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‘Intrinsic inspires optimism for a better future. It’s both a great read and a stimulus for change.’


BARONESS SALLY MORGAN, Master of Fitzwilliam College,
Cambridge University; former Chair, OFSTED


[image: Illustration]


‘Using stories of the impact of intrinsic motivation, purpose and autonomy, Jeevan provides a profoundly optimistic book about how to tackle the big challenges of our world, workplaces, and lives.’


HILARY PENNINGTON, Executive Vice President,
Ford Foundation
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‘We claw and scratch to get ahead without recognizing that what we aim towards and how we strive matters infinitely more than how far we get. Intrinsic delivers an impassioned plea, backed by powerful examples from around the world, for reconstructing work, school, family, and politics to make them more worthwhile and to make our lives more fulfilling.’


DANIEL MARKOVITS, Guido Calabresi Professor of Law,
Yale Law School and author of The Meritocracy Trap
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‘Built on cutting-edge research and practice, Intrinsic helps both employees and organizations improve engagement and impact from within – in a truly authentic and sustainable way.’


PAULO PISANO, Chief People Officer at booking.com
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‘In an age of anxiety, comes a fresh voice asking us to reflect, and critically to act. Rarely have we heard from an expert with a track record of reigniting the motivation of hundreds of thousands of teachers. He takes the lessons from that success to help us look into ourselves and others, to find that spark of change in our lives.’


ANTHONY PAINTER, Chief Research and Impact Officer,
The Royal Society of Arts (RSA)
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‘Powerful and poignant, Intrinsic is the roadmap we’ve been waiting for. From work and relationships, to parenting and citizenship, Jeevan deftly reveals how we can harness the science of motivation to reignite our inner drive and live with purpose and mastery.’


NATHALIE NAHAI, author of Business Unusual: Values,
Uncertainty and the Psychology of Brand Resilience
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‘With deep insight, Sharath Jeevan challenges us to re-think the relationship between politics and citizenship in these times of turbulence. He nudges us to unleash our own intrinsic motivation and participate with renewed confidence, purpose and hope, in making our world a better place, beginning from our own home, community, country and of course beyond.’


GEORGE A. PAPANDREOU, former Prime Minister of Greece
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‘Intrinsic is a remarkable manifesto for life. Jeevan uses his observation and instincts to develop a compelling argument for the re-focussing of individual and family life as well as communities in the world of work. He shows us how to ignite a beacon and keep the flame burning.’


ANTHONY LITTLE, former Head Master, Eton College
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‘Packed with deep yet practical insights, Intrinsic is essential reading for students and educators in universities and schools everywhere.’


JENNIFER MOSES, board member of Brown University; co-founder, Caliber Schools
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‘Diligently researched, Intrinsic presents the reader with a well-curated mix of hard facts and real-life stories. Three elements – purpose, autonomy and mastery – can be applied to multiple contexts of one’s life, thereby helping to refocus and recalibrate one’s intrinsic motivation.’


VIDYA SHAH, co-founder, Edelweiss Financial Services Group and Executive Chairperson, Edelgive Foundation
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‘People are like stained-glass windows. They sparkle and shine when the sun is out, but when the darkness sets in, their true beauty is revealed only if there is light from within.’


Elisabeth Kubler-Ross1
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An Intrinsic Journey:
From Jaded to Reignited


I love India when it rains. For those brief moments, the pure smell of water and earth wipes out the noxious fumes that make Delhi one of the most polluted places on the earth. The pitter-patter of raindrops masks the incessant honk-honk of the traffic – the auto-rickshaws, cars and motorbikes that clog the city’s mostly narrow streets.


James, Sid and I were sitting on the roof of our makeshift apartment-turned-office in Kailash Colony, a pleasant South Delhi neighbourhood. All of us stripped down to our boxer shorts; we looked like roosters awaiting our fate in a factory farm. A solitary clothes peg hung in the office, and underneath a puddle created by our soaked clothes. Fortunately, Neha – our female colleague – had possessed the smarts to leave the apartment much earlier, saving herself from this spectacle.


London was my theoretical home, but in 2012 Delhi had become my makeshift one. I was the father of a 14-month-old son, so you can imagine that this was not a source of delight for my wife. It had been a brutal first few weeks kick-starting the non-government organization (NGO) I’d founded, STiR Education, in East Delhi’s poorest slums, all in 40˚-plus heat. We’d visited more than a hundred schools, and had spoken to more than 400 teachers, in search of the most promising teaching ideas. Selecting, publishing and spreading the most inspiring of these ‘micro-innovations’, we believed, would benefit teachers and children around the globe. India – the world’s largest school system – was the obvious place to begin our quest.


