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Abstract

Although a great deal of effort in tasks, projects, and jobs is fueled by our in-
teractions and relationships, psychologists have often overlooked the social
forces that shape work motivation. In this review, we examine new develop-
ments in research on the interpersonal dynamics that enable and constrain
proactivity, persistence, performance, and productivity. The first section ex-
amines the impact of competition on work motivation, including the roles
of rivalries, favorite versus underdog expectations, and status strivings. The
second section focuses on when and how prosocial motivation can drive peo-
ple to work harder, smarter, safer, and more collaboratively, as well as on
the antecedents and collective consequences of this desire to benefit oth-
ers. The third section centers on motivation in collaborations, emphasizing
contagion, social proximity, friendship, and the motivation to lead.Together,
these literatures suggest that although rivalries and friendships are double-
edged swords, the twin goals to compete and contribute can be harnessed
constructively.
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Work motivation: the
set of psychological
forces that guide,
energize, and sustain
effort in jobs, projects,
and tasks

Intrinsic motivation:
the desire to expend
effort based on interest
and enjoyment
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INTRODUCTION

Many of the greatest inventions and achievements in human history have been propelled by re-
lationships. In some cases, people have relied on supporters for motivation. Martin Luther King
Jr. was coaxed into leading the civil rights movement by a colleague who nominated him for the
presidency of the Montgomery Improvement Association; Jane Goodall only pursued primatol-
ogy after a mentor sent her to Tanzania for a research project, stressing that her lack of training
would give her fresh eyes; Stephen King only published his first novel, Carrie, after his wife res-
cued the early pages from the trash and encouraged him to revive them. In other cases, people
have turned to adversaries for inspiration. Larry Bird started his mornings by looking up Magic
Johnson’s performance in last night’s game; Matisse and Picasso studied and criticized one an-
other’s work to improve their own; Steve Jobs was inspired to make the iPhone and iPad in part
by a Microsoft executive who boasted about the superiority of the stylus for a tablet.

Motivating relationships are not limited to dynamic duos. Motivation can be driven by con-
nections to broader groups and organizations, where people aim for belonging, status, or impact
on complete strangers. Scientists have produced COVID vaccines in record time to end a global
pandemic, and climate activists have worked to create a better world for generations who have
not even been born yet. Of course, as anyone who has ever had an abusive boss or a discouraging
Dementor can attest, relationships can also be demotivating.We can only wonder howmanymore
peaks might have been reached if not for the deflating effects of other people.

Work motivation is the set of psychological forces that guide, energize, and sustain effort in
jobs, projects, and tasks. At the dawn of work motivation research, scholars recognized the critical
role of relationships. The classic Hawthorne experiments suggested that productivity was moti-
vated not by changes in lighting and other working conditions but by attention from managers
(although recent analyses suggest the effects are subtle; see Levitt & List 2011). As psychologists
developed theories of work motivation, though, they tended to focus on the processes inside em-
ployees’ heads as well as the nature of their tasks and incentives. Social factors were largely painted
into the background, with occasional nods to equity preferences, power and affiliation motives,
collectivistic goals, the roles of managers in setting goals and undermining intrinsic motivation,
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Rivalry: a relationship
in which individuals
are particularly
motivated to defeat a
competitor with whom
they have a history

and the design of jobs that create opportunities for social interaction, friendship, and a positive
impact on other people. Meanwhile, organizational scholars interested in leadership, teams, jus-
tice, power, status, diversity, and emotions went on to study relationships in depth, but they rarely
examined them through the lens of motivation. In recent years, these two streams have begun
to converge, and scholars of organizational psychology and organizational behavior have made
meaningful strides toward understanding the social forces behind work motivation. This progress
has proven timely, as the nature of work has become increasingly social: We have wider networks,
more service jobs, more teams, more cross-functional collaborations, and (gasp) more meetings.
At the same time, work has become differently social: Our organizations are slowly growing more
diverse, and our interactions have rapidly gone virtual.

Our objective in this article is to review some of the most exciting new developments in the
study of the role of relationships in workmotivation. It is not intended to be exhaustive (or exhaust-
ing) but rather to call attention to key insights, emerging patterns, and unanswered questions.We
hope tomotivate (a) organizational scholars to reinvigorate and reinvent workmotivation research
for this increasingly and differently social world, (b) psychologists in other subfields to learn from
and contribute to this body of knowledge, and (c) a broad community of social scientists work-
ing on seemingly distinct problems to recognize that they share a common interest in exploring
relationships as a unifying engine of some of our best (and worst) work.

COMPETITION

Anyone who has looked up a coauthor’s citation counts, envied a younger colleague’s promotion,
or delighted at debunking a rival’s research has experienced the impact of competition on work
motivation. As long as people have worked, they have competed to stand out—or avoid standing
out like a sore thumb. Humans are achievement- and status-seeking creatures: Our effort can rise
or fall as we benchmark ourselves against others.

Rivalry

Not all competitions are equally motivating. In rivalries, individuals are particularly motivated to
defeat an opponent with whom they have a history (Kilduff et al. 2010). In a series of clever archival
and experimental studies, researchers have explored the motivational consequences of rivalries.
On the one hand, rivalries have clear and consistent performance benefits for both individuals
and teams. In a study of long-distance runners, people ran faster when their rivals were in a race
(Kilduff 2014). Further, professional baseball, basketball, football, and hockey teams were more
successful in the playoffs if their biggest rival had done well the prior year—particularly if they
had won the championship (Pike et al. 2018).

Rivalry can raise the perceived stakes of a competition even though the actual stakes are the
same, motivating people to work harder, smarter, and longer. This is in part because rivalry can
foster promotion focus—the motivation to achieve a gain—and compel individuals to focus on
goal attainment (To et al. 2018). The underlying arousal is even visible in physiological responses:
In one experiment in which students at the University of Arizona played a card game, their hearts
beat faster if their opponents were wearing the hat of their rival Arizona State University rather
than theUniversity of Colorado (To et al. 2018).This arousal, coupled with heightened promotion
focus in survey responses,mediated the effect of rivalry on risk taking. Further, in an archival study,
National Football League (NFL) teams were more likely to take risks in the form of attempting
two-point conversions after a touchdown rather than kicking an easier extra point, and of going
for it on fourth down rather than playing it safe by punting, when they were competing against
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a rival—with rivalry measured by sports analyst rankings, fan ratings, and popularity in Google
searches.

The risks that individuals are willing to take to defeat their rivals sometimes violate rules and
cross ethical lines (Kilduff et al. 2016). In a study of professional soccer, players were more likely to
be penalized with yellow cards for unsportsmanlike conduct in matches against rival teams. In an
experiment at The Ohio State University, students were over four times more likely to lie for per-
sonal gain to a peer who supposedly attended the University of Michigan, their longtime football
rival, rather than the University of Virginia or the University of California, Berkeley. Subsequent
experiments showed that rivalries motivated unethical behavior by raising status concerns and
making self-worth more contingent on performance, leading individuals to focus on the benefits
of winning rather than on the costs of acting immorally (Kilduff et al. 2016).

Because rivalries can motivate high levels of effort but also counterproductive behaviors, it is
critical to understand how to obtain the benefits without the costs.One antidote to the destructive
effects is to form supportive rivalries, in which employees have a vested interest in their rivals’
success as well as their own. In a qualitative study of gourmet food trucks (Sonenshein et al. 2017),
competing trucks were surprisingly willing to help one another. Competitors pitched in to fix
one another’s equipment, covered for one another when they ran out of ingredients and supplies,
shared advice with new entrants about fruitful locations, and even directly promoted one another
on social media. Although these trucks technically competed for customers, they recognized their
common identity and rejected the assumption that success was zero-sum. They believed that by
working together, they could expand the food truck industry and overcome collective challenges
like city regulations. The presence of a common outgroup—nongourmet food trucks—promoted
cooperation among previously competing trucks.

