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Abstract The self-regulation of motivation model sug-

gests that under certain circumstances, people will

strategically vary a boring task to enhance their motivational

experience. In three experiments we tested whether the

likelihood of this task variation depends on a person’s ori-

entation to promote success or prevent failure. Across

studies, all participants engaged in a boring letter-copying

task which was coded for task variation. Results showed that

a promotion focus led to greater task variation, whereas a

prevention focus led to lesser task variation. Furthermore, for

those people who varied the task under a promotion focus,

greater intrinsic motivation (defined as intent for future task-

related behavior and as self-reported immediate task inter-

est) was observed. Results were evident when the foci were

induced below conscious awareness (Experiment 1), subtly

(Experiment 2), and overtly (Experiment 3). Implications for

academic and work-related tasks are discussed.

Keywords Intrinsic motivation � Self-regulation �
Promotion and prevention focus

Introduction

People often ‘‘persist at activities for no clear reason except

that they seem to find them interesting’’ (Deci 1992, p. 49).

Thus, ‘‘interest is a powerful motivator’’ (p. 43) and is at

the heart of intrinsic motivation. Certainly, however, many

activities in which people engage on a daily basis are not

inherently interesting. What happens when the task at hand

is boring? One option is for people to adopt strategies to

make the dull task seem more interesting. For example, a

student may find putting together a PowerPoint presenta-

tion on a topic outside her major very boring. However, by

locating and using eye-catching images and pictures for her

presentation, the task may become more interesting. As this

example illustrates, people can strategically regulate their

experience of interest, and, therefore, motivation may be

considered both a process as well as an outcome (e.g.,

Elliot and Harackiewicz 1994; Sansone et al. 1999, 2008;

Sansone and Smith 2000; Thoman et al. 2007). That is, task

engagement itself is a fluid, dynamic, process that can

change, promote, or maintain a person’s motivational

experience. As such, we suggest that it is important to

understand when people will actively interact with and

change the experience of a boring task.

The goal of the current project was to test whether a

person’s initial task orientation prior to task engagement

influences how a person interacts with a boring task and

ultimately experiences interest in that task. Specifically, we

tested the role of a person’s motivational orientation—as

promotion focused or prevention focused (Higgins 1998;

Higgins et al. 1994) because research shows that these foci

lead to very different motivational strategies for complet-

ing a wide variety of tasks (e.g., Brodscholl et al. 2007;

Freitas and Higgins 2002; Higgins 2000; Higgins et al.

2003; Horvath et al. 2006). Thus, with three experiments,

we tested whether a person’s focus on gains (promotion) or

losses (prevention) predicts the extent to which a person

varies a boring task.

Self-regulation of motivation

What does it mean to experience motivation? Extracting

from Sansone and colleagues (e.g., Sansone et al. 1992;
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Smith et al. 2007), we conceptualize intrinsic motivation as

the phenomenological experience of interest in an activity

(Isaac et al. 1999; Thoman et al. 2007; see also Sansone

and Harackiewicz 1996). The epitome of this interest

experience (termed flow by Csikszentmihalyi 1978) is

characterized by a loss of self-awareness and total sub-

mersion into the task. Understanding a person’s experience

of interest is important because it is associated with greater

likelihood of performing the task in the future (e.g., Deci

and Ryan 1985; Sansone et al. 1992) as well as a greater

persistence in the activity (e.g., Reeve et al. 2002; Sansone

et al. 1999; Schell et al. 2004). It makes intuitive sense that

one might take part in and persist at a task primarily

because one finds that task interesting and enjoyable. But,

what happens when a task is boring? In this situation, a

person can quit the task, continue the task as-is but suffer

stress-related consequences (e.g., Sansone et al. 1999), or

self-regulate the motivational experience by transforming

the task in a way that makes it more interesting (Sansone

et al. 1999). Sansone and colleagues (Sansone et al. 1992,

1999) have demonstrated that when there is a need (the task

is boring) and regulation strategies are available (oppor-

tunities to vary the task in some way), people are more

likely to strategically vary the task, often resulting in

greater task interest and motivation to perform the task in

the future. For example, people will change how they

perform a repetitive copying task by changing the font or

handwriting, especially when they have been given a good

reason to perform the task (e.g., Sansone et al. 1992, 1999;

Schell et al. 2004; Wolters 1999). Thus, a given task may

initially be undertaken to fulfill a desired end-sate (e.g., to

complete the task of creating a PowerPoint presentation).

However, during the process of task engagement a person’s

goal (s) may also include enjoying him or herself. In this

situation, people can enact a process whereby they achieve

greater motivation for the task at hand, essentially by

finding ways to make the task experience more interesting.

We suggest that a given reason or purpose for task

engagement may create a particular orientation toward the

task, affecting direction of attention as well as the strategies

that are perceived to be relevant and available to vary the

task (Sansone et al. 1989). For example, an extrinsic reward

(e.g., a prize) may be effective in getting people to begin a

boring task (e.g., Lepper and Gilovich 1982; Lepper and

Henderlong 2000). Once begun, however, these people may

be less likely than people given no reward to vary the task

because the reward cues an external focus that makes them

less likely to monitor their experience of interest (Deci et al.

