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Understanding Fit

CHAPTER 1

People who love their work bring an intensity and enthusiasm 
that is impossible to match through sheer diligence.

— Gretchen Rubin, The Happiness Project

John reached over and pushed the snooze button once again. It’s 
been getting harder and harder to get out of bed in the morning. He 

has a big presentation today and a meeting with his boss, and he’s dread-
ing both. The job seemed perfect at first, but in two years it’s deteriorated 
to the point where John wonders if he should update his resume and start 
looking for a new job. His team is functioning poorly and their results 
are poor. Tension is high between John and his boss because their values 
are no longer in sync. He doesn’t want to share these problems with his 
wife because he knows she’ll worry. There aren’t a lot of jobs in his field in 
their town; they just moved his wife’s mother to a nursing home nearby, 
and John feels increasingly trapped. Slowly he drags himself out of bed, 
dreading another day.

Just about everyone can relate to John, occasionally feeling dissat-
isfied, frustrated, and even disillusioned with the company they work 
for. John really hoped to fit at his company, and to happily retire from 
there one day. Instead, he’s checked out, looking for a job elsewhere, and 
clearly not bringing his A game to his current work. John’s stress level 
is high, and it’s starting to show in his relationships at home. What had 
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started out as a match made in heaven – the perfect job – has exploded 
into a burned-out executive and a job search, expensive for both John 
and his company.

It’s a familiar tale. In more than thirty years of consulting to organi-
zations and leading teams, we’ve heard story after story of genuine an-
guish and frustration from people who suffer in jobs and companies that 
aren’t right for them. 

Everyone deserves to love their job, and it starts with having a great 
fit between you and the organization where you work. But, as we said 
earlier, finding a great fit is neither simple nor easy.

You’re Not Alone
If you find yourself struggling with fit at work or longing for more mean-
ing in your job, you’re not alone. According to The Conference Board Job 
Satisfaction Survey (Kan et al. 2016), less than half of U.S. workers are 
satisfied with their jobs. And a recent Gallup study revealed that only a 
third of workers say that they’re engaged in their current job (Rigoni and 
Nelson 2016). Unfortunately, instead of pursuing the belief that everyone 
deserves to be happy and fulfilled in a job for which they’re a great fit, 
many people just give up on the pursuit of job satisfaction, buying into 
the false belief that work is just a necessary evil, something you have to 
do to pay the bills.

Why do so many of us simply accept unhappiness and dissatisfaction 
as natural elements of work? How do people end up in companies that 
rob them of satisfaction and even joy? Why do they stay? What are the 
costs for people and organizations of poor fit alignment? What measures 
can be taken to increase the odds of landing at a company that’s the right 
fit for you? What should you do if you’re suffering at work because of 
misfit? 

We started asking a lot of questions in preparing to write this book. 
And we found a lot of answers. We found survey data, research, real-
world stories, tools, and exercises that not only shed light on why so 
much unhappiness exists but also on what people – people like you – can 
do about it. Through our years of experience in consulting to and leading 
organizations, combined with our research of more than 500 people and 
over 50 interviews, we’ve culled potent stories of fit and misfit, as well as 
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trends that shaped our thinking. You’ll hear the voices of the people we 
talked with throughout the book. We also offer ideas and inspiration that 
will help you take heart and keep searching for a job that’s the right one 
for you at your particular stage of life. There’s a company out there that’s 
a great match for you, and when you find it both you and your organiza-
tion will benefit.

What Is Work Fit?
We define work fit as the degree to which a job with a particular com-
pany fits you – how well the job’s requirements and the company’s values 
and culture mesh with your expectations, values, personality, and skills. 
Broadly speaking, it’s the match between an employee and the company 
for which they work. A great fit at work is akin to that perfect pair of 
jeans that goes on easy and makes you feel good in your own skin. We 
know it when we find it, but the search is often long and frustrating, 
and many employees in the United States and around the world haven’t 
found it, settling instead into jobs they keep for financial motivation – 
but little else.

It’s critical to emphasize that great work fit isn’t about looking alike 
or being part of the same social group, class, race, or gender, often called 
“fitting in.” It’s about having a common set of values, desires, and expec-
tations that allow you to bring your best self to work.

