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What is 
Motivation? 



 

Reality 

(In all its complexity) 

 

Applications; 

Recommendations 

(How to support and enhance 
motivation and emotion in 

applied settings) 

 

Theory 

(As created by 
motivational 

psychologists) 

 

Hypotheses 

(As derived from the 
theory) 

 

Data 

(To test the adequacy of 
each hypothesis) 

Application 

 

 
 Motivational Science 



 
Practical 
Problem 

 

 
Given What I know About 
Human Motivation & Emotion 
 

 
Proposed Solution/ 
Intervention, if any 
 

*Student 
dropout 
 
*Mediocre 
  Performance 

*Theories 
 
*Empirical findings 
 
*Practical experience 

*Do I have a strong 
reason to believe 
that my proposed 
intervention will 
produce positive 
benefits? 

 

Using  Motivational  Theories 

 to  Solve  Practical  Problems 





Intrinsic Motivation 

The inherent desire to engage one’s interests and to exercise 
and develop one’s capacities. 

“I am doing this because it is ….”   type of motivation 

engaged activity interesting,  
fun, enjoyable,  
 



 

Extrinsic Motivation 
 

An environmentally created reason (e.g., incentives or 
consequences) to engage in an action or activity.  

“Do this in order to get that”    type of motivation 
 

requested behavior extrinsic incentive or consequence 

“What’s in it for me?” type of motivation 



Using A  Reward  To  Engage Someone  In An  Activity 

 

Unintended           

Primary Effect 

 
 

Hidden  Cost  of  Rewards 

 

intended           

Primary Effect 

 
 





Motivating Others To Do Uninteresting 
Tasks 

 

• Provide an explanatory 
rationale 

 

 

• Interesting-enhancing 
strategies 

 

 



 

Quiz: Maureen & Brooke are exercising.  
Maureen has a goal of doing 40 sit-ups, Brooke 
has a goal of doing 25 sit-ups.  After 28, they 
are both tired.  Assuming they are equally fit, 
who is most likely to continue? 

 
(a) Brooke, because she experiences a sense 

of accomplishment for reaching her goal, 
or  
 

(b) Maureen, because she hasn’t reached her 
goal.  



 

Quiz: You are the supervisor for a telemarketing 
company in charge of some new employees.  
Your boss wants productivity to increase and 
asks you to make sure employees have 
performance  goals for each shift.  Which goal is 
most likely to increase performance in your 
employees:  

 
(a) “Do your best on this shift to make as 

many sales as possible.”  
 

(b) “Your goal is to make 10 sales this shift.”   



How Difficult and Specific Goals Raise Performance to 

Remove Goal-Performance Discrepancies 

Energizes Behavior 
 

• Increase effort 
 

• Increase persistence 
 

   

Directs Behavior 
 

• Increases attention 
 
• Increases planning 
 
 

When 
Difficult 

When 
Specific 

Setting a Goal 
Enhanced 

Performance 

Figure 8.2  



Why do 
people fail 
to realize 
their goals? 



Implementation Intentions 

• A specific goal-directed action, initiated at an 
anticipated future outcome 

 

• A 2-Step Process 
• (1) Set the goal 
• (2) Plan how to attain that goal 

 
• Helps with getting started, persisting, 

resuming 



Research Example 

 

• Patients with hip or knee 
replacements 

 

• Implementation 
intentions group: “if you 
are going to go for a walk 
this week, please write 
down when and where 
you plan to walk.” 



Implementation Intentions have been 
found to increase… 

• Exercise behavior  
• Fruit consumption 
• Academic goals  
• Homework  
• Taking vitamins 
• Breast self-examination 
• Reading  
• (and many more) 

 
• Gollwitzer, Sheeran & Webb (2005) meta-analysis  

 



How do 
implementation 
intentions 
influence goal 
pursuit? 



Achievement Goals 
• (1) Mastery goals (“Get smart”) 

• Develop one’s competence 

• Improve the self 

• Overcome difficulties with effort and 
persistence 

 

• (2) Performance goals (“Look smart”) 

• Prove one’s competence 

• Outperform others 

• Succeed with little apparent effort 
 





Implicit Theories 

Growth mindset 

 

 

• Personal qualities are 
changeable 

 

• Adopt mastery goals 

Fixed mindset 

 

 

• Personal qualities are 
fixed 

 

• Adopt performance 
goals 





Interventions 
      

     Can we teach a growth mindset? 