We’d asked for directions from cycle-rickshaw-wallahs and ear-wax-remover-wallahs, and dodged ever clear and present danger from unexpected potholes to cow dung that often caught our feet.


Google Maps had not been a reliable friend: it’s amazing how even the accuracy of maps is linked to a community’s income. The mosquitoes, to their credit, were much more reliable. They nibbled at our ankles and arms for tasty morning or late-afternoon snacks. So much so that Sid would be diagnosed with dengue fever just a few weeks later.


This should have been a jubilant evening – an evening of celebration. That morning we’d completed our final school visit – to congratulate the last of the 25 teachers whose ideas we’d selected to be published. This week I’d even been quoted in The Economist – what bigger stamp of credibility could you want?2


After those long, hot, treacherous months, we’d made it, goddammit. Yet, that evening I felt a sense of foreboding. The reason: the phone in our office in Delhi had not stopped ringing for eight consecutive days. The calls were all from teachers. We only had three staff in Delhi then, and so phone-answering had suddenly become a big part of everyone’s job.


‘Look,’ one teacher told us, ‘I’m not disputing why my idea wasn’t selected. I know it was a fair process…But you’ve awoken something in me I’ve not felt for a long time. You made me remember why I became a teacher in the first place.’


The calls from teachers kept coming. I felt sceptical. Of course, teachers would say all these warm and glowing things, wouldn’t they? My training as an economist had always led me to believe that ‘extrinsic’ motivators – money, rewards, status, incentives – make the world go around. All this positive intent was great, but where was the hard proof that the teachers would actually commit to changing their behaviour?


On that rainy evening, like any self-respecting economist, I decided to run an experiment. I asked Sid and Neha to hire the largest venue we could find: a rickety but colourful wedding hall on the outskirts of Delhi. And we called the four hundred teachers we’d been interacting with over the past months and invited them to the beginnings of what we called a teacher network.


The meeting was booked for a Sunday morning. It was a modest 45° Celsius that day. It was also the final day of a cricket test match between India and England – a nail-biting climax.


I remember taking bets among our team over how many teachers each of us thought would show up.


Sid said 250.


I laughed and said too high.


Neha said 180.


I laughed again.


I put in my own wager at 80.


In the end, almost 340 teachers attended – not all right on time, but they came.


Many of them were young women who brought their children with them, as their husbands were unaccustomed to childcare (though, in far too many cases, acquiring a husband meant they were expected to stop teaching in the first place). We quickly had to set up a makeshift crèche on the side. Others brought sceptical-looking brothers, and in a few cases husbands.


We did serious stuff in the meeting – supporting teachers to share dozens of new teaching practices between themselves – but also games to help them get to know each other and feel a sense of connection. The energy was palpable all the way through the morning. I still remember the smiling faces and the sense of possibility – and most of all the sound of laughter.


The teachers came from far and wide, from all over the city, and I was fascinated by their stories. ‘Priya’ was a primary teacher in her 20s from a school in Shahadra, one of the poorest communities in East Delhi. She’d relocated to Delhi, and to this job, from her home state in the north. She had the most infectious of smiles. She didn’t hide that her life in Delhi made her feel lonely at times. She felt isolated and had no friends or family in the city; with the new husband came a new adopted family and, that most Indian of mixed blessings, a mother-in-law. She’d enjoyed a relatively high level of education before – much more than her new teaching peers – which often caused them to resent her. She loved trying out and mastering new teaching techniques.


Immediately Priya noticed that her kids found it hard to learn the English poetry that was required in their English curriculum. Think Rudyard Kipling’s ‘If’ – or, even more common, Wordsworth’s ‘I Wandered Lonely as a Cloud’. So she started applying Bollywood tunes to old English poems as a way to hook children into learning them. After applying this technique, 100 per cent of children in her class were now able to recite the poetry required by the English curriculum.


Here’s the bit that floored me: there was no extra money for the teachers who joined us that morning in Delhi. Most had battled significant obstacles: weather, transport and in these conservative communities often the wrath of their husbands or fathers or brothers. There were no direct career incentives either – we certainly weren’t promising this would help them with a promotion or a higher salary.


Nothing had explained what I was seeing in one of the world’s poorest and most challenging places.


In my conversations with hundreds of teachers over that period, I’d heard the glimpses of three concepts that would occupy many of my waking thoughts and nocturnal dreams for the next nine years: Purpose. Autonomy. Mastery.


Here are some potted definitions: Purpose, as I define it, is about knowing how what you do helps and serves others. Autonomy is believing in your ability and agency to actually change things for the better. Mastery is the sense of being on a continual, almost infinite journey of improvement towards being the best version of yourself you can be.


