Critically evaluate different theories of motivation reflecting on the role motivation plays in promoting positive outcomes within a range of physical activity contexts.

I have chosen to approach my essay and the concept of motivation from the perspective of the Self-Determination Theory (SDT) (Deci & Ryan, 1985) and how the importance of the three basic psychological needs (BPN) and an autonomy-supportive environment plays a role in promoting a positive outcome in PE as well as leisure-time sport outside school. I will also explore the relevance of Achievement Goal Theory (AGT) and its’ contextual factors (Nicholls, 1984) which, along with SDT are considered the most comprehensive (and contemporary) theoretical framework to understand pupil motivation, cognitive, behavioural, and emotional patterns for young people in the PE and sport context (Cid et al. 2019, Duda, 2013, Ntoumanis et al., 2009). It is well documented that to help children live a healthy, active lifestyle, schools are ideal settings to implement and promote sport participation (De Meester et al. 2017). Sallis et al. recognise that schools can have a big impact on public health as all children can be reached in schools (1992). After all, an active lifestyle in adolescent years can be pivotal to a physically active lifestyle into adulthood (Shephard & Trudeau, 2000). By promoting an active and healthy way of life in PE, children can learn fundamental motor skills and develop motivation for physical activity (PA) (Sallis and McKenzie, 1991). Schools are equipped with appropriate facilities to provide PA opportunities, and through PE classes, teachers can encourage moderate to vigorous physical activity (MVPA) (Omorou, 2013). Unfortunately, interest and involvement in PE has been shown to decline with age (Van Wersch et al. 1992) and solely relying on MVPA during lessons is not enough. Instead, optimising the motivation of young people in the subject is essential. In doing so, it is critical to understand the motivational processes at play to help explain the different levels of PE student investment (Standage et al. 2003). Positive experiences in PE can help pupils transfer motivation and PA participation to outside the school into leisure time and beyond into adulthood (Hagger et al. 2005, Ladwig et al. 2018). After all, “intrinsic motivation may be among the most important factors in maintaining exercise over time” according to Deci & Ryan (2007, p.5). Focusing largely on SDT and AGT motivational constructs, I will explore the positive effect of motivation on PE and the behavioural, cognitive, and affective consequences it has on secondary school students (11-18 years). Given the limited time spent in PE, exploring broader PA contexts such as leisure-time and overall health implications on adolescents will also be relevant. I will also acknowledge some of the critique around these motivational concepts as well as explore how they have been integrated and advanced to further benefit health amongst young people and within the context of PA. 

Motivation is an individual readiness to act and change a specific behaviour, which is defined as the degree to which a person feels a change is important (Gunnarsdottir et al. 2011, Rollnick & Miller, 1995). It can influence what people think and do in the broad context of PA. Motivation can be external and driven by rewards, grades, and others’ opinions, but it can also be internal, driven by interests, curiosity, and personal values. The interplay between these extrinsic forces (integrated, identified, introjected and external regulations), intrinsic motives and inherent needs in human nature is part of SDT which focuses on the psychology of why people initiate and persist in behaviours. It is a widely applied motivational theory that exists on a continuum and relates to PA (Teixeira et al. 2012). Motivation predicts participation in intentional behaviours, such as PA during PE, and if motivation is enriching and of a higher quality then results are more positive both cognitively and affectively (Ryan & Deci, 2017). In relation to PE, when behaviour is regulated by motivational forms towards intrinsic motivation and a higher continuum, PA engagement and enjoyment is greater, whereas if behaviour is regulated by motivation towards extrinsic motivation and a lower continuum, disengagement and a negative affect is more probable (Vasconcellos et al. 2019). Deci and Ryan (2017), key figures in relation to SDT describe it as an ‘organismic’ macro theory with a broad, multi-dimensional framework. They focus on the three BPN (autonomy, competence and relatedness) which are essential for optimal functioning in a social context (Chu & Zhang, 2018). In PE, teacher’s use of autonomy support can nurture all three of these psychological needs (Standage et al. 2003) and with a motivating style during instruction they can support the satisfaction of these needs. This in turn is more likely to encourage internal motivation in their students (Cheon et al. 2012, Vansteenkiste et al. 2020). In PE and school sport, nurturing pupils’ psychological needs can enhance engagement, learning and performance as well as intrinsic motivation and task enjoyment (Cheon et al. 2012). PA that encourages pupils to feel capable can satisfy competence whereas activities that are difficult combined with negative feedback can thwart competence. So too with relatedness, feeling connected with peers can bring about a good motivational climate and ultimately have a positive influence on intrinsic motivation and affect (Garn et al. 2018). Clear evidence highlights that both peers and teachers can influence motivation and enjoyment in school PE (Cox et al. 2009). 

