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A leader should inspire, not motivate 
T.T. Srinath 
A client of mine once asked me “I am going into a meeting tomorrow, tell me how I should begin?” 

I remember reading Lance Secretan’s book Inspire, What Great Leaders Do and in that he had spoken about advising a client who had asked a similar question, “How may I serve you?” My client used my ploy and the outc ome was immensely pleasing. People dropped their defenses and spoke to my client openly and with candour. 

What would you as an employee like to be, ‘pushed’ or ‘loved?’ The answer, I trust, is being loved. Inspiring leaders know that employees yearn to be heard, to be engaged — not in a debate, but in genuine dialogue that springs from loving intent and thus inspires.

Motivation is something we ‘do’ to someone; inspiration is something we ‘be’ with someone. Motivation comes from a place of self-concern — ‘I want to change your behaviour with a reward or incentive so that if you meet the targets or goals we set, I will meet my own needs and goals.’ 

Inspiration, on the other hand, comes from a place of love and service, with no strings attached — ‘I love you and wish to serve and teach you and help you grow.’ When we motivate, we serve ourselves first; when we inspire, we serve others first. When we motivate we want to ‘drive’; we want to be values-driven, customer-driven, solution-driven and self-driven. Yet, when we inspire, we are value-inspired, customer-inspired and self-inspired. There is great sacredness associated with inspiration, for inspiration is based on love and comes from the soul. Motivation, however, is based on fear and comes from the personality. 

Gandhi, Martin Luther King Jr., Nelson Mandela, great contemporary leaders shared one objective; they aimed not to motivate but to inspire. Contemporary leadership theory is that controlling of behaviour of others is acceptable. But this is leadership based on fear and motivation. Inspiring leaders, however, appeal to the hearts and souls by engaging with people at this level, by honouring, exciting and nourishing their souls we give people more than a reason to work; we give them a passion for work. 

One of the greatest needs of the human spirit is to be inspired and to inspire. Inspiration comes from love not fear. We cannot be inspired if we are not loving and loved. Leaders who inspire have a clear knowledge of their destiny (why I am here on earth?), their cause (how I will be while I am here — what will I stand for?) and their calling (what will I do and how will I use my talents and gifts to serve?). Leaders who are inspiring are aligned with their purpose, know how to serve and bring out the best in others and have the gift for being inspired themselves. Great leaders never focus on getting other people to ‘do things.’ They practice a way of being and thus inspire, not motivate, people to change and enhance themselves and the world. When we attempt to motivate others, we intend to cause behaviour in them that achieves something we want. When we attempt to motivate, we are not usually intending to serve others in their best interest. The dictionary defines ‘motivate’ as ‘to provide motive; to induce, to incite, to impel.’ When we are, therefore, motivated our emotions and behaviour are determined by external powers. Inspiration is strikingly different from motivation. 

The word is derived from the Latin route ‘spirare’ meaning ‘spirit.’ Webster defines inspiration as ‘breathing in… to infuse with an encouraging or exalting influence: to animate, stimulate… an idea or a passion.’ Motivation is a relationship between personalities; inspiration is a relationship between souls. Inspiration does not depend on power relationships. On the contrary, when we are inspired we are truly empowered. To inspire others, we must create an environment in which people sense a higher power that wells from deep within. 

A youngster, during the war of independence in America, was attempting to push a heavy log off the road. He gave up without putting in his best. A rider on a horse was watching this. He asked the youngster “Why are you giving up?” The youngster acidly replied, “You look like a soldier so why don’t you push it?” The rider got off his horse and pushed the log aside. Climbing back on to his horse he told the young man, “The next time you need help call the President of the United States.” The rider was George Washington; he inspired by example not by dictate. 

Merely telling people what to do, to motivate them does not yield results. We respect leaders who motivate us. But the ones we love are the servant-leaders. They are the ones who teach with love and who learn and grow with us, listen and empathise and honour us from deep within their souls; thus making a spiritual connection. 

Breakthrough leadership practice that goes beyond conventional theory is what we need. Thus authentic, truthful leadership that inspires and leads to extraordinary personal and organisational effectiveness will show that we can create more productive work places and encourage engagement and contribution from employees. We can build work places, Governments and countries based on shared best interest and selflessness rather than self-interest and cynicism.

(The writer is an organisational and behavioural consultant. He can be contacted at ttsrinath@vsnl.net) 

