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Intrinsic Motivation and Achievement

Once our basic needs are met (see Maslow’s hierarchy), and self-esteem is achieved, then individuals will often strive to achieve their highest potential to become a self-actualized person, or someone who is both highly motivated and extremely happy.

Self-actualization may come as a result of mastery of a skill, or success in a career combined with a healthy and happy family life.

Achievement is often the result of either intrinsic or extrinsic motivation.  Of the two, intrinsic is more effective and rewarding, but sometimes more difficult to initially bring out in a person.

The love of a sport is often intrinsic.  Getting a candy to answer a question is extrinsic.

By encouraging one’s child to achieve, a parent may install a strong sense of intrinsic motivation.

Achievement can then be linked to one’s “nurturing” as a child.

In adults, motivation to achieve can be created using a variety of techniques or strategies.  The four techniques outlined below are used in business and industry to help motivate employees.

1. Cultivating Intrinsic Motivation – encourages mastery over control and rewards.

2. Keeping an Eye on People’s Motives – does a group value recognition or accomplishment or affiliation over power?

3. Set Specific Challenging Goals – set attainable, “baby steps” that encourage growth.

4. Choose an effective Leadership Style – does a group value task leadership over social leadership or do managers believe in Theory X or Theory Y regarding workers.
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“I'm looking for a motivation consultant who
advocates screaming, blackmail, and violence.”
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“What do you think .. should we get started
‘on that motivationresearch o not”




Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs;
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Once our lower-level  needs are met, we are prompted to satisfy our higher-level needs.
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Directions: READ the excerpt Achievement Motivation from the text Psychology by David G. Myer.

1. On a separate piece of paper, define the following terms;

Achievement Motivation

Intrinsic Motivation

Extrinsic Motivation

2. On  a separate piece of paper, answer the following questions using COMPLETE SENTENCES.

a. Why do people who have low levels of achievement motivation tend to pick either very easy or very difficult tasks when given a choice to do something?  (2 mks for details and quality of explanation)

b. In your own words, describe two ways in which psychologists believe intrinsic motivation can be “nurtured” into children. (2 mks for quality of explanation)

c. In your own words, explain why intrinsic motivation is more successful than extrinsic motivation in installing a life-long love of a particular sport or pastime.  (2 mks for quality of explanation)

3. Paragraph Response: Read Intrinsic Motivation in Sports and answer the following question;  Describe your own personal experience with a coach or a teacher who instilled a sense of intrinsic motivation.  Be sure to describe what they did and what kind of lasting effect it has had on you.

You will be marked out of 5 for you thoroughness and 

insight into your own motivations

Total Marks: ____ / 14
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Intrinsic Motivation and Achievement

An excerpt from Psychology – 3rd ed., by David G. Myers

In the classroom, at the workplace, and on the athletic field, two types of achievement motivation operate.  Intrinsic motivation is the desire to be effective and to perform a behaviour for its own sake.  Extrinsic motivation is seeking external rewards and avoiding punishments. 

To sense the difference between extrinsic and intrinsic motivation, you might reflect on your own current experience.  Are you feeling pressured to get this reading finished before a deadline?   Worried about your course grade?  Eager for rewards that depends on your doing well?  I your answers are yes, then you are extrinsically motivated (as, to some extent, almost all students are).  Are you also finding the course material interesting?  Does learning it enable you to feel more competent?  If there were no grades at stake, might you be curious enough o want to learn the material for its own sake?  If your answers are yes, intrinsic motivation also fuels your efforts. 

After studying the motivations and achievements of thousands of college students, scientists, pilots, business people, and athletes, Janet Spence and Robert Helmreich (1983) concluded that intrinsic motivation produces high achievement, and that extrinsic motivation (such as the desire for a high-paying career) often does not.  Spence and Helmreich identified and assessed three facets of intrinsic motivation: people’s quests for mastery (as shown for example, by their strongly agreeing that “If I am not good at something, I would rather keep struggling to master it than move on to something I may be good at”);  their drive to work (“I like to work hard”); and their competitiveness (“I really enjoy working in situations involving skill and competition”).

Despite similar abilities, people oriented toward mastery and hard work typically achieve more.  If they are students, they get better grades.  If they are MBA graduates, they earn more money.  If they are scientists, their work is more often cited by other scientists.  No surprise there. But, surprisingly, in Spence and Helmreich’s studies those who were most competitive (which is more extrinsic orientation) often achieved less.

Motivating People


· The growing field of industrial/organizational psychology studies how managers might best;

· Screen and select motivated, well-suited personnel.

