overjustification effect psychology
definition

overjustification effect psychology definition refers to a psychological
phenomenon where external rewards diminish intrinsic motivation to engage in
an activity. This concept is crucial in understanding how motivation works,
particularly in educational settings, workplaces, and even in personal
relationships. The overjustification effect suggests that when people are
offered excessive external incentives for activities they already enjoy,
their intrinsic motivation can actually decrease. In this article, we'll
explore the overjustification effect in detail, examining its definition, key
studies, underlying mechanisms, implications in various fields, and
strategies to mitigate its impact. By the end, readers will have a
comprehensive understanding of this fascinating psychological effect.
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Understanding the Overjustification Effect

The overjustification effect occurs when individuals perceive their
motivation for an activity as being controlled by external rewards rather
than their own intrinsic interest. This can lead to a decrease in their
enjoyment of the activity itself. Imagine a child who loves drawing; if
parents start rewarding the child with money or prizes for every drawing
completed, the child may begin to associate drawing more with the reward than
with the joy of creating. As a result, when the rewards stop, the child may
lose interest in drawing altogether.

This effect is particularly significant in educational and behavioral
contexts. It challenges the traditional view that rewards and incentives are
always beneficial for motivation. Instead, it suggests a more nuanced
understanding: while rewards can enhance performance in the short term, they
may undermine intrinsic motivation in the long run.



Key Studies on the Overjustification Effect

Several landmark studies have shaped our understanding of the
overjustification effect, providing empirical evidence for its existence and
implications. One of the most notable studies was conducted by Edward L. Deci
in the early 1970s.

Deci's Classic Experiment

In Deci's experiment, participants were asked to engage in a puzzle-solving
task. Some participants were offered a monetary reward for their performance
while others were not. The results indicated that those who received the
reward showed less interest in the puzzles when the reward was removed. This
experiment illustrated how the introduction of external rewards diminished
the intrinsic motivation of individuals who initially enjoyed the activity.

Further Research and Findings

Subsequent research has replicated Deci's findings across various contexts
and populations. For instance, studies involving children and adults in
different settings, such as classrooms and workplaces, have consistently
demonstrated that external rewards can lead to a significant decline in
intrinsic motivation.

e Children rewarded for reading showed less interest in reading when the
rewards were removed.

e Employees who received bonuses for creative tasks reported lower
satisfaction and creativity once the bonuses ceased.

e Extrinsic incentives for artistic activities diminished participants'
enjoyment and creativity in those activities.

Mechanisms Behind the Overjustification Effect

Understanding the mechanisms behind the overjustification effect is essential
for applying this knowledge in real-world scenarios. Several psychological
theories provide insights into why this phenomenon occurs.



Self-Determination Theory

One of the most influential frameworks is Self-Determination Theory (SDT),
which posits that people have basic psychological needs for autonomy,
competence, and relatedness. When individuals engage in an activity for
intrinsic reasons, they feel a sense of autonomy and competence. However,
when external rewards are introduced, they may feel that their autonomy is
compromised, leading to a decrease in intrinsic motivation.

Cognitive Evaluation Theory

Cognitive Evaluation Theory, a subset of SDT, further explains that the
introduction of external rewards can lead to a shift in how individuals
perceive their motivation. If people start attributing their actions to
external rewards rather than their own interest, their intrinsic motivation
can diminish. This shift in perceived motivation can significantly alter
behavior and attitudes toward the activity.

Implications of the Overjustification Effect in
Various Fields

The implications of the overjustification effect extend to numerous fields,
including education, business, and personal development. Understanding these
implications can help educators, managers, and individuals create
environments that foster intrinsic motivation.

Education

In educational settings, the overjustification effect suggests that while
rewards can be effective in encouraging initial engagement, they may lead to
decreased interest in learning over time. Teachers should be cautious in how
they use rewards, favoring intrinsic motivators such as curiosity and a love
for learning. Encouraging autonomy and providing meaningful feedback can help
maintain students' intrinsic motivation.

Workplace Motivation

In the workplace, the overjustification effect can have profound implications
for employee motivation and creativity. While bonuses and incentives can
drive performance temporarily, they may also reduce employees' intrinsic



motivation to innovate and take risks. Organizations should focus on creating
a culture of intrinsic motivation by providing opportunities for professional
growth, valuing employees' contributions, and fostering a sense of ownership
over their work.

