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HIGHLIGHT

“Children are born intrinsically motivated to be physically
active. That motivation—if kept alive by physical success,
freedom, and fun—will do more than promote the fitness
behaviors that add years to life. It will maintain the physical
zest that adds life to the years.”

INTRODUCTION: THEORY D EVELOPMENT

Over the past 20 plus years, we havwe accumulated considerable evidence to document the health
benefits of physical activity. Researchers have established with a fair degree of confidence just how
much physical activity is hecessary to produce filnessimprovement and benefits to health (ACSM,
1990; Pate et al., 1995; DHHS, 1990). Given this rather clear picture of howto obtain desrable
benefits, an obvious question iswhy do less than one quarter of the population engage in light-to-
moderate physical activity? The answer to this question is found largely in the ream of
psychology—specifically in the area of motivation. The task of this topic is to review current
knowledge and to translate itinto suggestions for enhancing physical actvity. Specific guidelines
for fostering intrinsic motivation toward physical activity are outlined.

Motivational studies have long focused on factors that initiate, influence, and modify behavior.
Early theories dealt essentially with thieterministic aspects of those factors; focusing on
instinctual drives (e.g., Freud, 1923/1962), physiological drives (e.g., Hul, 1943), or environmental
influences (e.g., Skinner, 1953, 1971). Although these theories had (and stil hawe) considerable
value, their apparent view of people as passive beings that are pushed and pulled around by their
physiology or environment has given rise to concern and criticism. A different point of view was
published as a monograph by White (1959), who proposed that people are driven by a need to be
competent,or effectivein mastering all aspects of our envronment He suggested that when
attempts to master the challenges of our surroundings were successful, the result was positive—a
“feeling of efficacy” (p. 329)—which, in tum, served intrinsically to motvate further behavior.
White’s monograph led to a wealth of study on intrinsic motvaton, and in that respect it can be
seen asthe foundation of subsequent studies that are described below.



REFINEMENT S OF THE THEORY

A major development of White’61959) monograph is represented the addition of a
formal statement ofognitive evaluation theor{Deci, 1975; Deci & Ryan,1985). Cognitive
evaluation theory states that intrinsic motivation is driven by an innate neexbrfgretence
and self-determination in dealingith one’s surroundings. The intrinsiewards for the
behaviors motivated by this need are satisfying feelings of competenceawtndomy,
positive emotions such anjoyment and excitement, and possibly the sensatiofloaf
(complete absorption in the activity). These feelings, in tsenye to maintain or increase a
person’s intrinsic motivation for the particular behavior.

In a nutshell (according to the theory), an individual's desire to purspartcular
activity depends uporwhether his or her feelings of competence, autonomy, and positive
affect persist over time. Conversely, if an individual begins to perceive him or herself as
incompetent at thactivity and/orunder external control to di, then his or her intrinsic
motivation is undermined. The outcome is then eithestade ofextrinsic motivation (the
activity might continue dependent on the continuance of extereahrds and/oicoercion),
or a state ofamotivation(further activity unlikely because the perceptionsinéompetence
lead to a sense of fultility).

A wealth of studies ingeneral psychologyhave supported thevalidity of cognitive
evaluation theory Many studies have clearly shown that when individuals ren@wvmation
that undermines their sense of competence and/or perception of self-determined thkoice,
intrinsic motivation declines. Readers whish to reviewthat research comprehensively are
referred to Deci and Ryan (1985). However, of immediate interest to this papepiraiew
of the ways in which intrinsic motivation enhanced—or undermined—in the field sgort,
exercise, and other physical activities.

INTRIN SIC MOTIVATION IN SPORTS AND EXERCISE

Common sense alone tells us that participation in many sports and pladicties can lead

to feelings of autonomy and competence and may proghyceexcitement, thrillsand other
satisfying emotions. In that respect it is easy to see that physitigitiesmay beinherently
intrinsically motivating. On the other hand, some people say that they would not participate
unless there was a material payoff, or unless they were coerced. Others declatitating
physical challengeteavesthem feeling incompetent and humiliated, anxiouspogssured.
Thus, if we wish to helpeople reap the benefits of participation and avoid the motivational
pitfalls, it is necessary tanderstand the processes that may lead to spgo#iceptual
outcomes.

