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Motivation of behavior 
takes many forms, not all 
of which are volitional 
or authentic. Sometimes 
people are intrinsically 
motivated—and 
sometimes they have 

to be pressured or compelled to work. Self-
determination theory (SDT) distinguishes 
motivations by the degree to which they 
are autonomous, or willingly done, versus 
controlled by external rewards or pressures. 
People’s quality of engagement, persistence 
and well-being are strongly affected by how 
autonomous or controlled they feel, a finding 
replicated across settings and cultures. In 
this talk Dr. Ryan provides an overview of 
SDT, with emphasis on research in education, 
sports, parenting and work. He details how 
students’ performance and well-being are 
affected by the motivational strategies of 
parents, teachers, managers, and coaches. 
He also highlights some unique phenomena, 
such as why video games are so addictive, 
why people can’t wait for the weekend, and 
why we are intrinsically motivated to help 
others. He is currently Professor at the Institute 
for Positive Psychology and Education in Sydney 
Australia, and Professor of Psychology at the 
University of Rochester.
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