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Chapter 1:


WHAT HAPPENED TO THEIR MOTIVATION?


Amanda was a talented salesperson in a car dealership and recently completed a very intensive leadership development training program. She understood cars, people, and the importance of relationship building and was ready for the next step in her career. When Amanda was nearing the end of her leadership training, she approached the general manager at the dealership to see about being promoted to the job of used car sales manager and was immediately presented with a job offer. Amanda was excited about the job, and within no time at all, she was successfully leading her team of four used car sales folks.


Amanda always showed up to work with an amazing attitude and energy that was contagious. She hit the ground running, put in long hours, and was tirelessly committed to her work. Amanda’s work style paired perfectly with the management style of her boss, who was very supportive, but saw no reason to micromanage Amanda. Amanda’s boss gave her goals but didn’t care how she got from point A to B. He let Amanda use her creativity to develop ideas that would build business for the used car department of the dealership. Before long, Amanda and her team had increased sales volume by nearly 20 percent and were receiving excellent customer survey feedback.


For two and a half years, things went well for Amanda and the used car sales team. However, midway through Amanda’s third year, the dealership was sold, and even though all of the employees were able to keep their jobs, they had a new general manager. This manager was very different from Amanda’s former general manager, as he quickly established himself as aggressive and demanding, using condescending speech to get what he wanted from people. Amanda was frustrated with her new boss, but she loved what she did and felt obligated to the people in her department, so she stayed in her job.


Not long after the change in management, Amanda felt herself being micromanaged. She also noticed that she was the recipient of her boss’s demeaning language. This type of behavior, of course, doesn’t sit well with someone who’s educated, knows their stuff, and has always been successful at their job. Within six months, Amanda left the dealership for a job as the new car sales manager at another dealership down the street. Within the year that followed, seven other people with different jobs in Amanda’s former dealership found their way to her new one, and many of the customers found them at the new store as well.


The interesting thing about Amanda’s departure was that her boss seemed to have no awareness of how his behaviors affected his employees, which ultimately caused Amanda to leave. Amanda didn’t leave her job because she ran out of steam. Her motivation departed when management changed hands. Because her boss used language and actions that demotivated Amanda, the dealership lost a great asset.


There are far too many stories like Amanda’s in workplaces throughout the world. The concept of motivation in the workplace has been studied for more than a century, yet it is still common to find employees who lack the basic motivation to effectively perform their jobs. Why is this still happening in the modern workplace? This is a question we sought to answer as we explored the continuing challenges faced by workers despite decades of research cautioning organizations and their leaders against the perils of demotivating employees.


As consultants and business professors, we have spent decades talking to people who struggle to improve their work lives and create great work environments for others. In the 1980s, Cathy worked in the marketing department for Dow Corning Corporation, a global chemical manufacturing firm. Nearly everyone in the firm had a technical background, and anyone who was deemed “high potential” had to do a quick rotation in human resources. At the time, Dow Corning had hired an expert in organizational development who was charged with developing more robust HR practices. Cathy ended up working with this expert to develop leadership training, which is how she found her passion—helping really smart, well-intended professionals trained in technical fields learn how to become strong leaders. One theme that came forth for Cathy was how frequently the leaders she worked with would mention their concerns about the lack of motivation of some employees on their teams. Cathy tucked this theme into the back of her mind, started her own consulting business in 1995, and returned to school in 2007 to get her doctorate in industrial/organizational psychology.


“My interest has always been in helping leaders help others be successful, yet from the beginning, I knew we were on the wrong side of the motivation conversation. The conversation isn’t how to motivate people, it’s how do we stop doing things that demotivate them?”—Cathy Bush


While Cathy’s first interest in the concept of demotivation came from her experience working with leaders at Dow Corning, Tara started digging into the research about motivation as she was studying leadership theory during her doctoral studies in educational leadership and systems. After spending almost a decade as an educator, Tara returned to school to get her doctorate and became intrigued with how motivation impacts employees, leaders, and organizations.


“I’ve always had this passion, love, and concern for people. Now I get to help working professionals understand that leadership is important in organizations. Research supports the impact that leaders have in organizations, and one of the consequential impacts leaders can have is how they create conditions that either motivate or demotivate people in a workplace context.” —Tara Peters


While colleagues at Northwood University, we had regular conversations about employee motivation as a component of some of the articles and concepts that our students were studying, which is what led us to the topic of demotivation. Through these conversations, we began to recognize that the people we had been talking to about their leadership jobs don’t wake up in the morning, stand in front of the mirror, brush their teeth, and say, “Okay, how will I demotivate people today?” Yet demotivation happens every day within every single organization. With The Demotivated Employee, we want to help leaders see things that they are doing to cause demotivation, and hopefully enable them to prevent demotivation from creeping in at all.