1994; Ryan and Deci 2000; see also Sansone and Smith

2000). As detailed below, we add to such findings by sug-

gesting that when an activity is boring, the nature of a

person’s task focus is important to the extent that it

increases or decreases motivation to vary the boring task.

Promotion and prevention regulatory foci

The situation often dictates a person’s task focus (Higgins

et al. 1994; Higgins 2005). Some situations can foster an

approach orientation in which people are motivated to

approach matches for desired outcomes (gains) and

approach mismatches for undesired outcomes (non-gains).

For example, the student creating a PowerPoint presentation

may approach the task in a way to fulfill the desire to get a

good grade (gain). This ‘‘promotion focus’’ emphasizes a

person’s ‘‘accomplishments, hopes, and aspirations’’ (Hig-

gins 1998, p. 16). Some research suggest that such a

‘‘positive’’ approach orientation results in enhanced per-

formance, persistence, and task enjoyment (e.g., Roney

et al. 1995; see also Smith et al. 2007) especially when

people are focused on the task at hand (e.g., Freitas et al.

2002). For instance, Roney et al. (1995) found that framing

an anagram task with a positive approach focus (i.e., getting

a specified number of anagrams correct) resulted in greater

persistence for solving anagrams than participants who

were given the same task with a negative focus (i.e., not

missing a specified number of anagrams; see also Bianco

et al. 2003; Forster et al. 1998). As this later example

illustrates, some situations can foster an avoidance orien-

tation in which people are motivated to avoid mismatches

for desired outcomes and avoid matches with undesired

outcomes (Higgins 1997, 1998). For example, a different

student may work on the same PowerPoint presentation

with the goal to avoid getting a poor grade. This ‘‘preven-

tion focus’’ regulation emphasizes ‘‘safety, responsibilities,

and obligations’’ (Higgins 1998, p. 16) and under some

circumstances may result in lower performance, less task

enjoyment, and less persistence on a task (e.g., Freitas et al.

2002; Roney et al. 1995; Smith et al. 2007).

Although an approach versus avoidance orientation may

have direct effects on intrinsic motivation, there is also

much evidence to suggest that people experience greater

interest in a task when it is framed in a way that ‘‘matches’’

the person’s orientation (e.g., Sansone et al. 1989). A match

between a person’s orientation and the task at hand maxi-

mizes a person’s expectancies and values (Sansone and

Harackiewicz 1996) resulting in positive processes and

outcomes. For example, research by Harackiewicz and

Sansone (1991) illustrated that the match between an indi-

vidual’s reason for doing a task (e.g., to help other people)

and the explicit demands of the task (e.g., designing a

community service project) predicted greater immediate

and future interest in a task, whereas a mismatch rendered

poor motivational effects (e.g., Isaac et al. 1999).

Given the positive effects of match, it is not surprising

that Higgins and colleagues (e.g., Higgins 1997) have

demonstrated that a match between regulatory focus and

goal pursuit results in ‘‘feeling right’’ about the task, and
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these feelings translate to higher task value, more positive

task experiences (Forster et al. 1998), and more positive

perceptions about the task itself (e.g., Cesario et al. 2004).

For example, a person with a promotion focus who receives

approach oriented feedback (the PowerPoint presentation

was good) is more likely to persist at a task and feel that the

task has value because the task ‘‘feels right’’ (Higgins et al.

1994; Higgins and Freitas 2007; Roney et al. 1995). Con-

versely, a mismatch between a person’s orientation and the

demands or context of a given task impairs the task

experience because the task ‘‘feels wrong’’ (Higgins et al.

1994; Higgins and Freitas 2007).

Although the bulk of research on promotion and pre-

vention foci has primarily centered on the desired

outcomes (e.g., monetary rewards, performance) that an

individual is motivated to gain, or not lose, respectively,

(e.g., Shah et al. 1998) it is possible that these foci may

affect the extent to which people will actively vary a task to

create such a ‘‘match’’ between the task and their orien-

tation. For example, Crowe and Higgins (1997) found that

participants were more likely to respond ‘‘yes’’ in trying to

identify an item on a recognition task under a promotion-

focus orientation compared to participants with a preven-

tion-focus orientation (who were more likely to respond

‘‘no’’). These findings indicate that a promotion focus leads

to more eager, risk taking strategies, whereas a prevention

focus leads to more vigilant, conservative strategies (Fre-

itas and Higgins 2002; Higgins 1998; Idson et al. 2004; see

also Brebels et al. 2008). As such, we expect that the risk-

taking ‘‘playful’’ promotion orientation frees people to

engage in greater task variation. In this way, a person with

a promotion focus can create a better match between the

task and their motivational focus by actively altering a

boring task to make it more interesting. Such task variation

among people with a promotion focus should, in turn,

result in enhanced immediate task interest, increased

willingness to seek out similar task opportunities in the

future, and better task performance.

