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Tips for
reinvigorating
employee
engagement

Employees are the backbone of your foodservice operation; they
keep your kitchen running smoothly. Even with the best staff,
though, a lack of motivation can rear its ugly head from time to
time. As a foodservice manager, it’s important to learn about
the different types of motivation, as well as discover steps to
reinvigorate employee engagement.

is rewarding in and of itself. Examples of intrinsic motivators
include:

T Y P E S O F M O T I VAT I O N

• Participating in continuing education because you want to
learn more about your field

There are two types of motivation that drive work performance:
intrinsic and extrinsic.
Intrinsic motivation comes from within yourself. You feel a
reason to complete your job well because the act of working
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• Being passionate about the type of work you do
• Feeling satisfaction for a job well done
• Enjoying a new challenge at work because you like problem
solving

Extrinsic motivation, on the other hand, is driven by external
factors. This could be any action you take to receive something
of value or to avoid negative consequences. For example,
extrinsic motivation could be working because…

chrissy@snackinginsneakers.com

• You hope to earn a bonus
• It’s necessary to provide an
income for your family

8 S T R AT E G I E S
T O M O T I VAT E
E M P LOY E E S

• There’s potential for a job
promotion

1. Create a positive
environment.

• You enjoy hearing praise
from your boss

We all know the saying
“misery loves company.”
When your staff is negative
and feeling down, even those
that enjoy their job can be
pulled into the muck.

• You’re afraid of being fired
and unemployed
Extrinsic motivators can be
useful in a workplace setting,
but keep in mind there is
a phenomenon known as
the overjustification effect.
This theory suggests that
too many external rewards
and motivators can actually
decrease a person’s intrinsic
motivation.
That said, it is a reality that
many employees simply do
not have strong intrinsic
motivation for their job. In
fact, the Gallup “State of the
American Workplace” report
found that only one-third of
employees feel engaged. In
other words, if you’re looking
at the six staff you’ve got in the
kitchen right now, it’s a very
real possibility that four are
not feeling motivated.
Herein lies one of the biggest
challenges as a leader –
maintaining the intrinsic
motivation of the employees
who are engaged, while
providing extrinsic motivators
to encourage those who are
not. Clearly, it’s a careful
balance, but one you can excel
at with a few simple strategies.

This is especially true if
that negativity stems from
leadership. In fact, the State of
the American Workplace report
found that poor company
culture is one of the main
reasons people decide to leave
jobs.

• Be willing to jump in when
needed.
• Avoid excessive complaining
to (or at) your team.
• Be open to your
team’s frustrations
and acknowledge their
concerns—but guide these
conversations towards
a proactive and positive
problem-solving approach.
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2. Be specific in praise.
Praise is an excellent external
motivator, and does not seem
to reduce intrinsic motivation
when used properly. For
example, research in Behavior
Analysis found that even

PRAISE IS AN EXCELLENT
EXTERNAL MOTIVATOR
and does not seem to reduce
intrinsic motivation when used
properly. Even among those with
high intrinsic interest in a task,
verbal rewards still enhanced
motivation.
However, the opposite holds
true too. When there is a
culture of positivity, it raises the
vibe of the entire department,
helping motivate those who
may not be intrinsically
interested in their work.
Lead with positivity, and your
employees will follow. For
example:
• Act supportive, showcasing
yourself as a role model and
team player.

among those with high
intrinsic interest in a task,
verbal rewards still enhanced
motivation.
The key is making praise
authentic and specific. It’s
easy to spot a manager giving
praise inauthentically, such as
a disguised insult (“You did
a good job on the tray line
today; I wish you could pay
attention like that every day”).
Continued on page 12
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When you have authentic
praise, be clear in the
compliment and focus on
the behavior or process. For
example, “you did a great job
today” will certainly make
someone feel good, but isn’t
very specific.
However, compare that to
this: “You did a great job
today with Mr. Smith in the
dining room. I know it can
be challenging when a resident
is impolite, and sometimes
that can happen out of their
loneliness and frustration.
You helped calm him down,
got him the meal that he
needed, and did it in a kind
and compassionate way – that
was an excellent example of
how to handle the situation.”
You can see how the more
specific praise not only tells
employees that you’re paying
attention, but also reinforces
their motivation to continue
the exact behaviors you’d like
to see.
3. Show the way.
John Maxwell, leadership
author and expert, once
said “A leader is one who
knows the way, goes the way,
and shows the way.” As a
leader, you can help show
your employees the way to
effectiveness, efficiency, and
growth.
This starts with proper
training, of course. Research
among foodservice employees
indicates that establishment of
acceptable norms and proper
12

