
Want to Motivate Your Team in 2026? 
“If	you	want	people	to	do	a	good	job,	give	them	a	good	job	to	do.”	

Frederick	Herzberg,	psychologist	
	
	

	
	
	
Let’s	be	honest	any	excuse	to	use	a	photo	of	Harrison	Ford	as	Indiana	Jones	is	a	good	
one.	
But	while	Indy	might	get	results	with	a	leather	whip	and	a	raised	eyebrow,	the	same	
can’t	be	said	for	leaders	heading	into	2026.	The	metaphor	of	“cracking	the	whip”	driving	
performance	through	pressure,	targets,	and	a	touch	of	fear	is	still	surprisingly	common.	
Especially	this	time	of	year.	A	few	end-of-year	classics:	
	
	

• "Let’s	push	hard	through	Q4	we’ll	recover	in	January."	
• "A	bit	of	pressure	will	get	them	focused	again."	
• "Throw	in	some	bonuses	and	perks	that	should	do	it."	

	
	
It’s	understandable.	You	want	energy.	Urgency.	Results.	But	here’s	the	catch:	
	
	
Your	team	isn’t	an	archaeological	expedition	they’re	people.	And	many	

of	them	are	knackered.	
	
	

The	Year-End	Motivation	Slump	Is	Real	



December	isn’t	just	festive	jumpers	and	fizz	it’s	one	of	the	most	emotionally	and	
physically	drained	points	of	the	year.	
The	stats	speak	volumes:	
	
	

• 1	in	4	UK	employees	feel	emotionally	drained	by	year-end	(Mental	Health	UK)	
• 43%	of	global	workers	report	burnout,	rising	to	*53%	among	middle	

managers	(Future	Forum,	Q4	Pulse	Survey)	
• Motivation	and	energy	levels	drop	15–20%	in	Q4,	especially	in	hybrid	and	

knowledge	work	roles	(McKinsey	Health	Institute,	2024)	
	
	
So	the	question	isn’t	how	do	we	push	people	harder	in	January	it’s:	
How	do	we	reignite	energy,	purpose	and	motivation	sustainably	in	2026?	
The	answer	isn’t	in	more	pay	or	more	pressure.	
It’s	in	a	deeper	understanding	of	what	actually	drives	performance.	
What	Really	Motivates	People	(Spoiler:	It’s	Not	Money)	
Once	people	are	fairly	paid,	research	shows	financial	incentives	only	go	so	far.	They	can	
spark	short-term	effort,	but	they	don’t	fuel	long-term	engagement,	creativity,	or	
resilience.	
So	what	does?	According	to	decades	of	psychological	research	,	including	Self-
Determination	Theory	(Ryan	&	Deci)	and	more	recent	neuroscience	studies	we’re	most	
motivated	when	we	experience:	
	
	

1. Autonomy	–	the	freedom	to	choose	how	we	work	
2. Mastery	–	the	chance	to	improve	at	something	meaningful	
3. Purpose	–	the	belief	that	our	work	matters	

	
	
Let’s	break	these	down.	
Autonomy:	Freedom	Fuels	Focus	
A	landmark	study	in	Contemporary	Educational	Psychology	showed	that	when	
participants	were	given	choice	over	how	to	approach	a	task,	they	performed	better,	felt	
more	engaged,	and	were	more	persistent.	
In	workplace	terms?	Autonomy	is	one	of	the	biggest	predictors	of	motivation.	
Gartner	found	that	teams	with	high	autonomy	are	2.5x	more	likely	to	exceed	performance	targets.	
Real-world	example:	a	fintech	company	allowed	customer	support	agents	to	personalise	
their	scripts	and	manage	their	own	schedules.	Result?	A	23%	uplift	in	customer	
satisfaction	and	a	noticeable	drop	in	sick	days	and	burnout.	
Autonomy	isn’t	about	chaos.	It’s	about	control,	the	good	kind.	
	
	
Mastery:	Progress	Over	Perfection	
The	IKEA	effect	shows	that	we	value	what	we	build	ourselves,	even	if	it’s	imperfect.	
This	aligns	with	Harvard’s	Progress	Principle	(Amabile	&	Kramer),	which	found	
that	making	visible	progress	is	the	most	powerful	day-to-day	motivator	in	the	
workplace.	
94%	of	employees	say	they	would	stay	longer	at	a	company	that	invests	in	their	
development	(LinkedIn	Learning	Report).	