In contrast, a prevention focus should create an orienta-

tion toward the boring task that makes people less likely to

deviate from what they ‘‘should’’ do as part of the task

instructions (e.g., Higgins 1998; Idson et al. 2004), with the

result that they are less likely to vary a task. A person with a

prevention focus orientation, then, can best create a match

by leaving the task relatively unaltered. In so doing, they

will follow the specific guidelines for completing the task

and decrease the likelihood of making errors by deviating

from instructions, consistent with their regulatory focus. In

this situation, a person with a prevention focus who does not

vary the task should experience greater interest in the task,

whereas a person with a prevention focus who does vary the

task should experience decreased task interest. From this

perspective then, it is the match per se between the person’s

orientation and the behavior that is important to consider

(e.g., Smith and Ruiz 2007) and not just the valence of the

orientation (as approach or avoidance).

Current project

In the current research, we expected that a promotion focus

and prevention focus would influence the motivational

experience in two ways: first, a promotion focus should

lead people to construe a boring task as more interesting in

general and second, a promotion focus should result in an

active attempt to vary the task to make it more interesting

(and thus more in ‘‘match’’). Thus, although some direct

effects of regulatory foci on the motivational experience

were expected, we predicted that any such main effects

would be qualified by an interaction with task variation.

We predicted that regulatory foci affect the extent to which

people will actively vary a task to create a ‘‘match’’

between the task and their orientation, with promotion foci

leading to more task variation. Further, varying the task (or

not), in turn, should increase the person’s overall experi-

ence of interest when they are promotion (versus

prevention) focused (e.g., Ainley et al. 2002; Green-De-

mers et al. 1998; Werner and Makela 1998). Three studies

tested our hypotheses. In general, participants engaged in a

boring copying task in which options were made available

to vary the task experience. Across studies, motivational

foci were manipulated prior to the task with varying levels

of subtlety.

Experiment 1

Participants and procedure

Participants (n = 74, 65% women, 82.4% white) with a

mean age of 21.69 years received credit in their psychol-

ogy or communication classes for their participation. One

participant failed to complete all of the measures, resulting

in a total of 73 participants. Using a method similar to

Sansone et al. (1999), participants were asked to perform a

repetitive, boring copying task under the guise of ‘‘expe-

riencing tasks and jobs that some people have to do on an

everyday basis.’’ The boring task consisted of working on

three letter-matrix sheets. Each matrix was displayed in a

different type font with empty boxes below. Participants

were asked to copy the letters in the matrix into the boxes

until time was called. Performance was intentionally not

emphasized; instead, participants were told we were only

‘‘interested in their evaluation of the task after having some

experience with it.’’

Before participants could read these task instructions,

however, a confederate interrupted the session and
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summoned the experimenter to the door. The confederate

handed the experimenter a stack of mazes and said loudly

‘‘Have you started yet? Because Dr. Smith wanted to get

some people to try out these mazes. She said it was okay to

see if these folks would do it before they start the study,

since it will only take a minute.’’ The experimenter then

shrugged and said ‘‘Okay.’’ The experimenter proceeded to

pass out the mazes, which were collated in a random order.

Manipulation of prevention and promotion focus

The mazes contained the focus manipulation, modeled

after the manipulations used by Friedman and Forster

(2001). Participants were randomly assigned to receive a

maze picturing dots as start and finish points (no-focus

condition), a maze picturing an owl hovering over a mouse

(prevention-focus condition), or a maze picturing a mouse

at the starting point with cheese at the finish point (pro-

motion-focus condition). These manipulations were

intended to induce promotion, prevention, or no focus in a

very subtle way, likely below conscious awareness (see

Friedman and Forster 2001). That is, participants were not

explicitly instructed to adopt a particular orientation, nor

were there any obvious demand characteristics for the

participants to do so. Rather, subtle pictures of a mouse

avoiding a predator or approaching cheese were used to

activate these concepts in participants at an implicit level.

Participants were given 1 min to complete the maze and

then asked to turn it over and set it aside. Next, participants

were asked to read their instructions for the copying task

and then complete an instruction-awareness check to make

sure everyone understood the directions (e.g., how many

task sheets will you do? Answer: three). Each participant

was given 2 min to engage in each of the three task sheets.

Following the last task sheet, participants completed a filler

measure regarding perceptions of jobs to help maintain the

cover story.

Intrinsic motivation measure

Finally, to index intrinsic motivation participants were

asked to ‘‘anonymously’’ fill out a request form by indi-

cating how many (0–3), if any, task sheets they wanted to

take home. This ‘‘take-home’’ behavioral measure served

as an index for the desire to interact with the task in the

future (Sansone et al. 1989). To reduce participants’

inclination to request the sheets out of concerns for social

desirability, participants were instructed to put the com-

pleted request form into an envelope and to write a number

or a symbol on the envelope that only they would recog-

nize. Participants were informed that the sheets would be

delivered to an ‘‘assistant’’ who would fill the envelopes

with the number of task sheets indicated by the partici-

pants, and that they could pick up their envelope on the

way out. The experimenter left the room to ‘‘deliver’’ the

envelopes to the assistant. The experimenter then removed

the request form (which was marked on the back with a

subject number), filled the envelopes with the number of

task sheets requested, and placed the envelopes by the

door. All participants took their envelope, received a

debriefing sheet, and were dismissed.

