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When I run a management skills workshop, I always start by asking the managers in the class, “What is the skill you want to focus on the most?”  Invariably, motivating employees is always one of the top three concerns of managers – and it should be.  Employees who are motivated do a good job without a lot of prompting or hand-holding.  Managers who know how to motivate can devote less time to standing over their employees and more time to planning, strategizing, selling, or any of the other high-level activities that demand a manager’s time.

Although many managers believe that motivating their employees is one of their biggest challenges, there are five facts to keep in mind that will help you keep your employees motivated. 
Fact #1: The employee must see the value of the effort


Very often, managers will tell their employees what to do and then be frustrated because the employee didn’t do it, or didn’t do it the way it should be done.  Usually, this is because the manager failed to tell the employee why: why it needs to be done, why it needs to be done a certain way, why it’s important.  Many managers will say, “They don’t need to know why, they should just do it because I told them to.”  The truth is that people will be more committed to doing a good job when they know the reason behind it.  “Because I said so” rarely works with children, and it’s never effective with adults.  At most, “Because I said so” will get you the bare minimum of effort, not the commitment that you want.

Instead, explain the reason behind the task.  People are more likely to be committed to bigger picture goals, such as customer service and quality, than they are to short term or routine tasks.  Knowing why also helps when something doesn’t go according to plan. Employees who know the end goal are more likely to figure out an alternative way to get something done.
Fact #2. The employee must believe he or she can succeed at the effort.  


A key factor in motivating an employee is to show them that you have confidence in their ability to do the job.  If you show them that you believe in them, they will be more motivated to live up to your expectations.
Fact #3. What motivates you may not be motivating to your employees.

It’s human nature to think that others think the way we think.  We think that if we like something, that our employees must like it too.  For example, one manager recently told me this story.  His production team had put in an extraordinary effort to get project completed.  They had, as is often the case, to deal with an extremely tight deadline and many last minute changes.  But the project came in on time and the few inevitable glitches were caught without anyone ever being aware of it.  To show the team how much their efforts were valued, the manager arranged for the senior VP to take them to lunch in the executive dining room.  

Later that day the manager overheard some of the production team talking.  One person said, “I can’t wait to get out of this suit.”  Another person said, “Why do these guys think that having lunch with them is a reward?  What egos!”  “Yeah,” said another.  “Not only did we work our butts off to get the work done, we had to give up our lunch time to talk business.”  The manager said to me, “I don’t get it.  I worked hard to arrange that lunch.  I would have loved it if someone did that for me.”  
Before you try motivating your employees with something that you like, ask yourself, “Is this what they would want?  Am I looking at it through their eyes, or my own?”
Fact #4. One size does not fit all.

People are motivated by different things.  For example, some people are motivated by the opportunity to do something new; others prefer to stick with what they know.  So it’s important that managers build an effective relationship with the individual he or she wishes to motivate, so that he or she knows what the individual values.  This knowledge enables the manager to link the motivator to what is important to the individual.  This may involve choosing the types of work or experiences that the individual may value, or discussing the reasons for a task by highlighting what is important to the individual staff member.  It may even mean simply positioning the task differently.  For the individual who like to try new things, you can emphasize how a new task is different from what they’re used to.  For the individual who prefers to stick with what they know, you can emphasize how it’s similar to something they already know how to do.
Fact #5. People need to feel appreciated.

There is nothing more de-motivating than feeling that your efforts are not appreciated.  If you have employees who continually seem unmotivated, it may be time to examine your own behavior.  Do you show appreciation for the work your employees do?  Some managers will say, “Why should I show appreciation?  I pay them; they’re just doing the job that I pay them for.”  But the reality is that employees who know that their work is appreciated are more likely to go out of their way to do a good job.  
Motivation: The Bottom Line

The bottom line is this: If you’re wondering how to motivate employees to do what you want them to do, you’re going about it all wrong.  The key is to figure out how to make them want to do it.  That means figuring out how to position the task as something that is appealing to them, showing them that you have confidence in their ability, and letting them know they’re appreciated.  
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