Persistence at exercise is related to the motivational constructs described above and has
research support. For examplgoung athletes cite“fun” as a primary reason for
participating in sportgGill, Gross, & Huddleston, 1983; Scanlan &ewthwaite, 1986).
Further examination has shown that this feeling of fun depends on experiencing the intrinsic
satisfactions of skill improvement, personal accomplishment, and excitement—th#rer
being a result of extrinsic factors such as winning, getting rewards, or pleasing others (Wankel
& Kreisel, 1985; Wankel & Seftor,989). Similar findings have also been related Gpuld
(1987) in areview of the reasons why childredrop out of sports, and by Brustall988)
from a study of affective outcomes of competitive youth sport.



However, asresearchers knowvell, circumstantial support for the use of a theory of
motivation to a particular area (in this case physical activity) is not enough to make a case for
its value. The theory should also hold up under experimental testing. In particular,
manipulations of people’s perceptions of competence and control should produce changes in
their intrinsic motivation. Unfortunately, there is not the volume of evidence iphisical
activity setting as there is in general and educational psychologysebatal studies dehow
support for the hypotheses predicted by intrinsic motivation theory.

For example, Orlick and Mosher (1978) hypothesized that an extrinsic rewéamaipey)
for performance on a stabilometer (balance boardulev be perceived by children as
controlling—and thus their intrinsic motivation fowhat is generally an interesting and
challenging physical task would be undermined. The hypothesis was supported: When given a
free-choice period, the childrewhose earlier participatiowas for a trophy showed a
decrease in the time they spent voluntarily playing on the stabilometer compared to the
children who had no expectation of a reward.

In another study of performance at a stabilom&ek, Rudisill(1989) hypothesized that
training children to understand that theperformance improvementwas personally
controllable (i.e.,dependent on practice and effort) would improve thsibsequent
performance—and ould also lead them to persist longer at mastery attempts—even in the
face of perceived failure. Again, the results of the experimental manipulstipported the
hypothesis that perceptions of personal control enhance intrinsic motivation.

Taking research outside the laboratory, Thompson \&iadkel (1980) manipulated the
perception of exercise choice of adult womegho had recently enrolled in a healtfub.

After an initial meeting to discuss activity preferences, the women rgadomly allocated to

either a perceived choice or a perceived no-choice condition.irltred activity preferences

were actually used as the basis for all of the wompndgrams.However,the women in the
no-choice groupwere led to believe thathey had been assigned a standamdbgram
determined by the instructor. Sixeeks later thattendance of the women in the perceived
choice group was higher, and they also expressed a greater intention to continue exercising at
the health club.

Experimental manipulations designed to affect perceptions of competence at physical
activities have also been showndeange intrinsic motivation in lineith the predictions of
the theory. As before, some studies havepleged a stabilometer. For example, Weinberg
and Jackson (1979yave subjects bogusuccess or failurdeedback for theirbalancing
ability by telling them that they had either exceeded the 82nd perc€hntikery good...”),
or they had fallen below the 18th percentffe..not very good...”). Inline with intrinsic
motivation theory, success feedback enhanced interest and enjoyment, and teshecks
with the task—and failure feedback had the opposite effect.

Using a similar type of protocol and a stabilometer task, Vallerand and Reid (1%88)
manipulated feedback by making verbal comments to subjects suggesting thawveieey
doing eitherwell or poorly. Like Weinberg and JacksofiLl979) the results showedhat
success feedback led to enhanced intrinsic motivation while lack of sdeeedsmckreduced
it. Additionally, a more in-depth analysis of the results allowed the experimenters to show that
it wasnot the effect of the feedback pse,but rather itwasthe effect of feedback on the
subjects’ perceptions of competence that moderated changes in intrinsic motivatiahenn
words, thisstudy showed that iwvasnot the feedbacktself somuch as themeaningof the
feedback to the subjects that produced the motivational outcome.



