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Motivation on a Per-Second Timescale: Examining Approach–Avoidance Motivation 

During L2 Task Performance 

Examining motivation from a dynamic perspective just might be an embarrasse de 

riches. There certainly are a number of conceptual and methodological challenges presented by a 

dynamic perspective (de Bot et al., 2007; Howe & Lewis, 2005; Poupore, 2013); the chapters in 

this volume show that research is beginning to work out some problems even as other challenges 

reveal themselves. New understandings of motivation processes can be gained by examining real 

people interacting with language in real time. The dynamic approach taken in the present study 

looks at the motivation process up-close, as it unfolds within a set of language tasks. If prior 

research has taken a snapshot of the effects of motivation in order to examine relationships 

among variables (see Dörnyei, 2005; Gardner, 1985, 2010), the present method is more like 

studying a series of short films, where actors improvise their performances while being recorded 

on video (MacIntyre, 2012). Our approach in the present study uses a novel, idiodynamic 

methodology to capture fluctuations in approach/avoidance tendencies that lie at the core of 

motivation. 

In general, motivation can be defined as the force that gives behaviour its energy and 

direction (Reeve, 2009). Perhaps the most basic motivational tendency is to either approach or to 

avoid an object, another person or an activity (Eder et al., 2013). The strength of particular 

approach and avoidance trajectories varies over time as both the person and the circumstances 

change, but basic tendencies to either approach or avoid can be found in low level brain-based 

processes (Gray, 1982; Gray & McNaughton, 2000; Gray et al., 2000). The neurobiological 

physiology of the individual is reflected in activation of the behavioural inhibition system (BIS), 

which puts the brakes on behaviour in certain types of situations. The BIS functions to restrain 



MOTIVATION ON A PER-SECOND TIMESCALE 5 

action by increasing sensitivity to punishment (Amodio et al., 2008; Carver & White, 1994; Gray 

& McNaughton, 2000). The behavioural activation system (BAS) has the opposite function, 

easing restraints on action and moving the person toward desirable goals, heightening the 

sensitivity to various types of rewards. Both systems influence ongoing behaviour, with approach 

and avoidance tendencies operating in concert, but somewhat independently, as behaviour 

unfolds in real time (see for example the Epstein & Fenz (1965) classic study of skydivers). The 

ongoing negotiation between the relative strengths of the approach and avoidance tendencies 

gives motivation its phenomenological quality (such as ‘This task sounds interesting’ vs. ‘I don’t 

want any part of this task’). We tend to approach people, objects and situations that are 

interesting, desirable, attractive, enjoyable and so on; we tend to avoid threats, signs of danger 

and items that are unpleasant. (There also is a vast array of items that are ignored because they 

do not activate either an approach or avoidance system). We feel a conflicted state of 

ambivalence when both approach and avoidance tendencies are strong at the same time (see 

MacIntyre, 2007). Research in the literature on second language acquisition (SLA) has yet to 

consider motivation from such a nitty-gritty perspective.  

Much of the previous research on motivation in SLA has been associated with either (1) 

Gardner’s Integrative Motive or (2) Dörnyei’s second language (L2) Self System. The integrative 

motive generally proposes that language learning is energized by positive attitudes toward the 

target language group, emotional engagement and a willingness to invest effort in learning 

(Gardner, 1985, 2010; MacIntyre et al., 2009; Masgoret & Gardner, 2003). The other principal 

conceptual scheme is the L2 Motivational Self System, composed of: the ideal L2 self, the 

ought-to L2 self and the L2 learning experience (Dörnyei, 2005). The ideal self reflects a future-

oriented vision of what a learner might like to be, including speaking a new language and 
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interacting with others who also speak the language, and has consistently been shown to 

correlate with measures of language learning (see Csizér & Kormos, 2009; Dörnyei & Chan, 

2013; Henry, 2009; Magid & Chan, 2012). The ought-to self ‘concerns the attributes that one 

believes one ought to possess to meet expectations and to avoid possible negative outcomes’ 

(Dörnyei, 2009a: 29), but correlations with language learning criterion variables have been 

inconsistent and difficult to interpret (Dörnyei, 2009a). The third dimension of the L2 self 

system, L2 learning experience, is conceptualized at a different level than the other two 

components (Dörnyei, 2005). L2 learning experience reflects situated, executive control over 

behaviour in a specific situation. Of the three components of the L2 self-system, L2 learning 

experience is the least well studied (Dörnyei, 2009a; Dörnyei & Chan, 2013) but likely the most 

relevant to ongoing task performance (see Waninge, this volume) and to the call for studies of 

motivation in language education (Crookes & Schmidt, 1991; Dörnyei, 1990). In the present 

study, we will examine whether respondents mention thinking about integrative motives or 

components of the L2 self system during task performance. 

In general, dynamic fluctuations in motivation during a task occur as a response to a 

variety of cognitive, metacognitive and affective experiences related to the context, familiarity 

and situational demands of the task (Poupore, 2013). Features of the situation trigger the person’s 

level of interest or boredom in the task (Ainley et al., 2002). Curiosity about missing elements 

(Litman, 2005), surprising events and new information (Teigen & Keren, 2002) also can trigger 

increasing interest in the task. Not surprisingly, feeling motivated to continue effort at a task or to 

conclude the task has been associated with how confident or satisfied individuals feel about the 

correctness of their response (Efklides, 2002). Vohs et al. (2013) found that self-affirmation 

along with the experience of failure lead to demotivation and effort reduction, not only on 
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current tasks, but also on new but related tasks. The sequencing of task-related success or failure 

might be especially relevant to changing levels of motivation as a series of tasks unfolds over 

time. 

Dörnyei’s (2009b) proposal to consider a dynamic systems account of task motivation 

eschews prior conceptualization of task motives as a combination of general and situation-

specific (Julkunen, 1989, 2001; Tremblay et al., 1995). Instead, building prior research into the 

dynamics of task motivation, Dörnyei (2009b: 1) suggested that each task ‘activates a number of 

different motivational contingencies, resulting in dynamic motivational processes underlying 

task completion’. At the core of a dynamic account of task motivation are appraisal processes. 

