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“Bringing our understanding of 
motivation into the 21st–century is more 
than an essential move for business it’s 

an affirmation of our humanity.”
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INTRODUCTION:
What is this ebook about?

Across the globe there are 

millions of businesses doing 

many different things – making 

stuff, designing things, charging 

huge fees for talking about this 

and that… they are all different 

but one thing unites them all! 

At some level, whether they have 

one employee or tens of thousands, 

human beings work there in teams 

and groups – collaborating (or 

not) to deliver the products and 

services for the end clients.

Every single thing that is designed, 

made, done, said or handled – 

well or badly – is done by people. 

Every piece of communication 

– in most businesses every sale – 

depends on a working connection 

between two human beings. 

So if humans (that’s us) are the

constants in the world of commerce 

– wouldn’t it be handy to have a 

manual for how to work effectively 

with us/them? Because let’s face it 

we can be a tricky bunch to handle!!

Daniel Pink. Drive, the surprising truth about what 
motivates us.
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“Water can be both good and bad, useful 
and dangerous. To the danger, however, a 
remedy has been found: learning to swim.”

Democritus.

We humans vary in size, shape, eye colour etc. But we are all (give or 

take the odd serial killer or dictator) the same inside – we come from 

the same source, and under the hood we are hard–wired to function the 

same way.

So here’s the challenge: how do you get a bunch of humans to work 

together effectively to deliver whatever task is at hand? HR people 

might think of this as talent management, employee engagement or 

satisfaction, management or leadership skills…

All of these ideas can help, but without an inside understanding of what 

humans need to work well they are not massively useful!
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“In the day to day world no 
intelligence is more important 

than the interpersonal.”

Daniel Goleman Emotional Intelligence.

Well, that is what this manual is for: a simple, step by step guide to 

understanding people in the work place. And then part 2, the Leadership 

Toolkit, is a practical guide to working with these human beings to help 

them develop new behaviour that will work better. 

Combine this with WeThrive, which does the hard work of diagnosing 

and prioritising the problems caused when human nature and workplace 

routines and culture collide, and you have everything you need to 

support your team to deliver great results.

Sign up for a FREE TRIAL
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CHAPTER 1:
The modern human

We like to think we’re a pretty well evolved species – and for much of 

the time we are.

•  We can add up, negotiate, and turn up at work most days – even when 

there’s an important game on television.

• We generally don’t beat our husbands, wives, dogs or managers.

•  We like making things work, sorting out problems and improving the 

way we live.

•  We co–operate fairly well and like to be part of a team if the conditions 

are right.

A thoroughly modern species in everyway, with a huge, sophisticated and 

very capable brain, human beings are the ideal workers for your company.

Except...
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CHAPTER 2:
The primate

Inside our modern brain, hidden for much of the time, lurks something 

much older. 

Even though it’s six million years since we split off from the 

chimpanzees, we still carry the brain of a more primitive primate inside 

our shiny modern one.

When things get tough, the old systems take over, so when we say 

someone has gone ape, that’s a pretty fair description of what’s happening. 

We have learnt to live with this ancient system, and we can control it to 

some degree, but it  has its own needs and will kick off if they aren’t met.

Everyone has a point where they get upset, no matter how civilised they 

try to be.
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CHAPTER 3:
The four Fs: fight, flight, feed
and reproduce

Worse still, inside the ape brain lurks something even older – at the 

centre of our heads you find the amygdala, which is the same piece of 

tissue you find in the skull of a lizard or a snake. 

It’s tiny compared with the modern brain, and it doesn’t have much to 

say about spreadsheets, but it is very powerful.

Its job is to make sure you pass on your DNA to the next generation.

It acts rather crudely, so don’t expect any logic from someone who feels 

threatened – or has spotted an opportunity to mate...

F F F F
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CHAPTER 4:
Civilisation is temporary

We have clawed our way up the evolutionary tree over many millions 

of years, but it’s easy enough to slide back down it.

Given the way our brains are built, you could say that every one of us 

contains a philosopher, a chimpanzee and a reptile. 

How we are depends on which is in charge at that moment. 

This is a simplification of course, but if you start watching human 

behaviour closely you will see it in action every day. Unless you live in a 

boring place where nothing much happens.
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“Have you ever tried to have a discussion 
with an angry or frightened man? You 
can’t do it – you might as well try to 

argue with your dog.”

CHAPTER 5:
Managing the monkey
and the lizard.

Intelligence – the modern 

brain – goes out of the window 

immediately the chimp or reptile 

take over. People just become 

stupid, to put it bluntly, and so less 

likely to do things that work – for 

you, your team and your customers. 

But the old brains only put up a 

fight when they feel threatened – 

which is when their basic needs 

are not met. So in the interests 

of performance we might as well 

learn to accommodate them – it 

costs next to nothing to do this, 

at least compared with the cost of 

ignoring how the human is built

There’s a list of things people 

need to work well. These are 

emotional needs, meaning they 

operate at the level of neuronal 

and hormonal systems in the old, 

pre–verbal, emotional areas of the 

brain. See the Leadership Toolkit 

for a list.