Although psychologists have long recognized that cooperation and competition are not mutu-
ally exclusive, it is only relatively recently that we have learned that temporal order matters. It is
more difficult for teams to shift from competition to cooperation than from cooperation to com-
petition. In a military defense computer simulation ( Johnson et al. 2006), teams played two rounds
in different orders: one with rewards for individual performance and the other with rewards for
collective performance. Teams that started out with collective rewards and then shifted to individ-
ual rewards had no trouble transitioning to a healthy pattern of friendly competition. However,
the reverse transition did not go as smoothly: When participants started out with individual re-
wards and then shifted to collective rewards, they demonstrated a pattern of cutthroat cooperation
that gained speed but lost accuracy. They struggled to see one another as allies, keeping valuable
information to themselves at the expense of the group’s performance.

Although incentives can temporarily encourage cooperation between potential competitors,
they may not be enough to sustain it. In a study of salespeople (Sandvik et al. 2020), those who
were paid based on joint output with a colleague boosted their sales during the experiment, but
the benefits dissipated after the experiment ended and the collaboration incentives were removed.
A different intervention was effective in maintaining collaboration: Pairing up salespeople so they
could exchange advice during weekly lunches increased sales by 15%, and these benefits persisted
for at least 20 weeks after the experiment ended.Offering incentives motivated employees to have
transactions that maximized their performance; building a relationship led employees to continue
learning from one another.

Expectations

Every competition comes with performance expectations: Some individuals are expected to excel
and others are expected to struggle. Traditionally, researchers studied the motivational effects of
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expectations through the lenses of self-fulfilling prophecies (McNatt 2000) and stereotype threat
(Nguyen & Ryan 2008). The typical empirical pattern was that employees internalized social ex-
pectations, performing better when expectations were high (the Pygmalion effect) and worse when
they were low (the Golem effect).

However, scholars have begun to highlight that under certain conditions, expectations can also
become self-negating prophecies (Kray et al. 2004). Just as favorites may become complacent (e.g.,
Dutton & Duncan 1987), new research on the underdog effect (Nurmohamed 2020) shows that
low expectations can become a source of motivation. In a field study at a consumer packaged goods
company, new hires who reported being seen as underdogs received higher performance evalua-
tions from their supervisors. In a pair of experiments, participants were randomly assigned to an
underdog, favorite, or neutral expectation condition. Those in the underdog condition performed
better in an accuracy task and were more likely to reach the optimal solution in the negotiation,
and the latter effect was mediated by the motivation to prove others wrong. Expectations do not
operate only through self-efficacy; they also influence relational motives to manage one’s impres-
sion in the eyes of others.

A key question concerns when employees internalize low expectations and when they are deter-
mined to defy those expectations instead. A critical moderator is whether low expectations come
from a credible source. Whereas research on self-fulfilling prophecies largely focused on expec-
tations from credible observers such as immediate supervisors, research on the underdog effect
has theoretically and empirically explored the importance of source credibility. In an experiment,
underdog expectations only motivated higher performance when the source of those expectations
lacked credibility (Nurmohamed 2020). It seems that when observers are not experts on the task
or familiar with employees’ capabilities, it is more likely that employees will become motivated to
prove them wrong.

There is also reason to believe that underdogs and favorites are motivated differently. Favorites
tend to have a prevention focus—seeking to avoid a loss—whereas underdogs typically have a pro-
motion focus.Goal commitment and effort are heightenedwhenmotivational appeals arematched
to this regulatory focus, encouraging favorites to avoid a loss and underdogs to strive for a win
(Lount et al. 2017).

Status

The expectations others hold of us have deep roots in—and broad implications for—status. Sta-
tus has increasingly emerged as a fundamental concern in work motivation research, following
the recognition that individuals are motivated to maintain and improve their standing in social
hierarchies. In a study of telemarketing sales representatives in a financial services company, sta-
tus strivings predicted performance even after controlling for achievement strivings (Barrick et al.
2002).

Status hierarchies can exist across a range of dimensions, from performance to intelligence.The
level of status attained based on past performance can motivate or undermine future performance.
In studies of NASCAR drivers and PGA golfers (Bothner et al. 2012), there was a curvilinear
relationship between past performance and future performance, such that moderate status in the
field predicted higher performance, but very high status was associated with lower performance.
It may be that high status—e.g., being a favorite—can make individuals complacent.

When individuals occupy a lower position in a status hierarchy, upward social comparisons can
lead to the emotion of envy, the pain of being inferior to another person on a given dimension. As
equity theory has long suggested, envy can motivate both productive and counterproductive be-
haviors. On the one hand, individuals may strive for self-improvement and affiliation (van de Ven
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2017); on the other hand, they may sabotage others or self-destruct (Duffy et al. 2012). There are
some strategies that can buffer against the negative effects of malicious envy. For example, individ-
uals can actively manage the envy others feel toward them by expressing humility and vulnerability
(Brooks et al. 2019). In a field experiment, entrepreneurs who revealed their failures along with
their successes mitigated observers’ feelings of malicious envy without sacrificing admiration or
status.

Status is not only relative; it is also dynamic. In a pair of longitudinal studies ofmiddlemanagers
enrolled in part-time Master of Business Administration programs (Bendersky & Shah 2012),
those who held high-status positions throughout the quarter outperformed their peers, but those
who gained status over the quarter did no better than their lower-status peers. The interpersonal
effort required to enhance social status may have detracted from individual task focus.

Losing status can also take a toll, especially for high-status individuals. In a field study of pro-
fessional baseball players (Marr & Thau 2014), after losing arbitration in salary disputes, All-Star
players declined in batting performance, whereas lower-status players showed no decreases in
performance. In follow-up experiments, losing high status reduced performance quality but not
quantity, pointing to the possibility of attention rather than effort as the underlying motivational
process. Attention was likely redirected toward managing self-threat, as a self-affirmation manip-
ulation protected against the performance costs of losing high status.

Status strivings appear to be most salient in smaller ponds. The larger the number of individ-
uals in a competition, the less driven participants are to excel (Garcia & Tor 2009). This effect
is explained not by perceived likelihood of success but by social comparison: Individuals are less
likely to benchmark their performance against a large group. A single competitor can fire us up;
an endless pool of competitors can extinguish our desire to stand out.

Although status strivings can be a source of motivational fuel, it is not always effective to share
information with employees about their relative rank in a performance hierarchy. In a field experi-
ment with furniture salespeople, removing feedback about performance rankings actually boosted
sales performance by 11%—in part because employees were more likely to focus their effort on
sales rather than on other tasks in which they were not ranked (Barankay 2012). Interestingly, this
effect was driven by gains in men’s performance, which is surprising in light of evidence that men
tend to see more upsides in competition than women (Kesebir et al. 2019).

Rankings may inadvertently hamper performance by discouraging effort, but they can also un-
dermine motivation by reducing morale, evoking perceptions of inequity, and reducing collabora-
tion toward collective goals. In particular, forced rankings—a type of relative evaluation system in
which employees are assessed against one another and stacked according to a fixed distribution—
may backfire. Several studies show that such systems can have a negative effect on teamwork and
collaboration: People are less inclined to cooperate with peers who have similar rankings and have
the potential to gain in standing (Garcia &Tor 2007).The good news is that there are ways to mit-
igate some of the negative effects of performance rankings. For example, when performance rank-
ings were introduced in online games, cooperation fell significantly, but introducing reputational
information that emphasized individuals’ past prosocial contributions was effective in buffering
against this risk (Chambers & Baker 2020).