· Match people with suitable work assignments;

· Create work environments that boost morale and output and minimize absenteeism and turnover.

· Evaluate performance and create incentives excellence

· Promote teamwork and group achievement.

What every manager wants to know is; “How can I manage in ways that ensure motivated, productive, satisfied employees?”  Among the factors known to affect a manager’s effectiveness are the following four.

1. Cultivate Intrinsic Motivation

If intrinsic motivation stimulates achievement, especially in situations where people work independently (as students, executives, and scientists often do), then how might we encourage it?  The consistent answers, from hundreds of studies:  First, provide tasks that challenge and trigger curiosity.  Second, avoid snuffing out people’s sense of self-determination with an overuse of extrinsic rewards.

Note that we can use extrinsic rewards in two ways: to control (“If you clean up your room, you can have some ice cream”) or to inform someone of successes (“That was outstanding – we congratulate you”).  Attempts to control people’s behaviours through rewards and surveillance may be successful as long as these controls are present; but if take away, interest in the activity often drops.  Ironically, teachers who try hardest to boost their students’ achievement on competency tests tend to be most controlling, thus undermining their students’ intrinsic interest.  This is similar to the finding that children whose parents don’t encourage independence tend to have lower achievement motivation.   Excessive extrinsic rewards undermine intrinsic motivation by “overjustifying” an activity.

On the other hand, rewards that inform people they are doing well can boost their feelings of competence and intrinsic motivation.  In one experiment, Thane Pittman and his colleagues (1980) asked college students to work on puzzles.  Those given informative compliments (“Compared to most of my subjects, you’re doing really well”) usually continued playing with the puzzles when left alone.  Those given either no praise or a controlling form of praise (“If you keep it up, I’ll be able to use your data”) were less likely to continue on their own.  So, depending on whether we use rewards to control or inform, they can either lower or raise intrinsic motivation.

There is an important practical principle here.  Because the controlling use of rewards undermines intrinsic motivation (and even creativity), parents, teachers, and managers should take care not to be over-controlling.  It is important to expect, support, challenge, and inform; but if you want to encourage internally motivated, self-directed achievements, do not overly control.


2. Keep an Eye on People’s Motives

What managerial style is effective varies with the people managed.  To motivate people, Martin Haehr and Larry Braskamp advise managers to assess their people’s motives and adjust their managerial style accordingly.  Challenge employees who value accomplishment to try new things and to exhibit excellence.  Give those who value recognition the attention they desire.  Place those who value affiliation in a unit that has a trustful family feeling and that shares decision making.  Motivate those who value power with competition and opportunities for triumphant success.  Different strokes for different folks, but for each a way to energize and direct—in a word, to motive—behaviour.

What workers value – and the management style to which they respond best – also varies from culture to culture.  In cultures where work is less intrinsically valued than in, say, Japan, personal relationships are often a key to motivating workers.  Human societies differ in whether they socialize children primarily toward social harmony and loyalty or to think and achieve for themselves.  The greater individualism of Europe and North America, compared to the communalism of Asian values, surfaced in surveys of work-related attitudes among 116,000 people in 40 countries (all working for the same multinational corporation).  Individualism – for example, people’s valuing their private lives outside of the company and wanting to adopt their own approach to their job – was highest in the United States, Britain and Canada, somewhat lower in Scandinavia, and much lower in Asia and South America.  Such cultural differences have implications for multicultural business ventures.  A study for the Dutch Ministry of Economic Affairs, for example, found that Norwegian and Swedish business people shared the same cluster of values as the the Dutch.  Thus their management styles have worked better in the Netherlands than have those of American managers.

3. Set Specific, Challenging Goals

In study after study, challenging goals have motivated higher achievement, especially when combined with progress reports.  Clear objectives, such as those you might set in planning your course work, serve to direct attention, promote effort and persistence, and stimulate creative strategies.  So to motivate high productivity, effective managers work with employees to define explicit goals, elicit commitments, and provide feedback on progress.

4. Choose and Appropriate Leadership Style

Whether a directive/autocratic or participative/democratic leadership style works best depends on the situation and the manager.  The best leadership style for leading a discussion is not the best style for leading the troops on a charge.  Moreover, different managers are better suited to different leadership styles.  Some excel at task leadership – setting standards, organizing work, and focusing attention on goals.  Being goal-oriented, task leaders are good at keeping a group centered on its mission.  Typically, they have a directive style, which can work well if the leader is bright enough to give good order.


