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Part I:
The Basics 
of Motivation

According to a 1998 survey by Watson Wyatt Worldwide, more than 9
out of 10 employers (92 percent) say that employees’ level of job satis-
faction is an “important” or “very important” factor in determining the
number of lost work days. Survey results confirm what managers and
employers have long known: the less satisfied employees are with their
jobs, the more likely they are to miss work. 

Why do employees come to work? For some, because they feel a
sense of contribution — they enjoy their work. They believe they are
making a difference, whether their job entails manufacturing parts,
serving customers, or creating new products. For many, though, work
is an obligation. Many employees come to work because they know
they must. If they don’t, they will be reprimanded and eventually ter-
minated. 

Which category of workers do you think is most likely to miss work
from time to time — the workers who are there because they want to
be, or the ones who are there because they feel they have to be?

The difference? Motivation.
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What motivates you? What does it take to make you want to spring
from bed each morning to greet the new day? What does it take to
make you feel excited and enthusiastic about tackling a new project?
To make you want to commit to a goal, a project, or an organization?

Is it challenge? Recognition? Reward? 

It may surprise you to know that it doesn’t always take a grand ges-
ture to make an employee feel motivated.

A woman who recently (barely!) survived a merger between two
large energy companies says that what motivates her is “receiving a
simple e-mail from a supervisor (or better yet, from someone higher
than your supervisor) thanking you for a job well done. It’s a very sat-
isfying and positive item for a personnel file. It’s also something that
you can refer back to when you need a little reassurance that you are
doing a good job.”

A graphic designer says, “It’s always fun when my boss brings around
ice cream bars for those who are sticking it out late on one of those sunny
Friday afternoons when spring fever has overtaken everyone else.”

1
MOTIVATIONAL THEORY
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It may also surprise you that what motivates you doesn’t necessar-
ily motivate members of your staff.

One manager tells of an informal conversation between her and
her staff members about motivating experiences. She shared with the
group that one of the most motivating things to her was to receive a
new assignment or challenge from her manager. A staff member spoke
up and said, “Well, don’t try to motivate me that way — I’d rather have
a day off.” Others chimed in: “I’d just like a note from you telling me
I did a good job.”

She was surprised: “You mean you’re not motivated when I give
you extra projects? I do that all the time.”

“We know,” they laughed. This group was fortunate to have had
the opportunity to share this information so the manager could learn
what her staff found motivating. Not all managers are so lucky. 

What is motivation?
Motivation is a difficult term to define. 

Merriam-Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary doesn’t offer much help:

Main Entry: mo.ti.va.tion

Date: 1873

1 : a : the act or process of motivating
b : the condition of being motivated

2 : a motivating force, stimulus, or influence : INCENTIVE, DRIVE

Encarta’s definition is better, particularly if we’re thinking of moti-
vation from a business standpoint:

Mo-ti-va-tion: 

1. giving of a reason to act: the act of giving somebody a reason
or incentive to do something

2. enthusiasm: a feeling of interest or enthusiasm that makes
somebody want to do something, or something that causes
such a feeling

3. reason: a reason for doing something or behaving in some way

4. PSYCHOLOGY forces determining behavior: the biological, 
emotional, cognitive, or social forces that activate and direct 
behavior

6 Motivating today’s employees
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What do we, as managers, mean when we say we want to motivate
our employees? Quite basically, we’re saying that we want to “give
them a reason or incentive to do something.” That “something” is the
act of performing certain tasks or duties that further the goals and di-
rection of the organization.

How can we, as managers, generate “a feeling of interest or enthu-
siasm that makes somebody want to do something”?

What the theorists tell us about motivation
Business theorists have long speculated on how workers are encour-
aged to do more work in less time and be happy about doing it.

Frederick Herzberg
In the l950s, industrial psychologist Frederick Herzberg found that cer-
tain job factors caused worker dissatisfaction and poor performance
when they fell below a certain level. Yet these same factors failed to in-
crease job performance once they reached an optimum level. He la-
beled these factors maintainers because they maintain a certain level
of productivity. Maintainers include — 

> salary, 

> job security, 

> company policies, and 

> administration. 

Once these factors reach an optimum level, merely providing
more of them, according to Herzberg, will not produce an increase in
productivity.

