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earth-shattering new ideas. In other words, depending on the job, the big money may not motivate. And when it does,
the person drawn by the big bucks may not be who you want.
Nina Mazar, an assistant professor at the University of Toronto's Rotman School of Management and one of the
co-authors of the Ariely study, explains the problem with offering large stakes. "On mind-numbing tasks, incentives
worked well. The more we paid, the more people worked. But when they worked on a task with high intrinsic
motivation, people suddenly became too preoccupied with thinking about the reward itself," she said. And that killed
their drive.
Ah. That might elucidate the insidious paradox of ventures that thrived despite pitiful, if not non-existent, initial
monetary goodies - such as Wikipedia and the blogosphere - compared with the dismal performance records of
financial executives offered huge bonuses to deliver results under pressure.
Keep in mind that these explanations are conjectures; economists know that big rewards don't work on higher-level
problem solving, but they don't really know why.
"It's speculation," Dr. Mazar said, "but when I know there are very high stakes, then I pay close attention to everything I
do." And that can be counterproductive, she said, because our reasons for persisting can suddenly change when the
external rewards do. You start to calculate whether the time you are putting in is really worth the effort.
It's not that financial rewards don't work at all, but that on tough problems or creative tasks, they drive performance
only up to a point. Then stress kicks in - and performance drops off - resulting in perverse effects. In my case, it's a
blank screen when a piece of writing or a talk is suddenly "important." In your case, it may mean that a person most
keen on the bonus may not produce the best software, or the most innovative game. Depending on the job, other
things may be more important, such as flexible hours, autonomy, or the chance to work at and create something really
interesting, or really new. And that's what's in your pocket.
Susan Pinker is a psychologist and author of The Sexual Paradox: Extreme Men, Gifted Women and the Real Gender
Gap. Her blog, The Business Brain, can be found at http://susanpinkerbusinessbrain.blogspot.com
Send questions to: spinker@globeandmail.com [spinker@globeandmail.com]. No attachments, please.
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