect from the company? A lot of words work, let’s just go with “maximum” for both. The 

ideal is “maximum” for both: I am a top contributor and I am happy as I can be. 

http://www.blessingwhite.com/
http://www.blessingwhite.com/
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Nuts and Bolts: “X” Dynamics 
The destination for both journeys is “success”. A well-run company goes to great effort to 

clearly define its success factors. And since Me, Inc is a well-run business (which it IS, isn’t it?!) 

my vision, mission, values and goals have also been clearly defined, right? 

 

Unfortunately, most of us haven’t defined personal success to the extent our employer has. 

Most of us haven’t given it much thought at all. So the company’s success factors are crystal 

clear while Me, Inc’s vision is cloudy. It is human nature to be drawn toward a clear, compelling 

purpose so I’m easily seduced away from my cloudiness, to the clarity the company offers. I 

apply myself fully, totally absorbed in my work. But a big piece of “me” is missing. I may not 

even know what’s wrong, I just know that something is out of whack.  

 

Danger…burnout dead ahead! I can’t stay a high contributor, as my low satisfaction will catch 

up to me. Can’t keep running down the road without some feel-good fuel now and then. 

Employer clarity vs Me, Inc cloudiness impacts my satisfaction and eventually my contribution.  

If my values-based drivers are not met I have a low level of satisfaction. Even if I consistently 

deliver exceptional results, can I survive long-term in this out-of-balance situation? I still haven’t 

reached my full potential, my maximum level of contribution.  

 

If I know which of my satisfiers are not being met I may be able to reconcile the situation on my 

own or with the help of my manager. If I don’t even know my satisfiers, all I know is that I am 

not happy. My performance suffers and the company and I are both being cheated. This is an 

ugly situation, something needs to happen soon. Stress and burnout are not far down the road. 

 

There are many combinations of satisfaction and contribution levels. When both are high I am 

energized by the work rather than drained and I will very probably have a long, productive 

career…and life, by the way. Let’s look at other combinations and possible reasons for them. 

 

The other side of “maximum” is “minimum”. Some people are at a low level of contribution and 

/ or are they are not at all satisfied. They may or may not be noticeable (if you know who they 

are, no names please). Their job may be in jeopardy; there is a whole lot more at stake for them 

to lose personally and they may not even realize it. Others who work around these people are 

affected as well: contribution and satisfaction levels are contagious, for better or for worse.  

 

What if I am incredibly happy with my job…I love it to pieces but I’m just not producing, not 

delivering exceptional or even acceptable results? There are valid reasons to be in that position. 

I could be new to the job, the task may be new, or expectations are unclear. I’m happy as heck 

for now but not doing much of anything…for now.   

 

I’ve been in newly created positions and have been assigned to blue-sky initiatives where 

expectations are unknown. High satisfaction / low contribution is not a sustainable proposition. 

Once the thrill of newness rubs off, most people want to get to the point of being a high 

contributor. And most managers expect the same thing.  
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I could be close to retiring and cruising toward the finish line. Or I may have something else 

lined up (gasp!) and I’m waiting to move on. My performance and contribution level have both 

slipped out of gear, results are of little importance to me at this point, I’ve quit without leaving. 

Deep down, I’m really not happy coasting so employer and individual are both short-sheeted.  

 

We’re all continuously traversing through combinations of satisfaction and contribution levels, 

both of which impact our level of “engagement” in our work. And that’s a high-stakes game. 

 

Engagement: What the Heck IS It? 
Whether or not you’re aware of it, the “x” factors that determine your level of engagement 

have impacted you your entire life and they are impacting you now. If you crack your personal 

code as I’ve been lucky enough to do, you have a better shot at being highly satisfied and you 

will therefore be more productive. You’ll have a better shot at a longer, healthier life too. 

 
I’ve been a long-time student of engagement theory, primarily the BlessingWhite and Gallup Q-

12 models and David Zinger’s approach. There are a few recurring themes these approaches 

share, in particular the five attributes described below. These may not be universal truths, but 

they’re close. And they have had a good deal to do with my engagement journey and my own 

perceptions of what works / what doesn’t. I’d love your thoughts on these. 

