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Data tells us that highly engaged employees are important. 
HR professionals know employee engagement is important. 
The problem is that most organizations haven’t been great at 

actually improving employee engagement. 

It’s not because of a lack of effort. HR managers and 
organizations spend a tremendous amount of time and 

money trying to improve engagement and retention with 
frustratingly inconsistent results.    

Simultaneously, engagement is also a critical – and at times 
elusive – goal for your customers. Engaged customers are loyal 
advocates who drive your organization’s success and growth. 

http://go.motivationworks.com/thank-you-actionable-engagement-solutions-aes
https://www.gallup.com/workplace/238085/state-american-workplace-report-2017.aspx
https://www.gallup.com/workplace/238085/state-american-workplace-report-2017.aspx
https://www.gallup.com/workplace/238085/state-american-workplace-report-2017.aspx
https://news.gallup.com/businessjournal/172637/why-customer-engagement-matters.aspx
https://news.gallup.com/businessjournal/172637/why-customer-engagement-matters.aspx


You face two key challenges 
in measuring employee and 
customer engagement:

Consistency of Measurement: Engagement measures 
are typically siloed, with different stakeholders using one 
approach for employees, and another for customers. Why? 
The same fundamentals of human motivation apply to both. 
Using different measures just overcomplicates your efforts 
and sabotages alignment on engagement across  
your organization.

Quality of Measurement:  Most engagement measures 
are unproven and hard to decipher. But human psychology 
isn’t a mystery – it’s an established science. Instead, you can 
effectively build engagement everywhere using an evidence 
based approach that identifies, measures, and empowers 
you to improve the fundamental human experiences that 
build engagement for everyone.
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We have spent the last 40 years 
creating, testing, and deploying the leading engagement 

science in the world. The theory we developed -  
Self-Determination Theory – is transforming engagement 
in education, sports, wellness, interactive technology, and 

organizational cultures. In organizational life, it has inspired 
best-selling books and is used by leading companies.  

Let’s unpack how Self-Determination Theory finally defines 
a quantifiable model for engagement you can put to work 

across your business – using one set of principles that 
bring powerful results everywhere.
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A Comprehensive Theory 
of Human Motivation
Over the past decade, Self-Determination Theory (SDT) has become the 
leading scientific framework for motivation, engagement, performance, and 
wellness, currently referenced by research and commercial publications over 
100 times every single day. A main reason for SDT’s influence? It has cracked 
the code for motivation and engagement, having identified the key experiences 
that drive engagement for us all.

SDT has found that motivation is not a singular construct: There are many 
forms of motivation that vary in their motivational quality, with high-quality 
forms enhancing engagement and performance, and low quality motivation 
undermining it. To illustrate, let’s consider for a moment the motivation of 
workers to participate in a morning all-hands meeting. 

Asking “Why Do You Attend the Meeting?”– a simple 
motivational question – will yield a wide range of answers, such as: 
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“I really enjoy spending time 
with my team.” 

“My manager requires 
me to be there.”

“Since everyone else goes, I’d 
feel guilty if I didn’t attend.”

“It’s not super-fun, but it’s a good 
way to understand the big picture 

of what my team’s doing.”

http://selfdeterminationtheory.org/


These answers clearly differ, and just by reading them you probably have an 
instinctive sense for those that are higher quality. The challenge is having a 
system to parse motivational quality consistently, quantitatively, and scalably 
so that you can act. Adding complexity to this is the fact that people rarely fall 
cleanly into one specific answer: We usually have a number of “motivators” for 
the things we do, and understanding motivational quality requires us to look 
at all of them in balance. 

This is exactly what SDT enables you to do. 
The framework has identified five different types of motivation that drive 
behavior (ranging from low to high quality). It has also validated that low 
motivational quality drives negative outcomes (such as lower engagement and 
productivity), while high motivational quality leads to good things: Stronger 
engagement, performance, and retention. Put simply, Self-Determination 
Theory empowers you to clearly understand, measure, and act on a high-
resolution blueprint of motivation and engagement in order to improve 
success across your organization.
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Motivational Quality is What Drives 
Engagement and Positive Outcomes

UNMOTIVATED EXTERNAL 
PRESSURE

INTERNAL
PRESSURE

PERSONAL
VALUE INTRINSIC

I feel like I’m 
just going 
through the 
motions.

