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Chapter 1

Exploring motivation: 
changing perspectives

This chapter will . . .

• describe the complex meaning of the term ‘motivation’;

• summarise key theoretical challenges and outline current directions.

The word motivation derives from the Latin verb movere meaning 
‘to move’. What moves a person to make certain choices, to engage in
action, to expend effort and persist in action – such basic questions lie
at the heart of motivation theory and research. Remarkably, however,
these deceptively simple questions have generated a wealth of theory
and research over the decades, provoked considerable debate and dis-
agreement among scholars, spawned numerous theoretical models
encompassing different variables and different understandings of the
construct of motivation, and produced few clear straightforward answers.
While intuitively we may know what we mean by the term ‘motiv-
ation’, there seems little consensus on its conceptual range of reference.
In fact, according to Walker and Symons (1997), there was a point
when the American Psychological Association considered replacing the
word ‘motivation’ as a search term in the main psychological database,
Psychological Abstracts, because, as a concept, it had too much meaning
and therefore was not very useful.
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1.1 The complexity of motivation

What has prevented a consensus in our understanding of motivation?
Perhaps a helpful analogy to draw here is with the well-known Indian
fable of the blind men encountering an elephant, each touching a 
different part of the animal (tusk, tail, ear, trunk, belly) and ending up
with a very different mental representation of the animal. Similarly
when it comes to understanding motivation – that is, the potential
range of influences on human behaviour – researchers are inevitably
selective in their focus since it seems impossible to capture the whole
picture. Therefore, let us state as a preliminary that no existing motiv-
ation theory to date has managed – or even attempted – to offer a 
comprehensive and integrative account of all the main types of possible
motives, and it may well be the case that devising an integrative ‘super-
theory’ of motivation will always remain an unrealistic desire. After all,
motivation theories intend to explain nothing less than why humans
think and behave as they do, and it is very doubtful that the complex-
ity of this issue can be accounted for by a single theory. Let us start our
exploration by surveying some of the most important dimensions of the
motivational palette.

Concept 1.1 The meaning of the term ‘motivation’

Perhaps the only thing about motivation most researchers would agree
on is that it, by definition, concerns the direction and magnitude of human
behaviour, that is:

• the choice of a particular action,
• the persistence with it,
• the effort expended on it.

In other words, motivation is responsible for

• why people decide to do something,
• how long they are willing to sustain the activity,
• how hard they are going to pursue it.

1.1.1 Cognition versus affect: changing emphases

Early theories of motivation focused very much on deep-seated uncon-
scious drives, emotions and instincts shaping human behaviour,
influenced in particular by the work of Freud (e.g. 1966); whereas
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through the second half of the 20th century the science of human 
motivation became characterised by a focus on conscious cognitive
processes (e.g. goals and expectations, self-efficacy beliefs, interpreta-
tions of events) shaping action and behaviour. Thus, attention has been
divided between conscious and unconscious motivational processes, 
as well as between the roles of cognition and affect in motivation, with
few theories attempting to integrate affect and cognition in a unified
framework (a notable exception being attribution theory, as developed
by Weiner, 1986; see Section 2.1.1).

Although cognitive perspectives on motivation continue to hold
sway today, the first decade of the 21st century has witnessed a resur-
gence of interest in the role of emotions in motivational psychology. 
As Ryan (2007) summarises, this resurgence seems to have come about
through a number of parallel developments in the field of psychology:
interest in evolutionary psychology has focused attention on what con-
stitutes human nature and uncovered the importance of motives and
emotions; at the same time the growing field of cross-cultural psy-
chology has begun to explore culturally specific motives, emotions and
values; the recent rise of ‘positive psychology’ has increased interest in
the study of personal meaning, motives and emotional well-being;
meanwhile scientific advances in neuropsychology have facilitated ana-
lysis of how behaviour and experience are influenced by subcortical
inputs associated with psychological needs and affects. As Ryan ex-
plains, the resurgence of interest in the emotional dimension of human
motivation does not mean that the cognitive dimension is no longer
important. Rather the challenge now is to develop theoretical frame-
works that integrate these twin dimensions in a coherent way. We shall
examine current developments in this area in Chapters 2 and 4.