UNDERSTANDING HOW PEOPLE ARE MOTIVATED HAS A WIDE RANGE OF APPLICATIONS, FROM LEADING A SPORTS TEAM TO VICTORY, TO PARENTING, TO CREATING AN ENVIRONMENT FILLED WITH HIGHLY PRODUCTIVE EMPLOYEES.








Among a great many other topics, we find ourselves talking through the issue of motivation frequently with those we encounter. At least a dozen times a week, we end up in conversations with people about their workplaces. Usually, they want to discuss how their coworkers aren’t motivated or what factors impact employee motivation.


Understanding how people are motivated has a wide range of applications, from leading a sports team to victory, to parenting, to creating an environment filled with highly productive employees. If only we could figure out the formula for how people are motivated, then we would be able to manipulate the variables in order to get them to behave in the most productive ways.


Perhaps you’re thinking something like: “Oh no, not another book about motivation!” This would be a normal reaction, given that the topic of motivation has been vigorously examined by thousands of scholars and practitioners for more than a century and is part of the $15.5 billion leadership development industry.
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Source: Global Corporate Leadership Training Market Research Report 2018-2022





What makes The Demotivated Employee different from what we already know about motivation is that it is actually about demotivation, which would seem to be the flip side of the motivation coin. Demotivation is an area that isn’t talked about as much as motivation. Although demotivation borrows from the literature and best practices on motivation, it actually starts from a different premise, which is that people come to us already motivated, and it is our job to keep them at least as motivated as they already were when they arrived for the task at hand.


It’s not that managers are trying to demotivate their employees. Most managers are talented and intelligent and simply want to meet or exceed the goals that they have responsibility for. The challenge is that many of them are not trained and educated to understand the impact of their behaviors on others. Amanda’s new boss didn’t want her to leave, but his management style didn’t allow him to understand how Amanda works, or what she needs from management to be successful in her job. This lack of awareness has a tremendous effect on the organization. When Amanda left, the dealership lost subject-matter expertise. The dealership also lost the continuity that comes with people who stay with the organization. Turnover is expensive. It costs money to train a new staff member. Teams have to reconstitute themselves, welcome the new team member, and get used to how they work. When a leader demotivates an employee to a point that they are forced to leave, the organization loses the continuity and cohesiveness that was in place for the team.


In order to understand the difference between motivation and demotivation, it is useful to understand the principles behind most existing theories of motivation. The first decision that a motivational theorist must sort through is whether they are dealing with a person’s state, presented as a noun (motivation), or their behavior, presented as an action verb (motivating). This seems simple enough, but the difference is quite relevant to the lessons that one can learn from the theories presented. If you present ideas to managers, coaches, parents, and other leaders about the various ways that they can take action to motivate people, then your theories take on the perspective of motivating as a verb. It is an action (or set of actions) that people do unto others, producing responses to those actions. If you see motivation as a noun, then you acknowledge that it exists already within us, and you realize that ownership for the motivation belongs to the person themselves. This is an important distinction when we examine the concept of demotivation.


To see this comparison at work, let’s take a look at a little motivation experiment one of our friends, Joanna, conducted with her sons when her oldest, Richard, was in middle school. When Richard, who had been a straight-A student, got to middle school, he decided he couldn’t be both a good student and a cool student, so he let his grades slide. Panicked, Joanna devised a pay-for-grade scheme that she thought would motivate Richard to pull his grades back up. The scheme only paid Richard for As and Bs. So what did Richard do? He focused his attention on getting Bs. He actually got more Bs (and more friends) than he had ever had in a semester. It occurred to Joanna and her husband (after the experiment, of course) that Richard likely would have had better grades without the pay-for-grade scheme, because suddenly he got the message that Bs were okay (after all, they got rewarded). In an act of fairness, Joanna extended the pay-for-grade scheme to her younger son, Dallas, who had also always been an A student. With the scheme in place, Dallas had no trouble maintaining his As. Unlike Richard, Dallas’s motivation for getting As was internal. He was happy to get the money, but it was not what drove his academic performance, which seemed to be about his own sense of accomplishment and pride. Richard’s motivation was external. As soon as Joanna and her husband started paying him for his grades in school, Richard no longer felt the need to be responsible for his own motivation, because his parents took that over. Joanna’s efforts for motivating Richard failed.


