THE CURRENT STATE OF MOTIVATION THEORY:
THE SELF-REGULATED VISITOR

Motivation has always played an
important role in museum learning for
without it visitors would never darken
our doors, much less become engaged
with our exhibits to the point where
learning could occur. Yet motivation
remains vague in the minds of many
practitioners who express concern
about their desire to motivate visitors
but who do not know exactly how to
go about doing that. The psychologi-
cal field of motivation adds to this
dilemma by offering a variety of theo-
ries from which to choose.

Should a practitioner consider
some sort of extrinsic motivators?
How does one implement goal
theory? Is self-efficacy theory the
answer in museums? But then there
is the range of intrinsic motivational
theories. And what about the claim
that extrinsic motivators are detrimen-
tal to intrinsic motivation? Don’t we
want our visitors to be self motivated?
Where should the museum practitio-
ner turn in order to find a good
theory?

Much current motivation theory
places a heavy emphasis on the self-
regulating role of the individual visi-
tor. In fact, contemporary motiva-
tional theorists see motivation more
broadly as a process of intrinsic regu-
lation by individual learners as op-
posed to a process of extrinsic con-
trol by a more powerful external en-
tity.

Motivation in the Behaviorist Era

A traditional view of learning is
one in which the learner is trained to
exhibit appropriate behaviors through
rewards and punishments. Motivation
for the behaviorist was seen as a pro-
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cess of controlling learners; external
rewards were provided to assuage felt
needs in an effort to attain externally
imposed goals. The psychological
roots of motivation lie in the behav-
iorist tradition and the motivational
theories that resulted from animal
experiments. The fallacy in this think-
ing, however, is that human beings
bring a different dynamic to motiva-
tional theorizing that renders much of
the animal work inadequate to explain
human motivation. Yet much of the
behaviorist tradition lingers in psy-
chological thinking concerning
motivation.

Motivation in Transition

It was during the 1970s and 1980s
that theorists became concerned with
intrinsic motivation. Learners who
are intrinsically motivated engage in
an activity for its own sake, finding
satisfaction in their interactions with
their environment. Such learners per-

ceive themselves to be the locus of
causality and, therefore, are consid-
ered intrinsically motivated
(deCharms, 1968). During this tran-
sition period it was thought that re-
wards would interfere with, reduce,
or even eliminate intrinsic motivation.

This interference with intrinsic
motivation was called undermining.
Research from the 1970s and 1980s
tended to support the conclusion that
extrinsic rewards “ cost” (Lepper &
Greene, 1978) in terms of decreased
intrinsic motivation. In other words,
the individual’s motivation was
thought to shift from the intrinsic fac-
tors that originally motivated the ac-
tivity to engaging in the activity solely
for the reward. Theorists began to re-
fer to this undermining as
overjustification. In other words, the
combination of intrinsic and extrin-
sic motivators “overjustified” engag-
ing in the behavior, leading to a re-

duction in intrinsic motivation.
(continued on next page)

Table 1.
Types of Extrinsic Regulation (adapted from Rigby, et al., 1992).

Type of Extrinsic
Regulation

Locus of Control

Example

External Regulation

Contingencies external
to the individual.

Behaves in response to
rewards or punishments.

Introjected Regulation

Internal pressures such as
those related to self-esteem.

Behaves as one thinks
he/she should to avoid
feeling guilty.

[dentified Regulation

Internal, due to the behavior
being adopted as one’s own.

Behavior is viewed as
personally important.

Integrated Regulation

Internal, due to integration
into one’s sense of self.

Behavior is in total
harmony with one’s
sense of self-no need to
even pause and consider
alternative behavior.
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The work of Rigby, et al. (1992),
however, represents the transition
from the argument over the intrinsic-
extrinsic dichotomy and the argu-
ments over undermining to a more
individualized view of motivation.
Rigby and his colleagues began look-
ing at the processes of internalization
and integration, saying that ““ the ten-
dency to explore and to assimilate is
an innate endowment of the human
being . . . it is intrinsic to the organ-
ism” (1992, p. 166). This view as-
sumes that manyof the pressures to
engage in one behavior or another
originates from extrinsic sources and
that the degree to which the extrinsic
motivator has become internalized
and integrated into the individual’s
self determines the ability of an ex-
ternal prompt to motivate behavior.