In particular, PE teachers are social agents to their classes and are pivotal in supporting the motivational climate and needs of children. By creating a needs and autonomy supportive environment, they can nurture the quality of pupils’ intrinsic motivation (Cheon & Reeve, 2013). They can do this by providing a meaningful rationale, giving choice, incorporating students’ input and acknowledging mastery (Cheon et al. 2012). Helping PE teachers support their students through autonomy support is what constitutes ‘best practices’ within PE (Chatzisarantis & Hagger, 2009). On the flip side, if they create an environment that is controlling, dictating, associated with need frustration and student dissatisfaction then intrinsic motivation isn’t nurtured (Curran & Standage, 2017). PE teachers are responsible for creating the right motivational climate which brings me on to the theoretical framework of AGT. As with SDT, AGT is also relevant to understanding motivational responses in relation to school PE. Developed by Nicholls (1984) and applied in sport by Duda and Nicholls (1992) this theory describes the goals and attributions that individuals adopt in learning and the subsequent effect of these goals on approaches and engagement in learning environments (ie PE classes). In this theory, individuals adopt one of two orientations of learning tasks: mastery / task orientation or performance / ego orientation. Those who adopt a mastery orientation engage in tasks for the intrinsic value of learning itself (self-referenced standard) whereas individuals who adopt a performance orientation engage in tasks to prove competence or to avoid failure (norm-referenced standard). In school PE, these two orientations have an impact on behavioural and affective responses (Wallhead, 2012) but so too do motivational climates that teachers adopt. Research has revealed that a PE intervention that focuses on a task-involving climate (as opposed to an ego climate) has a positive influence on motivation, (including intrinsic motivation) achievement and desire for challenge (Keegan et al. 2010). Gray et al. widely explored the teaching and learning approaches within PE and stressed how important it was for teachers not to focus on just fundamental motor skills but on the importance of learning for pupils and adopting a mastery climate. Offering pupils a learning-centred, game-focused approach to PE with a range of educational goals can not only individualism, but also bring about social and autonomous opportunities for development (2017). In their work, by manipulating the TARGET structures towards a more mastery focus, positive motivational responses resulted (Gray et al. 2017)

Recent studies and evidence have proven how SDT and AGT both individually and combined can have positive impacts on motivation in school PE and sport. White et al. (2020) did a systematic review of qualitative studies in relation to SDT in PE taking into consideration pupils’ (aged between 7-19 years) opinions on the behaviour and actions of peers and teachers in supporting the three BPN and motivation. Along with the importance of supporting relatedness satisfaction, teaching that included new interventions and professional learning in line with SDT did improve pupil’s motivation and increase the likelihood of long-term PA participation. Cheon et al. applied SDT in PE and school sport through an intervention and proved the principles of SDT are held strong (2012). They assessed the effectiveness of PE teacher’s autonomy support using 19 secondary school PE teachers and a large sample of pupils in Seoul and proved its’ benefits for PE student’s motivation and experiences. Through the intervention (using an experimental and control group) the high-quality study proved that PE teachers did influence student’s motivation, improved pupils need satisfaction and outcomes largely down to their motivating style and autonomy support, as opposed to control (Cheon et al. 2012). Students in the experimental group experienced psychological need satisfaction, better engagement, skill development and achievement as well as a more supportive learning environment in different sports and exercises which will ultimately influence leisure time as well (Cheon et al. 2012). It is worth noting that one of the strengths of SDT is that is incorporates processes of behaviour change that can be used in different health behaviour interventions (Silva et al. 2014). One intervention explored by Chu and Zhang (2018) was on high-school students and the motivational processes in a Sport Education (SE) curriculum model. They incorporated SDT and AGT as theoretical frameworks into the SE programs and the results proved greater mastery climate and student perceptions of autonomy, competence, and relatedness than in a traditional PE curriculum. This, in turn, encouraged pupil’s self-determined motivation in PE and evidence supports SE’s positive impact on motivational outcomes based on SDT and AGT. Regarding the importance of competence relating to motivation, Ntoumanis did a study of 424 students from England proving how social factors resulted in better PE grades. The need for students to be competent in PE predicted autonomous behaviour – this in turn encouraged intrinsic motivation in PE and more intention to be PA into adulthood (2001). On the contrary more controlled motivation for PE resulted in lower perception of competence and a higher chance of sedentary lifestyle into adulthood (Cid et al. 2019). In another study, Ntoumanis related PE motivation to leisure-time sport. The study proved how autonomy support from PE teachers, satisfaction in BPN and autonomous motivation can influence not only positive behaviours in PE but also positive intentions to practise leisure-time sport outside school (2005). Papaioannou in his study on Greek PE students found behaviour intention predicted actual executed behaviour 6 – 14 months later, proving how PE can foster PA beyond school. 

