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Dedication


TO OUR PARENTS—BHANU AND JOE, AND ELIZABETH AND IAN—FOR TEACHING US THE TRUE MEANING OF PLAY AND PURPOSE.

TO OUR MENTORS AND FRIENDS WHO HAVE BEEN EXTREMELY GENEROUS WITH THEIR TIME AND SUPPORT. WE HOPE WE CAN PAY IT FORWARD.

TO ALL THE PEOPLE WHOSE TOMO WE UNWITTINGLY DESTROYED OVER THE YEARS. AT LEAST WE LEARNED SOMETHING FROM IT!
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Introduction

Primed to Perform

| The Science of High-Performing Cultures Demystified


“It feels like the magic is fading,” a senior executive of a prestigious international company explained after he’d summoned us to help rebuild its culture. He knew that culture is critical to success—and over 90 percent of business leaders agree.1 But he didn’t know how to build a great culture. He didn’t know how to prove that culture mattered. And he didn’t know where to begin.

This executive wasn’t alone. We hear similar concerns from leaders across businesses, nonprofits, school systems, and governments. While most people agree that culture is important, building great cultures still feels like magic that only a gifted few are born knowing how to practice.

We wrote Primed to Perform to reveal the science behind the magic. Over the last two decades, we built upon a century of academic study with our own original research. We analyzed tens of thousands of workers, from programmers, consultants, teachers, and investment bankers to frontline employees in legendary cultures like Southwest Airlines, the Apple Store, and Starbucks. We found that the magic behind great cultures is actually an elegantly simple science. Since then, we’ve tested this science around the world, from the Americas to the Middle East to Asia. In each case we found that what it takes to create the highest performing cultures is actually predictable.

Through this science we can systematically build and maintain the highest performing cultures. While culture was once soft and fuzzy, we can now measure the strength of a culture to determine where it’s weak and where it’s strong. Most importantly, we’ve developed a set of approaches and tools that help leaders build their own legendary cultures where people are primed to perform.

THE SCIENCE OF PERFORMANCE

It’s remarkable how little it can take to enhance or destroy workplace performance. Imagine that it is eight o’clock on a Monday morning. You’re at work, trying to read a fax (people do still send them). Somehow it was garbled in transmission, and you can make out only some of its text.

[image: image]

Take a moment. Can you figure out what the words are?2

The first word is advantage. The second is inspire. And then knowledge. How long did it take you to figure out?

Now imagine that your coworkers are talking all around you, creating a soft background buzz. Could their conversations improve your ability to perform, or would they distract you? Subliminal priming experts conducted an experiment in which test subjects were asked to complete a set of word puzzles like the one above.3 While they worked in small empty rooms, tape-recorded voices murmured quietly in the background.

For the sake of clarity, let’s call one test subject Amy and the other Steve. Test subject Amy and her group heard unintelligible chatter. Test subject Steve and his group heard the same thing, but it was followed by one minute of real conversation in which the speaker described how much he enjoyed an activity he’d just completed.

The result? Steve’s group solved an average of 7 percent more problems than Amy’s did. They were 13 percent faster, and they stuck with an impossible problem for 14 percent longer. All after hearing just one minute of a specially scripted conversation.

Even more amazing, Steve didn’t report hearing that conversation at all. None of the test subjects did. The volume was so low, and they were so focused on the puzzles, that the voices didn’t penetrate their conscious minds. But their unconscious minds took note. The overheard voices primed them, unconsciously influencing them to work better, faster, and harder.

What if you could make every single person in your organization solve problems 10 percent better, 10 percent faster, and with 10 percent more persistence?

You can. But before you go and rig your workplace (or your child’s bedroom) with hidden loudspeakers, keep reading. Primed to Perform isn’t about mind control. Tricks don’t work over the long haul. Primed to Perform shows you how to build a genuinely great culture.

Culture is like the background conversation that neither Steve nor Amy reported hearing. It surrounds you, but it is invisible, hidden in plain sight. You can’t escape it. If just one minute of priming can boost Steve and his group’s performance, imagine the impact of a culture that has been systematically designed to maximize the performance of every person at every level.

To build a high-performing culture, you must first understand what drives peak performance in individuals. The answer sounds deceptively simple: why you work affects how well you work.

In the case of this priming experiment, the overheard conversation put the idea of “play” into Steve’s head. Play—when you do something simply because you enjoy the activity—is the most powerful motive for working. As you will learn in the next chapter, there are six basic motives behind people’s work. Play, purpose, and potential strengthen performance. Emotional pressure, economic pressure, and inertia weaken it. When a culture maximizes the first three and minimizes the last three, it has achieved the highest levels of a phenomenon called total motivation (also known as ToMo). Part I of this book introduces you to this science.4

Part II of the book examines what we mean by “performance.” Many leaders forget that there are actually two types of performance, both important yet mutually opposed. Most organizations manage tactical performance—the ability to execute against a plan. But adaptive performance—the ability to diverge from a plan—is just as important. Because tactical performance and adaptive performance are opposites, they live in a tension that few leaders have learned how to balance.

Figure 1: Great cultures fuel total motivation, and total motivation fuels performance. Primed to Perform shows you how each step works.
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In most organizations, the machinery of performance management, from dashboards to evaluations to compensation, is designed to maximize tactical performance. But a single-minded focus on tactical performance can cripple adaptive performance. In a world of extreme volatility, this misstep can be fatal.