Dörnyei and Tseng (2009: 119) define task appraisal as ‘the learner’s continuous processing of 

the multitude of contextual stimuli regarding one’s progress, including comparisons with 

predicted or hoped-for progress or with performance that alternative action sequences would 

offer’. Appraisals have been well established in the literature on the cognitive processes 

underlying motivation (Arnold, 1960; Frijda, 1986; Lazarus, 1991, 1999; Lazarus & Folkman, 

1987). Lazarus and Folkman (1987) identify a primary appraisal of ‘what is at stake’ that 

generates a basic approach or avoidance tendency, which is modified by secondary appraisals of 

one’s coping ability. Schumann’s (1999) more elaborate model considers five dimensions of 

appraisals: novelty, pleasantness, significance of goals/needs, coping potential and self/social 

image. Appraisals are ongoing, continuous processes that are modified on a second-by-second 

timescale and are a key process in generating emotional reactions. 

Timescales in Motivation 

Adopting a dynamic approach to motivation means directly and explicitly addressing the 

issue of timescales (see de Bot, this volume). Dörnyei  (2003: 18) commented: 
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I have now come to believe that many of the controversies and disagreements in L2 

motivation research go back to an insufficient temporal awareness . . . that different or 

even contradictory theories do not exclude one another, but may simply be related to 

different phases of the motivated behavioural process. 

The two most prevalent concepts in the existing literature on SLA motivation adopt a timescale 

of months and years. The integrative motive (Gardner, 1985, 2010) can be considered a long-

term motive reflecting the learner’s willingness to approach the target language group, meet and 

communicate with members of the group and take on characteristics associated with them, 

including the language they speak. This process can take years to fully engage as one builds the 

linguistic competence to communicate in authentic situations. Similarly, the L2 self (Dörnyei, 

2005, 2009a) reflects the learner’s aspirations for language learning in the form of long-term 

future-oriented visions of personal achievement, possible experiences and sustained trends in 

identity development. In addition, Dörnyei’s ought-to L2 self has been used to suggest a motive 

emerging from a long-term sense of obligation (for example, obligations to parents and teachers, 

Henry, 2009; Papi, 2010). But it is also possible to add a new timescale to the conceptualization 

of the ought-to L2 self. Specifically the ought-to L2 self might refer to a near-term obligation to 

perform actions related to language learning, especially those that are not intrinsically 

interesting, and a metacognitive appraisal of what one should be able to do in a given situation. 

This more immediate sense of the ought-to self can be linked more closely to task motives (see 

Julkunen, 2001) than has been done in past research (see Poupore, 2013), reflecting ways in 

which motivation rises or falls as different types of tasks are appraised on an ongoing basis. 

Motivation, Emotion and Cognition on a Second-by-Second Timescale 
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Despite calls for a dynamic approach to the study of motivation in general, and task 

motivation in particular, it is notable that studies have not examined the moment-by-moment 

fluctuations of motivation in the here-and-now. Dörnyei (2002: 156) suggested that ‘motivation 

is never static but is constantly increasing or decreasing depending on the various social 

influences surrounding action, the learner’s appraisal of these influences and the action control 

operations the learner carries out on such motivational content’. Unfortunately, motivation itself 

was not measured dynamically by Dörnyei (2002). Indeed, previous SLA research offers little 

concept of how motivation changes on a second-by-second timescale, or how to study those 

changes. Dörnyei and Tseng (2009) suggest that research should explore the links among L2 task 

motivation, noticing and the self-evaluation process. 

Concepts in complex dynamic systems (CDS) theory present a toolbox with which to 

examine task motivation on a second-by-second timescale. The emphasis in CDS theories is on 

nonlinearity as systems interact and influence one another, for example as various systems are 

recruited to respond to a specific communication task (Fogel, 2006). With native language 

communication, the ongoing process of listening to another person, thinking, choosing 

vocabulary and assembling grammatical utterances are integrated rather seamlessly most of the 

time. In L2 learning and communication situations, cultural variations and developing language 

skills present a long list of additional challenges to the communication process. Sudden loss of 

meaning can create a jarring effect on both learning and communication. When one does not 

understand what another person is saying, or cannot recall the vocabulary or grammar to say 

what’s on one’s mind, the sense-appropriate timing of oral communication is disrupted. Such 

situations can be considered repeller states that a person will seek to escape quickly; Gudykunst 

(1995) called them ‘catastrophe points’ in L2 communication. As communicative difficulties 
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unfold over a few seconds or less, the cognitive systems engage to search for words and meaning 

while affective systems also engage emotional reactions (such as anxiety) that can interfere with 

the cognitive system (Eysenck, 1979; MacIntyre & Gardner, 1991, 1994). As seemingly endless 

seconds pass, the personality tendencies of the learner – that predispose her/him to persevere 

(such as conscientiousness, Goldberg, 1992) or to give up (such as volatility, Kuhl, 1991) – 

interact with social systems of conversation that include politeness and face-saving strategies that 

can hold a leaner in place for an uncomfortable length of time. These situations can create a brief 

‘soft assembly’ of contradictory cognitions and emotions that would not be thought of as 

compatible most of the time (MacIntyre & Legatto, 2011). High levels of motivation, plus high 

anxiety, plus intense effort, plus frustration is not a sustainable state in the long run. 

The emergent phenomenological quality of communicative difficulties is uncomfortable 

and avoidant – rarely do people want to struggle in this way. But there is a general acceptance 

that language learners must communicate in the L2, to talk in order to learn (MacIntyre et al., 

2003; Skehan, 1989), using a tongue that is not their own (MacIntyre, 2007). Therefore, 

ambivalent situations occur in SLA and are both tolerated and expected by learners. The 

literature on motivation in SLA has not dealt well with ambivalence, possibly because it has not 

integrated motivation, emotion and ongoing cognition on a dynamic basis. 

Adopting a dynamic perspective allows us to draw the concept of motivation closer to a 

key cognitive process underlying communication: choosing what to say and how to say it. In the 

literature on native language communication, Greene (1984, 1989, 1997, 2006; Greene & 

Cappella, 1986; Greene et al., 2000) proposed action assembly theory to explain how individuals 

generate and produce both verbal and nonverbal behaviours. The theory proposes that two key 

processes underlie how we choose what we say: activation and assembly. The activation process 



MOTIVATION ON A PER-SECOND TIMESCALE 11 

makes use of procedural records, cognitive representations of action, and outcome and situational 

features that vary in level of abstraction. Procedural records are stored in long-term memory, 

offering information about what to expect in specific situational contexts, based on experience. 