training are key in motivating
employees to follow food
safety guidelines. For younger
generations, explaining the
why—and not just the how—
will help them better follow
standards.
Providing constructive
feedback is part of “showing
the way.” While there are
some aspects of failure in food
service that are unacceptable
(such as those which risk
patient/client safety), other
small mistakes should be
viewed as steppingstones in
the path to success.
For the latter, avoid making
employees feel helpless or
defeated. Instead, help them
identify what led to the
mistake and, together, figure
out a way to correct it. This
helps build them up and keeps
them motivated.
For example, if the mistake
arose from a lack of
knowledge, maybe that
individual (or the whole team)
could use extra training on
the topic. If the mistake was
driven by decision fatigue,
emphasizing an earlier
breaktime could help. Or, if
the mistake happened because
the employee is dealing with
personal stressors, you could
provide a reminder about any
employee assistance program
(EAP) resources.
4. Think about a living
wage.
Most research suggests
pay is weakly, though
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positively, associated with job
satisfaction. However, among
low income workers, small
increases in pay may provide
large increases in stress relief
and job motivation.
As a foodservice manager, you
may or may not have control
over your employee salaries. If
you do, or if you have input
with your human resources
department, examine if your
employees are receiving a
living wage.
The concept of living wage
is an alternative model of
assessing salary; it refers to
the amount a worker must
earn to meet basic needs in a
particular geographic location.
There is an excellent living
wage calculator available
through MIT (website in
references) which allows you
to see estimates of these hourly
wages in your area.
While money does not
continue to act as a major
motivator once basic needs
are met, it can provide
considerable external
motivation up to that point.
Paying a living wage may
be one way to increase job
interest, motivation, and
retention.
5. Fix the “broken
carts.”
Think back to a time you’ve
gone to the grocery store and
ended up with a broken cart.
You know the one—it’s got
that wobbly wheel, squeaks,
and seems to keep turning to

one side. At first, it seems like
a minor annoyance, but over
the shopping trip it gets more
frustrating, affecting your
mood.
Workplaces often have
“broken carts” too. Think of
these as ongoing issues that
seem small, but put a damper
on employee morale over time.
It could be a piece of
equipment that isn’t working
properly, like a dishwasher
that keeps malfunctioning.
It could be a lack of training
for new employees, which
frustrates both the new hire as
well as the seasoned staff. Or
perhaps it’s a schedule that’s
always released later than
expected each week.
It’s completely normal for not
everything to run smoothly at
all times. But when you can
identify these “broken carts”
and fix them, your employees
will deal with less frustration
and feel more motivated at
work.
6. Switch things up.
Even intrinsically motivated
people can become apathetic
about their job if boredom
creeps in. Think through
ways you might be able to
fight monotony.
Could employees do tasks
in a new way? Could you
offer more opportunities for
learning different positions
in the kitchen? Can you
offer a pathway to leadership
program? Get creative!

7. Consider rewards
(sometimes).
It’s important to avoid
incentivizing every task,
in order to reduce the risk
of the overjustification
effect. Similarly, excessive
reward-based programs can
leave employees constantly
competing against each other,
which can reduce overall
team cohesion and strain
relationships.
That said, small rewards here
and there can be a fun way to
increase motivation. Perhaps
you’re hosting an in-service
for your staff, and you surprise
one of your employees with
a café gift card for excellent
participation. Or maybe you
run a cafeteria in corporate
wellness, and you offer an
incentive for the employee that
upsells the most of a certain
menu item that week.

FIX THE BROKEN
CARTS. Workplaces
often have “broken
carts”—ongoing issues
that seem small, but put
a damper on employee
morale over time.

Continued on page 14
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But even more useful may
be rewards that offer growth
potential. For example,
perhaps after a year of work,
your company offers financial
reimbursement to obtain
the CDM, CFPP credential.
This is both a reward and an

opportunity for the employee
to further develop their skills
(perhaps fanning the flames
of intrinsic motivation).
Not only can that motivate
employees, but it can help
with retention as employees
stay to reap these benefits.

CE Questions |
II

8. Start a conversation.
Lastly, don’t hesitate to ask
your employees what would
help them feel more engaged
and motivated at work. This
could be in a group discussion,
an online survey, or short
one-on-one meetings. Going

directly to your staff could
give you cost-effective ideas
you never considered before.
Motivating employees can
be a challenge, but one that
will help improve your overall
department as far as both
productivity and morale. E
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1. Which of the following is an example of intrinsic
motivation? You help clients at work because...
A. It feels rewarding inside

5. Which of the following is an example of authentic and specific
praise?
A. “Good work today”

B. You want a promotion

B. “Thanks for finally sanitizing the prep station right
away”

C. If you don’t, you’d lose your job
2. Which of the following is an example of extrinsic
motivation? You take on a new role at your organization
because...
A. It will be a fun challenge
B. You enjoy learning new things
C. It comes with a pay increase

C. “I appreciate you taking tips from our in-service last
week and applying them today. I saw you took the
initiative to sanitize prep areas on your own, and I really
appreciate that”
6. Which term refers to the amount a worker needs to earn to meet
basic needs in a particular geographic location?
A. Minimum wage

3. According to the Gallup “State of the American
Workplace” report, what percentage of employees
currently feel engaged at their job?
A. One-third
B. One-half
C. Two-thirds
4. Which theory suggests that too many extrinsic motivators
can decrease a person’s intrinsic motivation?
A. Culture of positivity
B. Overjustification effect
C. The broken cart theory
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B. Living wage
C. Optimal wage
7. Which of the following would be the best example of a reward
that could reinvigorate intrinsic motivation?
A. Cover tuition for a foodservice leadership program
B. Increase pay every six months
C. Provide coffee gift cards when employees arrive on time
every day that month