For example, consider the experience of a high-school student
whose first job is as a front-counter clerk in a fast-food restaurant. The
student is hired at minimum wage and is satisfied with the pay, com-
pany policies, and administration. The student is motivated to perform
and is excited about the opportunity to earn money for the first time.
That excitement lasts for the first several months on the job; the stu-
dent performs well and even receives a pay increase after three
months. But once the initial eager phase is over, the student starts to
feel restless and a bit bored. It’s not the money. It’s not the policies or
procedures. It’s not the administration. What is it?

According to Herzberg’s theory, the missing ingredient is motivators. 

Motivational theory 7
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Herzberg identified several sources of job satisfaction, which he
called motivators. Motivators include — 

> achievement,

> recognition for achievement,

> the work itself,

> responsibility, and 

> advancement. 

Motivators make employees work harder. The more motivators
there are, the harder an employee will work. 

What sort of motivators might make this student work harder? 

Achievement. This might involve learning new things or taking on
new responsibilities.

Recognition for achievement. Recognition could entail pay in-
creases, but it also includes less tangible forms of recognition, such as
praise from management and colleagues, awards (certificates, plaques,
an article about the employee in the organization’s newsletter, etc.).

The work itself. A talented and enthusiastic high-school student will
quickly learn the responsibilities of being a front-counter clerk in a
fast-food restaurant. How could the work itself be changed to provide
more variety or more challenge?

Responsibility. When an employee first starts with a company, he or
she is not given a great deal of responsibility. The manager or supervi-
sor may watch him or her closely for some time and be reluctant to
allow the employee to take on responsibility and make decisions —
even minor decisions. As the employee grows in the position, however,
the opportunity for more responsibility — the ability to make inde-
pendent decisions, to participate in special teams or task forces, or to
initiate new projects — can provide motivation.

Advancement. For many employees, advancement can be a motiva-
tor. In this case, the front-counter clerk may be motivated by advance-
ment to assistant supervisor of front-counter clerks, or some other
position that is higher in the fast-food restaurant’s hierarchy.

Herzberg’s point is that maintainers merely maintain a behavior.
More salary, more job security, better company policies or better ad-
ministration may provide a certain level of satisfaction for the employee,

8 Motivating today’s employees
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but these maintainers will not generate “a feeling of interest or enthu-
siasm that makes somebody want to do something.” Only motivators
will do that.

Maslow’s hierarchy of needs
Another early theorist, psychologist Abraham Maslow, developed
what he called a need hierarchy, which classifies five levels of needs
ranging from the concrete to the intangible. These needs are— 

1) physiological comfort, 

2) safety,

3) social fulfillment,

4) satisfaction of the ego, and

5) self-actualization.

Maslow believed that until an individual’s basic needs (i.e., food
and security) are satisfied, that individual will not be motivated by in-
volvement in social activities, the opportunity to learn new things, or
advancement. Only after each need in the hierarchy has been ade-
quately met, according to Maslow’s theory, would individuals be moti-
vated to move on to higher-level needs.

For example, suppose you have recently employed a single mother
who is struggling to care for three small children. She will initially be
highly concerned with making enough money to meet her family’s
needs for food, shelter, and security. Money will be the driving factor
in motivating this employee. Offering her the opportunity to serve on
a special task force, or giving her additional responsibilities (unless
those new responsibilities lead to a pay increase) will not be motivat-
ing to this individual.

However, suppose this woman begins to make enough money to
provide adequately and appropriately for her family. The strong initial
drive has been satisfied. At this point, the employee may be driven to
pursue higher-level needs, such as establishing relationships with other
employees, learning new tasks, or taking on more responsibilities. More
money would, of course, be welcomed, but more money would not cre-
ate the motivation to perform better, faster, or with more loyalty.

In reality, Maslow’s theory doesn’t work quite that simply. Each of
the needs on the hierarchy are, to a certain degree, inter-related. While
we strive to earn a good wage, we are also concerned with job stability,

Motivational theory 9
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getting along with coworkers, being recognized for our achievements,
and feeling some sense of intrinsic enjoyment of the work we do. In ad-
dition, the extent to which each of these needs is satisfied is continually
shifting and changing as our life circumstances change. We may be
making adequate wages and be quite satisfied with our incomes, but
major life events (i.e., an illness in the family) may mean that our
salaries are no longer adequate. 

Maslow’s hierarchy of needs can be instructive to a manager in that
it points to the individual differences among employees and the need
to recognize each individual’s position on the hierarchy. 