Wishing to see if similar results would be obtained from manipulationfeexfback in a
youth physical fitness testing situation, Whitehead and Corbin (1991) set up an experiment in
a junior high school using a shuttle run-type fitness test (the lllinois Agility Run). Buigins
or low percentile feedbackvas given to randomly determined groups, and thesults
replicated the Vallerand and Re{d@984,1988) findings. #ain, apparently higipercentile
scores raised intrinsic motivation and low percentile scores lowered it—and as before, the
motivational outcomes were mediated by the subjgmtsteptionsof competence at the task
rather than directly changed by the feedback itself.

Applying Theory to Practice

The following recommendations represent an attempt to translate logically the
theoretical exposition into guidelines for promoting motivation in practical situations.
Note that although these guidelines are presented sasies of DOs andON'Ts,

they are not meant to be coercing or controlling. The reader has the choice of which
to accept!

«» DO try to emphasize individual mastery.

Since the foundation of intrinsic motivation is said to stem from a need to be effective
it makes sense to begimith a recommendation for promotingcompetence
perceptions. For example, when giving feedback to an exerciser or sport participant in
a coaching or teaching situation, try to reinforce the personal progress tHatdras
made (e.g., “You're really starting to get the hang of thextkhand stroke.”)Also,
sweeten bittermedicine by prefacing commentwith a competence-promoting
introduction (e.g., “If you want to make that good shot great—why not try to . . .”).

« DON'T overemphasize peer comparisons of performance.

This is an alternative form of the previouscommendation.Peer comparisons
inevitably do the greatest motivational damage to those who eresauragement the
most—thosewith low ability. Teachers, coaches, and fithess leaders shoahdider

the perceptions that are created by their gradjyigns, or other evaluation
procedures. In particular, sinaghildren’s fitness testscoresare determined to a
considerable degree by genetics dmkel of maturation, the use of rankingsirves,

or percentile tables for evaluation is questionalhat counts is an active lifestyle—
so why not find a plan that reinforces mastery of the learning articipation

process?See Fox & Biddle, 1988, for an exposition on this point.)

A footnote tothis part: Since comments (like those above) about the use of
percentiles have sometimes been interpreted as a blanket castigation, a clarification is
merited. Although the use of percentiles iiodividual evaluation is questioned, this is
because (by definition) it forces peer comparison—and, consequengyontotes
competitive competence-seeking orientations. In contrast, the calculation of percentile
scores to follow national fitness changes over time would be an exampl@éighls
appropriate use of comparative data.

« DO promote perceptions of choice.

A second conceptual area for recommendations is concemidd the other
fundamental aspect of intrinsic motivation—perceptions of control. In maays
translating this guideline into action involves awareness ofttimmotations of words



and phrases. For example, consider the meaning of the“xencise prescription”

This language certainly doesn’t suggest choice. On the other hiaisddoes not

mean that exercise leaders and teachers have to let participants do whateweanthey

A perception of choice can be fostered—ewsithin fairly narrow guidelines—
providing reasons are given for constraints. Thus an exercise leader might be advised
to explain whichactivities, equipment,facilities, etc., areappropriate for aclient’s
current fitness level—but then a choice should be allowed from within that range.

« DON'T undermine an intrinsic focus by misusing extrinsic
rewards.

This guideline is a different way of expressing recommendations concerning
perceptions of control. If the answer to the question: “Why are we doing this exercise,
skill, fitness test, sport, etc.?"—is “Because it's for a payment/trophy/reward,” or
“Because you have to do it,” then the focus is moved to external regulation. In that
case the behavior will most likely cease when the extrinsic motivator is won, lost, or
removed. This does not mean all forms of awards are harmful. It depends on how
they are perceived. Because of a growing appreciation of this point, recently
disseminated youth fitness programs have emphasized individual competence
attainment by usingecognition (of exercise participation and mastery) schemes,
rather than employing the extrinsically focused traditional awards that are solely
dependent on fithess test results (Fitness Canada, 1992; Prudential FITNESSGRAM,
1992).

