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How do you define a successful hire? The outstanding performer whose past education and 
work experience match the job requirements perfectly? Sounds great but exceptional 
qualifications are no longer enough to guarantee long-term success. The only way to realize a 
successful return on your hiring investment is to find that outstanding performer who also has 
outstanding motivation to thrive in the job for the long haul. Otherwise, before you know it, 
you'll be out there looking for the next outstanding performer to replace your "successful hire" 
that just walked out the door.  
 
Research has shown that new hires whose values fit well with the the organization's culture 
tend to adjust more quickly, feel more satisfied, and intend to remain with the organization 
longer (O'Reilly, Chatman, and Caldwell, 1991). Whereas, poor job fit has been associated 
with job dissatisfaction, higher levels of job-related stress, and intentions to leave the 
organization (Lovelace and Rosen, 1996).  
 
Given that job motivation is critical for employee satisfaction, performance, and retention, what 
can you do during the hiring process to identify those candidates who will stay highly motivated 
for the long haul?  
 
How Will You Know A Motivated Performer When You See One?  
 
A Motivated Performer can be described as:  

Having an extremely good fit between the individual and the work itself, the 
work environment, and the offer conditions.  

In other words, a motivated performer is a person whose values, needs, and preferences 
match the requirements of the work situation. There are three aspects of a work opportunity 
that contribute to a person's overall motivation and job satisfaction:  

1. Satisfaction with the work itself  
This aspect of motivation is often referred to as job fit and is typically the most critical 
ingredient for job satisfaction and employee retention. A person experiencing good job 
fit enjoys the day-to-day tasks and responsibilities that are important to successful job 
performance. Satisfaction with the work itself can also include the opportunity to 
demonstrate preferred skills and talents. Examples include: public speaking, 
interacting with customers, designing new products. 

2. Satisfaction with the work environment 
This aspect of motivation is often referred to as organization fit and focuses on the 
compatibility of the organization's values, culture, policies, and procedures with the 
employee's preferences. Satisfaction with the work environment can also include the 
level and quality of supervision and the physical work conditions. Examples include: 
working in self-directed teams, high risk taking, working outdoors, multinational 
operations, and highly competitive culture. 

3. Satisfaction with other conditions of the job offer 
This aspect of motivation focuses on compensation structure, travel, location, benefits, 
and other conditions of the job offer. Examples include: relocating to a large city or 
rural area, signing an intellectual property agreement, compensation at risk based on 
performance, or a 50% travel requirement.  
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How Can You Predict Who Will Be A Motivated Performer for the Long Haul?  
 
During the hiring process, there are a number of ways to make sure the selected candidate's 
preferences and motivations are an optimal fit with the realities of the work opportunity. These 
approaches are described below. Before collecting any candidate data, however, it's important 
to define the aspects of the work, the organization, and the job offer that will have the greatest 
impact on job satisfaction or dissatisfaction. Experienced managers can usually articulate the 
most critical motivational factors by thinking about past employees that were highly motivated, 
as well as those who left the position due to dissatisfaction. In this way, motivational 
requirements for the job are identified to supplement the knowledge and skill requirements.  
 
Once the motivational requirements of the job are identified, the hiring manager (or team) can 
gather information on the candidate's likes and dislikes and compare these to the motivational 
realities of the work opportunity. Those candidates' whose preferences overlap most with the 
realities of the work opportunity will have the best motivational fit for the position. Here are 
three different approaches you can use to assess a candidate's motivational fit:  

1. Provide the candidate with a Realistic Job Preview (RJP).  
2. Explore past experiences that were satisfying or dissatisfying for the candidate.  
3. Use motivational instruments to profile the candidate's preferences and then compare 

those to the motivational profile of the job.  

 
Realistic Job Preview  
 
A Realistic Job Preview provides applicants with honest information about an open position to 
help them develop clear expectations of what it will be like to work in the job if they are hired. 
You can use the RJP early in the hiring process to help the applicant make an informed 
decision about his or her fit with the position. To be most effective, present both favorable and 
unfavorable information so the applicant's decision is based on the realities of the organization 
and the job. Based on the RJP, applicants who are unwilling or unable to carry out the job 
requirements can select themselves out of an expensive hiring process.  
 
Exploring Past Experiences  
 
One effective way to gather candidate motivational information is to target interview questions 
to the most significant factors in the work environment that lead to satisfaction or 
dissatisfaction. First, you explain the motivational aspect of the work opportunity. Then, you 
ask the candidate whether he/she has had any past experience with this type of work. If the 
candidate has experienced this situation before, then you explore how he/she felt about this 
aspect of the past position. These questions can focus on the work itself, the work 
environment, or other conditions of the job offer. Examples include:  

This work requires__________ (frequent customer contact, working with 
people from diverse backgrounds). Have you performed this type of work 
before? How do you feel about performing this kind of work?  
 
In this work environment, you will be expected to ____________ (make 
decisions quickly, take risks). Have you worked in this type of environment 
before? How do you feel about working in this kind of environment?  
 
This work opportunity requires _________ (relocation to Pittsburgh, signing a 
no compete agreement). What questions or concerns do you have about 
these requirements?  



Instead of focusing interview questions on specific aspects of the work opportunity, the 
interviewer can ask more general questions focused on past work experiences to find out what 
was most satisfying or dissatisfying to a candidate. Examples include:  

When you were most satisfied or dissatisfied in your work? What was most 
satisfying or dissatisfying about that? Why?  
 
Tell me about a time when work would have been more enjoyable if some 
characteristic of the company or organization had been different. What aspect 
of the organization was not enjoyable? Why?  

As you explore a candidate's education and work history you will come across situations that 
were both satisfying and dissatisfying. Keep you antennae up to listen for these motivational 
clues. For example, explore why the person left a previous job, why he/she accepted a 
previous job, or why he/she is looking for a new job.  
 
Motivational Profiling  
 
There are inventories available that create motivational profiles by asking the candidate to 
indicate work preferences. The candidate's profile is then compared to the motivational profile 
of the open position to identify overlaps and discrepancies between the candidate's 
preferences and the work situation. The greater the overlap, the more motivated the candidate 
is predicted to be in the work opportunity.  
 
Analyzing the overlap and discrepancy between the candidate's profile and the job or the 
organization can identify very specific aspects of the work opportunity that will motivate or 
annoy the candidate. Then, interview guide questions are generated that target the areas most 
likely to be motivating or annoying. Using these tailored interview questions, the hiring 
manager can gather more detailed information to predict the candidate's motivational fit.  
 
Regardless of the method used, hiring managers must take the time to clarify the motivational 
requirements of the work opportunity and then compare the candidate's motivations to these 
requirements. Considering motivational fit during the hiring process has big payoffs. Not only 
will you avoid costly hiring mistakes due to poor fit, you'll also be confident that you're choosing 
a highly motivated performer with the best chance of survival for the long haul.  
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