Procedural records of action and situational features will be activated if they are relevant and are 

strong enough to exceed a threshold. Following activation, the assembly process begins. This 

process organizes the activated procedural records into a larger behavioural complex, where the 

specifications for action are created. Features are activated and assembled into a complex form 

called an output representation (Greene, 1995), which includes procedural records matching the 

relevant goal and situational context of the individual. Procedural records are enacted if they are 

appropriate in context, decaying back to a baseline state if not enacted. The cognitive process of 

assembly usually runs smoothly and in the background. However, problems can and do arise 

when action features do not fit well together. This is especially likely to occur in situations where 

a person is using a non-native language that has not yet been mastered. 

In second-generation action assembly theory, Greene (1997) introduced the idea of 

coalition formation. Coalition formation is the term given to the process whereby appropriate 

features are joined together to produce action; similar to the assembly process in the original 

action assembly theory (Greene, 1997; Greene et al., 2000). The processes of activation and 

coalition formation run in parallel, meaning that a number of features are activated, while at the 

same time a number of coalitions are operating. It takes only a fraction of a second for action 

features to be activated and to decay back to their resting level (Greene, 1997; Greene et al., 

2000). If the ongoing assessment of competence during a communication event is considered in 

conjunction with the action assembly process, research may be better able to examine the links 
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between communicative performance on the one hand and dynamic (rising and falling) 

perceptions of approach/avoidance motivation on the other hand, in real time. 

We propose here that part of the process that modifies coalitions as we talk with other 

people is a self-assessment process, essentially a check on how well we are doing as events 

quickly unfold. Gray (1982) described the operation of the septo-hippocampal circuit in the brain 

as a check on whether events surrounding us are unfolding as expected (‘okay-mode’) or not 

unfolding as expected (‘not-okay mode’). In the not-okay mode, the hippocampus triggers an 

arousal reaction that leads to coping. In part, this reaction can be perceived as anxiety or 

apprehension that ‘something is wrong’. McNaughton and Corr show that the decisions 

associated with coping responses occur extremely quickly: 

It should also be noted that the time course for decision making will be very swift, of the 

order of tens of milliseconds, while that for arousal is necessarily slow with autonomic 

and hormonal actions having latencies of the order of seconds. (McNaughton & Corr, 

2004: 299) 

In this way, the ongoing checking on whether events are ‘okay’ or ‘not-okay’ complements the 

action assembly process wherein coalitions (the wording of utterances and how to perform them) 

are built.  

If L2 communication takes an unexpected, not-okay turn, the focus rapidly shifts to 

coping efforts and assembly of new coalitions, under a building sense of time pressure. Within a 

few seconds, if the communication has not been repaired in a manner that returns the speaker to 

the okay-state, one would expect emotional arousal to increase and avoidance motivation to 

engage. In this manner, cognitive difficulties in the L2 activate the physiological fight-flight-or-
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freeze response (McNaughton & Corr, 2004), generating distracting, self-related cognition. 

Thoughts associated with avoidant motivation in this context will be evidenced by face-saving 

attempts to cope with difficulties to keep communication going, such as nonverbal displays to 

compensate for missing vocabulary, or ways to escape from the L2, such as temporarily code 

switching to the L1, or finally disengaging from the communication topic. The underlying 

process of cognition, emotion and adaptation can have a profound effect on interpersonal 

communication because it disrupts the exchange of information and the exquisite timing of 

speech (Allen, 1973; Boutsen et al., 2000). Perhaps it goes without saying, but from a motivation 

perspective, the ‘not-okay’ mode is closely related to avoidance and the ‘okay’ mode to approach 

tendencies. 

The present study uses an idiodynamic approach to examine the degree of fluctuation in 

approach/avoidance motivation as time moves along and L2 communication task demands 

change. The idiodynamic method (MacIntyre, 2012; MacIntyre & Legatto, 2011) is a recently 

developed mixed methods approach to studying communication processes by recording a series 

of communication tasks and asking the respondent to rate and explain fluctuations in his or her 

affective reactions. Eight specific L2 communication tasks, in the form of an oral interview, 

allow us to dynamically examine motivation. Prior to undertaking the tasks, participants 

completed a questionnaire measure of personality traits, integrative motivation and the can-do 

measure of expected task performance. In a laboratory setting, eight of the can-do tasks were 

completed in the L2 as the respondent was videotaped. Following the responses, the respondent 

watched and rated their video for changes in motivation. Immediately after ratings were 

completed, respondents were interviewed and asked to describe the reasons for peaks and valleys 

in their ratings of motivation during the eight tasks. 
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The focus of this study is intra-individual, with a goal of building toward a tentative 

model of relevant interacting cognitive and affective components that contribute to the L2 

communication system. In doing so, this procedure will address three specific research questions: 

RQ 1: Do participants have a generally positive or negative reaction to the tasks and is 

there much variability in the idiodynamic ratings of motivation across the tasks? If so, 

what factors are associated with increasing and decreasing motivation? 

RQ 2: At the individual level of analysis, do pre-test approach/avoidance ratings for 

specific tasks show any correlation with idiodynamically recorded approach/avoidance 

ratings as the corresponding task unfolds? 

RQ 3: In the qualitative analysis of the interviews, do the respondents discuss 

fluctuations in their motivation using concepts related to integrative motivation (Gardner, 

2010), task motivation (Julkunen, 2001), the ideal self, the ought-to self, L2 learning 

experience (Dörnyei, 2009a) and/or motivation from the unique experimental situation? 

Method 

Participants 

The sample consisted of 12 undergraduate students from Cape Breton University. Half of 

the participants reported considering themselves ‘French speakers’ and none of them spoke 

languages other than English and French. Only one of the participants previously had lived in a 

French community. All of the participants had taken regular French classes and nine of the 12 

had French immersion education experience. There were nine females and three males who 

participated in this study. The ages of participants varied from 19 to 22 years. 

Materials 
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Can-Do 

Participants were asked to rate their French proficiency using a modified version of the 

can-do scales developed by Clark (1981). They were given 21 items in total and asked to use a 

10-point Likert scale (–5 to +5) to rate how willing they would be to approach or avoid each 

item. 

L2 Tasks 

Participants were asked to complete the same eight communicative tasks used by 

MacIntyre and Legatto (2011). The questions were presented by the research assistant orally (in 

English, their L1) and respondents were asked to reply in French (L2). 

(T1) Describe what you are wearing. 