When work fit is poor, a job feels like this, said Stacy: “The role was 
lacking in any opportunities for growth or even a lateral move. There was 
zero flexibility and employees were micro-managed – phone calls were 
listened to and timed, and even bathroom breaks were timed. It felt like a 
people factory, not a team environment. It felt like I was punching a time 
clock and my contributions and ideas didn’t matter.” And Andrea said, 
“Every day felt like ‘damned if you do, damned if you don’t’ because it 
seemed like nothing I did was ever enough to please my management. In 
one case, this happened even when I did as much as I could with as few 
resources as possible.”

Figure 1-1 is a word cloud showing what people said about poor 
work fit, or misfit, in a survey we conducted.

When work fit is great, a job feels like this, said Billye: “I have felt 
pleasure in my job since the beginning. The joy and pleasure of the work 
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made the difficulties easier. I share beauty with the world; I’m a salesper-
son and I love, admire, and appreciate what I sell. I feel that I’m helping 
to enable people who create beauty to make money and sell a product 
that gives joy and long-term pleasure.” 

Figure 1-2 is a word cloud that shows how our survey respondents 
felt about great work fit. 

ASK YOURSELF . . .
•	 Have I had a work experience that was a great fit? What was it 

like? 

•	 How did I know?

•	 Which words from either word cloud resonate with me and why?

•	 What have been the implications for my happiness, health, and 
well-being at work and at home when I’ve been in a great work 
fit or misfit situation? 

Figure 1-1. This word cloud depicts what respondents said about poor work fit, or 
misfit, in a survey conducted by the authors.

Poor Work Fit Word Cloud
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Everyone Needs – and Deserves – Great Work Fit
People are not machines. As humans, we’re hardwired to garner a per-
sonal sense of value and purpose through our work. Standard thinking 
about human needs places meaningful work, which is connected to 
self-esteem and self-actualization, near the top of the ladder, behind 
physiological and safety needs. Current researchers and thinkers have 
elevated connection to others, engagement, and contribution as even 
more basic to our humanity, closer to our most basic needs for food 
and shelter. 

Researcher, author, and TED notable Brené Brown (2010) empha-
sizes the importance of wholeheartedness (the capacity to engage in our 
lives with authenticity). She says that connection and belonging – both 
of which are needs we bring to the places we work – are as important as 
other basic human needs. Similarly, Patrick Lencioni (2002), blockbuster 
author on teams and organizations, suggests that, more than anything 
else at work, people crave being seen and valued and feeling like they 
contribute to work that matters (in any role at any level). 

Figure 1-2. This word cloud depicts what respondents said about great work fit in 
a survey conducted by the authors.

Great Work Fit Word Cloud

UNDERSTANDING FIT
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Healthy workplaces and great fit between employee and employer 
are critical to activating great performance and powerful human con-
nections. We believe that everyone can enjoy great work fit, but finding 
the right match is challenging since people and workplaces are unique. 

Professionals in the United States and worldwide spend a great deal 
of time at work – more than they do sleeping, eating, playing, engaging 
in household activities, or with family and friends (U.S. Department of 
Labor 2014). For many of us today, a large number of our needs must 
be met in the workplaces we join, so happiness in life largely correlates 
to happiness at work. When you feel good at work, you have energy and 
the capacity for creativity and partnership. This in turn creates a virtuous 
cycle in which the better you feel, the more you contribute to work re-
sults. People are drawn to partner with you, and together you get things 
done well. 

Changing jobs is exhausting, but the toll taken from continuing in an 
environment that’s a misfit is incredibly high. Poor work fit erodes em-
ployee health and well-being, which leads to stress-related illness, stress 
on families, and stress among coworkers. We know that stress manifests 
itself in chronic long-term illnesses such as heart disease, diabetes, anxi-
ety and depression, alcohol and drug abuse, and cancer. It also results in 
fractured family and community systems. These trends affect the health 
of employees, their quality of life, their relationships at home, and their 
efficacy in the communities in which they live. 

