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Motivation is a potential determinant of physical activity (Ng et al, 2012) and it has been defined as what moves people to action (Deci and Ryan, 1985). Motivation plays an important role in an individual’s physical literacy journey by promoting positive outcomes and enabling individuals to participate in physical activity throughout their life (Deci and Ryan, 1985).
   This paper is going to reflect on motivational theories and the role that motivation plays in promoting positive outcomes within educational settings as well as leisure settings. Firstly, it will discuss two main theories of motivation; Self-Determination Theory (Deci and Ryan, 1985) and Achievement Goal Theory (Nicholls, 1989), it will look at how these theories underpin levels of motivation in two different physical activity settings. Secondly, to support the argument that motivation plays an important role in creating positive outcomes the paper will explore the positive outcomes that motivation can have on individuals who are engaging in physical activity. Outcomes will be discussed and research in this field will be used to support these positive behaviours, namely Vallerand (1977). Finally, different physical activity contexts will be discussed, including educational settings as well as leisure-time settings such as sports clubs. The paper will conclude by discussing the role that motivation has in promoting positive physical activity outcomes in these settings.
  In response to the title of this paper, the position taken in this paper will be that motivation plays an important role in an individual’s physical literacy journey and the outcomes that occur due to motivational behaviours are necessary for an individual to remain physically active throughout their lives.

   Self-determination theory (SDT) is a macro-theory which is made up of six mini theories (Ryan and Deci, 2017). The theory characterises two different types of motivation: autonomous motivation and controlled motivation (Deci and Ryan, 2008). This paper will firstly explore autonomous motivation before looking at controlled motivation. Autonomous motivation is when individuals participate in a behaviour because it is meaningful and purposeful to them (Ryan and Deci, 2017). Autonomous motivation includes intrinsic motivation, integrated regulation and identified regulation. Intrinsic motivation is where a behaviour is seen by an individual as being interesting to them and enjoyable. Integrated regulation is the most autonomous form of extrinsic motivation, this is because the behaviours that an individual presents will align with their own values and sense of belief. Identified regulation is where an individual views the outcomes of a behaviour as being of benefit to themselves as well as aligning with their views. 
   Contrary to this, controlled motivation is when an individual takes part in an activity due to external influence and pressures, these are known as introjected regulation and external regulation. Introjected regulation is when an individual’s motivation is somewhat external and is driven by the avoidance of punishment or reward attainment, which come from internal drives. External regulation is when behaviours are driven by external rewards and punishment. Amotivation refers to a person who has a complete lack of intention to perform a behaviour. An individual will sit along a self-determination continuum, and this will be relative to the degree that they have achieved their basic psychological needs, including competence, autonomy and relatedness (Ryan, 1995). 
  Basic psychological needs are a core element of SDT and underpin many of the research surrounding the theory (Deci and Ryan, 2002). Competence refers to the feeling that an individual has when they can successfully complete an activity deemed challenging to them (Deci and Ryan, 2002). Autonomy refers to someone feeling that they have chosen an activity or task to engage with, or a sense of volition (Deci and Ryan, 2002). Relatedness refers to individuals experiencing a meaningful connection or belonging with others (Ryan and Deci, 2002). When an individual is fulfilled by all three of these needs, they will have optimal growth and maximal well-being. If these needs are not met, this can be known as needs thwarting, this may lead an individual to having higher levels of emotional and physical exhaustion and rigid behaviour patterns (Adie et al, 2008). Psychological need thwarting is a less researched area of SDT but should still be considered when looking at an individual’s basic psychological needs (Costa, 2015).
  Owen et al (2014) found that autonomously motivated behaviours will have a greater effect on an individual, including greater adherence and improved psychological health when taking part in physical activity behaviours. This is important, as if individuals are to be motivated to take part in physical activity throughout their life course, it would benefit them if they were autonomously motivated to take part in these behaviours.
    Although SDT suggests that individuals need to be autonomously motivated to participate in an activity, Frederick and Ryan (1993) argued that some people may persist at sport and exercise, even when they are purely extrinsically motivated. This needs to be considered as not all controlled motivation may be negative. Research looking at children and adolescents found that autonomous motivation has a positive correlation with physical activity during leisure time and controlled forms of motivation have a negative effect on physical activity in leisure time (Owen et al, 2014). However, Jaakkola et al. (2012) found that even when pupils were extrinsically motivated, they reported high levels of physical activity in leisure time.  
   The research surrounding SDT and positive outcomes from taking part in physical activity will be explored in greater detail in this paper, along with the second theory of motivation being looked at, achievement goal theory.
 
