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How Audiences Evaluate Motivation in Messages: Theory and Investigation

This paper proposes a new theoretical construct of an aspect of communication that has apparently not been addressed
by scholars: how, during the process of communication, the motivation of the message sender is evaluated. The authors
developed a model of message processing that focuses on what they call “motivaluation”, or receiver interpretation of
codes that suggest the motivation of the sender. Important factors are considered, such as previous attitudes, source,
dimensions of motivation, verbal and nonverbal codes, sincerity, and changes throughout the process of communication
interaction. One section of this methodology was applied to five Kazakhstani websites, as a pilot study to help refine
and improve the concept, and the results suggest that the “motivaluation” approach has the potential of being useful for
the study of all kinds of communication.
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Jlxon Kynep, Acem Kanmmberosa
Kak ny0siuka (mosyyaresiu) olleHUBaeT MOTHBAIMIO B COOOIIEHNU: TEOPHsI M MCCIeJ0OBaHUE

B nanHO# paboTe mpejyiaraetcsi HoBasi TCOPETHYECKAsi KOHCTPYKIHS aclieKTa KOMMYHHKALUi, KOTopasi, BUIUMO, HE
ObLIa PACCMOTPEHA YYCHBIMU: KaK B MPOIECCE KOMMYHHKAILMU OLICHUBACTCS MOTHBALIMSI OTIIPABUTEINSI COOOLICHHUSL.
ABTOpBI pa3paboTaid HOBYIO MOZEIb 00pabOTKHM COOOLIEHUI, KOTopasi (POKYCHPYeTCs Ha TOM, YTO OHHM HA3bIBAIOT
“motivaluation”, WM TPaKTOBaHKE MOIyYaTeNsl KOJOB, KOTOPOE MPEAIONaracT MOTHBALIMIO OTIIPABUTENs. 31eCh pac-
CMaTpPUBAKOTCS TAKKE BAXKHBIC (PAKTOPBI, KaK [PEABAPHUTEIIbHbIC OTHOLICHHUS, HCTOYHHUK, pa3Mep MOTHBALIMHU, BepOalib-
HbIC ¥ HEBepOaJbHbIC KOJIbl, HCKPEHHOCTh M M3MCHCHHS Ha MPOTSHKCHHH BCEro Mpolecca KOMMYHHKATHBHOIO BO3-
JeUCTBUSL.

O/IMH 13 pa3/IeNoB 3TOi METOMOJIOTHU ObLT IPUMEHEH K IIATH Ka3aXCTAHCKUM BeO-caiiTaM B KauecTBE MMUIIOTHOTO HC-
CIICZIOBaHUsI, YTOOBI IOMOYb YCOBEPIICHCTBOBATD 1 YJIYYIINTh KOHICILHUIO, U PE3YJIbTaThl [IOKA3BIBAIOT, YTO y MOAX0/A
“motivaluation” ecTh MOTEHIHA OBITH MOJIC3HBIM JIsl M3YUCHHUSI BCEX BUI0B KOMMYHHUKAIHIA.

Kniouesvie cnosa: motusaiysi, Co3AaHHe COOOLICHNUS, HHTEPIIPETALHs COOOIICHHUS, OLIEHKA COOOLICHHSI.

Jlxon Kynep, Acem Kanmmberosa
ZKyprt (xadapiamMa anymbuiap) xadapjiaMaaarbl MOTHBALMSIHBI KaJlalIna 0arasiaiiibl: TEOPHUSI MEH 3epTTey.