A Better Way - The Virtuous Work Cycle
When you enjoy and feel successful at something – a hobby, a sport, a 
relationship – you look forward to it and want to devote time and energy 
to doing it well. And it’s certainly the case with work. When you love 
the work you’re doing, when it truly uses your skills and experiences in 
a positive way, it creates a virtuous cycle (see Figure 1-3). Because you 
enjoy your job, you don’t mind working hard, and you’re able to tackle 
challenges with confidence and enthusiasm. Your peers and bosses can 
see that you’re going the extra mile to solve issues and generate ideas, and 
in turn they respond positively to your efforts. Simply put, the more you 
like your work the better work you do, the more positive feedback you 
receive, and the greater your enjoyment becomes. 
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The evidence, as well as our own experience, confirms that feeling 
good about work leads to better performance and greater success. Re-
search by Jessica Pryce-Jones (2010) reveals that people who are happy 
at work:

• 	 Get promoted more 

• 	 Earn more

• 	 Get more support

• 	 Generate better and more creative ideas

• 	 Achieve goals faster

• 	 Interact better with colleagues and bosses

• 	 Receive superior reviews

• 	 Learn more

• 	 Achieve greater success

It makes sense – when you’re happy and at ease you tend to be more 
productive. You’re more open to learning new things and less frustrated 
by obstacles and challenges. This confidence means that you make fewer 
mistakes, and that you’re more likely to learn from them. You can view 
problems as opportunities for growth rather than reinforcement of all 
the things that are wrong. When you’re in a virtuous work cycle, relation-
ships with coworkers and superiors go more smoothly. We’re naturally 
attracted to people who enjoy what they’re doing, and we’re more likely 
to give them support or to seek out their input and involvement.

This happiness and sense of purpose spills out into our personal lives. 
Indeed, the connection between feelings about our work and satisfaction 
with our overall lives is supported by hundreds of articles and academic 
dissertations going back to the mid-1930s. One of the most far-reaching 
studies occurred in the 1970s, when Angus Campbell at the Institute for 
Social Research at the University of Michigan undertook a massive re-
search project to understand how Americans defined the quality of their 
life experiences (marriage, parenting, health, etc.) and the impact of 
those experiences on the quality of their lives overall. Campbell found 
that satisfaction with work was one of the strongest predictors of overall 
well-being, accounting for almost a fifth of the variance among those 

UNDERSTANDING FIT
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who reported a high satisfaction with life and those who did not. Satis-
faction with work was more important than satisfaction with finances 
and friendships, and equally important as satisfaction with family life 
(Campbell, Converse, and Rodgers 1976).

Organizations Need Great Work Fit
The costs of poor work fit are staggering. When an employee leaves after 
only a short employment stint, that vacancy leaves a wake of destruction. 
Many studies have shown that the total cost of losing an employee can 
range from tens of thousands of dollars to twice that person’s annual sal-
ary (Bersin 2013). The cost of an employee leaving is astonishing. 

You enjoy 
work                  

even more

You are 
motivated             

and excited to            
do your 

best work

You build 
strong 

relationships 
and get positive 

feedback

Your job 
is 

the right fit

The
Virtuous 

Work
Cycle

Figure 1-3. The virtuous work cycle is the result of loving your work.
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But when employees stay in poor work fit situations the cost is even 
greater. It’s expensive enough to replace an employee who leaves, but 
imagine what it costs when an underperforming employee doesn’t leave 
but simply lingers on for years. By some estimates the loss of productiv-
ity due to employee disengagement costs between $450 billion and $550 
billion per year in the United States alone (Gallup 2013). 

Companies large and small simply do better when their employees 
are thriving. They make more money, accomplish their missions, pro-
duce more, engage happier customers, create less waste, make better in-
novations, and develop more productive vendor and partner alliances. 
For the foreseeable future, the human capital of organizations – the em-
ployees – will be the main factor in determining which companies will 
endure and which will churn and burn. Thus, it’s good for business to 
ensure a good match between the employees and the culture of the orga-
nization. Period.

There Is a Path to the Right Fit
Take heart: great work fit is possible. There’s a great fit for every job seek-
er and job provider; we know it ourselves and we’ve seen it happen for 
other people and other organizations. 