  
ONE: satisfaction and engagement are driven by an individual’s core values and how fully an 

they are living those values. So it is highly personal. My values did not fully come to light until 

the middle 1990’s. But it’s clear now these have impacted me since early grade school: 

creativity, growth, learning new and different things; freedom from unnecessary constraints.  

TWO: engagement is more than feel-good. For engagement to be considered to be worthy by 

decision-makers, it has to add value to the bottom line, it can’t just be “I love my job.” 

BlessingWhite’s model of engagement  (The State of Employee Engagement 2008 — North 

American Overview. See pp 3-4) defines high engagement as that rare state where maximum 

satisfaction and maximum contribution peacefully coexist. And there are buckets of hard data 

that show a clear and direct correlation between higher engagement and better results for 

every bottom line item that matters including productivity, retention and well-being. 

THREE: I need to fully utilize my strengths to be fully engaged. A strength is more than just 

“talent” or being good at something. A strength is a skill that I get satisfaction from utilizing 

because that talent means a good deal to me—it fits my satisfiers / core values. 

FOUR: level of engagement is not a carousel it is a roller coaster. Environments, assignments, 

relationships all change even within the same position. You have surely been to the same 

amusement park, maybe on the same ride, some of you several times as I have. Are you 

terrified by the ride? Does it make you sick? Or do you have a ball? My ride has been great fun. 

FIVE: satisfaction and contribution impact each other. System thinkers call it a reinforcing loop, 

and it is a powerful force. A BlessingWhite article by Fraser Marlow on Virtuous Circles details 

this relationship.  

http://www.blessingwhite.com/research.asp?pid=1
http://blessingwhite.com/article/satisfaction-and-contribution-the-virtuous-circle/?_cldee=Y3JhaWcuYWx0aG9mQGdtYWlsLmNvbQ%3d%3d&urlid=1
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Now We’re Getting Personal!  

Based on these five attributes and my values I’ve tracked my engagement journey way back, 

well before I was aware of all this stuff. Here are some early examples of my roller coaster rides. 
 

SCHOOL. I didn’t like school. Boring classes, boring assignments. Disengaged. Unidentified 

values were already driving me. I learned very early how to give myself a believable “mom, I 

don’t feel good” temp with tap water. I didn’t read comic books or watch TV when the scam 

worked, I studied what I wanted to. The extra credit for projects and a natural strength in BS’ing 

my way through tests carried me (note: this strategy did not work nearly as well in college).  
 

MUSIC. I played professionally for a lot of years, a great match for what I would later learn were 

my core values. And I was pretty good at it. Some musical endeavors were extremely creative 

and the other musicians were great friends too. But my career digressed. I eventually realized I 

was playing more for money than for love. In the most dynamic phase of my music career there 

was a fully engaging creative band, but I also signed on as a mercenary with a couple other 

bands for the steady money. The wrong music, the wrong juke joints, the wrong band mates, 

but I was knocking down good money and was still a maximum contributor. Just disengaged 

and getting extremely worn out physically, emotionally, mentally. 
 

When the disengaging assignments began to more and more outweigh the engaging, I knew it 

was time to “get a haircut and get a real job”. That was nearly thirty years ago. I still love music, 

still play but not in bands until fairly recently, still have my hair. I finally found other people who 

like the same kind of music, are good to be with, and don’t need to play for money. Engaged 

again. We may even try out the next time “American Has-Been” auditions come to Iowa. 
 

AHA Moments: Clarity Courtesy of MPG 
I got deeply involved in Managing Personal Growth (MPG) from BlessingWhite in the mid-90’s, 

first completing the two-day values identification / career management process as part of 

facilitator certification. I learned that “values” were not all kumbaya stuff. Beyond  family 

happiness, my core values include helping others, creativity, learning new things, and freedom 

from unnecessary constraints (handy in process improvement!)…all very work-related.   

 

Beyond identifying and defining values, MPG aligns participants’ perception of job priorities 

with their manager’s which boosts contribution, identifies elements of their current position 

they’d like more or less of, and assesses participants’ career path based on their values. In 

sessions I later facilitated, even a few manager-level participants were led to the decision to 

leave the company for better-fit opportunities, including total career changes. Some consulted 

with me privately prior to their decision. My priority with them was to make sure they were 

very clear in their decision and not just searching for random greener grass.  Sometimes it’s 

better to fertilize and mow the lawn where you’re living now. 