Motivating an employee who is well paid, well-liked, and highly satis-
fied with his or her job will be quite different from motivating an employee
who does not make enough money to meet his or her basic needs, or an
employee who is dealing with security issues in his or her personal life.

Theories X and Y
Strongly influenced by Maslow and his needs hierarchy, Douglas Mc-
Gregor applied this hierarchy to the organizational structure. In the
l960s, he came up with two opposing theories, which he called Theory
X and Theory Y.

Theory X management stresses that human beings are essentially
lazy and do not want to work. They need to receive direction and are
motivated through the fear of punishment. In addition, Theory X pro-
poses that the average employee tries to avoid responsibility and wants
job security above all else.

Theory Y management states that people will use both self-control
and self-direction. This theory suggests that the average employee
learns not only to accept but also to seek responsibility.

Theory X organizations have a hierarchical structure and control
employee behavior. Employees are treated as if they — 

> are lazy and anxious to evade work whenever possible,

> need control and direction in order to perform well,

> have relatively little ambition, and

> avoid responsibility whenever possible.

Theory Y organizations function in an almost completely opposite
manner. These organizations are characterized by integration. According

10 Motivating today’s employees
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to McGregor, integration involves “the creation of conditions such that
the members of the organization can achieve their goals best by di-
recting their efforts toward the success of the enterprise.” Employees
are treated as if they — 

> enjoy physical and mental effort,

> direct themselves to meet objectives,

> relate achievement with certain rewards, and

> use a high degree of imagination, ingenuity, and creativity.

Many of the dotcom companies that became prevalent in the
1990s, though they began to fail financially, were successful in provid-
ing employment atmospheres that are strongly indicative of a Theory
Y environment.

A seasoned businesswoman with more than 25 years of experience
in a traditional business environment had this to say about her shift to
a dotcom: “I can’t believe how happy I have been in this particular po-
sition, and what a great creative environment it is. I actually enjoy get-
ting up and coming to work every day.”

Another former corporate employee says, “One of the exciting
things about working in a dotcom are the intelligent, enthusiastic, en-
ergetic people that it attracts. The whole space buzzes with energy. Un-
fortunately, that hasn’t always been the case in my personal
experiences with some of the larger corporations I’ve been with.”

Interestingly, what many dotcom employees point to as motivating
in their new positions is their sense of contribution and the feeling that
they are truly making a difference. Compare this to a comment from
an employee for a publicly held corporation: “I had a manager who was
very hands-off — so much so that if I went on vacation I’m sure he did
not know I was gone. He never asked me how I was doing or if I
needed any support from them unless it was review time. I finally trans-
ferred out of the department. I don’t like a hovering manager, but I
need to be recognized more than once a year.”

Theory Z
Theory Z was advanced by William Ouchi and is often referred to as
Japanese management style. The secret to success, according to Ouchi,
is not technology but a special way of managing people. This manage-
ment style involves a strong company philosophy, a distinct corporate
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culture, long-range staff development, and consensus decision making.
The result is lower turnover, increased job commitment, and much
higher productivity.

A major aspect of Theory Z is trust. Organizations spend a lot of
time developing the interpersonal skills needed to make effective
group decisions. When a group makes decisions, group members are
asked to place their fate in the hands of others. Each person has re-
sponsibility for some individual objectives set by the group. Team per-
formance is critical to the accomplishment of objectives.

Ouchi has said:

“Perhaps the single most notable characteristic among
those who have succeeded at going from A to Z has been
an almost palpable character of integrity. By integrity I do
not mean preaching morality to others; I mean an inte-
grated response to problems, an integrated and consistent
response to customers and employees, to superiors and
subordinates, to problems in finance and in manufactur-
ing. A person of integrity treats secretaries and executives
with equal respect and approaches subordinates with the
same understanding and values that characterize his or
her family relationships. A person with integrity can be
counted upon to behave consistently, even as organiza-
tional conditions change. Such a person can be trusted
and can provide that key human capital from which oth-
ers can draw in the process of change.”

Applying the theories
Theories and classification systems are a good starting point for em-
ployers and managers looking for ways to improve employee perform-
ance, morale, and productivity. For real results, however, you need
more than theory. You need a step-by-step, day-by-day, practical ap-
proach to motivating your employees so they will help your company
run smoothly and profitably. How to motivate your employees without
adding to the already high costs of your operations is the challenge that
today’s manager faces. 
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