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Preface 

This case study was written for CEOs and community leaders who care deeply about the impact 
of their leadership.  

Have you ever asked yourself, “Does my business—or my leadership—truly matter?” If you 
haven’t, take a moment to reflect on the heart of that question. How has your leadership 
impacted your organization and your community? Are you making a meaningful difference? Does 
it even matter? 

Whether professionally or personally, in business, your home, and the community, most of us 
desire to live a life that matters. It is human nature to believe our lives were created for a purpose 
that encompasses more than material aspiration or business prestige. We instinctively seek to find 
a purpose larger than ourselves. This innate purpose drives and energizes us, providing deep 
meaning to our work.  

Business leaders have an outsized and unique opportunity to influence countless lives. The choices 
they make—large and small—invariably shape the outcomes of those around them. When a leader 
chooses to lead with purpose, they create a boundless “win-win-win” environment: for their people, 
organization, and their community. Purpose always creates a ripple effect that starts in the leader, 
flows into their organization, into their employees, and their employees’ families, and emanates 
throughout the community. It ripples everywhere! Many will never know the full extent of creating 
and leading a purpose-driven and centered business. 

Every company delivers a product or service—but why do you do it? As Simon Sinek famously 
says, “People don’t buy what you do; they buy why you do it.” Your mission defines what your 
organization sets out to achieve. Your values guide how you interact with stakeholders. But your 
purpose is what defines the lasting difference you intend to make in the world beyond the 
business itself. 

Of course, a company can be financially successful by focusing solely on operations and 
profitability. But that narrow focus often leads to disillusionment. Without an authentic, lived 
purpose, talented people, especially younger generations, have little loyalty and will leave simply 
for higher pay elsewhere. The organization never fully realizes its potential. And while financial 
strength is essential, true fulfillment comes when you build something greater than yourself. 

A higher purpose brings people together. It creates meaningful relationships and fosters an 
outward-focused culture—where employees are driven not just by personal gain, but by service to 
others. Remarkably, when the focus shifts outward, everyone benefits. Tri-Star experienced this 
firsthand when their shared purpose activated unity, direction, loyalty, energy, and unbridled joy. 

Your leadership matters. And the first step toward lasting impact is discovering your purpose. I 
hope this story inspires you to begin—or deepen—that journey. 
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About 

Gene Pickelman is the Co-Founder and former CEO & President of Tri-Star Trust, a purpose-
driven financial institution based in Michigan’s Great Lakes Bay Region. Since its founding in 
2000, Tri-Star has intuitively embodied the principles of Conscious Capitalism, intentionally 
elevating business success with a deep commitment to people, purpose, and community impact. 

Throughout his career, Gene has been a catalyst for unity and transformation across the region, 
championing initiatives that strengthen relationships and foster meaningful change. Among his 
many contributions, in 2018, he played a leading role in establishing the Great Lakes Bay Region 
Chapter of Conscious Capitalism—advancing its mission of Elevating Humanity through Business. 

Gene and his wife, Lori, live in Freeland, Michigan. They are proud parents of two children and 
grandparents to four beloved grandchildren. 

Background 

In 2000, Tri-Star Trust Bank’s founders, Larry Preston, a local attorney, Timothy Clark, a senior trust 
manager of a small mid-Michigan bank, and Gene Pickelman, a senior trust manager for a regional 
bank, committed to establishing a community-based trust institution.  We believed the community 
lacked a trust organization that focused solely on the customer’s financial well-being. We felt that 
a comprehensive wealth management services firm that operated with total objectivity by the most 
caring, experienced, ethical, and competent trust professionals was lacking in our community.   

We decided not to seek traditional banking depository or lending powers, but to solely offer trust 
powers and wealth management services to individuals, businesses, and non-profit organizations. 
We assembled a local board of respected directors who understood how to build a sustainable, 
competitive business while serving the community, and founded Tri-Star in November 2000 to 
serve the Great Lakes Bay Region and the Greater Lansing area. 

Tri-Star started with one location, five employees, and zero assets, and continues to thrive today 
with four locations, 65 team members, and manages over $3 billion in assets. 