(T2) Discuss the education system of your home province in some detail. 

(T3) Discuss the role of Parliament in the Canadian system of government. 

(T4) Order a complete meal as if in a restaurant. 

(T5) Describe your hobbies. 

(T6) Describe what you see happening in this painting. 

(T7) Count to 100 by 10s. 

(T8) Give directions to [a local] shopping mall. 

The tasks were presented in one of two orders. Order 1 consisted of a mixture of both 

difficult and easy tasks. Order 2 consisted of tasks that became progressively more difficult. 

Vocabulary Sheets 
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For each task, a 10-item vocabulary sheet was developed. The items on the sheet included 

vocabulary words that the respondents might choose to use in their responses. In each case, the 

vocabulary items were presented as English–French pairs. 

Dynamic Motivation Ratings 

The ratings of approach and avoidance motivation were collected using Windows-based 

software that was written specifically for collecting idiodynamic ratings (MacIntyre, 2012). The 

computer mouse was clicked to raise or lower the level of motivation that was shown on the 

screen. The software allowed for ratings to range from +5 to –5; positive ratings indicated how 

strong the approach tendency was, negative ratings indicated the strength of the avoidance 

tendency. The software features an ‘auto-zero’ function that returns the level of the respondent’s 

rating toward zero at the rate of one point per second if there is no response from the user. This 

feature requires active responses from the user, unless the user’s motivation is equal to zero. The 

output from the software consisted of both a bitmap graph showing the dynamic Willingness to 

Communicate (WTC) ratings and an Excel spreadsheet with WTC and time data. The software is 

available from the website: http://faculty.cbu.ca/pmacintyre/ and is free of charge. 

Procedure 

After giving informed consent, participants completed a questionnaire that included 

demographics and the can-do measures.  

When the questionnaire was completed, the respondent was presented with eight oral 

tasks. One of two possible task orders was randomly assigned before the tasks began. The 

research assistant administering the tasks offered the respondent a vocabulary sheet if 

communication began to break down. Each participant was videotaped as they completed the 
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tasks. Immediately after completing the last of the tasks, the respondent’s video was loaded into 

the idiodynamic software. Participants completed their idiodynamic ratings by watching the 

video of their task performance and using the software to rate their approach–avoidance on a 

second-by-second basis. A click of the left mouse button caused the ‘approach’ rating to rise to a 

maximum of +5. A click of the right mouse button lowered the ‘avoid’ rating toward a score of -

5. When complete, a graph of the ratings was printed and handed to the respondent. The research 

assistant then re-started the video in order to interview each respondent. Using the graph as a 

point of reference, participants were asked to describe and explain moments in their task 

performance when their approach or avoidance tendency changed, that is, to explain the peaks 

and valleys in the graphs. Either the participant or the research assistant could stop the video 

when the graph showed a noticeable change in dynamic motivation ratings. Each participant’s 

interview was also videotaped and transcribed for coding. 

Coding Procedures 

To address RQ3, two pairs of two research assistants rated the videos and transcripts of 

the respondents’ post-task interview for specific motivation concepts. Coding was done using the 

definitions of integrative motivation (Gardner, 2010), task motivation (Julkunen, 2001), ideal L2 

self, ought-to L2 self and L2 learning experience (Dörnyei, 2009a), with an additional category 

of references to the experimental situation (called local motives). More specifically, integrative 

motivation was defined by references to the L2 group, French-speakers in the present case. The 

ideal L2 self was reflected in references to future goals of the learner, or the person that the 

participant would like to become. The ought-to L2 self was identified when participants made 

comments about what she or he should be or ought-to be able to do. L2 learning experience was 

defined by respondents’ references to their own language experience or training in the L2. Task 
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motivation was evidenced by references to the structure of the task or general knowledge related 

to the task. Finally, local motives include reference to the experimental situation, such as the 

presence of a video camera or research assistant. 

In scoring respondents’ explanations for variations in their idiodynamic ratings, the 

following rubric was employed. 

0 = the respondent made no reference to the concept.  

1 = a single reference to the concept. 

2 = more than a single reference but the concept was not presented as dominant in the 

rationale. 

3 = the concept was offered by the participant as the main reason for fluctuations in 

idiodynamic ratings. 

Scores across the eight tasks and between the raters were combined and averaged to keep 

the distribution of scores on the 0–3 scale. 

Results and Discussion 

This section will integrate the presentation of the results and discussion.  Each of the four 

research questions will be addressed in turn. 

Research Question 1: Mean and Variability of Idiodynamic Ratings 

The first research question (RQ1) asks whether the reaction to the tasks can be classified 

as generally approach-oriented or avoidance-oriented, and whether there is much variability in 

motivation during the tasks. Three-quarters of the sample showed mean ratings on the avoidant 

side of the ledger (a negative mean rating), indicating a somewhat aversive reaction to the eight 
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tasks as a group. However, when attention is directed to the changes in motivation, a diversity of 

patterns emerges. Results show a high level of variability across the idiodynamic ratings of 

motivation. Table 11.1 shows a summary of the data for each of the 12 participants’ idiodynamic 

ratings. Variability in the ratings is shown in two ways. First, the standard deviation of the 

idiodynamic ratings is presented, with higher standard deviation values indicating greater 

variability. Second, following Gregersen et al. (2014) we calculated the number of spikes and 

dips in the ratings for each person, where a spike or dip was defined as an uninterrupted increase 

or decrease (respectively) of five or more points. 

Overall, the patterns of all 12 participants appear to cluster around four types (see Figures 

11.1–11.4). One response pattern showed a rollercoaster of swings between approach and 

avoidant motivation during the tasks (for example, see Participant 2). A second pattern showed 

very little variability and a fairly steady, unaroused motivational state (see Participant 9). A third 

pattern showed a generally positive, approach reaction (see Participant 10) to the sequence of 

tasks that is countered by a fourth pattern of mostly negative, avoidant reactions (see Participant 

5). 

In these results we see that examining the data on a per-second and individual basis 

shows a great deal of variability for some and steadiness for others in their levels of motivation. 

In this dynamic system, even the 

Table 11.1 

Individual Level Data 
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Figure 11.1 

A Roller Coaster Pattern (Participant 2, see also Appendix 11.1) 

 

Figure 11.2 

A Flat Pattern (Participant 9) 

 

Figure 11.3  
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Generally Positive Reactions (Participant 10) 

 

Figure 11.4 

Generally Negative Reactions (Participant 5) 
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degree of variability shows variability! From a research perspective, this is good news indeed. 