PROSOCIAL MOTIVATION

There is a long-standing debate about whether success at work requires selfishness. Individual dif-
ferences in selfishness—the tendency to pursue one’s own interests at the expense of others—are
robust across cultures (Diebels et al. 2018). There is a growing argument in favor of consider-
ing selfishness as a sixth fundamental trait of personality along with the traditional Big Five traits
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Prosocial motivation:
the desire to expend
effort to benefit others

Working harder:
exerting greater
intensity or persistence
of effort

of extraversion, emotional stability, conscientiousness, openness, and agreeableness. In particular,
whereas agreeableness is a tendency to seek social harmony through outer politeness and cooper-
ativeness, selfishness involves the inner motivation to help and care about oneself (versus others).
It is possible for people to be agreeable and selfish—or disagreeable and generous. Individual dif-
ferences in selfishness may better reflect the sixth factor of personality than what was previously
conceptualized as honesty/humility (Diebels et al. 2018), and they have powerful implications for
work motivation.

In an unusually creative study, ten Brinke et al. (2017) studied whether selfish hedge fund man-
agers had better or worse financial returns over a decade.Theymeasured the extent to whichman-
agers showed a lack of empathy when talking about others’ struggles, exhibited schadenfreude by
smiling at others’ failures, and displayed disingenuous kindness in interactions (i.e., signs of psy-
chopathy); they also observed the degree to which managers talked about themselves and stuck
out their chests in hubristic pride (i.e., signs of narcissism). Hedge fund managers who scored one
standard deviation above the mean in psychopathy had 15% lower returns than their peers, and
narcissistic hedge fund managers also performed worse than other managers.

There may even be costs of selfishness in politics. In a study of US senators, ten Brinke et al.
(2016) examined whether psychopaths were more or less influential in enlisting colleagues as
cosponsors on bills. Senators who scored higher on psychopathy in video ratings tended to stagnate
or lose influence after rising into leadership roles, whereas senators who scored high in kindness
and humanity were more likely to gain influence. If a selfishness penalty emerges even in settings
that are known for cutthroat competition, it is likely to extend to more collaborative settings as
well. This raises important questions about whether there may also be a generosity premium in a
wide range of workplaces.

Benefits of Prosocial Motivation at Work

Psychologists have increasingly recognized that at work, many individuals are motivated not only
by competition but also by contribution.There has been a surge of interest in prosocial motivation
at work—i.e., the desire to benefit others through a job or task—as a driver of effort. A series of
studies have linked prosocial motivation to higher job performance (e.g.,De Dreu &Nauta 2009).
Further, a meta-analysis of 168 samples with over 51,000 employees indicates that the time they
spend helping others contributes as much to their performance reviews and promotions as does
the quality of their work in their individual tasks (Podsakoff et al. 2009).

A first key mechanism is social capital. A number of studies have shown that prosocial mo-
tives and behaviors build status, trust, and goodwill (Anderson et al. 2020, Flynn 2003, Flynn et al.
2006, Grant et al. 2009). By establishing relationships and reputations as trustworthy, prosocially
motivated employees elicit respect and reciprocity rather than envy and undermining from their
colleagues. Research indicates that employees who are generous with their knowledge and con-
nections are more likely to receive valuable information, which boosts their creativity (Černe et al.
2014), and to be welcomed into high-profile innovation projects (Obstfeld 2005). Prosocial moti-
vation also buffers against the risks of being highly assertive (Hu et al. 2019): Assertive employees
are more likely to emerge as leaders when they are driven to help others, in part because coworkers
are less likely to be intimidated and more likely to feel comfortable going to them for advice. In
a paper titled “Get Smarty Pants,” Kim & Glomb (2010) found that highly intelligent employees
in a health care organization were more likely than other employees to be bullied and victimized
by coworkers—unless they tended to be communal and other-oriented.

A second mechanism explaining the performance benefits of prosocial motivation is working
harder. In a study of intensive care nurses in Wuhan, China, over 5 days of the COVID pandemic
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Working smarter:
learning more effective
task strategies or
developing more
creative ideas and
solutions to problems

(Zhu et al. 2021), prosocial motivation predicted higher performance ratings from supervisors.
This relationship was mediated by both the level and the variability of daily occupational calling:
The desire to help others helped nurses maintain strong, stable beliefs in the meaning of their
work. Prosocial motivation connects employees’ jobs to a purpose larger than themselves, boost-
ing the intensity and persistence of their effort. This pattern has been documented in studies of
various adverse work conditions, showing that prosocially motivated employees are more likely to
be proactive when working on ambiguous tasks (Grant & Rothbard 2013) and working for dis-
couraging supervisors (Lebel & Patil 2018). In addition, when high self-esteem and self-efficacy
put employees at risk for complacency, those who are prosocially motivated are more likely to
maintain their effort and performance: They worry about letting others down if they fail and
anticipate that others will be grateful if they succeed (Grant & Wrzesniewski 2010).

A third mechanism is working smarter. There is direct evidence that prosocial motivation can
influence creativity. In field studies at a military base and a water treatment plant as well as a labo-
ratory experiment (Grant & Berry 2011), intrinsic motivation only contributed to creativity when
employees were also prosocially motivated. The necessity of others was a mother of invention:
Employees who wanted to help others were more likely to engage in perspective taking, which
enabled them to generate ideas that were ultimately useful to others, rather than pursuing novel
ideas that were personally interesting to them. In a meta-analysis of 191 samples (Liu et al. 2016),
prosocial motivation had unique explanatory power in predicting creativity over and above in-
trinsic motivation and creative self-efficacy—and also proved more relevant as a mediator of the
relationship of supportive leadership with creativity. Further, because they are concerned with a
broader set of goals, prosocially motivated employees are willing to share their knowledge even
when time is tight (Connelly et al. 2019). As a result, they may gain unexpected learning benefits
over time, as solving other people’s problems can provide knowledge and fresh insights into their
own problems (Shah et al. 2018).

A fourth mechanism is working safer. During the COVID-19 pandemic, prosocially motivated
individuals weremore likely to follow physical distancing guidelines, stay homewhen sick, and buy
face masks (Campos-Mercade et al. 2020). By leading individuals to consider the consequences for
others who might be vulnerable, prosocial motivation can encourage caution and discourage risky
decisions. A widely studied decision trap is escalation of commitment to losing courses of action,
whereby employees and managers continue investing time and money in failing initiatives. More
than the economic factors of sunk costs, escalation is fueled by psychological forces: the desire
to finish what was started, the fear of regretting walking away, and especially the motivation to
defend one’s ego and image (Sleesman et al. 2012). Research has shown that individuals who are
concerned with their responsibility to others rather than their own achievements are less prone to
escalation (Moon 2001). This is in part because prosocial motivation can make employees more
receptive to negative feedback (Korsgaard et al. 1997), as they are more concerned with improving
for others than proving themselves or protecting their egos.

