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S
ay you are a parent trying to
get your son to aim for all
A*s in the Primary School
Leaving Examination
(PSLE). To get him to work

hard, you promise him a reward – a
trip to Disneyland or the sleek, new
iPad, $150 for every A*.

Sounds like a sure-win strategy,
and you know others who have
used it to good effect. What child
can resist the promise of a big re-
ward?

And all you want is for him to
ace the PSLE and make it to a top
secondary school, because he will
then sail through the rest of his
school days and be set for life.

Hold on just a minute, says moti-
vational psychology expert Richard
Ryan from Rochester University,
New York.

That is definitely the wrong tac-
tic if you want your child to fly solo
and take responsibility for his own
learning.

“If a parent were to say, ‘I will
give you this if you achieve all As’,
the child is likely to do it for that re-
ward,” he says. “It also means that
subsequently, he will think, well,
the only reason to learn is to get
the reward. If I am not getting the
reward that I want, I am not inter-
ested in learning.”

The negative consequences are
not always immediately apparent,
and this strategy puts the responsi-
bility for learning on the parent.

“Now the parent is the one who
has to monitor the child, instead of
a child assimilating and really inter-
nalising the value of learning and
hard work, which is really what we
want to develop,” Professor Ryan
says.

Parents can show they appreci-
ate their children’s effort without
killing the motivation to learn.

“It would be better if a parent, af-
ter his child does well, says, ‘Let’s

go out and celebrate, we will have a
meal or something.’ In my country,
it’s always pizza. This is not under-
mining, because it is acknowledg-
ing and celebrating something com-
petently done,” he says.

Prof Ryan, visiting professor at
the National Institute of Education,
explains that the notion that re-
wards and punishments can moti-
vate or reinforce a desired response
is the behaviourist way of thinking.

Popularised by American psy-
chologist Burrhus Frederic Skinner
in the 1950s, that approach not on-
ly dominated psychology’s land-
scape for many years, but has also
been applied in many areas from ed-
ucation to business.

But in the 1980s, Prof Ryan and
his colleague Edward Deci devel-
oped a different view called the
“self-determination theory”, argu-
ing that if teachers or parents use re-
inforcements and rewards to get stu-
dents to behave or score in a test,
the children’s motivation will be de-
pendent on the reward.

“And once the reward is over,
they’ll do no more. You’re not help-
ing their interests grow,” he says.

He drills a little deeper into the
self-determination theory to ex-
plain further.

All humans have three basic, in-
nate, psychological needs: the need
to belong or feel connected, the
need to feel competent, and the
need for autonomy or self-determi-
nation.

“When those needs are satisfied,
we’re motivated, productive and

happy. When they are thwarted,
our motivation, productivity and
happiness plummet,” he says.

“It begins with the premise that
people are already pretty motivat-
ed.

“We are naturally motivated to
be curious and to learn. This is real-
ly different from theories that state
that people are not very motivated

creatures, and that you have to do
something to them to get them to
act.”

He recalls some of the research
that he and Professor Deci did to
show their theory was true.

One experiment, renowned in
psychology now, was done by Prof
Deci using the Soma cube puzzle –
similar to a Rubik’s Cube. He divid-

ed college students into two groups
and gave each group a Soma cube
and an assortment of magazines.

He told them to work on the puz-
zle, but he offered to pay the mem-
bers of one group for each design
they correctly assembled.

After some time, he told the stu-
dents the exercise was done and
said he would leave them for about
10 minutes while he went to record
data and would return with a ques-
tionnaire.

In fact, he stepped out to contin-
ue observing the two groups with-
out them knowing. He saw a notice-
able difference: To a significant de-
gree, the participants who had
been promised payment were more
likely to put down the puzzles and
pick up the magazines to read. Par-
ticipants who were promised no
money, on the other hand, were
more likely to continue working on
the puzzles.

It showed that the offer of a
monetary reward based on perform-
ance had the effect of dampening
the desire of that group of partici-
pants to continue working on the
puzzle.

For the paid group, the focus
had shifted from the activity to the
compensation.

In the decades since, there have
been hundreds more studies by sci-
entists worldwide, with many test-
ing the theory on everything from
smoking cessation to weight loss
and exercise.

Many arrived at the same conclu-
sion, Prof Ryan says.

“Human beings have an innate
drive to be autonomous, self-deter-
mined, and connected to one an-
other. When these needs are met,
the actions of people – be they stu-
dents or employees – will be rooted
not by short-term and inconsistent
extrinsic motivation, but by sustain-
ing, ingrained and habitual intrin-
sic motivation.”

Of course, critics also point to
evidence to the contrary. It is not
hard to find children who read
more books when promised a new

toy or teenagers who improve their
grades when promised a shiny new
gadget.

Prof Ryan admits readily that re-
wards can be powerful motivators.

“The danger is that they may be
powerful in a not-so-helpful way or
even in a bad way,” he says.

He gives the example of a chief
executive officer who is promised a
huge bonus if he raises his compa-
ny’s stock price.

“He may well reach that target.
But he may use unethical methods
to reach that target and what he
does may have bad consequences
for people down the road.”

He adds that often, rewards are
given for outcomes as opposed to
valued behaviour.