Great leaders must also understand the biases and reflexes that get in the way of building great cultures. Part III turns the microscope on our knee-jerk reactions and mistakes.

Finally, in Part IV, we share a step-by-step guide to culture building, starting with the total motivation (ToMo) factor, a simple, easy, and highly predictive new measurement of the six motives that enables you to see where your culture is weak, where it’s strong, and where it needs to change.

The total motivation factor is the ultimate culture-building tool, the compass you’ve always needed to make sure your culture is heading in the right direction. It has enabled us to find data-driven answers to replace the folklore around questions like:


•      What leadership style should you use?

•      How do you design motivating jobs and career paths?

•      What is the best way to establish core values and build a strong sense of community around them?

•      How should you manage the performance of your people?

•      What is the fairest and most effective compensation philosophy?

•      What are the best processes for managing culture?



And perhaps most important, how do you change a culture that’s already in trouble? Using the simple, free survey (which can be found online at www.primedtoperform.com), you can begin to chart your way.

By the time you finish reading Primed to Perform, you will not only have the answers to all of these questions and more, but you will be ready to put them into action.

CULTURE MATTERS

For decades, researchers have proven that culture drives performance. Thomas J. Peters and Robert H. Waterman Jr. focused on iconic cultures in their classic book In Search of Excellence. If you had bought stock in the companies they profiled when the book was first published in 1982 and held them for twenty years, your portfolio would have returned 1,300 percent (compared to the Dow’s 800 percent and the S&P 500’s 600 percent).5

You can take culture to the bank.

In an unrelated study, the Harvard Business School gurus John Kotter and James Heskett compared the stock market performance of firms with great cultures and leadership to those with middling cultures over an eleven-year period. Share values increased by 901 percent for the first group compared to 74 percent for the second; revenues increased by 682 percent and net incomes by 756 percent (versus 166 percent and 1 percent, respectively).6

Even the most talented people will have only half the impact they should if they work in mediocre cultures. Well before writing Primed to Perform, Neel learned this lesson when the tech start-up he helped launch lost its early magic as it grew in size. He simply didn’t understand how to build a great culture. Lindsay saw this when she worked with teams of teachers and administrators at public schools and universities. Some of the best-laid plans faltered due to cultures of mistrust and blame. As entrepreneurs and consultants who have spent a combined two decades working at firms like McKinsey & Company, Citibank, American Express, and two technology start-ups, we’ve seen many Fortune 500 companies, educational organizations, and nonprofits design great strategies. But too often they have failed to take because their cultures were not primed to perform.

Most organizations—even legendary ones—have a hard time building, maintaining, and strengthening their cultures. Absent a systematic, psychologically informed understanding of culture, their leaders have relied on intuition and replication. They have tried to copy Apple, Southwest Airlines, Zappos, or the Ritz-Carlton, only to find that the cultures they built weren’t consistent and didn’t feel genuine. They didn’t motivate in the right ways, so they didn’t stick.

Total motivation is the missing link.

Many of the most admired organizations already use components of total motivation intuitively. They understand that the best way to motivate people is not through rewards or threats, but by inspiring people to find play, purpose, and potential in their work.

We found evidence of this one evening in Boston on the T (the local train), where two men in their twenties were discussing how to grow their business. One of them was dressed smartly in khakis and a polo shirt. The other sported a fashionably untucked button-down and a week-old beard, expertly groomed to look ungroomed. They spoke passionately about how their personalized customer service made all the difference to their bottom line. They devised plans to visit their competitors, to ferret out their tactics and weak spots. These two men weren’t tech CEOs or members of the hottest start-up incubator. They were employees at a local Whole Foods Market grocery store. They wore their Whole Foods hats with pride, and reveled in working for the only store in their neighborhood that still hand-stacked produce.

This really happened. There was no boss standing over them cracking the whip. No talk of how much money their extra work would earn them. They were brainstorming ways to help their company on their own free time, just for the fun of it. This is adaptive performance in the flesh. And it was a direct result of the ToMo culture that cofounder John Mackey baked into his business from its very inception.

Though today it has more than 400 locations in three countries,7 Whole Foods Market was born in 1978 as a 3,000-square-foot natural foods store.8 It would be an understatement to say that John Mackey was deeply committed to his vision. He earned so little in the early days that he and his cofounder lived in an office above the store. “There was no shower or bathtub there, so we took ‘showers’ in the store’s Hobart dishwasher when we needed to clean up,” Mackey related in his book Conscious Capitalism.9

Most of us know that there is something special about the culture of Whole Foods. Whole Foods is Fortune magazine’s most admired company in its industry in 2015, and has been on the “100 Best Companies to Work For” list for eighteen straight years.10 Yet few companies have been able to create the culture they have built. Whole Foods’ culture feels like an extension of Mackey’s personal brand of magic.

The fact is, Whole Foods is total motivation incarnate. The phrase “total motivation” didn’t exist yet, but John Mackey intuitively grasped its principles from the get-go.

In a 2006 open letter to his employees (or “team members,” as he calls them), Mackey describes how he wanted to work “simply for the joy of the work itself and to better answer the call to service that I feel so clearly in my own heart.”11 He perfectly describes play and purpose, the first two of the six motives.

