How successful are motivation theories in practice?
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In this study, 503 South African companies are used to ascer-
tain the utilization of various important theories of motivation.
Furthermore, utilizing the questionnaire method, the perceived
success of the various theories and practices with the main
South African population groups was assessed. The findings
are of great importance: motivation theories are not applied
extensively; but perhaps of greater importance is the finding
that companies report less than 50% success rate in the ap-
plication of these theories.
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In hierdie studie word 503 Suid-Afrikaanse maatskappye se
gebruik van en sukses in die toepassing van motiverings-
teorieé geévalueer.

Die bevindinge is van groot belang: Suid-Afrikaanse maat-
skappye maak nie baie gebruik van motiveringsteorie nie —
maar verder, rapporteer 'n suksesratio van minder as 50% in
die toepassing van hierdie teorie.

S.-Afr. Tydskr. Bedryfsi. 1983, 14: 60 — 65

Prof. F.W. Marx

Department of Business Administration, University of Pretoria, Hillcrest
Pretoria 0001, Republic of South Africa

Received November 1982; accepted February 1983

Introduction

During the last four to five decades the motivation of
employees has reccived much attention in many countries
all over the world. Various practitioners and rescarchers
have come forward with several theories and ideas on the
subject of cmployee motivation. In South Africa also
employers have been inundated with lectures, seminars,
short courses, publications and the like on personnel motiva-
tion in order to improve employee morale and worker per-
formance. Indecd, quite a few of the world’s leading
motivation theorists and practitioners have visited the coun-
try personally to participate in such courses and seminars
and have made themselves available for in-company
teaching and training courses.

In order to ascertain to what extent South African com-
panies are using the motivation theories and ideas of inter-
nationally reputed persons and what measure of success is
attained in using these theories/ideas, a comprehensive
survey was carricd out during 1980 and 1981.

Particulars of the survey

A questionnaire was sent to a total number of 503 South
African companies, mainly those listed on the Johanncsburg
Stock Exchange. These companies were selected firstly on
account of the fact that they were regarded as large enough
to have personnel departments which could take the in-
itiative in using motivation theories and be able to incur the
additional costs involved in the application of motivation
theories. Secondly, since one would expect them to be in-
terested in applying all available methods to improve com-
pany performance because of the rating of their shares on
the Stock Exchange. The questionnaire, inter alia, asked
for information on the following aspects:

(@) Whether any of the motivation theories or ideas of 13
persons mentioned in the questionnaire or of any other
persons are being or have been used in the company In
respect of the following 11 categories of employees:
(i) Top management.

(i) Middle management.

(i) Lower management.

(iv) White white collar workers.
(v) White blue collar workers.

(vi) Coloured white collar workers.
(vii) Coloured blue collar workers.
(viii) Asian white collar workers.
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Table 1 Details of the participating companies

61

Largest component

Location Nature of main activities
Number of employees of em
ployees
No. % No. % No. % No. %
Transvaal 83 64,8 Agriculture, forestry and fishing 0- 100 100 7.8 Whi 54
‘ ’ ites 42,2
Cape Province 29 22,7 N 14 109 101 - 500 18 14,1 Coloureds 10 7.8
Natal 15 11,7 Mining and quarrying 15 11,7 501 - 1000 28 21,9 Asi ‘
Orange Free State 1 0,8 Manufacturing 52 40,6 1001 - 3000 33 25'8 Bls m:s 6 7
128 100,0 Electricity, gas and water 1 0,8 3001 - 5000 15 ll‘7 N:tcg?vc 6; 4;';
. ) n
Construction 2 1,6 5001 - 10000 20 15,6 128 100,0
Wholesale and retail 17 13,3 10 001 and higher 4 3,1 '
Catering and accommodation 1 0,8 128 100,0
Transport, storage and
communication 3 2,3 Total number of employees for
the 128 participating companies
Financing, insurance and real
estate 18 14,1 Whites 129 170
Community and personal _ _
e Colloureds 34 949
Asians 12775
Other (printing and publishing) 1 0,8 Blacks 246 464
Not given 4 3,1 Not given in detail 11 300
128 100,0 434 658°

*These figures are not 100 per cent correct since a few participants did not provide full details.

(ix) Asian blue collar workers.
(x) Black white collar workers.
{(xi) Black blue collar workers.?

(b) The success obtained in the application of the various
persons’ theories or ideas, rated according to a given
scale, for each of the said 11 categories of employees.