I had seen all three concepts play out through those scorching weeks. Our interactions with teachers had reminded them of their Purpose – of the critical difference they could make to a child’s life, particularly a child whose parents had usually never been to school before. That sadly was the norm in these forgotten parts of Delhi. Meanwhile the discussion and sharing of new teaching ideas seemed to have rekindled the teachers’ sense of Autonomy. Although many still felt like small cogs in a big administrative wheel, their time together had stirred a profound realization: they actually had a lot of control over how they taught in their own classrooms. And the sharing of practices with other teachers was inspiring them to develop true Mastery in their craft – and to want to become the best teachers they could be.


How had we accidentally rekindled the energy and passion of so many teachers? It became my life’s work and quest to find out.


Intrinsic is a book about how we can reignite our inner drive – and fall back in love with our lives and world. Those three words – Purpose, Autonomy, Mastery – are the three keys to unlocking how to do it. As you read on, they’ll form the core framework that we’ll use to analyse the most important areas of our lives – as individuals, in the organizations that we are part of and in our societies at large.


Think of life like a long Indian car journey, complete with the belting Bollywood beats on the radio and samosa crumbs all over the back seat: Purpose is the destination you’ve entered into your GPS. Autonomy is you firmly at the wheel (no matter how many people, especially in India, are chattering away behind you and telling you how to drive). Mastery is becoming an ever better and more patient driver as you navigate fumes, motorbikes, cycles, auto-rickshaws and (still) the occasional cow – especially when they’re reversing at full speed right into you.


Think of motivation as being like the type of fuel you put into your car.3 Extrinsic rewards are like diesel – they get you to where you want to go, but it’s rarely a pleasant ride – you might be choking everyone with your fumes along the way. Incentives, status, bonuses and financial rewards, and at the extreme end, outright bribes – they’re all examples of what motivation thinking calls extrinsic motivators. You’re doing something basically because something else is promised at the end.


Intrinsic motivation, by contrast, is about going on a journey because it’s inherently satisfying, rewarding and enjoyable in its own right.


In this book I’m not going to pull any punches about the motivational mess – indeed, crisis – we are in. We are deeply confused about what matters in our lives and about the state our world is in. As we’ll see in the coming chapters, that holds true whether we are millennials, silver-surfers or somewhere in between, whether we live in London or New York, Delhi or Shanghai, São Paulo or Kampala (or in smaller cities or villages anywhere), and whether we are rich or poor, female or male, black or white, heterosexual or gay.


Many of us feel like we are going through the motions – as individuals, organizations and society at large. We feel empty, jaded and unhappy with the organizations we are part of, whether that’s the company we work for or our child’s school. And we feel deeply alienated from the wider societies in which we live. Just look at the massive social problems in front of us that don’t have easy or obvious solutions. Sometimes we feel that all we can do is despair.


The promise of this book is that it doesn’t need to be this way. We can make major breakthroughs: as individuals, for sure – but also through inspiring the wider organizations and societies that we are part of.


Developments in motivation thinking provide the basis for this promise. Motivation started being studied in the 1940s and 1950s, particularly through American psychologist Abraham Maslow’s theory of a ‘hierarchy of needs’. Maslow’s work has been pivotal in our thinking on this topic. His core insight: after basic food and security we all crave higher things to motivate us. And as we climb the pyramid we eventually get to self-actualization – the discovery of our true selves, our true potential.4 Harry Harlow famously tested some of these tenets in studies with monkeys in the 1950s.5


Frederick Herzberg, a US business professor of Lithuanian descent, built on this thinking with his ‘two factor’ motivation theory.6 His key insight: what demotivates someone is not the opposite of what motivates someone. For example, in the world of work (where motivation thinking mostly focused in its early days), he found that extrinsic factors like pay, good working conditions and formal career structures were of course important – and their absence could lead to demotivation. But once you have these in place as ‘hygiene factors’ (basic factors that need to be present to stop demotivating us, but which don’t deeply motivate us), intrinsic factors (the concepts of Purpose, Autonomy and Mastery) are what’s needed to keep our motivation sustained. And ‘carrots and sticks’ (contingent rewards) can actually undermine intrinsic motivation in the longer term.