   Achievement goal theory (AGT) is a social psychological model which focuses on understanding the role of generalised motivational orientations, regarding an individual’s competence on behavioural and psychological outcomes (Liu et al, 2017). AGT bases its beliefs on children having an innate motivation to learn and explore the environment they are in (White, 1959). Individuals who adopt a goal can be influenced by a range of factors, including their perceived competence and ability, and their social agents (Liu et al, 2017). The theory focuses on an individual’s view of their own competence and the effect of their environment or motivational climate, on their actions (Hein and Hagger, 2007). AGT links together pupil’s motivation and classroom goals with the classroom learning environment (Ames and Archer, 1988).
   Within AGT, it has been suggested that individuals have an orientation in learning tasks, these are known as task orientation which can also be known as mastery orientation, and ego orientation which can also be known as performance orientation (Robinson et al, 2017). Task orientation is when an individual takes part in an activity because of their intrinsic value, and their goals will be measured against their own previous performance (Nicholls, 1989). In contrast to this, individuals who take part in tasks because they are ego orientated, will do so to avoid failure or to prove their competence in the task to others (Nicholls, 1989). These individuals will compare their performance to the performance of their peers. Individuals who adopt a mastery approach have been shown to have higher educational achievements, positive attitudes towards their learning and will be more persistent when they are presented with a difficult task or situation (Ames and Archer, 1988; Meece et al, 1988; Elliott and Dweck, 1988). 
   Both orientations can lead individuals to have high levels of perceived competence in a task, but when failure occurs, individuals who have high ego orientation and low task orientation, may feel more incompetent as they feel more unsuccessful because of their own criteria of success (Hein and Hagger, 2007). These individuals may be more likely to stop engaging with an activity and have lower perceived chances of success, if they have no mastery goals to lean on.  For individuals taking part in a specific activity, their judgement of their own achievements will be subjective, and this can have an influence on their motivation and may impact on their behaviour (Roberts and Treasure, 2012).
   There have been similarities found in both SDT and AGT by several authors (Ntoumanis, 2001; Ryan and Deci, 1995; Standage et al. 2003). They have suggested that high task orientation can satisfy some of the basic psychological needs, in particular, autonomy and competence which can in turn create more self-determined behaviours. Both theories have been used to explain why some people are motivated to engage in physical activity where others may not be, it is important to understand these theories and how they underpin much of the research in this area.

    Motivation can help to promote positive outcomes in physical activity. Participating in regular physical activity is linked to many physical, mental and psychological health benefits in children and adolescents (Robinson et al, 2015; Singh et al, 2012; Andermo et al, 2020). Notwithstanding, there are still many children and adolescents who are not engaging in exercise and physical activity, on a regular basis (Troaino et al, 2008, World Health Organisation, 2020). 
   The Hierarchical Model of Intrinsic and Extrinsic Motivation by Vallerand (1997) explores intrinsic motivation, extrinsic motivation and amotivation at a situational, contextual and global level. The model suggests that motivation varies in type as well as its level of generality. Situational motivation is the motivation an individual has during a specific activity and contextual motivation focuses more on the general activity (Vallerand, 1997). In the instance of this paper, situational would be a specific P.E. task and contextual would be the motivation towards physical activity in general. An example of how this model may work in an educational setting could be running interventions targeting physical activity levels of pupils in schools. These interventions could lead to a change in the contextual motivation of an individual, which could increase the chance of global motivation, such as leading a healthy lifestyle (Almoda et al, 2014).
  Vallerand (1977) proposed that three main effects are associated with motivation, these are affective, cognitive and behavioural. Research (McDonough and Crocker, 2007) has suggested that self-determined motivation and outcomes, is a complex relationship although much research has found that individuals who have higher levels of self-determination will have more positive cognitive, behavioural and affective outcomes in physical activity contexts (Kohlstedt et al, 2013; Wilson et al, 2004).

   Physical activity has been defined by the World Health Organisation (WHO, 2020), as being “any bodily movement produced by skeletal muscles that require energy expenditure”. WHO (2020) states that physical activity refers to “movement during leisure time, for transport to get to and from places or as part of a person’s work”. Margret Whitehead (2019) suggests that physical activity includes “walking and gardening, as well as all forms of sport, dance and other recognised pursuits such as skiing, Pilates and bowling”. 
   There are several contexts where physical activity is important, but this paper is firstly going to focus on educational settings and the motivation of children before exploring motivation of physical activity in leisure settings for adolescents. Physical education has been defined as being education about movement, through movement and in movement (Arnold, 1979). Solomon (2003) suggested that during physical education lessons, the learning is primarily driven by an individual’s own motivation. PE can be seen as a means to promotive physical, affective, cognitive and social development in children and adolescents (Usher et al, 2015). 
  
