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Motivators (Herzberg's Two-Factor Theory)

Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Organizational Psychology, Management Theory, Human

Resource Management

1. Core Definition and Dichotomy

The concept of Motivators refers to a distinct set of job factors identified by U.S. clinical

psychologist Frederick Herzberg, primarily derived from his seminal Motivation-Hygiene Theory,

often called the Two-Factor Theory, established in the late 1950s and early 1960s. Herzberg

posited that job satisfaction and dissatisfaction are not opposite ends of a single spectrum, but

rather two independent dimensions influenced by completely different sets of factors. Motivators

are the factors intrinsic to the work itself--the content of the job--that, when present, actively

increase an employee's level of job satisfaction, psychological growth, and performance potential,

thereby genuinely motivating them to continue and excel. Conversely, the absence of these factors

does not typically cause acute dissatisfaction, but merely results in a lack of positive satisfaction or

neutrality.

This psychological framework fundamentally redefined the understanding of workplace motivation

by moving beyond simple monetary or condition-based rewards. Herzberg argued that while

certain extrinsic factors are necessary to maintain a basic level of workplace harmony (Hygiene

Factors), these extrinsic elements could never truly inspire dedication or high performance. True

motivation, according to this perspective, must come from internal fulfillment and recognition. The

source content also mentions a secondary, colloquial definition of motivators as individuals:

"Individuals who introduce motivational factors into environment or flagging projects are called

motivators." While this definition exists in practice, the academic context overwhelmingly refers to

the factors themselves--the elements of the job structure designed to foster growth and

achievement--as the primary subject of study.

The defining characteristic of motivators is their ability to generate movement toward higher

performance and sustained commitment, contrasting sharply with traditional managerial

approaches that relied on coercive or purely financial incentives. Herzberg famously critiqued the

idea of using external rewards to "move" people, often referring to such methods as "KITA" (Kick in

the Pants), arguing that external stimulation only creates short-term compliance rather than

genuine, internal drive. Therefore, understanding motivators requires grasping their role as

catalysts for self-actualization and personal development within the professional sphere, ensuring

that the work itself is meaningful and challenging.

2. The Nature of Motivators (Satisfiers)

Motivators, often referred to as "satisfiers," are inherent to the individual's relationship with the task
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at hand. These factors directly address the human need for psychological growth and operate as

powerful determinants of positive feeling toward one's job. Herzberg isolated these intrinsic

rewards as the most potent tools available to management seeking to maximize human capital.

Unlike extrinsic rewards that satisfy lower-order needs (as per Maslow's hierarchy), motivators tap

into higher-order needs such as achievement, recognition, and responsibility. The presence of

these factors directly correlates with increased effort, creativity, and commitment to the

organizational mission, transforming a simple job into a career path.

A key aspect of motivators is their sustainability. While a pay raise (a hygiene factor) provides a

temporary surge of contentment that quickly normalizes, the sense of accomplishment derived

from completing a difficult project or mastering a new skill provides lasting satisfaction and self-

efficacy. This sustained positive feedback loop encourages the worker to continuously seek out

challenging opportunities, thereby benefiting both the employee and the organization. Furthermore,

motivators foster a sense of psychological ownership over the work. When employees feel

responsible for their outcomes and are given autonomy to execute tasks, they invest more of their

personal identity and effort into the results, leading to superior quality and innovation.

The intrinsic nature of motivators means they cannot be simply assigned or purchased; they must

be embedded within the structure of the work itself. Management must design roles that allow for

growth, complexity, and personal contribution, moving away from overly simplified or repetitive task

structures. Failure to provide opportunities for genuine motivation results in workers who are

merely "not dissatisfied" but who are certainly not engaged or committed to exceeding

expectations. This distinction is critical for leaders attempting to build high-performance cultures,

emphasizing that motivation is a deep, internal process, not merely a surface-level reaction to

environmental conditions.