Herzberg’s work was then developed and turbocharged by two brilliant academics, Richard Ryan and Edward Deci, who devoted over 30 years to understanding the role of intrinsic motivation in a diverse range of fields. Their work inspired hundreds of other researchers around the world, giving us a substantial, robust evidence base that clearly demonstrates that the concept of intrinsic motivation (including the concepts of Purpose, Autonomy and Mastery) strongly applies to a wide range of life domains.7 In 2009, writer Daniel H Pink masterfully popularized many of the earlier insights from this body of research on motivation, particularly focused on the domain of work, in his bestselling book Drive.8


But while the robust evidence base behind intrinsic motivation now exists, there have been relatively few attempts to practically apply it to our own lives, organizations and societies – at least at any true substance and scale. STiR Education, the NGO I founded, ended up arguably becoming the world’s largest intrinsic motivation initiative, focused on reigniting the inner drive of teachers. And reignite it we did. I watched STiR grow from those hundreds of teachers that morning in Delhi to involve over 200,000 teachers by 2020, in over 35,000 schools. Eight years after that fateful Delhi morning, almost 7 million children were being impacted by the initiative. STiR’s work spread across three states in India, to a quarter of all schools in Uganda and into East Indonesia. It also saw interest from countries as far afield as Ethiopia, Egypt and Brazil.


That morning in Delhi, we had run our first ever network meeting where we developed teachers’ Purpose, Autonomy and Mastery: their intrinsic motivation to teach. Now 8,000 such meetings take place each month – today they’re smaller, typically with about 20 to 30 teachers each.


Many of the world’s leading foundations, such as Mastercard, Ikea and UBS, funded our work, as did the British and US governments. I met people like Bill Clinton, and had legendary investors like Bill Ackman and Bill Draper invest in our efforts. I was awarded an honorary doctorate by Roehampton University for my contribution to the field, and was invited to join the high-level steering group of the Education Commission, the pre-eminent body founded by former British Prime Minister Gordon Brown.


Like any expert, I learned as much as I taught. Most of all, I learned that everything about intrinsic motivation is ultimately interlinked. I learned that for teachers to develop their love of teaching – and with it their Purpose, Autonomy and Mastery – school principals and education officials at all levels needed to role-model the same Purpose, Autonomy and Mastery in what they do. Based on all this learning, STiR now has partnerships with national governments to ensure that its approach reignites the motivation of every official and teacher in an education system. Because it can use existing government resources and people to run and manage the teacher networks, its approach to reigniting intrinsic motivation costs less than 40 pence per child per year – and that will fall even further in years to come.


I felt very privileged to have been able to go on this journey, but they were the most challenging years of my life. Really because I had to rely on the University of Life – as another former British Prime Minister, John Major, famously called it – to practically teach me how to reignite Purpose, Autonomy and Mastery in teachers. I learned a great deal, but it was almost always painful learning.


Why has it been so difficult to apply intrinsic motivation thinking in practice as individuals, organizations and societies?


I believe there are five fundamental reasons.


The first is that most of us think of motivation as something we are either born with or not. ‘I know exactly which kids in my class are really motivated,’ a teacher in India or Uganda would often tell me. That teacher didn’t see it as her job to help ignite the children’s motivation to learn. And, to add insult to injury, she would put the already ‘motivated’ kids at the front of the class, where they got the most time and attention – and would almost entirely ignore the rest.


But in fact intrinsic motivation can be nurtured in all of us. Some years ago leading Stanford University psychologist Carol Dweck kick-started a revolution with her notion of a ‘growth mindset’.9 She helped us see ability and intelligence as malleable – something that can be developed, like a muscle. We now need a similar revolution with intrinsic motivation. As we’ll see in the upcoming chapters, there is a lot we can do individually to reignite our inner drive – and, by working with others, reignite motivation in the organizations, communities and societies we are part of.


The second reason is that we have been brainwashed into thinking of human nature and motivation from an entirely economic lens. ‘Practical men, who believe themselves to be quite exempt from any intellectual influence, are usually the slaves of some defunct economist,’10 wrote prominent economist John Maynard Keynes in the 1930s. And the way that economics primarily sees us is as selfish, ruthless ‘maximizers’ of our own interests and welfare. As a result, we’ve been conditioned to think that the world operates by rewards and incentives (or carrots and sticks). If you want someone in your team to do a better job, for example, just promise them a bonus if they achieve it – even in the 21st century, that’s all too often the prevailing mantra.


But in so many areas of our lives we don’t act like rational economic robots at all. Huge leaps in our understanding of human nature – from happiness to mindset to ‘grit’ – have come through advances in positive psychology. And that’s no bad thing. Yes, rewards and incentives can be effective in a small number of contexts (though their impact often rapidly fades away). But take rewards and incentives to their extreme – which is pretty much what we have done in recent years – and all kinds of collateral damage emerges, from demotivation and unhappiness as individuals, to spiralling wealth and income inequality, to the existential threat of climate change. Applying intrinsic motivation to our lives requires us to throw much of this economic baggage out and to replace it with a new way of thinking – a replacement exercise that I hope this book will help with.