Personal Relationships

The overjustification effect can also be observed in personal relationships.
For instance, if one partner rewards the other for chores or acts of
kindness, the recipient may begin to feel obligated rather than genuinely
appreciated. This shift can lead to resentment or disengagement in the
relationship. Fostering genuine appreciation and intrinsic motivation to
contribute to the relationship can help maintain a healthy dynamic.

Strategies to Mitigate the Overjustification
Effect

Recognizing the overjustification effect is the first step; implementing
strategies to mitigate its impact is crucial for fostering intrinsic
motivation in various aspects of life.

Encouraging Intrinsic Motivation

To encourage intrinsic motivation, individuals and organizations can adopt
several strategies:

Promote Autonomy: Allow individuals to have a say in how they approach
tasks, fostering a sense of ownership.

e Enhance Competence: Provide opportunities for skill development and
mastery without the pressure of external rewards.

e Encourage Purpose: Help individuals understand the intrinsic value and
purpose of their tasks, reinforcing why they matter.

e Use Non-Material Rewards: Recognize achievements through praise,
acknowledgment, and opportunities for growth instead of material
rewards.



Creating a Supportive Environment

A supportive environment is essential for maintaining intrinsic motivation.
This can be achieved by:

e Fostering a Growth Mindset: Encourage individuals to view challenges as
opportunities for growth rather than as tasks to complete for rewards.

e Providing Constructive Feedback: Offer feedback that emphasizes
improvement and learning rather than just outcomes or rewards.

e Building Community: Create a sense of belonging and community where
individuals feel valued and supported in their pursuits.

Conclusion

The overjustification effect psychology definition encapsulates a critical
understanding of how external rewards can inadvertently undermine intrinsic
motivation. By exploring key studies, mechanisms, and implications, we see
the importance of fostering an environment that prioritizes intrinsic
motivation in education, workplaces, and personal relationships. Through
effective strategies, individuals and organizations can mitigate the effects
of overjustification, leading to a more engaged and motivated populace.
Understanding and applying these principles not only enhances individual
satisfaction but also promotes long-term success and fulfillment in various
domains of life.

Q: What is the overjustification effect?

A: The overjustification effect is a psychological phenomenon where external
rewards diminish a person's intrinsic motivation to engage in an activity
they initially enjoyed.

Q: How does the overjustification effect impact
education?

A: In education, the overjustification effect can lead to decreased interest
in learning when students are rewarded for their efforts, suggesting that
intrinsic motivation should be prioritized.



Q: What are some examples of the overjustification
effect in real life?

A: Examples include children losing interest in reading when rewarded for it,
employees becoming less innovative after receiving bonuses, and individuals
feeling obligated in relationships when rewards are introduced.

Q: Can the overjustification effect be reversed?

A: Yes, the effects can be mitigated by fostering intrinsic motivation
through autonomy, competence, purpose, and creating supportive environments
that value intrinsic rewards over extrinsic ones.

Q: What role does Self-Determination Theory play in
understanding the overjustification effect?

A: Self-Determination Theory explains that external rewards can compromise
individuals' feelings of autonomy and competence, leading to decreased
intrinsic motivation and contributing to the overjustification effect.

Q: Are there effective strategies to prevent the
overjustification effect?

A: Yes, effective strategies include promoting autonomy, enhancing
competence, encouraging a growth mindset, and providing non-material rewards
to foster intrinsic motivation.

Q: How does the overjustification effect relate to
workplace motivation?

A: In the workplace, the overjustification effect suggests that while
incentives can boost performance, they may also reduce employees' intrinsic
motivation to innovate and engage meaningfully with their work.

Q: What can parents do to avoid the
overjustification effect with their children?
A: Parents can avoid the overjustification effect by encouraging children's

interests without introducing external rewards, promoting intrinsic enjoyment
of activities instead.



Q: Is the overjustification effect a universal
phenomenon?

A: While the overjustification effect has been observed across various
cultures and demographics, the degree to which it affects individuals can
vary based on personal and contextual factors.
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