 

I had discovered that my own best-fit career path based on my values was not within the 

company but outside as an independent. I didn’t make the jump, instead opting to work with 

my manager on making my current position better. I fertilized and mowed the lawn. 

http://www.blessingwhite.com/
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Too many aha’s came out of the certification workshop and my long-time facilitation of MPG as 

part of a broad implementation across several business units in a Fortune 300 organization.  

These two have stuck with me: 

 

 1.  If your personal values are disconnected from your company’s, or if the work does not fit 

well with your core satisfiers, you’ll be miserable and cannot be a long-term top contributor no 

matter how much effort you invest. Self and company both are short-sheeted, burnout is a 

genuine danger and you’re both better off to part ways on good terms before things get ugly. 

 2.  When you invest the time to find your personal values-based vision and set the right 

objectives you stand a much better chance of surviving job loss and transitioning to a new and 

meaningful professional life. I can personally testify to that, in triplicate. I am currently looking 

for meaningful work for the third time in fifteen years, and my values-based strategic narrative 

is once again my Keeper of Sanity. I have yet to land a new gig, but at least I know I’m looking in 

the right direction. I can even handle a survival job as long as it is fairly in-line with my values. 

 

The Acid Test 
If you’re employed, don’t wait for the day you may be served notice. Be proactive. Plan! 

 

The strength and depth of my conviction to the BlessingWhite philosophy on which MPG is 

based was severely tested by my first experience with downsizing, in 2001. When Black Friday 

came and I was whacked along with over 200 others I was not devastated but energized. I had 

already formulated and fine-tuned my values-based mission and long-term plan and I was 

thrilled to be handed a shot at my real purpose in life, especially with a generous severance 

package to subsidize me and minimize immediate risk. It was the push off the cliff I needed. 

 

Most of my downsized peers did not have the same vision of their ideal future, or for any 

alternative beyond what they had just been forcibly removed from. These friends thought I had 

finally cracked. I was smiling, almost skipping, and they were fighting over the last few kleenex. 

 

The most passionate disciples of a religion are often those who convert. I had already been 

doing everything in my power, both covert and overt, to guide people toward getting in touch 

with their values, finding their vision and values-driven ideal future. The downsized people 

stayed closely connected throughout our transitions, and my role as informal career counselor / 

life coach / cheerleader really stepped up. I credit that to my well-known involvement in MPG.  

 

The Gospel According to MPG, As Told By Craig 

Identify what really drives you beyond position, power and however much coin you need to be 

comfortable. Get a crystal clear understanding of your values. Establish a vision, goals and 

objectives and craft your strategy for how you’re going to achieve them. Then execute the plan, 

always staying true to your values.  

 

You’ll live longer, you’ll be more fun to be around at work and outside, you’ll be a much higher 

contributor for whichever organization you choose to sign on and stay with. 
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The Kleenex Case Study: Background 

 

The downsizing / Kleenex thing was no exaggeration. This took place at the corporate level, the 

organization was the most bedrock-solid, tightly-knit, family-oriented, 100+ year-old Fortune 

300 outfit you could find. There was only an inkling that “something” was going down.  

Casualties were mostly part well-established and tenured people who believed in the company. 

We shared a proud heritage as the acknowledged best in the business. Those downsized were 

good people doing very good work. They were truly crushed because they had bought into the 

dream of a lifelong two-way relationship like generations before them, and their souls had been 

yanked from their psyche.  

It still hurts to recall my friends’ pain (but not mine). To its credit, the company had correctly 

assessed that the news would be devastating to most. Immediately after the whacking (sorry, 

“downsizing”) took place, the whackees (sorry!) all met on-site with a contracted outplacement 

/ crisis management resource. In the room where we all congregated to share our grief and sign 

up for their services there were numerous boxes of Kleenex. They needed to get more boxes. 

My area consisted of six people. My manager, of course also a friend, had to select one person 

in our group to tap out. Some ‘friend’ right? But we talked about her decision at great length. 