When comparing the different theories of motivation in the context of school sport and PE, both AGT and SDT include the impact that the social environment (such as teachers, coaches, peers) have on motivation. Deci and Ryan highlight how both theories suggest that “environments that are less evaluative and more supportive of the intrinsic desire to learn, provide the basis for enhanced achievement" (2000, pp. 269). From an SDT perspective it is the need-supportive and need-thwarting behaviours from this social environment that are responsible for how needs are met (Ryan & Deci, 2017).  In AGT it is the coach created motivational climate and the how they structure their environment that is key. Both AGT and SDT have been integrated to provide a multi-theoretical framework for sport behaviour (Duda, 2013) where motivational climate can affect motivations by facilitating or inhibiting the satisfaction of the BPN (Sarrazin et al. 2007). Creating a task-orientated motivational climate that is autonomy supportive can positively encourage BPN (Alvarez et al. 2009, Duda & Appleton, 2016), whereas an ego-orientated environment can result in needs frustration (Duda, 2013). This is where both AGT and SDT are similar in that they highlight how a less competitive (more empowering) atmosphere can support intrinsic motivation and encourage higher achievement (Duda, 2013). In relation to school sport, if a coach creates a motivational climate that is task involving and encourages BPN (relatedness and support etc) they are supporting autonomous motivation in their pupils which serves more longevity in their motivational behaviour and ultimately long-term approach to PA (Joseaar et al. 2011). Similarly, Deci and Ryan highlight that, in both AGT and SDT, intrinsic motivation is thwarted in an ego environment where social comparisons prevail whereas environments that allow choice and self-mastery, intrinsic motivation is nurtured (2000). Within the context of PE, Standage et al. did a study that explored a model of motivation around AGT and SDT and the motivational processes involved. The data proved that PE teachers should structure their classes taking an autonomy-supportive and mastery focused approach to enhance student’ self-determined motivation and positive psychological attitudes (2003). SDM will inevitably lead to a higher intention to be physically active during leisure time, thus PE can be pivotal to promote PA amongst young people and ultimately a healthier lifestyle (Sallis et al. 1992). Cid et al. did a study on 618 Portugeuse students (10-18 years) grounded on AGT and SDT principles to understand motivation intention to practise sport outside school. The study proved that PE classes can play a key role not only in reducing physical inactivity but also in learning motivation climates, satisfying BPN, self-determined motivation and competence (2019). Standage et al. in his study also proved how both theories highlight how intrinsic motivation is thwarted in environments with social and normative comparisons and where performance is rewarded (performance climate). On the contrary, in environments where choice and self-mastery are promoted (mastery climate) intrinsic motivation is nurtured (2003). 

However, AGT and SDT whilst similar in emphasising the classroom climate related to support competence they also differ. SDT involves innate needs and a need satisfying environment whereas AGT it is goals that drives us and a mastery or performance climate. Both theories use a different lens as to how competence is viewed. In SDT the competence support climate is not divided into ‘task-involving’ and ‘ego-involving’ climates, which are crucial to student motivation in PE (Jaakkola et al. 2015). In SDT, with an ego focused lens, judgement is about beating others, but with a task or mastery focused lens judgement is against oneself. Standage in his model measured motivational climate from AGT and found in a more controlling, ego-involving climate no ‘needs’ were supported - there was a negative relationship to relatedness and autonomy and no relation to competence (2003). However, a mastery climate did support needs, such as autonomy and the need for competence can be more fulfilled, after all, mastery gives everyone ability. Sport is about winning and losing, but coaches can emphasise different aspects about performance, for example, making it more internalised. 