3. Hygiene Factors (Dissatisfiers)

To fully appreciate the role of motivators, it is essential to contrast them with their theoretical

counterparts: Hygiene Factors (or dissatisfiers). Hygiene factors are extrinsic elements related to

the job environment or context. These include items like salary, working conditions, company

policies, supervision, and interpersonal relations. Herzberg argued that while these factors are

necessary, they are not sufficient for motivation; they merely serve to prevent dissatisfaction. If

hygiene factors are poor or absent, employees become acutely dissatisfied, but if they are

excellent, employees only reach a state of neutrality--they are "not dissatisfied," but they are not

necessarily motivated or highly satisfied.

The maintenance function of hygiene factors is often misunderstood by management.

Organizations frequently attempt to increase motivation by raising salaries or improving benefits,

only to find that these investments yield short-term compliance rather than lasting engagement.
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This is because hygiene factors address the need to avoid pain and discomfort. Once the pain is

removed (e.g., adequate pay is provided), the factor loses its motivational power. The absence of

adequate hygiene causes pain, but the presence of good hygiene merely establishes a baseline

condition, similar to the concept of taking medication to treat an illness--it brings the patient back to

health, but it does not make them exceptionally vital or athletic.

The relationship between motivators and hygiene factors dictates managerial strategy. A manager

must first ensure that the hygiene factors are adequate to prevent major dissatisfaction and

turnover. Only once the environment is tolerable can the manager successfully introduce

motivators to truly drive performance and job satisfaction. Addressing pay concerns without

simultaneously providing opportunities for achievement, recognition, and responsibility will result in

an expensive but uninspired workforce. Therefore, the theory mandates a dual focus: minimizing

environmental dissatisfiers while maximizing intrinsic satisfiers.

4. Key Components of Motivation

Herzberg identified several specific factors that consistently operated as motivators when present

in the work environment. These components are intrinsic and relate directly to the individual's

psychological connection to their professional output.

Achievement: The successful completion of challenging tasks, problem-solving, and seeing one's

effort result in a tangible positive outcome. This is perhaps the most fundamental motivator,

providing immediate, internal validation of competence.

Recognition: The acknowledgement of an individual's contribution, effort, or success by

supervisors, peers, or the organization. This recognition must be specific and timely to reinforce

the link between effort and reward, affirming the worker's value.

The Work Itself: The degree to which the job is interesting, challenging, varied, and personally

fulfilling. Monotonous, overly simplified, or meaningless tasks actively prevent motivation,

regardless of the accompanying pay or conditions.

Responsibility: The degree of control, ownership, and accountability given to the employee over

their own work. Granting authority and requiring self-direction signals trust and elevates the

employee's status within the organization.

Advancement: Opportunities for moving up in the organizational hierarchy, acquiring new skills, or

increasing one's professional status. This reflects opportunities for long-term career growth and the

potential for development.

Growth: The opportunity for personal development, learning new skills, and expanding one's

capabilities within the role. This emphasizes continuous learning and psychological maturity.

5. Historical Context and Development
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Herzberg's Motivation-Hygiene Theory emerged during a period in the mid-20th century when

industrial psychology was shifting its focus from simple efficiency (Taylorism) and environmental

factors (Hawthorne studies) toward the psychological needs of the worker. The theory was

developed using the critical incident technique, where engineers and accountants were asked to

describe specific times when they felt exceptionally good or exceptionally bad about their jobs. This

methodology allowed Herzberg to gather qualitative data directly linking specific job events to

feelings of satisfaction or dissatisfaction.

The findings consistently revealed that "good feelings" were predominantly associated with task-

related events (achievement, recognition, responsibility), while "bad feelings" were primarily

associated with context-related issues (poor policy, bad supervision, low salary). This empirical

separation of the two factor groups provided the foundation for the dual-continuum model,

distinguishing Herzberg's work from earlier theories like Maslow's Hierarchy of Needs, which

assumed that once lower needs were met, higher needs automatically became motivating.

Herzberg showed that merely meeting lower needs (hygiene) did not activate higher-level

motivation.