“When you reward outcomes,
you also reward any behaviours
that get to the outcome, whether
good or not.”

Coming back to the pressing is-
sue for many parents – on how to
encourage their children to do well
in an examination – if rewards di-
minish motivation, what is a par-
ent to do?

Prof Ryan says: “There is noth-
ing wrong with giving things to
your child. The issue is with mak-
ing them contingent on perform-
ance outcomes.

“A reward that acknowledges a
great effort is more effective than
one that is promised upfront for get-
ting an A. Appreciation is always a
better motivator than control.”

Encouraging a child to do his or
her best is enough.

“Conveying that you will love
your child just as much no matter
what the outcome is not only sup-
portive, but it may also reduce anxi-
ety, which itself can compromise
performance,” he says.

“There is no evidence that pres-
sure helps students do better.”

And what if a child does not de-
liver straight As? How do parents
who are disappointed that their
children are not stars after all still
motivate them to be the best they
can be?

Prof Ryan advises parents to
acknowledge that, given the way ex-
aminations are marked, not every
child can be at the very top.

“But should we love them less?
That will never help them succeed
in life, and the evidence shows this
has many long-term costs,” he says.

“In fact, success in life is more
likely related to feeling a sense of
confidence and security that comes
from parents who support their
child through successes and set-
backs.”

Parents motivate their children
best by conveying and modelling
the right values, and showing care,
concern and helpfulness when
they encounter obstacles and diffi-
culties.

“When they seem to be with-
drawing effort, we can help most
by gentle enquiry into the obsta-
cles, conveying the importance of
effort, and helping them organise
their efforts to be the best students
and people they can be,” he says.

“People focused on rewards miss
out on the inner resources of intrin-
sic motivation and volition. We are
most engaged and do our most crea-
tive work when we feel that we are
acting according to our own will on
behalf of goals we find meaning-
ful.”
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L What do you think of the
Edusave character awards
introduced here recently for
students who show good
character and exemplary
values, and the fact that they
are tied to cash amounts of up
to $500?
First, I would like to applaud the
ministry’s efforts to signal to
students that it values good
character as much as academic
achievement.

The ministry is saying: “We
value other aspects of your
development and we want to
demonstrate that and
acknowledge that.” And that is a
good thing.

But having said that, schools
must ensure that the awards are
used in the right way. If poorly
implemented, it will diminish
intrinsic motivation.

First, there is nothing wrong
with giving awards. Just don’t tie
them to performance outcomes.
A reward that acknowledges a
great effort is more effective than
one that is promised upfront.

I am reminded of a similar
award scheme that was tried out
in the public schools in
Rochester a few years ago, for
students who were most helpful
towards their peers.

It resulted in students going
out of their way to make sure
they did something helpful
when the teacher was looking.
But that meant that they were
also less likely to do something
helpful when the teacher was not
present.

But there are also schools
which do aspects of character
education well. I know of a
school in Rochester that wanted
to promote volunteerism among
its students.

And it did this effectively by
giving an award to a group of
students who volunteered at a
hospice. The award was the
opportunity to travel to India to
work at a hospice there.

That’s an extension of the

work that the students had been
doing and it served to further
their interest in the area.

This is similar to a
high-achieving student who is
awarded a scholarship. It helps
them to continue to excel in a
field without undermining their
interest in it.

L You did a study that found
that people are happier and
healthier on weekends. Why is
that so?
Yes, our study found that
workers, from labourers to
lawyers, had this big burst of
well-being on weekends.

They not only had better
moods, but also more energy and
fewer aches and pains from
Friday evening to Sunday
afternoon.

The “weekend effect, as we
call it, again goes back to our self
determination theory – it is due
to the freedom to choose one’s
activities and the opportunity to

spend time with loved ones,
which we call relatedness.

People experience greater
autonomy and relatedness which
are, in turn, related to higher
wellness.

In contrast, the work week is
full of activities involving
external controls, time pressures
and demands on behaviour
related to work, childcare and
other constraints.

L Based on your work, what is
your best piece of advice to
bosses?
The one thing research definitely
shows is that when people have
more autonomy, they are likely
to function optimally.

The problem is that most of
us, when we are motivating
other people, just don’t trust that
and use controls instead.

When you give people
autonomy in what they do –
whether they are children, teens
or adults – they are likely to be
more self-motivated, more
energised, and perform better
than when they are controlled.

AN ACTIVE ROLE IN EDUCATION

ON AWARDS AND AUTONOMY
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Should you reward
your child for A grades?
Psychology expert
warns that the child
may end up seeing
a reward as the goal

What makes people happy
According to the self-determination theory, all humans
have three basic psychological needs: the need to
belong or feel connected, the need to feel competent,
and the need for autonomy or self-determination.
“When those needs are satisfied, we’re motivated,
productive and happy. When they are thwarted, our
motivation, productivity and happiness plummet,” Prof
Ryan says.

Encourage effort
“A reward that acknowledges a great effort is more
effective than one that is promised upfront for getting
an A. Appreciation is always a better motivator than
control.”

What if my child can’t deliver top results?
“Should we love them less? That will never help them
succeed in life, and the evidence shows this has many
long-term costs. Success in life is more likely related to
feeling a sense of confidence and security that comes
from parents who support their child through successes
and setbacks.”
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