Using our cultural measurement tool, we tested how much employees at Whole Foods felt each of the six motives.12 Whole Foods creates far more play, purpose, and potential (the three direct motivators) and less emotional pressure, economic pressure, and inertia (the three indirect motivators) than many of its peers. As a result, it produces triple the level of total motivation versus the average of three competitors. This high level of ToMo is what drove the two Whole Foods team members to keep thinking about their business even on their commute home, and it is also what has made Whole Foods a market leader.

Whole Foods’ total motivation advantage isn’t an accident. It is intentional. The company purposefully builds direct motives into the workplace. It increases play through store-level, self-managed teams, whose members actually get to make decisions.13 Each department decides who to hire and what to stock. Individual team members have the opportunity to experiment with ways to improve their performance. The company enables this decentralized decision making with unprecedented transparency. Every team knows exactly how comparable groups in other stores are performing. They even know how much everyone in the store is paid. So complete is the information that in the mid-nineties, all 6,500 team members were deemed insiders by the Securities and Exchange Commission, suggesting they had access to privileged company information.14

Whole Foods increases the purpose motive through a compelling and credible mission. As Mackey and Rajendra Sisoda wrote in Conscious Capitalism, “Business has a much broader positive impact on the world when it is based on a higher purpose that goes beyond only generating profits and creating shareholder value. Purpose is the reason a company exists. A compelling sense of higher purpose creates an extraordinary degree of engagement among all stakeholders and catalyzes creativity, innovation, and organizational commitment.”15

At Whole Foods, store employees feel the difference. As one team member wrote to us, “I love the company I work for. I can get behind their mission statement, attitude, work ethic, and events. My co-workers are like family to me and the company has gone out of their way to provide for and accommodate me.”

Total motivation, however, isn’t just about how employees feel. Because total motivation fuels adaptive performance, we can see its effect on how customers feel too. Great customer experience occurs when an organization adapts its approach around each individual. When we look at Whole Foods and other grocers, we can see this connection clearly in the data (see Figure 2).16

We found this tight relationship between ToMo and customer experience throughout many industries, including banking, airlines, cable TV, and retail. And this was just the tip of the iceberg. We saw the same relationship between ToMo and salesmanship, problem-solving ability, citizenship, resilience, and creativity—all forms of adaptive performance.

Figure 2: Total motivation drives adaptive performance, which can lead to better experiences for your customers.
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Even professional services firms can thrive or dive based on their total motivation. Dewey & LeBoeuf, founded in 1909, was one of the nation’s top law firms.17 One of its named partners was New York governor and would-be US president Thomas Dewey,18 of the infamous 1948 Chicago Daily Tribune “Dewey defeats Truman” headline.19 Through a series of mergers, Dewey & LeBoeuf became one of the biggest legal partnerships in the world. Yet the death spiral of emotional pressure, economic pressure, and inertia led to its untimely dissolution in 2012. According to an analysis by the New York Times:


           Many observers say the root causes of Dewey’s fall are not unique . . . unfettered growth, often through mergers; the aggressive poaching of lawyers from rivals by offering outsize pay packages; and a widening spread between the salaries of the firm’s top partners and its most junior ones.

                 These trends, they say, have destroyed the fabric of a law firm partnership, where a shared sense of purpose once created willingness to weather difficult times. Many large firms have discarded the traditional notions of partnership—loyalty, collegiality, a sense of equality—and instead transformed themselves into bottom-line, profit-maximizing businesses.20



“Because the partnership lacks any shared cultural values or history, money becomes the core value holding the firm together,” said William Henderson, a law professor at Indiana University who studies law firms. “Money is weak glue.”21

Dewey destroyed its adaptability and resilience when it changed its culture to one that focused less on direct motivators, like a “shared sense of purpose,” and more on indirect motivators, like money. Predictably, as the total motivation of the Firm decreased, so did its adaptive performance. When the Firm hit a rough patch, partners fled and the Firm collapsed.

Total motivation is so fundamental to who we are as people that it can predict which marriages will be happy,22 whether you’ll lose weight on your new diet,23 which athletes will stick with their sports,24 and which students will stay in school.

Researchers measured the total motivation of a group of high school students and, one year later, recorded who had dropped out.25 The dropouts had a dramatically lower total motivation factor. Imagine what you could do, as an educator, a coach, or a businessperson, if you could tell what motivated each person, and then systematically build cultures to improve performance.

GOING FORWARD

Too many well-laid business plans fall flat because of mediocre cultures. Too many people are miserable at work. Too many cultures, even great ones, atrophy over time. We too have worked in bad cultures, built bad cultures, and in some cases propagated bad cultures, all without understanding what we were doing. We didn’t realize that we were causing performance and people to suffer.

While most of us have a hunch that culture is important, few of us can define it, or explain why it matters. We wrote this book to fill that gap.

Total motivation cultures are more productive and more profitable. Their people, their customers, and their shareholders are happier. Our own mission is to help create a world where every person is performing at their highest levels, and where every organization is an inspiring, adaptive, and thriving workplace.

RESOURCES AS YOU READ

As you read, you may find it helpful to understand your own levels of total motivation, and the ToMo of your organization. On our website, www.primedtoperform.com, you can take our brief total motivation quiz to understand what drives you. You can also send a short ToMo survey to your team, division, or entire organization, to understand what drives your culture. The survey is free, and takes only a few minutes to complete. It will help you understand the strengths and weaknesses of your culture, and enable you to track how your culture changes over time. It can be particularly helpful to understand where your culture is today as you read Part IV on how to create transformational change.