Task variation measure

Following procedures by Sansone et al. (1992, 1999), the

number of strategies used was assessed by examining the

‘‘discarded’’ task sheets for evidence that participants

purposely varied the manner in which they copied the

letters. Two trained research assistants blind to conditions,

coded if the participant varied the manner that the text was

copied (e.g., changing the handwriting, altering between

lower and upper case letters) and summed the total number

of strategies used. A third judge resolved any disagree-

ments between the coders.

Results and discussion

Results revealed significant differences in the extent to

which individuals varied the task as a function of condi-

tion, F(2, 69) = 3.06, p \ .05, gp
2 = .08. As shown in

Table 1, follow-up tests revealed that participants varied

the task significantly more in the promotion-focus condi-

tion compared to the prevention-focus and no-focus

conditions. The prevention and no-focus condition were

statistically equal. Results revealed no significant direct

effects of focus condition on number of take home sheets

requested. It is possible that the restricted range of the take

home sheet variable may have limited the power to detect

significant differences overall. As such, we recalculated

our future motivation measure as ‘‘did request’’ versus ‘‘did

not request’’ and conducted a chi-square analyses. Results,

however, remained unchanged and failed to yield any

significant differences. Nevertheless, it is important to note

that significantly fewer requests for take home sheets

(using our original 0–3 index of future motivation) were

made among those who varied the task with a prevention

focus (M = .13, SE = .25) compared to those who varied

the task with a promotion focus (M = .62, SE = .18), F(1,

41) = 4.20, p \ .05, gp
2 = .09. Further, this pattern was

reversed among those who did not vary the task.

Most important, these findings indicate that a noncon-

sciously triggered promotion-focus (vs. prevention focus)

leads participants to vary a boring task. Additionally,
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among those who did vary the task, individuals given a

promotion-focus versus prevention-focus orientation

requested more take-home sheets. One possible interpreta-

tion of this finding is that changing the task was associated

with intrinsic motivation among people operating under a

promotion focus orientation. To test this possibility, we

computed correlations between number of strategies used

and number of take home sheets requested. Supporting this

idea, results showed that for prevention-focus participants,

varying the task was associated with lower future motiva-

tion (r = -.23), whereas among promotion-focus

participants, this association was positive (r = .73). How-

ever, it is certainly possible that people who varied the task

with a promotion focus requested to take home the task

sheets for reasons other than finding the task interesting. As

such, a more task-specific (and variable) measure of

intrinsic motivation was utilized in Experiment 2.

Experiment 1 demonstrated that people with either no-

focus or a prevention-focus varied the task to a similar

(low) extent compared to a promotion focus orientation. To

further determine the degree to which a prevention focus

inhibits task variation and promotion focus promotes task

variation, Experiment 2 included another control condition

for comparison purposes. We included a fourth condition in

which no-focus participants engaged in an interesting task.

It is important to compare our findings from Experiment 1

with an interesting-task condition because participants

should vary the task only when it is boring. Thus, in

comparing these conditions, only those performing the

boring task should feel compelled to vary the task. An

interesting task condition (in which no focus is manipu-

lated) is important because there should be a difference in

intrinsic motivation generated by the tasks themselves. We

expected that similar to Experiment 1, people with a pro-

motion focus who vary the boring task, and people with a

prevention focus who do not vary the task, would both

experience match and thus ‘‘feel right’’ and report rela-

tively more interest in the task (Higgins 1997). The

question remains if this increased level of interest in the

boring task would equal or fall short of the interest reported

by people engaging in the interesting task where no focus is

manipulated.

Finally, relatively more direct manipulations of promo-

tion and prevention foci were used in Experiment 2. In

addition to subtle cues in our environment, promotion and

prevention foci can also be triggered by more overt expe-

riences, such as having a parent admonish a child not to get

a bad grade, or a mentor encouraging a student to ‘‘shoot

for the stars.’’ Thus, we felt it was important to demonstrate

that our Experiment 1 findings replicate in, and generalize

to, these comparably real-world situations. To do this, we

employed more explicit and overt manipulations of pro-

motion and prevention focus in the remaining experiments.

Experiment 2

Participants and procedure

Participants (n = 129, 57.5% women, 93.8% white) with a

mean age of 20.74 years received credit in their psychol-

ogy or communication classes for their participation.

Participants were randomly assigned to one of four con-

ditions, in three of which participants encountered the same

boring task used in Experiment 1 either as-is, or preceded

by a manipulation of promotion or prevention focus. A

fourth condition was included in which participants only

encountered an interesting task, following procedures by

Sansone et al. (1992). In this later task, the same three letter

matrix sheets used in the boring task are presented. How-

ever, instead of copying the letters, participants are told to

find words using the provided letters (similar to a word

game ‘‘Boggle’’). Thus, each task sheet contained a matrix

of letters displayed in a different type font with either

boxes below (for the boring copying task) or lines below

(for the interesting task) the matrix.