Throughout these pages we’ll share practical advice, reflective exer-
cises, and real-world stories designed to help you advance your under-
standing of great work fit and how you can achieve it. We’ll talk about 
the importance of getting to know yourself – and how you can go about 
doing just that. We’ll explain the six essential elements of work fit, and 
we’ll discuss how your prioritization of these elements changes over the 
course of your career, and how to weight them for yourself. And we’ll 
look at how everyone can – and must – handle work misfit. 

The Six Elements of Work Fit
We’ve identified six essential elements of work fit (see Figure 1-4). While 
it’s unlikely that all of these elements are great at any point in time, we 
need at least some of them to be working well in order to feel that we fit 
well in our organization.

1. 	Meaning Fit – Meaning fit is great when you feel that what you 
do matters.

UNDERSTANDING FIT
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2. 	Job Fit – Job fit is great when the responsibilities of your job 
align with your talents and provide opportunities for growth.

3. 	Culture Fit – Culture fit is great when your values and beliefs are 
compatible with the practices of your employer.

4. 	Relationship Fit – Relationship fit is great when you like and 
respect the people you work with and receive appropriate 
support and trust to do your job.

5. 	Lifestyle Fit – Lifestyle fit is great when your life outside of work 
is supported by your employer’s policies and practices. 

6. 	Financial Fit – Financial fit is great when you feel that you’re 
paid fairly and when what your employer offers (salary, bonus, 
benefits, perks, and allowances) meets your needs.

Figure 1-4. At least some of these elements of work fit need to be working well in 
order to feel that you fit well in your organization.

The Six Elements of Work Fit
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It takes effort to find the path to great fit – and to stay on it. For 
many of you it begins with asking the question, “How well do I fit in my 
current situation?” Or, “Am I thriving here?” Chapter 2 will assist you in 
recognizing whether you’re a misfit today and start you on the path to 
great work fit.

It’s time for a new way to work that’s compatible with human health, 
well-being, and satisfaction, and is also good for business and productiv-
ity. Suffering in a job should not be an essential part of anyone’s career 
path. Accordingly, we have created The Fit Manifesto (see Figure 1-5) as 
a guide and inspiration for individuals and organizations committed to 
ensuring great fit between people and their organizations.

UNDERSTANDING FIT



14

FIT MATTERS

The Fit Manifesto

1. 	It’s possible to feel engaged, happy, and valued 
at work.

2. 	People are healthier in mind, heart, and soul 
when they feel satisfied in their jobs.

3. 	Individuals who find the right work fit do better 
outside of work and help create resilient families 
and strong communities.

4. 	Work fit varies based on time of life; needs 
change with circumstances.

5. 	Organizations do better in all ways (profit, per-
formance, quality, mission) when employees are 
right for the work and the culture. Companies 
succeed when the people in them succeed. 

6. 	There is a place for everyone to thrive at work. 
What works for one person might not work for 
another.  The fit equation is highly personal.

7. 	A focus on work fit benefits people, organiza-
tions, communities, and the world.

8. 	Fit matters! The global economy demands that 
people everywhere feel connected and relevant 
so that they bring their best work to work.

Figure 1-5. The Fit Manifesto is a guide and inspiration for individuals and 
organizations committed to ensuring great fit between people and their 
organizations.
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Recognizing Misfit

CHAPTER 2

When I let go of what I am, I become what I might be.
— Lao Tzu 

For some of us, there’s a sudden, lightning-bolt moment when we re-
alize that where we work is not aligned with who we are. For others, 

it takes longer to discover that it’s not the right workplace. In either case, 
a moment comes when we realize that we just don’t fit at our workplace 
anymore. 

The dictionary describes a misfit as a person whose behavior or atti-
tude sets them apart from others in an uncomfortably conspicuous way. 
In our experience, although being misfit at work may not always be con-
spicuous, it’s always uncomfortable.

Tammy has experienced misfit firsthand. “During the interview pro-
cess, I expressed my need and desire for flexibility since it was something 
I had at my current job. I also expressed my desired job role and how I 
felt I could contribute the most. I took the job, and within two weeks I 
knew it wasn’t a fit. The culture was one of coworkers ‘keeping score’ – 
what time did someone come in/leave, how long did they take for lunch 
(remember that flexibility thing?). Didn’t matter if work was getting 
done. The role was completely different from what was explained to me. 
I wasn’t doing what I thought I’d be doing, and the work was boring, not 
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challenging, and any opportunities I expressed to help the company in 
its efforts were shot down. 

