
9/14/2026

1

MUNICIPAL WORKFORCE • MOTIVATION & MORALE City of Columbia | Leadership Conversation

UNDERSTANDING
EMPLOYEE
MOTIVATION
& MORALE

From “how people feel” to what 
supervisors and managers can do every 
day

L E A D E R S H I P  R U N S  T H R O U G H  P E O P L E

The goal is not to “make employees happy.”

The goal is to create conditions where people 
can do meaningful work, feel valued, and 
perform at their best.

UNDERSTAND IDENTIFY LEAD ACT

Designed for supervisors, managers, team leaders, and HR 
professionals
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Today’s Roadmap

1 Understand

Motivation vs. morale

2 Identify

What really drives people

3 Lead

Supervisor impact

4 Engage

Recognition + voice

5 Diagnose

Morale warning signs

6 Act

A municipal playbook
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The information provided here is for informational and educational purposes and current as of the 
date of publication. The information is not a substitute for legal advice and does not necessarily 
reflect the opinion or policy position of the Municipal Association of South Carolina. Consult your 
attorney for advice concerning specific situations.
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UN DER S T AN D

Motivation and Morale Are Related—But Not the Same

MOTIVATION

The drive to put forth effort and perform.

It answers: “Why would I invest energy here?”

Think: purpose • achievement • autonomy • growth • recognition

MORALE

The workforce’s overall attitude, confidence, enthusiasm, and satisfaction.

It answers: “How does it feel to work here?”

Think: trust • fairness • belonging • optimism • team climate

Together they influence attendance, service quality, teamwork, retention, safety, and performance.
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C ON N EC T  PEOPL E  T O PER FOR M AN C E

Why This Matters in Every Workplace

78%
less absenteeism

14%
higher productivity*

63%
fewer safety incidents

10%
higher customer loyalty / 

engagement

Fewer missed shifts • safer teams • better service • stronger continuity • better collaboration 
• more discretionary effort

*Gallup 2024 meta-analysis; productivity figure based on production records/evaluations.
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I DEN T IF Y

What Really Motivates Employees?

Purpose

My work matters

Clarity

I know what good looks like

Autonomy

I have room to do my job

Recognition

My contribution is noticed

Growth

I can get better and advance

Fairness

Standards apply consistently

Belonging

I am respected and included

Security

I can trust the environment

Compensation matters—but it is not the entire motivation strategy.
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L EAD

The Supervisor Is the Daily Experience of the Organization

70%
of the variance in team 

engagement is attributable to the 
manager, according to Gallup.

COMMUNICATE

Explain the “why,” not only the task

CLARIFY

Set standards and priorities

COACH

Talk before the annual review

LISTEN

Ask, hear, close the loop

MODEL

Apply the standard to yourself

ACCOUNTABILITY

Address performance fairly

Source: Gallup, employee engagement research.
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EN G AG E

Recognition: Make People Seen, Heard, and Valued

RECOGNITION
LOOP

NOTICE

Catch the contribution

NAME

Say specifically what mattered

CONNECT

Link it to team/public impact

REPEAT

Make appreciation routine
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L EADER S H IP  PR AC T IC E

New Idea #1: The 10-Minute Monthly Pulse

ASK 5 QUESTIONS

1. I know what is expected.
2. I have what I need.
3. My work is recognized.
4. My supervisor listens.
5. I understand how my work 
contributes to the team and 
organization.

DISCUSS 1 RESULT

Use 10 minutes in an existing 
huddle to ask: “What would 
improve this?”

CLOSE 1 LOOP

Within 30 days, communicate:

• What we heard
• What we can change
• What we cannot change
• What happens next

Measure less. Respond more.
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M AK E M I S S IO N  V IS I B L E

New Idea #2: “Everyday Wins” Recognition

Recognize the behavior—not just the person.