We continue to share more insights and research on LinkedIn and Twitter (@NeelVF or @McGregorLE). If you have ideas or questions, or want to share stories of your own culture journeys, feel free to email us at neel@primedtoperform.com or lindsay@primedtoperform.com.





PART I

What Is Total Motivation?

| High-Performing Cultures Begin with a Surprisingly Simple Building Block: Your People’s “Why”






1

The Motive Spectrum

| The Six Reasons We Work


The United Arab Emirates (UAE) has a serious problem: too many of its citizens are overweight or obese.1 In the summer of 2013, the government of Dubai took action, launching a weight-loss challenge it called “Your Weight in Gold.”

Dubai followed a playbook that many companies have used to change people’s behavior: it offered a reward. For every kilogram of weight that residents lost between July and mid-August, it would pay them one gram of gold.2 That seems like a reasonable strategy—after all, people will do a lot more than diet in the pursuit of gold. And sure enough, when the contest ended, about 25 percent of the 10,6663 people who entered4 the challenge had lost enough weight to claim a prize. Big success, right?

Not exactly. Scientists have studied what happens when people are paid to lose weight, and the results are not very encouraging. Consider an experiment conducted by four university researchers.5 Coincidentally, its design is very similar to “Your Weight in Gold.”

During a three-week program, test subjects were paid about $50 per week (roughly the value of a gram of gold6) to lose weight. After the program ended, their weight was tracked for another four months. But before it all began, the test subjects’ motives for joining the program were assessed. Why were they there?

Imagine two hypothetical test subjects, Jake and Christine. Jake sees the flyer for the experiment and decides to sign up because he needs the money. The money is his motive. Christine sees the same flyer and decides it would be a great opportunity to lose weight. For her, the money is not the main factor. She’s there for the learning, the coaching, and the community.

Jake and the other test subjects like him formed the financially motivated group. Christine and the other subjects like her formed the nonfinancially motivated group. As you’d expect, Jake and the financially motivated group lost weight—0.25 percent of their weight on average. It looked like the financial reward had somewhat successfully motivated behavior. Mission accomplished!

Not so fast. . . .

After they’d collected their rewards, Jake and his group went on to gain weight. Over the next four months, Jake and his group gained back the weight they had lost and added more on top of that. The reward might have instigated behavior, but it didn’t build persistence.

Meanwhile, Christine and her group saw better results. On average they lost about 1.5 percent of their weight (six times what Jake and his group lost) during the program. Over the next four months, they kept the weight off and lost even more (another half a percent).

The experiment has a simple yet profound lesson: why people participate in an activity affects their performance in that activity. Their motive affects their performance.

Even though many organizations rely on money to drive performance, most of us know from our personal lives that motivation is much more complicated. There is a spectrum of reasons why people do their jobs (or lose weight). Understanding that spectrum is the key to creating the highest levels of performance.

THE MOTIVE SPECTRUM

Before we can explain a phenomenon scientifically, it is easy to mistake it for magic.

When we speak with leaders about culture building, they often tell us that it takes special powers of the kind that only a Steve Jobs (Apple), Herb Kelleher (Southwest Airlines), Phil Jackson (legendary coach of the Chicago Bulls and LA Lakers), or some other wizard is graced with. What hope do mere mortals have?

A good first step to turning magic into science is the creation of a framework that helps make predictions. Ideally, this framework organizes all of your scientific observations in a way that helps you see new patterns. This is what happened with alchemy.

Alchemists believed that all matter was composed of earth, air, fire, and water. For centuries they mixed and remixed materials in an attempt to produce the mythical philosopher’s stone, which they believed had the power to transform base metals, like iron, into gold, and to confer immortality. Instead, they discovered chemistry.

Chemistry took its biggest leap forward in 1869 when the Russian chemist Dmitri Mendeleev produced the Periodic Table of Elements. “I saw in a dream a table where all elements fell into place as required,” he said later. “Awakening, I immediately wrote it down on a piece of paper.”7 Thanks to this organizing framework, Mendeleev was able to predict the properties of elements that had not yet been discovered.8 What had once been magic was now firmly in the realm of science.

In our own day, an analogous discovery has sparked a great flowering of the science of human performance. In the mid-1980s, Edward L. Deci and Richard M. Ryan of the University of Rochester published an audacious framework of human motives, a single spectrum cataloging the reasons that people engage in activities. They called it “self-determination theory.”9 Their seminal book Intrinsic Motivation and Self-Determination in Human Behavior has been cited over twenty-two thousand times in other research. Compare that to the average number of citations a paper gets after ten years, just twenty.10 We’ve been deeply influenced by Deci and Ryan in our own research and practice. (A deeper explanation of how we have built on their and other researchers’ work can be found in the Appendix: “The Scientist’s Toothbrush”).

Figure 3: The motive spectrum in its entirety. The circles symbolically represent a person’s motive. For example, the purpose motive is mostly driven by the work itself, and partly by your own beliefs.
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It turns out that there is a spectrum of reasons, or motives, for why people perform an activity. The first three, which we call the direct motives, are directly linked to the activity (in our case, work) and drive performance. The next three, the indirect motives, are further removed from the work itself and frequently harm performance.

