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ompanies as traditional as those of the pa-
per industry and as unorthodox as spe-
cialty-food mail-order houses arc imple-

menting skill- and knowledge-based work designs,
an integral element of high performance work sys-
tems (HPWS). Such redesign of
work systems emerges from a desire
to provide employees with the ap-
propriate motives and structures for
increased productivity, improved
customer service, and continuous
business improvement

The organizations implementing
these work designs tend to favor
high involvement and participation.
They look beyond a system that fo-
cuses only on the duties and respon-
sibilities of a job to one that focuses
on helping workers become more
flexible and more skilled. As em-
ployees gain new knowledge and demonstrate new
competencies, they will grow in value. Conceivably,
such a system will become self-reinforcing.

Unfortunately, there are built-in dilemmas. Con-
sider the comments of one union president in a large
paper company where the “top brass” is “hell-bent”
on installing “high performance.” Despite the “bold
type” in his voice when he speaks of HPWS he
speaks thoughtfully about the need for unions to
keep changing themselves. He walks a fine line be-
tween fairly representing the union and working to
ensure the business is successful:

I understand that our future is linked with the fate
of the business, whether we like it or not. But how
can it be good for the company to require all of us
to have the same skills and to be able to do every
job the same way? That reminds me of the old
“Jack of all trades, but master of none.” Am I
missing something here?

Some companies, including Colgate Palmolive
and DuPont, have found an answer to this question.

Intrinsic vs. Extrinsic Motivation

HPWS are traditionally based on the use of ex-
ternal rewards and punishments as sources of moti-
vation. “For each skill you add and additional tasks
you perform the company will give you....” But this
tends to backfire, as illustrated by these comments
from a line manager in a large European factory:

In Colgate, we found motivation had become man-
agement’s job. It seemed we were in a recurring loop
where we had to keep the stimulus of new and different
rewards in place or we lost momentum. We realized there
must be something wrong since we knew a lot of these

folks did inspired work in their
community, and didn’t have or
need someone patting them on
the back and saying ‘good job’
for that work This was a big ah-
ha!

External rewards and
punishments are sources of
motivation, but they are not
what is needed to nourish in-
trinsic motivation.

What is needed is the in-
trinsic motivation University
of Chicago psychologist Mi-
haly Csikszentmihalyi calls
emergent motivation — moti-

vation that results from connecting with work as a
source of self-expression. Emergent motivation is
the only form of motivation that leads to tenacious
exploration and sustained creativity. It is emergent
because purpose arises out of the interaction be-
tween a person and what he or she perceives as a
significant and meaningful context. Through this
interaction, people discover their own rewards; goals
that have never existed before emerge.

A “significant and meaningful context” is clari-
fied by looking at an example offered by a DuPont
business manager:
Every person in our business knows first-hand, on a
daily basis, what our customers’ markets are and what
is required to have c our customers and their custom-
ers bc thc most effective they can bc. It’s not meas-
uring our company’s success that makes work signifi-
cant and meaningful. It’s how the customers and
customers’ customers’ success looks. It is significant
because it makes a difference to the customer. It is
meaningful because people invest themselves in it
and grow as a result. Since this is ~ dynamic and
changing market, it serves as an endless source of
motivation for creativity but only when managers
don’t filter it through ‘customer feedback’ or ‘cus-
tomer demands’ or ‘productivity metrics.’ Any fil-
tered report regresses the work system instantly into
one based on ‘selected information which collapses
the intrinsic motivation. It’s very unforgiving.

C
High performance work-systems
typically incorporate external re-
wards and punishments as sources
of motivation, which sets up a
situation of diminishing effective-
ness. Companies such as DuPont
and Colgate are instead focusing
on creating workplace environ-
ments that foster intrinsic motiva-
tion, on providing employees with
the support and information they
nee to proceed on an unbounded
path leading to the discovery of
what they can be, what their world
can be, and how they can contrib-
ute.
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Emergent motivation cannot be evoked, sus-
tained, or manipulated by “clarifying the correct
maze for the rats to run down. It has to be an open
field to act creative rats,” points out the “in-house
psychologist” and packing operator in a Colgate
manufacturing site.

