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1 Introduction 
This document contains resources and information to support the delivery of the 

self-management aspects of soft skills. This includes self-motivation, taking 

responsibility, time management and task setting.  

2 Self-Motivation 

2.1 Definitions 
This section looks at self-motivation, which is an important aspect of self-

management. It can be defined as follows: “Motivated to do or achieve something 

because of one’s own enthusiasm or interest, without needing pressure from others 

(The Oxford Pocket Dictionary of Current English. 2009). 

A second definition is the “ability to do what needs to be done, without influence 

from other people or situations. People with self-motivation can find a reason and 

strength to complete a task, even when challenging, without giving up or needing 

another to encourage them” (BusinessDictionary.com, 2016). 

The ability to work independently is further defined as the ability to “work without 

direct supervision all the time, plan and organise own work day and tasks, initiate 

change to work practices or policies or own personal working style, understand the 

operational environment and adapt accordingly, and act proactively and with 

integrity” (selection-criteria.com.au, 2016). 

Finally attention is defined as the “concentration of mental effort on sensory and 

mental events. Peoples’ ability to concentrate on the significant information is 

named - selective attention” (Solso, 2001). 

2.2 Self-Motivation Theory and Application 
When might you need self-motivation? The following outline potential areas of 

use: 

 To help you learn effectively to ensure you succeed in your educational 

studies 

 To take part in extra (optional) courses and curricula during your studies 

  When you undertake specific projects (scientific, learning, practical, social) 

both at the design and implementation stages  

 To help you embark on your career and search for jobs 

 To support the completion of any long, complex and large pieces of work 

 To maintain a healthy lifestyle. 
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These highlight how self-motivation is a critical soft skill to help you achieve your 

goals whether you are a student, self-employed, entrepreneur, or a professional 

employee. 

Having a clear understanding of motivation itself is important for being able to 

appreciate and comprehend self-motivation. ‘Motivation science’ is the name given 

to the field of psychology devoted to motivation. Over the years it has 

accumulated a large number of theories, from those where motivation arises from 

basic human needs such as hunger and thirst to those citing incentives or 

competencies as the basis for motivation. Those that now mainly have historical 

importance include the motivational theories and contributions by Sigmund Freud, 

William McDougall, Abraham Maslow, Henry Murray, William James, Henry Floyd, 

Gordon Allport, Clark Hull, Edward Tolman, Kurt Lewin, Julian Rotter, Leon 

Festinger, Robert White, Harold Kelley, Fritz Heider, Solomon Asch, George Kelly, 

and John Bowlby.  

Modern theories encompass a wide spectrum of concepts (Shah and Gardner, 

2008) and include: 

 Self-determination theory (SDT, Deci, Ryan, 2000) 

 Self-efficacy (concept of social-cognitive theory, SCT, Bandura, 1997) 

 Self-regulation theory (SRT, Baumeister et al, 2007) 

 Theory of goal setting (TGS, Locke, Latham, 2002) 

 Theory of planned behavior (TPB, Ajzen, 1991) 

 Behavioral reasoning theory (BRT, Westaby, 2005) 

 Self-affirmation theory (SAT, Steele, 1988; Sherman & Cohen, 2006) 

 Achievement goal theory (AGT, Dweck & Leggett, 1988; Nicholls, 1984) 

This list is not exhaustive and there are a number of other theories too. 

However over the last few decades, researchers have used two broad categories: 

intrinsic motivation and extrinsic motivation. Intrinsically motivated 

behaviour is when you act on your own behalf because the activity is interesting or 

challenging. It is internally sourced motivation that is inherently connected to 

your own sense of self and your own attitude. Extrinsically motivated behaviour 

happens in response to external factors which could be positive e.g. an incentive, 

or negative e.g. a threat. Sometimes extrinsic motivation can be internalized to 

become a new source of intrinsic motivation and this process is known as 

integration.  

Three general findings that have emerged from the different theories of motivation 

are motivational relativity, motivational regulation and motivational reactivity. 
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Collectively they are known as the ‘three Rs of motivation science. The first, 

motivational relativity covers what needs are most central to you at the time, how 

they relate to each other and how they evolve over time. The motivation arising 

from these are not just products of the needs themselves, but also encapsulate the 

constraints and applications of these needs and your own history of pursing them 

at that moment and previously.  

Motivational regulation is viewed as the often complex process by which your 

needs are turned into practical goals, plans and behaviours and are linked to how 

you see yourself and others and how you interact with the world around you. It is 

both recursive and dynamic, as you react to feedback and adjust your needs and 

behaviour in response to this. More recently there has been emphasis on the 

personal, situational and social resources required for effective motivational 

regulation and the degree of resolution required to resolve conflicts between your 

own needs and those of others. 