Much of the early research on reinforcement theories (Skinner 1969), social learning theory (Bandura 1977), goal theory (Locke and Latham 1990), and a wide range of other phenomena in behavioral psychology adopts the perspective that a person in authority can motivate another person with his or her actions. Our experience suggests that people come with motivation that is already present; however, another person can take actions that poke holes in that motivation, or demotivate that employee. Exploration of this idea began in the 1960s with the humanistic psychology movement. Following from scientific management principles, folks like Abraham Maslow started talking about motivation theory. McGregor was among the early scholars who began to challenge the idea of how we as managers see motivation in others, labeling this perspective “Theory X” (McGregor 1960). Theory X is the belief that workers come with zero motivation and will only be motivated by rewards and punishments in completing their tasks. Theory X also came to be known as the “Jackass Fallacy,” using the analogy of motivating a donkey by offering him carrots when he performed in a desirable way and beating him with a stick when he did not.


McGregor also presented us with an alternative theory that examines the idea of motivation as a noun, or an internal state that exists within the person. He contrasted Theory X with Theory Y, which is a belief among managers that people come with their own intrinsic set of motivations, and our job is to help create an environment that maximizes their opportunity to achieve these. Intrinsic motivations facilitate a drive toward achievement, personal satisfaction, internal values, or a moral compass. These are not things that anybody else can give you. They are things that live inside of you. Your sense of worth, value, accomplishment, and achievement are all examples of intrinsic motivators.


Other scholars, including Maslow, also seemed to regard motivation as an internal state belonging to the employee. According to Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, individuals have motivation that is based on their circumstances, and these motivations change over time (Maslow 1943). For example, when a person first enters the workforce, their highest criterion for selecting a job might be salary. But as they acquire more wealth and more family members—a spouse, children—their motivations change. Maybe they become more interested in being respected or spending time with their loved ones rather than focusing so much energy on making money. It is important to recognize that the motivation lives inside of the individual already and is not placed there by the actions of the manager (or some other person in authority).






THESE ARE NOT THINGS THAT ANYBODY ELSE CAN GIVE YOU. THEY ARE THINGS THAT LIVE INSIDE OF YOU. YOUR SENSE OF WORTH, VALUE, ACCOMPLISHMENT, AND ACHIEVEMENT ARE ALL EXAMPLES OF INTRINSIC MOTIVATORS.








The purpose of The Demotivated Employee is to examine what happens when a motivated person loses their motivation over the course of the time that they are performing the task. We refer to this as demotivation. This perspective relies on the premise that motivation is an internal state, although it also recognizes the way in which the manager impacts the motivational state of the employee, such that the behavior of the manager can serve as the catalyst for a reduction in motivation. We examine the idea of demotivation from the perspective of employees and their interactions with managers, although the concepts that we present are directly transferrable to other people completing a task and persons in authority (for example player/coach, child/parent, student/teacher). As you read through the ideas presented in The Demotivated Employee, you will likely find applications for these concepts across a wide range of roles that you have played and are currently experiencing.


We present motivation as a somewhat fragile state; that is to say, we believe people always start with motivation (otherwise they would not get out of bed in the morning), but their motivation at the beginning of a task may vary in strength and is easily influenced by the factors around them. Some of the factors will increase motivation, and some will have a demotivating effect. We have grouped these sources of demotivation into five categories. The typology is not meant to be exhaustive but is an evidence-based classification drawn from our review of the literature and professional experiences. The five sources of demotivation that we address in this book include individual differences, workplace stress, organizational culture, conflict between coworkers, and leadership style.
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We will go into these five sources in greater detail in Chapter 2. Considering these five sources, let’s return to Amanda. By and large, Amanda left her position after being demotivated by the relationship between herself and management (source number five). Her boss had a coercive leadership style and, while that style might work for some people, it was really ineffective with Amanda.


As you consider the ideas presented in The Demotivated Employee, we encourage you and your management team to think about your employees and their motivation in this way. Imagine that your employees come to work with a basket full of motivation. These baskets may vary in size—some may be large, others may be small, but within each of those full baskets lies your employee’s motivations. Your job as a leader is to keep that basket full. In The Demotivated Employee, we’re going to show you what happens when one or more of the five sources of demotivation starts to poke holes in those baskets.
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