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Motivate your people to unlock their potential 

Robin Fielder, inspirational leadership specialist and managing director of LDL, looks at how 
to unlock discretionary effort… 
 
We’ve all been in the position of managing someone who thought they were doing a good job 
when we knew them to be capable of doing so much more. If we’d offered them one million 
pounds to solve that seemingly insurmountable problem, the chances are they could have 
found the energy and inspiration to come up with something great. They simply weren’t 
tapping into their discretionary effort, the hidden reserves we naturally hold back unless we 
feel really motivated or inspired to give more. Perhaps they didn’t even realise they had it in 
themselves to do a much better job. 
 
So what does it take to unlock discretionary effort? Without the luxury of huge cash 
incentives, the effects of which are very short-lived in any case, what can we do to make our 
people consistently give their best? 
 
Make people feel capable, confident and strong 
 
The single most effective thing you can do to motivate someone is to build their self-belief. 
People have a tendency to live up to your expectation of them. If you think Clare will fall flat 
on her face the first time you let her lead a meeting, the chances are she will.  
 
Helping people reach their full potential is as much resetting your own expectations as 
anything else. Be very aware of any unnecessary limitations you, or others, are putting on 
people and eliminate negative beliefs. The most effective thing you can do to improve 
someone’s performance is say “I believe you can make this happen for us.” 
 
If you don’t think this approach is as powerful as highlighting the consequences of getting it 
wrong, bear in mind the words of a former Pixar employee, talking about his time working for 
Steve Jobs, "You just dreaded letting him down. He believed in you so strongly that the 
thought of disappointing him just killed you." 
 
Use positive peer pressure 
 
High-performance workplaces aren’t driven by fear and anxiety. They are environments 
where individuals not only believe in themselves but in each other. 
If people only get feedback when they make mistakes then you’re missing a valuable trick. 
Most people in this country go to bed hungry, not for food but for praise. Recognition is one of 
the most effective but also the most underused motivational tools. Banish anyone at any level 
who humiliates others and remember that, if used incorrectly, ‘constructive’ criticism can do 
more to undermine people’s capability than anything else. 
Publicly acknowledge and celebrate individual success stories. If people only get feedback 
when they’re going wrong then they’ll naturally hold back. Even though they’ll do the basics 
required of them, they won’t be remotely inclined to go above or beyond this. 
A powerful exercise is to invite all the members of your team to write down the positive 
attributes they feel towards other team members. Collate these and give them to each 
employee to keep so they have a record of what their peers respect and value most about 
them. Do not allow any negative feedback. It is the ‘positive reinforcement’ from others that 
unlocks discretionary effort and builds team spirit. 
 
Be an Inspirational Leader 
 
If you’re not passionate about the business then don’t expect anyone else to be. No one was 
ever moved to achieve great things by a PowerPoint presentation. Get your people engaged 
and motivated by communicating in person and with passion. 
 



 

 

Make sure people understand how they contribute to the bigger picture and give everyone a 
good listening to from time to time. Visit the shop floor and ask members of the frontline for 
their thoughts on how to solve important business challenges. Asking often, “If you were me, 
what would you do about this situation?” will make others feel valued and like their individual 
contribution counts. 
 
Establish the culture 
 
Culture is the sum of your organisation’s values and beliefs. Without shared values, internal 
relationships can break down, causing employees to focus on their own activities and stop 
talking to people in other departments. Once curt internal emails start to replace talking to 
people in person, employees will feel less committed, less productive and want to leave, 
feeling that they are no longer a part of something special. 
 
Start-up companies have a strong sense of culture because the leader is able to share his or 
her personal values and beliefs with people on an almost daily basis. Once the company gets 
beyond a certain size this becomes impossible, so it’s essential that the senior management 
team get together to create a list of values to guide the behaviour of employees. Ask what do 
we stand for? What do we believe in? How do we want things to be done around here? 
 
Once the draft values are established it’s not enough to simply tell people how you want them 
to behave. At best this will produce compliance instead of commitment. Instead follow these 
two steps, step one- involve middle managers by presenting the draft values to them and 
asking them to give their feedback and views. Take this feedback on board to create a final 
set of values that anyone with responsibility for managing others has had a say in creating. 
 
Step two ask groups of employees to take each value in turn and discuss and agree a list of 
actions which reinforce the value. For example, if ‘delight the customer is a value, ask 
employees themselves to decide what this looks like in action. They may come up with 
actions like ‘I will never say it’s not my job’, ‘I’ll make that customer glad they spoke to me 
today’, or ‘We answer complaints in less than 4 hours’.  Only by getting employees to come 
up with the actions themselves will they become fully engaged to bring the values alive. 
  
Motivate yourself 
 
Every time you come into contact with a member of your team some of your attitude will rub-
off on them. If you’re feeling flat or uninspired, this will cause them to feel likewise. Never 
underestimate the importance of how you communicate with yourself. If the voice in your 
head is telling you that an obstacle is ‘insurmountable’ or market conditions are ‘unfavourable’ 
then this will come across to others. Monitor what you say to others and, most importantly, 
you. Make your self-talk as positive and energised as possible. Develop a ‘can-do’ attitude in 
yourself as the best way to inspire this in others. 
 
Do you want to be an inspirational leader? 
 
Then attend Inspirational Leadership, a fast-moving one-day seminar packed with 
ideas and information on how to breathe life, confidence and ‘can-do’ attitude into your 
organisation 
 
Delivered by Robin Fielder, you will acquire tactics to unlock discretionary effort and release 
the full potential residing in your workforce. 
 
To book call 020 7381 6233 or visit www.ldl.co.uk 
 


