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INTRINSIC MOTIVATION: THE MISSING PIECE IN  
CHANGING EMPLOYEE BEHAVIOR  

PERSPECTIVES
FOR MANAGERS

“I put a dollar in one of those change machines. 
Nothing changed.” 

George Carlin (American comedian)

Though it is hardly ever listed in job descriptions, 
changing employees’ behavior is an important 
part of any manager’s work. Whether it is helping 
people to develop and improve at what they do 
or getting them to do new things in new ways, 
enabling behavior change just comes with the 
territory. And for many managers, it is the toughest 
challenge they face.

It is not that they do not know what needs to 
change. In a study we conducted with over 500 
managers from around the world, we asked leaders 
how confident they were about their ability to help 
others identify and understand which behaviors 
they needed to alter to improve performance. 
Nearly three-quarters said they found this easy. 
When we asked how confident they were about 
giving feedback, roughly the same percentage 
said they knew how to do that too. Yet only around 
a third felt sure about which techniques to use to 
help people evolve, and fewer than 10% expressed 
confidence about making the adjustment stick 
over time. It is not what behavior to change but 
how to do so that they found perplexing. It is little 
wonder, then, that less than half of the managers 
we surveyed believed that attempts to modify 
behavior actually work.

So what is the problem? As we discuss in our 
recent book,1 it takes more than just knowing what 
behaviors must be altered to make it happen. 
Unless workers have the requisite abilities, inner 
resources (such as self-belief and resilience) 
and supportive work environments, it is difficult 
to make or sustain meaningful change. However, 
even before we consider all of these, the element 
that we need to think about first is motivation: 
Do people want to change? While managers 
understand that they need to motivate employees 
to do so, it is not always clear how they should go 
about it. Indeed, our survey showed that only 28% 
felt confident about their ability to stimulate people 

to change. It may seem odd that this should be the 
case, given the enormous attention and resources 
that organizations dedicate to incentive systems. 
Most often, however, these incentives take the 
form of rewards or penalties – often referred to 
as extrinsic motivators. While there is plenty of 
evidence that these can indeed work to promote 
behavior change, they are only half of the picture.

Intrinsic motivation: Fostering 
internal commitment

The more neglected half of motivation is what 
psychologists call intrinsic motivation. Intrinsic 
motivators drive behavior change by tapping into 
internal feelings to act for reasons that we find 
inherently enjoyable or fulfilling. It has gained 
increasing attention in the academic and popular 
literature in recent years, and for good reason. 
Performance, productivity and sheer enjoyment of 
work have all been found to be greater in people with 
higher levels of intrinsic motivation,2 as have related 
behaviors such as initiative and concentration.3 
This appears to hold true for behavior change, too. 
People with higher levels of intrinsic motivation for 
particular behaviors are better able to do those 
things and to sustain them over time.4

Decades of research on what drives this type of 
positive internal commitment shows that intrinsic 
motivation involves three essential factors: 
Autonomy, Mastery and Connection.
• Autonomy refers to the feeling of having 

a choice in what one does and not being 
controlled by others

• Mastery is about feeling competent in one’s 
abilities mixed with the right level of challenge 
and achievement 

• Connection has to do with experiencing a 
sense of purpose in what one does as well as 
how one relates to other people

There is strong evidence suggesting that satisfying 
this trio of inner needs contributes to intrinsic 
motivation, which in turn leads to sustained 
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behavior change over time (see Figure 1). As 
we discuss later, individuals may be motivated to 
different degrees and in various ways by these 
three factors. Personality and cultural background 
can influence which elements people find most 
motivating. So, finding what works requires 
combining these elements in a way that is most 
effective for a given individual.

To increase intrinsic motivation for change, 
managers therefore need to foster employees’ 
feelings of Autonomy, Mastery and Connection 
with regard to the desired change. What we 
discovered in our research is that, at some 
level, managers have an intuitive understanding 
of these factors but often fail to apply them in 
practice. When we asked about what motivates 
them and others, managers often mentioned 
elements related to Autonomy, Mastery and 
Connection (though usually not in these terms). 

However, when asked what they actually did 
to stimulate their direct reports, most of them 
mentioned things such as merit increases and 
bonuses, which are linked to extrinsic rather than 
intrinsic sources of motivation.

Table 1 summarizes a number of actions that 
managers can take in the course of day-to-day 
work to increase employees’ intrinsic motivation 
for behavior change.

