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1

ACTIVATED MOTIVATION

Self-Determination Theory [7, 13, 14] is a decades-old, widely-validated macro-theory that describes
human motivation. Generally, it defines motivation on a spectrum ranging from amotivation, or
a lack of motivation, to extrinsic motivation driven by external factors like rewards, to intrinsic
motivation associated with one’s internal enjoyment or interest. Moreover, the theory establishes
the benefits of more internal forms of motivation: individuals acting with internal forms of motivation will tend to feel more open and curious, be more persistent, and are more likely to succeed at
difficult tasks [8, 13, 14]. Indeed, these concepts have been widely validated, and have been shown
to provide a practical framework for technology design [9]. However, researchers have also argued
that current engagement with the theory is shallow [11, 12], particularly some of the concepts
described in Self-Determination Theory’s ‘micro-theories’ [9].
Causality Orientations Theory [7, 13, 14], one such micro-theory, describes how an individual’s
motivation shapes their behaviour. It defines three orientations that individuals take on in pursuit
of a goal: those with autonomy orientation are driven by internal factors like their own interests and
opportunities for growth; those with controlled orientation are driven by external contingencies and
power structures; and those with impersonal orientation are driven by the need to avoid negative
consequences like performance anxiety or failure [13]. Like the benefits associated with more
internal motivation, individuals who are autonomously oriented will tend to perform better, invest
more effort, be more persistent, and enjoy a task more than those with controlled or impersonal
orientations [10]. These traits have been found to translate to concrete outcomes like task time,
effort, and performance in experimental settings [8, 18].
Critically, the psychology literature has also shown that an individual’s orientation can be primed,
through environmental messaging like text, music, or images — an effect called activated motivation
[18]. That is, individuals can be prompted to take on an autonomy orientation for a task, and in
doing so also take on its many benefits. Activated motivation has been demonstrated in experimental, short-term contexts for a wide range of activities, including education, sports training,
and medicine adherence [8, 18]. However, it’s not clear how priming can be implemented in the
interactive computer systems people use on a daily basis for self-improvement, and so the potential
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benefits of activated motivation for remain unexplored. I propose that there is an opportunity for
HCI researchers to use activated motivation to promote health in interactive technologies, and to
develop guidance for how and when it can most effectively be integrated into computer interfaces.
2

BIO AND RESEARCH EXPERIENCE

My lab, the HCI and Health Lab at the University of Waterloo, investigates how to effectively
design, build, and deploy self-improvement technology. This research applies our expertise in
technology design and evaluation to domains with pressing needs like education [5, 6, 15, 16],
nutrition [1, 2], and mental health [3, 4]. For instance, Marcela Bomfim is exploring the use of
gameful techniques to motivate fewer impulse purchases when grocery shopping [1, 2]. Similarly,
Tina Chan used Self-Determination Theory as a design guide to motivate peer-to-peer support
in Cognitive Behavioural Therapy [3, 4]. Mila Tahai applied developed an educational game for
children with attention-deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) [15, 16].
However, in exploring SDT, our work has also identified obstacles to the development of these
technologies in practice. In particular, there’s little guidance for when a gameful intervention will
be most effective, compared to, for example, simple visualizations [1]. This realization aligns with
calls-to-action in the CHI Play community to more deeply engage with Self-Determination Theory
(e.g., [17]), and points to a need for deeper engagement with existing theory on motivation.
On a personal note — I’m still a novice when it comes to SDT. But I’m keen to learn more, and I
am particularly excited for the opportunity to attend this workshop. Thank you for creating this
opportunity!
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