“I felt that my boss was dishonest with me in describing how the 
company operated. I now had a sour taste in my mouth because I left a 
job I loved for this one. I quit after four months – a great decision. Dur-
ing the six months that it took to find a new job I did some consulting 
work to help me get by. It was worth the wait. My current job is one of 
the best jobs I’ve ever had.” 

Tammy realized quickly that her new job was obviously a misfit. 
Sometimes, though, discomfort stemming from misfit comes with a 
more gradual realization that things just aren’t working. Over time you 
may feel less enthusiastic about work, your performance reviews aren’t 
as strong, your mind drifts during meetings, and you find yourself being 
short with colleagues. Perhaps you entered a new stage of life, such as 
becoming a parent, which caused a shift in your values. Or perhaps you’d 
mastered the basics of your job and craved new challenges. 

Sometimes it’s not you but the organization changing in ways that 
alter the work fit. It might happen when a boss leaves and is replaced by 
someone you see as incompetent or difficult to get along with. The com-
pany might be acquired by an organization with a vastly different cul-
ture, which happened to Jason: “I knew when we got bought out things 
would change. At first it seemed the acquiring company would preserve 
our culture and way of doing things, but as shared services began to oc-
cur and efficiencies became critical, the life got sucked out of our small 
company. I knew it was not going to be the right place for me for long.”

Sometimes fit can be dramatically affected by a downturn in the busi-
ness cycle. Perhaps a new senior leadership team makes major changes 
that affect the way employees interact and get work done. The circum-
stances can vary, but the outcome leaves you feeling like a foreigner in a 
place you used to enjoy. 

This was the case for Pam. When she was in her early twenties she 
took a temporary job at a high-tech company, thinking that she would be 
there for a year and then return to grad school. She ended up staying for 
sixteen years and thriving for the first fourteen.

“What made me fall in love with the company was that I could speak 
up and voice my opinion and that if I had good ideas, management was 
all ears,” Pam says. “My initial role was an entry-level position focused on 



17

tracking global inventory – basically I had a spreadsheet and a telephone. 
I immediately became interested in why certain policies existed and how 
we could do things better, and I started making suggestions. Pretty soon 
I found myself in meetings with vice presidents. I felt like my opinions 
mattered, and the supportive environment gave me the confidence to 
tackle bigger and bigger challenges. The company culture was focused 
on the customer and on getting things done. That really jelled with who 
I am and how I like to work.”

Pam never left the company for grad school. For fourteen years she 
found herself getting promoted almost every year to positions of ever-
expanding responsibility. Then things began to change. A more chal-
lenging business climate led to the internal environment becoming more 
political. Sharp elbows were thrown as execs jockeyed for position and 
power. A senior leader whom Pam admired was passed over for a major 
job and left the company. The remaining senior leaders were highly po-
litical and the culture of speaking up and championing new ideas disap-
peared. “Gradually more and more of the people I enjoyed working with 
left. It got so that I couldn’t stand going into the office. I just couldn’t 
muster the energy to give a damn about my work. And on top of that, 
I felt guilty about my feelings and a little disloyal to the company I had 
loved for so many years.”

Pam realized that she needed to make a move so that she could con-
tinue to thrive and do her best work. Her job search lasted six months 
and led to a position with a young, fast-growing company where she 
again experienced the joy of knowing that her opinion mattered.

“The energy at my new company is palpable and contagious. People 
are smart, getting things done, and having fun. I feel like myself again.”

How Bad Is It?
Let’s be crystal clear: We all have bad days – even bad weeks – when we 
don’t feel satisfied in our jobs. Every job in every company brings with 
it hard times, days when getting out of bed is a laborious chore, or times 
when team dynamics make it such that we dread seeing our colleagues 
in the halls or at the lunch table. Every supervisor can be the poster child 
for a bad boss on any given day, and every organization goes through life-
cycles of progress and accomplishment as well as darkness and struggle. 

