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October 25, 2009 – Different Motivators for Different Employees
Q:  I’m a manager with about eight people reporting to me.  I mostly keep them motivated but there is one employee that puzzles me. He’s bright, with lots of potential and could move up if he wanted to, yet doesn’t seem interested in pay incentives, promotions or the usual things.    How do I figure out how to motivate him?

A:  It’s easy to make over-generalizations on the topic of employee motivation because the majority of employees are influenced by common factors. But there is no magic formula that applies to all.  
The truth about motivation is, that not only are employees driven by different carrots --so what works great for one may have no effect on another-  but more importantly what motivates an employee today may not motivate the same employee in the future.   Let me illustrate with an example.  Imagine a young professional willing to work long and hard hours, traveling constantly; taking risks and volunteering for extra projects. All this in order to get promotions, pay raises and move into management.  The mission is accomplished after a few years.  Then he starts a family, and evenings at home become a priority.   What used to be a carrot for this employee -the opportunity for additional promotions and climbing the corporate ladder– has now lost its effect. The new motivator becomes predictable hours, good insurance, job security.  Same person, different priorities.  

Perhaps your employee is motivated by different factors than the others.  And it’s up to you to find out what those motivators might be. Let’s say he wants to “make a difference” at work.  If so, you might involve him in mentoring green staff or representing the company in community events.  

How best to find out what motivates your employees?  Don’t guess, and don’t assume.  Just ask each of them.  At least once a year, talk about their aspirations, find what makes them tick, you might be surprised.  

What motivates us individually can be very personal. I’ve seen employees change their goals completely after experiencing a loss or life-changing event.  

So my advice is, ask questions, don’t make assumptions. Life happens, people change, and so do their carrots.
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