Byt sxymbIcTa KOMMYHHKanUsl acIEKTiHIH JKaHa TEOPWSUIBIK KYPbLIBIMBI YCBIHBUIAJBI, anaiiia Oy FaibIMaapMeH
KapacTBIPBIIFAH JKOK: KOMMYHHKAIUs YPAICi Ke3iHae xabapiama kiOepylIiHiH MOTHBAIMICHl OaranaHanbl. ABTOp-
nap «motivaluation” Hemece iOepyIi MOTHBAIMSCHIH CUITATTAWTBIH KOATAP/bl aTyIIBIHBIH TYCIHAIPMECI JeT araa-
TBIH Xabapiamaiap/ibl OHACY/IH JKaHa MOJEIIH KypacThIp/ibl. byt OexiMzae anabiH ana KarblHacTap, Ke3 (MCTOYHUK),
MOTHBALUs KejeMi, BepOasi/ibl KoHe BepOanabl eMec KOATap, aJajlIbUIbIK j)KOHEe KOMMYHHUKALMSIIBIK aCep €Ty YpAici
Ke3IHJIeT] e3repicTep CHAKTHI MaHbI3bI (haKTOpIIap KapacThIPbIIabL.

By acmexTini 3eprrey jka3banapsl KyMmbIcka Kocbutyna. Ocbl MeTomoinorusi 6eimuepiniy 0ipl TYKbIpbIMIaMaHbl
JKETUIIIPY JKOHE JKaKcapTy MakKcaThlHIa Oec Ka3aKCTaH/bIK BeO-caliTTap/a ajFalikbl 3epTTey PeTiHAe KOJJaHbUIA/bL.
Hotmxkenep «motivaluation” amaiblHIa KOMMYHHKAIMSHBIH OapiibIK TYPJIEpiH 3epTTey YIUiH Halaanbl OOTybIHBIH
aneyeTi 6ap eKeHiH KepceTei.

Tyiiin ce30ep: MoTuBaLys, XabapiaMaHbl KYpacThIpy, XabapiaMaHsl Tajlay, xabapiamaHbl Oaranay.

During the communication process, a key understanding of the purposes of the sender.
aspect of meaning reception is the perception of A central aspect of responses to any message is
the motivation of the communicator. Attitudes receiver evaluation of the motivation of the sender.
and responses are substantially shaped by our The same message, through the same medium,

Bectnuk KazHY. Cepus xypraamuctuka. Ne3 (34). 2013



John L Couper, Assem Kalymbetova 77

fromthesamesendercanbeevaluated verydifferently
by receivers depending on the encoded expressions
of the sender’s motivations to send the message.
This is why, in professional communication, so
much effort is put not only into the specific content
of the message, but also into presenting it in any
ways to ensure that the motivation of the sender
is positive and therefore that it will be trusted and
accepted as much as possible.

As a reminder, we can consider communication
as having four main forms: unidirectional (when
no response is possible or allowed), interpersonal,
mediated (with the option of sequence but not
true interactivity), and interactive. In each case,
though in somewhat different ways, motivation is
evaluated in ways that influence the receivers’
attitudes and behaviors toward the message and the
sender.

The examples of sender motivation as evaluated
by receivers are nearly endless. Journalists in the
West try to convince audiences that the purpose
of their report is to benefit society, and a major
reason for mistrust of journalism is the increasing
assumptions that they have ulterior motives.
Similarly, the ways that a citizen understands and
responds to or ignores a politician’s request for
donations depends to a major degree on whether
that person believes that

the politician’s message is motivated by a
desire for power, constituent service or personal
gain. When someone asks us to believe them, we
automatically evaluate whether this request reflects
a desire to manipulate us, develop the relationship,
etc.

For example, when someone on the street asks
for money, we will often decide whether to give
money depending on our evaluation of whether
they want it for alcohol, for their children, or for
some unknown purpose. Public Relations messages
can only instill trust and respect if the practitioners
can craft messages that convince target publics of
their client’s sincerity, good character, willingness
to listen, and so on.

In some ways, the advent of the Internet
only increases the centrality of evaluating
motivation. Internet users now have access to, and
communication with, a virtually limitless number of
people and institutions they know very little if at
all, and who ask for the most precious commodity
in the Online Age: time. In this situation, receivers
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of online messages need to evaluate very quickly,
based on minimal information, how they feel about
and respond to the messages.