The third reason it’s been difficult is that motivation can feel a little intangible and hard to measure. So the approach we’ll take throughout this book is resolutely practical. We’ll reference research and academic studies from motivation thinking, for sure, but we’ll focus our time on how we can tangibly and practically apply its insights to how we think and behave in the key areas of our lives – from work, success and talent, to relationships, parenting and citizenship.


The fourth – and perhaps most important – reason is that this kind of journey can feel deeply scary, even terrifying. And that’s because in whatever area of life we are looking at, there is a difficult question to answer: what are we reigniting intrinsic motivation for? The biggest challenge we faced at STiR, for example, was that education systems, particularly in emerging countries like India, were all geared ultimately to produce rote learning – kids able to memorize facts and then regurgitate them back in exams. It was no wonder that teachers felt demotivated: nothing in their current Purpose was actually about helping kids develop the love of lifelong learning, and the ability to ‘learn to learn’, that a fast-changing country and world called for. So we had to start working with governments to redefine the purpose of education in the first place.


It’s an incredible irony: India built a million free-to-access government schools, one for almost every kilometre of the country11 – by any standards, a remarkable achievement. But, years later, the country has yet to decide what the purpose of education is. What are those million-plus schools truly for? It took until 2020 for the Indian government to publish a coherent (and extremely good) National Education Policy to address this.12 India, I should stress, is far from alone: most countries, even in the rich developed world, struggle with exactly the same question, and have largely shirked from answering it. These are inherently ‘wicked’ questions – questions with no easy technical solutions.


We can only harness intrinsic motivation if we know what we are motivating ourselves for. Yet in so many of our most important areas of life, as we’ll see in this book, we are confused about our ultimate Purpose. The good news is that motivation thinking can provide a helpful ‘double whammy’: it can help us define this Purpose – and then also find the best way to realize it.


The fifth and final reason it’s been hard is that everything about motivation is inherently interconnected. The effect of poor motivation at work can all too easily spill over into how we treat our children, as we’ll explore in later chapters. And how we individually behave has huge knock-on effects for the communities, organizations and societies we are part of too.


These are the five reasons why applying the insights from motivation thinking – despite the decades of robust evidence on its importance – has been so challenging. The core purpose of this book is to overcome these difficulties and help us find a way to practically incorporate its insights – deeply and in the most important areas of our lives.


We’ll look at the most important domains in our lives: work, success and talent, relationships, parenting and citizenship.


To start with, we are deeply confused about work. We’ve fundamentally misunderstood the Purpose of work in our lives and societies, and see work entirely from the lens of providing income. That income, of course, is a critical ‘hygiene factor’ for most of us to survive, but work has to be so much more if it is to truly reignite our intrinsic motivation. The gleam of our offices and the quality of the free coffee are (for white-collar workers at least) other examples of hygiene factors we’ve let morph into motivators. As a result, we’ve allowed our Autonomy to be sapped away by controls, targets and incentives – and with it our intrinsic motivation and even our fundamental humanity. Just as worryingly, we have become even more susceptible to trends like automation and artificial intelligence that are threatening the already precarious ‘deal’ between employers and employees today. Finally, we have misunderstood Mastery at work, leading to employees and workers not developing the broader skills – or ‘smart essentials’ – that are the most critical if individuals and our organizations are to survive and thrive.


While of course there is a need for work-life balance to reduce stress and burnout, we’ll see that alienation and emptiness at work can be just as important – if not more important – contributors to our current work malaise. Meanwhile, the majority of us are forced to wear a ‘mask’ of inauthenticity at work – where we have to show up, but in a way that feels artificial, even false. Our need to feel constantly connected to the office outside work means this malaise seeps further into our wider lives. According to a Gallup survey, 85 per cent of employees globally are either not engaged or actively disengaged in their work – costing our global economy $7 trillion in lost annual productivity.13 Modern work is a fundamentally cynical and jaded place. In the next chapter we’ll ask what it would take to see our motivation at work reignited.


Our second confusion is around success and talent. We all want a world where our individual and collective talents – whether it’s in the labour market, on the sports field, in the classroom or concert hall – can be recognized and truly nurtured. Instead we are hurtling towards a ‘winner takes all’ world where the spoils of any field accrue only to a few. We are following this crazy success and talent path on the false promise of ‘meritocracy’. In its name (though rarely in its reality), we have created increasingly formal structures for managing our collective talent, from new armies of admissions officers, talent scouts and performance managers, to entrance exams, rankings and structured ‘talent development programmes’. These systems have fundamentally confused true Mastery with competition – and virtually everyone has been left the poorer for this confusion.