Table 1 Task variation and level of intrinsic motivation as a function of regulatory focus

Condition Promotion boring

task M (SE)

Prevention boring

task M (SE)

No focus boring

task M (SE)

No focus interesting

task M (SE)

Task variation

Experiment 1 1.67a (.27) n = 21 .76b (.28) n = 27 .97b (.30) n = 25 –

Experiment 2 1.86a (.27) n = 28 .90b (.26) n = 30 1.64a,b (.27) n = 28 .09c (.22) n = 43

Experiment 3 3.18a (.43) n = 13 1.83b (.39) n = 15 – .09c (.44) n = 13

Intrinsic motivation

Experiment 1 .46a (.15) .41a (.10) .43a (.16) –

Experiment 2 4.24a (.22) 3.46b (.22) 3.59a,b (.22) 4.63a (.18)

Experiment 3 3.19a,b (.32) 2.51b (.34) – 3.94a (.33)

Intrinsic motivation was assessed in Experiment 1 as a behavioral measure (range 0–3) and in Experiments 2 and 3 as a self-report measure

(range 1–7). Means within a row not sharing a superscript, differ at p \ .05
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Manipulation of prevention and promotion focus

Prior to receiving task instructions, participants were given

a folder that contained a ‘‘pre-task worksheet.’’ This

worksheet contained the written manipulation of regulatory

foci modeled after Higgins et al. (2003). In the promotion-

focus conditions, participants were told to list five of their

‘‘hopes and aspirations’’ about their goals at this time in the

semester. Participants indicated on scales ranging from one

(not at all) to seven (very much) the extent to which they

would ideally like to achieve each of the listed hopes or

aspirations. Prevention-focus participants were asked to

write about five of their ‘‘duties and responsibilities’’ about

their goals at this time in the semester. These participants

indicated on the same scales the extent to which they were

concerned with achieving each of the listed duties or

obligations.

Following the pre-task worksheet, participants read the

instructions for the boring or interesting task, completed

the same instruction-awareness check described in Exper-

iment 1, and then were given 2 min to complete each task

sheet. The task sheets were collected at the end of the study

and coded for task variation, as described in Experiment 1.

Intrinsic motivation measure

Following the last task sheet, participants completed a filler

measure regarding perceptions of jobs to help maintain the

cover story as well as a new measure of intrinsic motivation.

Specifically, participants completed five items measuring

interest and enjoyment (e.g., I would describe this task as

interesting; a = .82) on a one (strongly disagree) to seven

(strongly agree) scale (see Smith et al. 2007).

Results and discussion

Results showed that the number of strategies used differed

by condition, F(3, 128) = 11.21, p \ .05, gp
2 = .21. As

seen in Table 1, follow-up tests showed that a promotion

focus resulted in significantly more task variation com-

pared to the prevention focus, with the no-focus boring task

condition again falling in the middle. Unlike results from

Experiment 1, the no-focus boring task was statistically

equal to both focus conditions. Results further revealed that

when there was no need to regulate interest (because the

task was interesting) varying the task was lowest compared

to all other conditions.

Results also showed a difference in the reported expe-

rience of interest, F(3, 128) = 7.64, p \ .001, gp
2 = .16. As

seen in Table 1, follow-up tests showed that participants

found the ‘‘interesting’’ task most interesting, but not sig-

nificantly more interesting than did participants who

completed the boring task and received the promotion-focus

manipulation. Indeed, of participants who completed the

boring task, those who received the promotion-focus

manipulation reported significantly greater interest than

participants who received the prevention-focus manipula-

tion, with participants in the no-focus condition falling in

the middle. Further, an interaction emerged between whe-

ther participants varied the task (or not) and task foci on

reported task interest, F(1, 57) = 6.07, p \ .05, gp
2 = .10.

Follow-up tests showed that among participants who varied

the task, a promotion focus resulted in higher interest

(M = 4.42, SE = .32) compared to a prevention focus

(M = 2.82, SE = .36, p \ .05). Similar to Experiment 1,

this pattern was reversed when the task was not varied, such

that having a prevention focus resulted in significantly

greater interest (M = 4.10, SE = .36) compared to a pro-

motion focus (M = 3.86. SE = .46 p \ .05).

Finally, we computed correlations between number of

strategies used and ratings of task interest. Results showed

that for prevention focus participants, varying the task was

associated with lower reported interest (r = -.35) whereas

among promotion focus participants, this association was

small, but positive (r = .18). Overall, results again suggest

that a person’s focus prior to task engagement influences

how a task is engaged and experienced.

Experiment 3 was constructed to replicate the findings

of Experiment 2. However, an even more overt manipu-

lation of promotion and prevention focus was employed, to

confirm that the above results generalize to situations in

which real and immediate benefits and consequences will

be realized. Further, the boring-task control condition was

removed, leaving two groups who received a boring task

preceded by either a promotion or prevention-focus

manipulation and the interesting-task condition for com-

parison purposes. As was observed in Experiment 2, we

predicted that among participants receiving the boring task,

those who received the promotion (vs. prevention) focus

manipulation would vary the task more and find the task

more interesting.

