
Purpose is the best motivator. 
Chad Vandervalk 
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You are a leader.  
 
You have a clear idea of where your team or organisation should go. You are able to articulate it 
clearly, and have found ways to break that down into specific tasks for each division and team in 
your organisation.  
 
There is only one problem.  
 
People simply are not motivated to follow through on the changes necessary.  
 
How do you motivate them? 

External motivation doesn’t work. 

Over the past 30 years or so there has been a slow shift in the way we think about human motivation. 

Daniel Pink outlines this shift in part one of his book Drive: The Surprising Truth about What Motivates Us. 

He argues we used to work with a motivational system he calls Motivation 2.0.  

"At its heart are two elegant and simple ideas: Rewarding an activity will get you more of it. 

Punishing an activity will get you less of it."1  

The basic assumption of this system is that humans are passive organisms who seek things which bring us 

pleasure. What we value, or what brings us pleasure, is not the same for everyone, but deep down we 

want to do things which makes us feel good. These things may be selfish, or altruistic, but ultimately the 

motivation is to increase our internal sense of satisfaction. So, if we want to motivate someone else to do 

something other than what they are doing right now, we have to shift their internal balance with external 

rewards or punishments. 

This, Pink argues, is the system most organisations use. The problem is, this system is not compatible with 

the way the world actually works.  

"Motivation 2.0 suffers from three compatibility problems. It doesn’t mesh with the way many 

new business models are organizing what we do—because we’re intrinsically motivated purpose 

maximizers, not only extrinsically motivated profit maximizers. It doesn’t comport with the way 

that twenty-first century economics thinks about what we do—because economists are finally 

                                                 

 

 

1 Pink, Daniel H. (2009) Drive: The Surprising Truth About What Motivates Us, Riverhead Books, New York. 31. 
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realising that we’re fully fledged human beings, not single minded economic robots. And 

perhaps most important, it’s hard to reconcile with much of what we actually do at work—

because for growing numbers of people, work is often creative, interesting, and self-directed 

rather than unrelentingly routine, boring, and other-directed."2 

This does not mean controlling motivators (punishment and reward) never work; in fact, Pink outlines a 

few cases where they work quite well. These cases are limited to specific situations however, so Pink 

argues we need to replace Motivation 2.0 with another one; Motivation 3.0.  

The best motivation comes from within. 

Pink bases his new motivational theory on "self-determination theory (SDT)" which was first outlined by 

Edward Deci and Richard Ryan.  

"SDT begins with a notion of universal human needs. It argues that we have three innate 

psychological needs—competence, autonomy, and relatedness. When these needs are satisfied, 

we’re motivated, productive, and happy."3 

SDT argues we seek to fulfil these needs. We are not passive organisms who need to be lured or prodded 

out of our current pleasurable balance.  We are active organisms striving to fulfil our own basic 

psychological needs as we seek a place for ourselves within our social structure. This is a radical shift in the 

way we understand motivation.  

"SDT assumes that people are by nature active and self-motivated, curious and interested, vital 

and eager to succeed because success itself is personally satisfying and rewarding."4 

This means we don't need to control people to make them do work, we need to create opportunities to 

fulfill their own basic needs so that their inner drive will motivate them to do the best they can. This is not 

an optimistic or unrealistic view, according to Ryan and Deci, but one which is actually our default 

orientation. 

                                                 

 

 

2 Pink, Daniel H. (2009) Drive. 20 
3 Pink, Daniel H. (2009) Drive. 70 
4 Deci, E, & Ryan, R (2008), 'Facilitating optimal motivation and psychological well-being across life's domains', 

Canadian Psychology/Psychologie Canadienne, 49, 1, 14 
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"That most people show considerable effort, agency, and commitment in their lives appears, in 

fact, to be more normative than exceptional, suggesting some very positive and persistent 

features of human nature."5 

The exceptions to the rule are those who are not naturally motivated, who shirk their duties, and who 

attempt to get as much as they can for as little effort as possible. These exceptions are the result of social 

environments which do not provide the proper conditions for the satisfaction of these needs.  

"As formulated by SDT, if the social contexts in which such individuals are embedded are 

responsive to basic psychological needs, they provide the appropriate developmental lattice 

upon which an active, assimilative, and integrated nature can ascend."6 

These environments not only help us flourish, they can lead to greater effort and performance. When an 

individual is allowed more autonomy in regulating their lives, they are happier, healthier, and work harder.  

"Consistently, autonomous regulation has been associated with greater persistence; more 

positive affect; enhanced performance, especially on heuristic activities; and greater 

psychological well-being."7 

SDT suggests the most effective human motivators are internal, not external to the individual. Most of 

what we currently do is based on the idea that external rewards or punishments are effective ways to 

guide and direct behaviour, but these rewards and punishments actually decrease performance, lower 

persistence, and diminish well-being.  

We are not passive organisms that need to be lured or prodded to do good work. We are active organisms 

who seek to satisfy our own psychological needs and when we are placed in environments which allow us 

to fulfil these needs we will be more persistent, achieve greater performance, and have greater 

psychological well-being. 

                                                 

 

 

5 Ryan, R, & Deci, E (2000), 'Self-Determination Theory and the Facilitation of Intrinsic Motivation, Social 
Development, and Well-Being', The American Psychologist, 1. 68 

6 Ryan, R, & Deci, E (2000), 76 
7 Deci, E, & Ryan, R (2008), 17 
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The best internal motivator is purpose. 

Pink makes a little shift from SDT when he proposes Motivation 3.0. He reclassifies the three basic 

psychological needs from “autonomy, competence, and relatedness” to “autonomy, mastery, and purpose” 

because he argues we need to live for something bigger than ourselves.    

"Ultimately, Type I behaviour depends on three nutrients: autonomy, mastery, and purpose. Type 

I behaviour is self-directed. It is devoted to becoming better and better at something that matters. 

And it connects that quest for excellence to a larger purpose."8 

Pink notes that purpose is essential for human flourishing, but doesn’t go far enough. Having a purpose in 

life is the basic psychological need. If a person has a purpose for their life, they can live a meaningful life in 

any circumstance. This is made clear by Viktor Frankl in his book Man's Search for Meaning. 

"There is much wisdom in the words of Nietzsche: "He who has a why to live for can bear almost 

any how." ...In the Nazi concentration camps, one could have witnessed that those who knew that 

there was a task waiting for them to fulfill were most apt to survive."9 

Frankl argues that “autonomy, competence, and relatedness” are not only not sufficient for a meaningful 

life, they are not even necessary conditions. The only necessary, and sufficient condition for a meaningful 

life is to live for a purpose which is bigger than yourself.  

"Everyone has his own specific vocation or mission in life to carry out a concrete assignment 

which demands fulfillment. Therein he cannot be replaced, nor can his life be repeated. Thus, 

everyone's task is as unique as is his special opportunity to implement it."10 

So we are motivated by a desire to fulfil a drive within us which seeks to live a life that is devoted to 

something that matters. We want to know that who we are, what we do, and where we go will make a 

positive impact in the world. The best way to motivate others is to help them see the opportunity to 

participate in something meaningful in whatever it is you are asking them to do.  

 

“He who has a why to live, can bear almost any how.” – Frederick Nietzsche  

                                                 

 

 

8 Pink, Daniel H. (2009) Drive, 79 
9 Frankl, Viktor E. (2006), Man's Search for Meaning. 104 
10 Frankl, Viktor E. (2006), Man's Search for Meaning. 109 