As noted above, different people will relate to 
each of these factors in distinct ways. Research 
demonstrates that age, gender, national culture 
and role in the organization can influence the 
relative importance of Autonomy, Mastery and 
Connection in motivating people. While finding 
what works for each person requires some 
effort, we are not suggesting that managers 
need to construct deep psychological profiles of 
employees in order to be effective. As already 

Changing employees’ 
behavior is an important 
part of any manager’s 
work. ... And for many 
managers, it is the 
toughest challenge they 
face.

Only around a third 
felt sure about which 
techniques to use to help 
people evolve, and fewer 
than 10% expressed 
confidence about making 
the adjustment stick 
over time. It is not what 
behavior to change but 
how to do so that they 
found perplexing. 

The Progress Principle5

In research conducted with more than 230 workers whose jobs required creative productivity, Teresa 
Amabile and Steven Kramer examined intrinsic motivation and what managers could do to foster 
it. What they discovered was that, for this group of creative knowledge workers, the single most 
important factor was the sense that they were making progress in meaningful work. Even small wins 
or reaching minor personal milestones could have a huge impact on workers’ mood, emotions and 
levels of intrinsic motivation, leading to higher productivity. The sense of making personal progress 
is strongly linked to the needs for Autonomy, Mastery and Connection.

The findings had clear implications for how managers should focus their efforts to catalyze and 
nourish this sense of daily progress. They found that a few simple actions could have a significant 
impact. The first was to establish a positive climate for a team’s work. Another involved staying 
attuned to everyday activities and progress – not just project deliverables. Effective managers 
also targeted their interventions (e.g. removing barriers or clarifying goals) in response to recent 
events experienced by individuals or teams to encourage a sense of progress. Finally, they made 
themselves resources rather than micromanagers – frequently checking in with people rather 
than checking up on them. These measures proved beneficial in improving the inner work lives of 
employees, boosting intrinsic motivation and organizational performance.

Figure 1: Model of Intrinsic Motivation
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mentioned, most of the actions that managers can 
take are relatively straightforward. It is important, 
however, to stay attuned to individuals and teams 
to get a sense of what things can have the most 
impact.

One way that managers can do this is to 
recognize how different employees relate to 
their work. The view that individuals take of their 
own careers and the way they approach risk 
can affect what they find motivating (see Table 
2). By understanding these personal attitudes 
and preferences,6 managers can emphasize 
the factors that are most apt to produce internal 
commitment to change.

Another characteristic that can influence 
what individuals find motivating relates to their 
tendencies to adopt a “promotion-focused” 
vs. a “prevention-focused” mindset. Someone 
who adopts a promotion approach plays to win 
and may be more likely to take chances, seize 
opportunities and be creative. Responding to their 
need for autonomy and providing opportunities for 
challenge and growth may be most effective in 
fostering their commitment to change. By contrast, 
someone who takes a prevention approach tries 
to avoid failure and may prioritize thoroughness 
and planning in order to minimize mistakes. For 
this type of worker, intrinsic motivation may be 
driven by boosting their sense of competence and 
security. Again, no single “recipe” is likely to be 
best in all cases. But recognizing the importance 
of Autonomy, Mastery and Connection and tuning 
in to how these “ingredients” contribute differently 
to individuals’ intrinsic motivation can help 
managers concoct winning combinations.

Keeping the balance

Generating internal commitment to change is not 
the only way for managers to influence behavior. 
As we argue elsewhere,7 there is strong evidence 
that extrinsic motivators can also be useful as 
part of the manager’s toolkit when used correctly, 
so we should not let the pendulum swing too 
far. We know, however, that motivation based 
purely on reward and punishment is hard to 
sustain over time and that most organizations 
pay insufficient attention to the potential power 
of intrinsic motivation. One reason for this over-
reliance on extrinsic motivators may be that 
reward and punishment systems can be relatively 
easy to put in place. Once established, they may 
operate largely without the intervention of line 
managers, who can “outsource” the process to 
HR or Finance functions. 

Stimulating behavior change can involve 
significant demands on already overloaded 
managers in terms of time and skills required. 
This may be part of the reason that those we 
surveyed seemed gloomy about the prospects 
of making change work and making it stick. The 
good news is that there is a lot of solid evidence 
about what works, when it works and with whom 
it works that managers can draw on. At its core, 
fostering intrinsic motivation is about helping 
employees become more productive, engaged 
and happier in their work. Over the longer 
term, this contributes to better organizational 
performance and enables workers to develop 
and lead more independently. We hope that 
managers find this prospect motivating!

INTRINSIC MOTIVATION: THE MISSING PIECE IN CHANGING EMPLOYEE BEHAVIOR

Intrinsic motivators 
drive behavior change 
by tapping into internal 
feelings to act for reasons 
that we find inherently 
enjoyable or fulfilling.