In this final experiment, we also chose to explore two

possible explanations for the effects of self regulatory foci

on task variation. First, we examined if promotion and

prevention focus result in people adopting different kinds

of strategies while working on a boring task. Specifically,

we also coded for ‘‘type’’ of strategy used to explore if task

variation leads to an experience of a ‘‘match’’ or ‘‘mis-

match’’ because of choosing to engage in different

variation strategies or if it is simply the degree of

task variation that is important. Second, although perfor-

mance was intentionally not emphasized in any of the

experimental instructions, it was possible that promotion-

and prevention-focus participants differentially engaged in

task variation because of a concern (or lack there of) about
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task performance. We explored this possibility by exam-

ining the impact of regulatory focus on performance on the

copying tasks (number of letters copied).

Experiment 3

Participants and procedure

Participants (n = 41, 43.9% women, 88.1% white) with a

mean age of 21.7 years received credit in their psychology

classes for their participation, and received two passes to a

local movie theater. Participants were randomly assigned to

one of three conditions (promotion/boring vs. prevention/

boring vs. no focus/interesting task). The same boring and

interesting tasks used in Experiment 2 were employed.

Manipulation of prevention and promotion focus

Similar to Experiment 1, participants were informed the

study was designed to (ostensibly) expose participants to

different jobs that people have to do on an everyday basis.

The written instructions for the boring task contained the

promotion and prevention focus manipulation. Modeled

after Shah et al. (1998), participants in the prevention-focus

condition read they were beginning ‘‘the experiment with

two movie tickets in your ‘‘account.’’ If you do not provide

an evaluation of the task, one movie ticket will be deducted

from your account. So your goal in this experiment is to

avoid the situation in which you fail to experience the task

and complete the evaluation.’’ In the promotion-focus

condition, participants read they were beginning ‘‘the

experiment with one movie ticket in your ‘‘account.’’ If

you provide an evaluation of the task one more movie

ticket will be added to your account. So your goal in this

experiment is to approach the situation in which you

experience the task and complete the evaluation.’’ Partici-

pants then completed an instruction awareness check (e.g.,

How many movie tickets are currently in your account?

How many task sheets will you do? etc.).

Similar to Experiment 1, participants were then given

2 min to engage each of the three task sheets, which were

coded for number of strategies used as done in Experiment

1. Following procedures outlined by Sansone et al. (1992),

we also coded for type of strategies used. Specifically, we

coded for four types of strategies (varied placement of the

letters within a box; variation of the order in which a letter

string was copied; varied use of upper and lower case

letters; and varied letter font and flourishes). Two coders

(blind to the study conditions) independently identified the

use of these four strategies. Disputes were resolved by a

third judge. Participants then completed the same intrinsic

motivation measures used in Experiment 2, as well as

various filler items intended to perpetuate the cover story.

Finally, performance on the boring tasks only was mea-

sured by counting the total number of letters copied across

the three task sheets.

Results and discussion

A repeated measure ANOVA revealed no significant dif-

ferences in the types of strategies used as a function of

regulatory focus condition. Instead, only the degree of task

variation seemed to differ. Specifically, results showed

significant differences in the extent to which individuals

varied the task as a function of our manipulations, F(2,

37) = 11.77, p \ .00, gp
2 = .38. As seen in Table 1, fol-

low-up tests showed that a promotion focus led to greater

task variation than a prevention focus. A prevention focus

(and a promotion focus) led to greater task variation than

the interesting task. Thus, individuals performing the bor-

ing copying task varied the task more than individuals

performing the interesting task. Indeed, when there was no

need to regulate interest (because the task was interesting)

varying the task occurred least.

Results also showed a difference in the reported expe-

rience of interest, F(2, 36) = 4.53, p \ .02, gp
2 = .20. As

seen in Table 1, follow-up tests showed that participants

again found the ‘‘interesting’’ task most interesting, but not

significantly more interesting than did participants who

completed the boring task and received the promotion-

focus manipulation. Compared to participants who worked

on the interesting task, participants who received the pre-

vention-focus manipulation reported significantly lower

levels of interest.

Consistent with Experiment 2, among those who varied

the task, self-reported interest was greater with a promo-

tion focus (M = 3.73; SE = .31) compared to a prevention

focus (M = 2.45, SE = .31), F(1, 22) = 5.46, p \ .03,

gp
2 = .19. The pattern was reversed among those who did

not vary the task, albeit not significantly. Correlational

analyses showed no statistically significant relationship

between number of strategies used and intrinsic motivation

for prevention focus participants (r = -.09), but a positive

relationship for promotion focus participants (r = .29).

Again, this suggests the possibility that only varying the

task under a promotion focus (and not a prevention focus)

was done in the service of regulating the experience of

interest. Finally, we tested whether number of letters

copied differed as a function of promotion and prevention

focus, and it did not (F \ 1.00). However, there was a

significant negative correlation between strategy use and

performance, r(28) = -.44, p \ .05, suggesting that task

variation did come at the expense of performance.

Although short-term performance may be hampered by
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strategy use, when strategy use serves to increase the

experience of interest, long-term performance is enhanced

(Sansone et al. 1999).

In summary, these results provide further confirmation

that a promotion focus increases the likelihood of task

variation. Additionally, as expected, varying the task with a

promotion focus resulted in an enhanced motivational

experience as evidenced by the post-task interest measure.