Despite the careful selection of potential participants, and
notwithstanding numerous reminder letters, telephone calls
to managing directors and personnel, training and other
managers, duplicate questionnaires addressed to specific
personnel as well as personal visits to several firms over a
long period of time, a total number of only 128 completed
questionnaires (a response of 25,4 per cent) could be
obtained.

The questionnaires were mostly completed by a Person-
nel or Manpower Manager or another person in the per-
sonnel department, namely in 68 cases (53,1 per cent). Other
persons completing the questionnaires were Training
Managers/Officers in 13 instances (10,2 per cent),
Segretaries in 12 cases (9,4 per cent), Chief Executives in
1T instances (8,6 per cent), Directors in seven cases (5,5 per
Ceflt_), Accountants in five instances (3,9 per cent), Ad-
mlqlstrative Managers in four cases (3,1 per cent), and by
varnious other persons, such as a Financial Manager, Con-
troller, Planning Manager, Marketing Manager, and
Re§e2§rch and Development Manager in one instance each.
This information shows that in most of the participating
Companies personnel matters are administered by either a
personnel department or a senior official. It also indicates

—_

4 ; . . . .

o‘d‘”as considered essential to distinguish between the various groups in

i dr ©f 10 ascertain whether the success of a particular person’s theory or

g::!s could be correlated with a particutar managment level and/or cultural
up.

that the questionnaires were completed by responsible and
senior staff members and that the information supplied can
be regarded as correct and reliable.

Details concerning the participating companies in regard
to their location, the nature of their activities, the number
of employees and the race group which constitutes the
largest component of the work force, are given in Table 1.

Table 1 reveals that the participating companies are
geographically well spread, that they represent a variety of
activities in various sectors of the economy, that the ma-
jority (56,2 per cent) have more than 1 000 employees each,
and that together they employ almost half a million per-
sons of all race groups, i.e. approximately six per cent of
the estimated total work force of the private sector at the
time the survey was carried out.

The results of the survey
The most important findings of the survey are as follows:

Extent of use of motivation theories/ideas

The extent to which the various motivation theories were
used in respect of the 11 personnel groups is shown in Table
2.

It is clear that the various motivation theories/ ideas have
not been used very extensively by the participating com-
panies. The highest percentage application of any theory
in respect of any personnel group was 44,5% only, name-
ly Maslow’s theory in the case of middle management. In
only two other cases the application rate reached 40%,
namely the theory of Herzberg in respect of top and mid-
dle management. In quite a number of instances the applica-
tion rate of the most popular theories never reached 30%
and in a few instances it was below 20%.

It is also clear that, in general, the motivation theories/
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Table 2 Comparison between the use of the various motivat.ion theories in respect of the various groups of
personnel (Percentage of total participants using the theories)

Management personnel White workers Coloured workers Asian workers Black workers
White Blue White Blue White Blue White Blue
Motivation theory Top Middle Lower collar collar collar collar collar  collar collar  collar Average usage
% % % % % % % % % % % %
Mayo 11,7 109 11,7 8,6 7,0 6,3 5.5 5.5 55 7.8 6,3 79
Roethlisberger 31 3.1 2,3 3,1 3.1 23 31 23 3,1 3.9 3,9 3,0
McGregor 329 344 344 30,5 21,9 21,2 203 195 180 22,7 195 25,0
Maslow 398 445 398 39,1 31,2 29,7 281 25,1 22,7 336 297 33,0
Herzberg 406 415 398 37.5 28,9 258 251 22,7 21,2 32,9 281 313
McClelland 17,2 17,2 149 14,1 10,2 10,9 8,6 9.4 6,3 13,3 7.8 11,8
Likert 141 172 11,7 12,5 8,6 7,0 78 6.3 4,7 7,0 7,0 94
Vroom 7.0 5.5 4,7 4,7 4,7 39 78 1,6 23 1,6 1,6 4,1
Lawler 8,6 9.4 6,3 5,5 3,9 31 31 23 2.3 23 23 45
Schein 8.6 18 6,3 3.9 3.1 1,6 1,6 0,8 0,8 1,6 1,6 3.4
Skinner 8,6 8.6 8,6 10,2 10,9 9.4 9,4 7.8 7,0 7,8 7,8 8,7
Blake & Mouton 329 329 227 19,5 86 10,2 6,3 8.6 78 9,4 7,0 15,1
Gellerman 156 156 10,2 12,5 7.8 8,6 6,3 5.5 5.5 5.5 5,5 9,0
Others* 5.5 7.0 6,3 39 23 31 2,3 1,6 23 1,6 23 3,5

*These include W.J. Reddin, Mintzberg, J. Window, E. Berne, Hersey & Blanchard, L.A. Allen, B. Byham and Kepner & Tregoe

ideas were used more often in respect of management per-
sonnel and White white collar workers, than in respect of
the other groups. In the case of the former the application
percentages of the three most popular theories varied be-
tween 30,5% and 44,5%. In the case of the latter the ap-
plication percentages varied between 18% and 33,6%.