Not only does there exist critique around motivational theories and constructs, but also studies around how they can be integrated and extended to better explain how motivation leads to outcomes. AGT has been questioned, in relation to exercise, in that it only demonstrates competence (Roberts, 2001). Similarly, SDT cannot justify the variance in SDM so other theoretical frameworks can help offer different perspectives and justify variance (Moreno et al. 2010). The three needs presented in SDT have been questioned in so far that we potentially have more needs, for example variety or novel-variety that could satisfy the need for autonomy and choice. Variety keeps us interested and is particularly good for children in PE, it was after all initially described as a key component of intrinsic motivation by Deci and Ryan (1985). Bagheri and Milyavskaya in a series of three studies provide evidence for the need for ‘novelty-variety’ to enable a better understanding of human motives and outcomes and to satisfy the drive of individuals leading to personal growth, meet future goals and overall wellbeing (2020). So too do González-Cutre et al. (2020) explore ‘novelty’ as a need and prove it can contribute to motivation. There is also self-esteem that has been put up for debate whether it should be regarded as one of the ‘needs’. Sheldon et al. explore what experiential contents and characteristics qualify as psychological needs and their results present self-esteem as one of the top needs along with the BPN (2001). They believe ‘self-esteem’ refers to a more global evaluation of the self, so if not a stand-alone ‘need’, it could be considered as a broader manifestation of the need for competence (2001). Debate around self-esteem being a need has also been weighed up by Vansteenkiste et al (2020) but Bartholomew et al. deduced it has not been considered as a ‘basic’ need because it doesn’t operate effectively on its own and typically surfaces when BPN are frustrated (2011). These studies and debates are interesting in that they suggest existing theories (such as SDT) should be questioned and potentially extended to optimise experience. Although mildly supportive of SDT, Owen et al. present some issues with motivation in relation to PA for children. Their results proved some support of SDT in so far that autonomous motivation had better associations with PA than controlled motivation but found that the associations with autonomous motivation were weak to moderate (2014). They suggest that it is not just motivation and how autonomously motivated children are that influences PA, there are other barriers such as teachers’ lesson planning (pupils can spend a lot of time listening to instruction and waiting for their turn etc) that play a part (2014). Standage et al. recognise gaps in the PE context around motivational theories, most notably around motivational climate in determining motivational status. The relationship between task involvement and most self-determined form of motivation in PE could be further explored (2007). Other weaknesses in the research around motivation and PA is that most of the scientific knowledge in sport and exercise around motivation is based on cross-sectional research so testing on longitudinal and experimental studies is warranted (Owen et al. 2014). Also, there is a lack of data investigating behaviours outcomes, only cognitive and affective constructs as variables (Owen et al. 2014, Spray et al. 2006). Finally, one must consider that there are factors other than motivation that lead to PA, not just motivation. Motivational theory and action aren’t perfect - there might be autonomous motivation, but it doesn’t necessarily lead to being active. Rebar et al. in their systematic study on effects of non-conscious processes in PA showed evidence that PA (albeit less intense) is not just the indication of a person’s intentions and beliefs around PA but also the mental association through behaviour and concepts (2016). Although evidence is small, their paper demonstrates that by giving PA stimuli cues or PA impact outside of conscious awareness, non-conscious processes could be instrumental to long term PA maintenance. 

Ultimately, studies, research, and models in relation to motivational theories need to be continually readdressed, tested and extended to complement and synthesise existing knowledge (Duda & Hall, 2001). Active research on BPN, for example, carries critical implications, in the context of PE and PA, as teachers can influence the arrangement of schools in sustaining good practise in childhood PA and school sport. Hagger and Chatzisarantis through their Integrated Behavioural Change Model have drawn from multiple theoretical perspectives and proven that motivational theories can link through their trans-contextual model of autonomous motivation. They integrated motivational approaches and constructs between the belief-based approach in the Theory of Planned Behaviour (TPB) and the autonomous motivation from SDT to explain PA behaviour and proved that self-determined motivation is linked to intentional behaviour (2014). They recognise that their model requires testing and experimenting and is fluid and flexible so it can open up new information that impact PA behaviour. Integrated (longitudinal) experimental studies on a broader range of PA and health behaviours would be beneficial for the future.

In conclusion, motivation, and its’ key theories, most notably SDT and AGT, have a positive impact not only in relation to school PE and adolescent leisure-time sport but also towards general attitudes to PA and health. Motivation is a key link and potential determinant of PA (Ng et al. 2012) and the behaviour regulations underpinning PA behaviour are crucial. High quality PE develops skills and motivation which young people can use in leisure-time sport and help nurture a habit of PA and bring about physical, academic and mental health (Biddle & Asare, 2011, Lonsdale et al. 2016, Sallis et al. 1992). After exploring appropriate studies and interventions on secondary school PE, findings suggest that if relevant social and environmental structures are in place at schools and a task climate with SDM is adopted, PE teachers can motivate pupils towards PA outside school and beyond. More specifically, if PE teachers are autonomy supportive and mastery focused, they can help facilitate SDM amongst their pupils. Those who are self-determined will have a higher intention to be PA in their leisure time, which in turn will influence not only immediate but also long-term health (Standage et al. 2003). Researchers have integrated these motivational theories, most notably AGT and SDT, and also critiqued them but by extending them they are able to open more doors and potentially further improve overall public wellbeing, productivity, health, and attitudes towards PA. 
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