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Motivating employees is not about carrots or sticks 

As leaders, we’re asked to understand what motivates each individual on our team and manage 

them accordingly. What a challenging ask of leaders, particularly those with large or dispersed teams 

and those who are already overwhelmed by their own workloads.  

Leaders are encouraged to rely on the carrot vs stick approach for motivation, where the carrot is a 

reward for compliance and the stick is a consequence for noncompliance.  

A new concept introduced looks at motivation as being less about employees doing great work and 

more about employees feeling great about their work. The better employees feel, the more motivated 

they remain over time.  

Share context and provide relevance: There is no stronger motivation for employees than an 

understanding that their work matters and is relevant to someone or something other than a financial 

statement. To motivate your employees, start by sharing context about the work you’re asking them 

to do. What are we doing as an organization and as a team? Why are we doing it? Who benefits from 

our work and how? 

Anticipate roadblocks to enable progress: When you ask anything significant of team members, they 

will undoubtedly encounter roadblocks and challenges along the path to success. Recognize that 

challenges can materially impact motivation. Be proactive in identifying and addressing them. What 

might make an employee’s work difficult or cumbersome? What can you do to ease the burden? 

Employees are motivated when they can make progress without unnecessary interruption and undue 

burdens.  

Recognise contributions  and show appreciation: As tempting as it is to try to influence employee 

satisfaction with the use of carrots and sticks, it isn’t necessary for sustained motivation. Far more 

powerful is your commitment to recognising and acknowledging contributions so that employees feel 

appreciated and valued. What milestones have been achieved? What unexpected or exceptional 

results have been realised? Employees are motivated when they feel appreciated and recognised for 

their contributions. 

 

Check in to assess your own motivation: What if you’ve done all of the above but are still struggling 

to motivate others? You may need to assess your own motivation. Employees are very attuned to 

whether leaders have a genuine connection to the work. If you’re not engaged and enthusiastic about 

your company, your team, or the work you do, it’s unlikely that you’ll be a great motivator of others. 

What aspects of your role do you enjoy? What makes you proud to lead your team? 

 

Talk with your team about the relevance of the work they do every day. Be proactive in identifying 

and solving problems for your employees. Recognize employee contributions in specific, meaningful 

ways on a regular basis. Connect with your own motivation, and share it freely with your team. Put 

away the carrots and sticks and have meaningful conversations instead! 


