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Introduction

The American Dream, long established as a shared national belief, posits 
that all can achieve prosperity and success through hard work and limited 
barriers. Though many would argue that it is a concept that is fast fading, 
if not dying, others still use it as a guiding force for the way in which they 
live. At the heart of this dream is money, and what is exchanged in order to 
obtain it is simply described as work.  Many reasons exist for why people 
work, but money is still #1.  After all, money provides shelter, clothing, 
opportunities for both professional and educational advancement, 
leisure, food, and essentially quest of the “American Dream”. It’s clear 
that money provides basic motivation. A fact that, if overlooked, could 
cost an organization their best talents to their competition. 

Daniel Kahneman and Angus Deaton of Princeton University1 found that 
feelings of joy, affection, and tranquility increase with household income 
only to a point ($75,000 to be exact).  After this point, happiness plateaus.  
Gallup2 notes that our happiness at work is influenced by the opportunity 
to do our work “right,” to do our best, to be encouraged to develop and 
learn, to feel appreciated by coworkers and supervisors, to feel that our 
opinions count, to feel that what we do is important, and to have good 
friends at work.  Again, in 2014, CareerBuilder3 completed a survey that 
showed top talent in many organizations were planning their exodus and 
while a majority (59%) cited concerns over salary and benefits, and there 
were many other reasons that ranked just as high.

1.  Kahneman, D. & Deaton, A. (2010).  High income improves evaluation of life but not 
emotional well-being.   PNAS 2010 107 (38) 16489-16493; published ahead of print 
September 7, 2010, doi:10.1073/pnas.1011492107  
2.  (2013).  State of the American workplace.  Gallup, Inc.  Retrieved from http://
employeeengagement.com/wp-content/uloads/2013/06/Gallup-2013-State-of-the-
American-Workplace-Report.pdf
3.  (2014).  One in five workers plan to change jobs in 2014.  CareerBuilder.  
Retrieved from http://www.careerbuilder.com/share/aboutus/pressreleasesdetail.
aspx?ed=12%2F31%2F2014&id=pr797&sd=1%2F9%2F2014
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Excellent Pay, Now What? 

It’s long been known that people want and expect more from work than money.  Whether 
an organization likes it or not, employees are always taking the proverbial temperature; 
asking themselves the critical question - how does this organization make them feel? 
Does the organization positively add to their experience or is it single-handedly making 
them long for greener pastures? Whether they have the ability to leave today or are 
making plans to do so in the near future, there’s a huge chance that the ultimate decision 
will have less to do with money than one may think.  

At all levels of the organization, engagement, motivation, and loyalty to the firm are 
always center stage. According to a study done by Amabile and Kramer1, out of close 
to 700 managers interviewed, only 8% understood what motivates employees in their 
organizations.  So besides extrinsic motivations such as salary and benefits, what are the 
top intrinsic (emotional) motivators and expectations employees have when it comes to 
the world of work? Over a decade of research and literature reviews conducted by The EI 
Institute, University of Illinois at Chicago demonstrate that, after being well compensated, 
employees want the following:

• to be a part of something bigger than themselves
• to be given work that challenges them
• to be able to know how their work meaningfully contributes to the “whole” 

The EI Institute’s research discovered these top three motivators are vital biogenetic 
needs that fall within the categories of Membership, Empowerment, and Meaning.

1.  Amabile, T. & Kramer, S. (January 2012). How leaders kill meaning at work. McKinsey Quarterly.  Retrieved 
from http://www.mckinsey.com/global-themes/leadership/how-leaders-kill-meaning-at-work
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Membership is a biogenetic need fueled by 
how emotionally connected one feels to the 
organization’s purpose, its leader and to fellow 
employees.  It is about really feeling pride in 
being part of something bigger than themselves, 
along with equal respect in the workplace, 
which can exhibit itself in numerous ways. 