The most popular motivation theories

Table 2 also shows that in respect of all personnel groups

the theories of Maslow, Herzberg and McGregor were used

most frequently, with the theory of Blake and Mouton being

quite popular in the case of top and middie management.
In the case of top management Herzberg’s theory had

the highest application rate, in the case of lower manage-

ment the theories of Herzberg and Maslow were used most
often, but in the case of all the other groups, Maslow’s
theory was used most frequently.

On average Maslow’s theory was most popular with an
application rate of 33,0%, followed by Herzberg (31,3%)
and McGregor (25,0%).

The theories/ideas used least were those of Roethlisberger
(average application 3,0%), Schein (3,4%), Vroom (4,1%)
and Lawler (4,5%).

Success attained using motivation theories/ideas
Details of the successfulness of the various motivation
theories/ideas in respect of the various personnel groups
are given in Tables 3, 4 and 5.

Tal?le 3 Comparison between the successfulness of the various motivation theories/ideas in respect of the
various personnel groups (Percentage of users experiencing no success at all)

Management personnel

White workers Coloured workers Asian workers Black workers
Motivation White Blue White Blue White Blue White  Blue
theory/idea Top Middle Lower collar  collar collar collar collar  collar collar collar Average
% % % % % % %% % % % % %
Mayo 13,3 - - = - - - - - 10,0 - 2,2
Roethlisberger - -~ - - - - - - - - - -
McGregor 24 22 23 2,6 - - - 80 86 69 40 34
Maslow - - - - - - - 3,1 35 2,3 2,6 1,0
Herzberg - 1 - - 2,7 - - - - 48 83 1.6
McClelland - - - - - 71 - - - - 500 3.2
Likert - - 6,6 - 9,1 11,1 10,0 - - 22,3 11, 6,4
Vroom - - - 16,7 16,7 200 100 - - - - 58
Lawler - - - - - - - - - - - -
Schein - - - - - - - 1000 - - - 9.1
Skinner - - - - - _ _ _ - - 10,0 0,9
Blake & Mouton 24 24 34 - - - - 182 20,0 16,7 22,3 7.8
Gellerman 10,0 5,0 - 12,5 10,0 - - _ - - 14,3 4,7
Others - - -~ - - - - - - - -
Total 19 12 11 L5 21 6 1.2 39 36 52 90 29




S. Afr. J. Bus. Mgmt. 1983, 14(2)

Table 4 Comparison between the successfulness of the various motivatio
n

63

theories/ideas in respect of various

personnel groups (Percentage of users experiencing a success rate of 1% to 49%)
— ° (]

S S
Motivation T : k workers
theory/idea Top Middle Lower g)?lgf c?)lllll:r :’\(/):112: c?)lllllaer g)}lllia[f Bllll:r White  Blue
—_—_— €0 coll,

."ﬁl %o ~ % o % % % " . - : ar  collar Average
Mayo 4,6 511 533 45,5 55,6 35 429 57,1 R %
Roethlisberger 100,0  100,0 1000 100,0 75,0 67 500 100,0 57,1 60,0 50,0 $1.2
McGregor 452 56,8 70,4 64,1 572 66.7 80'9 64'0 100,0 80,0 60,0 84,7
Maslow 53,0 542 53,0 62,0 65,0 51,9 64,0 9.4 65.4 724 60,0 63.9
Herzberg 57,5 570 588 60,5 64,8 Sis 68 S86 620 60,4 63,2 59.5
McCleliand 409 500 579 66,6 84,6 71,5 100‘0 07 629 642 639 60,8
Likert 66,7 68,2 66,7 81,3 818 89 9.0 55 672-: 70,6 50,0 64.4
Vroom 77,8 714 666 50,0 83,3 60,0 90: 0 00 1000 7,7 66,6 76,5
Lawlr 72,8 66,7 62,5 71,4 80,0 50,0 750 666 667 1000 50,0 77,2
Schein 63.6 700 750 20,0 250 00 - = ' 6.7 66,7 67,7
Skinner 81,6 72,7 454 61,5 71,4 50,0 583 00 444 1000 100,0 4s,8
Blake & Mouton 5.2 64,4 62,2 64,0 81,8 770 750 e oo 60,0 40,0 59.6
Gellerman 50,0 60,0 69,2 68,8 60,0 636 750 $2 512 ?3'7 s o
Others -1 250 40,0 333 250 333 . 2ol
Total 549 58,7 60,1 62,7 66,6 60,2 711 60,6 62,1 65,8 5; 7 ;:';