In 2018, Tri-Star had grown to $1.6 billion in assets under management and had grown to over 
35 employees, a strong profit margin and a strong balance sheet.  Tri-Star experienced very little 
turnover, but many of the employees had less than 5 years with our firm.  As mentioned above, 
we had our mission, vision and values and current employee engagement was strong.  In 2019, 
we decided to re-visit and affirm our mission, vision and values and develop our higher purpose.  
We did not really articulate a higher purpose but always felt the extended identity of our company 
was to improve the place where we lived, worked, and played.  So, we decided to engage all 
stakeholders to define our higher purpose, a deeper meaning of why we exist and what 
contribution we wanted to achieve.  
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Becoming a Conscious Company  

We were made aware of the significance of leading a conscious company through a paper written 
by John Mackey, the CEO of Whole Foods, which described the concept of Conscious Capitalism 
(CC). Mr. Mackey stated that for capitalism to reach its highest potential, it needed to shift from 
being shareholder-centric to a more fully developed capitalism that encompassed all stakeholders. 
Mr. Mackey believed the 1970s Milton Friedman idea that the sole purpose of a corporation was to 
maximize shareholder return was no longer acceptable, especially with younger generations. 
Shifting to a stakeholder-centric perspective creates a more compelling and sustainable Win, Win, 
Win scenario.  

In 2014, John Mackey and Raj Sisodia wrote Conscious Capitalism: Liberating the Heroic Spirit of 
Business.  This significant book outlines the four tenets of Conscious Capitalism and provides a 
common framework for leading a conscious business.  At the time, we truly felt we were driving 
these four tenets but did not have a common language to articulate our actions.  John Mackey and 
Raj Sisodia provided the common language.  The book propelled a national movement with its 
mission of “elevating humanity through business” and by formulating the four tenets of Conscious 
Capitalism to business leaders throughout the world.   

The four tenets include Higher Purpose, Stakeholder Integration, Conscious Leadership, and 
Conscious Culture.  Companies that embrace these four tenets and elevate them over time have 
shown significant financial success compared with organizations that do not. While many things 
influence results, research studies from Firms of Endearment (co-authored by Sisodia) show that 
companies with conscious business practices significantly outperformed the S&P 500 in 
shareholder returns over a 15- year period.   

Many leaders believe they have these tenets embedded to some extent in their organization.  While 
true, this can lead to complacency and missed opportunities.  Nationally, 80% of employees feel 
their manager does not care about them, and employee engagement is below 35%.  What does 
this say about our leadership?  It also reflects the brokenness of our society…our employees are 
hurting; they often lack purpose and direction.  Herein lies the often-overlooked opportunity for 
people to reach their potential and grow by creating a purpose-driven organization. Although Tri-
Star leadership embodied the four tenets, we recognized an opportunity to inspire our employees 
by elevating each of them within our organization.  Though establishing a Higher Purpose was our 
primary goal, consequently this effort deeply embedded the other three tenets within our 
organization.  
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Introduction 

The following outlines a comprehensive process to define and implement a Higher Purpose 
within your organization. Inspired by the successful practices of Tri-Star Trust, this framework is 
designed to align leadership, engage stakeholders, and inspire cultural transformation. 

 

1. Establish Foundational Intent 

Objective: Lay the groundwork for defining a purpose that transcends profit. 

Actions: 

• Clarify the organization's motivation for pursuing a higher purpose. 
• Secure leadership buy-in and commitment. 
• Set initial goals: 

o Define deeper meaning and contribution. 
o Clarify direction. 
o Foster unity among stakeholders. 

 

 

2. Stakeholder Engagement 

Objective: Collect meaningful input from all stakeholder groups. 

A. Team Member Inquiry 

• Distribute a reflective, private questionnaire: 
1. What is the most important part of your life and why? 
2. Why do you work here? 
3. What do you believe is our higher purpose? 
4. What behaviors demonstrate our purpose? 

• Encourage honesty and emotional depth. 

B. Focus Groups 

• Facilitate discovery sessions with: 
o Senior Leaders 
o Managers 
o Clients 
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• Explore perceptions, values, culture, and growth opportunities. 

C. One-on-One Conversations 

• Conduct individual discussions with: 
o Board Members 
o Strategic Partners 
o Community Leaders 

• Ask similar reflective questions and capture qualitative insights. 

 

3. Data Synthesis and Insight Extraction 

Objective: Translate stakeholder input into organizational insight. 

Actions: 

• Analyze feedback to identify recurring themes. 
• Engage external consultants if needed for objectivity. 
• Summarize consistent key terms and values (e.g., Relationships, Families, Community). 

 

4. Purpose Definition 

Objective: Craft an inspiring and authentic Higher Purpose statement. 

Actions: 

• Form a diverse working group. 
• Discuss implications of key themes. 
• Explore how current behaviors align with impact. 

Draft a purpose statement that: 

o Resonates emotionally. 
o Unites all stakeholders. 
o Guides strategic communication. 

Tri-Star’s Higher Purpose Statement: "Building caring, genuine relationships that strengthen 
families and transform our communities." 