Let’s go through the motives one by one, starting with play.

THE DIRECT MOTIVES

Play

You’re most likely to lose weight—or succeed in any other endeavor—when your motive is play. Play occurs when you’re engaging in an activity simply because you enjoy doing it. The work itself is its own reward. Scientists describe this motive as “intrinsic.”

Play is what compels you to take up hobbies, from solving crossword puzzles to making scrapbooks to mixing music. You may find play in weight loss by experimenting with healthy recipes or seeking out new restaurants that offer healthy options. Many of us are lucky enough to find play in the workplace too, when we do what we do simply because we enjoy doing it.

Curiosity and experimentation are at the heart of play. People intrinsically enjoy learning and adapting. We instinctively seek out opportunities to play.

Some companies actively encourage their employees to play in their work. Toyota gives factory workers the opportunity to come up with and test new tools and ideas on the assembly line. W. L. Gore & Associates, Google, and a number of other companies encourage play by giving people free time or resources to explore their own ideas. Zappos and Southwest Airlines encourage their people to treat each customer interaction as play. In each case, the organization encourages its people to indulge their curiosity—to play in the work itself.

Play at work should not be confused with your people playing Ping-Pong or foosball in the break room. For your people to feel play at work, the motive must be fueled by the work itself, not the distraction. Because the play motive is created by the work itself, play is the most direct and most powerful driver of high performance.

Purpose

A step away from the work itself is the purpose motive.11 The purpose motive occurs when you do an activity because you value the outcome of the activity (versus the activity itself). You may or may not enjoy the work you do, but you value its impact. You may work as a nurse, for example, because you want to heal patients. You spend your career studying culture because you believe in the impact your work can have on others. Dieters may not enjoy preparing or eating healthy meals, but they deeply value their own health, an outcome of healthy eating.

You feel the purpose motive in the workplace when your values and beliefs align with the impact of the work. Apple creates products that inspire and empower its customers, a purpose that is compelling and credible. The medical devices that Medtronic makes save lives; when its engineers and technicians see their products in action, it has a powerful effect on them.12 Walmart’s financial services division fueled purpose by kicking off its management meetings with a review of how much money the division had saved its customers rather than how much money Walmart had made for itself.13 As you’ll see in the coming chapters, a thoughtful organization can create authentic purpose for just about any type of work. Yet one of the biggest mistakes a company can make is trumpeting a grandiose purpose that isn’t authentic. If a purpose doesn’t feel credible, it won’t improve your motivation.

The purpose motive is one step removed from the work, because the motive isn’t the work itself but its outcome. While the purpose motive is a powerful driver of performance, the fact that it’s a step removed from the work typically makes it a less powerful motive than play.

Potential

The third motive is potential. The potential motive occurs when you find a second order outcome (versus a direct outcome) of the work that aligns with your values or beliefs. You do the work because it will eventually lead to something you believe is important, such as your personal goals.

For example, you may work as a paralegal because it will help you get into law school. You may not enjoy the day-to-day work of filing briefs (no play motive), and you may not care about helping the kinds of clients your firm represents (no purpose motive), but you continue to do the job because you want to be a public defender one day. You are working to bring about a second order outcome that you do believe in.

Dieters motivated by potential eat healthfully to achieve other things they care about—the ability to run faster on the football field, for example, or to keep up with their kids.

When a company describes a job as a good “stepping-stone,” they’re attempting to instill the potential motive. Some companies go out of their way to enhance the potential motive, offering classes that build skills or knowledge. General Electric draws talent through its reputation as “the leadership factory” for future CEOs.14

The potential motive is not as powerful as play or purpose, since it relates to a second order outcome of the work, which is two (or more) steps removed from the work itself.

We call play, purpose, and potential the “direct” motives because they’re the most directly connected to the work itself. As a result, they typically result in the highest levels of performance. If you remember only one thing from Primed to Perform, it should be that a culture that inspires people to do their jobs for play, purpose, and potential creates the highest and most sustainable performance.

You would think that the more reasons you give someone to work, the more dedicated they would be. But not all motives lead to higher levels of performance. Moving further along the motive spectrum, we reach the “indirect motives,” motives that are no longer connected to the work itself. These typically reduce performance.

THE INDIRECT MOTIVES

Emotional Pressure

The first indirect motive, emotional pressure, occurs when emotions such as disappointment, guilt, or shame compel you to perform an activity. These emotions are related to your beliefs (your self-perception) and external forces (the judgments of other people). The work itself is no longer the reason you’re working.

You may practice the piano so you don’t disappoint your mother.

You may stay in a job because its prestige boosts your self-esteem.

A dieter may eat healthy meals because he’s embarrassed by how he looks, or because he feels guilty when his partner catches him with his hand in the cookie jar.

In each case, the motive is not directly connected to the work. It is indirect.

Have you ever looked at your Facebook newsfeed and thought to yourself, “Everyone in the world is having fun right now except for me!” Then you feel compelled to go to a club that evening. Your action—going to the club—isn’t driven by the play you feel in dancing or socializing. Instead, it’s driven by the emotional pressure created by your newsfeed (a phenomenon known as FoMo or “fear of missing out”).

When your motive to work is emotional pressure, your performance tends to suffer.

