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Humanity is the key to success

Motivation is our driving force

By Ernst Prost

Companies yearn for success. This secures their existence. But whether a company is considered successful or not is usually evaluated using nothing but numbers. Profits and yields have become the measuring rules. But what is success founded upon? Top quality products, good advertising, purchasers with cost-awareness, a service-oriented team – the list of influencing factors is long. But how important the employees are to a company does not show up when everything is all bathed in sunshine, this factor only really comes into play in stormy weather. A ship will only reach harbour if the crew is well-coordinated and capable. Each member of the crew must be highly motivated as they go about their tasks. Working to rule or out of fear for the job means that staff no longer dedicate their minds to the actual tasks in hand, instead it makes them tired, sluggish and then nothing happens. A perfect example of this problem can be seen in the behaviour of many companies during the worldwide economic crisis. This has been a very impressive demonstration of how effective motivation can be. And this then begs the question, how does a company best motivate their staff?

To answer this question, you first need to understand what motivation is. The dictionary describes motivation as "the reasons that determine the way in which people act". Motivation is thus the driving force behind the will to act. You do not need to be a philosopher to realise that the reasons why people do what they do can be of a very different nature. At work – and in particular – during a period of crisis, just keeping hold of your job is one reason, if not the main one. After all, the job forms the basis for life, the factor that enables a person to feed themselves and their family. Recognition in the form of status and earnings are further, but less existential, reasons behind motivation.

Conversely, particularly during a crisis, a person is highly motivated when they do not need to worry about their job security, but is instead able to act without pressure and to let their creativity free to the benefit of the company. And for precisely this reason, I, as owner and managing director of the motor oil manufacturer LIQUI MOLY, publicly announced a job guarantee to the members of the company as it became clear that the company was threatening to get caught up in the bans of the economic crisis. I deliberately use the phrase members of the company, as a company is not just an owner or executive board that carries the sole responsibility for the success.  Every individual in the company takes responsibility for their actions and contributes their part to the success of the company. Responsibility means challenges and a sense of value. "Be a proactive member of the company", I say to my staff. If they do that, then I as head of company, only need to pay attention to those who require help or: Do unto others as you would have others do unto you. It sounds very simple, and it is. But unfortunately this is a principle that is put into practise far too rarely, as we often hear from new members of the company who have previously worked for large concerns. It may seem like a difficult process because it requires trust – trust in the people and in their abilities. The company must provide the pitch and give the members of their team the necessary free space to play. And then everything will happen automatically. Even, or more to the point, particularly during a crisis situation. Suddenly the crisis isn't an issue, because people get stuck in, work, don't gossip and give in to the whining and predictions of "experts" and politicians. And – as if by magic – suddenly the numbers start to add up as well. In the first quarter of 2010, LIQUI MOLY reported more than 30 percent growth in turnover, employs additional staff and operates extra shifts, with no short time and no staff fired. Would you believe it!

And I can hardly believe how often, during difficult times, the highly regarded and well-paid managers can come up with nothing better than the old, and to my mind, perverse, chestnut "Reduce staff, increase profits". And then these "elite thinkers" wonder why they are faced with high levels of illness and fluctuating numbers. The wonder-workers, highly noted and expensively bought motivational artists miming the role of the cheery clown and designed to help the mood. It is particularly true with companies noted on the stock exchange, that the train of thought only goes as far as the end of the quarter. At LIQUI MOLY, we think beyond that – and we're having success! The levels of illness and fluctuation are low to non-existent, we can manage quite well without motivational trainers since people are the focus of our intentions not numbers. It is the staff that lend a company its unique profile and give it a soul. Everyone in the company acts as if they are part of an extended family which is why I like to refer to the worldwide LIQUI MOLY family. People are there to support each other. Of course, there are arguments and different points of view. But the respect that we all have for each other and values such as diligence, tolerance, commitment and humility take the fore. As manager I need to set a good example and live these values, not impose them from above, but allow my colleagues to define these values for themselves as the central pillars on which the foundation of our company is built.

And this sense of coherence is what enables a medium-sized company – the underdog of the lubricant industry – to take up the fight against multi-national oil concerns such as Shell, Exxon mobil and BP. The people we employ are offered more than just a career prospect. They find their professional home at LIQUI MOLY because they enjoy coming to work, they have found a purpose in their job and are able to work without fear. And the customers feel the difference. And where is the proof? In 2009, LIQUI MOLY was elected Supplier of the Year by three large-scale customers. All of these customers emphasise that the friendliness, the service orientation and reliability are the reason for the profit. None of this has been learned in seminars, it comes from inside, from the depths of our hearts and because we believe in it. Only a healthy and people-friendly company structure is capable of this.

And there is another motivational factor: Being proud of the company you work for. For many people, this is a problematic concept. We are talking about pride in the sense of "being able to be glad of something". And our staff are proud to be a part of the LIQUI MOLY family. We train people, we employ our trainees, produce in Germany, pay our taxes because we feel ourselves obliged to contribute to the common, social economy and thus we generate real social benefits as a result of our market-economic and business activities. And as a result, our business profits generate, almost as a by-product, a good deed, an essential part of the social prosperity.

When the people are more important than the yields, then the figures will be right. I do not believe in just the business yield, I believe in the "social return-on-investment". And that means nothing more than occasionally going without that one last euro in profits, purely in favour of humanity.

About LIQUI MOLY

LIQUI MOLY GmbH from Ulm in South Germany offers a wide range of qualitative high-quality products such as motor oils, additives, vehicle care products and service products. The range includes some 4000 items. LIQUI MOLY develops and tests their products in their own laboratories, manufactures exclusively in Germany and markets all of their products themselves. LIQUI MOLY was founded some 50 years ago and is now one of the leading companies in the industry. The products are sold in Germany and in 90 other countries. 
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Peter Szarafinski

Jerg-Wieland-Str. 4

89081 Ulm-Lehr
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