 

5. Integration and Communication 
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Objective: Make the Higher Purpose visible and actionable. 

Actions: 

• Create a Brand Guide containing: 
o Higher Purpose 
o Mission, Vision, and Values 

• Communicate consistently and frequently through: 
o All-staff meetings and board meetings 
o One-on-one discussions 
o Department discussions 
o Onboarding programs 
o Marketing and client materials 
o Video messages from leadership 

 

6. Cultural Reinforcement 

Objective: Embed purpose into daily organizational life. 

Actions: 

• Align behaviors, rituals, and decisions with purpose. 
• Highlight purpose-driven actions in newsletters, recognition, and events. 
• Encourage community involvement and volunteerism. 

 

7. Measurement and Impact 

Objective: Assess effectiveness and alignment. 

Actions: 

• Conduct annual employee engagement surveys. 
• Monitor retention, referrals, and stakeholder satisfaction. 
• Measure community impact through participation and feedback. 

 

8. Ongoing Development and Renewal 

Objective: Sustain momentum and cultivate leadership. 

Actions: 
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• Invest in leadership and personal development programs. 
• Provide technical, strategic, and relational training. 
• Expose staff to purpose-aligned initiatives. 
• Empower emerging leaders to carry the torch. 

 

Conclusion 

A Higher Purpose isn't just a statement, it is a shared commitment that drives culture, inspires 
relationships, and transforms communities. By following this guide, organizations can discover 
their unique purpose and embed it at the heart of everything they do. 

 

Impact on Our Organization 

Tri-Star’s Higher Purpose has had a profound effect on every aspect of the organization—shaping 
culture, empowering leadership, enhancing financial performance, and ultimately has increased the 
value we offer to all our stakeholders.  

Stakeholders and Culture 

Our Higher Purpose begins and ends with people. It reshaped the relationships among our 
leadership team, staff, and board members—cultivating a deeper sense of unity and shared 
meaning. Our Higher Purpose shifted our collective focus from self-interest to service. By aligning 
around a purpose greater than ourselves, we’ve fostered an environment where everyone feels 
valued, engaged, and empowered to contribute to something bigger. 

This cultural shift is more than emotional—it’s measurable. Our annual employee engagement 
survey accurately assesses our progress. Initially, only 50-60% of employees reported strong 
engagement in their work and relationships felt a sense of purpose. Today, that number has risen 
to 84%! This increase reflects not just job satisfaction, but a deeper alignment with the values and 
mission of Tri-Star. Our people don’t just enjoy working here, they actively recruit others to join us. 
Culture has become our most effective tool for attracting and retaining talent. 

The strength of an organization is best measured by the strength of its relationships. When culture 
prioritizes people over transactions, it transforms the workplace into a community. Annual client 
retention is now consistently at or above 99%.   

Leadership and Development 

In 2019, we recognized a vital connection between personal growth and organizational 
performance. We reimagined our approach to training and development—shifting from 
compliance-based education to a more holistic investment in our people. We tripled our 
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education budget to support technical training, leadership development, and relationship-building 
skills. 

At Tri-Star, we see development as a shared responsibility. Management and team members alike 
own their growth. Our goal is to help every individual become the best version of themselves—
both personally and professionally. This includes opportunities for junior team members to 
observe high-level client and internal meetings, engage with strategic partners, and participate in 
community events to build confidence and presence. 

This philosophy has become one of our most effective business strategies. As our team grows, 
so does our organization. Our leadership bench is deeper, our service is stronger, and our 
efficiency has improved—even in the absence of senior staff.   

Higher Purpose in Crisis 

In times of crisis, an organization’s true character is revealed. During the 2007–2009 Great 
Recession, when fear gripped the markets, many advisors avoided clients. Tri-Star chose a 
different path. We called every client—again and again—offering honest insight, reassurance, and 
a steady hand. 

From late 2007 through the collapse of Lehman Brothers in 2008, and into the early months of 
2009, we encouraged clients to stay the course while ensuring they had the liquidity to endure. 
When recovery began in March 2009, those who trusted us regained their losses within a year. 

Our character also showed up during the Pandemic which started in March 2020 and ended in 
May 2023.  We connected with our clients and brought forth again honest insight, reassurance 
and a steady hand.  This not only comforted clients but our team members as well. 

The lesson was clear: character counts. Our willingness to lead with truth, compassion, and 
decisive action not only preserved relationships but also fueled growth. Guided by our higher 
purpose—strengthening families—we stood firm, proved our strategies sound, and deepened 
trust that has come to define the essence of Tri-Star. 