This topic is interesting and significant in itself,
and appropriate for academic investigation, because
of the complexity of motivation and its expression
in messages. In other words, since motivation can
be extremely complex, its evaluation by receivers
will inevitably the equally or more complex because
of additional receiver factors such as attitude toward
the category of sender.

If we accept that receivers evaluate the
motivations of the senders-- widely acknowledged
among professional communicators, at least
implicitly-- it seems important to theorize and
operationalize a research approach into the
synthesized process the authors call “motivaluation.”
This is a separate component of the reception
process because it focuses on indications within
the message of the sender’s state of mind, which
is clearly different than the content of the message
itself or the receivers’ assumptions and attitudes
towards the message content. Apparently, in the
communication and psychology literature, this
aspect of message reception has not been identified,
theorized or investigated.

Goals of the research

The present paper a) posits this discrete aspect of
the reception process-- evaluation of motivation—b)
suggests the dimensions and characteristics of how
motivation is encoded in messages and decoded
by receivers, c) proposes a research protocol
to investigate this phenomenon — both within
messages and within the reception of audiences —
and d) applies this protocol in a small pilot study to
test and refine the concept, theory, and method. It is
somewhat unusual in linking aspects of the message
with aspects of reception of that message. In other
words, the approach could concurrently investigate
implicit and explicit signs of motivation within the
message and compare those two the interpretations
of receivers.

What makes motivation and its evaluation by
receivers meaningful is that they serve as a bridge
between a) perceptions of character and other
traits b) expectations of actions and c) possible or
planned responses. As noted by some scholars, it
is not enough to want something: receivers also
need to know what individuals and organizations
plan to do; motivation links internal and actionable
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states because it demonstrates attitudes that often
lead to a response.

One significance of this new approach is that it
adds an important dimension of communication that
has been absent in the otherwise well-developed
fields of message production and audience reception.
Also potentially valuable is its future practical
capacity to help senders know how to identify and
embed suggestions of desirable motivation within
messages, and help receivers know how to better
understand and interpret indicators of motivation
within messages. Finally, this approach will give
researchers an additional, perhaps complementary,
means to investigate messages. As suggested above,
it could give researchers a valuable new tool for
understanding the links between the content of
messages, the conclusions and interpretations of
receivers, and the factors within the receivers that
help shape those conclusions and interpretations.

Literature review

As noted above, the author could find no
research into this aspect of the reception process.
However, for the sake of context, it is valuable to
note research that has been done in related aspects
of communication.

A tremendous body of research has been
devoted to how investigators can themselves
understand the motivation of various individuals
and groups. Especially important is research into
how motivations are constructed by receivers, such
as the Theory of Reasoned Action. Similar well-
known and influential concepts are led by Maslow’s
Hierarchy of Needs pyramid and Motivation Theory.
While this is a valuable and interesting approach, it
does not at all reflect the reception within ordinary
people during the communication process.

Another major set of research has been devoted
to effective ways to increase motivation, especially
in employees and consumers, and to a lesser extent
in voters. For many decades, it has been understood
that motivation leads to attention which leads to
behavior, making this a very important topic for
those who want to influence the motivation of
people. However, again this does not focus on, or
even particularly recognize, how motivation is
perceived by message senders. Rather, it assumes
a unified meaning of motivation within a few
categories, and assumes that this is directly and
accurately received by employers, advertisers, etc.
It also assumes one way communication in the sense

that the motivations are recognized by those who
want to improve them, then acted on unilaterally
to improve attitudes, etc. While very worthwhile
to those in a management position, it does not at
all consider the process through which the motives
of the employee is understood by the employer, nor
vice versa. In essence, these two perceptions are
sequential rather than interactive.

