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One of the most common questions business leaders ask
me is, “How can I do a better job of motivating my
employees?” It seems that a lack of motivation is a big

concern in many business environments.
Today, my goal is to explore the nature of motivation and

to offer an alternate concept for you to consider. If I am successful,
when you are done reading this article you will find yourself
questioning some of your assumptions regarding “the best ways
to move people into action” and hopefully you will be curious
enough to continue the inquiry.

Let’s start off by taking a look at the nature of motivation.
Motivation – the process of using a deterrent or a reward

to cause another person to act in a certain way. For example: if
you sell more, you will get a bonus; or if you show up late
again, I am going to have to fire you. Upon closer inspection
you will discover that motivation (as I have described it) is
self-centered in two ways. First, the person doing the “motivating”
is serving his or her own agenda through the actions of the
other person. The objective is to figure out what buttons to push
in order to get the other person to do what they want them to do.

Secondly, the person being motivated is primarily concerned
with the personal cost or benefit of the requested action. Is the
effort worth the reward or is the pain something I want to
avoid? It should be noted that the reward or pain can come in
any of the following forms: material, physical or emotional.

Inspirational approach
Now let’s take a look at an alternate concept, one of inspiration.

Consider this definition: inspiration is a desire to do or act in a
way that benefits the greater good; to do what is right for the
good of the whole or the good of a particular cause. Inspiration
follows the principle: to give is to receive. The belief is that an
action that benefits the whole has to also benefit me because I
am part of the whole.

My experience is that people want to be inspired. They
want to feel the sense of fulfillment or contribution that comes
from being a part of something that makes a difference,
something that is bigger than they are.

Could it be that the question should be: “How can I do a

better job of inspiring my people?” This
creates an interesting paradox. Technically,
inspiration is something that comes
from within so by definition a leader
(who is on the outside) cannot inspire
another person. The leader can, however,
help another person to look within,
to discover and tap into the power of
their own inspiration.

The right questions
The most effective way for a leader

to accomplish this is by asking open-ended questions, ones
designed to cause the other person to develop their own plan
of action, from the inside out. Here are a few sample questions
a leader could ask:
• What are your unique abilities or strengths?
• What could you do to continue to develop these abilities?
• Within the scope of the team’s, department’s … objectives, how

can you use your abilities or strengths to make a contribution
that makes a difference?

• Within the scope of the team’s, department’s … objectives, what
do you see as the best way to use your talents or abilities?

From here the leader’s role becomes one of support,
acknowledgement and appreciation.

Obviously, the concept of inspiration is one that reaches well
beyond a few hundred words. But as I stated at the start of this
article, my goal today was to make you stop and think. To open
your mind to the possibilities that exist within the people you lead.
To peak your interest enough to have you continue the inquiry
into the nature and power of inspiration. Personally, I believe that
there is much to be learned and the journey will be well worth it.
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