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MOTIVATION AT WORK
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People have different attitudes towards work. Whether they are motivated or demotivated can be influenced by the way they feel perceived or treated at work.

If people’s attitudes affect their behaviour, the management of an organisation should be able to improve the performance of its employees by changing their attitudes and improving the ways they felt they were perceived and treated. This assumption has been behind much of the motivational theory that has been developed.

How can these attitudes be changed if necessary? It is not sufficient to say “improve the way they are perceived and treated”. What do we mean by “improve”? What are the actual motivators that affect a person’s overall motivation?

Elton Mayo: The Hawthorne Studies

Between 1924 and 1933, a series of studies were carried out at the Hawthorne works of the Western Electric Company, Chicago by the Australian Elton Mayo. Originally instituted by the company to find ways of improving productivity, they developed into one of the largest investigation into motivation and attitudes at works that have ever been undertaken.
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1. The Illumination Study

The first study involved women working with small components. It was believed that improving lighting conditions would result in improved productivity. The women were split into two groups: a control group, where lighting conditions remained unaltered, and an experimental group, where the level of lighting could be manipulated.

The results of this first study were unexpected. As the lighting conditions for the experimental group were improved in stages, their productivity did indeed go up. But so did the productivity of the control group. In fact there was little difference between the levels of productivity for the two groups throughout. What was even more baffling was that when at the end the level of lighting for the experimental group was reduced to a level lower than it was before, and lower than the control group, productivity was maintained at the higher level.

From these results it was apparent that while lighting may have been a factor in employee productivity it was by no means the only or even the most significant factor. A second study was therefore undertaken, using a smaller group, to try and identi1y other factors affecting the productivity of employees.

2. The Relay Assembly Test Room Study

For this study a group of six women, all assemblers of telephone relay equipment, were placed in a separate room. Here they worked a normal 48 hour week, including Saturdays, without any tea breaks, in conditions that were as close as possible to the 

During the study, various working conditions were changed, including introducing and taking away rest periods, altering the number of hours worked and changing the daily start and finish times. The women were observed by a researcher in the room with them who tried to put them at their ease by talking to them, explaining what was happening and discussing the changes with them. The outcome was that when rest periods and other improvements to working conditions were introduced, productivity increased. Yet surprisingly, the increased productivity was maintained by the women when conditions in the test room returned to normal.

Discussions with the women at the end of the test revealed that other factors than working conditions had influenced the way they worked, including
· A feeling of importance taking part in the test, which was reinforced by the interest in them shown by the researcher and the company 

· Being involved in decisions on changes in working conditions

· Developing friendships with the other women in the group

It was apparent that the attitudes and morale of the women were as important factors in their productivity as improved working conditions.

3. The Interview Programme

In order to find out more about attitudes and morale at work, how these are shaped and how they affect performance at work, a programme of interviews was undertaken. This extended to about 20,000 interviews which ranged from fairly tight questioning about work to more general discussions about home life and social issues.

One of the findings of the interview programme was that informal groups with their own rules and hierarchy developed within and across the formal work groups organised by the company. These informal groups seemed to play an important part in the behaviour and productivity of members. To investigate the development and workings of these informal groups, a fourth study was undertaken.

4. The Bank Wiring Observation Room Study

The Bank Wiring Observation Room Study involved observing three work groups of three workers plus a supervisor. In addition there were two inspectors who were not attached to a specific work group but interacted with all three. From these three formal groups, two informal groups developed, each with their own leader and rules or norms. Not all involved in the study became part of these groups, however: one worker, one supervisor and an inspector remained outside either group, while two more workers were not strongly affiliated to any informal group.

Neither of these informal groups or their leaders was instituted by management. However, it became apparent that these groups controlled the actual output both of the individual workers within the groups and of the groups themselves.

It was believed that if they produced a high output, the rate they were paid would be reduced. Each group therefore agreed to limit daily output to what they considered to be an acceptable amount. They continued to apply this limit even when they were offered bonus payments which would have increased their income. Social pressure was brought to bear within each group if a member exceeded the agreed limit. Pressure was also brought to bear if a group member produced too little, so putting a burden on other group members.

The social pressures were strong, stronger even than the rules of the company. At the end of each day, the workers had to report their output for the day. While the weekly totals were correct and reflected the actual amount produced, the daily totals were often given wrongly, in order to maintain a steady daily rate. In addition, the rules of the company stated that there should be no swapping of jobs. However, workers frequently swapped jobs in order to relieve boredom.

Another way in which the norms of the informal groups influenced the behaviour of group members was in that it was agreed there should be no social distinctions between members. In other words, workers, supervisors and inspectors should behave in the same way towards one another. One of the inspectors who continued to keep his distance from the workers and acted in a superior manner actually asked to be removed as a result of the social disapproval he received.

From this study it was concluded that the informal groupings that developed served two principal purposes: protection of the group from internal influences that may be disruptive; protection of the group from outside threats and influences. These purposes were largely achieved by controlling the activities and behaviour of group members.