1.1.2 Motivation as cause, effect or process: the challenge of time

Researchers have also paid selective attention to different stages of the
motivation process, with many focusing on the initial motivational
phase of choosing and engaging in actions (e.g. expectancy-value
frameworks, Wigfield and Eccles, 2000; see Section 2.1.1), or on the
subsequent effects of actions and experiences on motivation (e.g.
learned helplessness, Peterson et al., 1993). This division of attention
reflects a history of debate within the educational field as to whether
motivation is primarily a ‘cause’ or an ‘effect’ of learning, with the 
general consensus now being that it functions in a cyclical relationship
with learning. This is theorised in terms of positive cycles of ‘high
motivation → high achievement → high motivation’, or negative cycles
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of ‘low motivation → low achievement → low motivation’, and much
research attention has focused on how such negative cycles can be broken
by modifying the cognitive processes (e.g. learners’ self-perceptions
and interpretations of events) that mediate the relationship between
motivation and learning (e.g. Dweck, 1999; McCombs, 1994).

However, most people’s experience of motivation in real life is rather
more complex than simply perceiving cause-and-effect binary states
before and after a task or an event. Motivation to do something usually
evolves gradually, through a complex mental process that involves ini-
tial planning and goal setting, intention formation, task generation,
action implementation, action control and outcome evaluation. These
different subphases of the motivation process may be associated with
different motives. Ignoring ‘time’ can (and often does) result in a situ-
ation when two theories are equally valid and yet contradict – simply
because they refer to different phases of the motivation process.
Moreover, when we talk about sustained long-term activities such as
learning a foreign language, motivation does not remain constant 
during the course of months, years or even during a single lesson. 
It ebbs and flows in complex ways in response to various internal and
external influences. Remarkably, however, relatively little research has
addressed the process of motivational development over time, either at
the micro-level of moment-by-moment experience or the macro-level
of long-term experience or life history. Thus the diachronic aspect of
motivation further complicates attempts to represent the concept in a
unified way. We shall see in later chapters how current theoretical
approaches are rising to this challenge.

Quote 1.1 Dörnyei and Ottó’s definition of L2 motivation

In a general sense, motivation can be defined as the dynamically chang-
ing cumulative arousal in a person that initiates, directs, coordinates,
amplifies, terminates, and evaluates the cognitive and motor processes
whereby initial wishes and desires are selected, prioritised, operation-
alised and (successfully or unsuccessfully) acted out.

Dörnyei and Ottó (1998: 65)

1.1.3 The growing importance of context

In addition, theories of motivation have ascribed different emphases to
social context. In behaviourist theories of learning, external environmental
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influences on motivation – such as rewards and punishment – played a
prominent role, leading to common depictions of ‘carrot-and-stick’
methods of motivation. However, with the cognitive revolution
through the 1970s the analytical lens became focused on the inner
workings of the human mind that process information and shape
behaviour, where socio-contextual factors are important only in so far
as they are filtered through the individual’s perceptions. This makes
intuitive sense since it is individuals who initiate actions and the imme-
diate cause of human behaviour is indeed individual motivation. The
problem with this position is that it is incomplete. Humans are social
beings and human action is always embedded in a number of physical,
cultural and psychological contexts, which considerably affect a per-
son’s cognition, behaviour and achievement (for a review, see Ushioda,
2007; see also Concept 1.2).

Concept 1.2 Two perspectives of the social world: individualistic
and societal

Psychologists looking at the relationship between the individual and the
surrounding social world have typically adopted one of two perspectives:
an individualistic or a societal.