Other managers excel at social leadership – building teamwork, mediating conflicts, and supporting their work force.  Social leaders often have a democratic style:  They delegate authority and welcome the participation of team members.  Many experiments show that social leadership is good for morale.  Subordinates usually feel more satisfied when they can participate in decision making.  Given some control over their tasks, they also are more motivated to achieve.  Women more often excel at social leadership, men at task leadership.

Because effective leadership styles vary with the situation and the person, the once-popular “great person theory of leadership” – that all great leaders share certain traits – fell out of favour.  However, Peter Smith and Monir Tayeb (1989) report from recent studies in India, Taiwan and Iran that effective managers in coal mines, banks and government offices often exhibit a high degree of both task and social leadership.  As achievement-minded people, they care about how work is progressing, yet they are sensitive to their subordinates’ needs.  Effective leaders of laboratory groups, work teams, and large corporations also tend to exude a self-confident “charisma”.  Their charisma involves a vision of some goal, and ability to communicate this clearly and simply, and enough optimism and faith in their group to inspire others to follow.

Achievement motivation can then be summarized as psychological factors such as an intrinsic quest for mastery and the external rewards of recognition.  What unifies all such motives is their common effect: the energizing and direction of behaviour.  Without motivation without hunger, thirst, sex, curiosity, a need to achieve, and so forth – life would be dull and aimless.  With motivation, our lives are instead animated and in some sense, at least, purposeful.
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(An excerpt from David G. Myers, Psychology – 3rd ed.)
In sports, as in other activities, excessive external pressures and incentives can undermine intrinsic enjoyment.  A boy’s enjoyment of soccer will increase if his coach emphasizes mastery of the game and decrease if he is feeling excessive pressure to win.

For most people, participation in sports activities is its own reward.  The 20 million American youngsters who participate in organized sports do not so much for extrinsic rewards as for enjoyment and the sense of accomplishment it brings.  In fact, motivation researchers Edward Deci and Richard Ryan reported that rewarding children for participating in physical activities can “overjustify” the activity.  This makes the children less likely to participate again after the rewards are removed.

Another researcher, Dean Ryan, studied football players.  He found that those on athletic scholarships (who were, in a sense, playing for pay) enjoyed their play less than did non-scholarship players.  Apparently, pay and pressure turn play into work.  However, rewards can increase intrinsic motivation if their effect is to inform the players of their athletic competence (as with a “most improved player” award).

Researchers have also found that sports enjoyment is greatest when the activity is neither too easy (and therefore not boring) nor too demanding (causing us to worry about our performance).  When the challenge optimally suits our skills, we experience flow.  Without feeling anxious or self-conscious, we become total involved in the challenge.  This absorption in a game is similar to the flow experienced by dancers, chess players, surgeons, and writers as they become caught up in the task at hand.

Does a competitive orientation enhance or diminish the intrinsic love of sports activities?  It all depends, say Deci and Ryan.  Like other extrinsic incentives, the lure of victory can be very motivating.  Moreover, winning makes us feel competent.  As long as we are winning, we are likely to enjoy the activity.  Yet in the long run, especially if we begin losing, a competitive orientation may undermine our love of the activity for its own sake.

So, should coaches emphasize extrinsic pressures, rewards, and competition?  It depends on the goal, reports Deci and Ryan.  If, as professional football coach Vince Lombardi once said, “Winning isn’t everything; it’s the only thing,” then it may pay to control the players with pressures and rewards for winning.  But what if the goal is – as it should be for most programs of physical education, fitness, and amateur sports – the promotion of an enduring interest and participation in physical activity?  Then, say Deci and Ryan, “external pressures, competitive emphasis, and evaluative feedback are in contradiction to this goal.”  Thus, if Little League coaches want their players to continue playing baseball after Little League, they should focus not on the urgency of winning, but on the joy of playing.

Self Actualization Needs – The need to live up to one’s fullest and unique potential.





Esteem Needs – The need for 


self-esteem achievement competence and independence, it is a need for recognition and respect from others.  It also includes a need to be loved and a need to belong to a group or family, to avoid loneliness and alienation.





Safety Needs – Need to feel that the world is organized and predictable.  A need to feel safe, secure and stable





Physiological Needs – Is the need to satisfy the basic components of human life, including needs such as hunger and thirst.  Without these basic needs, no one can advance up the scale to become a Self Actualized Person.





Theory X = Managers assume workers are basically lazy, error-prone and have to be extrinsically motivated.








Theory Y = Managers assume workers are intrinsically motivated and should be given freedom to achieve on their own.
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