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The Language of
Motivation and Behavior

Part I



Language



The Neurology of  
Human Language
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Psychology 
+ Language



Early Psychology & Language

✤ Language has long been cited in 
literature of psychology (and 
philosophy, and sociology, etc etc 
etc).
✤ Sigmund Freud (1901)...

✤ parapraxis = an error in speech 
that reveal deeper 
psychological states

✤ Jacques Lacan (1968): the 
unconscious reveals itself through 
language



Language as an Indicator: 
The General Psychometrics of Language



Language as a Diagnostic Tool

✤ Oxman and colleagues (1988)...

✤ Used LIWC to determine linguistic differences in narratives 
of patients suffering from somatoform disorders, major 
depression, and paranoia

✤ Findings: distinct difference in spoken language use between 
each of the diagnostic categories

✤ in fact, the LIWC showed to be an even more effective 
diagnostic tool than trained clinicians’ judgments after 
reading transcripts of the narratives



MotivationLanguage



Models of  
Motivational Psychology



Hull (1943): Drive Theory

✤ Developed Drive Theory (1943)...
✤ = the individual has innate psychological needs
✤ when basic psychological needs are not met, “negative tension” is 

created, and drive is increased
✤ when basic psychological needs are finally met, tension and drive are 

reduced, and the individual returns to homeostasis

✤ The act of “drive reduction” (Hull, 1943) is the basis for most individual 
learning and behavior

✤ primary drives = hunger, sex & thirst

✤ secondary drives = learned drives



Csikszentmihalyi (1975): Flow

✤ Placed greater emphasis on enjoyment of activities enhancing intrinsic 
motivation

✤ in other words, the reward = the continued enjoyment of the activity

✤ Proposed the concept of flow

✤ = the dynamic and “holistic experience that people feel when they act 
with total involvement.”

✤ true enjoyment of an activity contributes to flow

✤ thus, the experience of flow significantly enhances intrinsic motivation



Self-Determination 
Theory



Self-Determination: The Basics

✤ Deci (1980): one of the foundations for personal need isn’t the need to control 
our environment, rather it is the need to be self-determining
✤ that is...”to experience choice and have those choices be the determinants of one’s 

actions.” (Deci & Ryan, 1985)

✤ When one is self-determined, one “acts out of choice rather than obligation 
or coercion.” (Deci & Ryan 1985)

✤ Choice is based on awareness of organic needs combined with an 
interpretation of external events

✤ Self-determination may include control, but can also involve choosing to give 
up control



The Language 
of Motivation

Language Motivation



Summary of the Literature

✤ other language/psychology associations...
✤ increased positive emotion words associated with...

✤ more advanced developmental stage (increased intrinsic)
✤ extraversion and agreeableness (positive motivational outcomes)
✤ positive tx outcomes w. emotional upheaval (positive motivational outcomes)

✤ increased use of causation words associated with...
✤ more advanced developmental stage (increased intrinsic motivation)
✤ positive tx outcomes w. emotional upheaval (positive motivational outcomes)

✤ increased use of definitive words...
✤ for ex., “always,” and “never,” and “can’t,” and “won’t”
✤ associated w. poor behavioral health outcomes (negative emotional outcomes)



My Research



Results (Correlations)
✤ High levels of self-reported Motivation to Change are correlated with...

✤ Increased use of the word “we” (low)
✤ Increased use of the word “they” (VERY high)
✤ Increased use of conjunctions (medium-high)

✤ for ex., “and,” “but,” or “although”
✤ Increased use of insight words (high)
✤ Increased use of words related to perceptual processes (high)

✤ especially hearing (medium)
✤ especially feeling (VERY high)

✤ Increased use of words related to spatial relations (low)
✤ Decreased use of words of exclusivity (VERY high)

✤ for ex., “but,” “without”
✤ Decreased use of definitive words (high)

✤ for ex., “can’t,” “never,” “always,” or “won’t”



What do the results mean?

✤ Subjects that used more insight words were more motivated to change their eating 
habits, and had greater self-confidence in doing so.
✤ Particularly true for motivation level than self-confidence.
✤ High use of insight words is an indication of deeper cognitive processing of the 

topic being written about
✤ Hypothesis: The greater the cognitive processing about behavior change (as 

indicated by high use of insight words), the greater the motivation to change.
✤ a.k.a. cognitive processing begets motivation.

✤ FUTURE RESEARCH AREA...
✤ Level of motivation assoc’d with stage of change (Prochaska & DiClemente)
✤ Frequency of use of insight words assoc’d with stage of change.



What do the results mean?

✤ Subjects that used the word “they” more had higher levels of motivation.
✤ This correlation was veerrrrry strong.
✤ Deeper analysis into the journals revealed that these subjects wrote either about 

their support systems, or how their poor eating habits effected those that were 
close to them (i.e. children).

✤ Hypothesis 1: Increased awareness of available support systems (and resources in 
general) increases motivation.

✤ Hypothesis 2: Increased awareness of how problem behaviors effect those around 
you increases motivation to change those problem behaviors.
✤ The research: Anti-smoking ads that speak about the negative effects of 

smoking (especially the negative effects of the viewer’s smoking habit on 
others) are effective in motivating others to quit.

✤ The research: Research on anti-drug PSA’s showed the same thing.



What do the results mean?

✤ Subjects that used more impersonal pronouns endorsed greater levels of perceived 
difficulty.
✤ Correlation was high.

✤ Especially use of the word “he” or “she.”
✤ Impersonal pronoun use indicates outward focus and/or blame (esp. with use of 

s/he).
✤ Hypothesis: Increased focus on others impedes ability to “internalize” or 

“personalize” behavior change, which makes the process of change difficult.
✤ May be a stretch.


