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My sister, Nancy, and I grew up in a small town in northern 
Wisconsin in the early 1950s. My dad labored at a series of 
semiskilled or “bull-work” jobs as he called them. My mother 
worked as a cashier in a grocery store. My parents started 
their married life in a modest house trailer and graduated 
to a series of bungalows and starter homes. We lived what 
would be called today a low-income lifestyle, but we didn’t 
realize it at the time because most of our friends had similar 
circumstances.

Nancy read about destinations miles away from our little 
town and had the kind of dreams that young people have. 
She dreamed of living in New York City and becoming a history 
teacher. Once she turned 16, she started working at a number 
of part-time jobs—first selling tickets at a movie theater, then 
as a clerk at a jewelry store. And she diligently saved her 
money to fund her dreams.

Childhood experiences can etch lucid memories that follow 
us throughout our lives. One such memory was the day 
Nancy met with a high school teacher to talk about plans for 
the future. She was excited and looked forward to a plan to 
escape her small town life. After the meeting, I noticed that 
my sister was profoundly sad. What happened?

The teacher’s advice was to “be realistic and forget about 
teaching history. Keep your job at the jewelry store and 
find a husband.” But Nancy did not give up her dreams. 
Even though Dad said he lacked the money for a four-year 
university education, he felt he could pay for nursing school.
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Nancy attended nursing school, earned a three-year degree, 
and moved to New York City. She continued to go to school 
and earned two master’s degrees and a Ph.D. At age 53, she 
retired as a tenured professor at a New York university, and 
began her studies to become a child psychotherapist.

My sister’s story is a happy one, as well as a testament to the 
great American dream. The high school teacher’s traditional 
advice went unheeded, and deservedly so. In a real sense, 
it helped to motivate my sister to achieve. But how many 
young girls and boys hear similar advice from an adult, 
believe it, and resign themselves to their jewelry store lives?

As managers and leaders of teams, what we say to coworkers 
can have a profound impact—often more than we intended. 
The type of environment we develop in our workplace can 
also have a pervasive influence.

Successful managers and team leaders help to develop and 
nurture environments where coworkers view their jobs with 
equal measures of passion and commitment. This e-book 
excerpt of MERIT 35 Managing Through Motivation provides 
the tools to motivate, along with examples of credit union 
environments where employees were motivated.

Interpersonal competence—the ability to develop and 
maintain effective relationships—is a theme that permeates 
this e-book. The skills of interpersonal competence—such as 
empathy, leadership, flexibility, and sensitivity to others—are 
essential to success in developing a motivating workplace 
environment.

Three additional themes are emphasized in this e-book. First, 
motivation is highly individual, and people respond to work 
situations in both expected and unpredictable ways. Second, 
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the more team-oriented an organization is, the more 
motivated the people are likely to be. A truly integrated 
team culture maximizes the number of well-motivated 
people. And third, open communication and trust are key 
to motivation. Employees want to know their organization’s 
true goals, directions, strategies, and status. Frequency of 
communication matters, and employees need to know what 
is expected of them.

Management approaches to motivation are changing 
radically along with the workplace. Traditional management 
approaches of parceling out fear and reward will doom 
an organization to failure. New methods of motivation are 
required for credit unions to survive and thrive in today’s 
economic and social environments.

Managing Through Motivation is written for managers, direc-
tors, and leaders of work teams operating in an environment 
where direct lines of authority are often blurred or absent. 
That means we must get work done through others with 
whom we have no direct authority. For example, modern 
organizations frequently assign staff from various departments 
to a task force or temporary work team. The team comes 
together for a specific project with a set deadline, and is 
disbanded as soon as the project is done. Traditional top-
down authority is missing so the team needs to figure out 
how to get the task done by working together as equals.

Each chapter of this e-book opens with a true story relating 
to motivation. While a few of the stories come from the 
author’s personal experience, most come from credit unions, 
coworkers, and others. The individuals described here shared 
their stories with the understanding that they would remain 
anonymous. For this reason, names were omitted or changed.
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At the end of each chapter is a checklist of motivators that 
work. Much of what you will read in this book may strike 
you as obvious or just common sense. I agree. In the words 
of Andy Grove, president of Intel, “Management is about 
organized common sense.”
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“My first full-time job as editor of publications was 
with a large Midwestern university. As is the case 
in most entry-level positions, the pay was terrible. 
However, the relaxed atmosphere made up for my 
meager income. I worked at this job for about 3 years. 
More than 20 years later, one memory about this job 
remains with me—a lack of training.

I was not offered one training experience, in spite of the 
fact that I was working in the center of an organization 
that professed to be dedicated to learning. What was 
even more troubling was the fact that the director of 
our department was taking classes and completed work 
for his Ph.D.—all at the university’s expense.”

I learned a couple of valuable lessons from this person’s 
experience. You need to take responsibility to get the train-
ing you need. You cannot count on the organization or your 
boss to automatically look out for your interests. And, if you 
are a manager, make sure you divide the training dollars 
equitably. Few things are more damaging to morale than a 
boss who spends most of the training dollars for himself or 
a few favorites.

Learning Builds Morale
We know that to keep up with the changing demands of our 
personal and professional lives, we need to be on a lifelong 
learning path. In fact, we often complain that the faster 
the world moves, the further we tend to fall behind. In his 
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book Getting Employees to Fall in Love with Your Company, Jim 
Harris offers some compelling reasons for this phenomenon: 
The amount of available information doubles every 5 years. 
More information has been produced in the past 30 years 
than over the preceding 5,000 years. Within 5 years of 
graduation, 50 percent of what engineering students learned 
in college has become obsolete. Within 10 years of gradua-
tion, less than 25 percent of their education is still applicable. 
During the 1990s, for the first time in history, business 
invested more money in computers and communications 
equipment than in industrial, mining, farm, and construction 
equipment combined.

Training opportunities are a way to give both new and 
veteran employees a way to enlarge their scope and enhance 
their professional horizons.

    • Look for hidden talent. Take a look at your employees’
       records to identify skills that may not have been used 
       in their current positions, but might be applied some-
       where else in the credit union. Would a small investment 
       in training bring large benefits to the organization? Ask 
       the employee about his or her interests to uncover new
       possibilities.

    • Offer job enrichment. Can you add to current respon-
       sibilities in some way? With some imagination, you may 
       be able to incorporate related, or even unrelated work,
       into an individual’s regular routine.

    • Find entrepreneurship opportunities. Wherever possi-
       ble, put your employees in business for themselves.
       Give them a feeling of independence by granting more 
       autonomy in what they do. Less supervision means 
       added prestige, status, and self-confidence. This 
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       approach is especially effective with senior employees.

    • Recognize the importance of each job. You can make 
       a mundane job more rewarding by helping employees 
       see the connection between what they do and the rest 
       of the credit union, and the connection between the 
       credit union and its contributions to the financial suc-
       cess of its members.

    • Train for improved methods. Sometimes an old job 
       can be transformed into a new one with more challenge 
       and opportunity by increasing the employee’s efficiency, 
       thereby giving a sense of progress in the job. Be alert
       to opportunities to help employees streamline their 
      methods.

42