Growth mindset revisited 

• A growth mindset isn’t just 
about effort. 

 

• “False growth mindset” 

 

 

 



Self-Efficacy 

 

 
• Beliefs in one’s 

capabilities to 
organize and 
execute a 
course of 
action. 



Effects of Self-Efficacy 

• Choice  

• Effort 
/Persistence 

• Thinking / 
Decision-making 

• Emotional 
Reactions 





What about Others’ Expectations? 
Pygmalion Effect 

0
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high expectation group

no expectation group

“Late bloomers” showed real 

performance (IQ) gains one year 

later 



The Pygmalion model 

Others’ 

Expectation 

Interactions with 

the person 

 

Self-expectations 

(Self-efficacy) 

Effort, Intensity, 

Persistence 

 

Performance 
 



A Workplace Motivational Intervention 

• A local non-profit organization works with 
individuals with multiple, complex disabilities, 
offering range of services from school programs to 
residential programs 

 

• Practical problem: high turnover among teacher 
aides 
 



A Workplace Motivational Intervention 



Previous Research 

Condition 
1 

Condition  
2 

Condition 
3 

Results 

Grant et al., 
(2007) 

Direct 
contact 
for 10 
minutes 

Indirect 
contact 

No 
contact 

2.42x more time 
spent on the 
phone 
2.71x more 
funds raised 

Task Significance 
Condition 

Personal Benefit 
Condition 

Results 

Grant 
(2008) 

Read 4 letters 
from other 
lifeguards about 
saving swimmers 

Read 4 letters 
about personal 
benefits from job 

Increased job 
dedication and 
helping 
behaviors 



Method 

• During orientation new employees will be 
randomly assigned to one of three conditions: 

 
 
 
 

Task 
Significance  

Organizational 
Services 

Control Results 

Video with 
parents 
describing 
the impact 
of the 
employees 
on the lives 
of their 
children 
and family 

Video with 
parents 
describing the 
various 
services 
provide by the 
organization. 

No video Lower Turnover? 
Lower Burnout? 
Higher Job 
Satisfaction? 
Higher 
Commitment? 
 



Task Significance Condition 

6:34 - I guess life would be infinitely harder. It 

would be less enjoyable for her which is what I 

think about, like I said, after she moved into 

the group home, she just thrived. She is still 

thriving in that environment. Why? Because 

everybody that’s in that house – she’s a focus. 

And she’s around her housemates that are like 

her and they do communicate with each other. 



07:07 - You have to see the staff when a 
child is having a rough time in the hallway 
the staff come together and work this child 
through a difficult time. Or walking down 
the hallway with a child that maybe not 
even wasn’t able to walk down the hallway 
6 months ago – that struggles walking down 
the hallway with a walker or whatever and 
a staff member just is encouraging them to 
walk. And smiling and treating the kids with 
dignity and respect. 

Task Significance Condition 



Take Home Message 

• Encourage intrinsic motivation, when possible 
• Be careful about the design of reward systems 
• Use rationales and building interest as a way to 

promote more autonomous forms of extrinsic 
motivation 

• Be sure goals are specific and difficult, but also set an 
implementation intention 

• Move towards a growth mindset 
• Increase perceptions of self-efficacy 
• Set high expectations 
• Remind individuals of their impact on others 



Additional Resources 

• Why We Do What We Do by Deci 

• A Theory of Goal Setting and Performance by Locke 
& Latham 

• Mindset: The New Psychology of Success by Dweck 

• Self-Efficacy: The Exercise of Control by Bandura 



Additional Resources 

• Ted Talks 

 
• Dan Pink: 

http://www.ted.com/talks/dan_pink_on_motivation 

 
• Carol Dweck: 

https://www.ted.com/talks/carol_dweck_the_power_of
_believing_that_you_can_improve 

 

 

http://www.ted.com/talks/dan_pink_on_motivation
https://www.ted.com/talks/carol_dweck_the_power_of_believing_that_you_can_improve
https://www.ted.com/talks/carol_dweck_the_power_of_believing_that_you_can_improve


Thank you! 
 

lmcnall@brockport.edu 