What’s happened as a result? The already most proficient and fortunate among us increasingly have access to the best teachers, coaches, training and facilities – and that creates what Malcolm Gladwell calls ‘accumulated advantage’.14 These trends hold true whether it’s a talented student or worker, fledgling artist or athlete, writer or chef, or a budding entrepreneur with a big idea to solve an important business or social problem. This ‘winner takes all’ world has led many of us to fall out of love with the activity we are pursuing (whether in school, sports or work) and to lose our inner drive, particularly when tough times hit. Collectively, we are in danger of losing our broader love of learning itself. It’s also led to a lack of uniqueness and diversity in our talent base in so many fields, from sports to publishing – and makes us unable to stand out in increasingly crowded sectors or marketplaces.


But most troubling of all, it’s leading to a world where whole swathes of our society – particularly women, minority groups and the less affluent, but also many others – see no ways for their talents to be recognized, let alone celebrated and nurtured. It’s leading to increasing protests about unemployment in our emerging countries, and movements like Black Lives Matter in our richer ones. Management consultants McKinsey estimate that our current inequality in income by gender costs our global economy $12 trillion each year – and the black-white income gap costs the US alone $1.5 trillion dollars annually.15


Our third mess is around our relationships. We are increasingly dependent on our key romantic relationships to achieve our overall motivation in life, but we aren’t being honest with ourselves about what we really want. We see the Purpose of our core relationships as ever more intrinsic – as helping us discover our true selves. Yet (though we rarely want to admit it to ourselves), we also see hygiene factors such as looks and socio-economic status, for men and women respectively, as important too. So we feel despondent when the ways in which we search for our romantic partners – such as online dating – fall short of what we want and need.


Once we are in a relationship, however, things don’t seem to get much better. We often sacrifice too much of our personal Autonomy to our relationship, and women in particular may experience a double bind in Purpose between the demands of the relationship and those of work. Finally, we don’t have effective ways to develop true Mastery in relationships – and have less and less time to develop together as couples, due to the pressures of social media and modern parenting (for those of us who have kids). As a result, we can often feel demotivated in one of the most important areas of our lives. That’s leading either to break-ups or divorce, or increasingly to couples not getting together in the first place because of the fear of both.


To compound matters, we’re even more confused as parents about the core Purpose of parenting. Our instinct to act like helicopters – flying in at any sign of trouble – is well-meaning, and ostensibly done to protect our children from harm. But instead an increasing body of evidence suggests that it’s leading to anxiety, depression, self-harm and even suicide among our children. According to a 2020 survey by The Children’s Society, British young people have the lowest levels of life-satisfaction in Europe, due to a ‘particularly British fear of failure’.16 It’s created transactional parenting relationships where attaining good grades or getting into a top university are the Purpose – the ultimate be-all and end-all. And it’s led to unusually direct warnings from even the Dalai Lama that ‘The problem is that our world and our education remain focused exclusively on external, materialistic values.’17


Most of all, this has led to a crisis of Autonomy among many of our young people. ‘The son of a duck is a floater’ is a well-worn Arab saying, meaning that a new generation expects their parents to swim (do everything) for them. There’s nothing particularly unique about that saying now. The most affluent parents, as the 2019 US college admissions bribery scandal showed, see their Purpose like ‘snowploughs’ – removing all obstacles so that their kids live as ‘straight line’ a life as possible. This is destroying the Autonomy of our children. We often lack Mastery as parents, too. The onslaught of extra-curricular activities and tutoring we subject our children to distracts them from engaging deeply in school. And it stops parents and teachers truly working together to ensure our children’s academic success and personal development.


Our fifth confusion has been about citizenship. We know that to live more fulfilling and motivating lives we need great leaders in our countries, and we need to engage as active citizens ourselves. But with the really big issues that face us – climate change, inequality, issues around identity and sovereignty – we look at our current politicians, our so-called national ‘leaders’, and despair. We don’t trust their motivation and Purpose. Even more tellingly, we don’t trust their ability to create a true national Purpose that unites us all – particularly our haves and our have-nots. Due to this distrust, we’ve hemmed in our leaders’ Autonomy further and further through absurd levels of scrutiny on TV and social media. And we’ve created more and more accountability systems, ranging from hospital ‘patient charters’ to school league tables.


Rather than helping, these attempts have led to grandstanding and political tribalism among leaders. We do little to encourage our leaders to develop true Mastery in what they do as political figures, legislators, leaders and managers. And by not sorting out key hygiene factors – such as how our political leaders and their campaigns are funded – we’ve ended up with leaders coming from a tiny subsection of our society, beholden to the very special interests and factions that create this tribalism in the first place.