T .
g::l::sso?%xp:?nson bgtween the successfulness of the various motivation theories in respect of various
p gxees ( Ve_rcentage of users experiencing a success rate of 50 per cent to 100 per cent)

Management personnel White workers Coloured workers Asian workers Black workers
Motivation i
thoory Top Middle Lower X};ln;e c[(i)ll;x:r \f\lhile Blue White  Blue White  Blue Average
le collar collar collar collar collar collar sUCCess
% %o % o L) s Yo 0 Ty L/} L Vs

r:;: g 41) 1 42,9 467 54,5 44,4 62,5 571 429 49 300 50,0 46,7
e s 4- - - 25,0 333 50,0 - - 20,0 40,0 15,3
Moy , 1,0 273 33,3 42,8 33,3 19,1 280 26,0 20,7 36,0 32,7
Horbeg :27, 2 45,8 47,0 380 35,0 42,1 36,0 375 34,5 373 342 39,5
e 59,1 41,1 41,2 39,5 32,5 48,5 31,3 4.4 371 31,0 278 37,6
Lren , 500 421 334 154 21,4 - 583 250 294 - 30,4
Vo 33,3 31,8 26,7 18,7 9,1 - - 125 334 - 22,3 17,1
i 22,2 28,6 334 333 - 200 - - - - 50,0 17,0
e 27,2 33,3 31,5 28,6 20,0 500 25,0 3134 333 3133 333 323
S 36,4 30,0 250 80,0 750 50,0 100,0 - 100,0 - - 4,1
Blake & Mouton 18,4 27,3 54,6 38,5 28,6 500 41,7 30,0 556 4.0 500 39,5
— 40,4 33,2 344 36,0 18,2 23,0 250 27,2 20,0 16,6 11,2 25,9
Ot 40,0 350 30,8 18,7 30,0 364 250 42,8 428 428 428 35,2

~¥_120£ B 38,9 75,0 60,0 66,7 750 66,7 100,0 1000 100,0 100,0 79,6
Total #2401 388 35,8 31,3 38,2 217 355 343 29,0 323 35,1

Of:":eblveai pmvides de-tails rega.rdir?g the unsuccessful use
out of the ;);lsgnmfvat.’o“ theories/ideas. It reveals that 11
used with theories/ 1dea§ listed in the questionnaire were
11 personnm]) success at all in l’E?S_pect of one or more of the
of Roethliseb groups. The exceptions were the theories/ideas
of Schein a nger‘ and Lawler. Two theories, namely those
of one ern Skinner were used with no success in respect
McCleHI;n;onnel group only. .The theories of Mayo and
tWo person \;/ere both used without success in respect of
cess in thene groups. All the others were used with no suc-
theory ofMCgse of four or more personnel groups. The
one, was uscd regor, although t{emg the third most popular
of the 11 ed without success in respect of no less than 8
personnel groups.

In most cases the percentage of users experiencing no suc-
cess at all is below 10%, but in a few cases it varied be-
tween 10% and 22,3%. In one instance no less than 509
of the users achieved no success (McClelland’s theory in
respect of Black blue collar workers) and in one case 100%
of the users obtained no success at all, namely Schein’s
theory in the case of Asian white collar workers.

On average the theory of Schein showed the highest
percentage of no success, namely 9,1%, followed by Blake
and Mouton (7,8%), Likert (6,4%), Vroom (5,8%) and
McClelland (5,2%). In total an average of 2,9% of the users
had no success at all, the lowest being 1,1% in respect of
Jower management and the highest 9,0% in the case of Black

blue collar workers.
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Table 6 The most successful motivation theories for the various
groups of personnel (excluding those mentioned under ‘Others’)

No. 1 No. 2 No. 3
Personnel group performer %o performer % performer %
Top management McClelland 59,1  McGregor 52,4 Maslow 47,0
Middle management  McClelland 50,0  Maslow 45,8 Mayo 42,9
Lower management  Skinner 54,6 Maslow 47.0 Mayo 46,7
White white
collar workers Schein 80,0 Mayo 54,5 Herzberg 39,5
White blue
collar workers Schein 75,0 Mayo 44,4 McGregor 42,8
Coloured white Lawl‘er 50,0 - -
collar workers Mayo 62,5 Schein 50,0
Skinner 50,0
Coloured blue .
collar workers Schein 100,0 Mayo 57,1 Roethlisberger 50,0
Asian white
collar workers McClelland 58,3 Mayo 429 Gellerman 42,8
Asian blue A
collar workers Schein 100,0  Skinner 55,6 Mayo 42,9
Black white
collar workers Gellerman 42,8  Skinner 40,0 Maslow 37,3
Black blue Mayo 50,0
collar workers Vroom 50,0 - - - -
Skinner 50,0