Employees want to be accepted by both their 
superiors and their peers. According to Dr. 
Fredrickson, University of North Carolina 
and Thomas Joiner, University of Michigan 
(2002)1, our need to 
group is biogenetically 
driven and is reinforced 
by the neurochemical 
oxytocin – the trust 
hormone.   This is the 
neurochemical that is 
released when a mother holds her newborn - 
creating that emotional bond.  The need for this 
bond is primal, even though most organizational 
cultures do not nurture the release of oxytocin. 
Case studies prove employees perform better, 
and contribute more, when working in groups 
then working alone. Allowing employees to 
effectively group together eventually leads to 

1.  Frederickson, B. & Joiner, T. (2002). Positive emotions trigger upward spirals toward emotional well-being.  Psychological 
Science, 13(2):172-5. 
2.  Burroughs, S. & Eby, L. (1998).  Psychological sense of community at work: A measurement system and explanatory 
framework.  Journal of Community Psychology, 26(6):509-532
3.  Rock, D. (2009).  Managing with the brain in mind.  Oxford Leadership Journal, 1(1).  Retrieved from http://isites.harvard.
edu/fs/docs/icb.topic1331850.files/Social%20Dynamics/Managing%20with%20the%20Brain%20in%20Mind.pdf

a high trust environment where employees 
believe they can be vulnerable without 
judgement or criticism.

In organizational psychology, absence of a 
feeling of “Membership” can be described as a 
lack of social support and loneliness at work2. 
In addition, collaboration, which is a vitally 
important tool, relies heavily upon whether or 
not the brains of employees perceive they are 
a part of ‘the group’. This same ‘group-ness’ 
requires the building of trust and when events 

happen within the 
organization that 
undermine that trust, 
it generates a strong 
negative response in 
a brain region known 
as the limbic system. 

Largely dedicated to emotional processing, it 
forms many associations with other regions 
responsible for cognition and decision-making.  
Such a negative response can send an individual 
into a fight-or-flight response3.  In other words, 
what may seem like a small slight today could 
result in key talent making the decision to walk 
out of the door tomorrow.

Collaboration, which is a vitally 
important tool, relies heavily upon 
whether or not the brains of employees 
perceive they are a part of ‘the group’.

Membership
A Trusted Emotional Bond
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When these “grouped and emotionally 
bonded” employees are empowered to make 
decisions affecting their job/career, work 
place or well-being, they deepen their sense 
of personal pride and career ownership. But 
even more important, each one of these 
employees feel better about themselves, 
eliciting the neurochemicals of dopamine and 
serotonin, the “feel good hormones.  These 
two neurochemicals motivate employees to 
perform at a higher level. 

Research has shown that employees 
contribute more to organizations when 
they get to participate in the decision-
making process1.  When you’re asked to get 
something done, would you rather do it in 
a way that makes sense to you, or the way 
someone else tells you to do it? Employee 
empowerment is not allowing employees 
to do it their way, but inspiring them to go 

1.  Williamson, M. G. (2008). The effects of expanding employee decision making on contributions to 
firm value in an informal reward environment. Contemporary Accounting Research, 25(4). DOI: 10.1506/
car.25.4.9

“beyond empowerment” and own their plan, 
take steps and develop methodology.
Inspirational empowerment comes from the 
top down. In empowerment cultures, you 
hear managers saying things like, “What do 
you think?” “How would you handle this?” 
“Let’s try that,” “Go with it,” and “I trust 
your judgment.” Many times empowerment 
leadership requires that when employees 
come to them with problems, they don’t 
just identify problems but come with at least 
one proposed solution. In essence, decision 
making begins with employees and is more 
decentralized.