Motivational response addresses the personal and interpersonal reactions you have 

in response to your needs and endeavours. We often use the subjective 

phenomena of self-enhancement and self-affirmation to manage challenging 

events.  Self enhancement is a type of motivation that enables you to feel good 

about yourself and maintain your self esteem. It helps you flourish in stressful 

situations and ensures you feel positive rather than dispirited and unable to pursue 

your goals. The theory behind self- affirmation is that when you are threatened, 

you are motivated to respond in such a way as to restore your self esteem and 

worth (Sherman and Cohen, 2006).  

There are two stages to the motivational process: planning and the ‘desire to carry 

out the action’. Planning plays a major role in supporting the ‘desire’ stage by 

linking how you plan to respond to the specific situation. Planning includes both 

action planning (when, where and how to behave) and coping planning 

(anticipating challenges, temptations, conflicting behaviours, and planning how to 

respond to these). 
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2.3 Independent Working, Self-reliance and Initiative. 
Self motivation and the ability to work independently are two of the selection 

criteria often specified in job vacancies by organisations. This is because 

organisations are looking for people who can: 

 Be proactive and work on their own initiative  

 Do not need constant supervision 

 Plan and organise their working day and tasks within it 

 Understand and adapt to the organisation’s business environment 

 Act with integrity 

 Initiate change to working practices and policies 

It is helpful to reflect on your own strengths and weaknesses in relation to these 

and the extent to which you feel confident and capable to work on your own and 

“When you do what you fear most, then you can do anything” 

Stephen Richards, Cosmic Ordering: You can be successful 

 

“You may be the only person left who believes in you, but it's enough. It takes just 

one star to pierce a universe of darkness. Never give up” 

Richelle E. Goodrich, Smile Anyway: Quotes, Verse, & Grumblings for Every Day 

of the Year 

 

“Edit your life frequently and ruthlessly. It's your masterpiece after all” 

Nathan W. Morris 

 

“Do not depend on good motivator! Find your words of self-motivation!”   

Toba Beta 

 

“We must be prepared, at any moment, to sacrifice who we are for who we are 

capable of becoming.” 

Charles Dubois 

 

Examples of Self Motivation Quotes 
 

[SOURCE: http://www.goodreads.com/quotes/tag/self-motivation] 
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manage your own time and responsibilities. Suitable questions for reflection 

include: 

 What results have you achieved in the past with little or no supervision? 

 During stressful or frustrating times, how do you cope? Do you have 

strategies for managing such periods of time, and if so how? 

 What examples do you have to demonstrate your ability to make 

independent decisions, solve problems, meet deadlines and plan, organise 

and prioritise tasks? 

 How confident are you at working on your own and in your own abilities? 

 Are you aware of your own limitations and do you have strategies to 

overcome these limitations? 

Being able to focus on a specific task is critical to working independently. It is 

closely linked to attention, a reference to our ability to concentrate on specific 

elements within our current environment. William James wrote extensively about 

attention in the late 1800s and the following quote by James (1890/1983, pp. 381–

382) is often used to capture the essence of ‘attention’: 

“Everyone knows what attention is. It is the taking possession by the mind, in clear 

and vivid form, of one out of what seem several simultaneously possible objects or 

trains of thought. Focalisation, concentration of consciousness are of its essence. It 

implies withdrawal from some things in order to deal effectively with others”.  

There are many different aspects and ways to look at attention. For example, 

sustained attention is our ability to maintain our focus and concentrate on a 

specific task without being distracted. Divided attention is often referred to as 

multitasking, and is our ability to respond simultaneously to two or more tasks. 

Our attention is either immediate and driven by stimulus from our current 

situation or it is derived from an interest associated with something else such as a 

personal goal or motivation. 

Like many cognitive skills, our attention can improve with practice. Attentional 

control refers to an individual's capacity to choose what they pay attention to and 

what they ignore. Lamy et al. (2012) describes attentional control as an individual’s 

ability to concentrate. Studies have shown that very young children have limited 

capacity to control the focus of their attention and as we get older (60 years or 

above), we also are less able to control our attention. When we have poor 

attentional control, we often become inefficient and perform badly and this can 

lead to anxiety and a cycle of poor concentration, lack of performance and even 

greater anxieties. Thus it is important to be able to control our attention. The 

following may be helpful for improving your attentional control: 
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 Working Memory: this is the ability to hold in your mind and mentally 

manipulate information over a short period of time. A good working 

memory is helpful for keeping you focused on task. 

 Create a suitable environment. If you are easily distracted by noise, or other 

people, choose somewhere quiet to work or if this is not possible, block out 

sounds via the use of headphones or block your line of sight by a screen or 

repositioning your desk/table. Turn off digital and electronic equipment 

that may distract you including your phone! 

 Manage the demands on your time to prioritise those tasks that are 

important to you. This may need you to be open and firm with other people 

about how and when they can contact you. 

  Control your emotions. Being anxious, angry or frustrated can impact your 

ability to focus. Try and maintain a calm manner. 

 

Activity 1: Motivation 

In small groups, take turns to recall something you 

have achieved that you are proud of. What were 

the key motivations for this? How effective were 

they? 

