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PEOPLE WHO STRENGTH-TRAIN
can reap a variety of benefits. It is
well known that muscular
strength and endurance, athletic
performance, and injury potential
are favorably affected by training.
In addition, strength training may
reduce the likelihood of experienc-
ing heart disease, diabetes, osteo-
porosis, and colon cancer (14).
These beneficial effects are ob-
tained and maintained only
through a long-term commitment
to hard work. Unfortunately, ap-
proximately 50% of the people
who begin a physical activity pro-
gram drop out within 1 year (8).
One of the most frequently report-
ed reasons for quitting is a lack of
interest (13).

Interest in an activity is often
considered an indicator of intrin-
sic motivation (7). Those who are
more interested are more intrinsi-
cally motivated. For example, peo-
ple who are more intrinsically mo-
tivated toward exercise engage in
exercise more frequently and are
more confident they will continue
to exercise (17). Therefore, it is log-
ical to assume that if we, as
strength and conditioning profes-
sionals, can increase lifters’ in-

trinsic motivation toward strength
training, then they will continue to
lift weights and thus reap the as-
sociated benefits.

There are numerous theories,
too many to be reviewed here, that
attempt to explain how intrinsic
motivation is cultivated. Although
some of these theories have been
the topics of previous articles pub-
lished in this journal (11, 12, 18-
20), this article will focus on one
that has not, Bandura’s theory of
intrinsic motivation (1).

According to Bandura’s theo-
ry, self-motivation results from the
implementation of 3 processes: (a)
self-observation, (b) judgment,
and (c) self-evaluative reaction (1).
First, people observe what they
are doing and extract relevant per-
formance feedback from the envi-
ronment. Second, they judge the
caliber of their performances in
relation to personal standards. Fi-
nally, they produce self-evaluative
reactions that are based upon how
well their performances measure
up to corresponding standards.
When performances are judged to
have met or exceeded the corre-
sponding standards, people re-
ward themselves with positive re-

actions (e.g., self-satisfaction, en-
joyment). Conversely, when per-
formances are judged as substan-
dard, people experience negative
reactions (e.g., self-dissatisfaction,
disappointment).

Self-reactions, both positive
and negative, serve as motivators.
People are motivated to obtain cer-
tain levels of achievement when
the granting of self-satisfaction is
contingent upon reaching those
levels of achievement. Likewise,
people are motivated to expend ef-
fort and persevere until their per-
formances match standards in
order to avoid self-dissatisfaction.

Unlike traditional incentives
such as praise and trophies,
which are supplied by other peo-
ple, self-reactions are supplied by
the lifters themselves. This dis-
tinction of who supplies the incen-
tives is important, because lifters
can spend many hours in the
weight room without receiving
praise or trophies for their accom-
plishments. Rather than becom-
ing discouraged and losing inter-
est in strength training while
waiting for someone else to recog-
nize their accomplishments, lifters
can motivate themselves to con-
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tinue strength training by making
the self-bestowal of desired posi-
tive reactions conditional upon
achieving valued standards.

Can strength and conditioning
professionals do anything to help
lifters who do not find strength
training intrinsically motivating
(i.e., satisfying, enjoyable)? Fortu-
nately, intrinsic motivation can be
cultivated, even toward activities
that are devalued (1, 5). 

The following sections address
each process of self-motivation
and describe how professionals
can assist lifters to become more
intrinsically motivated.

■ Self-Observation

In order to motivate themselves,
lifters must first attend to appro-
priate environmental factors (1).
Although there are numerous fac-
tors in weight rooms that can at-
tract and hold lifters’ attention
(e.g., other lifters, music, televi-
sions), many of these factors do
not provide relevant information
on how well they are performing.
Therefore, lifters must learn what
aspects of the environment pro-
vide feedback on their perfor-
mances. Often, the determination
of these factors is guided by the
internal standards lifters possess.
For example, if standards stress
the use of correct exercise tech-
nique, then technique will be the
focus of attention.

Although the factors that are
considered important will vary
from lifter to lifter, strength and
conditioning professionals can
help with the identification of
these factors. For example, incor-
rect exercise technique can lead to
injuries, so professionals teach
lifters how to lift properly. Each
exercise is composed of numerous
subskills that must be blended to-
gether to create the final move-
ment. Many lifters would quickly

become confused and discouraged
if they had to consciously learn
and observe every subskill of every
exercise. Professionals streamline
the observation process by identi-
fying and emphasizing the most
critical subskills of each exercise
(e.g., keeping the torso as upright
as possible during the squat).
Lifters then focus their attention
on the critical subskills.

With some exercises, such as
the squat and bench press, it may
be physically impossible for lifters
to observe the critical subskills. In
these cases, professionals can
videotape workouts and strategi-
cally position mirrors to provide
lifters with performance feedback
(6).

In addition, professionals can
act as a source of information and
supply an accurate description of
the lifters’ performances.

■ Judgment

After observing their perfor-
mances, lifters judge the adequa-
cy of those performances against
referent standards (1). Social cog-
nitive theory states that the infor-
mation lifters use to develop stan-
dards is obtained from 3 primary
sources: models, direct teachings,
and the social reactions of others
to lifters’ performances (1).

Modeling

Strength and conditioning profes-
sionals influence lifters’ standards
by acting as models. When profes-
sionals demonstrate an exercise,
they provide lifters with visual im-
ages of how a properly executed
exercise looks. These images be-
come the criteria by which lifters
judge the adequacy of their own
performances. Another way that
professionals model standards is
through personal behavior. When
professionals consistently sub-
scribe to demanding personal

standards, lifters are apt to adopt
demanding standards as well.