Costs of Prosocial Motivation at Work

However, when it comes to escalation of commitment, prosocial motivation appears to be a
double-edged sword. When people are working on a project that benefits others, they are of-
ten determined to make it successful, both because they care about the impact on others and
because they want to maintain their moral self-image. As a result, they are more likely to esca-
late their commitment to failing prosocial initiatives than to personal initiatives (Schaumberg &
Wiltermuth 2014).
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This tendency toward moral justification can also have darker consequences. Helping others
can become an excuse for unethical behavior: Research has shown that people are more willing
to cheat when splitting the rewards with another person (Wiltermuth 2011); to grant themselves
moral licenses to behave immorally after acting prosocially (Klotz & Bolino 2013); and to lie,
withhold information, or even withhold issuing a refund to customers in order to benefit their
organizations when they identify strongly with them and believe in reciprocity (Umphress et al.
2010). People are also more lenient with organizational transgressors who are covering up peers’
unethical behaviors as opposed to their own (Kundro & Nurmohamed 2020). The desire to help
others can enable people to rationalize otherwise indefensible actions.

Prosocial motivation may have costs beyond unethical behavior. Research suggests that there is
a curvilinear relationship between helping behavior and productivity, such that employees who are
“too generous” (Flynn 2003) may prioritize supporting others at the expense of their own tasks,
which limits their salaries and promotion prospects (Bergeron et al. 2013). However, since these
studies focused on helping behaviors, it is unclear whether the results were driven by excessive
concern for others or insufficient concern for oneself. Whereas scholars have often assumed that
self-interest and prosocial motivation are opposing ends of one continuum, research has revealed
that these are two independent axes. Prosocial motivation is concern for helping others, which is
separate from concern for one’s own needs and goals (De Dreu & Nauta 2009). This means that
prosocial motivation is not necessarily altruistic: Caring about others does not need to come at
the expense of oneself (Amanatullah et al. 2008, Grant & Berry 2011). To understand the effects
of prosocial motivation, it is critical to examine self-concern in tandem.

Self-concern and prosocial motivation are not merely independent; they can interact positively.
Employees who are motivated both to do good and to look good engage in the highest levels of
organizational citizenship behaviors, ranging from showing extra initiative in their jobs to voicing
problems and solutions (Grant & Mayer 2009). Without concern for impression management,
prosocially motivated employees may sacrifice themselves for others.When they care about their
images as well as their impact, they are more likely to focus on helping in ways that advance their
own goals as well as those of others.

The interest and enjoyment that employees find in their own work are also factors in their
capacity to add value. In a pair of field studies (Grant 2008a), prosocial motivation only predicted
more overtime hours worked by firefighters and more revenue generated by fundraising callers
when they were also intrinsically motivated.When intrinsic motivation was lacking, this relation-
ship reversed: Prosocial motivation predicted lower persistence and productivity. This is likely
because feeling pressured to help is depleting, whereas wanting to help is energizing (Lin et al.
2019).

Energy also depends on the strategies that employees use to manage the time they spend help-
ing others. In a study of salespeople (Rapp et al. 2013), those with poor time management skills
struggled to stay on track with their calls if they engaged in too many helping behaviors.However,
for those who were skilled at time management, more helping predicted making more calls.

Psychologists have also studied the consequences of spreading acts of generosity out versus
batching them together in smaller chunks of time. In an experiment at a public university (Allan
et al. 2018), employees found their work more meaningful if they were randomly assigned to batch
together several acts of helping in one day rather than spread them out across the week. It may be
that sprinkling prosocial acts throughout a week distracts from work and feels like merely a drop
in the bucket, whereas batching them sharpens focus and strengthens a sense of impact.

Researchers have also identified both upsides and downsides of prosocial motivation by ex-
panding the beneficiaries beyond end users outside the organization and colleagues inside the
organization. The desire to support one’s family is a common form of prosocial motivation across
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cultures. Research suggests that family motivation can energize effort—especially in jobs that lack
intrinsic motivation—but may also create a sense of pressure that reduces creativity (Menges et al.
2017, Zhang et al. 2020).

Collective Consequences of Prosocial Motivation at Work

Whereas the above studies concentrated on the individual outcomes of prosocial motivation, re-
search has also investigated the implications for groups and organizations. Since leaders have a
disproportionate impact on their teams and workplaces, the majority of research on collective
consequences has examined how leaders’ prosocial and self-interested motivations influence team
and organizational performance.

In leadership, prosocial motivation has been studied as servant leadership—i.e., the tendency
for leaders to put employees’ success, development, and well-being above their own and to up-
hold their responsibilities to the community and stakeholders in addition to shareholders. Acts of
service and self-sacrifice motivate higher productivity among employees, especially if leaders are
not prototypical of the group (van Knippenberg & van Knippenberg 2005). In a meta-analysis of
130 studies (Lee et al. 2020), servant leadership exhibited incremental validity over transforma-
tional, authentic, and ethical leadership in predicting higher team performance and citizenship
behavior (as well as higher levels of individual task performance, citizenship, creativity, and voice,
and lower levels of counterproductive behavior). Servant leaders motivated individuals and teams
in part by earning trust, showing respect, and establishing procedural justice. For example, in an
archival study of technology companies (Peterson et al. 2012), firms had higher returns on assets
over the next three quarters—controlling for the prior quarter’s returns—when CEOs were rated
as servant leaders who cared more about the organization’s success than their own and emphasized
the importance of giving back to the community. This performance benefit of servant leadership
was mediated by heightened organizational identification among CFOs, and it explained the per-
formance costs of CEO narcissism. Further, experimental and field studies suggest that servant
leadership is particularly important for motivating prosocial behaviors among more selfish em-
ployees (Wu et al. 2021).

CEO narcissism generally reflects an absence of prosocial motivation: It involves being egotis-
tical and self-serving and putting one’s own success above that of others and the organization. In a
meta-analysis of narcissism and leadership (Grijalva et al. 2015), although narcissists seemed to be
more likely to emerge as leaders in groups and organizations, this relationship was actually driven
by the shared variance between extraversion and narcissism. When extraversion was accounted
for, narcissism no longer predicted leader emergence. Further, narcissists were not more effective
leaders, although the relationship between narcissism and effectiveness appeared to be curvilinear.

Since it is often difficult to survey leaders directly on narcissism, researchers have devised unob-
trusive measures. CEO narcissism has been assessed in terms of the size of the CEO’s photograph
in annual reports, the use of first-person singular pronouns when discussing the company’s suc-
cess, and the gap in compensation between theCEO and the next-highest-paid executive—metrics
which correlate highly with stock analyst ratings of CEO narcissism (Chatterjee & Hambrick
2007)—as well as the size of the CEO’s signature and private jet usage (for a review, see Cragun
et al. 2020). CEO narcissism has been linked to more volatile firm performance (Chatterjee &
Hambrick 2007) as well as slower recovery of banks from the financial crisis (Buyl et al. 2019).

Several of the mechanisms at play are the mirror image of those discussed above to explain the
benefits of individual prosocial motivation. It appears that narcissism can discourage leaders from
working hard, working smart, working safely, and working collaboratively. Research has shown
that narcissistic CEOs tend to listen to their cheerleaders while tuning out negative feedback
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from critics as well as objective performancemeasures (Chatterjee&Hambrick 2011).They create
riskier policies (Buyl et al. 2019) and pursue more grandiose and frequent acquisitions (Chatterjee
& Hambrick 2007), and their firms place less emphasis on collaboration and integrity (O’Reilly
et al. 2020) and are more likely to commit fraud (O’Reilly et al. 2018).

However, a recent meta-analysis focusing specifically on CEOs found that narcissism had rela-
tionships with firm financial performance and innovation that were variable but on average weakly
positive (Cragun et al. 2020). This may be in part because of undetected curvilinearity or because
the grandiosity of narcissists is not always self-centered.Whereas narcissists who exaggerate their
agentic traits cause status conflict and reduce team performance, narcissists with more communal
orientations may not (Wakeman & Peterson 2017). Similarly, researchers have found that em-
ployees perform better and companies innovate when leaders score high on both narcissism and
humility, maintaining bold visions while acknowledging their own limitations and appreciating
others’ strengths (Owens et al. 2015). Whether or not narcissistic leadership has benefits, pre-
venting harm may depend on organizations’ abilities to activate their prosocial tendencies and
rein in their selfish impulses.