We see the impact of emotional pressure in workplaces everywhere. For example, a junior employee in a meeting with a senior executive is so worried about what the executive thinks of him that he “chokes under pressure.” Emotional pressure can cause fear of public speaking, or writer’s block, when the fear of judgment distracts you from the actual activity.

High-performing cultures reduce emotional pressure. Medallia, a fast-growing technology company, teaches people how to be vulnerable in their weeklong onboarding program for new employees. One asset management firm, where financial managers are usually wrong more than 40 percent of the time, brought in an Olympic coach to help them cope with the fear of failure.

When people work because of emotional pressure, their motivation is no longer connected to the work itself, so their performance tends to suffer. But emotional pressure is the weakest of the three indirect motives. The effects of economic pressure can be much worse.

Economic Pressure

Economic pressure is when you do an activity solely to win a reward or avoid punishment. The motive is separate from the work itself and separate from your own identity (see Figure 3 for an illustration of this separation). In business, this often occurs when you’re trying to gain a bonus or a promotion, avoid being fired, or escape the bullying of an angry boss. Economic pressure can occur outside the workplace whenever you feel forced to do something.

Put yourself in the place of a marketer who completes what she thinks is a pointless blog post because her bonus requires her to publish ten a quarter. Or a Los Angeles talent agent’s assistant who was required to join his boss’s training for a marathon. In each case, something separate from the work itself—a bonus, a boss—was compelling behavior.

The biggest misconception about the economic motive is that it is strictly a matter of money. In a study we conducted involving more than ten thousand workers, we looked to see how the economic motive changes with household income. We expected to find that the people with the least income experienced the highest economic pressure. Instead, we learned that income and the economic motive were statistically unrelated. People at any income level can feel economic pressure at work.

This is an important insight. Money alone does not cause the economic motive. We saw this play out with the dieters in the weight-loss experiment. While all of them could earn financial rewards, some were dieting because of the reward while others were not. If money is the sole reason you’re participating in an activity, it will typically diminish performance. If you’re participating for other reasons, money won’t cause a problem. This is why we need to understand all the motives together.

Imagine a Boy Scout who learns how to play chess so he can earn a merit badge, for example. He doesn’t actually care about chess; he just wants the badge. This Boy Scout has an economic motive. Another Boy Scout may learn chess because he really enjoys learning, or because he’s fascinated by chess. This Scout will also earn a badge, but the badge wasn’t his reason for learning. His motive was play. All other things being equal, the odds are that the Boy Scout motivated by play will beat the Boy Scout with the economic motive in a match.

As you’ll see throughout Primed to Perform, money itself is not the core issue. There are situations where money works, and situations where it doesn’t. It all depends on whether or not the reward or punishment is the motive behind the activity, and whether the activity would benefit from adaptive performance.

Inertia

The most indirect motive of all is inertia. With inertia, your motive for working is so distant from the work itself that you can no longer say where it comes from—you do what you do simply because you did it yesterday. This leads to the worst performance of all.

A university student may continue to attend school purely because of inertia—he’s on the path already, so he just keeps slogging.

An executive continues at his job not because he’s engaged in it, but because he can’t think of a good reason to leave.

One CEO of a company in the technology industry boasted about his great employee retention. But when we spoke to his employees, it was clear to us that inertia accounted for their retention—not play, purpose, or potential. It isn’t enough to have employees who stay. You want them to stay for the right reasons.

As destructive and insidious as it is, inertia is surprisingly common in the workplace. In our research, we’ve found that a large proportion of the employee population feels like they work in their current job for no good reason. Zappos, the online shoe retailer, has found a clever way to nip this condition in the bud. After four weeks of new-hire training, it offers one month’s salary to anyone who quits. Zappos doesn’t want anyone hanging around “just because.”15

WHY WE WORK

If using emotional and economic pressure to inspire weight loss doesn’t work, then what does? When human performance expert Luc G. Pelletier and his colleagues conducted a formal study of the relationships between the six motives and dieting, they found that play, purpose, and potential led to better eating behaviors.16 Emotional pressure, economic pressure, and inertia made things worse.17

Their research, and the research of hundreds of others, gives us the two key findings of the motive spectrum:


1.    Direct motives typically increase performance and indirect motives typically decrease it. (This point can be difficult to swallow, so Chapter 3, “Rethinking Performance,” shares more on why this is true.)

2.    The more directly connected the motive is to the activity itself, the better performance becomes. Play is the motive that is closest to the work itself, so it is the most powerful. Purpose is one step removed, so it is the second strongest. Potential is two or more steps removed from the activity, so it is the third strongest (see Figure 3 for an illustration of this distance).



Together, these two insights define total motivation (ToMo, for short). High levels of total motivation occur when a person feels more of the direct motives and less of the indirect motives. Total motivation is the foundation of any high-performing culture.

Author Dan Pink explains this finding eloquently in his bestselling book Drive, which introduced a whole generation of leaders to the concept of intrinsic motivation:


           In business, we tend to obsess over the “how”—as in “Here’s how to do it.” Yet we rarely discuss the “why”—as in “Here’s why we’re doing it.” But it’s often difficult to do something exceptionally well if we don’t know the reasons we’re doing it in the first place.18



BETTING ON THE UNDERDOG

One of our early breakthrough applications of the science of the motive spectrum to the business world was in the customer service call center of a bank’s consumer loans business (we’ve disguised some details of this story to protect the client’s anonymity).

