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What	  makes	  some	  organizations	  great?	  
 
What makes some organizations great? A solid strategy and 
good management are critical, but what makes some 
organizations exceptional is a shared sense of purpose and 
community. When leaders understand and fulfill the core 
psychological needs of their team, they foster a high-
performing workplace culture. Employees are more engaged, 
motivated and committed to their work. Productivity and 
communication are enhanced, and the organization’s 
performance improves. 
 
Six Core Psychological Needs: 

1.   Connection: Humans are a social species; meaningful 
connections are vital to our wellbeing.  

2.   Purpose: Human beings crave purpose, and suffer 
psychological difficulties without it.1 

3.   Competence: We all want to look and feel like we know 
what we are doing. 

4.   Autonomy: The ability to control our efforts is a major 
driver of intrinsic motivation. 

5.   Growth: People are likely to be happier, more invested 
and smarter about their work when they are learning 
new skills.2 

6.   Rest: To continue performing our best over time, we 
require opportunities for rest and rejuvenation 

 
When managers and leaders create the conditions so that 
employees’ core psychological needs are fulfilled, the 
organization flourishes. Consistently low employee 
engagement suggests that while these six needs are 
intuitively obvious, they are not consistently practiced.3 

  

                                            
1 Steve Taylor, “The Power of Purpose” Psychology Today. July 21, 2013. 
https://www.psychologytoday.com/blog/out-the-darkness/201307/the-power-purpose  
2 Ron Friedman, The Best Place to Work. 2014. Penguin 
3 Gallup. State of the Global Workplace. 2017 
http://news.gallup.com/reports/220313/state-global-workplace-2017.aspx  

Organization:  
A group of people 
working together 
towards a common 
objective 

85% of employees 
are either not 
engaged (67%) or 
actively disengaged 
(18%) at work2 
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Social	  Connections	  Are	  Vital	  
 
Feeling connected to others is vital to our wellbeing. The 
benefits however, extend well beyond our personal health: 
feeling connected to our colleagues enhances both individual 
and team performance. Relationships are broadly classified 
into three levels: transactional, personal, and intimate. 
Transactional relationships are civil and professional, although 
they lack the trust and openness required to address complex 
workplace scenarios. Personal relationships are characterized 
by recognizing one another as unique human beings. 
Research repeatedly shows that people collaborate better 
with their friends than with their acquaintances; further, they 
try harder and are more loyal to the organization when they 
have friendships in the workplace.4 
 
Physical proximity and familiarity (i.e. from working together 
on a project) are two essential building blocks of friendship; 
however, it is through sharing vulnerabilities that 
acquaintances become friends. Asking open-ended questions 
and actively listening to the responses recognizes the 
experiences of the other person and shows some 
vulnerability, in that you do not have all the answers. 
 
Other techniques for fostering social connections and 
building community in the workplace include: 

•   Celebrating – both individual and team successes. 
•   Allowing gossip, which can provide leaders with 

valuable information for providing relevant support to 
team members. 

•   Lengthening the onboarding process, introducing new 
hires to the team slowly and sharing some personal 
details such as hobbies or interests. 

•   Abolishing “they” when referring to other departments 
within the organization and using “we” or “us” instead. 

  

                                            
4 Christine M. Riorden, “We All Need Friends at Work” Harvard Business Review. July 3, 2013 
https://hbr.org/2013/07/we-all-need-friends-at-work  

Recognition is the 
ultimate sign of 
belonging 

Active Listening: 
• Be mentally 

present 
• Resist the 

temptation to 
speak 

• Lean in 
• Nod 
• Make eye contact 
• Use dialogue to 

flesh out what the 
other person 
means 

• Validate their 
experience 
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Purpose:	  A	  Reason	  Why	  
 
While workplace engagement levels are generally dismal, 
73% of employees in purpose-driven organizations are 
engaged at work.5 When people find meaning in their work, 
they are more committed and take greater pride in what they 
do. The JFK and the Janitor story shows how meaning is 
enhanced when employees see how their day-to-day work 
contributes to larger organizational objectives. Other 
techniques managers can use to show how day-to-day 
activities support the big picture include: 

•   Opening communication lines 
•   Involving employees in the strategic planning process 
•   Introducing employees to the end-user to 

demonstrate impact 
 
Meaning is further enhanced when employees see how their 
work (or their organization) benefits others or society at large. 
People experience a greater sense of purpose and pride in 
their company when it acts responsibly and creates shared 
value for all stakeholders. For example, Patagonia is a highly 
successful company that minimizes its environmental 
footprint, treats employees fairly throughout the supply chain, 
and creates a valuable product for consumers. Because 
Patagonia creates shared value for all stakeholders through its 
core operations, the company does not have to give back (but 
is still does!). 
 

  

                                            
5 Deloitte. Culture of Purpose – Building business confidence; driving growth. 2014 core 
beliefs & culture survey. 
https://www2.deloitte.com/content/dam/Deloitte/us/Documents/about-deloitte/us-
leadership-2014-core-beliefs-culture-survey-040414.pdf  

JFK and the Janitor 
President John F. 
Kennedy was visiting 
NASA headquarters 
for the first time. 
While touring the 
facility, he introduced 
himself to a man who 
was mopping the 
floor and asked him 
what hid at NASA. 
The janitor replied: 
“I’m helping put a 
man on the moon!” 
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Feeling	  Competent	  
 
We all want to look and feel like we know what we are doing. 
The experience of competence emerges either intrinsically, 
through the experience of flow, or extrinsically, from 
recognition. Understanding our need for competence is 
important, because our successes determine our interests. In 
other words, we are more likely to enjoy the things we are 
good at. 
 