Micromanagement mired in little or no 
empowerment is one of the many reasons 
why the comic strip “Dilbert” has such wide 
appeal. Though seemingly based in satire, 
unfortunately these scenarios are an all 
too familiar reality and employees really 

Empowerment
Beyond Appreciation for One’s Talent
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aren’t laughing.  Doug Kirkpatrick2, author 
of Beyond Empowerment, states “Going 
beyond empowerment means that people 
have all the power they need from the very 
moment they join a company--regardless 
of the level of responsibility or complexity. 
They are immune from threats or coercion. 
They are free to seek any needed resources 
and relationships on their own initiative. 
And they are held fully accountable for 
results by themselves, their colleagues and 
the organization’s mission”.  What beyond 
empowerment really means is recognizing 
that employees have both the desire and the 
ability to perform great work. This requires 
a cultural shift where employees will have 
increased autonomy in how they work, from 
selecting their own schedule, choosing how 
their work is done, and even having the 
option of working from home will be made 
available.

According to Dr. Bruce Pfau and Dr. Ira 
Kay3, authors of the Human Capital Edge, 
“Employers far underrate the importance to 
employees of such things as flexible work 
schedules or opportunities to advance in 
their decision to join or leave a company.” 
In addition, a Cochrane Research Review4, 
which evaluated 10 studies including 

2.  Kirkpatrick, D.  (2011).  Beyond empowerment: the age of the self-managed organization.  Morning Star Self-
Management Institute.
3.  Pfau, B.N. & Kay, I.  (2001).  The human capital edge: 21 people management practices your company must 
implement (or avoid) to maximize shareholder value.  McGraw Hill.
4.  Joyce K, Pabayo R, Critchley JA, Bambra C. (2010).  Flexible working conditions and their effects on employee 
health and wellbeing. Cochrane Database of Systematic Reviews 2010, Issue 2. Art. No.: CD008009. DOI: 
10.1002/14651858.CD008009.pub2
5.  Nelson, B. (1999).  The ten ironies of motivation.  Workforce Magazine.  Retrieved from http://www.workforce.
com/1999/02/01/the-ten-ironies-of-motivation/
6.  (2016).  Employee recognition.  American Psychological Association Center for Organizational Excellence.  
Retrieved from https://www.apaexcellence.org/resources/creatingahealthyworkplace/employeerecognition/
7.  (2012).  Workplace survey.  American Psychological Association and Harris Interactive. 

more than 16,000 people found that self-
scheduling work time and location improved 
important health metrics and had a direct 
impact on overall well being. These metrics 
included lower blood pressure, improved 
mental stability, reduced exhaustion, better 
quality of sleep, and fewer incidences of 
work-life conflict (i.e., not having to carry 
work home). 

Best-selling author and expert in the fields 
of management and motivation, Dr. Bob 
Nelson5, states that “More than anything 
else, employees want to be valued for a 
job well done by those they hold in high 
esteem” and the American Psychological 
Association(APA)’s Center for Organizational 
Excellence6 states that employees find 
personal time and attention from their 
supervisors as one of the most satisfying 
parts of their job. Also, a recent study of 
close to 2000 working adults by the APA7 
found that those who ‘consistently’ feel 
valued and appreciated by their employers 
put significantly more effort on the company 
behalf and experience better personal 
health outcomes, engagement, and overall 
satisfaction. 
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Dr. Brent Rosso identifies meaningful work 
as an essential component of an employee’s 
overall well-being, making it a biogenetic 
need1. Studies prove that employees who 
end their day only doing what they are told, 
and not knowing how their work impacts 
the company, their job, the customer, the 
community or fellow employees will become 
disengaged and eventually leave their jobs2. 
According to an analysis conducted by the 
Gallup Organization, disengaged employees 
cost the American economy an estimated 
$450-550 billion a year3. Disengagement 
includes not feeling connected to your 
peers, or not feeling a sense of “meaningful 
contribution” at the end of the day. 