1. In the individualistic perspective, the complexity of the social environ-
ment is only important inasmuch as it is reflected in the individual’s
mental processes and the resulting attitudes, beliefs and values; that
is, this perspective views the social world through the individual’s
eyes. The individualistic perspective is most fully exploited in social
cognition theory, which concerns how individuals process and store
information about other people and how these mental processes
affect their interaction with them.

2. The societal perspective focuses on broad social processes and macro-
contextual factors, such as sociocultural norms, intergroup relations,
acculturation/assimilation processes and interethnic conflicts; from
this perspective, the individual is usually seen as a reactive ‘pawn’
whose behaviour is determined by the more powerful forces at large.
The most influential paradigm in this vein is social identity theory.

The tension between the two perspectives has been one of the most basic
dilemmas in social psychology, dividing researchers into two starkly 
separated camps. (For an overview of the interrelationship of the two
perspectives, see Abrams and Hogg, 1999.)
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Within the last decade or so, in fact, attention has been turning once
again to the role of context. Yet rather than a retreat to behaviourism,
this recent shift in thinking represents growing interest in the dynamic
interaction between individual and socio-contextual factors, reflecting
what some have called a second cognitive revolution or ‘discursive turn’
in psychological theorising (see Harré and Gillett, 1994: 18–36).
Instead of viewing cognition or motivation as located solely within the
individual mind, these phenomena are coming to be viewed as dynam-
ically constructed in discursive interactions between people situated in
particular sociocultural contexts. In later chapters (and especially in
Chapter 4) we shall see how such dynamic contextual perspectives are
reshaping motivation theory in psychology and L2 learning.

1.2 The challenge of reduction versus 
comprehensiveness

Thus, over the years researchers have developed different representa-
tions of the construct of motivation in relation to the relative roles of
conscious and unconscious processes, cognition and affect, temporal
and contextual factors. Taken collectively, a striking feature of all main-
stream motivation theories has been their lack of comprehensiveness.
They are typically anchored around a few selected motivational aspects
(e.g. around a key concept or process), while largely ignoring research
that follows different lines. This tendency is hardly surprising, given
that the study of motivation concerns the immensely complex issue of
human behaviour: because the number of potential determinants of
human action is very extensive, a great deal of effort in motivation
research has focused on drawing up reductionist models (Concept 1.3).

Concept 1.3 Reductionist models of motivation

Reductionist models of motivation reduce the multitude of potential
determinants of human behaviour by identifying a relatively small num-
ber of key variables to explain a significant proportion of the variance in
people’s action. Thus, rather than being merely descriptive by listing all
the relevant motives, such constructs are theory-driven. With regard to
the specific behavioural domain they concern, reductionist models are
able to achieve increased precision in explaining the interrelationship of
the constituents, and the components can also be operationalised to
allow for the empirical testing of the model.
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From this perspective, the main difference between various compet-
ing theories lies in the selection of the principal factors to anchor the
theory around. This can be compared to lifting a large, loosely knitted
net (which symbolises human behaviour). If we lift it up by holding dif-
ferent knots, very different shapes will emerge, even though the actual
net is exactly the same. The question, then, for motivational psycholo-
gists has been to decide which knots to grab (i.e. which factors to assign
a key role in their theories) and how to lift the net up in order to obtain
a shape that makes most sense (i.e. what kind of relationship to specify
between selected factors). Various motivation theories have proposed
different ‘key’ knots to be lifted, claiming that the selected central com-
ponents subsume or mediate all the other main motives.

However, while the practice of mapping the multitude of motiv-
ational influences onto reductionist constructs may be appropriate from
a theory-building perspective, the only way to do this effectively is by
narrowing down the scope of behavioural events the theory is con-
cerned with to a fairly homogeneous set, which may be insufficient to
address complex real-world problems effectively. So, while a specific
theory may be perfectly adequate to explain the motivational basis of a
certain well-defined set of behaviours or course of action (e.g. decision
to enrol in a credit-bearing language programme), it may be inappro-
priate to account for the intricate motivational life of actual classrooms.

