
Motivation Part 1. How can we create optimal 
learning environments? 
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Motivating others 

I think it is safe to assume that those of us who coach, lead or instruct other people would 
like them to leave each session they have with us feeling happy. Buzzing even. Keen to 
come back and do more with us. Motivated to go and practice what they have learnt, and 
enjoy it in their free time. I also think that we would all like to be able to influence our 
own motivation too. We would like to recognise elements that are supporting or 
thwarting our motivation and be able to change them or at least understand and accept 
them. 

The statistics available on regular participation in sports make rather sobering reading, 
and numbers are consistently lower for women and girls, and minority groups. According 
to a Sport Wales statement from 2017, “Currently 576,000 women in Wales report not 
participating in any form of activity, while just over half (54%) of women say they’ve 
done at least one sporting activity in the last four weeks compared to 63% of men. 
Research shows a lack of confidence, fear of judgement, a perceived inability or no one to 



go along to something new with are common factors that prevent women and girls from 
getting more active”10. Can we, as practitioners, have any influence on the motivation and 
continued participation of those do come along to our sessions? Are we able to help 
increase the number of people who will get hooked on our sports and continue to 
participate long term, including ourselves? 

My interest in motivation was particularly influenced by the way my son responded to 
the learning environments he experienced when he was young. At the age of eight, he 
asked if he could go to the local canoeing club with his best friend from school. I thought 
it was a great idea. He had played for years in boats with me and really enjoyed it, surely 
it would be so much more fun with his friends! I went to pick him up after the club 
session expecting a happy excited little boy. But he had hated it. When I asked him why, 
he told me that canoeing was boring; they were not allowed to play like he did with me, 
they didn’t let him do the things that he was good at, or be with his friend. Not only did 
he not go back to the club, but he also lost interest in coming to boat with me too. 
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Then, ten years later, after a conversation with total strangers in the local canoe shop, he 
joined the Bangor University Canoe Polo club for practice. One session with them and he 
was hooked! 



Ten years later he is still playing and paddling. I was curious… How could one experience 
put him off so completely, and another inspire so much. What if we (as coaches, leaders 
and parents) could be more savvy about ensuring that all those who come to us have a 
positive motivational experience? 

 
Motivation Theories 

There are many theories about motivation, but the one we’ll look at here is particularly 
useful for sports coaches and leaders. It is called the Self Determination Theory2, or SDT 
for short. SDT is made up of a number of micro-theories one of which is called the Basic 
Psychological Needs Theory. According to the Basic Psychological Needs Theory, 
motivation to engage in an activity is influenced by the support, and subsequent 
satisfaction of, three innate basic needs. These are the need for: 

1. Autonomy (a sense of control over your own life and personal volition), 
2. Competence (the need to be effective and skilful), 
3. Relatedness (the desire to feel connected to, and cared for, by others). 

Motivation to engage in something (anything) can be enhanced by the satisfaction of any, 
but optimised by the satisfaction of all three, basic psychological needs. There is evidence 
that the needs are of differing importance to people, but they still all need to be satisfied2. 
Interestingly, the satisfaction of these basic needs is not only very important for 
continued engagement in an activity, but also for overall health and well-being. 
Research into the Basic Psychological Needs Theory has provided a considerable amount 
of supporting evidence from many different domains, including educational learning4, 
health and well-being7, motivation to engage in activities8 and adherence to prescribed 
exercise regimes6. 
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How does satisfying basic needs influence motivation? 

Human beings are not just processors of neutral information. In any context, we are 
inherently driven towards being creative and curious. This means that we will actively 
seek opportunities to satisfy our needs; to be masters of our own destiny, to be effective 
and feel connected2. If we engage in a behaviour that leads to our needs being satisfied, 
the motivation to continue to engage in that behaviour becomes more self-
determined.  This means that we will regulate our own behaviour, and become self-
motivated. 

The reason for engaging in any behaviour falls on a continuum of being more or less self-
determined. At one end is non-self-determined behaviour, or ‘Amotivation’ (that just 
means no motivation). This is when we do not engage at all. We don’t go to the gym or go 
running. We don’t do any exercise, or eat well, get up early, do the washing up, or 
whatever the behaviour is. The proposed reasons for this include; because the outcome is 
either not valued (relatedness), not perceived as being in our control (autonomy), or not 
perceived as being attainable by us (competence). At the other end is self-
determined behaviour. This is when we engage in an activity purely for its own sake with 
no discernible reward. Just the pure joy of doing it! If you are motivated in this way you 
are said to have intrinsic motivation, internal behavioural regulation and an internal 
locus of causality. If that all sounds like another language, don’t worry, this is what it 
means: 

  

1. Intrinsic motivation: the motivation to engage in behaviour comes from within you, 
2. Internal behavioural regulation: you regulate your own behaviour and are in control of 

whether you act on the motivation to engage or not, 
3. Internal locus of causality: you believe that you are the cause (and therefore, in control), 

of the outcomes of your behaviour. 

  

So, how do our behaviours become more self-determined? 

Before we have actually had a go at something, it is unusual to be motivated purely for 
the joy of doing it. To begin with, most of the things we do are non-self-determined. You 
might have started the sport you now coach because it was taught in school, or maybe 
your parents took you, or your friends invited you to have a go. I’m guessing it was a good 
experience if you still not only love it, but are coaching it now. Your motivation to 
continue your sport became self-determined over time because you were within a 
rewarding social context and your basic needs for relatedness, competence and autonomy 
were being satisfied. 



  

Types of motivation and the degree of behavioural regulation (adapted from Deci & Ryan, 
2008) 

Type of Motivation Degree of Behavioural 
Regulation 

Description 

A M O T I V A T I O N  I T ’ S  N O T  H A P P E N I N G !  
N O T  A C H I E V A B L E /  I N  
C O N T R O L  

E X T R I N S I C  E X T E R N A L  V E R Y  L O W  
E X T E R N A L L Y  
C O N T R O L L E D  

E X T R I N S I C  I N T R O J E C T E D  M O D E R A T E L Y  L O W  I N T E R N A L L Y  C O N T R O L L E D  
( S E L F - E S T E E M )  

E X T R I N S I C  I D E N T I F I E D  M O D E R A T E L Y  H I G H  I D E N T I F I E S  W I T H  
I M P O R T A N C E  

E X T R I N S I C  I N T E G R A T E D  V E R Y  H I G H  
P A R T  O F  T H E  S E N S E  O F  
S E L F  

I N T R I N S I C  M O T I V A T I O N  T R Y  S T O P P I N G  M E !  
F O R  T H E  I N H E R E N T  
P L E A S U R E  

  

However, the structure of coaching sessions (and most goal-directed behaviour in sport) 
is typically determined by the coach. Even beginners in supervised sessions have little 
control over what they do, and deliberate practice has been seen as something that is not 
enjoyable, but essential to do to become competent3. Participants are often expected to 
motivate themselves and take full responsibility for their motivation. But, if we accept 
that the learning environment has a huge impact on motivation, we can make 
adjustments to it that would support the three basic psychological needs of those we 
coach. We can create optimal learning environments for those we coach. 

This would lead to more of their needs being satisfied, practice behaviours becoming 
more self-determined, and to an increase in motivation, engagement and well-being. This 
is where we come in. As coaches, leaders and instructors we have a considerable amount 
of control over the learning environment that we create, and how it is experienced by 
those we coach. In part 2 we will explore in detail how to create more motivational 
learning environments for those we are coaching. 
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