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When we talk about motivating others, we have to eliminate

barriers that affect worker performance on the job site. In my

discussions with field supervisors, I have developed a list of com-
mon demotivators:

1. Lack of materials

2. Confusion among the trades.

3. Communication breakdowns.

4. Unavailability of tools and equipment.

5. Disrespectful treatment.

6. Lack of support from upper management.

7. Lack of recognition.

8. Little participation in decision-making.

9. Lack of skill in handling people.

10. Restrictive procedures and regulations.

When you review this list and ask which one to tackle first, the

answer is evident—#9. Effective first-level supervision by fore-
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men is a prerequisite for efficient performance of all work

groups. Foremen have control, influence and the greatest im-

pact on most of the ingredients of productivity

A great area of concern is worker motivation. Today, workers

seem to take less pride in their work than was true in past years.

The work ethic seems to have deteriorated considerably, and

the nature of construction work has changed in recent years to

further reduce worker morale.

Management is looking for ways to motivate this new work

force. Let’s focus on five key areas that have relevance to work-

er motivation.

Goal Setting. This is simply about setting specific, measur-

able targets to accomplish in a specified time frame. It is an

extremely important tool for

 Monitoring worker performance, since workers need to

know how they’re performing.

 Giving workers direction, so that they know what’s expect-

ed of them and, as a result, have a clearer focus on what has to

be done.

 Involving workers in the overall work plan by asking them

for their input prior to setting goals.

Incentive. Incentives are tangible rewards that are given to

those who perform at a high level and follow successful perfor-

mance. One contractor I work with discussed with his foreman

the estimated man-hours for completing a project. He told him

and is crew that if they beat the estimate, he would give them

50 percent of the savings as an incentive. He also emphasizes

the importance of quality—doing it right the first time. The

incentive is paid, not just for beating the estimate but also for

getting it done according to the quality standards.

Worker Participation. Worker participation, which is in-

volving workers in managerial decisions, gives workers stronger

feelings of loyalty to a company. Before making any changes

that affect working conditions, it is suggested that you meet

with the workers in advance to explain the reasons for the

change and to determine if they have any ideas for imple-

menting the change. If you can’t use the workers’ suggestions,

then it’s important that you explain why you can’t.

I’m working with another contractor who has implemented an



“Action Team” approach to improve communications between

office and field, and to identify barriers that exist in the field

that need to be removed if your productivity is to be a way of

life. Four representatives from management and four represen-

tatives from the field meet every six weeks for one hour to iden-

tify the barriers and discuss solutions for removing them. An

agenda is distributed in advance, and all participants are to come

prepared to deal with the issues.

At each session, a different manager facilitates the session. The

members of the Action Team are rotated every six weeks so that

eventually everybody gets involved in the process. The program

is based on voluntary participation so that issues can be dealt

Job motivators for foremen need to
include the challenge of running the
work, having input into and
maintaining the job schedule, good

workmanship and good relationships.

with in a positive way. When a solution is suggested, someone

on the team is assigned the responsibility for carrying it out.

That’s where the word “action” comes from. After the meet-

ing, the notes are typed up and distributed to all team mem-

bers so they have a record of what went on at the meeting.

Positive Reinforcement. Positive reinforcement is reward-

ing desired behavior. In most plans, the rewards consist of praise

and compliments from supervisors. The concept is that work-

ers look for signs of approval from their supervisors and will

change their behavior in order to receive it. Besides using praise,

many organizations supplement their program of positive rein-

forcement with other rewards, such as better job assignments,

public recognition (awards dinners), private recognition (per-

sonal letters) and time off with pay.

On the average, craftsmen receive little or no recognition for

their efforts. It’s evident from my discussions with tradesmen

that they want management to recognize their work and appre-

ciate any extraordinary efforts. This requires visibility through

the “Management by Wandering Around” approach.

Techniques for improving worker motivation. There

are a variety of things that management can do to facilitate

worker motivation and improved productivity on the job site.

The techniques to be considered are as follows:

1. The employer should show a greater trust of employees.

2. Job content should be improved.

3. Work should be made more interesting.

4. Workers should be educated about the need for productiv-

ity and the importance of profit if a company is to offer con-

tinuing or repeated employment.

5. Pay should be increased as a worker’s skills improve.

6. Employers should be strict about enforcing performance

requirements.

7. Worker should feel good about the employer.

8. There should be no artificial barriers to communication

between workers and management.

9. Workers should be given authority to work on their own

time.

10. Salary reviews should be held irregularly to stimulate

enthusiasm. Regular raises tend to be taken for granted.

11. Workers should be kept appraised of the performance lev-

els of other workers because such work crews tend to compete.

12. Workers should be able to have a sense of contribution to

the final product.

13. Employers should provide company-sponsored recreation.

14. Work units should be as small as possible.

15. Employer groups and unions should restructure bargain-

ing agreements so that some restrictions to worker productivi-

ty can be eliminated.

Job motivators for foremen need to include the challenge of

running the work, having input into and maintaining the job

schedule, good workmanship and good relationships with the

crews and upper management.

The key to motivating construction craftsmen and foremen is

the ability to organize the project and its resources to let indi-

viduals be productive. More than anything else, this promotes

job satisfaction and provides an incentive for individuals to

increase their productivity.
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