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The Hierarchy of Motivations, Part 1 
 

Setting the 
Thermostat 
 
The leader’s first role is to design the 
culture of the organization or team 
 
Tim Stevenson 
 
ALL LEADERS AND organizations are 
interested in motivation. If you could figure 
out how to bottle and sell motivation to 
companies, you could retire at will. 
 One reason leaders struggle in motivational 
efforts is their tendency to view it in isolation. I 
believe there is a logical order to motivating 
people involving several ingredients. I call it 
the "Hierarchy of Motivations.” 
 Often overlooked and neglected is the very 
foundation of healthy and effective 
motivation, which is the group’s culture. 

 “What’s that got to do with motivating 
people?” some ask. “Isn’t culture just some 
subjective touchy-feely idea, rather than hard-
core realism?” 

 

“I came to see, in my time 
at IBM, that culture isn’t just 
one aspect of the game ─ it 
is the game.” 

─ Louis V. Gerstner, Jr. 
 

 You might as well say that caring for fish 
has nothing to do with the quality of the water 
they swim in. A group’s culture forms the entire 
background of the human behavior that goes on 
within it; it’s the social atmosphere; it’s the air 
you breathe as you do your work. 
 A group’s culture can be: 

• Healthy or unhealthy 
• Motivating or demotivating 
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 • Positive or negative 

• Optimistic or pessimistic 
• Consistent or erratic 
• Organized or chaotic 
• Productive or unproductive 

 It’s a subject you can’t ignore, if you want 
to lead your group to positive achievement. 
 

The leader sets the tone 
 

 Harold Geneen was the CEO of ITT 
Corporation through the 1960s and 70s, during 
which it was the world’s largest conglomerate. 
Though he was controversial in his time, I 
believe what he wrote about corporate culture 
is right on the mark. According to Geneen, the 
first responsibility of the leader (anticipating 
Good to Great by 30 years) is to make sure 
the right people are in place. After that, 
 

a company’s working environment becomes 
the most important ongoing element in the 
success or failure of the enterprise. The 
climate control is in the hands of the chief 
executive. He sets the temperature and 
quality of the air of the place. 

 
 Geneen then emphasizes the leader’s 
responsibility to model the proper example: 
 

The chief executive establishes the 
personality of the whole company. People 
under him carry out his orders and tend to 
emulate his style. What he does and how he 
does it is repeated after a fashion down 
through the ranks of the company. 

 
 It’s certainly a sobering thought that the 
example we set in attitude, effort, words, and 
habits will be picked up and multiplied among 
those who follow us. But that is the truth. 
Quoting Dick Brown, former CEO of EDS:  
 

The culture of a company is the behavior of 
its leaders. Leaders get the behavior they 
exhibit and tolerate. You change the culture 
of a company by changing the behavior of 
its leaders. 

 To put it simply, there is no way to promote 
positive attitudes among my followers if I tend 
to think negatively. There is no way to promote 
a spirit of teamwork and cooperation among my 
followers if I don’t model them myself. Our 
first management challenge is always ourselves, 
because we multiply what we are. 
 

Culture should follow your values 
 

 As the leader in your sphere, you must 
begin by defining your “managerial values.” 
These are not values you “choose”; you 
discover them by looking within and 
identifying what you already believe. You must 
believe them, or you’ll never have the tenacity 
to pursue them over the long haul. The second 
step is to shape them to be memorable and 
easily understood. Third, commit to the never-
ending process of aligning your group’s efforts 
and behaviors according to them. 
 A standard principle in civil law is “Where 
there is no law, there is no violation.” In other 
words, you must have a defined standard before 
you can hold people accountable to it. Besides 
giving a basis for accountability, defining and 
promoting your values frees you from the 
charge of playing favorites. If everyone is 
expected to live up to a value, then it isn’t 
“personal” when you call someone to align 
with it. It’s what you expect from everyone. 
 In Good to Great, Jim Collins points out 
that if you have the right people on the bus, 
they will be largely self-motivated. Therefore, 
he says, “The real question then becomes: 
How do you manage in such a way as not to 
de-motivate people?” (emphasis his). 
 Some of the factors that most demotivate 
employees are unfairness (people aren’t held to 
the same standards), unpredictability (the mood 
of the leader changes like the weather), 
hypocrisy (saying one thing but doing another), 
and fear (the insecurity that results from 
arbitrary decisions and irrational behavior). 
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 A values-based culture guards against all 
these, and promotes the behaviors you want to 
cultivate.* 
 

Managing the thermostat 
 
 Besides values, climate control means the 
leader’s management of: 1) the protection of 
safe two-way communication; 2) the current 
level of urgency; and 3) the pace of the work. 
 Safe two-way communication is critical, 
first, because of the leader’s ongoing need for 
objective facts. Only the leader can make sure 
people are encouraged, and feel safe enough, to 
pass on negative facts and their opinions. Bill 
Gates said, 
 

You have to be constantly receptive to bad 
news, and then you have to act on it. 
Sometimes I think my most important job as 
CEO is to listen for bad news. If you don’t act 
on it, your people will eventually stop 
bringing bad news to your attention. And 
that’s the beginning of the end. 

 
 Second, leaders help “define reality” for 
their followers by clarifying what things are 
worthy of a sense of urgency, and in what 
proportion to other activities. Huge amounts of 
needless anxiety, sometimes hysteria, are 
squandered on relatively unimportant issues in 
business offices across the land.  
 There is a silent question always being asked 
by followers: “How should I think about this?” 
Whether it is verbalized or not, they are looking 
to you to see how seriously they should take 
issues or situations. If your response is “The sky 
is falling!” they will follow you there. But if 
your attitude is one of confident seriousness, 
they will emulate that example. By your words 
and by your actions you teach them how 
important any issue, task, or problem is. 
 
* For more on developing a value-based culture, see “Be a Cultural 
Architect”:  
http://stevensoncoaching.com/2011/06/29/be-a-cultural-architect/ 

 If you allow small problems to be viewed as 
major catastrophes, what will you do when you 
really have a catastrophe? How much more can 
you dial it up? You’ll be like the Little Boy Who 
Cried Wolf, and lose credibility. And your group 
will lose their potential edge when there really is 
an urgent problem. 
 So work at matching each issue, challenge, 
problem, and task with the appropriate urgency. 
 Last, managing the pace of the work is 
similar to managing the current sense of 
urgency, only it has time in view. We sometimes 
forget that this is a very long road we’re on. Life 
in the business world is not a 100-yard dash; it’s 
a marathon. Every day will be followed by 
another, to be followed by another week, then 
another month, then another year. To make it 
over the long haul, like running a distance race, 
we must maintain the right pace. 
 People have a finite amount of emotional 
energy. It burns very quickly in times of high 
urgency and stress; it burns more slowly when 
the pace is steady. 
 Therefore, don’t demand a mad dash for a 
trivial finish line. You may need that energy for 
a real crisis. Instead, I’m convinced that a 
steady, reasonable pace is better for the long 
term. People get accustomed to it, and are less 
prone to burn-out. 
 The CEO credited with turning IBM’s 
fortunes around in the 1990s was Louis 
Gerstner. This is what he said: 
 

I came to see, in my time at IBM, that    
culture isn’t just one aspect of the game —    
it is the game. 

 
 In this article we have looked at culture as 
the foundation of motivation, and how to avoid 
demotivating people. We’ll begin working on 
the positive side of motivation next time. Li 
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