Researchers working on the relationship be-
tween intrinsic and extrinsic motivation have found
that if external rewards arc removed, the energy to
pursue subsequent opportunities devoid of reward is
significantly reduced. Additionally, that has been
rewarding in the past tends to be less satisfying over
time and requires development of new rewards to
sustain motivation. This is especially true in cases
where the worker experiences little significance for
the task. It works very much like an addiction you
have to keep raising the dose to get the high. A
manufacturing director in Colgate commented:

When we initially bought our way out of pay-for-
performance in some of our plants, productivity
dropped; where such pay still exists managers arc
compelled to keep redesigning the system for it to
continue producing results. Even when operators
help in redesign, it continuously draws energy out
of the system. In working with regenerative de-
signs for work where we link the uniqueness of
every person with the effectiveness of the cus-
tomer, the major effort we invest is to figure out
what next strategic challenge we should set for our
business, so we can put the boundless capability of
our people to work

The Power of Uncertainty

To develop intrinsic motivation means removing
certainty from the domain of performance. No one
can predict in advance what will happen and amaz-
ing things can happen. In one DuPont business, the
organizational effectiveness manager is still in-
credulous about the power of uncertainty:

Workers who knew what was expected of them
before they started any new block of skill ended up
producing results that were considerably less crea-
tive—and less personally rewarding than those
workers who approached work without specific pre-
defined goal or expectation from management.

Workers responded to the challenge that derived
from having a personal connection to the market for
their product offering. A powerful, self-managed
motivation emerges:

Instead of being limited to a fixed set of skills
and rewards which arc always in limited supply,
there is no limit to the number and nature of re-
warding experiences one can have. They seem to

bloom in people in the process of work itself, by
seeing every new business challenge as an open-
ended opportunity for new learning and devel-
opment

 [Before,] we had everyone climbing the same
ladder. Now we can scale any wall—market
change or customer retooling infinitely faster.
Everyone is climbing the wall on their own lad-
der supporting the same business direction. If you
can envision that, you get a sense of the
power of letting go of external motivation
systems.

A Regenerative Open-System Approach

We have long designed our human work systems
as though people worked much like the machines
they operate. People were seen to need a continuous
input of energy from an external source, just as ma-
chines need electricity, gasoline, or other energy
sources. People arc expected to run smoothly until
they break down or they may be stopped for preven-
tive maintenance. In the event we cannot fix them,
we replace them. This sort of thinking is changing.
A DuPont manager points out:

We switched metaphors and started thinking
from a more organic model, one where an or-
ganism, human or plant, tends to have a built-in
code that needs the appropriate context to live out
its pattern. One of our jobs is to create a healthy
forest that replicates the pattern in which a tree
can grow not do maintenance and provide fuel to
keep a car on the road.

Emergent motivation is inherently self-
regenerating; no energy need be expended by the
organization It results in unexpected benefits, such
as tenacity in the absence of a clear external reward
the building of character that happens with a self-
disciplined individual, and a person whose creativity
is continuously expanding. As one Colgate operator
commented: “You can’t buy this kind of caring,”
and his regional business manager retorted: “We
couldn’t afford to; it’s the stuff you hire experts for;
it’s happening on our site every day by everyone.”
What is happening here is that people arc not con-
nected to a personal objective, or even necessarily to
a team or business goal, but to the endless discovery
of what they can be and what the world they play in
can be—and how they can contribute.

Emergent self-realized rewards come from
mastering new challenges that offer the opportunity
for each individual to make a unique contribution in
a significant and meaningful context. The best news
is that this sort of reward is infinitely flexible in
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every situation with each individual; no group of
managers must select or administer them.

How does the union membership feel about
working in regenerative work systems? One shop
steward who has just started working in such a sys-
tem offers, confidentially:

I came out of one of those HPWS and I can tell
you, this [regenerative] system is the first time I
ever felt my philosophy about work and that of
the business were not in conflict somewhere. I
actually feel my development plan is like a con-
tract between myself and the customers present
and future. The company’s job is to go get the
next customer and keep the strategy moving in
the right direction.

The development plan of which he speaks is an
interactively developed yet self-determined descrip-
tion of his aims for contributing to the business and
the unique set of supportive capabilities he plans to

develop. The system that permits this development
is not a matrix of cells, each with pre-specified skills
and knowledge. Rather, it is a flexible complex
work arena, each of which serves as an appropriate
focus area for employee contributions. This per-
spective provides boundaries that ensure that busi-
ness needs arc supported even as individual creativ-
ity is nourished.

A union president, this one in the new South Af-
rica, gets the last word.

I used to come to work so I could get the money
to put into the two small street businesses I ran. I
just sold the second one because my life feels
more integrated now. Now the real me can come
to work, have a wild hair of an idea that can
make a particular customer really successful, and
follow everything through as though I were the
boss. I actually forget they arc not my own per-
sonal customer like at my old shop. I never knew
life and work could be the same thing.

Carol Sanford works with organizations around the world to introduce regenerative capability and remove the self-
defeating dilemmas inherent in many of the new work designs. To learn more about the experiences of the compa-
nies mentioned as well as others, call 360-687-1408.