Directing interest toward explanations of variability is not only an issue for dynamic systems 

theory, it is at the heart of traditional statistical procedures as well. Both analysis of variance (on 

which t-tests and ANOVAs are based) and correlation (on which regression and related analyses 

rest) partition and account for variability, so the focus on variation is appropriate and consistent 

with past research. The analytic strategy for RQ1 differs from prior research by reporting 

quantitative data for individuals and not using group comparisons or correlations for the group of 

participants. These data strongly support Dörnyei’s (2002) suggestion that motivation is not 

static but fluctuates owing to a variety of factors. With a great deal of variability available for 

analysis, the search can begin for the most relevant influences. We turn to the interview 

component of the idiodynamic method for respondents’ explanations of fluctuations in the 

ratings, accounting for the so-called spikes and dips on the graph. 

The interview data shed light on drivers of change in the idiodynamic ratings, reflecting 

the most relevant appraisals from the respondents’ point of view. Direct quotes from the 

participants’ interviews will be presented below in italics. Respondents most often felt avoidance 

when tasks required knowledge or specialized vocabulary that they did not feel they possessed. 

The question about the Canadian system of government was especially difficult, despite all 

participants being Canadians, born and raised. The question is open ended and phrased in an 

unusual way, but could be approached from a variety of starting points (discussing elections, 

politicians, law-making, the economy, taxation, public policy, etc.). The lack of direction implied 

in the question makes the process of answering in the L2 more challenging. Participant 1 

explained a dip in motivation by saying ‘I definitely didn’t have the vocabulary and . . . I didn’t 

know where to start, especially with no vocabulary’. The theme of avoidance motivation coupled 
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with a failure in the action assembly processes, specifically not retrieving appropriate 

vocabulary, was repeated across all of the interviews. For example, ‘My answer was no good . . . 

I didn’t know any words and I just wanted it to be done’ (Participant 7). The task that required 

analysis of a painting also presented a challenge to initiating an appropriate response, ‘I had so 

much to say I just couldn’t get it out, I just couldn’t think of the words’ (Participant 8). 

Approach motivation was associated with success in the action assembly process, 

especially on questions perceived to be easier and more straightforward in the requirements for 

an acceptable answer. In response to the item ‘Describe what you are wearing today’, Participant 

2 explained a spike in motivation occurred as she ‘was remembering words, slowly I think 

(laughs)’. Participant 3 explained a similar spike, ‘because I knew what I was talking about’. 

Another relatively simple task, order a meal, produced similar success in retrieving vocabulary 

with relative ease. Participant 11 explained an increase in approach motivation, ‘I knew what I 

was talking about, I wanted ice cream’. Table 11.2 presents the explanations for all of the spikes 

and dips for one person, Participant 4. 

In general, fluctuation in motivation seemed to be strongly associated with the quality of 

the action assembly process. The vocabulary and grammatical demands of the different tasks 

were considered by respondents to be the key factor driving the variability in idiodynamic 

motivation ratings. But there is more going on than their introspective eye can see. When L2 

communicators struggle to find vocabulary items, a series of coordinated cognitive and affective 

reactions take place. Some respondents, such as Participant 4 and Participant 1, indicated 

frustration and anxiety during the tasks that seemed to negatively influence their responses as the 

study went along. Focusing on Participant 4, a sense of frustration emerged during task 

performance that seemed to lower her motivation to respond to tasks that she thought, in  
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Table 11.2 

Participant 4’s Rational for Spikes and Dips in Idiodynamic Ratings 

 



MOTIVATION ON A PER-SECOND TIMESCALE 26 

Table 11.3 

Participant 2’s Ratings for Each of the Eight Tasks 

 

advance, might be approachable. The phenomenological quality of the individual learner’s 

affective response to struggling with the task is complex, implicating approach and avoidance 

motivation, anxiety, perceived competence and willingness to communicate. In the case of 

Participant 4, an unexpected, mounting sense of frustration as the study proceeded likely reduced 

the correlation between can-do ratings made in advance of the tasks and mean idiodynamic 

ratings during the tasks (see the next section). Participant 1 experienced a similar sequence of 

events and mounting frustration that affected the quality of her responses. For the other 

participants, the task performance (good and poor) was pretty much as expected and the 

correlations between idiodynamic ratings and can-do ratings are strong.  

Research Question 2: Correspondence Between Can-Do and Idiodynamic Ratings 

The second research question (RQ2) addressed the degree to which there is a relationship 

between pre-test assessment of respondents’ approach/avoidance motivation for specific tasks 

(based on the can-do test) and their later reactions to actually performing those tasks. To asses 

correspondence between the two sets of ratings, a within-person correlation coefficient was 

computed for each of the 12 participants between the can-do scores and the mean idiodynamic 
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rating within each task. The scores on all eight tasks for Participant 2 are provided in Table 11.3 

to show how the correlations were calculated; Table 11.4 shows the correlations for all 

participants. The correlations ranged from a low of 0.28 (for Participant 4) to a high of 0.89 (for 

Participant 12), with a median correlation of 0.67, showing a strong relationship between the two 

sets of scores. Overall, these correlations indicate that participants had very good anticipation of 

their reactions to tasks before attempting them. 

The strong correlations between can-do ratings and the mean idiodynamic score also can 

be taken as a test of the validity of the idiodynamic ratings themselves. This relatively new 

method produces patterns of quantitative ratings closely tied to qualitative interpretations of the  

Table 11.4 

Correlation Between Idiodynamic and Can-Do Ratings for Each Participant 
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ratings. The validity of those scores also is supported by previous studies (e.g., Gregersen et al., 

2014; MacIntyre & Legatto, 2011; Mercer, Chapter 12, this volume). Similar to results reported 

by Poupore (2013), changes in motivation were associated with significant communicative 

events, such as forgetting words and lack of knowledge on a subject for avoidance, succeeding in 

vocabulary retrieval and smoothly flowing conversation for approach motivation. The 

correlations between can-do scores, reflecting expected levels of motivation, and actual mean 

idiodynamic ratings on the same task are impressive considering that there are only eight pairs of 

data points available for each participant. This lends support to the meaningfulness of the 

quantitative idiodynamic ratings. The correspondence between spikes and dips in the ratings and 

events that affect communication provides additional qualitative support for the meaningfulness 

of the ratings. 