At its core, fostering 
intrinsic motivation 
is about helping 
employees become more 
productive, engaged 
and happier in their 
work. Over the longer 
term, this contributes 
to better organizational 
performance.

To increase intrinsic 
motivation for change, 
managers need to foster 
employees’ feelings of 
Autonomy, Mastery and 
Connection with regard to 
the desired change.
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Table 1: Techniques for Fostering Intrinsic Motivation 

Ingredients 
of intrinsic 
motivation

Techniques Things to try

Create 
Autonomy
(choice and 
control

Involve people in 
setting goals

• Ask for feedback. Simply asking people for their feedback and opinions about a proposed change has been 
shown to improve their willingness to act.

• Seek out implementation ideas. If a change or goal is being set by you or the organization, then ask people for 
their ideas on how to implement it.

• Check if people are ready. Asking people if they are ready to change can be a useful way of both making people 
feel heard and getting their views on the challenges of implementing a change.

Get the tone 
right

• Mean it. If you take a perspective of “changing how someone behaves,” that controlling intention is likely to come 
across. Conversely, if you view what you are doing as helping someone to develop, that will come across too.

• Be clear. Discuss the benefits of change as well as acknowledging any costs to the individual of changing their 
behavior (for example, effort or time).

• Be curious. Ask people what they think and how they feel about the behavior change.
• Ask, don’t tell. Avoid using controlling language such as, “Do this…” Instead, ask them, say you need their help.
• Sidestep resistance. Resistance to change can provide valuable information about factors reducing intrinsic moti-

vation. Ask questions to better understand issues and ensure that people feel their concerns have been heard.

Offer choice

• Tell them they have options. Simply using phrases such as, “It’s up to you how you do it” or “You’re free to 
choose” reminds people that they have options and increases their sense of autonomy.

• Create options. Even in situations where change is driven by a manager or the organization, make sure people feel 
they have options about how they go about it by inviting them to come up with suggestions and explore possibilities.

• Provide guidelines. Choices alone are not always helpful. People find choices easier to make when they have 
information and guidelines to help them navigate the available options.

Emphasize
Mastery
(competence 
and challenge)

Reinforce 
people’s sense 
of competence

• Emphasize strengths. Acknowledge the strengths that someone has that you think will help them to change and 
convey your confidence in them. 

• Give praise where it is due. Some people seem to respond better to criticism than praise but, as a rule, if people do 
something good, tell them. This applies particularly to novices, for whom positive feedback can help instill confidence.8

Position change 
as challenge

• Ask about challenge. Ascertain how much and what types of challenges people like most. For example, are they 
motivated more by achieving goals or by the sense of developing and learning? Try to position the behavior 
change as a kind of challenge that they find motivating. 

• Appeal to people’s sense of pride. Describing a behavior change as a matter of pride – being the best, refusing 
to fail, or simply doing something as well as it can be done – can be a powerful motivator.9 It can be particularly 
useful for fostering commitment to change in a group of people. 

Create 
Connection 
(purpose and 
relationships)

Establish “why”

• Ask people why. Enhance people’s sense of connection to change by exploring why the change might matter to 
them and what the consequences and benefits will be.

• Tell people why. A behavior change goal set by a manager can be just as motivating as one that is chosen by an indi-
vidual, as long as the rationale and benefits of the change are clear.10 So tell them, and help them understand why.

Make it personal • Connect to goals. Ensure that people feel connected to change by making sure they understand the personal sig-
nificance and impact of the change on the things they value.

Get practical • Make clear what’s next. Make sure that people understand specific actions needed to enable change. Knowing 
what to do next to make a change helps people believe that they can make the change and increases motivation.

Table 2: Career Concept Profiles

Career profile Description Key ingredients of intrinsic motivation
Expert People with this career style see their choice of career as being 

made for a lifetime. They are committed to their occupation and 
motivated by a desire to go in-depth and be an expert in their field.

• Mastery: being an expert & being intellectually challenged
• Connection: contributing to a field of expertise

Linear People with this career style focus on upward movement with only 
rare changes in the types of role undertaken. The higher up in an 
organization they go and the more influence they have, the more 
successful they feel.

• Autonomy: freedom to progress
• Mastery: challenge of reaching ever higher roles

Spiral In this career style, people strive for mastery but also make 
additional career moves beyond their original career choice. They 
are motivated by variety and broadening their horizons with each 
new career choice focused on developing new skills.

• Mastery: building breadth of skills 
• Autonomy: freedom of choice

Transitory This style of career involves frequent changes of organizations and 
types of role, with variety and a sense of independence being the 
key motivators.

• Autonomy: variety and choice
• Connection: meaningfulness and enjoyment of the job.
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