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What motivates IT professionals? Case of Latvia
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Abstract. For successful motivation of professionals, it is important to
understand accurately their goals, values and job expectations. Theories of
motivation suggest different motives to improve productivity, but their
effectiveness is not sufficiently validated in case of IT professionals. This
study uses empirical data from online surveys of information technology
professionals. The purpose of the study is to identify the factors that motivate
professionals to work more efficiently, initiatively and productively. The
results of the study show that to effectively solve the problem of motivating
IT professionals, it is useful to use different theories of motivation, combine
these theories and construct new concepts of motivation.

1 Introduction

IT professionals in Latvia are a highly demanded professional group. The demand for their
services exceeds the supply. Effective management of IT professionals is a challenge for the
management of companies, as quality and effectiveness of job performance of IT
professionals are difficult to measure, and the result of work cannot be always assessed by a
non-IT professional. That is why it is important to study the motivation of IT professionals
in order to avoid unnecessary control and ineffective use of management resources.

Motivation can be considered as a psychological state of a person, which makes him work
better, determines the intensity and effectiveness of his professional behavior [1]. Of course,
motivation is only one of the factors that influences professional behavior. However, this
factor is quite important for several reasons.

Firstly, even if motivation to work does not lead to an increase in productivity, desire of
a professional itself to work better, to make more effort to do a job, is a benefit for the
company. Motivated employees are more likely to succeed and create something important,
new, and meaningful than non-motivated employees. Secondly, motivation to professional
skills development is necessary for a successful career of professionals, and personal success
achieved in the company forms loyalty to this company, increases job satisfaction, reduces
staff turnover. Thirdly, if professional success and increase of work efficiency have been the
result of positive motivation, then the reoccurrence of motivating incentives can determine
subsequent aspirations to achievement. So, understanding of what motivates professionals
can help to improve effectiveness of external effects to increase productivity. And finally, it
is quite difficult to change behavior of professionals. For doing this, it is necessary to
motivate them to acquire new knowledge and critically evaluate their own skills and abilities.
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In other words, in order for professionals to work better, they need to be motivated to treat
themselves critically and constantly improve. This will automatically increase their
productivity [2].

In many studies, for description of motives and incentives of professionals the Theory of
goal setting is used [3]. This theory assumes that professionals are motivated to work better
when they understand the goals of the company and consider these goals important for
themselves. What is more, they understand what they should do and also feel competent in
order to achieve these goals.

The Theory of goal setting puts forward two competing hypotheses about what motivates
professionals. The first hypothesis suggests that professionals can be well motivated by
extrinsic motives, including material rewards. This hypothesis assumes that professionals
behave in a rational and predictable way. They set goals, achieve them, realizing what reward
they will receive for successful job performance. How effective is extrinsic motivation for IT
professionals is a debatable question. However, this hypothesis evidently ignores the fact that
professionals may have internal drivers and their values may conflict with set tasks. These
tasks may be of no interest for them. The second hypothesis relates to internal, moral rewards
and motives such as pride, responsibility, reputation.

Many studies show that, on the one hand, empirical data support both hypotheses.
Extrinsic and intrinsic motivation explain some variety of professional behavior. On the other
hand, empirical data clearly demonstrate that these motivations are not enough. Productivity
depends on the goals people strive for, as well as on their values. Misunderstanding of these
goals often leads to a conflict between two sources of motivation.

This study goes beyond the Theory of goal setting and aims to identify the factors leading
to successful motivation of IT professionals.

2 Theories of motivation

Analysis of literature shows that all theories of motivation can be divided into four groups:
content theories, cognitive theories, psychoanalytic theories and environmental theories [2].

Content theories try to explain motivation and professional behavior by people’s needs.
For example, Herzberg separated needs for recognition and achievement from “hygienic”
needs such as wages [4]. He claimed that non-fulfillment of "hygienic" needs causes
dissatisfaction, but does not affect motivation. Cognitive theories consider such constructions
as expectations, beliefs, goals as motives. Psychoanalytic theories emphasize that people are
made to work better by subconscious factors, such as desire for power, egocentrism, desire
to become famous, etc. Environmental theories consider corporate culture, relationships in a
team, organizational process, working conditions, etc. as motives.

Many researchers state that the main difference between theories of motivation lies in the
way how to explain the mutual influence and differences between extrinsic and intrinsic
motivation. The most successful attempt to understand this relationship is cognitive
evaluative theory [5]. This theory tries to explain how external reward affects intrinsic
motivation. In works by Deci and Ryan it is empirically proved that intrinsic motivation
decreases as material rewards increase, which suggests that only intrinsic or only extrinsic
motivation can be supported [6].

Self-determination theory tries to explain a possible way to strengthen intrinsic
motivation with the help of extrinsic motivation, overcoming the contradiction of cognitive
evaluative theory [7]. The basic assumption of self-determination theory is that extrinsic
motivation can vary depending on degree of professional's autonomy. Material and other
external rewards should lead to autonomous (not controlled) motivation. Unlike other
theories of motivation, Self-determination theory goes beyond general human motivation and
simple dichotomy between intrinsic and extrinsic motivation, which is its advantage.
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Another variant of the cognitive theory is Greenberg's organizational justice theory [8],
which claims that for successful motivation, people’s expectations should be considered by
managers as fair and worthy achievements. In other words, the company’s goals should take
into account people’s expectations and their values.