Customer / Stakeholder 
Impact

Solved a problem or 
improved an outcome

Teamwork

Helped another person 
or team succeed

Innovation

Improved a process or 
saved time

Stewardship

Protected resources, 
safety, or trust

Low-cost format: peer nomination → supervisor validates → monthly 3-minute story → quarterly leadership 
recognition.
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R ET EN T I ON

New Idea #3: Stay Conversations Before Exit Interviews

1

What keeps you 
here?

2

What makes a 
good day?

3

What frustrates 
you?

4

What would you 
like to learn?

5

What might 
cause you to 

leave?

15–20 minutes • twice a year • not tied to discipline or evaluation

1
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B R EAK  S I L OS

New Idea #4: Cross-Team “Walk in My Shoes”

SHADOW

60–90 min

ASK

What makes your 
job hard?

MAP

Where do our 
processes connect?

FIX

One friction point

Outcome: more empathy, fewer “they always…” assumptions, and practical process improvements.
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DIAG N OS E

What Damages Morale?

Poor 
communication

Favoritism
Inconsistent 
treatment

No recognition Chronic overload

Unclear 
expectations

Limited growth
Unresolved 

conflict
Micromanage

Leaders who do 
not listen

Morale usually erodes through patterns—not one bad day.

Leader question: “What are employees repeatedly experiencing?”
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DIAG N OS E B EF OR E C R IS I S

Watch the Dashboard: Early Warning Signs

ABSENTEEISM

Is unscheduled leave rising?

TURNOVER

Who is leaving—and from 
where?

COMPLAINTS

Are themes repeating?

SILENCE

Did ideas and questions stop?

NEGATIVITY

Is cynicism becoming normal?

OUTPUT

Are quality or timeliness 
slipping?

One indicator is a clue. Multiple indicators moving together are a leadership signal.
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I N T ER AC T I V E  C AS E  •  5  M IN UT ES

Table Talk: Fix the Conditions, Not the Symptoms

CASE

An operations team has rising call-outs, two 
recent resignations, complaints about 
favoritism, and employees say new 
procedures “just show up” without 
explanation. The supervisor says, “People 
just don’t want to work anymore.”

Your group has 3 minutes.

1. DIAGNOSE

What might be happening beneath the symptoms?

2. ACT

What are the first two leadership actions?

3. MEASURE

What would tell you conditions are improving?

1
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AC T

The Leader’s Motivation Playbook

WEEKLY 10-minute team huddle Priorities • obstacles • wins

MONTHLY Pulse + recognition Ask • discuss • close loop

QUARTERLY Development conversation Skills • goals • opportunities

SEMIANNUAL Stay conversation Retention • frustrations • growth

ANNUAL Team climate review Trends • action plan • accountability

Consistency beats intensity.
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T AK E AC T ION

Your Leadership Commitment

Choose ONE behavior to start in the next 7 days.

□ Explain the “why” behind a decision

□ Recognize one contribution specifically

□ Ask one employee a stay question

□ Close the loop on old feedback

□ Remove one unnecessary friction point

Morale is not built through one-time events. It is created through the everyday employee experience.
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C L OS E

The Takeaway

UNDERSTAND  →  IDENTIFY  →  LEAD  →  ENGAGE  →  DIAGNOSE  →  ACT

Employees do not need leaders to manufacture motivation.
They need leaders to create the conditions where motivation 

can survive and grow.
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R EF ER EN C E

Selected Sources & Further Reading

Gallup. “How to Improve Employee Engagement in the Workplace.” gallup.com/workplace/285674/employee-engagement.aspx

Gallup. “The Science of High-Performing Teams.” gallup.com/workplace/650156/science-of-high-performing-teams.aspx

Gallup. State of the Global Workplace: 2024 Report.

Gallup. “The Analytics That Matter Most to Federal Mission Success.” 2024.

International City/County Management Association (ICMA). “Engaging Local Government Employees.” icma.org/blog-
posts/engaging-local-government-employees

1
8


