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The Power of Why…..More Than a Three Letter Word 
 

Introduction 

It’s everywhere, every day, everybody, every job – sadness, fatigue, burnout, frustration, anger, 

resentment, boredom, lack of engagement, blame, discontent, disappointment, lack of productivity.  In 

general, as a society the problems and challenges we face both in our personal and professional work 

lives are keeping us from living the life we want, from being happy and feeling fulfilled and charged up 

about who we are and what we are doing.  Some of us may be better off than others, yet in general, we 

truly are not living to our full potential, in ease, in happiness, joy and abundance.  WHY is that?  The key 

may be in that simple three letter word WHY.  When you say it, your voice goes up and it becomes not a 

word but a question.   

Connection between Why and Want 

Do we even KNOW WHAT WE WANT?  Sadly, millions of us spend more time choosing furniture, bed 

sheets, electronic toys and gadgets than we do figuring out what it is that we truly want, what it is we 

are good at, what our passions and skills are and how we want to use them.  WHY is that? 

I submit to you, it is because we do not know our own WHY.   

In his book Man’s Search for Meaning Viktor Frankl, a renowned psychologist and Holocaust survivor 

wrote “Those who have a 'why' to live, can bear with almost any 'how'.”   I am not sharing something 

new and unique here.  The power of ‘WHY’ has been written and talked about in the last decade by 

hundreds of thought leaders from people like Stephen Covey, Tony Robbins, Malcolm Gladwell, Simon 

Sinek, Brendon Burchard, Amanda Lang, and numerous others.   

Here is the simple interpretation of the power of WHY:  Most people will never get what they want in 

their lives because they do not know WHY they want it.  David Chilton, author of The Wealthy Barber 

Returns succinctly stated that the power of why changes the way you think, and therein lies the secret of 

this tiny word – it is in the way we think. 

Nowhere has this been more simply and eloquently described than by Simon Sinek in his 2009 TED Talk 

– How Great Leaders Inspire Action.  He presents what he calls ‘the golden circle’.  The circle consists of 

three circles, one inside the other.  The centre is the circle of WHY surrounded by the circle of HOW and 

finally the circle of WHAT.  Sinek explains that we all know what it is that we do.  Some of us even know 

how we do this, and yet very few people can state WHY they do what they do. WHY is your cause, your 

purpose, your belief, the reason you get out of bed in the morning.  According to Sinek most of us 

operate from the outside in, from the clearest to the fuzziest concept, and yet inspired thinkers and 

leaders think the exact opposite, from the inside out, from the WHY to the WHAT. 
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The reason thinking and living from your WHY is so powerful is that people don’t connect so much to 

what it is you  do, they connect strongly to WHY you do what you do.  They connect to your belief, your 

purpose.  So if you don’t know why you do what you do, how will anyone ever relate to you in a real, 

purposeful, and meaningful way? 

Sinek correlates the golden circle to our human biology in order for us to understand this even better.  

In the cross sectional anatomy of the brain, the outer part which is the neo-cortex aligns with the ‘what’ 

of the golden circle. This is the location of language and rational thought.  The inner two circles, the 

‘how and why’ aligns with the limbic brain.  It is here that our human behaviour and feelings reside.  This 

area has no capacity for language, yet it controls our behaviour.  This is where our ‘gut decisions’ come 

from.  You can probably easily recall an example when you were required to make a decision and 

although you had all the facts before you, something just didn’t feel right and you didn’t proceed.  

Sometimes we call this making a gut decision, or even feeling something in our soul. 

By understanding that our perception leads to our thoughts, and that it is our thoughts and our thinking 

that is responsible for creating our reality, then it doesn’t take much to see the importance of changing 

our thinking in creating our reality.  Just by changing the way you look at things, the things you look at 

change. 

So you may be thinking, ‘I don’t want to be a great leader, I just want to be me.  I’m not inspiring 

millions of people I just want to be happy’.  Even more reason for you to know your WHY.  Only you are 

responsible for your happiness and no one else.  Think back to what we said earlier – most people will 

never get what they want because they don’t know WHY they want it. 

The Bigger Picture 

Unhappy people in our society are a huge problem.  The Conference Board of Canada reports that one 

of the key economic challenges for Canada is improving labour productivity. Canada remains at the back 

of the class on this critical indicator, ranking 12th among 17 peer countries.  Of 21 indicators that are 

scored and measured the lowest scores underline Canada’s relative weakness in all three categories of 

the innovation process—creation, diffusion, and transformation. 

Why dwell on labour productivity? Labour productivity can be a confusing concept to grasp. It’s not 

about working harder, longer hours. It’s about working smarter and getting more for less—more output 

per unit of input, which is usually hours worked. 

“Labour productivity is the key determinant of standard of living, or GDP per capita, over the longer 

term. Low productivity in Canada is a huge challenge to future prosperity—especially given the country’s 

aging population. As the baby boomers retire and the demographic structure continues to shift, Canada 

will have to rely on labour productivity to boost incomes.” (Conference board) 

Perhaps the problem of current poor productivity can be explained in part, by the fact that a large 

majority of workers are in jobs they aren’t passionate about, not really committed to, don’t allow them 
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to express their creative strengths, or have no connection whatsoever to their WHY.   The impact on 

overall productivity cannot be underestimated. 

Let’s be clear here – companies, employers and organizations may recruit you and claim that their 

people are their greatest asset, and they are being genuine. But organizations don’t care primarily about 

you and your life’s purpose or passions.  The organization cares about its performance, getting a job 

done, providing for and serving its customers, making a profit or serving a mission.  The organization is 

not there to help you identify your strengths and make sure you are using them.  You are a means to an 

end; to good performance for the organization.  They will know what you get done, but not necessarily 

what your passions and talents are.  They look at the job that needs to get done and fit you into it.  