Recent Perspectives

Rigby, et al. (1992) moved the
transitory work of Deci and Ryan
(1985) along by positing a continuum
of extrinsic regulation. This so called
“differentiated view” develops four
types of regulation that varies (differ-
entiates) according to the degree to

which the control is considered self-
determined by the individual. See
Table 1 for a summary.

In this view the regulation is con-
sidered to be external, introjected,
identified, or integrated. External
regulation embodies the traditional
view of extrinsic rewards in that the
behavior exhibited by the learner is
exhibited in order to do the bidding
of another. Introjected regulation is
a bit more internalized than external
regulation but not integrated. With
introjected regulation the learner be-
haves in the way that he/she feels oth-
ers expect them to behave; the learner
responds to social pressures to con-
form. Identified regulation moves yet
a step closer to totally integrated regu-
lation. When the behavior has been
internalized to the extent that the
learner considers it personally impor-
tant, the learner has come to identify
him/herself with that behavior. Iden-
tified behavior lacks only one step
from becoming totally integrated into
the learner’s self. Integrated regula-
tion results when the learner has to-
tally integrated the behavior. The
motivation comes from the fact that

totally integrated behaviors are in
harmony with the learner’s sense of
self; the behavior is so much a part of
the self that action is motivated almost
automatically.

The work done by Rigby, et al.
(1992), therefore, signals a modera-
tion in the debate that consumed the
field in the 1970s and 1980s that ex-
trinsic pressures are antithetical to
intrinsic motivation. By developing
the continuum described above,
Rigby, et al. have provided a method
to link the external motivators that
abound in the world with the impor-
tant concept of intrinsic motivation.
In fact, a relatively recent meta-analy-
sis by Cameron and Pierce (1994) has
shown that extrinsic rewards do not
permanently interfere with intrinsic
motivation unless they are given in-
discriminately, that is, without regard
to accomplishment of pre-specified
goals.

Motivation in the Museum

This progression in the history of
motivation theory from reward and
punishment to a view of human learn-

ers as autonomous and self-regulated
(continued on page 12)

Table 2.
Elements of the Attention Model for Museum Exhibits (adapted from Lightner, in press)
Construct Definition Example’
Enduring This is an individual characteristic that is idiosyn- A group of three mechanical engineers from the

Personal Interest

cratic; becomes a stable attribute of the individual,
once initially formed.

U.S. were interested in “mechanical transportation
in general.”

Curiosity

This is a characteristic of the population; people
tend to be curious in the presence of novel stimuli.

A representative comment is: “I thought how huge
it was—massive. And how complicated it must
have been back at that time to design and build
something like that. I've been around, but this
thing’s huge!”

Connections to
Personal History

Another idiosyncratic characteristic that depends
upon whether an individual visitor has personal
connections through family, family friends, or
personal friends who have historical connections
to the objects exhibited or to the historical context
that the objects represent.

A female visitor said, “Reminds me, when we lived
in Ohio, every morning we would hear the whistle
from the train and | always thought, ‘I would like
to ride a train like that someday.”

Group Influence

Here, interactions with the exhibit (Diamond, 1986)
are influenced by group interactions.

Any group member can bring his/her influence to
bear: “The grandson brought us over hers.”
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bodes well for museum practice. The
fact that visitors are motivated enough
to come to our institutions in the first
place can be construed to mean that
they are in a motivationally ready
state to become further motivated in
any one of our exhibits or galleries.

