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The way managers communicate to employees has a great effect on their 
motivation and morale at work. Many leaders intuitively understand this, but most of us 
need to be reminded of this principle constantly. One leader who understood this 
principle was the great colonizer of the west, Brigham Young. He once said, "You may, 
figuratively speaking, pound one person over the head with a club, and he does not know 
but what you have handed him a straw dipped in molasses to suck. There are others, if 
you speak a word to them, or take a straw to chasten them, whose hearts are as tender in 
their feelings as an infant, will melt like wax before a flame. You must not chasten them 
severely. You must chasten according to the person. There is a great variety. Treat people 
as they are (Young, 1861).” 

 
This advice of a 19th century pioneer leader is just as valid today for a 21st 

century manager. The principle is so simple. Why is it so hard to do?  
 
Throughout your life you have developed a habitual way of influencing people to 

get them to do what you want them to do. People tend to gravitate towards one end or the 
other of the "authoritarian – laissez faire" continuum. If your style is one of being laid 
back, friendly, compassionate and sympathetic it is difficult to force yourself to 
figuratively pound a subordinate over the head with a club. Conversely, if your style is 
one of being very direct, blunt, and no-nonsense in your communication it is difficult to 
know when and how to deal with people who "melt like wax before a flame."  

 
Of course, what most of us do is to simply say, "Well, I can't be all things to all 

people, I can only be myself, so if they don't like the way I do things that's their 
problem!" That is your prerogative as a manager. Just realize that to the extent your 
communication style conflicts with how they receive communication you will have non-
motivated, resentful, and unproductive subordinates. I know of an executive who was not 
in touch with the effect he was having on his subordinates. After his retirement he called 
up many of them and wondered why they never returned his calls or his invitations to 
dinner. All gave vague responses except one. The response: "Before, I had to work for 
you. Now I don't have to interact with you and I am choosing not to do so." The 
executive died a lonely man. His work was his life, but he had alienated, unknowingly, 
all those people who he valued the most.  
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So, how do you go about communicating more effectively at work? More 
specifically, how do you go about fine-tuning the style of influence that you have learned 
over decades? First, you can talk to people whom you trust and ask them to honestly give 
you feedback about the effect that you have on other people. Ask a variety of people – 
your spouse, your best friend or your best friend at work. You will be surprised. You may 
think that you are a good listener, only to find that others don't think you listen very well. 
You may find out that you interrupt people or that you talk too much, thus causing 
conversations to be one-way rather than two-way in nature.  

Next, you must begin to try to practice your newfound insights. Do it slowly, not 
all at once. Be careful and be patient with yourself, but do not give up. We have to work 
to learn what it takes to motivate our employees, and a big part of that learning process is 
learning how to communicate with them effectively–we have to learn when to hit them 
with a stick and when to feed them molasses.  
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