I feel like I am 
controlled by:

 » Rewards/Empty 
Praise

 » Punishment/
Threats

 » Forced by 
Others

 » Command 
and Control

I feel like I am 
controlled by:

 » Guilt/Shame

 » Self-pressure

 » Ego Involvement

I endorse 
and value the 
goals of my 
tasks and work 
(even if work 
isn’t directly 
enjoyable).

I find inherent 
satisfaction in 
the activity.

It is implicitly 
enjoyable.

ASSOCIATED WITH:
 » Lower Engagement
 » Lower Productivity
 » Less Learning
 » Less Satisfaction with 
Compensation

 » Decreased Commitment to 
Values and Policies

 » Less Loyalty and Trust
 » More Bullying and Harassment

ASSOCIATED WITH:
 » Stronger Engagement
 » Stronger Productivity
 » Stronger Compliance
 » Deeper Learning
 » Greater Job and Compensation 
Satisfaction

 » Greater Commitment to Values 
and Policies

 » Greater Loyalty and Trust

LOWER MOTIVATIONAL QUALITY HIGHER MOTIVATIONAL QUALITY

While the motivational quality framework already unlocks tremendous value,  
Self-Determination Theory goes much further. It has identified the most important 
employee and customer experiences that drive high quality motivation, engagement, 
and performance. The key is to focus on the support and fulfillment of our basic 
psychological needs for autonomy, relatedness and mastery. 
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Fulfillment of These 
Core Needs Drives High 
Motivational Quality

Extensive research has confirmed that these needs are universal. Just as we all share physical 
needs such as hunger and thirst, we all share these psychological needs. And when they 
are supported and fulfilled, we naturally perform, engage, and thrive. SDT has established 
quantitative methods for measuring both need fulfillment and support, alongside practical 
actions that will boost need fulfillment and drive success.

As just one example, let’s look at the impact of Self-Determination Theory’s 
framework on employee engagement.

Autonomy
Willingly engaged with 
and energized for our 

work, instead of feeling 
forced or compelled. 
It’s about personally 

endorsing the value of 
our tasks, even if we 
didn’t choose them.

Relatedness
Feeling supported 

and connected 
to others in our 

workplace. It’s the 
feeling that “I matter” 

to my manager, my 
co-workers, and my 

company.

Mastery
Feeling effective and 

successful in our 
day-today work, and 

feeling that we’re 
growing in our skills 

and professional 
development.



Impacting Employee Engagement

There is abundant evidence showing that supporting employee’s basic 
psychological needs directly leads to deeper engagement, better performance 
and a host of other positive business outcomes. One recent study showed 
that across 32,000 employees, 7 countries, and multiple industries, 
supporting basic psychological needs is linked to: 

 » deeper employee engagement
 » higher performance 
 » greater retention
 » greater well-being and health.

There is also a proven economic impact of using this model. One recent 
study examined the ROI of a two-year intervention using these SDT principles, 
computing the positive impact to productivity and performance alongside the 
savings from reduced cost factors such as absenteeism. The results showed an 
ROI of 148.5%.  

In sum, SDT brings the first framework that is both effective and quantifiable 
for understanding, measuring, and driving engagement and performance 
in organizations. The exciting part is that this same framework is also what 
drives success with customers. Let’s look at how one model –  
Self-Determination Theory – tackles both. 
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http://selfdeterminationtheory.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/03/2017_DeciOlafsenRyan_annurev-orgpsych.pdf
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007%2Fs11031-018-9698-y
https://www.emerald.com/insight/content/doi/10.1108/IJOTB-05-2018-0056/full/html
https://www.emerald.com/insight/content/doi/10.1108/IJOTB-05-2018-0056/full/html


How SDT Drives Engagement 
(and Success) for both Healthcare 
Workers and their Patients
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Healthcare practitioners have demanding jobs, experiencing higher turnover 
rates and burnout than the general workforce. These are serious problems 
for both practitioners and their patients. To address this issue, a recent study 
examined the association between work motivational quality and occupational 
health/engagement among 2,247 practitioners. 