The question becomes one of ask-
ing what we must do within any given
exhibit in order to make a bridge from
the exhibit presentation to the inter-
ests and expectations that visitors
bring with them when they come to
the museum. An empirical study by
Lightner (in preparation) developed
an Attention Model for Museum Ex-
hibits and suggests that visitors are
motivated to attend on the basis of
their interests and/or the relevance of
the exhibit. See Table 2 on previous
page for a summary.

The four constructs in Table 2 fit
within the two categories of interest
(i.e., enduring personal interest and
curiosity) and relevance (i.e., connec-
tions to personal history and group
influence). Each of the first three are
representative of the autonomous or
self-determined nature of motivation
as currently defined by contemporary
motivational theorists with the fourth,
group influence, falls on the extrin-
sic regulation continuum of Rigby, et
al. (1992). An exhibit can motivate
visitors’ attention through the use of
these four constructs.

Autonomous learners develop per-
sonal interests over the course of their
lifetimes. As these interests become
more integrated into their own sense
of self, such interests can be referred
to as enduring personal interests. One
individual many develop an enduring
personal interest in Impressionist
painting while another develops an
enduring personal interest in antique
clocks. This kind of interest, in fact,
becomes so integrated that the person
is often identified by his or her friends
according to their enduring personal
interest. Museum exhibits that make
potential areas of interest explicit

have a better chance of motivating
attention than do exhibits that leave
these connections to the visitor.

Most if not all learners exhibit a
degree of curiosity. Curiosity may be
considered as a kind of generalized
interest within the human species in
any kind of novel stimuli. There is a
strong motivation to reduce the level
of uncertainty that any uncommon or
unique stimulus engenders. Many
exhibits contain a number of features
that elicit visitors’ curiosity but often
contain nothing to help satiate that
curiosity. Without these, attention
motivated by curiosity will become
frustrated and non productive.

Motivation is strong when a visi-
tor can make connections with his or
her own personal history. Attention
is strongly engaged in such cases,
making for multiple opportunities for
additional learning to occur. Exhib-
its that can make explicit those as-
pects that can connect to the indi-
vidual’ s past have a strong draw on
the visitor’s attentional resources.

Finally, group influence can be-
come operational as other members
in the visiting group make their own
connections through the previously
described constructs and transmit
these connections to their group
mates. The group can make the ex-
hibit relevant by performing an inter-
pretive function and communicating
connections to others in the group.
Exhibits that facilitate discussion
among visiting groups can provide the
kind of scaffolding that will permit
additional learning through interac-
tion.

The Attention Model provides
some preliminary insight into some
of the factors that can motivate visi-
tors to attend to a museum exhibit.
In doing so, the model makes it clear
that the self-determined visitor en-
gages in some very complex motiva-
tional processes. It would appear,
therefore, that good interpretation of
exhibits that can assist the visitor in

making clear personal connections
and that also elicits interactions
amongst group members is the best
answer to the question of how to take
motivational theories and incorporate
them into practice.

Summary

This paper has briefly summa-
rized the historical record of the evo-
lution of motivational theories in
rather broad terms. The behaviorist
tradition, grounded in animal studies,
still has a great influence in motiva-
tional thinking with regard to rewards
and conditioning of behavior. Despite
this, however, motivational theorists
are adopting a more organismic view
of an autonomous and self-deter-
mined individual. This change began
during the 1970s and 1980s with the
renewed interest in intrinsic motiva-
tion and the concern that extrinsic
motivators might permanently inter-
fere with intrinsic motivation. In the
1990s this view has been moderated
as theorists have come to view the
individual as autonomous and able to
internalize and integrate extrinsic
motivators to varying degrees.

The learning environment in the
museum, with its free choice nature,
is an ideal setting for self-determined
learners. In the end the real challenge
is to make exhibits less opaque by
providing the kind of excellent inter-
pretation that will cue visitors to con-
nections that can be made to their
enduring personal interests, curiosity,
or personal history while also mak-
ing group interactions easy and natu-
ral. If we provide this kind of scaf-
folding, museum visitors will exercise
their autonomy in ways that will mo-
tivate them to attend to and learn from
our exhibits.
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