In the case of the two smallest correlations (Participants 1 and 4), both learners expressed 

concern and confusion with how the questions ought to be interpreted. Discrepancies between 

their pre-test expectations and actual performance appear to be largely owing to how broadly or 

specifically the questions should be interpreted, their confidence in their knowledge of each topic 

and their growing uncertainty in what the researcher expected from their responses. Participant 1 

describes his uncertainty with the researcher’s expectations for duration of the response which 

led to a drop in the ratings: ‘I just didn’t know what else to say. I wanted to make it a little longer 

but I just started making stuff up I think’. Participant 4 said ‘I guess if the question was more 

specific then I would have said more specific things . . . In English, I don’t think the answer 

would have been any better’. She seemed frustrated that her response was affected by a lack of 

knowledge on the subject and the ambiguity of the question, rather than a lack of experience 
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speaking French. She likely felt unable to demonstrate her French-speaking skill under such 

conditions, a sense of frustration that mounted as the study went along. 

Research Question 3: Is There Evidence of Key Motivational Concepts in the Interview Data? 

In addressing the third research question, (RQ3), the qualitative analysis of the interviews 

coded for evidence of situated motivation, integrative motivation, task motivation, the ideal L2 

self, the ought-to L2 self and the effect of L2 learning experience. This research question 

addresses the concepts considered most relevant to task motivation by the learners themselves. 

As shown in Table 11.1, there is no evidence that the respondents were thinking about long term 

motives, such as the ideal self or the integrative motive, as they explained spikes and dips in their 

idiodynamic ratings. Perhaps this is not surprising on such a limited timescale. This must not be 

taken as evidence that integrative motivation or the ideal L2 self are irrelevant to motivation in 

SLA in general or to task motivation in particular. It seems more likely that the ideal L2 self and 

integrative motive simply were not activated by questions and related events during the study. 

Had respondents been choosing courses, deliberating about careers or places to travel, had they 

been developing friendships or thinking about international adventures, ideal selves and thoughts 

consistent with the integrative motive seem likely to arise. Future research might use the 

idiodynamic method to examine, in greater detail, the ways in which activating either of these 

motives affects task performance (see Dörnyei & Tseng, 2009; Gardner & MacIntyre, 1993; 

Gardner et al., 1992). 

The most prevalent type of motivation, by a long shot, was task-related. Within range of 

0–3, every participant showed a task motivation score above 2.3. Perhaps this result also is not 

surprising given the timescale used in the present study. The interview data reinforce the close 

connection between the action assembly process and the experience of fluctuations in approach 
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and avoidance motivation, where references to finding or losing the flow of vocabulary and 

grammatical items (that is, coalition formation) was the most prominent explanation for changes 

in motivation. de Bot (this volume) has suggested that dynamic systems research examine one 

timescale up (N + 1) and one timescale down (N – 1) from the process being studied. This advice 

has been most helpful for the present study. We see that the shorter timescale (N – 1) involves the 

‘okay’/’not-okay’ checking of the BIS and BAS, semantic processing, L2 vocabulary retrieval 

and coalition formation, all of which are relevant to the ongoing assessment of approach and 

avoidance. The next longer timescale (N + 1) captures the approach or avoidance quality of the 

task, reflected in the can-do ratings. 

The coding process revealed another interesting development, relevant to the L2 self 

system. An interpretive disagreement was noted on three occasions between raters’ 

classifications of ought-to self and L2 learning experience motivation. These differences, rather 

than being easily resolved through discussion among the researchers, appeared to us to reveal a 

need to examine more closely the operation of the L2 self system on this timescale (see Table 

11.4). Discussing disagreements between raters revealed that each was responding with a 

different emphasis to the same co-occurring process, a dynamic interaction between ought-to self 

and L2 learning experience. Essentially, one coder called heads and the other tails as a two-sided 

coin was examined. 

Both the ought-to self and L2 learning experience were being accessed simultaneously by 

the participants, creating an interaction between them that made coding either one or the other 

concept challenging, and somewhat artificial. For example, in the case of Participant 2 (see Table 

Table 11.5 

Simultaneous Occurrences of Ought-to and L2 Learning Experience 
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11.5), the discrepancy between coders appears to be owing to a difficulty differentiating between 

an inability to begin an answer and the risk of a negative impression being created because of the 

inability to answer. This coding challenge can be produced if, in apprising one’s ongoing L2 

communication, the respondent generates ought-to expectancies based on prior experience. The 

fusion of the two parts of the self is reflected by comments that take the form ‘GIVEN my 

learning experience I OUGHT TO be able to answer this question’. Kim (2009), in explaining 

previous inconsistent results for the ought-to L2 self, argued that external expectations must be 

internalized in order to be relevant to motivation. We suggest that, based on the joint operation of 

ought-to self and L2 learning experience, prior learning experience itself creates an 

internalization of expectancies. This internalization process generates a metacognitive sense of 

what one ought-to be able to do on a per-second timescale, helping to resolve the dilemma posed 

by Kim (2009). This speculation remains to be confirmed by future research. 

Discussion 

Putting it All Together – The Four Horsemen of Avoidance Motivation 

An initial model of the ongoing, dynamic process of avoidance motivation among L2 

speakers is beginning to take shape. It is too early to offer a definitive account of the process, 

given the absence of research that uses this timescale. Yet it is possible to offer an account of 

multiple interacting processes co-occurring within the time frame of seconds and minutes that 

focuses directly on the situated complexity of the L2 motivation process (Ushioda, this volume; 

Ushioda & Dörnyei, 2012). Larsen-Freeman and Cameron (2008) have argued that a developing 

L2 incorporates a complex, dynamic, emergent, open, self-organizing and adaptive system. The 

model below reflects an attempt to meet all of those criteria in explaining what participants 

encountered during the task performance. 
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The emerging model suggests that if the action assembly process (Greene, 2006) of 

deciding what to say and how to say it is under-developed in the L2, then L2 coalitions might not 

form readily and sometimes not at all. Coalition failure presents a serious communication 

problem. The lack of coalition formation creates difficulties with the timing of discourse, as the 

speaker searches for vocabulary items and appropriate grammatical structures. As the 

communication process becomes disturbed, the person transitions from the ‘okay’ to the ‘not-

okay’ checking mode, the BIS kicks in (Gray & McNaughton, 2000). Activation of the ‘not-

okay’ mode is similar in character to encountering a perceived (potential) threat because it 

indicates that the situation is not meeting one’s expectations – things are not as they should be. 