Theoretical construct

In contrast to the relatively simplistic depictions
of motivation of previous work, the present study
attempts to fully conceptualize and usefully specify
the complex yet almost instantaneous process
through which a receiver makes sense of the
motivations of the sender. By attempting to fully
represent this psychological aspect of the process
of reception, the author hopes to lay a groundwork
that can, over time, the refinements that allow
meaningful analysis of signs and motivation within
texts, as well as the perceptions and interpretations
of those signs by receivers of the texts.

A possible conceptual framework for
understanding and investigating this aspect of
communication was developed by the authors. It
proposes that:

1. Anyone within a communication interaction
constantly seeks and identifies, evaluates, and
reevaluates the motivation of the sender of the
message, whether that is interpersonal, mass
mediated, or Internet interactive. In other words,
although the sender and the message cannot be
extricated, they are treated somewhat separately by
receivers.

2. All messages contain “motivation codes” or
indicators (whether they are honest and accurate or
manipulative and deceitful) of the motivation of the
sender. A code is an identifiable unit of information
about the motivation of the sender, as encoded
within the message. For example, the sender might
both say in words and suggest in images that their
product will benefit the user; thiscode would then
be accepted, negotiated, or rejected by the receiver.

3. Communication acts are not written on a
blank slate, so the foundation of motivaluation
is the previous experience and/or knowledge of
the sender. In any reception process, the receiver
already has an attitude about the ways and degrees
to which the sender’s motivations are desirable or
not. When a voter sees the political advertisement
of a political campaign, he or she begins with a
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number of assumptions about the motivations of
the candidate, based on (for example) reports on
previous statements and actions by that candidate,
on comments made by friends and family members
or media professionals, etc. A core concept of
the theory proposed here is that motivational
conclusions are not only created, but are almost
always adapted, whether for better or for worse,
during the course of the interaction.

4. In many cases, the source of the message
itself will have some impact on motivaluation.
When the source is unknown, and even more when
it is suspicious, it is difficult or impossible for a
desirable motivation to be inferred. For example,
a message from a respected news organization
will be evaluated very differently than one from
an obvious bulk email. When the receiver has an
overwhelmingly positive experience with the
sender, this factor might be minimal. On the other
hand, when the receiver’s existing attitudes toward
the sender are negative or neutral, the evaluation of
motivation might depend heavily on the source with
its degree of credibility and trust.

5. Meanings are projected through motivation
codes that are both verbal and nonverbal. For
example, in Western culture direct eye contact and
a firm handshake are indicators of honesty and
forthrightness. In a corporate website, the designers
could use photographs of the owner with lighting
that suggests naturalness, an expression that
suggests relaxed concern, and words that project
concern for potential or existing customers. Claims
of a history of quality service are more than product
endorsements; they suggest that this history proves
a motivation of concern and professionalism that
will be offered to any future customers who use that
service.

6. The five main axes of motivation, according
to this preliminary concept, are identity, dominance,
sincerity, confidence and intention. “Identity”” codes
suggests that the message sender and receiver have
similar values, activities, goals... In other words,
motivations. Of course, messages can include codes
that contradict identity “Dominance” codes refer
to indicators that the sender sees him or herself
as dominant, submissive, or equal. Depending on
the situation, and the goals of the sender, any of
these three might be desirable to encode within the
message. “Intention” codes are explicit or implicit
references to expected action. If the receiver
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concludes that the sender will do something on the
basis of their motivation, the significance of the
motivation becomes greater because it is likely to
have greater impact on the receiver or those he or
she cares about. “Sincerity” codes indicate human
credibility and direct social contact between the
speaker and the audience. “Confidence” codes
effectively suggest credibility and certainty within
the speaker; this might lead audiences to trust the
motivation of the speaker.