The typical call center isn’t known for its warm décor or feng shui. A sign outside this one, which also doubles as a tornado shelter, reminds employees that no guns are allowed inside. Its people work in rows upon rows of cubicles in a space that’s big enough to hold several football fields. There’s no Ping-Pong table, no fully stocked kitchen, and no official corporate masseuse.

One customer service agent,19 Eric, had left a career as a schoolteacher to better support his wife and two kids. He spent all day on the phone, sometimes answering in-bound calls, but usually convincing people not to hang up when he dialed them. He spoke to hundreds of people a week. His job, or so he was told, was to handle the calls quickly. He felt like a cog in a giant machine.

The call center used all the “best practices” of the day. Experts had created scripts of talking points, giving the agents the exact words they should use with their customers. The agents themselves had functional specialties so they could focus on only one task. The center as a whole had a bold yet achievable goal that was broken down into specific subgoals for each team and individual. To keep morale high, a stuffed monkey was placed on top of the cube of the worker who’d had the best day. Bonuses were based on performance, which was reviewed by managers in weekly meetings. But none of those practices increased direct motives or reduced indirect ones. Instead, they did exactly the reverse.

We made a bet with our client. We said that by building a team culture that maximized total motivation, we could get the lowest performers in the shop to perform better than the status quo. Due to his own low ToMo, our client was eager to see us lose our bet (another issue with this organization’s culture).

The team we put together included not only some of the call center’s worst performers, but also some complete newbies who’d never made a professional call in their lives. During our first meeting with the team, we went around the table introducing ourselves. “My name is Rick,” said one of our soon-to-be-agents. “You may recognize me because until today, I was the security guard of the building.” Our Bad News Bears had six months to beat the incumbents.

To the surprise and chagrin of everyone watching, the first thing we did was reduce the economic pressure. We wouldn’t advocate this in every case, but for this experiment we eliminated incentive compensation and increased base pay. We also eliminated all the performance management reviews that were designed to ramp up emotional pressure. Lastly, we gave our team the opportunity to “opt-in,” reducing their inertia.

Then we focused on play. Previously, the company had devoted most of its energy to ensuring that employees followed the large number of laws and regulations involved in consumer lending. We too made sure that the rules were clear, but we spent half of our time helping the group understand where they had the freedom to experiment and explore through creativity and problem solving—in other words, where they could play.

We did away with their scripts.

We launched daily huddles in which the agents helped one another figure out complicated cases.

We installed a hotline to get quick approvals for nonstandard courses of action.

The highlight of each week was the Monday working meeting, where agents presented their most difficult cases to three levels of management and collectively brainstormed solutions.

To increase purpose, we gave every agent his own set of customers—two hundred people he would work with from the beginning to the end of their journey. It was the middle of the financial crisis and many of those customers had lost their jobs and were seeking to modify their loans. Each agent could now see the impact his or her work was having on customers’ lives. Managers started talking about their group’s purpose: helping customers in need. They emphasized new values, like always asking for help if it would benefit a customer. Whenever a customer was helped through some Herculean effort, the story was celebrated.

Eric started hustling to make sure the families he now knew personally got their paperwork in on time. Rick became a master in calming frightened customers. Lakisha beamed when she found a new source of income for a retiree and became an expert in figuring out customer cash flows.

As team members found ways to improve their own performance, they would share their newfound skills with their peers. Their energy was palpable. Better yet, their performance went through the roof. At the end of the day, our team didn’t just surpass the status quo—it beat it by 200 percent. All this in an industry known for being slow to change and in a job function whose workers were traditionally treated like automatons.

A senior executive of the bank eventually interviewed the agents to find out how we could have found so much upside in a call center that had supposedly been optimized long before. The most experienced agent told him, “I’ve been with the bank for fifteen years, and this is the first time I felt like what I did mattered.” “For the longest time, what we were doing didn’t feel right,” another said. “Now our work, the interests of the bank, and the interests of the customer are all the same.”

We realized something important: the why changes the how. When people were driven by the direct motives, they started doing their work differently. They went above and beyond.

These results shouldn’t come as a surprise. One of the thinkers who has greatly influenced our work, Adam Grant, a Wharton professor and author of the book Give and Take, carried out a formal study of a sales force at a company that had eliminated financial incentives after salespeople falsified data to earn commissions (Chapter 3, “Rethinking Performance,” includes more on how the motive spectrum can influence bad behavior).20 He found that after controlling for tactical performance (for example, the number of calls a person made), those with low direct motives and high indirect motives (like a person with little play but lots of economic pressure) produced about $234 in revenue per hour. On the other hand, those with the highest total motivation (like a person with the play motive and little economic pressure) sold $375 per hour. That’s a 60 percent difference from a factor that few leaders actively manage and few cultures are designed to encourage.

Figure 4: Sales representatives with high direct motivation and low indirect motivation dramatically outperformed the rest of the population in revenue generation.

[image: image]

GOING FORWARD

The first question we now ask anyone who is trying to build a great culture is: why do your people come to work every day?

If they come to work because their organization inspires the direct motives—play, purpose, and potential—they are likely performing at their best. If the culture is dominated by indirect motives—emotional pressure, economic pressure, or inertia—their performance is likely to be much worse.