Although psychologists have studied the many ways in which power can corrupt, there is also
evidence that power reveals. Both field studies and experiments suggest that other-oriented values
and identities buffer against the selfish use of power (DeCelles et al. 2012) and channel emotional
intelligence toward helping behavior (Côté et al. 2011). Prosocially motivated people are more
likely to use their authority, skills, and resources to benefit others.

In organizations, selfish tendencies emanate not only from the corner office. Selfish teammem-
bers can poison the waters for all. In an imaginative study analyzing game-level longitudinal data
fromNational Basketball Association (NBA) teams (Grijalva et al. 2020), researchers coded player
narcissism from tweets. Teams with higher mean and maximum narcissism scores won fewer
games, in part because they failed to improve in coordination over the course of the season. It
was particularly problematic to have a narcissist in the key coordinating role of point guard: One
bad apple was enough to spoil the barrel. In fact, direct comparisons of selfish and prosocial be-
haviors suggest that bad may be stronger than good: Deviant employees may bring more costs
than generous employees bring benefits (Dunlop & Lee 2004).

Antecedents of Prosocial Motivation at Work

Given the benefits of prosocial motivation, psychologists and organizational scholars have exam-
ined how jobs can be designed to promote it.Whereas early research focused on the task architec-
ture of jobs as a driver of intrinsic motivation, research on fostering prosocial motivation focuses
on the relational architecture of jobs. Many employees hold jobs that have a positive impact on
others but have little exposure to the ultimate beneficiaries of their work—the clients, customers,
and end users who are affected by their tasks. Personalizing and humanizing one’s job by establish-
ing contact with those who benefit from it can have surprising motivational effects. For example,
in a field experiment (Grant et al. 2007), university fundraising callers were randomly assigned to
have contact with a single undergraduate student whose scholarship was supported by their work.
After meeting with the student for just 10 minutes, the average caller spent 142% more minutes
on the phone and raised 171% more money, whereas callers in the control conditions did not
change significantly on these measures.

These effects were constructively replicated in a naturally occurring quasi-experiment with an-
other sample of university fundraisers (Grant 2008b). Callers who happened to show up during a
shift in which an anthropology graduate student spoke about how their fundraising supported her
research more than doubled in weekly pledges and quintupled in weekly revenues, whereas those
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in the control condition did not change significantly on these measures. In a pair of laboratory
experiments (Grant et al. 2007), contact with beneficiaries motivated persistence by increasing
awareness of impact and strengthening commitment to the beneficiary of the task. However, ben-
eficiary contact only increased persistence when the work was high in task significance, that is, it
had a meaningful impact on the beneficiary.

These effects have been extended to internal beneficiaries inside the organization. In a field ex-
periment (Bellé 2012), nurses assembled more surgical kits per minute—and made fewer errors—
after they had been randomly assigned to meet the health care practitioners who would use the
kits. These effects were partially mediated by prosocial motivation: Beneficiary contact increased
their desire to perform a public service and make a difference. Interestingly, prosocial motivation
also moderated these effects: Nurses who initially had a stronger desire to help others were more
responsive to beneficiary contact. A similar pattern emerged in a field experiment with fundraising
callers: Those with strong prosocial values were more motivated by information about how their
work benefited scholarship students (Grant 2008c).

When direct beneficiary contact is not possible, task significance itself can drive performance:
When employees are aware of the positive impact of their jobs on others, they work harder and
safer. In a field experiment with lifeguards (Grant 2008c), reading stories about other lifeguards
performing rescues increased the hours that lifeguards worked and increased supervisor ratings
of helpfulness in protecting and assisting guests. These effects were mediated by the lifeguards’
perceptions of their work as having a greater impact on and value to pool guests.

In some cases, simply seeing a beneficiary may be enough to activate prosocial motivation and
drive effort. In a field experiment using a within-subjects design (Turner et al. 2008), radiologists
analyzed a computerized tomography (CT) exam and then another one 3 months later. Unbe-
knownst to them, it was the same scan, and they had been randomly assigned to have the patient’s
photo attached at one point in time but not the other.When the patient’s photo was included, ra-
diologists reported more empathy, demonstrated 46% higher diagnostic accuracy, and wrote 29%
longer reports.

There is also evidence that merely being reminded of beneficiaries can motivate safety behav-
iors. In a pair of field experiments at a hospital (Grant & Hofmann 2011a), medical professionals
were more likely to wash their hands when signs on the wall emphasized that hand hygiene would
protect patients from diseases as opposed to protecting themselves from diseases. In units ran-
domly assigned to signs emphasizing prosocial consequences, soap and gel use increased by 45%
and hand hygiene compliance increased by over 10%, whereas signs emphasizing personal con-
sequences had no impact compared to a control group. When considering our own health, we
may fall victim to the illusion of invulnerability; when focusing on how our actions affect oth-
ers who are vulnerable, we are more realistic about risk. However, the novelty of the message
may be critical here. During the first month of the COVID-19 pandemic, intentions to engage
in prevention behaviors like physical distancing and handwashing were stronger when prosocial
consequences (i.e., “Don’t spread it”) rather than personal consequences (i.e., “Don’t get it”) were
emphasized ( Jordan et al. 2020). However, a month later, this difference in effectiveness between
the twomessages evaporated.Once the public and personal benefits of prevention had been widely
communicated, it was believing in the public threat—not being reminded of the public threat or
believing in the personal threat—that mattered.

In light of the motivational effects of connecting the dots between employees’ work and a
prosocial impact, an important question is who should connect the dots. In a naturally occurring
field quasi-experiment with fundraising callers testing the effects of different sources of proso-
cial messages (Grant & Hofmann 2011b), a speech from a scholarship student increased revenue,
whereas speeches from two leaders did not. In a laboratory experiment, before editing a graduate
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student’s research paper, participants watched one of two different versions of a woman describing
how the paper would help the student get a job. In the two conditions, the same woman delivered
an identical message; the only difference was whether she introduced herself as a beneficiary (the
student who wrote the paper) or a leader (the director of the program helping students get jobs).
Participants caught more errors—and gave better feedback and advice—when the message came
from the beneficiary than when it came from the leader. This effect was mediated by suspicion:
Participants were more skeptical of the message when it came from the leader, knowing that she
had an ulterior motive for convincing them to work harder. Additional field studies suggest that if
leaders and managers are not perceived as trustworthy, employees may doubt the prosocial impact
of their work, and the performance of prosocially motivated employees is likely to suffer (Grant
& Sumanth 2009). A subsequent experiment showed that leaders were just as effective as bene-
ficiaries in highlighting an achievement message that emphasized an organization’s success; the
beneficiary, however, was a more compelling source of a prosocial message that emphasized an
organization’s impact (Grant & Hofmann 2011b).

This research suggests that instead of preaching about prosocial impact, leaders are well suited
to articulate an organizational vision but may be better off “outsourcing inspiration” about impact
to the beneficiaries of that vision. In a quasi-experiment at a call center and a survey study in a
government organization (Grant 2012), transformational leadership was more likely to contribute
to revenue and performance evaluations when employees interacted with the beneficiaries of their
work. Beneficiary contact made the prosocial impact of leaders’ visions more vivid, establishing a
credible link between leaders’ words and the organization’s deeds.