Direct Teaching

Professionals also influence lifters’
standards through direct teach-
ing. For example, professionals
often teach novices that to become
stronger, strength training work-
outs should be conducted at least
3 days a week with a day of rest
between workouts. Lifters then in-
corporate this workout schedule
into a standard.

Social Reaction

The final way professionals influ-
ence standards is through their
reactions to lifters’ performances.
The reactions convey the profes-
sionals’ expectations. For exam-
ple, when professionals congratu-
late lifters for outstanding
performances or express disap-
pointment in mediocre perfor-
mances, lifters develop more chal-
lenging standards.

Once information is obtained
from models, direct teachings, and
social reactions, it is transformed
into standards. For many reasons,
this transformation should result
from a collaborative effort between
lifters and professionals. First,
standards that are challenging,
realistic, specific, and personally
important; that stress personal
mastery of skills; and that incor-
porate a proximal time frame are
effective in cultivating intrinsic
motivation (1–5, 15). Together,
professionals and lifters can en-
sure that these characteristics are
incorporated into standards.

Second, collaboration can have
a positive effect on intrinsic moti-
vation by promoting a sense of au-
tonomy (7, 9). People who perceive
that they have a voice in making
decisions that affect them report
being more intrinsically motivated.

Third, because personal capa-
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bilities vary between individuals
and even within individuals to-
ward an activity, collaboration en-
ables standards to reflect each
lifter’s unique abilities. For exam-
ple, a lifter may be very competent
with exercise machines but not
have any experience with free
weights. Thus, the standards for
squatting with a Smith machine
can be quite different from those
related to squatting with a barbell.

Lastly, collaboration allows
standards to be responsive to
changing circumstances, such as
when a lifter incurs an injury that
impairs his or her performance.
To accurately reflect the new cir-
cumstances, the lifter and profes-
sional must work cooperatively to
alter the old standards.

■ Self-Reactions

Finally, lifters reward or punish
themselves based upon the ade-
quacy of their performances (1).
Generally, lifters experience self-
satisfaction when their perfor-
mances meet or exceed expecta-
tions and dissatisfaction when
their performances fall short of ex-
pectations. It is important to real-
ize that self-evaluative reactions
depend on the relationship be-
tween performances and corre-
sponding standards and not the
absolute level of performances.
Therefore, even though 2 lifters
may lift the same amount of
weight, because of differences in
personal standards, one may be
satisfied while the other is dissat-
isfied.

Depending on how dissatisfied
and efficacious (confident in their
abilities) they are, lifters may pur-
sue one of 3 courses of action (3,
4). First, if lifters meet or exceed in-
ternal standards but are effica-
cious and would be dissatisfied
with a repeat performance, they
will develop more demanding stan-

dards. However, if performances
are severely deficient and lifters
are not confident in their abilities
to reach the desired levels of per-
formance, they will adopt lower
standards that better reflect their
capabilities. In both of these cours-
es of action, professionals can as-
sist lifters with the development of
new standards. In the third course
of action, lifters who are dissatis-
fied because they fall short of ex-
pectations but who are efficacious
will exert more effort and persevere
in their pursuit of standards.

■ Self-Efficacy

Based on the previous paragraph,
perceptions of self-efficacy appear
to play an important role in self-
motivation. The role of self-efficacy
in cultivating intrinsic motivation
has been amply demonstrated
(1–5, 10, 16). As people become
confident in their abilities to per-
form an activity well, they set
more challenging standards, per-
severe until those standards are
met, and enjoy the activity. Enjoy-
ment leads to motivation to con-
tinue to participate in that activi-
ty. Thus, professionals need to
structure weight room environ-
ments to promote a strong sense
of self-efficacy.

Professionals can strengthen
lifters’ sense of efficacy by manip-
ulating the 4 sources of efficacy
information: performance accom-
plishments, vicarious experiences,
verbal persuasion statements, and
physiologic signals (1, 2). For ex-
ample, providing a strength train-
ing environment where lifters (a)
successfully master progressively
more difficult skills, (b) watch pro-
fessionals model correct exercise
techniques, (c) receive verbal
statements from professionals
that indicate belief in the lifters’
abilities to perform exercises cor-
rectly, and (d) learn that fatigue

and physical discomfort are nat-
ural consequences of strength
training and not causes for alarm
results in a stronger sense of effi-
cacy.

Even though self-efficacy to-
ward strength training can be
quickly strengthened (21), profes-
sionals need to be aware that a
corresponding increase in intrin-
sic motivation may not occur si-
multaneously (1, 10). Unfortu-
nately, researchers have not
discovered how much time may
elapse between these 2 events. To
minimize the impact of a time lag,
professionals may employ extrin-
sic rewards such as praise and
public recognition of achieve-
ments to maintain lifters’ adher-
ence to strength training routines
while intrinsic motivation is culti-
vated.

■ Conclusion

Lifters who find strength training
intrinsically motivating are likely
to continue to lift and to reap ben-
efits such as increased muscular
strength and endurance. There-
fore, as strength and conditioning
professionals, we need to do our
part to help lifters become more
proficient in all 3 processes of self-
motivation. We can assist them in
identifying and observing informa-
tive aspects of the environment,
developing challenging personal
standards, and making the self-
presentation of enjoyment and
self-satisfaction contingent upon
meeting or surpassing personal
standards. When lifters become
proficient at self-motivation and
find strength training enjoyable
and satisfying, then we know we
have done our job.
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