These are the five profound motivational crises that we’re in. After the end of the Cold War, American political theorist Francis Fukuyama propagated the idea that capitalism and democracy would lead us on a journey of constantly improving living standards, happiness and quality of life18 – this now reads like a cruel joke. Where Fukuyama’s prediction went wrong was in not recognizing that capitalism and democracy are like macro (or larger) hygiene factors. Both are ultimately just structures. How we all behave in these structures – whether as employees or citizens – is what really matters, and that requires us all to feel motivated.


But this is a profoundly optimistic book. We’ll use motivation thinking not just to accurately diagnose these problems, but also to find emerging solutions. Indeed, it’s the practical how that we’ll explore in this book. We’ll look at the stories of many inspiring people I’ve been fortunate to encounter these past years – from an editor of The Economist to an auditor based in China, young Ugandan and Indonesian parents to British divorce lawyers, Indian talent scouts to Ethiopian leaders and American political hopefuls. And we’ll harness ground-breaking research and insights in realms ranging from psychology to economics to philosophy and behavioural science.


We’ll close the book by looking at how we can transition our own lives and the world we live into a more intrinsic way of being – and establish some key principles to achieve that transition. To ensure we truly have lives worth living.


There really is no better time to look at intrinsic motivation with a new practical lens – and apply it to our lives, personally and holistically, and to our world’s most pressing problems. There truly is a way out of the motivational mess we find ourselves in, but to realize it we need to be honest and upfront.


External shocks, such as the Covid-19 outbreak, have already catalysed a more honest thought process in many of us. In our heart of hearts, we know that our lives and our world need to profoundly change.


Unlike most ‘big ideas’ today, this one – as we’ve seen – didn’t emerge from the quads of Cambridge or Harvard. Nor did it come from a politician’s speech or a podium at Davos. (Though we will certainly travel together to these places later in the book.)


There is something especially fitting about the story behind Intrinsic, starting in the slums and gullies of a capital city of a country that will soon cradle the largest share of our common humanity. And especially fitting that it came from teachers. Because through the voices of teachers, I could hear the voices of parents: parents who had almost nothing to their names, but who were willing to bet whatever little they had – every rupee, dream and sinew – in the hope-beyond-hope of a better future for their children.


We all play important roles as workers, mentors, partners, parents and citizens – and it’s so important that we find motivation in each of these roles, both for ourselves and the other key people in our lives. This book hopes to be a catalyst, friend and inspiration on that journey. We owe that journey to ourselves. We owe it to our planet. And most of all we owe it to our children, the next generation, for whom we act as custodians.


Intrinsic is, at its heart, a love story. A story about how we can fall back in love with our lives and our world, and live the lives we want. 




‘Career success rarely begins with finding the right solutions to problems. It starts by finding the right problems to solve.’


Adam Grant1
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Intrinsic Work:
From Balancing to Engaging


Many of us can remember the dramatic Saharan backdrop to the film The English Patient, the adaptation of Michael Ondaatje’s quietly breathtaking book. Ralph Fiennes plays the dying man, bandaged from head to toe, tended to in his last days by a beautiful, dutiful nurse in Juliette Binoche. During his final few days there are flashbacks to his colourful working life, where he has been mapping the African landscape. And of his equally colourful personal life, which included an affair with a married Englishwoman.


But what about the London Patient?


When one of my closest friends for the last 25 years – from school, university and many hours on the tennis court – appeared on the cover of The New York Times, I was completely gobsmacked.


‘HIV Is Reported Cured in a Second Patient,’ declared the New York Times headline in March 2019.2


The ‘London Patient’ was the second patient in the world to have been cured of HIV, following the first ‘Berlin Patient’ a few years earlier. My friend Dr Ravindra Gupta – the researcher from University College London – is quoted in the article. He calls it a cautiously optimistic step forward in the global search for an HIV/AIDS cure. His magic method: the London Patient was treated with stem-cell transplants that carried a genetic mutation. It was this mutation that was key to preventing HIV receptors from being expressed.


But Ravi’s work up to this point had been entirely focused on developing countries. How and why on earth was he treating the London Patient in the first place?


‘Well, I was lucky, to be honest,’ Ravi admits. ‘The London Patient registered himself at University College London, where I’m on the faculty. The hospital told me about him. And my research funding is flexible – I’m fortunate to be a Wellcome fellow. It wasn’t hugely expensive to do the treatment, but the flexibility was critical. Wellcome are happy to fund whatever I do, as long as it’s roughly in the broad direction we agreed. With other research funders it’s so much harder to be this flexible.’