Again, this isn’t wrong but you can begin to see how you and others can end up in a job you may have 

no affinity for, any desire to do, let alone feel energized by, and excited to get to work and contribute to.  

This is how we end up with the low productivity of workers today.  The costs are tremendous, both 

human and financial. 

Clearly, taking responsibility for our own happiness, becoming more self-aware about our passions, 

desires and strengths is the key to our success.  What is your WHY? 

Knowing Your Purpose 

Do you know what makes you happy, what brings you joy?  It is often said that people can certainly tell 

you what they DON’T want or what they DON’T like or what they DON’T want to happen, and yet they 

have never taken the time to define, and describe what it is they DO like, and going a bit beyond that, 

what they REALLY want in their life.  Finding out your WHY will take you on a journey of ever increasing 

awareness – self-awareness, new possibilities and great joy! 

Deepak Chopra (1994) teaches the Law of Dharma or Purpose in Life which says that we are spiritual 

beings who have taken on a physical form to fulfill a purpose.  We all have a purpose in life, some 

unique talents, gifts or skills.  When we use our talents and skills in service to others we experience the 

ecstasy and joy of our spirit.   

There are three parts to the Law of Dharma.  The first part says that each of us is here to discover our 

true self, and find out that we are spiritual beings.  Pierre Teilhard de Chardin, a visionary French Jesuit 

said "We are not human beings having a spiritual experience, but spiritual beings having a human 

experience”. The second part says that we each have a unique talent that we are here to express. This 

talent of ours is so unique that no one else has it in the same way that we do.  It is when we are using 

our talents that we are truly happy, and often lose all track of time.  The third part of the Law of Dharma 

says that we are here to serve our fellow human beings with our talent.  Therefore it is by recognizing 

our spiritual nature combined with using our talents in service to our fellowman which gives us 

unlimited abundance in our lives. 

Marcus Buckingham (2008) offers some strategic direction on where to begin to uncover what our 

purpose is.  He suggests “start by taking your interests seriously”.  We may have been raised to believe   

that other people know us better than ourselves, and we get advice and suggestions from our parents, 
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teachers, religious leaders, and others on what to do with our lives.  The truth is that we are the greatest 

teacher about ourselves and our strengths. 

Paying attention to your interests will begin to get you on the path to discovering your strengths, but 

there is so much more to you than your interests.  If you want to uncover and live your strengths you 

have to be able to describe them – know your why – and most people struggle with this.  Have you ever 

been in a job interview and been asked ‘what are your strengths’?  What did you say?  If your response 

was something like ‘I like working with people’ you have given a very general comment that doesn’t 

really say much about what it is you like doing with people. 

This is not easy work but will be the most worthwhile step you will ever take in your life. 

Role of Coaching 

How then, can we begin to move forward toward positive change and embracing our WHY? 

As stated earlier, there are numerous authors of self-help books written on this subject.  Knowing that 

the answer to your WHY is right inside you, and that all you need to do is look deep inside yourself for 

the answer is a powerful truth.  However, our current reality is the sum of all our life experiences, 

underlying beliefs and how and what we think.  It is often these beliefs and our thinking that keeps us 

from uncovering our why and living a full and happy life.  

Embarking on this journey of self-awareness is not an easy one.  Some have been successful in finding 

and living their passion with determined dedication to self-study and self-reflection.  For some it 

requires the help of a mentor, a true friend or a loved one who truly has your best interests at heart and 

can be unbiased and reflective.  Increasingly, people are discovering the power of having a coach to 

guide and support them on this journey of self-awareness, discovery, and immense joy and fulfillment. 

Coaching is the art of supporting someone in their journey of discovery, identifying where they currently 

are in their life and where it is that they want to go.  It’s about helping people go from being good and 

feeling OK about life, to being great, feeling energized, aligned with their purpose and enthusiastic 

about who they are and what they do.  Built on the foundation of trust and confidentiality, the coach 

listens deeply to you, and asks questions.  The power of coaching is in the questions the coach asks.  The 

very nature of a question will cause you to pause and think, and slowly or not so slowly, you will begin to 

uncover the real you, like peeling back the layers of an onion. 

For many people, simply being asked their WHY causes distress, often related to the underlying fear that 

if they state their why, they will be required to define HOW they intend to live their WHY.  This and any 

other fears, underlying beliefs or issues keeping you ‘stuck’, can be addressed in the coaching process. 

Coaches come from a wide variety of back grounds and experiences and are used in a variety of contexts 

to support individuals, groups and organizations to move from where they are to where they want to be.  

Underlying all of this is the state of every human beings’ WHY.  Once you know your WHY you can have, 

be and do whatever it is you desire.  And a coach can help you get there. 
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You’ve heard it a hundred times – ‘knowledge is power’ yet only knowledge put into action can make a 

difference.  What action are you going to take with the new power you have? 

In the words of Tony Robbins “Human beings are capable of incredible things.  If we have a big enough 

REASON to do something, we’ll go to the greatest lengths to get it.”  That reason is your WHY.  At the 

end of the day and at the end of our lives, we will ask of ourselves: did I LIVE, did I LOVE, and did I 

MATTER?  If you are not living your life’s purpose, something on this earth will not get done, as it is 

unique to you, and ONLY YOU can fulfill that purpose. Live your life on purpose! 

‘Go confidently in the direction of your dreams! Live the life you've imagined’ Henry David Thoreau 
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