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With a title that wishes to defy one of the 

existing paradigms on human motivation, 

Susan Fowler informs the reader that in her 

book, "Why Motivating People Doesn't 

Work ... and What Does", he will encounter 

a radically different perspective, than the one 

most organizations and institutions tend to 

guide themselves after: offering rewards and 

threatening with punishments. Beating 

people with carrots and sticks, the title of the 

introduction, is an accurate description of the 

reward – sanction paradigm, which the 

author tries to demote in this book. 

With an over 20 years long experience in 

the human motivation field, the researcher 

Susan Fowler, who is one of the key 

members of the Ken Blanchard Company 

(organization where the Situational 

Leadership II theory was developed), as well 

as professor at the University of San Diego, 

argues in the presented book that the reward 

– sanction system used today, crowds out the 

intrinsic motivation and leads to a 

detachment from the task, which will, in 

turn, determine a lower work performance. 

This hypothesis is confirmed by both recent 

studies (Cho & Perry, 2011; Ma, Jin, Meng 

& Shen, 2014) and, partly, by existing meta-

analyses (Cerasoli, Nicklin & Ford, 2014; 

Deci, Koestner, Ryan, 1999). 

Ms. Fowler relies in her book on the idea 

that people are always motivated, which 

further implies that the role of a leader is not 

that of trying to motivate people. Such 

attempts are destined to fail and will, as a 

result, prove tiring, even frustrating, for both 

parties. A leader is more likely to achieve the 

desired outcome through facilitating the shift 

to, or helping maintain, an optimal 

motivation for the employee. The author 

introduces, therefore, the Spectrum of 

Motivation model as the cornerstone of the 

book. Constructed in a Dual-Cartesian 

manner, with an axis being represented by 

the psychological needs and the other being 

drawn along the self-regulation capacity, the 

model contains 6 states of motivation one 

can find himself into: disinterested, external, 

imposed – which are the suboptimal 

motivation types and aligned, integrated, 

and inherent – which represent the desired 

optimal motivation types. As one can 

observe, the external and imposed types rely 

on the reward ("I'm being externally 

stimulated") - sanction ("I have to do this, or 

else ...") system, as opposed to the integrated 

or inherent states which can be translated 

into: "I can relate to what I'm doing", 

respectively "What I'm doing is enjoyable". 

In order to be able to identify, understand 

and mold the different types of motivation, 

the author presents the cardinal elements of 

the two axes. Starting with the psychological 

needs we are being introduced to ARC: the 

need for autonomy, need for relatedness and 

the need for competence. Fulfilling these 
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needs will lead to a higher general well-

being, which will, in turn, lead to a growth 

of commitment towards the task and an 

overall better work performance. The self-

regulation capacity is divided into 3 factors 

as well, the so called MVP's: mindfulness, 

values, and purpose. Once these have been 

attained, performing a task will become 

more personal, meaning a higher investment 

of resources, compared to the resources 

invested for achieving an external 

compensation, be it of a monetary or social 

nature. The chapters 2 through 4 fully 

explain these concepts, the relationships 

between them, as well as different ways to 

implement the presented model. The "Why?" 

questioning technique is one of the tools 

given as an example. The use of this question 

will help dispose of existing anchors of 

suboptimal motivation ("money is an 

indicator for success"), allowing a state of 

mindfulness ("success can't be measured 

through possessions"), which will facilitate 

the transition to a state of optimal motivation 

("success is finding meaning"). 

In order to be able to apply the Spectrum 

of Motivation model, dismissing some 

beliefs that many leaders still guide 

themselves after, becomes a necessity. 

Chapter 6 is dedicated to relinquishing such 

beliefs. We encounter throughout this 

chapter different cases where notions such 

as: "It's nothing personal, it's just business"; 

"If it can't be measured, it doesn't exist" or 

"The purpose of business is to make profit", 

lead to detrimental outcomes for the 

organization. To illustrate the mistake 

represented by the last belief, the author uses 

an analogy with an old sports saying: 

"focusing on profit is like playing the game 

with the eye on the scoreboard instead of the 

ball" (p. 134).  

The presented theoretical models are 

delivered with an abundance of examples 

from daily life, which, besides making the 

read easier, help the reader understand the 

purpose of using these concepts. The ideas 

launched in this book, though intuitive, may 

be considered innovative and are easy to put 

into practice, representing probably their 

biggest advantage. Containing plenty of 

concepts and models, this book can also 

prove to be a bountiful read for researchers. 

Another one of the privilegdges of "Why 

Motivating People Doesn't Work ... and 

What Does", is the abundance of questions 

aiming to help the reader determine his own 

type of motivation, and to identify ways to 

shift to an aligned, integrated or inherent 

state, for only after attaining a desired 

optimal motivation type, can one help others 

shift as well. 

Most examples used by Fowler are, 

however, individual cases, focused on 

situations where there was more required 

from the employee than basic, automated 

work. Considering the fact that, in today's 

world, most of the work places don't depend 

on creative, innovative people, who have a 

certain level of autonomy, a possible 

limitation of the model proposed by the 

researcher, is exactly this intensive quest to 

robotize the employee's. Looking past this 

argument, the humanist message this book is 

trying to spread, is to stop treating people as 

resources, and start seeing them as actual 

individuals, with needs and feelings. This 

type of approach would be beneficial, on the 

long run, for both the employee and the 

organization, Ms. Fowler argues. 

All leaders have an answer to the 

question: "What do I want from my 

employee?", but through the removal of just 

one letter, the number of answers drops: 

"What do I want for my employee?" To 

better understand why the latter question is 

more important than the former, why a task, 

that would by all standards be considered 

boring, can be perceived as highly important, 

for it is seen as beneficial to the society, or 

why it's not recommended to assign the desk 

of an employee, who works mostly from 

home, to another employee, you should read 

this book. 

"Why Motivating People Doesn't Work 

... and What Does", written by Susan Fowler, 

is addressed to both employer and employee, 

to leader, professor, entrepreneur, parent or 

student, being a book that aims to 

revolutionize the way we perceive and 

understand what motivates us and the ones 

around us. 
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