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Self-Determination Theory
Check autonomy, competence, and connection before assuming laziness
WHAT IT IS
Self-determination theory (Deci and Ryan) says intrinsic motivation runs on three psychological needs: autonomy (meaningful choice in how I work), competence (I'm effective and getting better), and relatedness (I'm connected to the people I work with). Feed all three and people drive themselves. Starve one and motivation sags, no matter the pay.
WHY IT WORKS
SDT gives you a diagnostic where most managers reach for a character judgment. “They're just not motivated” becomes a checkable question: which need is missing? It also explains a familiar backfire. Leaning harder on carrots and sticks (bonuses, surveillance, deadlines) can crowd out intrinsic drive. You buy short-term compliance and pay for it in long-term ownership.
HOW TO USE IT
1. Diagnose the sag by need. For a disengaged team member, which is missing: choice (autonomy), progress (competence), or belonging (relatedness)? The fix is completely different depending on the answer.
1. Feed autonomy with real choices. Hold the what and the why. Loosen the how, the when, and the order. Even small genuine choices restore ownership.
1. Feed competence with visible progress. Right-sized challenges plus concrete feedback on growth. Nothing starves competence like a year of the same tasks with no signal you're improving.
1. Feed relatedness on purpose. One-on-ones that open with the person, not the task list. Team rituals that aren't status meetings.
1. Audit your incentives for crowd-out. Wherever you've attached tight controls to work people used to care about, ask what ownership it cost.
PITFALLS TO AVOID
1. Autonomy as abandonment. Choice without clarity or support isn't autonomy. It's neglect with a positive spin.
1. Perk thinking. A ping-pong table feeds none of the three needs.
1. Diagnosing character instead of conditions. “Lazy” ends the inquiry. “Which need is starved?” starts it.
Shortcut: next time someone seems checked out, run the three-question audit before any performance conversation. What choice, what progress, what connection have they had lately?
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