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motivation by providing positive feedback about students’ 
competence (Cameron, 2001; Deci et al., 1999b).

Even performance-contingent rewards can undermine 
intrinsic motivation in certain situations. When students 
expect a performance-contingent reward for achieving a 
certain level of mastery, the anticipation of being evalu-
ated may interfere with their intrinsic interest in the subject 
(Harackiewicz et al., 1984). For example, elementary school 
students may be told in advance that if they earn an A on 
their math test, they will receive a no-homework pass, or high 
school students may know that if they pass a standardized test 
at the end of their AP History course, they can receive college 
credit. These students may be more focused on the antici-
pated evaluation and outcome than the subject matter itself.

Also, feedback that is negative may not enhance intrin-
sic motivation because the feedback suggests a lack of ability 
(Stipek, 2002). For example, in research that closely reflected 
what happens in classrooms, where only the top-performing 
participants received a reward and lower performing partici-
pants received a smaller reward or no reward at all, performance-contingent rewards clearly under-
mined intrinsic motivation for individuals receiving lesser rewards (Deci, Koestner, & Ryan, 2001).

Think of some instances when you have received rewards for learning in or out of 
school. Were these rewards task contingent or performance contingent, and did 
they increase or decrease your intrinsic motivation?

APPLICATIONS: USING REWARDS EFFECTIVELY
Educators can adopt the following research-based guidelines for using rewards in ways 
that are minimally detrimental to intrinsic motivation (Deci, Ryan, & Koestner, 2001):

Occasionally use unexpected rewards. Unexpected rewards, such as surprising students 
with a movie after a job well done on a group activity, do not significantly affect intrinsic 
motivation. Students are not specifically working for the opportunity to receive a reward 
and are more likely to be intrinsically motivated by the task itself (Cameron, 2001; Deci, 
Ryan, & Koestner, 2001).

Use expected tangible rewards sparingly. Expected tangible rewards (e.g., prizes or certifi
cates) generally undermine intrinsic motivation, especially for children in elementary school 
(Deci et al., 1999a; Deci, Koestner, & Ryan, 2001). Rewarding students in this way can 
cause them to shift from an internal to an external locus of control (Deci & Ryan, 1985). 
For example, if students who initially were interested in recreational reading receive 
rewards for reading, they may at first believe that they received rewards for their ability to 
read well (internal locus of control) but eventually may consider rewards as externally 
imposed constraints by the teacher (external locus of control). Over time, students may 
believe that their successful performance is due more to the reward than to internal 
causes such as ability, effort, or interest (Brockner & Vasta, 1981; Pittman, Cooper, & 
Smith, 1977). One exception may be tangible rewards that are related to the activity being 
rewarded, such as receiving a book as a reward for reading (Marinak & Gambrell, 2008).

Withdraw rewards as soon as possible. Rewards may be useful in situations where 
school tasks are necessary but seem to have little intrinsic value or interest to students. 

Rewards. Rewards can take many forms, such as extra 
recess, stickers, no-homework passes, or the opportunity to 
choose a toy from a treasure box, as shown here.
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