
Motivation Skills for Researchers



Motivation

• Outline

• Self-awareness – understanding your motivation

• Basic motivational concepts

• Setting goals

• Procrastination

• Action plan



“The Merchant of Death is Dead”
Dr AN, who became rich by finding ways to kill more people faster than ever before, died yesterday



What?

Take a minute to consider what you 
consider to be success as post doctoral 
researcher.



Why

Write a few sentences that capture why you want to 
be a successful researcher.

What are you motivated by? Intellectual curiosity, 
results, fame...? And why does it matter? 



• Of the motivations you just listed, which would 
you say is the most powerful?

• However challenging, most researchers can distil 
their motivation down to a single thing. It can be 
rewarding in itself to be reminded of what this is 
(stick it on the wall)

• To what extent is your current work addressing 
and aligned to your key career motivation?



Taking stock

• What type of research are you doing? 

Is it what you want to do?

• What is your research context?

Are you where  you should be?

Are you starting to think about where you want to go? Also, 
knowing where you want to get to is fine – but do you know 
how you're going to get there? Or maybe you don’t know 
what you want to do?



How to discover your passion

1. What are your talents?

2. What annoys you (or makes you 
jealous)?

3. What did you love doing as a child?

4. What kinds of things make you lose track 
of time? 

5. Try new things 



Exercise

1. Write down 10 things you want to do

It might be something you started but 
didn’t finish ,are scared of, enjoyed 
doing as a child…..

2. Show the list to someone else

5. Use the “5 whys” to delve deeper



Definition

Conventional definitions typically include

• Internal and external factors 

• Prompt desire / energy / enthusiasm 
/interest…

• Goal orientated 

• both conscious and unconscious factors 

Motivation is derived from the Latin movere 
meaning “to move” of “to energise” or “to 
activate”

Reasons for acting in a particular way



Why consider 
motivation?

• To enhance our experience at work 
it is important to understand what 
motivates us

• When we are motivated, we can 
influence others in a constructive 
way

• Important to understand that 
motivations vary between people 
and by understanding others’ 
motivations we can work more 
effectively together



What motivation is not

• Directly observable

• The same as satisfaction

• Always conscious

• Directly controllable



Theories of motivations

• There are over 50 theories of motivation

• No one accepted meaning but some commonality

– Motivation is goal directed

– Motivation is limited by the situation people find 
themselves in

• We will look at a few theories



Maslow’s hierarchy of needs



Hertzberg two factor



Vroom’s Expectancy Theory



What does the literature tell us about 
researcher motivation

1. Spin-out / entrepreneurship and 

2. Impact

is a focus of current research







Public sector 
motivation



Age-related Differences in Work Motivation, Inceoglu et al, Journal of Occupational and Organizational Psychology (2012), 85, 300–329

Age-related Differences 
in Work Motivation



Phd comics



Resetting your 
motivation

3 stages

1. Discovering (mapping)

2. Implementation (doing)

3. Growth (future proofing)



Procrastination 

• Pro – forward motion

• Crastinus – belonging to tomorrow

Perfectionism
Feeling 

inadequate
Underdeveloped 

skills

Aversion to 
discomfort

Resentment
Being over 
extended

Lifestyle
Fear of 

success/failure
Negative 

emotional state



Manifestations of procrastination

Suddenly important things

• Cleaning the house

• Making a list

• “recharging”

• Another idea

• Social media

• Just one more paper

• Gaming/tv/music

Common feelings

• Panic

• Hunger

• Inadequacy

• Tiredness

• Worry about perceptions

• Stress

• Automatic Negative 
Thoughts (Beck)



The motivation fairy

Advanced procrastination 
(displacement)

The motivation fairy is a 
myth

Action leads to more 
action – act before you 
feel ready



Break a task into small steps

Some tools

• Mind maps

• Apps: scrivener, things, 
wunderlist, freedom …..

• Notebook & pen

• 2 golden hours (Hugh 
Kearns)



Writing – a 
particular 
problem



Theory 4: Goal setting theory of 
Motivation

Goals are made open, known and broadcasted. 

Goals should be set-self by individual rather than designated. 

Individual’s set goals should be consistent with the 
organizational goals and vision. 



Goals

Goals are signposts on the way to 
your vision

They are measurable

They will evolve as your position 
changes



Passion in your career – ikigai principle



SOAPLeaders Map

Vision What is your big 
aspiration?

Values What are your golden 
rules?

Goals What will success look 
like?

Current position Where are you on the 
journey?

Opportunities What will help your 
progress?

Risks What may hold you 
back?

Next steps What are your mid-
term priorities?



SMART goals



Personal goals and motivations

Professional-personal researchFamily, friends, hobbies



Do you hold yourself accountable?

How?

(hint: it’s a lot of the things we have mentioned 
already but you need to figure out how to make 
them work for you)



Action plan

https://forms.office.com/Pages/ResponsePage.aspx?id=pVz-Rm-GQk6S6e2HhiRVRbUnWrf9v2ZLqa98FZ_l6D9UNVJUUVdSS1VDWTNHSTFPQlFWRzdYREpVTi4u

https://forms.office.com/Pages/ResponsePage.aspx?id=pVz-Rm-GQk6S6e2HhiRVRbUnWrf9v2ZLqa98FZ_l6D9UNVJUUVdSS1VDWTNHSTFPQlFWRzdYREpVTi4u