« DO promote the intrinsic fun and excitement of exercise.

Fortunately, this is easy to do because many physadivities are naturally
intrinsically motivating—so long as we keep them thaly by attention to thether
guidelines.

=« DON'T turn exercise into a bore or a chore.

To use an analogy: Rather than a bland repetitivet” of a physicalactivity, think

of a “menu” inwhich taste ienhanced byariety, new‘recipes,” and the“sugar

and spice” of fun, excitement, and thrills (Whiteheati989). In thesamevein, it
should be remembered that health-reldfigtess is a construct that @lult-oriented
(Malina, 1991). This is not meant as a criticism of health-related fitness itself. The
point (particularly when dealingvith children) is that we should not overshadow the
play value inherent in physical activityith an overbearingview of its potential as a
“medicine.”

« DO promote a sense of purpose by teaching the valuphgkical
activity to health, optimal function, and quality of life.

This recommendation is designed to highlight the motivatiorelue of cognitive
learning. Even if many forms of exercise do rmobduce the intrinsiacewards of
excitement, pleasure, etc., knowledge of the benefits of exercise may promote a sense
of purpose for choosing to do it. It may also require the development of cognitive
skills such as fitness self-evaluation and problem solving (Corbin, 18&&earch on

the outcomes of conceptually based fithetassesdoes support the premise that
learning fitness knowledge and skills promotes activity in the fuiBlava,Laurie, &

Corbin, 1984).

« DON'T create amotivation by spreading fitness misinformation.



While this might seem painfully obvious, the sobering reality is that nyaagple
believe in ineffective odangerous methods afeight management (e.g., fadiets,
spot reducing, saunsuits),and many others are hoodwinked into paying dolck
methods of fithess improvement such passive exercise omnproven dietary
supplements (Gauthier, 1987Jarvis, 1992; Lightsey & Attaway, 1992).
Unfortunately, the likely motivational penalty for the continued failure that results
from the use of ineffective ouselessproducts and methods is amotivation. True
fitness professionals are thus urged to make every effort to disserkimatdedge
that is derived from good science and experience.

THE INDIVIDUALITY OF PERCEPTIONS

So far, and ints simplestform, the theoretical model of motivation has been presented as
follows: Our intrinsic need to beompetent or effective motivates mastery behaviors. If the
attempts are self-determined arsliccessful, then intrinsic motivation is maintained or
enhanced. Ifnot, intrinsic motivation isundermined and may be replaced by extrinsic
motivation or amotivation.However, as several ofhe studies above have shown (e.qg.,
Thompson & Wankel, 1980; Vallerand Reid, 1984; Whitehead & Corbinl991) this is an
oversimplification. It is a person’perceptionof events that counts. fAerson’s motivation

will depend on his or her personabgnitive evaluation(through intuition and appraisal) of
success and autonomy in any particular situation. Given that point, it is obvioystytant

to try to understand factors that lead to individual differences before the theory can be
translated into guidelines for motivational enhancement (see the box earlier in this topic).

A primary concern is the need for an understanding of differences iwae inwhich
individuals form perceptions of competence. There appear to be three wags (or
orientations) in which individuals judge thetompetence. Thosewith a competitive
orientation tend to compare their abilities or performance to those of their peers. Those with a
cooperativeorientation tend to look for social approvahile involved ingroup activities.
Those with arindividualistic orientation tend to focus more on their individiralprovement
and task mastery (Ames &mes, 1984). Logically, an obvious potential problemith a
competitive orientation is that it leads to perceptions of winning and losing thdependent
on who beats whom, or wherep@rson ranks in a hierarchy (e.g., a percentile table). In
contrast, a cooperative, or more particularly, an individualistic orientation would sekaidto
more hope of personakuccess because improvemennhder those conditions almost
inevitably results from effort and practice.