This period tested our innate character. I believe the work we put into defining our higher 
purpose will more consciously equip our current and future generations of leaders. As a result, 
significantly improving our odds of successfully navigating future challenges that will, 
unfortunately, arise. 

 

Impact on Our Community 

Our commitment to Higher Purpose extends beyond the walls of our organization—it touches the 
families of our employees and reaches deep into the communities we serve. 
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In 2000, many of our stakeholders engaged in the Saginaw County Vision 2020 initiative, an effort 
to revitalize a region struggling with the long-term effects of massive job loss, declining population, 
and fractured public-private relationships. Over the last 25 years, we’ve seen a remarkable 
community transformation—fueled by community pride, increased business activity, and renewed 
hope. The catalyst for this change was private sector leadership.   

Our staff played a vital role in this transformation. An astonishing 90% of our team members are 
involved in some form of community service—supporting schools, churches, nonprofits, and 
charitable initiatives selected by them both during and outside of work hours. Our senior leaders 
serve on boards, lead fundraising campaigns, and often rise to chair key organizations such as the 
Community Foundation, Chamber of Commerce, and major healthcare institutions. 

The ripple effect of our corporate culture and strategies has achieved outcomes we never imagined. 

Notably, Tri-Star leaders have taken part in efforts like the Young Professionals Network, the 1000 
Leaders Initiative, and movements promoting Conscious Capitalism. One senior leader served as 
Chair of the National Presbyterian Foundation, another led Lutheran Hour Ministries—examples of 
leadership grounded in purpose and faith. 

Our board of directors played an important role in supporting our organization’s growth and 
development strategy.  They not only supported the financial investment in people and community 
projects but also led by example through their leadership on boards, support of community 
initiatives, and the unanimous allocation of 2-3% of net profits to Tri-Star’s Charitable Foundation 
annually.   

Strategic Community Engagement 

One of our most impactful community strategies has been to “shine a light” on the region's most 
pressing needs. The past four years, we’ve hosted a Pro-Am golf tournament benefiting the Tri-
Star Charitable Foundation. With participation from employees, board members, clients, strategic 
partners, and local leaders, this annual event has raised more than $180,000 each year over the 
last four years.  Funds that are distributed across a range of nonprofits annually.  

Each year’s tournament centers on a need—such as mental health, the well-being of children and 
families, or community restoration—creating both awareness and unity around shared causes. This 
effort doesn’t just raise money; it strengthens relationships and aligns our business with the greater 
good of the region. 

Legacy and Momentum 

How does this happen? It starts with a clear and genuine purpose—a desire to make the place 
where we live, work, and play better for all. Today, our next generation of leaders is continuing this 
legacy. The relationships built through our community involvement have also brought new business 
opportunities, especially among nonprofits. As a result, Tri-Star is a leader of investment and 
administrative services to nonprofit organizations in our region. 
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Through it all, one thing remains clear: working together for the greater good not only strengthens 
our organization but also has significantly contributed to the transformation of our community! 

 

Impact on Individuals   

Without a doubt, the higher purpose jointly established with employees set the stage for all team 
members and other stakeholders to take a step back and reflect on themselves and how they 
impact others.  Here are a few statements from Tri-Star leaders on how Tri-Star’s higher purpose 
impacted them. 

Kevin Scorsone - Senior VP and Market Director: 

Following up on our conversation from yesterday on the higher purpose, what it means to 
me and how it has impacted me. It's straightforward on one level, I’m extremely proud to 
work somewhere that genuinely prioritizes strengthening families and transforming 
communities. This transformation doesn’t happen just because we wrote a thoughtful 
higher purpose statement, we truly live it. Building caring, genuine relationships is what we 
do, day in and day out. 25 years in this business has taught me that authenticity delivers 
results. The emphasis on building relationships allows me to be myself. I’m not chasing a 
monthly metric; I’m building meaningful connections. And guess what? Those connections 
just so happen to deliver phenomenal results. When results flow naturally stress diminishes 
and happiness increases. That energy allows me to be a better father, husband, and overall 
person.  

Pavel Konecny – President and CEO: 

It’s shaped more of my thinking than I expected. The focus on relationships and community 
has pushed me to see our work as more than financial—it’s personal. It’s a constant 
reminder that what we build here matters, not just to our clients, but to each other and to 
the communities we’re part of. 

Lisa Saph – Executive Assistant: 

Our higher purpose has helped encourage me to invest more deeply in the relationships 
that matter most – with my family, my team, and people in the community. I’ve become 
more intentional about listening and showing empathy; it’s reminded me that relationships 
aren’t just a part of our work – they are the work. That shift has deepened my personal 
connections and helped me become someone others can count on. Whether it’s mentoring 
someone, lending a hand, or just showing kindness, I feel a stronger responsibility to 
contribute in ways I might have overlooked before.  