She was being very logical in her decision like you’d expect from an engineer. I was the best-

prepared person on our team, able to survive being whacked. I had a degree and an incredibly 

rich portfolio of accomplishments. And the deal-sealer: I had confided in her about my MPG-

driven long-term vision of my “ideal” future. She was wisely doing me a favor—a true friend. 

After hearing I had been cut one of my (ex) team members, of course also a friend, went to the 

boss and tearfully begged to take my place. We were that tight of a team. But the decision had 

been made and paperwork done. I was a higher salary level too. Dollars were, of course, 

involved. 

Six years later the company was bought out by a deep-pockets competitor, immediately gutted 

and filleted with industry-coveted legacy brands taken as spoils of war. All told, thousands of 

survivors were also “downsized” as numerous production facilities and corporate HQ were all 

shuttered. MPG and NAFTA cushioned the blow for a few, but not nearly enough.  
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(Epilogue) Do or Do Not!  

Live Long and Prosper…Embrace MPG 
 

Fraser and I corresponded after he read the first draft of “The ‘X’ and I”. He noted: “…if we can 

substantiate the claim that MPG makes you live longer I think we would really be on to something!” To 

which I replied “I'm surprised y'all aren't all over that one like the proverbial 'duck on a June bug'.”  

 

Then I slept on it, always dangerous…I woke up taking this as a direct challenge from Fraser to put my 

money where my mouth is. 

 

In The Natural Order of Things I’ve proposed that “...organizational sustainability begins with me. 

Without people who are connected to and aligned with their personal purpose and values, 

organizational excellence and sustainability and all that coveted bottom-line stuff is simply out of reach.” 

 
But since personal purpose and values are possibly a little too fuzzy weird for many, I noted that stress 

reduction and participant longevity are my favorite WIFFM lever for getting down to business. MPG 

does a lot of the same thing: it is very “me”-centered but delivers hard business benefits like clarity, 

alignment, and the concept of strengths-based assignments. 

 

There is all kinds of validation that MPG does truly add to lifespan, the causal chain is clear. Consider all 

the well-being studies from Gallup, the Blue Zones project, and the Engage for Success report on the 

well-being / engagement correlation. From the report’s Forward:  

“This paper sets out the evidence for the linkage between employee engagement and 

wellbeing, and the consequential impact on individual and organisational performance.” 

 

Further, “ In an increasingly unstable world, employee engagement in companies can be a force for 

powerful social good as well as for driving increased economic performance (Gallup, 2013).” 

 

E4S adopted the World Health Organisation’s (WHO) definition of mental health as a useful definition of 

overall employee wellbeing: 

“… a state of wellbeing in which every individual realizes his or her own potential, can 

cope with the normal stresses of life, can work productively and fruitfully, and is able 

to make a contribution to her or his community.” 

 

The New Wellbeing is a whole lot more than eating your veggies and exercising regularly. There appears 

to be a growing trend to treat physical health and wellbeing as two separate but equal concerns. The 

definitions of well-being in those sources include clear sense of purpose, making a difference, living a 

purposeful and values-based life, being part of a strong community. 

 

Re-hashing old stuff is so non value-adding—some time ago I posted “The New Well-being, a Trifecta 

Win” on LinkedIn Pulse. It’s still there, with all kinds of valuable links on the engagement-to-wellbeing 

connection. Just a teaser before moving on, referencing Blue Zones / the Gallup Healthways initiative. 

Lots of links are on LinkedIn: 

 

https://onepondripples.files.wordpress.com/2015/09/the-natural-order-of-things1.pdf
http://www.engageforsuccess.org/ideas-tools/wellbeing-employee-engagement-case-study-activity-4-charity/#.VfVm1H2eFIg
https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/20141210163800-12280222-the-new-well-being-a-trifecta-win?trk=mp-reader-card
https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/20141210163800-12280222-the-new-well-being-a-trifecta-win?trk=mp-reader-card
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“…these life-prolonging characteristics include both physical and spiritual elements. 

Purpose, values, connecting, social networks, family and sense of community all lead to 

a better, longer life.”  

Sounds to me a lot like what MPG sets out to do, and accomplishes quite well. 

 

So there you have it: embrace MPG to live long and prosper. Do or do NOT…there is no ‘try’. 

 

 

 

 