Conclusions

The main conclusions of the Hawthorne Studies are:

1. Pay and working conditions are not the only, or even the main, motivating factors affecting behaviour at work.

2. Behaviour and attitudes are influenced by feelings of recognition, belonging and acceptance.

3. Groups exert a powerful influence on people’s attitudes.

4. Informal groups can both motivate members and control their behaviour.

Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs
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In 1935 Abraham Maslow identified five categories of human needs:

1. Physiological needs (basic life supporting needs such as food and water, reproduction and warmth);

2. Needs for safety and security (such as a stable, predictable and ordered environment without fear)

3. Social needs (such as the need for social interaction; belonging to a family or group)

4. Needs for recognition and esteem (such as the approval and respect of others; influence and power over others)

5. Needs for self-realisation (in order to develop as a person, fulfil one’s potential and achieve one’s goals)

It is the drive to meet these needs that provides the motivation to action and shapes a person’s behaviour. Maslow suggested that the five categories of needs build upon each other. That is that a person will only strive to fulfil the higher level needs when the lower level needs have been met. In other words, a person who is starving will seek for food before he or she worries about whether they have the respect of others. For this reason Maslow described his five categories as a hierarchy.

An attempt to simplify Maslow’s need theory was put forward by C. Aldefer, who identified three categories of needs:

1. Existence needs

2. Relationship needs

3. Growth needs (needs for personal growth and achievement)

McGregor’s Theory X and Theory Y
In 1960, Douglas McGregor, a social scientist, put forward a theory of motivation at work based on assumptions about what workers are actually like. 
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In fact McGregor put forward two theories: Theory X. which was based on the way most organisations and managers viewed their workers, and his own theory Y, which was based on the way he considered people work best.

Theory X suggests that people dislike work and avoid it if they can. They must be persuaded with high wages, controlled with strict supervision, and threatened with punishment, to ensure they put in the maximum amount of effort.

Theory Y, on the other hand, suggests that people actually enjoy working and will strive to meet targets and objectives to which they are committed. Their commitment to work is increased when they feel ownership’ of their job or task through increased responsibility and participation in decision making.

The implications of McGregor’s theories for the way employees feel they are perceived and treated at work are obvious. Some of the ways in which Theory Y management could be implemented are through

· Delegation of responsibility

· Consultation

· Participation in decision making

Herzberg’s motivation - hygiene theory
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In 1966, Frederick Herzberg put forward a theory based on research he had carried out by asking a sample of employees what actually motivated them at work. On the basis of their responses, he concluded that factors such as pay, working conditions, organisational policies and administration, management and supervision, did not actually motivate them. If they are inadequate, then employees will fight for them to be improved, but they do not actually motivate people to work harder. Herzberg called these hygiene factors. The actual motivating factors were connected with the job itself, such as how interesting the job was and the opportunities it provided for achievement, recognition, promotion and responsibility.

Some of the ways in which Herzberg’s theory can be implemented are by trying to improve the nature and content of the actual job. These include

· Job enrichment - where an employee is given a wider range of (not necessarily more) tasks, and encouraged to take part in decision making and consultation processes. This may be accompanied by a reduction in supervision and involvement in setting targets.

· Job enlargement - where employees are given a greater variety of tasks to perform in order to make the job more interesting. A greater sense of achievement may be felt by an employee, for example, if he or she can see a process through to completion rather than concentrating on just one operation in the process.

· Job rotation - which seeks to give employees greater variety and interest in their work by enabling them to try a range of associated jobs at different times. In this way the employee may also gain new skills and opportunities for advancement.

One important factor which will influence the way employees feel they are perceived and treated at work is the amount of positive feedback on their performance they are given. Many business organisations now operate appraisal schemes, whereby the individual performance of employees is assessed, and discussed with the employee at an appraisal meeting, usually once a year.

At these appraisal meetings, the employee is given feedback on his or her performance in their job. It is important that the feedback given, usually by the employee’s manager, is positive, encouraging the employee to build on his or her strengths and to strengthen any weaknesses, perhaps through additional training. Positive feedback given in this way serves to demonstrate an organisation’s interest in the development of its employees, rather than just in whether they are making sufficient contribution to profits. It reinforces the effect of other motivators and helps to make employees feel valued and committed to the organisation and the job.

Feedback given orally at appraisal meetings is often confirmed in writing, and both parties to the discussion will agree and sign the written appraisal report. 

The effects of motivators

We have seen that motivation and changing people’s attitudes to work is a complex matter. It depends not only on rewards such as pay and welfare, but on the job itself, the attitude of management and the way employees feel they are perceived and treated at work. Motivators such as money and other rewards are not sufficient. Obviously an employee needs to be paid a fair wage for the work he or she does, and looks to the employer for other benefits such as pensions, sick pay and other welfare schemes. But employees also look for other motivators such as job interest, training, opportunities for career development and training.

Techniques such as job enrichment, job enhancement and job rotation can all help to motivate employees by increasing interest and variety, widening the range of skills an employee has and therefore providing opportunities for improvement, and increasing the employee’s involvement in decision-making and target setting. Management can also develop employee motivation and attitudes towards work by delegating responsibility, encouraging shared ownership of the results of good performance and allowing employees a larger degree of autonomy. Praise is also a powerful, yet often overlooked motivator. In these ways employees will feel that they are valued both for the contribution they make to the success of the organisation, and as employees in their own right.

Such an attitude from management can effect enhanced commitment in employees, which will show in improved attitudes to work, including reliability, loyalty, good will and an eagerness to perform well and meet targets and performance criteria. The enhanced commitment of employees will in turn benefit the organisation in terms of added value through better quality and quantity of work, improved relationships between employees and between employees and management.
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