Dave Grossman, On Killing.
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Ok – but let’s distinguish between 

useful excitement and stress.

Some companies run at a high 

energy level, with staff genuinely 

excited about their work.

But many more have high stress 

levels, with arguments, silos, high 

sickness rates and unexplained 

long–term illnesses.

So how come some companies 

manage stress well and others don’t?

It turns out there’s an optimal 

level of stimulus at work – too 

little and people get bored; as 

you crank up the pressure they 

get interested, engaged or even 

excited about work, provided the 

other conditions are right.

But if you go to far they get 

fatigued, and either give up or get 

angry and oppositional.

The most productive zone is 

inbetween, and this is also where 

sustainable performance and 

stable team structures are found.

CHAPTER 6:
But I want my people to 
get excited at work!

STRESSFUL MEANINGFUL

Where’s the 

escape committee?

I love my work!
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CHAPTER 7:
Making the team a team.

Geese gaggle, crows form 

Parliaments (why is that 

surprising) and cats – well – they 

do their own thing. Little scamps.

But we are a social species 

and the basic unit of human 

life is not the individual but the 

group. A functioning group can 

do anything, but most groups 

are hamstrung by something 

or other: communication 

failures, inadequate resources, 

inappropriate expectations, 

pointless hierarchy, etc. The 

usual result is that the group 

splits into smaller groups that do 

work – but usually for their own 

ends, creating friction and minor 

competitions that don’t generate 

value for the customer.

Climbing walls, trust falls, 

breadmaking classes and so on 

don’t help – unless the other 

conditions for a natural team to 

emerge are already in place, in 

which case you won’t need them 

anyway. Away days have little or 

no effect performance at work, 

and can even turn out to make a 

team less cohesive.

Sign up for a FREE TRIAL
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“Businesses in the U.K. and U.S. 
combined are losing an estimated  
$37 billion every year to ‘employee

misunderstanding’”

14

The odd thing is, we humans 

form groups naturally in the right

conditions – automatically joining

together to do things that meet 

our needs, sharing the leadership

according to who has the skills

needed in that moment. We can’t

help it – in fact we actually need 

to get together with others and 

solve problems.

That’s why we play games 

together at weekends, and that’s 

how we have progressed so much 

over the last 10,000 years (apart 

from the damage to the planet).

If you ask the right questions – 

and follow up on the answers – 

you can get the conditions right 

so your teams will unify and work 

together, just as they do in their 

leisure hours.

Then productivity and quality will 

increase and your life as a leader 

will become easier.

International Data Corporation 2008
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CHAPTER 8:
Do I have a problem?

Sometimes you can see why people are unhappy at work, but not 

always – even people who look happy enough might be running well 

below their optimum level of performance.

The trouble is, how do you know who is in this position, what has caused 

it, and what can be done to help?

It’s the old problem of the unknown unknowns – but how do you know if 

you have any of these – isn’t that an unknown too?

Well, not really – unless you are completely sure that every single 

member of your staff is happy, energised, engaged, productive, loyal, 

team–spirited and so on, it is a certainty that there are things going on 

that you don’t know about.

And knowledge is power…
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“A Mercer survey of 30,000 workers 
worldwide, showed that between 28% 
and 56% of wanted to leave their jobs”

CHAPTER 9:
What would a sustainable, high–
satisfaction, high performance 
workplace look like?

Well, everyone would have a 

crystal-clear cognitive connection 

with their work, the company 

aims, the customers’ need for 

the products and the roles and 

understanding of their team mates. 

Everyone would have a full suite 

of knowledge, skills and other 

resources needed to do their role 

as part of the team, so there was 

no anticipatory anxiety about 

their work-related behaviours and 

they would feel competent.

Everyone would be in a 

functional social and emotional 

context where they felt a secure 

connection with the company 

and the group and were ok about 

their place in it, so they actually 

wanted to come into work.

Oh, and the pressure to succeed 

would be generated from inside…

Sign up for a FREE TRIAL



17

CHAPTER 10:
The side–effects of fixing 
the workplace

As we know, people’s behaviour 

changes as they get wound 

up, and reason is replaced by 

something older.

The results can be unpredictable 

– some people withdraw, others 

become aggressive. Some talk 

less, others more. Some become 

more focussed on the task in 

hand – even if it’s not working – 

while others go round in circles.

But there are also some general 

results from increased stress. 

Most people become more 

selfish – that’s not a criticism, just 

a reflection of the way we are 

wired. And any behaviour that is 

stress–related, like going out for a 

smoke, is likely to increase.

So you could expect a happier 

staff to take fewer smoking 

breaks, and to find it easier to get 

off nicotine altogether. 

Smokers or not, they’ll take fewer 

days off sick, and spend less time 

sabotaging your attempts to 

manage them.

And Massive Monday will become 

less of a problem – because the 

staff you really need, the most 

capable ones, will be much 

less likely to jump ship and find 

another job, because they’ll like 

being with you...
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CHAPTER 11:
OK – I want one!!!

Good – but here’s the thing:

Everyone in the hot seat wants 

improved individual and team 

performance, but it isn’t easy 

to get a grip on the underlying 

problems – they aren’t usually 

visible and we don’t normally have 

the language to understand them.