By contrast, a prevention focus was relatively detrimental

to both the motivational process and motivational outcome.

Across experiment analyses

Because the same task variation under a prevention focus

(vs. a promotion focus) was negatively related to (Exper-

iment 1, 2) or unrelated to (Experiment 3) intrinsic

motivation, we wanted to further examine whether and for

whom task variation was used as an interest-enhancing

strategy. To do this, we combined data from the three

experiments. First, we standardized the future interest

measure (Experiment 1) and the self-reported interest

measures (Experiment 2, 3) into z-scores, then combined

them into an overall ‘‘intrinsic motivation measure.’’ Sec-

ond, we created a dummy code for each of the promotion

focus manipulations (?1) and the prevention focus

manipulations (-1). Next, the correlations between num-

ber of task variation strategies and intrinsic motivation

were computed within promotion and prevention condi-

tions. Results revealed the expected positive relationship

between task variation and intrinsic motivation in the

promotion focus conditions, r(65) = .29, p \ .05. Results

also yielded a significant negative relationship between

task variation and intrinsic motivation in the prevention

focus condition, r(66) = -.39, p \ .05. Importantly, these

correlations were significantly different from each other,

z = 3.97, p \ .05. Therefore, task variation was differen-

tially related to intrinsic motivation as a function of the

focus conditions. It appears that task variation served as an

interest enhancing strategy only among participants in the

promotion focus conditions. Task variation positively

predicted intrinsic motivation for these participants only.

General discussion

People often find and implement creative strategies to

change an ongoing dull task so that they are more motivated

to engage in it, suggesting that the motivational experience

can be conceptualized as both a process and an outcome

(e.g., Sansone et al. 1992; Thoman et al. 2007). Yet, based

on situational or individual factors, people can differ in the

extent to which they are motivated to alter boring tasks and

experience increased intrinsic motivation. Exploring this

idea, we specifically tested the potential role of promotion

(approach) and prevention (avoidance) orientations (Hig-

gins 1996, 1998) in this motivational experience.

We conducted three experiments to test whether pro-

motion and prevention focus orientations changed the way

a boring task was engaged and experienced. We found that

people operating with a promotion focus generally expe-

rienced greater interest in the boring task compared to

people with a prevention focus, supporting past research on

the positive effects of a promotion focus (e.g., Roney et al.

1995). However, it is less clear if a promotion focus

increased intrinsic motivation or if a prevention focus

decreased intrinsic motivation because the control condi-

tions data were not always consistently different from one

condition’s mean or the other. Nevertheless, the pattern of

results for the no-focus boring task was always in the

middle, suggesting a relatively linear pattern of enhanced

motivation.

Additionally, we set out to determine if prevention and

promotion foci differentially influenced whether people

adopt strategies for varying the way they engage in a boring

letter-copying task, and results suggest that they do. In

particular, we found that promotion focus participants (and

to a lesser degree prevention focus participants) were likely

to experience greater intrinsic motivation (defined as intent

for future task-related behavior and as self-reported imme-

diate task interest) when their task variation behavior was

congruent (i.e., in match) with their regulatory focus. That

is, promotion-focused participants experienced more, and

prevention-focused participants experienced less, intrinsic

motivation for the task the more they altered it. This sug-

gests that more than the mere positive or negative valence of

an orientation, it is the match between the orientation and

the behavior that is important to the task experience (e.g.,

Smith and Ruiz 2007). This relatively beneficial motiva-

tional effect of task variation under a promotion versus

prevention focus was evident when the orientations were

induced below conscious awareness (Experiment 1), subtly

(Experiment 2), and overtly (Experiment 3).

Our results suggest that regulatory foci influences

intrinsic motivation both directly (by construing the task as

more interesting) and indirectly (changing the task to

actually make it more interesting). Certainly, these indirect

effects of task variation on intrinsic motivation represent an

active (vs. passive) self-regulatory process (Sansone and

Smith 2000). Indeed, one interpretation of our results is

that compared to a prevention-focus, a promotion-focus

negatively impacted intrinsic motivation through (in)

actions that corresponded to not varying the task. These

findings are in line with research on the self-regulation of

motivation that shows people who strategically alter a

boring task will experience greater interest in the task (e.g.,
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Sansone et al. 1992). Yet, our prevention focus results

suggest a slight modification to the self-regulation of

motivation model; the motivation behind any task variation

is important to consider to the to the extent that the reason

and task variation create feelings of ‘‘match’’ and task

‘‘value’’ (e.g., Higgins 1997, 1998; see also Isaac et al.

1999). Our results show that among those people who did

vary the task under a prevention focus, intrinsic motivation

was not enhanced; indeed results across our three experi-

ments suggest that in this situation intrinsic motivation

suffered. However, some prevention-focused participants

did alter the task, and it is unclear what goal this served. It

is possible, for example, that a prevention focus creates an

orientation toward the task that makes the experience of

boredom salient versus the experience of interest. Perhaps

these people attempted to make the task seem less boring,

but were not striving to vary the task enough to make it

truly interesting. Future research would benefit from

examining this possibility.