Beyond relational job design and leadership, some studies have explored how organizational
events and structures influence prosocial motivation. For example, events that trigger mortality
salience can also elicit prosocial motivation at work by reminding employees that their time is
finite, encouraging them to focus on making lasting contributions to people and organizations
that represent their values and identities. In an archival study of public firms (Chen et al. 2019),
after CEOs experienced the death of a board member, their firms increased their corporate social
responsibility investments. In experiments, merely thinking about death was sufficient to activate
legacy motivation, which spurred participants to allocate more resources to future generations,
reversing typical temporal discounting patterns (Wade-Benzoni et al. 2012).

Goals and incentive structures can also influence prosocial motivations and behaviors. For ex-
ample, when difficult goals are paired with incentives, individuals are less likely to help others
(Wright et al. 1993). Some studies of people performing prosocial tasks suggest that nonfinancial
rewards are more effective at eliciting effort than financial rewards (Ashraf et al. 2012). This may
be because monetary incentives crowd out image motivation—the desire to be well regarded by
others (Ariely et al. 2009)—or because they crowd out intrinsic motivation, though evidence has
been conflicting (Ashraf et al. 2012). One possible workaround is offering employees a prosocial
rather than a personal bonus, whereby rewards are spent on others rather than oneself. Several
experiments have shown that when employees receive prosocial bonuses—e.g., money to donate
to charity or spend on teammates—they feel happier and perform better (Anik et al. 2013). One
of the underlying mechanisms may be the emergence of prosocial norms in the team.

Team cultures are more than the sum of their individual parts, and evidence suggests that it is
possible to cultivate prosocial motivation in a team beyond assembling a group of prosocial indi-
viduals. In a field study of teams across a variety of industries in the United States and China (Hu
&Liden 2015), team prosocial motivation—the shared desire to help others—predicted team per-
formance ratings even after controlling for the prosocial motivations of individual teammembers.
Members of prosocially motivated teams were also more likely to stay in the organization. In the
field study as well as a laboratory experiment, team prosocial motivation enhanced performance
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by promoting cooperation and a sense of team viability, but only when task interdependence was
high. This suggests that the collective motivation to help others is beneficial in aligning a team
toward achieving a meaningful goal when the work requires collaboration.

MOTIVATION IN COLLABORATION

A growing body of research recognizes that the dynamics of collaboration influence motivation.
Motivation can spill over between colleagues, within teams, and from leaders to teams, with sur-
prisingly far-reaching effects on performance.

Contagion and Motivation

Along with exploring the prosocial motivation of teams, researchers have examined how prosocial
motivation spreads within teams and organizations. In a field experiment at a Spanish organization
(Chancellor et al. 2018), when employees were randomly assigned to receive acts of kindness from
colleagues over 4 weeks, they paid it forward with 278% more prosocial behaviors than those in
the control group. Evidence suggests that initially, employees may follow prosocial norms due to
image and reputational concerns, but over time, theymaintain these norms due to gratitude (Baker
& Bulkley 2014). When employees receive help from others, appreciation can motivate them to
pay it forward. Gratitude may also play an important role in productivity: In fields ranging from
sales to sports, paying nonstars generously cultivated gratitude and closed the performance gap
between stars and nonstars (Baron 2013). However, gratitude also has a dark side. Across four ex-
periments, participants who were induced to feel grateful were more likely to obey a command
to crush worms in a grinder (Tong et al. 2020). Feeling gratitude can make employees more con-
cerned about maintaining social harmony and thereby more vulnerable to social influence.

It is not just feeling grateful that can influence motivation; it is also being thanked. In a field
experiment (Grant & Gino 2010), when a senior manager visited a call center to thank employees
for their work, their effort increased by more than 50% in the following week, whereas the con-
trol group did not change significantly. In two lab experiments, after participants helped a student
improve his job application cover letters, just eight words of gratitude from him were enough to
more than double the odds that they would help him again in the next 3 days—and also that they
would help another student. This effect was mediated by social worth, not self-efficacy: Gratitude
motivated individuals by making them feel valued as opposed to boosting their feelings of com-
petence. When employees do not feel that their work is appreciated or even understood by the
beneficiaries of their jobs, the proactivity of those who are prosocially motivated is likely to suffer
(Patil & Lebel 2019).

Another less familiar social emotion that can influence workmotivation is elevation: the feeling
of being lifted up by the moral excellence or virtuous acts of others. Research has shown that
leaders can influence their followers’ ethical behaviors through moral elevation. In a field study of
nurses at a public hospital (Vianello et al. 2010), when leaders displayed interpersonal fairness or
self-sacrifice, employees experienced elevation and demonstrated greater affective organizational
commitment and interpersonal and organizational citizenship behaviors.

Although elevation has rarely appeared directly in the research, there is an extensive litera-
ture on transformational and charismatic leadership as sources of work motivation.Meta-analytic
evidence shows that when leaders articulate an inspiring vision, role-model admirable values, of-
fer intellectual stimulation, and show individual consideration, teams and organizations perform
better (Wang et al. 2011). This is in part because employees are motivated to work harder and
smarter (Dvir et al. 2002), safer (Clarke 2013), and more collaboratively (Carton et al. 2014). For
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example, in a study of hospitals (Carton et al. 2014), heart attack readmissions rates were lower—
and financial performance was higher—when leaders used substantial vision imagery combined
with a small set of values. In a follow-up experiment, the combination of vivid visions and few
values activated a shared sense of purpose, enhancing coordination and subsequently improving
performance. Further, role models can inspire employees to aim higher than they would if they
set their own goals (Lockwood & Kunda 1999), and transformational leaders are more likely to
inject meaning into the jobs that employees do (Piccolo & Colquitt 2006). Interestingly, though,
transactional leadership—particularly setting clear expectations and rewarding performance—is
just as consequential ( Judge & Piccolo 2004).When it comes to motivation, management may be
an underrated skill of leadership.

Considerable research has demonstrated that leaders’ and coworkers’ emotional displays can
be contagious (Barsade 2002). Although the general trend has been to focus on the motivational
benefits of positive emotional contagion and the costs of negative emotional contagion, there are
interesting exceptions. For example, in an experiment that manipulated positive versus negative
mood among leaders (Sy et al. 2005), groups caught their leaders’ mood.When the leader was in
a positive rather than a negative mood, groups were rated as demonstrating higher coordination
but lower effort. It may be that these effects were driven by activation as well as valence: The
positive mood manipulation was a funny video clip, while the negative mood manipulation was
a clip from a documentary about social injustice that may have elicited more intense feelings of
anger or righteous indignation.

Research has explored how expressions of anger by others can influence motivation, and there,
too, the intensity matters. In a study of hundreds of locker room speeches at halftime by high
school and college basketball coaches (Staw et al. 2019), teams performed best when coaches were
moderately angry.The motivational effects of expressions of anger depend not only on the level of
anger but also on the type of effort required. In three experiments (Miron-Spektor et al. 2011), ex-
pressions of anger motivated participants to work harder but not smarter. Individuals who listened
to an angry customer were more successful in solving analytic problems—but less successful in
solving creative problems—than those who listened to an emotionally neutral customer. Further,
responses to expressions of anger vary based on the personality of the recipient. In one experiment
comparing leader expressions of anger and of happiness (Van Kleef et al. 2010), disagreeable teams
performed better under angry leaders, while agreeable teams performed better under happy lead-
ers. Fit between leader emotions and employee traits can be consequential: Whereas disagreeable
employees may be energized by conflict, agreeable employees are more motivated by harmony.

