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Introduction
University faculty are the largest contributor to scientific progress by society (Landry et al., 2003; Perkmann et al.,
2013; Weinberg et al., 2014), yet, from 1988 to 2011, there was relatively little growth in the number of USA
academic publications (30%) compared to the considerable growth in funding for research (80%; $17.3 billion to
$49.7 billion; Hale & Hamilton, 2016). Studies consistently show institutional (Bentley & Kyvik, 2013) and socialenvironmental factors (Stupnisky et al., 2015) explain limited variance in faculty research productivity; yet,
motivation remains understudied.
Self-determination theory (SDT; Deci &
Ryan, 1985) posits autonomous motivation
occurs when task engagement is enjoyable
(intrinsic motivation) and/or seen as
valuable (identified motivation). SDT
further holds that autonomous motivation
emanates when three underlying
psychological needs are satisfied: (a)
autonomy, seeking a sense of choice; (b)
competence, a desire to interact effectively with one's environment; and (c) relatedness, experiencing close and
secure emotional bonds with significant others. When the SDT basic needs are thwarted, controlled motivations are
more likely. For instance, introjected motivation occurs when behaviors are provoked based on shame and guilt,
while external motivation is triggered by external rewards and/or punishments.
Evidence for the role of motivation in faculty research success is growing (Bland et al., 2005; Hardre et al., 2011;
Lechuga, 2012; Stupnisky et al., 2017; Walker & Fenton, 2013), yet have had important limitations. We should also
consider demographic and workload variables when seeking to understand research productivity. The current study
tested a model hypothesizing that faculty members’ SDT motivation is an important predictor of research success,
while additionally testing the roles gender, ethnicity, and time on research.
Methods
Sample. Participants were 1,980 faculty members
recruited from 19 USA institutions near the end of the
2017-18 academic year (March to May) who completed
an experimental extra item set appended to the end of the
Faculty Survey on Student Engagement (FSSE). Faculty

reported average hours spent on work tasks as
teaching 19.7 (SD=9.1), research 9.6 (SD=8.5),
service 8.7 (SD=7.8), and advising 5.5 (SD=5.5).
Measures. The basic needs were measured with 12
items adapted from Van den Broeck et al. (2010)
(1=Never, 4=Very often), motivation via 12 items
adapted from Frenet et al. (2004), and success using four
items from Stupnisky et al. (2015, 2017; (1=Well below
average, 3=Average, 5=Well above average). We also
asked faculty to provide a frequency count for how
many times in the past three years their “scholarly
writings have been accepted for publication.”

Results

Group differences. For gender, t-tests showed men reporting
more research autonomy and perceived success compared to
women. For ethnicity, white faculty reported more
autonomous motivation and perceived success, but also more
introjected and external motivation.
Correlations. Strong support for SDT among faculty.
SEM. Using AMOS, after some modifications the
CFA and SEMs showed good fit to the data:

χ2(273)=1588.39, RMSEA=.05 (95% CI = .049.054), CFI=.95. The basic needs of autonomy and
competence predicted autonomous motivation, and
indirectly predicted achievement (respective, β = .16
and β = .08, p < .01). Autonomous motivation
(enjoyment, value) positively related to self-reported
research productivity and number of publications,
beyond time spent on research. External motivation
(rewards) had relatively smaller positive
relationships with research productivity, while
introjected motivation (guilt) had no relationships.
Discussion
The critical finding of this study was that autonomous motivation, engagement based on enjoyment and value, was
the strongest predictor of faculty research productivity. This study contributes to previous research on faculty
motivation by (1) using a large, multi-institutional sample of faculty members across a variety of disciplines; (2)
utilizing multi-item scales and latent variables in structural equation models to improve the reliability and validity
of findings; and (3) examining motivation beyond intrinsic (i.e., autonomous) motivation to consider the roles of
introjected and extrinsic motivations.
Practical applications to support faculty research include encouraging faculty to pursue research questions they are
most interested in, passionate about, and deem valuable may foster autonomy. Also giving faculty flexibility in
their schedule and choice about working conditions would promote autonomy. Universities can promote
competence in faculty by supporting professional development, such as attending workshops, conferences, and
facilitating collaborations. Sabbaticals are excellent opportunities for faculty to update their knowledge base and
develop new skills, and thus should be encouraged to build competence, and in turn autonomous motivation.