The purpose of this study was to identify the most effective incentives to motivate IT
professionals. The study tested motives from different theories of motivation in order to
understand which theory of motivation is more adequate in case of IT professionals. The
empirical material for this study is the results of an online survey of IT professionals working
in companies located in Latvia, both Latvian and international. The survey was conducted in
2019 on a representative sample. The total sample size is 1200 people. Men made up 77% of
the sample, women - 23%. In the course of the survey, respondents were asked questions
about what can make them work more effectively, what affects their job satisfaction, and
what may cause them to change their job.

3 The results of the study

In the course of the study, the respondents were asked to recall situations when they worked
more actively, more intensely and with a greater than usual desire to do their job better. After
that, the respondents were asked to answer the question what motivated them to work with
great productivity in these situations. The analysis of the results shows (fig.1) that the most
common answer is an opportunity to get a material reward for their job. Among all the options
received, this answer is 18%. It should be noted that fear of losing this reward (as well as fear
of losing a job) was very rarely as a motive (2.6%).
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Fig. 1. Motives for job performance

On the whole, motives that can be referred to extrinsic motivation were effective only in
30% of all situations. In addition to material reward (18.6%), extrinsic motivation includes a
chance to move up the career ladder (8.8%), fear of being fired (2.6%) and fear of reprimand
from the management (1.8%).

Intrinsic motivation makes up about 70% of all motives for better work, and the most
common among these motives are desire to solve a difficult task (16%) and desire to achieve
a desired result, to fulfill the set goal (14.9%). Very close to these motives is a motive
connected with awareness of high job importance (12.1%), as well as responsibility for job
performance (10.1%).

Thus, empirical evidence supports the hypothesis that intrinsic motives are more effective
to improve productivity of IT professionals. It is important to note that only intrinsic or only
extrinsic motives are likely to be ineffective. Despite the fact that IT professionals in Latvia
are a highly paid professional group, importance of additional material reward was noted by
56% of the respondents.
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For revealing factors that affect job satisfaction of IT professionals, during the survey the
respondents were asked what could make them change their job and what the company should
do to attract good professionals.

Fig. 2 shows the factors that make professionals think about changing their job, i.e.,
factors that reduce job satisfaction.
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Fig. 2. Reasons for job dissatisfaction

From the data presented in Fig. 2, it is seen that low wages and lack of career prospects
are equivalent reasons of changing the job. The differences between them do not exceed the
measurement errors (2.3%). It can be supposed that a low salary in this case means that an
employee receives income that does not allow to solve his material problems or financial
tasks he sets. Among IT professionals in Latvia, there is a large number of young and middle-
aged people who have not yet solved the main material problems.

Lack of professional growth is a problem that is as important as insufficient income. Life
goals of professionals consist of self-development, improvement of their professional
qualities, involvement in challenging and prestigious work, increase of their authority and
reputation. This is exactly the job that brings satisfaction to professionals

A rather important reason for disloyalty to the company is lack of social justice, which is
expressed in unfair distribution of resources (21.9%), lack of social guarantees (15.1%) and
the fact that the company does not value personal time of employees and makes them
overwork (19.2%). These factors are described in the organizational justice theory which is
very rarely used in empirical research.

Answering the question what Latvian companies should do to attract good specialists,
55% of the respondents said that companies should provide freedom in organization of their
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working hours. Another 30% of the respondents noted that companies should provide
professionals an opportunity to decide themselves how to perform the assigned work. Thus,
the results of the study show the influence of the motives described in environmental theories.

The results of the study allow to conclude that companies should offer IT professionals
fair wages, an opportunity for self-realization, an opportunity for professional growth, as well
as free time to fulfill their needs to be satisfied with their job. All these factors can be used
as motives for increasing professionals’ work efficiency.

4 Discussion and Conclusion

As the results of the study show, it is difficult to explain the motivation of IT professionals
within a single theory of motivation. On the one hand, this study and some other studies [9]
confirm the conclusion of self-determination theory about importance of a combination of
extrinsic and intrinsic motives for successful motivation of professionals [10]. But, on the
other hand, this study does not support the conclusion of this theory that extrinsic motives
(such as material rewards) increase intrinsic motivation. Material reward is considered by
professionals as an opportunity to solve their material problems, and as an expression of
social justice. For internal drives, a challenge associated with task complexity is needed, as
well as an opportunity to increase self-esteem, increase of your own prestige, and creation of
reputation. Material reward does not affect formation of such intrinsic motives.

Some motives for motivating professionals can be explained from the point of view of
environmental theory, which says that motivation to work depends on the team, relationship
with management, organizational structure, leadership style, etc. The motives that are
described in this theory (respect of the team (7.6%), approval of management (7%), fear of
reprimand from the team (1.8%)) make up about 20% of the entire motivational structure,
and are important for 45% of the respondents.

In addition to this, the study showed importance of organizational justice theory for
successful motivation of professionals in Latvia. As noted above, approximately 21% of the
respondents stated unfairness in company’s organization as an important reason for changing
the job.

Motivating professionals involves a company policy that takes into account complicated
interaction of people, their needs, values, personal features, their needs for the environment.
Solving this problem requires a more attentive attitude to different theories of motivation, as
well as to formation of some combinations of these theories. Probably it is necessary to
conceptualize extrinsic motives that are aimed at professional autonomy connected with task
setting and choice of ways to solve it. Many theories of motivation require, in case of IT
professionals, validation of their assumptions on empirical data, additional research. This will
improve quality of professional management, increase number of motivated employees, and,
as a result, receive a competitive advantage for the company.
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