
 
 
 
 
 

 
The Root Causes of Low Employee Morale –  

 

Five Suggestions Guaranteed to Raise Morale in Your Organization 
 
 

 
The movie Multiplicity with Michael Keaton and Andie MacDowell is a really funny look 
at the extremes of low employee morale in the workplace.  Remember, it’s the one 
where Doug Kinney (Keaton) clones himself so he can get more work done while having 
more time for his family and to enjoy himself. As you can imagine, everything goes 
wrong and at the end there are four Dougs and craziness ensues!  Things are pretty 
stressed at his job as a foreman for Del King Construction. One of my favorite lines is 
when his counterpart Ken comes up with an idea to get things moving (and to brown-
nose the boss a little).  Ken states proudly, “At my old job they used to say, ‘if you don’t 
show up for work on Saturday, don’t even bother coming in on Sunday!’” It was 
hysterical in the context of the movie (actually Doug wasn’t laughing, as I recall), but it 
does lead to one of the root causes of low employee morale. 
 
In these hectic, overworked, understaffed times, it’s easier than ever for managers 
(who are usually even more overworked than their subordinates) to come across 
something like the Quintus Arrius line to Roman slaves from Ben Hur, “ . . . we keep 
you alive to serve this ship, so row well and live!”  I saw this quoted in a recent article 
by Patrick Lencioni, President of The Table Group.  It demonstrates how easy it is to 
come across as a leader who believes that everybody is lucky to have a job, so you 
better suck it up, keep your nose to the grindstone and don’t complain.  
 
Sadly, this view, while effective during this struggling economy, is killing your 
productivity today, and will lead to significant retention, recruiting and training costs 
down the road.  The moment your employees begin to feel that you don’t appreciate 
them and that they’re only on board to row, you have amplified the root cause of low 
employee morale and it’s going to cost you big time. 
 



 
 
Here are five suggestions that will help you to avoid destroying morale and 
experiencing both the hard and soft costs of poorly engaged employees: 
 
Suggestion #1 – Form Relationships Built on Trust 
 In his well-respected book Bringing Out the Best in People, author Aubrey 
Daniels shares a theory that gets to the root of employee morale and the importance of 
manager training.  Daniels says that if you don’t have strong, trust-based relationships 
with your people, everything you do to recognize them will be seen as manipulation.  
When employees feel that you are using recognition to “get more out of them” rather 
than to show that you value them personally, they begin to emotionally disengage and 
morale suffers.  It’s not hard to develop trusting relationships with your people, but it 
does take time, consistency and integrity. 
 
Suggestion #2 – Show them Respect 
 In the best selling book The One Minute Manager, Ken Blanchard introduced a 
theory of personal responsibility that allows managers to get maximum results with a 
minimum of time invested with each staff member.  The secret is in showing them 
respect, defining their expectations and avoiding micro managing.  Most employees 
respond well to being given enough rope to hang themselves, as long as their job is 
well defined and they are allowed to fail periodically without fear of unrealistic 
retribution.  Respected employees are more alert, creative, and productive.  Wen they 
do make a mistake, theyfix it, move on confidently and don’t make that mistake again.   
  
Suggestion #3 – Nurture Creativity 
 Once you’ve built trusting relationships and developed a foundation of respect, 
employees with automatically respond with more creativity.  The best way to nurture 
and benefit from their new-found creativity is to go by the philosophy that there are no 
bad ideas, only undeveloped ones.  Trusted and respected employees with managers 
who reinforce the fact that they have some flexibility to try new things will surprise you 
with the creative ingenuity that they bring to their work.  The best part is that you get 
this for the same price you’re paying unhappy employees who are doing just enough to 
get by. 
 
Suggestion #4 – Build Effective Teams 
 Team building is a more complex challenge than fostering high morale in 
individual employees.  In his well known book, The Five Dysfunctions of a Team, Patrick 
Lencioni discusses the reasons that teams are dysfunctional –  

• Absence of Trust – due to invulnerability 
• Fear of Conflict – artificial harmony 
• Lack of Commitment – ambiguity 
• Avoidance of Accountability – low standards 
• Inattention to Results – caused by individual status and ego issues 



 
 
Lencioni agrees that in the absence of trust, morale is at its lowest and self 
protectionism becomes the rule.  It doesn’t take a PhD in Psychology to realize that this 
will limit productivity and make work a lot less rewarding for both employees and their 
managers.  This “every man for themselves” attitude destroys teams and makes it 
impossible to optimize goal setting and achieve corporate objectives in a timely manner; 
if at all. 
 
By learning to communicate more effectively based on honesty, consistency, 
vulnerability and respect, your teams will be able to focus unselfishly on common 
results.  This in turn keeps individual egos and agendas in check. 
 
 
Suggestion #5 – Make it Real 
 When I train managers, one of the first things I stress with them is what I call 
“Making it Real”.  What I mean by that is to simply be genuine and believable in 
interacting with their people.  My book, The Vocational Shrink- An Analysis of the Ten 
Levels of Workplace Disillusionment, introduces ten of the most common negative habit 
patterns that employees experience when they feel underappreciated.  The Vocational 
Shrink Game and Communications Workshop helps participants understand these levels, 
but more importantly offers managers a way to become vulnerable with their staff, so 
together they work towards trust, respect and improved communication.   
 
“Making it Real” is the answer to the question, “What is the root cause of low employee 
morale?”  Maybe it’s because it’s so simple that it is so often missed, but without your 
people believing you are genuine, honest and practicing high levels of integrity, any 
efforts you make to improve morale will be suspect.  If you keep this in mind in your 
dealings with your people, you will be surprised how easy it is to improve morale, so 
you can enjoy the benefits of higher productivity, better retention, lower costs and an 
overall happier, more satisfying workplace. 
 
 
 
 
 
John Schaefer is a Consultant with more than 20 years of experience helping companies realize and react 

to what he calls the Employer/Employee Disconnect. “Your people have the capacity and 
desire to become far more involved and productive than they are today. The resources 
required are freely available, if you simply choose to use them,” says Schaefer.   “The key 
is to get your managers and supervisors to embrace this challenge by seeing what’s 
financially in it for them.”  John is the author of The Vocational Shrink – An Analysis of 
the Ten Levels of Workplace Disillusionment, as well as The Vocational Shrink The Game 
and Manager Training Program “Why Should Supervisors Care?” which gets to the bottom 
of what they’re really thinking, “what’s in it for me?”  www.VocationalShrink.com 