   In a systematic review by Dumith et al (2011), they found that there is a decline in physical activity levels when children move into adolescence. Further research by Telema et al (2014) supports these findings and identified that when individuals participated in physical activity in childhood, they tended to continue this lifestyle as they moved towards adulthood. The research on motivation behind these changes will now be looked at.
   In this paper early childhood refers to children aged 3 – 7, childhood refers to children aged 7 – 12 and adolescence refers to children aged 12 – 18 (Dumith et al, 2011). In early childhood, competency in Fundamental Movement Skills (FMS) have been shown to increase the amount of physical activity children participate in, throughout their lives (Haywood and Getchell, 2005). Research has found that proficiency in good levels of motor skills during childhood, alongside high perceived competence levels, will have a positive influence on physical activity in adolescence (Barnett et al, 2008). By ensuring motivation in PE lessons is high, alongside increasing FMS proficiency levels and encouraging high levels of perceived competence, children should carry this on throughout their own physical literacy journeys (Martinovic et al, 2011).
  According to SDT, perceived competence levels are an important factor which can influence an individual’s autonomous motivation. Research by Standage et al. in 2005, suggests that when perceived competence levels are high, greater autonomous motivation can be seen. Further research supports this and has found that in children and adolescents aged 7-15 years old, higher levels of perceived competence led to more autonomous motivation (Kalajas-Tilga et al, 2020; Bruijn, 2021). Promoting perceived competence in childhood provides a more likely adherence to a lifelong journey of physical activity (Sebire et al, 2013).
  As individuals get older and move out of childhood and into adolescence, perceived competence levels tend to decrease (Stodden et al, 2008). If perceived competence levels are important in maintaining physical activity levels as discussed above, then should perceived competence be a factor that is implemented in educational contexts for adolescents? Sebire et al (2013) suggested that interventions targeting perceived competence in adolescents, will increased autonomous motivation which aims to allow these individuals to maintain long term physical activity. 
  When exploring the effects of perceived competence on motivational levels to participate in physical activity, the accuracy of self-perceptions should be looked at. A study looking at adolescent girls, found that when they underestimated their perceived competence, they had lower levels of motivation, compared to girls who accurately reported or overestimated their perceived competence levels, as they had higher levels of motivation (Weiss and Horn, 1990). Further, more recent research which supports this has been carried out by Bardid et al (2016). Their research found that children who overestimate or accurately reported high levels of perceived competence of motor skills, also reported higher levels of autonomous motivation in physical activity. One criticism of these studies is that there is no research looking at the longitudinal outcomes of these reports (Henning et al, 2022).
    Research that has focussed on PE in educational settings has looked at the effect that teacher’s motivation has on the motivation levels of their pupils (Ntoumanis, 2001; Standage et al, 2005). They found that motivation which is autonomous has better outcomes leading to positive affect, higher concentration levels, better grades and more willingness to attempt physical activity tasks that are challenging. In contrast to this, pupils who are more controlled, take part in PE in order to gain social acceptance or to prevent internal pressures which highlight introjected regulation, or they may take part in order to avoid confrontation with their teacher, which highlights external regulation (Koka et al, 2019). Earlier research suggests that more controlled motivation and amotivation in PE, has a higher correlation to maladaptive outcomes which can include boredom, unhappiness, a decrease in levels of effort and lower attainment levels (Ntoumanis, 2001). Research, which is underpinned by SDT in PE, has suggested that when pupils perceived their teacher to have controlled behaviours, they led to the pupils displaying more controlled forms of motivation or sometimes, amotivation, as the teachers are not meeting pupils’ basic psychological needs (Bartholomew et al, 2018). Teachers’ motivation appears to be an important factor when discussing motivation in PE and needs to be considered if we want children to have more positive outcomes from educational contexts. 