His ability to treat the London Patient goes against where academia is moving. The stereotype of the mad professor pursuing whatever obscure interest takes his or her fancy is now very far from reality. ‘There’s huge pressure to ensure consistent publication in the mainstream journals, and so we feel pressure to play it safe,’ Ravi shares.


We saw in the opening chapter that Purpose is the destination we put into our proverbial GPS. Autonomy is our ability to fully and convincingly take the wheel. Mastery is our ability to be a better and more patient driver along the journey.


Ravi was able to see a broader Purpose in his work. He was then able to enjoy enough Autonomy to seize the opportunity in what he saw. Fortunately, his training and experience meant he had developed a broad enough Mastery to quickly but effectively adapt his techniques to the context of a developed country’s health system.


But there’s no doubt, as he admits, that he has been lucky. And our world luckier still. Imagine if those three elements hadn’t been in place – if he hadn’t been able to treat the London Patient? We might have lost a major step forward in the search for a global HIV cure.


Sadly for us and our world, Ravi’s story flies in the face of where modern work is going. What we have collectively conspired to create, as employers and employees, is nothing short of a car wreck.


We have fundamentally misunderstood the Purpose of work in our lives. We have compensated for a deeper lack of Purpose in work through constantly ratcheting up what in the last chapter we called hygiene factors – things that stop demotivating us but which don’t deeply motivate us. These include ever more gleaming office towers and (for the luckier ones) ever-increasing pay. Instead of genuinely harnessing Purpose, we have reduced employee Autonomy through increasingly elaborate targets, incentives, competitive rewards and outright management controls – which almost always end up being ‘gamed’ by smart managers, who devote their waking hours to finding the most effective shortcuts to achieving these targets. And which destroy any sense of authenticity at work. Rather than promote broad Mastery of skills, we’ve sliced and diced work into such specialized roles, and put in so many barriers and silos, that employees can no longer see more broadly the ultimate Purpose and impact of what they do on customers, stakeholders and society.


‘What motivates me at work is that I can pay the bills each month,’ a fellow cricket dad told me, as we were waiting for our sons’ practice session to end. But it doesn’t need to be this way. Reigniting intrinsic motivation at work costs very little for employers, and sometimes can even save them money. And for employees and leaders, it can make the 90,000 working hours we’re likely to face over our lives 3 feel fulfilling rather than a marathon endurance test.


Reigniting our inner drive at work is a big prize – and it can be done. It simply takes commitment and leadership.


In this chapter we’ll use our Purpose, Autonomy and Mastery framework to diagnose the current malaise in work, and then to suggest some emerging solutions. Let’s journey into the wild world of modern work.


*


Today, our work often destroys – rather than augments – the underlying Purpose we had coming into our jobs in the first place. The medical profession vividly illustrates this trend. ‘Most of my medical-school friends have become hospital doctors and general practitioners. And in most cases, the frustrations of the NHS have gotten to them…Before it was the hospital consultant’s word that was always the last word. Now it’s the NHS manager’s, who is accountable to the hospital’s chief executive and governing trust,’ says Ravi.


‘The more paper you put in front of doctors, the less motivated they are,’ he adds. ‘We live in a world where we want counting, numbers, transparency. That’s what makes us tick. But what it also means is that medicine is now being seen as a routine job, and much less like a vocation.’


Does Ravi think the numbers and targets have helped anything?


In a word, no.


In 2015–16 there were the (in)famous doctor strikes over working conditions in the UK. There was genuine dissatisfaction from doctors about work on Saturdays and evenings being treated as standard and not being eligible for overtime pay. These looked like hygiene-factor concerns.


However, when I talked informally to dozens of doctors, I found that underlying these concerns and the strikes was a more fundamental unease. The National Health Service has been increasingly run on the lines of traditional managerial thinking – thinking that is well past its sell-by date. You can see it in so many ways in how the modern NHS is designed – from how ‘internal competition’ between hospitals is supposed to bring about efficiency, right down to the ‘patient charter’ that’s at the heart of the NHS constitution. In the face of this long-term managerial drift, the insistence by then Health Secretary Jeremy Hunt that we needed a ‘24-hour NHS’ sounded – to the ears of many committed doctors – as if we were equating it to a 24-hour supermarket. It felt like the ultimate affront to an increasingly cynical, demotivated and angry professional workforce.


Of course, it’s hard in principle to argue against any national service – particularly one as critical and cherished as the NHS – putting patient needs first. But in practice it has led to a sharply increasing ‘bureaucratization’ of the NHS – to byzantine systems and processes, and thousands of managers who exist mainly to collect data to show progress against these patient targets. These take up valuable resources that could instead be used to hire more doctors and nurses in the first place, and to support existing doctors and nurses in their increasingly stretched roles.
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