The reaction of the interlocutor(s) is monitored intensely for signs of understanding, approval 

and encouragement, or for signs of misunderstanding, disapproval and a chance to escape the 

conversation. With attention focused elsewhere, the process of noticing relevant linguistic 

material and paying attention to language use is diminished (Dörnyei & Tseng, 2009; Gass & 

Mackey, 2006). There is a threat to the sense of self (including self-esteem and the L2 self 

system) and possibly social position, as the speaker’s inability to use language can mark her or 

him as an outsider in the group (Norton, 1995). Beneath the surface, the L2 self system engages a 

coordination of the expectancies consistent with the ought-to self and L2 learning experiences 

that indicates whether the individual should be able to use the L2 in the present situation. If the 

answer is ‘no’, then some of the emotional pressure is alleviated because the person is not 

responsible for the communication failure. If the answer is ‘yes’ and the person feels that she or 

he ought to be able to respond successfully, but cannot, then the emotional stakes are raised yet 

again in a potentially vicious cycle. 
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The threat to both a positive view of the self and to one’s social position further increases 

the arousal of the individual’s motivational and emotional systems; coping efforts begin. Initial 

coping efforts might be successful in recovering smooth communication and the okay checking 

mode, restoring approach motivation and reducing negative affect. However, if coping efforts are 

perceived to be unsuccessful and the communication difficulties persist for more than a few 

moments, the speaker is likely to experience an emerging anxiety reaction, along with increasing 

avoidance motivation, lower perceived competence and declining willingness to communicate. 

The arousal of anxiety in this context places increasing pressure on the action assembly process 

to come up with something to say, arousal that (ironically) also adds to the cognitive difficulty by 

initiating a fight-flight-or-freeze response in the sympathetic nervous system. With this response 

comes both the familiar physiological arousal (increasing heart rate, red face, perspiration, a 

sinking feeling in the stomach) and distracting, often self-deprecating cognition (such as: ‘I 

should know this’, ‘what’s wrong with me’, ‘I look like an idiot’). 

If activation of this arousal system continues, the person begins to contemplate escape 

strategies as a coping response that further consumes cognitive resources and makes L2 coalition 

formation even more difficult. Instead of appropriate L2 coalitions, alternative types of coalitions 

begin to be formed, this time with a goal of avoiding negative consequences (if possible) or 

escaping the situation in a way that saves face. Saving face further activates the expectancies 

represented in the ought-to self, as it applies in the situation. A lack of L2 learning experience in 

the area of the task can relieve the individual’s sense of misadventure or even failure during 

communication task difficulties; it might be called self-forgiveness. But unfulfilled ought-to 

expectancies that are undeniable because of past learning experience can exert a powerful effect 
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on the emotion and motivation systems; these moments can be enormously frustrating for the L2 

speaker. 

Increasing avoidance motivation and anxiety, along with lowering perceptions of 

competence and willingness to communicate, might be called ‘the four horsemen’ of 

communication difficulties. This is not a state in which the person will tend to remain; it is a 

repeller state for the interpersonal communication system. There are a number of verbal and 

nonverbal coping strategies that might resolve the difficulties. Code switching to another 

language, changing the topic, using nonverbal behaviour such as gestures, or face saving humour 

can extract a person from a difficult situation, and possibly restore or increase levels of approach 

motivation. Some persons are highly adept at using strategies and some language teachers will 

choose to teach them, as a way of keeping conversation going (Gregersen & MacIntyre, 2014).  

Approach motivation likely works in a more subtle way, in the sense that it arouses less 

intense emotion. If the action assembly process unfolds as expected, and the communication 

process is smooth, then approach motivation is maintained or increased. Approach motivation is 

associated with the ability to quickly generate at least a few potentially acceptable coalitions. 

With coalitions forming, a person experiences confidence that she or he is likely to be able to 

respond successfully and to keep the response going in conversation. Unless anxiety or another 

factor is holding the person back, willingness to communicate increases past a threshold and the 

person approaches the exchange, initiating communication. On occasion, during the L2 

communication process, a novel, unexpected or especially successful utterance might occur. For 

example, the speaker might try new vocabulary, an idiom or a grammatical structure for the first 

time. If the interlocutor responds appropriately, then approach motivation rises. Over time, the 

magnitude of this jolt of confidence and positivity declines as vocabulary, idioms, grammar 
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rules, etc. become routinized, so approach motivation based on L2 coalition success might be 

considered less intense than avoidance motivation over the long run (see Epstein & Fenz, 1965 

for an example of novice versus experienced parachutists). In the case of bilinguals, for example, 

approach motivation likely would depend on situational factors rather than success at coalition 

formation. Novice and experts experience the results of the appraisal process differently 

(Dörnyei & Tseng, 2009; Schumann, 1999). 

The idiodynamic data in the present study generally support this emerging model. The 

tendency toward negative idiodynamic scores indicate avoidance motivation and our sample 

certainly struggled with the action assembly process. This was to be expected, as correlations 

between pre-test can-do items and mean idiodynamic ratings on the corresponding task showed 

participants have a strong metacognitive ability to anticipate future motivational states. Yet shifts 

from approach to avoidance motivation (the spikes and dips) occurred throughout the sample; 

some individual’s motivational states were especially volatile. The post-task interviews were 

filled with nervous laughter, strained facial expressions and self-deprecating humour, which are 

indicative of an anxiety reaction. Incidents of code switching from French to English and back 

again were frequent during responses to the tasks, as were face-saving strategies such as 

claiming a lack of knowledge about politics or even saving face by explicitly promising the 

interviewer to do better on the next task. The present data are remarkably similar to MacIntyre 

and Legatto’s (2011) data on willingness to communicate, both studies showing the critical 

importance of the process of retrieving L2 vocabulary and forming appropriate coalitions. With 

limited experience, generating L2 coalitions that lead to acceptable utterances is a significant 

challenge for the action assembly process. 
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There is a long list of additional and alternative ways to analyse the data that would shed 

light on the multiple interacting processes in play. Research could use the idiodynamic method to 

focus on the linguistic structures used by participants, their nonverbal behaviour and how the two 

interact. The method would be well suited to capture examples of multilingual persons’ code 

switching, along with the reasons for switching among three or more languages in situations 

where a range of codes are possible. A discourse analysis could consider the role of the research 

assistant and how the vocabulary sheet was integrated into the conversation. The contrast 

between the affective displays during task performance and the affect displayed and reported 

verbally in the interview might reveal how participants managed anxiety and other emotions on 

the fly. Future research also might further test each of the so-called ‘four horsemen’: motivation, 

anxiety, perceived competence and willingness to communicate. It would be especially 

interesting to take these factors in pairs to examine the idiodynamic interactions among them in 

greater detail. One glaring need for future research is to integrate the L2 comprehension process 

on a continuing basis along with the action assembly process, as in a natural conversation rather 

than the question and answer format used in the present study. Compared with L1 ability, L2 

skills and experience are far more variable, potentially ranging from persons with no experience 

at all to fluent bilinguals. 