I’ve also been able to witness the ripple effect of what we do. When the company you work 
for cares so deeply about transforming communities, you carry that sense of purpose into 
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your everyday life. The part about strengthening families especially resonates. It’s reminded 
me how important it is to be there for the people I love. I’ve become more intentional about 
protecting time with my family and creating moments that matter. 

Anthony Taylor – COO: 

When we first worked on the Higher Purpose for Tri-Star, I honestly struggled with 
identifying my own higher purpose when Gene explained the importance of having a Higher 
Purpose for your own life.  It took me years of reflection and personal growth to fully 
understand what truly matters most in my life.  What I’ve come to realize is that my purpose 
is rooted deeply in my relationship with my wife and our two children. They are the center 
of my world, and everything I do is ultimately for them. 

What makes working at Tri-Star so meaningful is that our Higher Purpose isn’t just words 
on a wall; it’s a lived experience.  It’s felt in the way we treat our clients, the way we show 
up for one another as team members, and how committed we are to transforming our 
communities.  I’m proud to work for a company whose values align so closely with my own. 
It’s rare to find a workplace that prioritizes care, connection, and integrity the way Tri-Star 
does; and I’m grateful to be a part of it. 

Lance’s Story: A Culture That Changed Everything per Gene Pickelman 

One of the joys of my career has been taking new team members out to lunch to deepen 
relationships and because I genuinely care. During one such lunch, I asked Lance, who had 
joined Tri-Star six months earlier from a local competitor, “Has working at Tri-Star impacted 
your life in any way?” He looked at me and said, “Gene, you have no idea.” 

Lance, a husband and father of two daughters, shared how his previous job often demanded 
10–12-hour days, six days a week, leaving him drained and disconnected from his family. 
This disconnect created a very unhealthy relationship with his wife, which could have easily 
ended in divorce. 

Joining Tri-Star dramatically changed Lance’s life. He now starts his day helping his children 
get ready and eating breakfast with his wife. He works a healthy, productive day—and 
comes home energized. He credits the difference to the culture at Tri-Star: a supportive 
team, uplifting atmosphere, and a company that invests in people. With training, 
encouragement, and opportunity, Lance has not only advanced in his role but also restored 
his marriage and deepened his relationship with his daughters. 

What made the difference? It wasn’t the CEO. It was the culture we created—and how our 
staff genuinely lives out a higher purpose in an environment where people can thrive! In 
Lance’s words, “The people made the difference.” 

Just imagine: a culture rooted in purpose didn’t just improve a career—it saved a family 
and transformed a future. Culture matters. 
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Final Remarks 

At this point, you may be wondering: Can this really happen in my organization? Am I capable of 
leading this kind of transformation? How long will it take? These questions are common—and 
natural. In fact, most leaders go through three stages: Disbelief, Delay, and Decision. 

Disbelief occurs when leaders convince themselves that purpose-driven leadership is unrealistic. 
Often, this comes from a reluctance to change. These leaders believe their success is tied strictly 
to performance and reward. While they may achieve financial results, they rarely unlock their full 
potential—or the potential of their teams. 

Delay is the mindset of those who believe they have all the time in the world. They intend to act 
“someday,” only to realize that time moves quickly and opportunities don’t wait. I once heard 
someone say, “The most dangerous day in life is when you discover how easy it is to talk about 
tomorrow.” Delay leads to missed chances—and again, unrealized potential. 

Then there are those who make a Decision. These leaders choose to embrace a bigger vision. They 
understand the power of purpose in uniting people around something greater than themselves. 
They see the opportunity to help others grow, learn, and thrive. It’s not easy—and it involves risk—
but this is what separates good companies from great ones. Serving others, even when it costs 
you something, leads to the highest form of success: significance. 

Financial rewards will come, but they’ll pale in comparison to the fulfillment of knowing you've 
made a lasting difference in the lives of others. 

My involvement with the conscious capitalism movement has provided me with the confidence to 
share this story. This movement offers my fellow leaders both a practical narrative and an 
implementation framework that they can replicate and tailor to fit within their organizations.  

We live in a world where brokenness is common—where people are searching for hope, healing, 
and connection. You have the chance to be the kind of leader who brings light into that darkness. 
The kind of leader who inspires transformation not only within your team, but also in the lives they 
touch. 

Your business—or organization—can be a force for good. And it starts with you. 
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