So employees often get the blame 

for problems that are actually 

caused by something else – 

problems which could be fixed if 

their roots were understood.

Managers are also in a 

catch–22 – the problems in 

their workplace keep them so 

busy they don’t have time to 

hold all the conversations they 

need to be properly aware of 

the undercurrents causing the 

problems in the first place.

But if they had a tool that picked 

up on the warning signs – the 

unseen causes of upset and 

inefficiency – and turned these 

things into a plan for improvement 

– a plan that the employees 

concerned would sense was a 

good idea because it met their 

needs as human beings – their 

lives would be quite different.

And all the energy currently lost 

in sorting out the unfathomable 

difficulties could be used in real 

leadership activity.
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CHAPTER 12:
How do I start?

Improvement starts with information. (Change often starts without it, but 

that’s another story.)

You can’t teach people something new, or improve the framework they 

are working in, without knowing what’s up: what is upsetting them, what 

is missing, what don’t they know or understand, and so on.

You have to cover the whole spectrum of possibilities at the cognitive, 

behavioural and emotional levels to be certain you have done all you can 

to help your people work better.

And you have to do it without winding people up with endless 

questionnaires, exercises or psychometric tests.

You need a tool that gets all the information you need – including the 

unknown unknowns – to cut out unwanted chimp or lizard attacks and 

set your people free to focus, collaborate and get things done.

Sign up for a FREE TRIAL
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Daniel Pink. Drive, the surprising truth about what 
motivates us.

“Carrots and sticks can promote bad 
behaviour, create addiction, and 

encourage short–term thinking at the 
expense of the long view”

20

CHAPTER 13:
And then?

Use this information right and 

your team will want to work well – 

they won’t need carrots because 

they’ll have intrinsic motivation, 

also known as innate motivation. 

This is the very best kind of 

motivation because it comes from 

inside. No one has to push, bribe 

or blackmail the team to perform, 

they just get on and do it.

This normally only happens when 

people are playing football (as 

long as it’s going well), fishing for 

huge sea monsters (unless they 

turn out to be ones that get away) 

or washing the new car (if you’re 

that kind of person).

Companies that haven’t worked 

out how to make work innately 

motivating often try to apply 

external motivation to staff 

– carrots and sticks, in other 

words. These are an attempt to 

compensate for an underlying 

problem, and they don’t last. In the 

end the team get used to them – 

and the original problem hasn’t 

gone away – so the effect fades. 

But intrinsic motivation makes 

tasks seem effortless – time flies 

by and people feel good. Can that 

really happen at work? It surely 

can … if the conditions are right.
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WeThrive is a tool that looks all 

round the working lives of your 

people, detecting the things that 

can impact on performance, freeing 

you to crank up the satisfaction. 

It cuts out hidden opportunities for 

working life to go adrift, costing 

lost production for the company 

and causing heartache and wasted 

time for staff and customers. 

It doesn’t have a lot of knobs and 

meters. Instead it is based round 

a very clever psychological survey 

which looks at all the vital domains 

of your teams’ working lives to 

find scope for improvement. Each 

of these areas has the potential to 

wind people up – and maybe make 

them go ape – or to help them 

perform well.

WeThrive prioritises the findings 

as straightforward, actionable 

goals for staff improvement.

CHAPTER 14:
Need a tool to sort this out?
Welcome to WeThrive.

“More than eight in ten HR professionals 
cite identifying and addressing 

underlying tensions more effectively 
before things start going wrong.”

21

Leadership and the management of conflict at 
work, CIPD, 2008.
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CHAPTER 15:
How we can help…

Our system takes a look round 

all these areas, as seen from your 

staff’s point of view, to see  

where they could be happier  

and more productive.

It finds out how working life 

is working, and suggests 

improvement goals for each area.

WeThrive is not a test of your 

employees, and no–one has 

anything to fear from using it 

(unless they think ignorance is a 

useful state of mind). It’s a way 

for you jointly to find out how to 

improve working life and free up 

capacity. It’s simple to use – just 

pop in the emails of your team 

and hit the button – WeThrive 

does the rest.

When all the results are in 

WeThrive gives managers a 

comprehensive dashboard of 

graphics showing who needs what 

to work better, and a schedule of 

issues to work on with each person. 

Now all you need is a set of tools 

to help you handle the interactions 

with staff that follow – and we can 

help you there too – see WeThrive 

ebook 2, the Leadership Toolkit...
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MORE INFORMATION

www.wethrive.net

twitter.com/WeThriveApp – keep up to date with new publications

www.wethrive.net/blog/ – loads of useful content here

app.wethrive.net/accounts/register/ FREE trial

APPENDIX
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This publication is the copyright of Howtomotivateateam.com Ltd and 

is distributed free of charge for educational purposes.
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MAKE A CHANGE 
TODAY!

GET STARTED
SEND A SURVEY IN UNDER 1 MINUTE

Highlight the gaps & opportunities in 

your team today AND find out what 

to do about it – FREE for 10 staff!

No payment details required, safe secure 

& no spam promise