Recognition is one of the best ways to feed the need to feel 
competent. Recognition also enhances engagement: when 
others value our work, we tend to value it more and work 
harder.  
 
Do’s and don’ts of using recognition effectively: 

•   Do provide praise publically: it is more valuable than 
praise given in private. 

•   Do provide recognition immediate 
•   Do make feedback as specific as possible 
•   Do complement the behaviour, not the person 
•   Do encourage peer recognition 
•   Don’t provide undeserved positive feedback: it is 

demoralizing 
•   Don’t turn recognition into a competition 

 
In positive psychology, the concept of “flow”, also known as 
being “in the zone”, is the mental state in which a person 
performing an activity is fully immersed in a feeling of 
energized focus, full involvement, and enjoyment in the 
process. Flow happens when we have a clear understanding 
of our goal, immediate feedback on our performance, and 
when the level of difficulty meets or slightly exceeds our 
current ability. Games are highly effective at creating the state 
of flow because they offer progressive levels of difficulty and 
immediate feedback – as well as a sense of accomplishment 
when we succeed. 
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Autonomy	  Increases	  Intrinsic	  Motivation	  
 
Our happiness is strongly influenced by the level of respect 
and recognition that we receive. One of the best ways to 
demonstrate trust and respect is to provide employees with a 
high level of autonomy in their work. Giving employees 
decision making freedom creates a sense of ownership and 
pays off in greater motivation, loyalty and engagement. 
Ninety five percent of ideas for organizational improvement 
come from the employees;6 therefore, creating a culture 
where they are able to voice these ideas accelerates 
innovation and performance.  
 
While autonomy increases intrinsic motivation, bureaucracy 
and micromanagement decrease it. Bureaucracy and 
micromanagement typically arise from incompetence or a lack 
of trust. Addressing incompetence may require additional 
training or reassigning tasks, while a lack of trust can often be 
addressed by instilling a culture where colleagues share a 
sense of mutual accountability as opposed to the threat of 
being disciplined. 
 
Tips for enhancing autonomy and creating a culture of 
accountability include: 

•   Defining the outcome, not the process 
•   Providing a meaningful rationale 
•   Collaborating with employees to set goals 
•   Asking employees’ open-ended questions about their 

observations, problems they’ve identified, and 
possible solutions 

•   Providing the necessary resources and training 
•   Acknowledging colleagues’ negative feelings 
•   Minimizing the focus on rewards (an emphasis on 

external rewards decreases intrinsic motivation) 
•   Focusing on lead measures – things you can actually 

control  

                                            
6 Dawn Ringrose, Organizational Excellence Framework. 2010. 
http://organizationalexcellencespecialists.ca/oef-publication-english/  
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Opportunities	  for	  Growth	  
 
Opportunities for growth are critical for keeping employees 
engaged in their work. Self-identifying new skills to master 
feeds the need for both growth and autonomy, and managers 
can look for assignments just beyond the employee’s current 
skill level. Failures and mistakes are an inevitable part of 
learning; a key characteristic of successful teams is that they 
have a culture where they can admit and learn from their 
mistakes. 
 
 
 
 
 

Preventing	  Burnout	  with	  Rest	  and	  Rejuvenation	  
 
Rest is both a physical and psychological need. Without 
sufficient rest, people become burned out. Even something 
as simple as a short nap has been shown to boost 
productivity, increase alertness, improve decision making, 
elevate mood, enhance creativity, bolster memory, and lower 
stress.  
 
Breaks are important because the best decisions are often 
reached unconsciously. Breaks from work come in many forms 
including naps, play, exercise, disconnecting from work and 
taking vacations. Play should be thought of as more than 
simply a fun diversion - it is also a mindset that recognizes the 
value of taking time out for exploration. The benefits of 
exercise are well documented, in addition to the physical 
benefits, exercise improves mood, memory and cognitive 
abilities. Disconnecting from work, be it for the evening or an 
extended vacation allow opportunities to recharge and focus 
on other important aspects of our life. Further the novel 
experiences we encounter outside the day-to-day routine 
have been shown to spark creativity. 

  

In a knowledge 
economy, if you are 
not growing you are 
slowly becoming 
obsolete 
~ Ron Friedman 



  © 2018 Kathleen Lane 

Implementing	  the	  Six	  Core	  Psychological	  Needs	  
 
Leaders play a pivotal role in shaping the culture of an 
organization through what they pay attention to and what 
they ignore, how they react to crises and incidents, and how 
they allocate rewards and status. 
 
Instead of focusing on reward and punishment to motivate 
employees, managers should focus on eliminating the 
barriers that decrease their employees’ intrinsic motivation. 
Failing to address employees’ core psychological needs 
quickly saps intrinsic motivation and employees experience 
the three signs of a “miserable job”: anonymity, irrelevance, 
and immeasurement.7 Communication suffers as a result. 
When key information is either not shared or ignored, it 
further demotivates the team and hinders the organization’s 
performance. 
 
On the other hand, when core psychological needs are 
fulfilled, “more energy and commitment are available for 
creativity, innovation and problem solving ... We bring our 
best selves to work and take great pride in using our talents 
for the betterment of the company.”8 Communication then 
flourishes and a culture where truth can be heard emerges: 
the organization becomes more agile and sets the stage for 
continual improvement. 
 
 
 
Would your organization benefit from implementing the six 
core psychological needs more consistently? 
 
Email kathleen@kathleenlane.ca to set up your free 30-minute 
consultation. 

                                            
7 Patrick Lencioni, The Three Signs of a Miserable Job: A Fable for Managers. 2007. John 
Wiley and Sons 
8 Paul Meshanko, The Respect Effect. 2013. McGraw Hill Professional. 