Jeanne Calment is the oldest verified person on 

record. She lived to the age of 122 years and 164 

days. As a group explore 10 motivations for why 

you would want to live longer than Jeanne 

Calment. Do you think these would work for 

everyone – why/why not? 

Now take a few moments to think of something 

you personally set out to do but didn’t achieve. 

Explore your motivations behind this and how 

successful they were. Share your thoughts with the 

rest of the group. 
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This activity should help you think about what motivates you personally, how this 

compares to other people. It will also help you explore how effective different 

types of motivation can be. 

Activity 2: Independent Working 

This is an individual exercise. Write an essay on 

‘My Experience of Independent Working’. Use 

your responses to the following questions to help 

you:  

Question 1: When do you normally work on your 

own? 

Question 2: How do you organize and prioritise 

your work to ensure to complete it on time and to 

a satisfactory standard? 

Question 3: What are you most proud of that you 

have achieved by working on your own? 

Question 4: If you have a problem and are on your 

own, what is your approach to solving it? 

Draw on examples from your academic studies, 

work and life experiences. This will form part of 

your soft skills portfolio.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                     

 

Here is an example response to Question 1: 

I have often worked unsupervised for several days at a time when my manager has 

to go abroad for business. During these times, I need to use my own initiative to 

prioritise my workload and make decisions on how to deal with issues that arise. 
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(Then provide one or two specific examples of issues you may have had to deal 

with in these circumstances). 

 

Activity 3: Controlling your Attention  

A key factor in controlling your attention is to 

ensure that you are not distracted as once 

distracted it can take a while to get back to full 

concentration again.  

Try this practical exercise. 

Count backwards 17 at a time from 400 to zero. So 

for example, 400, 383, 366, 349, etc. Pay attention 

as you are doing this to any distracting thoughts, 

and reactions to any irrelevant stimulus within 

your mind. Note these down as they appear, then 

continue your counting. 

At the end look at your list and reflect on these 

distractors and if they have occurred previously.  

Share your thoughts with the wider group and 

compose a shared list of distractors.  

Now discuss how you might prevent these 

happening. Compose a list of rules to help with 

this. 
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A key element for maintaining your attention is to identify and control any 

potential distractors. This exercise should help you understand how easy it is to be 

distracted and explore what those distractors might be, and how you might 

prevent them.  

Try and be more alert to the distractors in your everyday life. These can arise from 

within yourself or in response to external stimuli. They can include playing games, 

surfing the net, eating snacks, drinking tea or coffee, checking on your emails, 

texting friends, day dreaming, social activities and procrastination.  

Here are some suggestions on how to maintain your attention on the task in hand. 

1. Do not dwell on the past or worry too much about the future. Instead focus 

on the present. You cannot predict the future and you cannot correct the 

past although you can learn from it and ensure that your current actions 

reflect this learning. 

2. Be aware of your own feelings and emotions. Your emotional state affects 

your ability to focus but you can be in control of this and change how your 

feel to ensure you can maximise control over your attention. 

3. Be organised and clear about your goals. Plan what you need to do to meet 

your goals and ensure you stay focused on this plan and monitor your 

progress against your goals. 

4. Optimise your working environment to ensure that it aids concentration 

and is not a visual or audio distractor. 

5. Maintain good energy levels. Your concentration levels tend to be at their 

peak after a period of rest. Make sure you take regular breaks, exercise 

physically and eat and drink sensibly.  

6. Try not to multitask as it is difficult to concentrate deeply on any one task.  

7. Meditation can be particularly helpful when you have been distracted. It 

can improve your attention by refocusing the mind. Take a few moments to 

think about your breathing and nothing else. Breathe in slowly and breathe 

out slowly for at least one minute. Listen carefully to each breath. 

8. Explore the following resources (all accessed April 2016) 

a. Your Concentration Training Program: 11 Exercises That Will 

Strengthen Your Attention. Available at: 

http://www.artofmanliness.com/2014/01/30/your-concentration-

training-program-11-exercises-that-will-strengthen-your-attention/ 

b. Ability to Concentrate Isn't What It Used to Be. Available at: 

http://www.urmc.rochester.edu/encyclopedia/content.aspx?Content

TypeID=1&ContentID=1140 

http://www.artofmanliness.com/2014/01/30/your-concentration-training-program-11-exercises-that-will-strengthen-your-attention/
http://www.artofmanliness.com/2014/01/30/your-concentration-training-program-11-exercises-that-will-strengthen-your-attention/
http://www.urmc.rochester.edu/encyclopedia/content.aspx?ContentTypeID=1&ContentID=1140
http://www.urmc.rochester.edu/encyclopedia/content.aspx?ContentTypeID=1&ContentID=1140
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c. The Power of Concentration by M Konnikova. Available at: 

http://www.nytimes.com/2012/12/16/opinion/sunday/the-power-of-

concentration.html?pagewanted=all&_r=0. 
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