Take a moment to ask yourself how the motive spectrum affects your life as a leader, parent, teacher, or coach:


•      Where do you find play, purpose, and potential in your daily activities?

•      When have you made a decision because of emotional pressure, economic pressure, or inertia?

•      What motivates your colleagues at work?

•      Do you tend to motivate others through play, purpose, and potential? Or do you use emotional or economic pressure?



The motive spectrum is the periodic table of great cultures—a systematic organizing framework for the relationships between work, motivation, and performance. While every great culture has a unique personality, behind each and every one of them is the science of the motive spectrum. Using its insights, any culture can be reengineered for the better.
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The Total Motivation Factor

| Introducing the Ultimate Culture-Building Tool


“We don’t have a culture problem,” a CEO we met with two years ago confidently proclaimed. “There’s a long line of people who want to work here, so it doesn’t matter if my people burn out.” He ran a large technology company that had been performing well over the previous few years, although, at the time of this writing, it is stagnating. Good performance can lead to cultural complacency, and this place was no exception.

One of his executives had told us in confidence that the organization’s culture was toxic. He hoped we could convince his boss that it was holding the company back. In our hour with the chief executive, it became clear that the very notion of “culture” was voodoo to him.

Two weeks later we met a visionary executive at a Fortune 500 financial institution who believed in the importance of culture, and even had a strong intuitive grasp of the principles of the motive spectrum. About ten minutes into our conversation, she stopped us and said, “You’ve given me a way to explain everything I’ve believed in and worked toward my whole professional life.”

We asked her what was preventing her from taking the bull by the horns and making her company’s culture as high performing as it could be. Clearly it wasn’t a lack of understanding or belief. It was simply that she lacked a toolbox. Even a professor of engineering can’t repair his car without the right tools.

In this tale of two executives—the skeptic and the believer—we see the biggest barriers that prevent organizations from building high-performing cultures. The skeptics don’t understand or believe the science. The believers lack the tools to put the science into practice.

We too were skeptics once. As data-oriented people, we wanted evidence that culture mattered. Then we began to study human performance, and saw how universal the motive spectrum is. We realized that culture can be measured, and that it affects performance. This insight not only turned us into believers, it gave us our most powerful tool.

PREDICTABLE AND UNIVERSAL

Before we could set out to build and rebuild organizations on the principles of total motivation, we needed to know if we could trust it. Did total motivation behave in a predictable way? Was it universal, applicable to all people in all situations, or was it true only some of the time? If it was predictable and universal, we should be able to measure it. As Princeton University physicist John Wheeler said, “No elementary phenomenon is a real phenomenon until it is a measured phenomenon.”1

There can be no doubt that total motivation is universal. There are literally hundreds of experiments in the academic literature that demonstrate the motive spectrum at work. It has been validated around the world, from China to Canada, Germany to Indonesia.2 It doesn’t just have a bearing on people’s jobs, but on their relationships, their parenting skills, and their health.

Take marriage. Four of the leaders in the motivation field surveyed a set of couples who lived together to find out why they stayed together.3 Most of the couples were married; the average relationship was almost thirteen years. The researchers didn’t ask why the couples got together in the first place, or what their best qualities were. The questions were designed to assess the relative strengths of each of the six motives in the motive spectrum at that moment in their relationship. One couple may love doing things together, like hiking, or have the same sense of curiosity for new experiences, like traveling. They share a common form of play. Another couple might share the same deep purpose—perhaps a commitment to raising their children. Still another couple may stay together because their quality of life would decline if they separated (economic pressure), or because they don’t want to ruin their reputation in the community (emotional pressure).

Sure enough, the basic principles of the motive spectrum predicted the happiest relationships. First, direct motives (play, purpose, and potential) increased performance (or in this case, the ability of couples to solve problems and sustain a happy marriage). Indirect motives (emotional pressure, economic pressure, and inertia) decreased performance. Second, the closer the motive was to the activity itself, the better performance. Play was more powerful than purpose, followed by potential. Emotional pressure began to have a negative effect, economic pressure was worse, and inertia was at the very bottom. The old adage holds true: couples that play together stay together.4 But the motive spectrum doesn’t just apply to your marriage.

Parents and teachers worry about children’s academic success, and wonder how they can influence it. The motive spectrum supplies an answer: by teaching them to associate learning with play.

Researchers asked more than nine hundred high school students “Why do you go to school?”5 As with the questions the married couples answered, the survey was designed to reveal the relative weight of the motives of the spectrum. At the end of the academic year, they calculated how those motives correlated with their grades. Not surprisingly, direct motives were most strongly correlated with positive academic performance and indirect motives with poorer academic performance.6

The motive spectrum applies to health and fitness. When researchers examined physical and emotional exhaustion among elite athletes from fifty-one different sports,7 the ones who experienced the least amount of burnout weren’t necessarily the best athletes. They were the ones who were the most motivated by play, purpose, and potential.8 On the other hand, those with indirect motives were more likely to feel exhausted.

The motive spectrum applies to anyone trying to stay in shape, not just elite athletes.9 Play works best. Think about the person you know who tried one sport after another until she discovered how much she loved rock climbing. She’s probably much more committed to fitness than your friend who forces himself to run on a basement treadmill.

The second best motivator is
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