   The second context which is going to be explored in this paper is leisure time. Leisure time contexts when looking at physical activity include activities such as walking, cycling, aerobic, endurance and resistance exercise (Di Giuseppe et al, 2015). There have been several research studies which have found that the levels of motivation pupils experience in a PE lesson, is related to their levels of motivation when engaging with physical activity outside of educational contexts, specifically in leisure time contexts (Hagger and Chatzisarantis, 2012, 2016). This has been supported by their earlier research in 2003 where they found that autonomous and controlled forms of motivation in PE, were respectively related to adolescent’s forms of motivation whilst participating in physical activity in leisure time contexts. The relationship of these motivational forms can be explained using Vallerand’s (1997) Hierarchical Model of Intrinsic and Extrinsic Motivation, where the relationship between motivation occurs in distinct but similar contexts. The model complements SDT as it promotes and supports an individual’s likelihood to participate in physical activity in an educational context like PE, which may lead to engagement in physical activity in a different context, such as leisure time. If an individual’s educational context is not autonomy supportive, negative behaviours can occur (Vallerand and Ryan, 2002).
     Using SDT as a basis, only a limited number of studies have looked at adolescents perceived controlling behaviours of their PE teachers and the role this has on their physical activity in leisure time (Moreno-Murcia et al, 2018; Hernandez et al, 2019). Hernandez et al (2019) found that when pupils were categorised as less self-determined in PE lessons, they perceived teachers controlling behaviours to be much higher and they reported lower levels of basic psychological needs satisfaction, intentions to engage in physical activity and actual engagement in leisure time physical activity. Moreno-Murcia et al. (2018) concluded that when pupils perceived teachers to have controlling behaviours, they had a negative association with their own global intrinsic motivation. Koka et al (2019) supports this research, they concluded from their findings that adolescent pupils who perceived their teachers as controlling, were less likely to engage in physical activity during their leisure time activities. They suggested that this is because controlling behaviours are more likely to not meet pupils’ basic psychological needs, in particular the need for competence which may be a core reason that adolescents avoid being physical active, outside of educational contexts.

    Whilst exploring the role that motivation plays during adolescence both in education and in leisure time, sex differences need to be explored. There is a wealth of research looking at the differences in sex during adolescence (Dumith et al, 2011; Hallal et al, 2012). This research has found that the biggest decline in physical activity occurs during adolescent girls. Further studies carried out by Robinson et al. (2015; 2017) have found that there are positive associations of competence in FMS and the engagement in physical activity. As discussed previously in this paper, competence in FMS have been found to be important in determining children and adolescent’s levels of physical activity (Barnett et al, 2008). Evidence has shown that girls display lower levels of object control proficiency which may then have a negative effect on the relationship with their physical activity levels (Haywood and Getchell, 2005). Ensuring that interventions for FMS in early childhood targets girls, may allow for them to become proficient in the skills, allowing them to feel competent and have higher levels of perceived competence which they can carry through their physical literacy journey.

  Interventions that have already been put in place to target motivation in physical activity, have proved successful, one of these being the Supportive, Active, Autonomous, Fair and Enjoyable (SAAFE) principles (Lubans, 2012). SAAFE is an evidence-based framework, which has been created to be used in primary schools for PE lessons and after school clubs, as well as leisure time contexts such as community sport settings. The underpinning theories of SAAFE are SDT (Deci and Ryan, 1985), AGT (Nicholls, 1989), competence motivation theory (Harter, 1985) and the TARGET framework (Epstein, 1989). The principles of SAAFE have also been adapted and used to assist physical activity interventions in adolescents (Sutherland et al, 2016). The principles aim to allow for maximum participation in physical activity and the promotion of physical literacy by developing affective, cognitive, motivational and movement skill outcomes (Lubans, 2012). 
  Interventions such as SAAFE (Lubans, 2012) allow for positive outcomes in a range of physical activity contexts, whilst promoting motivation amongst other skills. It is important that children and adolescents are given plentiful opportunities to engage in physical activity to ensure they maintain their motivation to participate in it, throughout their lives.


  This paper has firstly discussed two main theories of motivation, self-determination theory and achievement goal theory. It then looked at positive outcomes that arise from participating in physical activity including the affective, behavioural and cognitive outcomes. The paper explored research looking at different contexts, specifically educational contexts and leisure contexts. It focussed on physical activity outcomes that motivation plays a part in during childhood and adolescents and considered the impact that perceived competence has on motivational levels as well as the impact teacher’s motivation has on students.
The argument presented in this paper is that motivation does play an important role in an individual’s likelihood to participate in physical activity in PE and leisure time, in turn allowing for positive outcomes such as mental and physical health benefits.
From the research discussed and critiqued, there needs to be continuing research looking at early childhood and motivation as there is a multitude of studies exploring childhood and adolescents, but these have tended to focus on ages ten and above. Although perceived competence in early childhood has been researched, delving into the role that motivation plays will allow this gap in the literature to begin to be filled.
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