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Mother Teresa was a very small woman with a strong 
driving force, and the founder of a comprehensive charity or-
ganization. She spent the greater part of her life working for 
the poor of the Calcutta slums. It is said that Mother Teresa 
once participated in a big international conference where 
hundreds of managers from trade and industry had gathered 
to discuss leadership and development. When it was her turn 
to speak, Mother Teresa stepped up to the podium, reached 
for the microphone, and said:

�Good morning. I only have two questions: 
Do you know your co-workers? 
Do you like your co-workers?

Then, according to the story, she fell silent and stepped 
down from the podium. With these two questions Mother 
Teresa highlighted something fundamental — the insight that 
leadership and collegiality are interconnected. Leadership is 
often defined as a relationship to influence others to follow 
in a certain direction. According to this definition, in order to 
be a leader you must know yourself as well as those you are 
leading, because only then can you create a true relationship. 

You need to understand what drives people, their motivations 
and their basic psychological needs. 

What is it that drives people? When we speak of motivation 
we picture an experience that compels us to do something in a 
certain way and with a particular intensity and duration. The 
notion of duration is of particularly great importance for sus-
tainability. To be able to maintain focus and get started, again 
and again, requires intrinsic motivation. 

But classical behaviorism, with its ideas of stimulus and 
response (remember Pavlov’s dogs), has had a lot of influence 
on how we think about leadership. The carrot and the stick 
symbolizes our often very simplified perspective on how we 
can influence the behavior of other people. Research has given 
us a number of examples as to why extrinsic motivation, with 
externally provided rewards and punishments, does not always 
work. Not even on animals. 

A well-known example is Harry Harlow’s experiment with 
rhesus monkeys in the mid-1900s Harlow’s learning experiment 
involved eight rhesus monkeys trying to learn how to solve a 
mechanical puzzle. This simple puzzle required the monkeys 
to pull out a vertical pin, lift a hook and open a lid. In order to 
get the monkeys used to the puzzle before the experiment was 
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started, the puzzle was placed in their cage. Something then 
happened that the behaviorists had not noticed before. Without 
any influence of training, rewards or punishments, the monkeys 
started to explore the puzzle. Soon they had solved the puzzle. 
Just because they themselves wanted to. 

The positive feelings connected with solving the task 
seemed to be reward enough. Harlow called this newly 
discovered driving force, intrinsic motivation. In a series 
of experiments, Harlow investigated how rewarding the 
monkeys with raisins affected their performance. Strangely 
enough, these experiments showed that the monkeys who 
received rewards solved fewer tasks, lost interest more 
quickly and made more errors. They were simply more 
interested in the raisins and less interested in the task. 

Research has consistently shown that focusing on 
extrinsic motivational factors (carrots and sticks) makes 
us less focused on development, less focused on the 
tasks and more likely to manipulate the reward system. 
Intrinsic motivation is preferable for all complex tasks 
requiring commitment, endurance, focus and an interest in 
development. Research has shown that intrinsic motivation 
contributes to increased well-being, more creativity, greater 
interest in development and less cheating. 

What can we do then, to contribute to the creation of 
intrinsic motivation? Four factors seem more important 
than others. 

1) Provide good answers to the question “why”. We search 
for meaning and an answer to the question “why”. Our 
brains constantly create images which we want to con-
textualize. We want an answer to the question “why”. 
Nietzsche (1888) expressed it in this way: “If we have our 
own why in life, we shall get along with almost any how.” 
Why do you go to work? Find your sense of purpose and 
develop a personal “why”. Functioning in a context that 
is consistent with our values and wishes makes it easier 
for us to answer the question “why”. And thus makes our 
own working life more sustainable. 

2) Satisfy the needs for healthy social interactions. Human 
beings seek togetherness and mutual ties. We need to 
belong, to have people around us, who care about us 
and whom we care about. It can even be said that it is 
life-threatening to not have good relationships. Research 
has shown again and again that bad relationships lead 
to energy-draining conflicts and poor health. But what 
is needed for true attachments? Regular interaction, a 
feeling of stability and continuity, expressions of mutual 
support and care, and the absence of chronic conflicts 
all increase our feelings of belonging. Cultivate your re-
lationships and live a more sustainable life. 

3) Invest in development and knowledge. We want to be 
competent. To not be competent is very unpleasant. 
Just think about the feelings you associate with words 
like useless, loser, chosen last or incompetent trash. 
From our very first breath we have the need to actively 
acquire knowledge and skills. When work and the 
feedback from our surroundings send positive signals 
to us, our well-being is increased and our attitude to 
work is affected. A more sustainable working life is thus 
achieved.

4) Promote autonomy within the role. There is almost 
nothing that annoys people as much as micro-manage-
ment. To be under pressure, controlled, governed, shut 
in. To lack autonomy is to obey only what your surround-
ings demand. By contrast, being allowed to be oneself 
and acting in accordance with one’s own wishes is what 
gives one a feeling of being whole. This is what stimulates 
intrinsic motivation and a sustainable life. 

So get to know your co-workers, understand the basic 
needs of people, and both you and your surroundings will 
increase the chances of a sustainable working life. Mother 
Teresa never said this during the leadership conference. But, 
perhaps this is what she thought. 
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