Implications

For some (e.g., those who were promotion focused in our

research), the benefits of task variation can be quite

meaningful, including greater interest in the task, more

effort devoted toward task completion, and a greater like-

lihood of engaging in the task in the future (e.g., Isaac et al.

1999; Sansone et al. 1992, 1999; Thoman et al. 2007).

Thus, understanding what circumstances might prompt

individuals to employ task-variation strategies is theoreti-

cally important for understanding human performance and

choices for future behavior, but also practically important

to help increase academic and work productivity, predict

choices in academic majors and careers, and potentially in

predicting or enhancing life satisfaction (e.g., Renninger

et al. 2004; Sansone et al. 2009; Smith et al. 2007; Thoman

et al. 2007). For example, our results have potential

implications for the workplace. For employees learning a

novel task, the experience may seem interesting for a short

time. Inevitably, a sense of routine sets in and even the

most exciting jobs may become mundane and boring. Our

findings suggest that the manner in which the task is

engaged can make a significant difference in enjoyment

and future motivation.

Further, our research can shed light on mechanisms that

decrease intrinsic motivation. For instance, when dealing

with vigilant tasks (e.g., goal is to not make a mistake),

there are no rewards for high performance but only pun-

ishments for low performance. Take the example of an air

traffic controller who is required to monitor airplanes’

travel paths to avoid collision. Interestingly, little notice is

taken when the job is completed successfully. However, if

a crash does occur, then the air traffic controller is

penalized (Maxwell 2006). This is telling for job burnout,

which is often characterized by emotional exhaustion,

depersonalization, and lack of sense of personal accom-

plishment without proper reward (Evans and Fischer 1993).

And, unfortunately, our research suggests that in such a

context, individuals will do little to make dull, repetitive, or

routine tasks more interesting. Further, for promotion-ori-

ented employees, such avoidance-oriented tasks may result

in less interest and poorer performance because there is a

mismatch between the task and focus (Higgins 2005; see

also Forster et al. 1998). So, employers might consider

helping employees consider novel and engaging ways to

approach their daily work, or might subtly prompt pro-

motion orientations with logos, posters, and mottos, so that

employees make efforts to alter dull job tasks to make them

more interesting.

Limitations and future directions

Our findings, however, are limited to situationally-induced

foci. Our emphasis on experimental manipulations of

promotion and prevention focus obviated our investigation

of naturally occurring trait differences in promotion and

prevention predilections. Much research indicates that

individuals can have a chronic orientation toward promo-

tion or prevention (e.g., Higgins 2000; Higgins et al. 2003;

Horvath et al. 2006). We suggest, and future research

should confirm, that people who are chronically oriented

toward promotion should vary boring tasks and report more

interest in these tasks, mirroring the results we obtained

when this orientation was manipulated in our experiments.

Previous research also indicates that other approach- and

avoidance-based goals and orientations influence the moti-

vational experience (e.g., Horvath et al. 2006). For example,

Carver (2006) distinguished between the biologically based

behavior activation system (BAS) which characterizes drive

seeking and fun seeking, versus the more avoidant behavior

inhibition system (BIS). A person’s characteristic BIS or

BAS can influence a person’s emotions, which in turn,

predicts motivation for subsequent tasks. Thus, it could be

useful to consider the role emotions might play in deter-

mining motivation and the use of task-enhancing strategies

(Elliot 2006). Interest, in and of itself, has recently been

characterized as an emotion (Silvia 2008). Emotional

responses to interesting and boring tasks (e.g., positive and

negative affect) hold promise for future work because it is

still not yet well understood what role emotions play in the

experience of interest as a motivational construct.

Finally, continued systematic research on different task-

altering strategies could help clarify some seeming incon-

sistencies in the literature on emotion and information

processing. For example, mounting evidence indicates that

while individuals experience happiness, they avoid
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processing unpleasant information or engaging in unpleas-

ant tasks, but process uplifting information extensively and

seek out enjoyable tasks, presumably in an attempt to

maintain their positive emotional state (e.g., Handley and

Lassiter 2002; Handley et al. 2004; Wegener and Petty

1994; Wegener et al. 1995). Yet, some research indicates

that when faced with personally relevant but unpleasant

information (e.g., information relevant to peoples’ health),

happy people will process that information to a greater

extent than individuals experiencing neutral or negative

emotions (Rughunathan and Trope 2002). It may be the case

that to process important but unpleasant information, happy

individuals employ task-alteration strategies that make the

information seem more positive and less threatening. In so

doing, people experiencing happiness might increase their

motivation to process the otherwise threatening information.

Conclusion

Our findings emphasize the importance of a promotion-

versus prevention-focus orientation toward task engage-

ment that prompts (or dissuades) a person to vary a boring

task. Whereas the motivational benefits of a promotion

focus were clear, the negative effects of a prevention focus

on task variation and intrinsic motivation were decidedly

more ambiguous and open to interpretation. Nevertheless,

to the extent that inherently interesting activities are a rare

occurrence in everyday life, our findings add to the list of

critical ingredients needed to understand the way by which

people can enhance ever-present boring tasks.
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