1.  Rosso B. D., Dekas K. H., Wrzesniewski A. (2010). On the meaning of work: a theoretical integration and 
review. Res. Organ. Behav. 30 91–127. 10.1016/j.riob.2010.09.001
2.  Upadyaya K., Vartiainen B., Salmela-Aro K. (2016).  From job demands and resources to work engagement, 
burnout, life satisfaction, depressive symptoms, and occupational health.  Burnout Research, 3(4).  101-108.  
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.burn.2016.10.001
3.  (2013).  State of the American workplace.  Gallup, Inc.  Retrieved from http://employeeengagement.com/wp-
content/uloads/2013/06/Gallup-2013-State-of-the-American-Workplace-Report.pdf 

Another aspect of Meaning is purposeful 
contribution.  This is described as having 
an intensely meaningful reason for doing 
something. When it comes to business, 
it still seems that many at the top cling 
to the belief that the primary focus for 
running a company is to make money. 
While many can understand the need to 
make money in business, the reality is that 
people are social and emotional creatures 
and want to be a part of something that 
has a deeper purpose for themselves and 
society.  Money can be made anywhere but 
there should be a deeper meaning to why 
people would choose to spend the better 
part of their waking lives making money for 

Meaning
Competence and Personal Contribution
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YOU, instead of another company, or even 
themselves as an entrepreneur. Purpose and 
money are not synonymous and employees 
expect their companies to know and live the 
difference. 

Meaningful contribution includes freedom to 
master new skills, knowledge or relationships 
that allow the person to optimize their “whole 
self” in the workplace.  
Everyone brings 
specializations and 
skill sets to the table 
during the process of 
hiring.  Organizations 
that have a process 
to inspire self-
initiated continuous 
improvements will 
meet the biogenetic 
need of personal 
meaning. No wonder that opportunities for 
growth and development are still at the top 
of the list for what employees want from their 
jobs.  But not just any growth.  Self-actualized 
growth is self-determined and self-regulated.  
This includes education, training, and any 
tools that would give employees the feeling 
of mastery in both their current position and 
whatever future roles they would like to strive 
for – within and outside the work culture. It’s 
also a great strategy for organizations that 
want to build and broaden their talent pools, 
by knowing what brings personal meaning 
to each employee and communicating to 
employees, at all levels, how their job is 
meaningful to the company and customers.

In addition to the desire for personal meaning 

4.  Lencioni, P.  (2002).  The five dysfunctions of a team: a leadership fable.  Jossey-Bass.

and competence, employees want to be 
confident in top leadership’s competence and 
ability to shape a culture that fulfills these 
three biogenetic needs of Membership, 
Empowerment and Meaning.  This requires 
an emotionally connected and socially 
responsive leadership approach based on 
a foundation of vulnerability-based trust.  
Patrick Lencioni defines this as “In the context 

of building a team, trust 
is the confidence among 
team members that 
their peers’ intentions 
are good, and that 
there is no reason to 
be protective or careful 
around the group.  In 
essence, teammates 
must get comfortable 
being vulnerable with 
one another.4”  

Vulnerability-based trust cannot be achieved 
overnight. It requires a dedicated leadership 
team committed to first build trust within their 
own group, and then cascade the process, 
team by team, throughout the organization.  
A decade of research conducted by The EI  
Institute with over 100 leaders in various 
organizations resulted in an ISO evidence-
based small group process called SEMCO™ 
(Systemic Empowered Communities) that 
builds a culture of “vulnerability-based trust” 
– the foundation to fulfill the three biogenetic 
needs.

While many can understand 
the need to make money in 
business, the reality is that 
people are social and emotional 
creatures and want to be a part 
of something that has a deeper 
purpose for themselves and 
society. 
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After being well compensated, both in terms of salary and benefits, employees 
want three things: to have the opportunity to be a part of something 
meaningful, to be given work that challenges them, and to know the “meaning“ 
of their work to the larger whole. People are capable of handling their lives 
outside of work, often with great skill as employees balance family, school 
and volunteer activities. Therefore, they want a work environment where 
they feel connected, empowered and personally significant.  