The results were eye-opening. 
They found that high motivational 
quality among practitioners was 
associated with: 
 » greater general health
 » lower depression 
 » lower burnout
 » higher work satisfaction
 » lower intentions to leave their 

practice or leave medicine 
altogether

In contrast, low motivational 
quality was linked to: 
 » higher depression
 » higher burnout
 » lower work satisfaction

Similarly, another recent study 
from 2018 showed that fulfillment 
of SDT’s basic needs (autonomy, 
mastery, and relatedness) drove… 
 » higher levels of engagement 
 » greater professional life satisfaction
 » lower exhaustion among 

practitioners.

Such studies prove out what we’ve been discussing so far: High motivational quality 
and basic need fulfillment drive higher engagement and retention, alongside 
greater occupational health and well-being for healthcare workers. Data show 
these same factors also drive engagement and success with their patients. 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/29101932
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/29101932
https://jamanetwork.com/journals/jamainternalmedicine/fullarticle/1351351
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/30893248
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/29393875
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/29393875
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We recently examined the link between patients’ experience of 
need support from their healthcare practitioner and several 
important patient satisfaction, retention, and health outcomes.  

We found that patients who experienced high versus low autonomy, 
mastery, and relatedness support from their practitioner, reported:

 » greater willingness to recommend their practitioner to others 
 » higher intentions to continue seeing their practitioner
 » higher satisfaction with their most recent visit to the practitioner
 » higher confidence in the medical advice given to them by  

their practitioner
 » greater adherence to the treatment plan from their practitioner
 » greater improvement in the patients’ health since their last visit  

with their practitioner



Results here once again show that basic needs of autonomy, mastery, and 
relatedness are the key experiences that drive engagement, retention, and 
wellness – this time for the patients themselves. 

One clear model that drives engagement and success everywhere. All that 
remains is having the tools to put it to work.

Basic Need Support from Health 
Practitioners is Linked to Positive 
Outcomes for their Patients

Improvement in  
Health Since Last Visit

Adherence to 
Treatment Plan

Confidence in 
Medical Advice

Continue Seeing 
Practitioner

Recommend
Practitioner

Satisfaction with Visit

Percent of Patients Who Report These Important Outcomes

96.7%
37.8%

99.5%

98.9%

97.3%

94.1%

71.9%

51.1%

40.4%

44.7%

42.6%

42.6%

Patients Reporting High Need Support Patients Reporting Low Need Support
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motivationWorks: Built by the 
creators of Self-Determination 
Theory to Build Deeper Engagement 
and Success for Everyone
motivationWorks is the only solution built from the ground up by the 
behavioral scientists who created Self-Determination Theory. It is a scalable 
software platform that allows you to measure and take action on all the factors 
we’ve discussed, building engagement for everyone with personally meaningful 
feedback and evidence-based actions that empower them to thrive. 

Measure what Matters.
We measure the things that truly matter about your employees’ experience at 
work in seven key areas, with basic needs as the cornerstone. It takes 
about seven minutes of an employee’s time to complete.

Give Clear Insights.
We take all of these inputs and give you 
clear insights into your organization’s 
overall engagement and culture, 
highlighting key business drivers.

Drive Personalized, Proven Action.
Finally, and this is the really hard part for most programs,  
we give everyone in your organization an individualized and 
actionable plan to improve on those factors - including a personalized  
report for each and every manager and each employee that meets them where 
they are and recommends actions that inspire and empower. Employees get this 
actionable report instantly after completing the 7-minute assessment.
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How it Works:

https://motivationworks.com/
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motivationWorks:
Build Deeper 
Engagement for 
Employees and  
Customers Alike
motivationWorks integrates the leading science of Self-Determination Theory 
into a software platform proven to build strong cultures of engagement 
and empowerment. It measures the core experiences that matter most for 
employee and customer engagement through a simple, confidential survey 
that takes about seven minutes to complete.

Our platform empowers everyone with insightful data analysis linked to 
actionable feedback. It’s the only platform that gives every employee an instant 
report filled with personalized insights and fully customized to their responses. 

Thousands of employees are already instantly gaining self-knowledge and 
building action plans within minutes that improve engagement, performance, 
and well-being. And all based on the leading motivational science of Self-
Determination Theory.

Contact us today for a demo, for more information, or to request 
an additional reading list of empirical studies showing the power 
of Self-Determination Theory in the workplace.

https://motivationworks.com/contact.html