All of these ideas, and ones not yet contemplated, provide fertile ground for research on 

the dynamics within the interrelated language acquisition and communication processes. The 

analysis of this per-second timescale shows the processes that unfold as participants consciously 

experience events. The longer term timescales that have been the subject of prior research, based 

on summative evaluations of experience, tend to show a high degree of stability in their findings 

(see Dörnyei, 2005; Gardner, 1985, 2010). Longer timescales permit generalizations, such as 
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‘motivation is positively correlated with perceptions of competence and willingness to 

communicate, but negatively correlated with anxiety’. These longer term timescales tend to 

cancel out the vibrations in motivation as it unfolds in real time. At the per-second timescale, 

research must exercise some caution in separating the signal from the noise (for a series of 

interesting examples of complex processes, from baseball statistics to weather patterns, see 

Silver, 2012). We believe that the idea of the four horsemen (motivation, anxiety, perceptions of 

competence and willingness to communicate) riding in formation allows for both typical patterns 

(consistent with prior research) as well as soft-assembled, unconventional patterns that do not 

last for long periods of time, but which might leave a lasting psychological impression.  

Larsen-Freeman (2007: 783) has said, ‘(i)t is not that you learn something and then you 

use it; neither is it that you use something and then you learn it. Instead, it is in the using that you 

learn—they are inseparable’. The nitty-gritty detail of this complex process, observed as it 

unfolds in idiodynamic studies of the L2 learning and communication process, provides an 

embarrasse de riches that hopefully will motivate future research. 
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Appendix 11.1 

Complete Transcript for Participant 2 Task Performance 

Participant 2 is a 21-year-old female, with French immersion experience as well as taking 

regular core French classes, starting in grade 3. Before beginning the tasks, she mentioned to the 

interviewer that her French skills were ‘very rusty’. This participant showed close to neutral can-

do scores, indicating an ambivalent approach/avoidance profile. Her idiodynamic data show the 

greatest degree of fluctuation in the sample. 

Coding: (h) = hesitation; Underlining = emphasis in the speaker’s voice. 

Researcher:  Alright question one: describe what you are wearing today 

P2: Um(h)m maintenant je port un chemise bleu et blanche et les shorts bleu(.)ish (h) yeah 

that’s it (h) 

Researcher: Discuss the role played by parliament in the Canadian system of government. 

P2:  Je n’ai aucune idée (h) parce que je suis stupid avec les politiques (h) 

Researcher:  (h) 

 

P2:  Alors oui (h) 

Researcher: Veux-tu le vocabulaire? 

P2:  Umm okay 

Researcher:  Essaye peut-être 

P2:  U-mm (I don’t even like is that horrible that I don’t even know) umm like what am I 

supposed to talk about? 

Researcher:  (h) (shrugs) 

P2:  Okay umm >I dunno I dunno (I’ll do good on the next one I promise) < 
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Researcher: Alright, describe the education system in your home province 

P2:  umm okay en Nouvel écosse umm nous ont ahh école comme nous sommes quand 

nous ont nous avons cinq ans Ahh à l’école primaire? (no) a puis après ca on va a 

l’école <secondaire peut-être> et puis après ca on va en universitaire et si on veut 

continue les études on va au grad school et yeah et c’est expensive 

Researcher:  ()(h) 

P2:  Oui et ca c’est toute  

=.hh, hh = 

Researcher:  =C’est toute= alright describe this painting right here 

P2:  C’est (.) vocabulaire? Thank you umm 

Il y a un petite bateau et les homes la et ahh some belles arbres 

Researcher:  (h) 

P2:  (h) wow et ahh ils sont en train de faire du (.4) fishing (h) 

Researcher:  (h) 

P2:  And yeah that’s about it (oh my god) 

Researcher:  C’est toute? 

P2:  Ca c’est toute 

Researcher:  Alrigh = count= to 100 by tens. 

P2:  =(ahh) = 

Dix, vingt, trente, quarante, cinquante, soixante, soixante-dix, soixante-vingt? 

NO quatre-vingt, quatre-vingt-dix, et cent. 

Researcher:  C’est toute? 

P2:  C’est toute 

Researcher:  Alright order a meal as if you were in a restaurant. 
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P2:  Ahh est-ce que je peut avoir un pièce de pizza (h) e(h)t u(h) ne boisson gazeuse (peut-

etre) et un salade je veut un salade aussi yea(h)h 

Researcher:  c’est toute? 

P2:  Et ca c’est toute 

Researcher:  C’est toute alright give directions to the May Flower Mall starting from this room 

P2:  Umm on quitte cette chambre et marche a doigte et continue (h)  

et puis il y a un autre corridor et les escaliers (I’m not sure down) (h) 

Researcher:  (h) 

P2:  Umm après ca on va umm sortie les (.) (doors?) (h) et (rush) au auto et puis umm 

conduire a (.5) (I don’t even know) ahh out of the parking lot et a la street et prend un 

gauche et continue de conduit a jusque au umm traffic light? Et on prend un autre 

gauche et vous être a la May Flower Mall 

Researcher:  C’est toute? 

P2:  Ca c’est toute 

Researcher:  Alright describe one of your hobbies 

P2:  One of my hobbies okay umm (.3)(I dunno) ahh je j’aime fait la yoga et c’est très 

relaxant et umm on a beaucoup de focus sur la breathe (h)t on fait beaucoup des 

stretches et yeah that’s it 

Researcher:  c’est toute? 

P2:  C’est toute 

Researcher:  Alright. 

 