The good news is that when employee’s three biogenetic needs are fulfilled, 
they also act as company ambassadors with clients, customers and potential 
hires. When employees end their day “feeling” they made a meaningful 
contribution, they have a higher sense of well-being, less stress, higher self-
esteem and more positive interactions with others - whether at home or 
work.  These employees are happier, more innovative and more productive, 
benefitting both themselves and their organization.

Are you interested in learning how well your organization creates an environment of 
membership, empowerment, and meaning?  Take our culture quiz to find out!

Click here or visit our website at www.eilead.com to take the quiz.
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          Membership         Empowerment            Meaning

The need to be an integral part 
of everything that affects one’s 
job or workplace.  The need to 
be treated as an equal in the 
system one serves.  The need 
to be a part of something bigger 
than oneself.

The need to be empowered to 
make any changes in one’s job or 
workplace one believes will work 
for the betterment of customers 
and the system one serves.

The need to go home every night 
with the knowledge that they made 
a meaningful contribution.  The 
need to be appreciated for making 
a difference.

The Three Things Employees Want
More Than Just Money



Creating a Happier, More Effective Workforce
The SEMCO™ Approach

What is SEMCO?

The EI Institute created SEMCO to develop Systemic Empowered Communities within organizations.  
The communication processes and habits learned through the approach develop a culture of membership, 
empowerment, and meaning, breaking down barriers and creating a collaborative environment to create 
innovative solutions to improve each member’s job, company, and personal life.  The SEMCO approach has 
produced success in corporations, fast growing organizations, higher education, healthcare, law, finance, 
and public service employees from all different levels and backgrounds.

Phase I: Building your Core Foundation
By Creating a Synergistic Team

The foundation is built for a successful team by deepening the bond between members.  Group 
members increase self-awareness of their journey and explore and present their biggest issue.  
The group develops a sense of membership by following an evidence-based communication 
process that creates an environment of vulnerability and trust.
Biogenetic Need Focus: Membership

Phase II: Strengthening You & Your Organization
By Providing Tools for Meaningful Change

Each member is empowered to make incremental changes in their company, career, or well-
being, knowing they have the support of the group.  Members will develop their coaching and 
innovation skills by empowering others to create meaningful improvements in a psychologically 
safe environment that supprots and inspires innovation.  Members also integrate Emotional 
Intelligence communication habits into their interactions both in and out of the workplace.
Biogenetic Need Focus: Empowerment & Meaning

Post-Phase II: Building a Culture of Membership, Empowerment 
& Meaning
Taking Ownership of the Process

Group members take ownership of the improvement process and habit development started 
in Phase II, now completely self-managed by the team.
Biogenetic Need Focus: Membership, Empowerment, Meaning

How We Do It
A 6-Month Process-Driven Group Approach
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To learn more about this topic or The EI Institute’s research and processes, please contact us.

312.442.0900      info@eilead.com      www.eilead.com
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The EI Institute is a use-inspired research institute dedicated to researching and 
engineering proven solutions, leveraging our biogenetic needs to create a happier, more 
effective workforce.

“You can tell how good a CEO is by how far the culture goes into the company.”  
That was Jim Liautaud’s observation.  He began researching the best positive 
psychologists, and discovered that the best leaders shared common characteristics.  
Jim thought to himself, if he could break down each of these characteristics into 
small, learnable, sequential steps, just as he did so successfully in the manufacturing 
world (ISO), he could teach these characteristics with the same predictable outcome 
every time, producing a process-directed system to bond groups and develop an 
empowerment culture.

After substantial funding and inspirational leadership from our namesake founder, 
and by partnering with the most prestigious academic and research institutions, 
leading scientists, and psychologists, a world-renowned research institute was 
founded.

The EI Institute® and SEMCO™ are registered trademarks owned by The EI Institute.
©2017 The EI Institute.  All rights reserved.
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