Quote 1.2 Weiner on the complexity of student motivation

A theory of student motivation . . . will have to include many concepts and
their interrelationships. Any theory based on a single concept, whether
that concept is reinforcement, self-worth, optimal motivation, or some-
thing else, will be insufficient to deal with the complexity of classroom
activities.

Weiner (1984: 18)

Yet even when a particular motivation theory is successful in explain-
ing and predicting a specific course of action, the typical implication 
is that the actional process in question occurs in relative isolation, 
without any interference from other ongoing behaviours in which 
the actor is engaged. In reality, of course, we humans are always multi-
tasking in our day-to-day lives, and in the typical classroom students’
engagement in learning will interact with a complex variety of other
competing attentional demands, activities, goals and pressures. Hardly
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any research has been done to examine how people deal with multiple
actions and goals (though see Wentzel, 2000), nor have we developed
an adequate theory of motivation that addresses the parallel multipli-
city of motivational processes that shape human behaviour.

Quote 1.3 Ushioda on the interdependence of motivation to 
learn foreign languages and other subject matters

Traditionally, researchers have tended to focus on language learning motiv-
ation in isolation. The literature has emphasised the distinctiveness of the
motivation to learn a language by identifying the unique behavioural and
psychological implications of acquiring a new set of habits, and of allow-
ing ‘elements of another culture into one’s own lifespace’ (Gardner,
1979: 193). But what has perhaps been overlooked in the process is the
reality that the flesh-and-blood language student is often at the same time
a student of mathematics or science or history, or has been a student of
other disciplines in the past. As attested by the subjects in this introspec-
tive study, the language learner, unlike the researcher, seems unlikely to
perceive the motivation for language learning to be wholly independent
of the motivation (or lack of motivation) for other areas of learning. This
relative perspective may be instrumental in helping to define or modify
the developing goal structure of students’ language learning motivation,
as they weigh the potential pros and cons of making particular choices
and pursuing different vocational directions.

Ushioda (1998: 83)

1.3 Moving beyond linear models of motivation

To reiterate what we stated in the introduction, the challenge of cap-
turing and integrating all the multiple complexities of the antecedents
of human behaviour within a comprehensive theory of motivation will
undoubtedly remain elusive, and we shall probably never be able to
grasp the whole picture. In this respect, theories of motivation will
always remain constrained to the extent to which they draw on linear
models to explain relationships between particular cognitive, affective
and contextual variables. While capturing the temporal dimension of
motivation may be possible in a linear model by breaking down the
motivational sequence into discrete phases (Dörnyei, 2000; see also
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Section 3.3), it is difficult to see how such a model could take account
of evolving dynamic interactions with the social context or of the com-
plexities of interacting cognitive and emotional processes and systems
functioning within and between individuals at any point in time. The
real world around us just does not seem to be operating in a linear fash-
ion and therefore linear models are inherently flawed.

Not surprisingly, perhaps, the limitations of linear approaches to
motivational theorising are now prompting a new wave of thinking,
pushing forward relational and dynamic systems perspectives, against a
background of parallel theoretical developments across the broader
fields of psychology and second language acquisition (e.g. Larsen-
Freeman and Cameron, 2008a). We shall review these current develop-
ments in detail in Chapter 4.

Quote 1.4 Dörnyei on the dynamic conception of motivation

Traditionally, we have thought of motives as exerting a linear effect on
action, which was then captured quantitatively by means of correlation-
based analyses (i.e. correlation, factor analysis, or structural equation
modelling). However, motives interpreted as attractors do not necessarily
have a linear relationship with ongoing action. Their pull or push is inter-
fered with by a multitude of other pulls and pushes, and the relative
power of a particular pull/push will be amplified or mitigated by particu-
lar constellations of environmental and temporal factors. This means, for
example, that what was insignificant a short while ago might assume fleet-
ing or enduring power now, depending on the circumstances. This
dynamic conception requires a new approach to examining motivated
behavioural trajectories . . .

Dörnyei (2009b: 210–11)