The theory's publication had a profound effect on management practices, particularly in the United

States and Europe, pushing organizational thought away from purely mechanistic views of work. It

established a philosophical basis for modern Human Resources strategies that prioritize employee

engagement, empowerment, and skill utilization, setting the stage for subsequent theories of

intrinsic motivation and organizational behavior that emphasize the psychological contract between

employee and employer. Herzberg's work compelled managers to look beyond superficial

incentives and to fundamentally redesign the nature of work itself to tap into the powerful, inherent

desire for self-worth and meaningful contribution.

6. Application: Job Enrichment

The most significant practical outgrowth of the Motivation-Hygiene Theory is the concept and

practice of Job Enrichment. Job enrichment is a management strategy aimed at redesigning jobs

to integrate more motivators, thereby creating genuinely satisfying and challenging roles. Unlike

job enlargement (which simply adds more tasks without increasing responsibility or complexity), job

enrichment systematically builds achievement, recognition, responsibility, and growth opportunities

into the job structure.

Effective job enrichment strategies often involve vertical loading, meaning the employee is given

tasks traditionally reserved for higher levels of management, such as planning, control, and

evaluation of their own work. Examples include delegating full authority for a process, allowing

employees to communicate directly with customers rather than through a supervisor, or providing

complex projects that require significant individual problem-solving. This approach contrasts
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sharply with job simplification, which aims for maximum efficiency through standardization and

repetition but eliminates all opportunities for motivational fulfillment. Job enrichment is predicated

on the idea that the cost of developing and implementing complex, meaningful jobs is offset by the

dramatic gains in productivity, quality, and reduced turnover resulting from a highly motivated

workforce.

In contemporary business environments, the principles of job enrichment are foundational to

concepts like self-managing teams, decentralized decision-making, and specialized project

ownership. Organizations that successfully apply these principles often see marked improvements

in creativity and innovation because employees are psychologically invested in optimizing their

outcomes, rather than simply meeting minimum requirements. The focus shifts from external

monitoring and control (often associated with poor hygiene) to internal commitment and self-

regulation (the result of strong motivators).

7. Criticisms and Limitations

Despite its profound influence, Herzberg's Two-Factor Theory and the resulting emphasis on

motivators have faced several significant academic and methodological criticisms. One of the

primary limitations stems from the research methodology itself--the critical incident technique.

Critics argue that the method is susceptible to self-serving bias, meaning individuals tend to

attribute successful, satisfying experiences (motivators) to their own efforts and skills, while

blaming dissatisfying, poor experiences (hygiene factors) on external environmental factors like

management or company policy. This potential bias could artificially separate the factors into two

distinct categories, undermining the empirical basis for the duality.

Furthermore, the theory has been criticized for lacking universal applicability. Research conducted

in different occupational fields, cultural settings, and organizational types has sometimes failed to

replicate Herzberg's strict two-factor separation. For some workers or cultures, factors identified as

"hygiene" (like status or salary) may function strongly as motivators, particularly in environments

where basic economic security is paramount. The rigid distinction between intrinsic and extrinsic

factors may not hold across all demographics, suggesting the theory may be more culturally bound

to Western, middle-class professional environments prevalent during the time of its development.

A final limitation involves the definition of motivation itself. Critics point out that while Herzberg

successfully isolated factors related to satisfaction, the link between satisfaction and actual

productivity is not always direct or guaranteed. A highly satisfied worker may not necessarily be a

highly productive worker, although the theory strongly implies this correlation. Subsequent

motivational research, such as Goal-Setting Theory, has placed greater emphasis on specific

cognitive processes and goal clarity as drivers of performance, suggesting that intrinsic

satisfaction, while crucial, is only one piece of the complex performance puzzle.
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Further Reading

Frederick Herzberg (Wikipedia)

Herzberg's Motivation-Hygiene Theory (Wikipedia)

One More Time: How Do You Motivate Employees? by Frederick Herzberg (Harvard Business

Review)
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