This logic has been supported by research in sportfanelss settings. For example,
Marsh and Pear1988) randomly assigned eighth-gradils to fitness classes thaither
stressed competition arooperation.Results showed that the cooperatipeogram led to
enhanced perceptions of physical competence.il&ig Lloyd and Fox(1992) studied
adolescent girls in a fitness program. They fouhdt putting the focus on an individualistic
orientation led to improvements in enjoyment and motivation compared to the outcomes of a
competitively focused environment. The logic also held in a sport setting: Seifriz, Duda, and
Chi (1992) found that when high school basketball players perceived an indivicisary-
oriented climate in their practice sessions tleeperienced more enjoyment and Haidgher
intrinsic motivation compared to those players who perceived practice as a more competitive
performance-oriented environment.



Also of immediate concern is the need to apprechai® events may be perceived as
controlling. The previously mentioned Thompson aNenkel(1980) studyshowed that the
perception of choice can be modified and other studies have revealed that the context in
which potentially controlling events occur makes difference. For example, Ryaf1980)
found some sport specificity in whether athletes perceived sport scholarstédffgrraations
of their competence (thus supporting intrinsic motivation), or as extrinsicalhtrolling
(thus undermining intrinsic motivation). Specifically, athletes in the sport of football (where
scholarshipswere common atthat time) weremore likely to perceive the scholarships as
controlling than were wrestlers or female athletes (for whom scholarships were rare in the late
1970s).

Other research has shown several other factors that may or may not be perceived as
controlling depending on theocial context and informational emphasis. For example,
competition, performancewards,and coachingstyles canproduce alternative outcomes.
Unfortunately, space limitations preclude a detailed citation of individual studies here, but it
may be sufficient to say that a common determining factor of an extrinsic focus is whether an
individual senses an external pressure to perform or behave in a particular way. Readers who
wish to look further at research on those topics are encouraged to readbviber by
Vallerand, Deci, and Ryan (1987). Suggestions for practitioners may be found eather in
paper.

SUMMARY

This paper argues that intrinsic motivation is one key elememramoting active healthy
lifestyles. Figure 5.1'The Stairway to IntrinsicMotivation,” provides avisual summary of

the various stages of personal motivation. Wise use of the guidelines presented in the
preceding pages will help people avoid the constraints of amotivation, and may help them to
move beyond externally controlled forms of motivation to self-determined and intrinsic
motivation. Well-tested theory suggests that personal competence and control are the essential
foundations of intrinsic motivation. Fortunately, wide variety of sportsand physical
activities are availableand these provide many opportunities for self-chosgtimal
challenges that can helpll peopleto enjoy the sense ofutonomy and mastery that
underpins intrinsic motivation. By their very nature, most physacaivities areintrinsically
appealing because of their benefits to persevelness,and because of the fun, excitement,
and thrills that can result from participation in them.

INTRINSIC MOTIVATION

“l do this behaviorforits own sakeandbecause | want
to. | like the feelings of success and enjoyment that
come from doing it right.”

INTEGRATED REGULATION
“l do this behaviorbecause it symbolizes who and what | am.”

IDENTIFIED REGULATION

“I purposely chooseto do this behaviorbecauseit’sa meansto an end
that | value.”

INTROJECTED REGULA TION

“l do this behavior because | feel a tension inside me (e.g., guilt) that pressures me
into doing it.”

EXTERNAL REGULATION
“l do this behaviorforpay or areward—or because lamcoercedintoit.”



AMOTIVATION

“It’'s futile forme to even attemptthis behavior because | don’t see much
chance of success atit— or of receiving any other typ e of pay off.”

*The different types of motivation are frowallerand and Reid(1990) and Vallerand and
Bissonnette (1992). The examples of cognitive self-statements in the figure are based upon
their descriptions. The arrangement of the types intstaarway, and theinclusion of the

three thresholds is the work of the author of this paper.
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