
Who pumps the pumper?
How to motivate the leaders that motivate you

I once gave a scintillating 
talk to 500 company leaders 
on the power of feedback. 

Scientifically, feedback is the 
most powerful motivator of 
performance, I explained — even 
more powerful than money. 
I shared case examples of 
productivity increases in diverse 
settings — from chemical plants 
to railroads to insurance claim 

processing centers 
— achieved and 
sustained simply 
via supervisors 
giving their direct 
reports feedback on 
their performance. 
Supervisors 
gave praise for 
performance 
that met or 
exceeded goals 
and constructive 
dialogue when 
performance was 
off-target. 

I underscored 
the key features of 
effective feedback 
— immediacy, 
specificity and 
sincerity — so 
every leader there 
could be even more 

effective with their teams going 
forward. To cap my remarks, I 
said, “Recall the impact you felt 
when your boss took time to 
share about your performance 
of something important to the 
business — and how powerful it 
was to get praise from someone 
you respected.” I wanted to 
make sure these leaders never 
underestimated the power behind 
their greatest leadership weapon: 
feedback to their people.

After my talk, a distinguished 

gentleman approached the 
podium — the company 
chairman. He must have left his 
smile at his seat; I vividly recall 
that it was nowhere nearby. 

“Leslie,” he said in a scolding 
tone. “I enjoyed your talk very 
much — in fact, I agree with just 
about every point you made.” 
He went on: “It’s clear that what 
you shared is backed by the 
science of behavior and decades 
of experience and success. But I 
have one question for you: Who 
pumps the pumper?”

Huh? I looked at him quizzically. 
He repeated: “I want to know 
who pumps the pumper?” 

That one took me a minute. 
Then it clicked. He meant, “Who 
motivates the leader? Who tells 
the boss when he or she does 
a great job?” From the look 
on his face, this was not just a 
philosophical question. Here 
was a man who sat at the top of 
his organization’s pyramid, and 
I guessed that he had probably 
gone a long, long time without 
hearing much praise for his 
efforts. His question seemed 
to come from a deep place of 
personal experience.

So, who does pump the 
pumper?

We can say it’s the board’s role 
to encourage and motivate the 
CEO/president. But in this case, 
he was chairman — so there was 
no one higher.

Again: Who pumps the pumper?
The answer is quite simple, 

actually: We pump the pumper. 
Or we should. It’s up to you and 

me, regardless of our role or level 
in the company. But it doesn’t 
happen often enough.

Time and again, my CEO clients 
have shared powerful stories of 
how much it meant to them to 
get an e-mail, voice mail, phone 
call or handwritten note from an 
employee, co-worker or direct 
report, thanking them — telling 
them of the positive impact 
of something they said or did. 
And I can tell you these CEOs 
never qualify their exuberance 
because the “praiser” was lower 
in the organization. Actually, 
their puffed chests were bigger 
because the praise came from a 
junior person in the company. 

The top leaders and executives 
of companies, “the pumpers,” 
go for long periods without any 
feedback or praise for all they 
do. And when they do get it, they 
are deeply touched and highly 
motivated. We expect them to 
have the energy and motivation 
to pump everyone else — but we 
need to be better at doing our job 
of pumping them.

So, who pumps the pumper?
We all do. Don’t assume that 

senior leaders in your company 
know how much you appreciate 
all that they do. Tell them. Tell 
them often. <<
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