RECOGNIZING MISFIT
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One bad day or even a bad week doesn’t necessarily mean that you 
and your job are suddenly incompatible. When you’re misfit at work, 
discomfort spreads over months on end, and going to work seems like an 
insurmountable chore day after day. There’s a difference between a bad 
spell and a serious case of your company no longer being the place for 
you. Our friend Katt describes it like this: “Leaving a company is never 
an easy decision, but when you wake up morning after morning hating 
your job, it’s time for a change.”

The signs of misfit can vary, but here are how several friends, clients, 
and survey respondents describe their symptoms:

1. You dread going to work.
	 When you find that getting up is a chore and that you’re living 

for the weekend, things aren’t working. The root problem may 
stem from any number of factors, but the need for change is 
clearly being signaled.

2.  You’re getting sick more often. 
	 Our bodies frequently tell us we have a problem even before our 

minds acknowledge it. When people suffer from deep misfit, 
they often struggle with stress-related physical symptoms such as 
headaches, colds, heart palpitations, and general body aches and 
pains.

3.  You have trouble sleeping.
	 Insomnia has many causes, but if your inability to get a good 

night’s sleep kicked in right when you started managing a more 
intense or difficult work situation, it’s likely related. Stress-
induced insomnia occurs when anxiety takes its toll on you so 
intensely that it robs you of your ability to sleep.

4. You feel bored and underutilized.
	 If you find yourself watching the clock or spending more time 

on social media or other online channels during work hours, 
chances are you need more challenges or opportunities to 
contribute more of your skills.

5. You don’t like your boss and try to avoid them.
	 A poor relationship with your boss is one of the most common 

causes of misfit.  This also probably means that you’re getting 
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little in the way of the positive coaching or feedback that we all 
need to thrive.

6. You can’t think of anyone at work you enjoy spending time 
with.

	 Work colleagues don’t need to be best friends in order for you 
to be successful, but if you feel like you don’t like anyone in your 
organization, chances are you need to move on.

7. You’re consistently getting poor performance reviews.
	 When you’re in the right job, you’re able to do your best 

work. This doesn’t mean that you won’t make mistakes and 
face occasional failures, but it does mean that you should feel 
successful and supported.

8. You don’t feel valued.
	 Feeling like your work matters is one of your most basic needs. 

9. You find yourself complaining a lot.
	 If you catch yourself constantly complaining about work to your 

family, or even to another colleague, something needs to be 
addressed. 

ASK YOURSELF . . .
•	 Which of the nine signs of misfit ring true for me, if any?

•	 How would I rate their intensity (1=low, 9=high)?

•	 What might be the implications for my happiness, health, and 
well-being at work and home?

•	 How might misfit be impacting my performance at work?

•	 Have I felt misfit before? How does this feel the same or 
different?

So What Now?
Once you acknowledge that you may be a misfit at work, the next step 
is to diagnose the source of the misalignment. While unhappiness can 
make it seem like everything about your job sucks, the reality is usually 

RECOGNIZING MISFIT
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more complex and nuanced. Job content and corporate culture might 
be okay, but a new boss might be making you miserable. You may be 
unhappy with growth opportunities, but glad that your job allows the 
flexibility to work from home. By examining the six elements of work fit 
in Part II of this book, you’ll be able to determine what specific elements 
of work fit aren’t working for you and therefore what needs to change. 

Moving forward in achieving great work fit also means getting a 
clear understanding of your needs and desires and having a process for 
understanding the trade-offs between the elements. Part III goes into 
detail about why fit matters. Part IV provides useful tools and exercises 
for self-reflection and decision making. And, finally, Part V provides tips 
to help you make the best of the situation that you’re in when changing 
jobs isn’t possible (at least not at the moment), or while you explore your 
options for moving to a different organization. 

Everyone can and should find a job where they’ll thrive rather than 
survive. Despite the fear and tension that admitting to misfit can bring 
and that recognizing that the journey to reach a better work fit might be 
a long one, we believe that the effort is worth it. Consider the words of 
Greg: “Deciding that this job was not in my long-term best interests was 
painful, stressful, and depressing. But looking back from the other side, 
it was wonderfully invigorating, spiritually fulfilling, and full of warm 
satisfaction.”

 Now is the time for you to start looking at the specific elements that 
create great work fit so that you can love your job!

Order your copy of Fit Matters today,
or share this excerpt with a friend
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