Getting People to Do What You Want Them to Do —
Without wasting time and energy on team-building

by Woodrow H. “Woody” Sears, International School of Management, Vilnius, Lithuania
Teams are Over-Sold and Over-Used
Working against the triple constraints of schedule, cost, and quality; there’s a temptation to push workers into teams. It’s easier to lean on them with “emotional KITA” to squeeze out another last-minute finish.

It’s a really cynical practice.

Instead, ask your workers for help.

Here’s a six-step approach to motivation - to building cooperative and collaborative relationships. It works when all the gimmicks fail, but it has a price: You have to approach your workers as peers.

Step 1: Ask for help!
Whether you are reaching out to one person or 10, ask for help. Explain that you’ve been given a task to accomplish that requires more effort than your own, and that you need their help.

Step 2: Tell them what must be done differently
Anytime you want to “motivate,” you’re trying to get a different outcome. Workers know this. When you aren’t honest in telling them what has to be changed, you feed their mistrust. Remember, you aren’t the first manager to try to outsmart them! The others failed, and so will you unless you change the game and begin by telling the truth.

Step 3: Tell them why
There’s always a reason why something exists and why it needs to change. We’ve got to reduce costs is a good reason for change. If we’re late with this client’s deliveries again, we’ll lose the account and put your jobs at risk. That’s also a powerful argument for changing processes and outcomes.

Step 4: Ask for their input
Many workers say they’ve never been asked for ideas or opinions. Others believe it’s risky even to suggest a different way to do their work. Imagine your workers’ surprise when you ask them, “What do you think? How can we do this job a week faster?” Write their ideas on an easel without criticism. That’s a powerful stimulant for more contributions.

Step 5: Develop a plan to get the work done
Using the workers’ ideas (and your own), develop an action plan (with their help) and implement it. Even if your idea is better, remember that you’ll make more money and progress with your workers by using their ideas. This is especially true when you’re just learning to plan collaboratively.
Step 6: Celebrate your successes
When you win against the calendar or budget, celebrate! Maybe it’s only cake and coffee, but do something to say, we won! And while celebrating, use the time to recognize the individual contributions as well as the extra efforts, ideas, and initiative that enabled the team to achieve the results you wanted.

Motivation and What Workers Need
The approach outlined above seems outside orthodox motivational theory, but it’s really quite congruent with all the “big name” theorists. Abraham Maslow, for example, demonstrated there’s the need in most of us for personal growth; and 
Frederick Herzberg proved that 10 to 15 percent more output is possible just from not making workers angry with lies and condescending behavior.

The “master model” comes from Douglas McGregor’s Theories X and Y. Too many managers are still in the Theory X camp, believing that workers are a lazy, work-avoiding sub-class of people who need to be managed, manipulated, and coerced into producing.

This six-step motivation model, by contrast, is solidly a Theory Y approach, because managers discover that people can solve any problem at work - if they want to!

But what about the workers’ position so often expressed with the statement “Give us more money and we’ll do more work”? They know that you can’t give them more money — they just want you to feel as impotent as they do.

Here’s the truth about money: Most people have an accurate idea of how much their skills are worth. People who feel insecure or underpaid will leave if more money’s offered; and anyone who doesn’t leave probably can’t get a better, more reliable paycheck somewhere else. People are very realistic about money, especially now that so many are working harder for smaller incomes.

There’s history in many organizations to justify workers’ distrust of managers, and this is often demonstrated by mutual disrespect. If you want to build more productive relationships, these powerful energies have to be reversed.

The six-step motivation model is a direct and honest way to tap into the productive possibilities in the skills and experiences of your workers. The potential is always there! The real questions? Will managers ask for help? Will they express appreciation every time?

Successful performance, followed by appreciation, builds confidence and - let’s admit it - egos of the best performers. Strong egos are important as energizers, and necessary to build the can do attitude that allows a group of average performers to turn themselves into a high-performance team that responds quickly and well against tight deadlines. They set standards and take pride in meeting or exceeding their targets. And it’s all there, practically free, for managers who talk straight and don’t try to outsmart their co-workers.



Dr. Sears’ 2007 book, The Front Line Guide to Building High-Performance Teams, is available from HRD Press. Contact http://www.hrdpress.com or 800-822-2801. For support in resolving organizational conflicts, contact woodysears@yahoo.com directly. 

