
Self-Determination 
Theory (SDT)



Why do video game designers, 
workplace behaviour experts, 
and exercise coaches all 
gravitate to this one theory?



Because motivation is relevant to 
all kinds of behaviour.



Also, because it works.



The proper question is not, 'how 
can people motivate others?' but 
rather, 'how can people create 
the conditions within which 
others will motivate themselves?'



Self-Determination Theory

Motivation

RelatednessCompetenceAutonomy



What is Autonomy?



Dimmer, Please!



What is Competence?



Dissembling Legos can Destroy 
your Motivation



What is Relatedness?



The Healing Power of Hospital 
Roommates



Deep Dive: Autonomy



Peloton supports 
autonomy to sustain 
motivation



Fabulous Undermines 
Motivation by Removing 
Choices Around Goals

All users of Fabulous are forced to start with 
the same goal: a 3-day challenge to drink 
more water. 


It’s likely that retention would improve by 
allowing users to choose their goal (even if 
they were choosing from a small set of easy 
habits to bias toward success).



Autonomy: Best Practices



Autonomy: Things to Avoid



If You Have to Limit Autonomy, 
Try to Explain Why



Enable Small Expressions of 
Autonomy to Drive Retention



Deep Dive: Competence



More measurements 
means more ways to 
motivate people



Duolingo Motivates With 
Competence and Autonomy



Showing Progress Visually 
Makes Competence Salient



Competence: Best Practices



Competence: Things to Avoid



Don’t Start People at Zero



When Progress Is Demotivating



Be Careful With Streaks



Deep Dive: Relatedness



Peloton Uses Relatedness to 
Drive Retention



Using One Form of Motivation to 
Encourage Another



Communities Around 
Game Streamers



Relatedness: Best Practices



Relatedness: Things to Avoid



Social Isn’t Automatic



Common Misconceptions  
About Motivation



Myth #1: There's a Hierarchy of 
Needs/Motivations



Myth #2: People's Motivation 
Level is Pre-Set



Myth #3: Extrinsic Means Bad



Motivation Over Time (Illustrative)

Novelty

Competence

Relatedness (Social)



Motivation Changes Over Time



Motivation Can Strengthen and 
New Sources Can Be Unlocked



Motivation Can Also Weaken. 
And It Might Not Be Sufficient to 
Face New Obstacles.



Wrapping Up: Build Motivation 
with the Three Essentials



Break Down the Motivational Journey With This Template

Get the template

https://miro.com/welcomeonboard/hlGske7z1r4vpRmfsQ57GMXHPQERR4Njyrt4Y57AIJRFIqtSQocVrKehNhaoKnoP


Learn More

Why We Do What We Do  
by Edward Deci (Book)

Engaged: Designing for Behavior Change  
by Amy Bucher (Book)

More Fun With Intrinsic Motivaton: The 
Example of Video Games (Video)

A Dive Into Self-Determination Theory 
with Dr. Richard Ryan (Podcast)

Center for Self-Determination Theory 
(Website)

https://www.amazon.com/Why-We-What-Understanding-Self-Motivation/dp/B07XQ98NF8
https://www.amazon.com/Why-We-What-Understanding-Self-Motivation/dp/B07XQ98NF8
https://www.amazon.com/Engaged-Designing-Behavior-Amy-Bucher-ebook/dp/B084WPQNRR
https://www.amazon.com/Engaged-Designing-Behavior-Amy-Bucher-ebook/dp/B084WPQNRR
https://www.coursera.org/lecture/self-determination-theory/5-more-fun-with-intrinsic-motivaton-the-example-of-video-games-pbOck
https://www.coursera.org/lecture/self-determination-theory/5-more-fun-with-intrinsic-motivaton-the-example-of-video-games-pbOck
https://lnns.co/rvYn5dWTD1q
https://lnns.co/rvYn5dWTD1q
https://selfdeterminationtheory.org


And that’s all for this 
week. Motivate wisely!