Expressions of anger and contempt can have distinct motivational effects. In a business strategy
simulation (Melwani & Barsade 2011), participants who were randomly assigned to receive con-
temptuous feedback from a virtual partner performed better than those who received angry feed-
back, but they also responded more aggressively to the partner. Subsequent experiments showed
that the surprising performance benefits of contempt were mediated by heightened emotional ac-
tivation and reduced implicit self-esteem, and they were most pronounced when participants had
low status.

Although being treated with disrespect may temporarily motivate some employees to prove
others wrong, the motivational consequences of disrespect can be dire. In an experiment during
a training simulation for neonatal intensive care units (Riskin et al. 2015), teams that were ran-
domly assigned to be insulted by a health expert had lower diagnostic performance and procedural
performance. These effects were mediated by reduced information sharing and help seeking, re-
spectively. Experiments show that rudeness decreases performance on both routine and creative
tasks by disrupting task focus (Porath & Erez 2007): Individuals shift their attention away from
the task and toward managing their negative emotions.
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Social Proximity and Motivation

Although research on contagion has mostly focused on how emotions spread, recent studies have
highlighted how the spread of motivation itself can occur between colleagues in close proximity.
Physical proximity is one key factor. In a study of several thousand employees in a technology
company (Housman & Minor 2016), the quantity and quality of employees’ work were predicted
by the performance of the coworkers who happened to be sitting near them. Strong perform-
ers were not negatively affected by sitting near weak performers, whereas weak performers were
more productive—and produced better work—when sitting near high performers. Complemen-
tary pairings of strong and weak performers increased quality by just under 1%, increased the
speed of work by 13%, and reduced the frequency of unsolved tasks by almost 17%. Importantly,
these performance spillover benefits did not persist once the desks were rearranged, suggesting
that they were driven by motivation rather than learning.

Similarly, in a study of professional golfers competing in the Masters Tournament (Flynn &
Amanatullah 2012), golfers performed better when they were paired with high-performing peers,
even after controlling for their performance in the previous round. Although the mechanisms
are unclear, being in the immediate presence of a high performer appears to motivate individu-
als to perform better themselves. However, these spillover effects are not always positive; ethical
transgressions may be contagious as well. For example, after their firms merge, financial advisors
are 37% more likely to commit misconduct if they encounter a new coworker with a history of
misconduct (Dimmock et al. 2018).

When physical proximity is not possible, temporal proximity is another important consider-
ation. Remote teams are more productive and creative when their interactions follow a pattern
of “burstiness”—i.e., alternating periods of silence for individual work with bursts of rapid-fire
communication among team members (Riedl & Woolley 2016). One mechanism underlying the
value of burstiness is attention: Team members are energized when they know their colleagues
are online ready to respond to their work. In virtual collaborations, the spillover of motivation in
teams may hinge more on the intensity of communication than on its frequency.

A common concern about remote work is that employees will be less motivated to perform
and collaborate. Before the pandemic, a meta-analysis of telecommuting (Gajendran & Harrison
2007) suggested that as long as employees were in the office together at least half of the week,
there were no costs to performance or coworker relationships. In a recent field experiment using
a within-subject design at a life sciences firm (Sherman 2019), employees reported performing
better during weeks in which they worked from home. The perceived performance effects were
heightened for working mothers, who experienced less work–family conflict at home, which may
have helped with focus of attention and energy. Once again, there were no detrimental effects on
coordination or helping between coworkers.

However, remote work may be a double-edged sword, particularly if there are disparities in
how often different employees are in the office. In a field experiment at a call center (Bloom et al.
2015), when employees were randomly assigned to work from home, their performance increased
by 13.5%.Motivation was a key factor: From home, employees worked harder (making more calls
per minute) and longer (working more minutes per shift and taking fewer breaks and sick days).
However, despite being more productive, employees working from home were half as likely to be
promoted, presumably because they lacked face time with the managers.

A substantial concern in remote work is that supervisors might micromanage the behaviors of
their employees, tracking keystrokes and camera usage. Research on face-to-face teams suggests
that micromanaging is likely to have a demotivating effect. In an 18-month experiment in hospitals
(Tucker & Singer 2015), management by walking around had a negative effect on performance.
Qualitative work suggested that the presence of managers may have interfered with employees’
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empowerment to take action. There is evidence that training can be effective in educating man-
agers on how to empower and support the autonomy of their employees ( Jungert et al. 2018), even
in cultures with high power distance. In a field experiment in the United Arab Emirates (Martin
et al. 2013), training leaders in both directive and empowering leadership motivated their teams to
perform their tasks more effectively, but the teams were only motivated to become more proactive
when their leaders were trained in empowerment.

The size of teams has long loomed large as a force in motivation. Social loafing climbs with
the size of the group (Karau & Williams 1993)—due not only to coordination losses but also to
motivation losses. In large teams, individuals increasingly feel that they can rely on colleagues
to do more of the work and that their own contributions are not needed. Recent research has
highlighted that team size also brings relational losses. In a longitudinal study (Mueller 2012),
knowledge workers performed worse in large teams in part because they perceived support as less
available—even after controlling for motivation and coordination. This research suggests that in
larger groups, employees’ performance can be inhibited in part by their colleagues’ perceived and
actual motivations to provide help and support.

When employees are friends with their colleagues, they are more motivated to overcome the
barriers to seeking help and support (Lee & Duffy 2019). In a laboratory experiment ( Jehn &
Shah 1997), groups of friends outperformed groups of acquaintances in both cognitive and effort
tasks. Friends made better decisions and worked more productively together, primarily due to
heightened commitment and cooperation. However, working with friends can also be a mixed
blessing. In a field experiment at a fruit-picking farm (Bandiera et al. 2010), compared to days in
which they had no social ties with their coworkers, employees were more productive on days in
which they worked alongside more productive friends but less productive on days in which they
worked alongside less productive friends. Even though it could increase or decrease their pay by
10%, employees were willing to increase or decrease their effort to match the productivity of their
friends.

Motivation to Lead

For more than a century, organizational scholars have been fascinated by leadership emergence
and effectiveness: Who becomes a leader, and who succeeds as a leader? In the past decade, psy-
chologists have identified individual differences in the motivation to lead—i.e., the desire to attain
and excel in positions of authority (Chan &Drasgow 2001). The motivation to lead can stem from
a variety of sources, ranging from duty to identity (DeRue & Ashford 2010) and from dominance
to prestige (Maner & Case 2016), and it appears to have some roots in power, achievement, and
affiliation motives. In a meta-analysis, the motivation to lead predicted leadership emergence as
well as effectiveness over and above personality traits and values (Badura et al. 2020).

However, it is possible to be motivated to lead while also having hesitations about the role
(Tussing 2018). Individuals may be excited about leading but also feel reluctant due to concerns
about conflicting priorities at work or at home, reservations about the loss of autonomy, self-
doubt about qualifications, or fears around having responsibility for the fate of others. Because
reluctant individuals are less inclined to seek and be chosen for positions of power, they tend to
be underrepresented in leadership roles.

New research has overcome this selection problem by studying leadership roles that are rotated
regardless of individual interest. In a study of nurses who rotate in and out of the charge nurse
role during different shifts (Tussing 2018), there was an inverted U-shaped relationship between
their reluctance to lead and their supervisors’ evaluations of their leadership effectiveness. Even
after controlling for their motivation to lead, nurses who were slightly hesitant at the helm were
rated as better leaders, and this relationship was partially mediated by empowering leadership. It
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appears that some reluctance may encourage leaders to share authority with their teams instead
of claiming the mantle all for themselves. As Plato (Republic, 520d) wrote, “The State in which the
rulers are most reluctant to govern is always the best and most quietly governed, and the State in
which they are most eager, the worst.” Or, in the words of Douglas Adams (1995, p. 197), “Those
people who must want to rule people are, ipso facto, those least suited to do it.”