Table 4 gives details regarding the percentage of users ex-
periencing a success rate of 1% to 49%. It is clear that a
success rate of 1% to 49%, which must be regarded as very
disappointing, was reached in respect of all personnel groups
by a large percentage of users. In the case of Roethlisberger,
for example, this rate was attained by 100% of the users
in respect of no less than 6 of the 11 personnel groups. In
quite a number of cases 70% and more of the users ex-
perienced such a low success rate. In total a success rate
of 1% to 49% was experienced by more than 50% of the
users in respect of all personnel groups — the lowest being
54,9% in the case of top management, the highest 71,1%
in respect of Coloured blue collar workers and the average
62,0%. On average the theory of Roethlisberger showed
such a low success rate in no less than 84,7% of the users,
followed by Vroom (77,2%), Likert (76,5%) and no less
than six others with such a rate in more than 60% of the
users.

Table 5 provides information on the percentage of users
experiencing a success rate of 50% and more.

This table reveals that except in the case of the theories
mentioned under ‘others’, a success rate of 50% and more
was experienced by a disappointingly low percentage of the
users of those theories. Only in a limited number of cases
this success rate was obtained by more than 50% of the
users, e.g. Schein’s theory in respect of four personnel
groups, Skinner’s theory in the case of two groups, Mayo’s
theory in respect of three groups, and McClelland’s theory
in the case of two groups. The three most popular theories
(those of Maslow, Herzberg and McGregor) obtained such
success in less than 50% of the users in respect of all per-
sonnel groups, except the theory of McGregor in the case
of top management (52,4%).

In total a success rate of 50% and more was experienced
by less than 50% of the users in respect of all personnel
groups — the lowest being 27,7% in the case of Coloured
blue collar workers, the highest 43,2% in respect of top

management, and the average only 35,1%. On average the
theories mentioned under ‘others’ obtained the best results,
namely a success rate of 50% and more in 79,6% of the
users, followed by the theories of Mayo (46,7%) and Schein
(45,1%). All the others achieved an average of less than 40%
in respect of the eleven personnel groups at this level.

The most successful motivation theories/ideas
Table 6 gives information on the three most successful
motivation theories/ideas in respect of each of the eleven
personnel groups, taking a success rate of 50% and more
as criterion, disregarding the number of cases in which each
person’s theory/ideas were used and excluding those theories
mentioned under ‘others’.

From this information it is clear that there is no correla-
tion between the popularity of a motivation theory and its
successful application. It has been shown previously that
the most popular theories were those of Maslow, Herzberg,
McGregor and to a lesser extent that of Blake and Mouton.
However, none of these obtained a position of best per-
former in respect of any of the 11 personnel groups.
McGregor’s theory came second in the case of top manage-
ment and third in the case of White blue collar workers.
Maslow’s theory obtained second place in the case of middle
and lower management and third place in the case of top
management and Black white collar workers. Herzberg’s
theory obtained its best performance in the case of White
white collar workers where it reached a third place. The
theory of Blake and Mouton never reached the three best
performers.

Conclusion

In so far as this survey can be regarded as fairly represen-
tative of the South African scene, the following conclusion
can be drawn

(a) The survey has revealed that South African compa:nies
are not using motivation theories/ideas very extensively
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— the highest application rate of any theory being
44,5% only.

®) Motivation theories/ideas are used more often in

©

respect of management personnel and White white col-
jar workers than in the case of the other worker groups
— the highest application rate being 33,6% only in
respect of the latter.

The most popular motivation theories/ideas are those
of Maslow, Herzberg and McGregor, whilst the theo-
ries of Roethlisberger, Schein, Vroom and Lawler are

used least.

(d) As far as the successfulness of the various persons’

(¢)
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motivation theories/ideas is concerned, the results of
the survey are also disappointing. It shows that almost
all the theories have been used without success in
respect of one or more personnel groups. It also reveals
that most of the companies using them have experienc-
ed a success rate of less than 50%. Only in a few cases
a success rate of 75% and more has been obtained.
The most successful motivation theories/ideas in
respect of each personnel group has been determined,
but it is clear that there is very little correlation if any,
between the popularity of a motivation theory and the
success attained by using it.