Mastery	fuels	pride.	Pride	fuels	performance.	
In	January,	don’t	just	focus	on	output.	Ask:	
	
	
“How	are	we	helping	people	get	better	at	something	that	matters	to	them	?”	
Purpose:	The	Antidote	to	Apathy	
One	of	the	most	under	leveraged	and	misunderstood	drivers	of	motivation	is	purpose.	
In	one	famous	study	(ScienceDirect),	a	group	of	call	centre	workers	were	reminded	
their	work	funded	student	scholarships.	They	raised	twice	as	much	money	as	those	
given	only	task	instructions.	
In	another,	hospital	cleaning	staff	who	saw	their	work	as	helping	patients	recover	
reported	higher	job	satisfaction	and	performance	even	though	their	actual	tasks	
didn’t	change.	
“Purpose	isn’t	a	plaque	on	the	wall.	It’s	the	story	that	connects	people	to	their	

effort.”	
In	2026,	especially	in	a	complex,	uncertain	world,	people	don’t	want	just	a	job.	They	
want	to	know	the	job	means	something.	
	
	
Cracking	the	Whip	Isn’t	Leadership	
Harrison	Ford	can	get	away	with	it.	You	can’t.	
Modern	leadership	isn’t	about	pressure	or	perks.	It’s	about	creating	
the	conditions	where	motivation	can	emerge:	
	
	

• Trust,	not	micromanagement	
• Feedback	loops,	not	fixed	processes	
• A	sense	of	why,	not	just	what	

	
	
As	Dr	Paul	Zak	and	Dr	Josh	Davis	noted	in	The	Neuroscience	of	Trust,	autonomy	and	
connection	stimulate	oxytocin	in	the	brain	a	chemical	that	boosts	collaboration	and	
engagement	far	more	effectively	than	pressure	or	pay	alone.	(Read	the	study)	
	
	
How	to	Motivate	Without	the	Whip	
As	you	plan	for	2026,	here’s	a	practical	checklist:	
1.	Audit	autonomy	
Where	are	you	over-controlling?	Can	you	give	teams	more	say	in	how	they	meet	their	
goals?	
2.	Invest	in	mastery	
Include	skill-building,	reflection	and	feedback	in	January’s	kick-off,	not	just	targets.	
3.	Reconnect	people	to	purpose	
Remind	your	team	why	the	work	matters	not	just	what	needs	to	be	done.	
4.	Build	energy	recovery	into	your	rhythm	
Q1	doesn’t	have	to	be	full	throttle.	Design	in	breathing	room,	especially	after	a	draining	
year-end.	
The	Future	of	Work	Is	Human-Centred	

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0361476X20300254
https://files.envisialearning.com/articles/Brain_Trust_Zak_and_Nowack_TEQ_2017.pdf


AI	can	automate	tasks.	Strategy	can	drive	outcomes.	But	only	human	motivation	delivers	
long-term	performance.	
So	here’s	your	January	leadership	challenge:	

“Instead	of	asking	‘how	do	I	get	people	to	work	harder?’,	ask:	‘how	do	I	help	
people	feel	energised,	capable,	and	connected?’”	

Because	the	best	leaders	in	2026	won’t	be	the	ones	cracking	the	whip.	They’ll	be	the	
ones	removing	the	barriers.	
	
	
Over	to	You	
Have	you	experienced	this	shift	away	from	performance-by-pressure?	How	do	you	plan	
to	support	motivation	in	January?	
Share	your	thoughts	in	the	comments	or	tag	someone	who	needs	to	hang	up	the	whip	
and	try	something	new.	
	
	
Further	Reading	&	Sources:	
	
	

• The	Neuroscience	of	Trust	–	Zak	&	Nowack	(2017)	
• Autonomy	&	Intrinsic	Motivation	Study	–	ScienceDirect	(2020)	
• Mental	Health	UK	–	Burnout	&	Exhaustion	Report	
• Gartner	Future	of	Work	Trends	(2023)	
• LinkedIn	Workplace	Learning	Report	(2024)	
• Harvard	Business	Review	–	The	Progress	Principle	

	
	
Key	Takeaways:	
•	Pressure	and	end-of-year	push	tactics	don’t	motivate:	they	drain	already	exhausted	
teams.	
•	Autonomy,	mastery	and	purpose	are	the	real	drivers	of	long-term	motivation	and	
performance.	
•	Giving	people	more	choice	in	how	they	work	leads	to	higher	engagement	and	better	
outcomes.	

•	Progress	and	development	fuel	pride,	retention	and	day-to-day	motivation.	
•	Connecting	work	to	meaningful	purpose	boosts	energy,	commitment	and	
performance.	
 

https://files.envisialearning.com/articles/Brain_Trust_Zak_and_Nowack_TEQ_2017.pdf
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0361476X20300254