MOTIVATING FUTURE RESEARCH

As research on social motivation at work blooms, there is an abundance of novel questions to
energize further inquiry. Examining the separate bodies of research on competition, prosocial
motivation, and collaboration in tandem highlights the lack of consensus around the content of
social motivation at work. A comprehensive framework is needed to organize different sources
and targets of social motivation. For example, scholars have adapted theories of equity sensitivity
and relational models to explore how employees differ in their motivations to give, take, or match
evenly in work relationships (Grant 2013, Utz et al. 2014), but little research has directly adopted
this framework. A broader opportunity exists to organize social motivation on two axes: intrinsic
versus extrinsic and self-concern versus other-concern. For example, the desire to learn from oth-
ers and the desire to gain power and status over others both focus on outcomes for the self, but
they differ in source: The former is more intrinsic, whereas the latter is more extrinsic. Similarly,
prosocial motivation is more intrinsic when the goal is to help others and more extrinsic when
the goal is to fulfill one’s duties and obligations to others. This type of conceptual framework may
serve as a foundation for synthesizing and advancing knowledge across the different silos.

In studying the consequences of social motivations at work, researchers have mostly focused
on linear effects, but there are some indications of curvilinear effects (Bothner et al. 2012, Flynn
2003, Rapp et al. 2013, Tussing 2018). As the motivations to beat competitors, help beneficiaries,
and produce as much as one’s colleagues increase, do the benefits begin to satiate while the costs
escalate? Moreover, surprisingly little attention has been paid to outcomes beyond work: What
sacrifices do leaders and employees make when they are dead set on defeating an archrival or
fiercely committed to helping a beloved colleague? Although there may be some energy spillover
benefits (Sonnentag & Grant 2012), there may be real costs for one’s family, friendships, and even
health.

From a research design standpoint, the extensive use of field experiments has proven conducive
to both internal and external validity. However, the heavy reliance on data from sports and call
centers raises important questions about generalizability. When is status loss motivating versus
demotivating? When are employees inspired rather than intimidated by strong competitors and
collaborators? In jobs and teams across industries, how often do rivalries become a major source of
motivation, and where are these effects the strongest? For example, in innovation, where there is a
premium on being the first to a discovery, focus and energy may be fueled by the anticipated pride
of outperforming the competition. In the prosocial domain, there are open questions about who
employees are most motivated to help: Are the most inspiring beneficiaries those who evoke em-
pathy rather than envy through a combination of high need, novel stories, and authentic delivery?
What does it take to extend prosocial motivation beyond one’s ingroup to outgroup beneficiaries
of different races, genders, sexual orientations, and occupations? More broadly, it remains to be
seen whom employees are determined to best versus better.

We also hope to see more research on critical contingencies that moderate the effects of social
motivation at work. Time has been almost entirely neglected by the existing studies: What causes
the motivation to defeat a rival, help a beneficiary, or become a leader to be sustained rather than
to fade? How do these motivations change over the course of a job, a collaboration, and a career?
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Research on generativity suggests that prosocial motivation often climbs aroundmidlife (Peterson
& Stewart 1996), as employees become more concerned about their legacies and more interested
in helping and mentoring the next generation.

In addition, little research has investigated the role of culture in social motivation at work.
How do different team, organizational, and national cultures influence competitive and collabo-
rative motivations? How will managers approach motivation differently as work goes increasingly
virtual? Are the techniques involved in communicating an inspiring vision different? How will
employees find new ways to motivate themselves as the relational and task architectures of their
jobs fundamentally change? If employees are increasingly separated from the beneficiaries of their
work, will they stay motivated by crafting their jobs (Wrzesniewski & Dutton 2001) to have video
calls with clients and customers?

There is a great deal of room for scholars to explore the role of gender and racial differences.
For example, although some research has shown that on average, compared to men, women are
less eager to compete and less likely to perform well in competition, this appears to be driven not
by women’s perceiving more costs of competition but by their perceiving fewer benefits (Kesebir
et al. 2019). Women are also more likely to face pressures to volunteer for and accept requests to
work on tasks that are prosocial but not promotable (Babcock et al. 2017). Further, research has
shown that although stereotype threat can cause anxiety and disrupt cognitive processing, individ-
uals sometimes demonstrate stereotype reactance (Kray et al. 2004), whereby they are motivated
to prove the stereotype wrong. Women and racial minorities may even become trailblazers who
advocate not only for themselves but also create opportunities for other members of their groups
(Knowlton 2021).More research is needed to understand how stereotypes and prejudice affect the
motivation of minority groups.

In hierarchical relationships, researchers have largely assumed that motivation flows from lead-
ers to followers, overlooking how followers can influence the effort that leaders invest in their
work. Similar top-down assumptions plagued developmental and educational psychology until
researchers began to document the bottom-up influences of children on parents’ motivation and
of students on teachers’ motivation. Scholars have offered clues that mentors may be demotivated
by toxic proteges (Feldman 1999). Conversely, to the extent that managers view their teams as
the primary beneficiaries of their work, managers may define their sense of purpose in terms of
promoting the success and development of their teams. As organizations continue to flatten, we
encourage systematic investigations of upward contagion. The Latin root of the word “motiva-
tion” is “to move,” and we are all capable of moving—and being moved by—the people in our
work lives.

SUMMARY POINTS

1. Work motivation is inherently social: We are motivated by our competitors, colleagues,
clients, customers, friends, and even complete strangers.

2. Until recently, organizational scholars, psychologists, and social scientists paid little at-
tention to the social forces that influence work motivation.

3. Social motivation has been studied across competitive, prosocial, and collaborative
contexts.

4. Each interpersonal context may serve as a double-edged sword, with both productive
and counterproductive implications for work motivation and performance.

www.annualreviews.org • Social Motivation at Work 319



5. Competing against rivals can amplify effort but also encourage unethical behavior, and
being the underdog rather than the favorite can strengthen the motivation to prove oth-
ers wrong.

6. Four key mechanisms explain why prosocial motivation can lead to higher work
performance—working harder, working smarter, working safer, and working more
collaboratively—but there are important boundary conditions for these effects.

7. Motivation can be contagious between colleagues, within teams, and from leaders to
teams, with wide-ranging effects on performance.

8. Examining the separate bodies of research on competition, prosocial motivation, and col-
laboration in tandem highlights avenues for gaining a broader and deeper understanding
of the relational underpinnings of effort at work.

FUTURE ISSUES

1. A comprehensive conceptual framework is needed to synthesize the different sources and
targets of social motivation.This framework could potentially organize social motivation
along two axes: intrinsic versus extrinsic and self-concern versus other-concern.

2. There is an opportunity to broaden knowledge about the consequences of social moti-
vations at work by thoroughly examining curvilinear effects as well as secondary effects
beyond the confines of the workplace.

3. Although the extensive use of field experiments has proven conducive to both internal
and external validity, the heavy reliance on data from sports and call centers raises im-
portant questions about generalizability.

4. Research on critical contingencies that moderate the effects of social motivation at work
should continue and expand to explore factors neglected to date, such as time and orga-
nizational and national cultures.

5. There is a great deal of room for scholars to explore the role of gender and racial differ-
ences (including prejudice and stereotypes) in competitive, prosocial, collaborative, and
leadership motivations.

6. Researchers have largely assumed that motivation flows top-down from leaders to fol-
lowers, overlooking how followers can influence the effort that leaders invest in their
work from the bottom up.
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