
Drive: What Motivates Us?
The First Drive: Caveman hungering for food, water, sex. Our primary motivation 
for thousands of years.

The Second Drive: Rewards and Punishment, aka “Carrots and Sticks” – The 
basis of much 20th century business management. Extrinsic motivation. Great to a 
point when the work to be done is repetitive and doesn’t require much thought or 
creativity. Does more harm than good when work needs to be creative, or a complex 
problem must be solved. 

People who have this motivation are Type X (eXtrinsic) – profit motivated, 
working for the money not the satisfaction of a job well done.

The Third Drive: Doing something for the joy of doing it. Intrinsic motivation. 
Human beings have an “inherent tendency to seek out novelty and challenges, to 
extend and exercise their capabilities, to explore, and to learn.” The drive to do 
something because it is “interesting, challenging, and absorbing.” 

People who have this motivation are Type I (Intrinsic) – motivated by the inherent 
satisfaction of the activity, not what (or if) they’re getting paid for it.

Carrots and Sticks (The Second Drive) can:
1. Extinguish intrinsic motivation – you’re no longer doing something for the 

joy of doing it

2. Diminish performance – The larger the reward, the worse the performance

3. Crush creativity – If we’re focused on a reward, we narrow our thinking 
and don’t see out-of-the-box ways to solve a problem. Hard to be creative on 
demand.

4. Crowd out good behavior – paying someone to donate blood actually results 
in fewer donations – it taints the altruistic purpose behind donating.

5. Encourage unethical behavior – People are more likely to cheat or 
manipulate results to get the reward.

6. Create addictions – Paying your kid a dollar to take out the trash will only work 
for so long before you have to up the amount to get the same task done.

7. Foster short-term thinking – Quarterly bonuses mean a manager is more 
concerned about short term results than the health of a company over 5 or 10 
years.

What if the task is routine and unchallenging? 
Carrots can work if you do the following:
1. Offer a rationale for why the task is necessary – give people 

a reason for why they should do it

2. Acknowledge that the task is boring – let people know you 
empathize with them

3. Allow people to complete the task in their own way – give 
them some control over how it’s done

For any other non-routine or creative task, “any extrinsic reward 
should be unexpected and offered only after the task is complete”. 
Now-That rather than If-Then.

“The best use 
of money as a 
motivator is to pay 
people enough 
to take the issue 
of money off the 
table—so that 
people can focus 
on the work rather 
than on the cash.”



How do we put this in practice in our own lives?
1. Take a flow test – set your phone or computer to alert you 40 random times over a week, and record what you’re 

doing, how you feel, and if you’re in flow. Analyze the results: Did you have moments of flow? Where, when, with 
whom, working on what? Were you more in flow at certain times than others? How can you restructure your day to 
take advantage? How can you increase the times of flow and decrease the disengaged moments? What does this tell 
your about your true source of intrinsic motivation?

2. Ask a big question – What’s your sentence? What do you want to sum up your life at the end of it?

3. Ask a small question – Were you better today than you were yesterday? Did you do more? Did you do it well?

4. Take a Sagmeister – Take a sabbatical, a walkabout, a significant time away from your business and your world 
to explore, travel, experiment with new projects (one year out of every seven). By far the most ambitious goal that 
requires significant planning. But can you take a week? A few days? 

5. Give yourself a performance review – Figure out some learning and a couple of performance goals, call your-
self into your office once a month and see how you’re progressing towards them. Be honest with yourself!

6. Get unstuck by going oblique – Oblique cards ask out-of-the-box questions. What would your closest friend do? 
See twitter.com/oblique_chirps

7. Move five steps closer to mastery – Deliberate practice to improve performance, practiced over and over and 
over, seeking constant feedback, focused on strengthening weaknesses, and prepared for the physical and mental 
exhaustion of the process.

8. Ask two more questions – What gets you up in the morning? What keeps you up at night? One sentence each, 
honed until you’re happy with what they say. Use them as your compass. Not happy with one or both? What will you 
do about it?

9. Create your own motivational poster – Serious or silly, motivation is deeply personal, so make a poster that 
motivates YOU (there are sites to do that on the Internet).

The three elements of the Third Drive:
(What do we need to become a Type I and be intrinsically motivated?)
1. Autonomy – we need control over four elements

a. Task – what we work on (20% time at Google, a free day to work on whatever 
we want)

b. Time – some control over our hours (Results Only Work Environment, tele-
commuting)

c. Technique – control over how to solve problems or accomplish a task (no micromanaging)
d. Team – control over who we work with (input in the hiring process, self-selected groups for 

projects)

2. Mastery – we want to improve our skills 
a. Work on “Goldilocks” tasks – just difficult enough to challenge us, but not so difficult we can’t 

accomplish them
b. Achieve a state of flow, where work becomes play and time flies
c. Striving towards a learning goal not a performance goal – speaking French vs. an A in French 

class
d. Lifelong pursuit, requires grit
e. Always striving for it but never quite attain it

3. Purpose – we want to work towards a higher good
a. Profit is a way to move towards purpose or a happy by-product of working with purpose
b. Spending money on other people or a cause important to you can increase your own wellbeing
c. We want to feel like “we’re all in this together” and working for the common good of our 

company

For a great 
illustration 
of these 
principles, 
narrated 
by the 
author 
himself, 
search 
Youtube 
for “RSA 
Animate - 
Drive”
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