7. A particular strength of the approach
proposed here is that it includes at least the
possibility of interaction. The great majority
of theories about message reception assume a
singular and static conclusion, however complex
this might be. However, “Motivaluation” assumes
that our view of the motives of a message sender
or anything but static.Over the course of a series
of communication interactions, such as emails
on a particular topic, a receiver is almost certain
to adjust their understanding of the motivation of
the sender. However, as is increasingly true, most
people — especially those online — are both senders
and receivers... In the email example above, the
interactors take turns being senders and receivers,
and their mutual evaluations of the motivation of the
other will probably change depending on the nature
of the messages. This ongoing reevaluation could
amounts to a spiral of trust of mistrust, depending
on the nature of the communication.

8. An additional, important part of the evaluation
of motivation is an assessment of the sincerity of the
message. Those who send messages can no longer
assume that receivers will trust them simply because
they are asked to; they can almost assume the
opposite, except in relationships of extreme trust. An
interesting example is posts on Facebook or similar
sites, such as vKontakte, that require receivers to
decide the degree of sincerity and factuality in
each. For example, many users of such sites receive
requests for money to help a sick child, and they
must decide the degree to which this request is
motivated by real concern for the child or by a desire
for easy money. This is another example of the need
for concepts of communication that accommodate
the new interactivity of communication, which is
conducted through new media and Internet at an
increasing pace.

9. It is naturally impossible to assume that any
or all receivers would “correctly” or “accurately”
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discern the codes within messages, even if it were
possible to assess objective accuracy (which, of
course, it is not). Any researcher who has done
reception studies has found the inconsistency and
incompleteness of receivers’ perceptions of any
aspect of the message. Rather, this approach has
the valuable potential of comparing message codes
with receiver interpretations, finding patterns of
interpretations, and perhaps assigning sources for
apparent variations within these patterns. In any
case,

10. For convenience, the motivaluation concept
can be represented in diagrammatic form (see figure
1). Although this is represented as a linear “flow”, in
any real communication situation the codes for each
section could come at any point in the message,
and the interpretation or evaluation by receivers
might not follow the simplified process suggested
by the diagram. Far from being a problem, it offers
an additional analytical opportunity because,
in a complete study of the entire motivalution
process, it might be possible to identify different
evaluation impacts of a different order within the
communication interaction.

Pilot study

Method: The authors analyzed the motivation
codes within five news websites (24KZ, BBC
Global, Russia, KTK and BBC News). This pilot
study tentatively assessed the functionality of the
motivalution construct, as related to motivation
codes within messages. In that sense, to some
degree this was an inductive, empirical exploration
of the construct in “real-world” conditions as part of
an effort to assess and expand its reflection of reality
and its viability.

1. Codes within news as presented on the station
websites were first evaluated for source information.
If the sites had only corporate origination, or if on
the other hand outside sources were included, these
codes were noted for later analysis and comparison.

2. Codes that reflect the five putative dimensions
of motivation were then identified and noted, each
in both verbal and nonverbal aspects. In other
words, words that suggest identity, and images or
sounds that also suggest identity, were first noted.
Then the same procedure was followed with words
and images that suggest dominance and intention.

3. At this point, both verbal and nonverbal
codes that suggest sincerity were identified. These
are, if possible, differentiated from codes related to

identity — although the two in practice are likely

to be very similar. Sincerity codes might be,
for example, self-deprecation or admission of
limitations, images of a candidate listening to
constituents, etc.

4. In a full study of unidirectional or mediated
communication, data on the initial evaluation,
conclusion, and attitude would be collected at this
point for analysis. If this approach were used for
interpersonal or interactive communication (i.e., a
conversation or direct online interaction such as a
chat or series of forum posts), the analysis would
then continue throughout the sequence of response
and counter response, to analyze the adjustments in
motivalution throughout the interaction.

Results

After applying the analytical construct, the
authors found that the five newscasts displayed,
to varying and sometimes revealing degrees,
motivation codes: Identity, Dominance, Intention,
Sincerity, and Confidence. To summarize the
findings:

A variety of Identity codes were present, with
some newscasters much more concerned to project
similarity to ordinary viewers in their clothing and
actions, while others showed codes that displayed a
lack of identity.

The range of Dominance codes was very
clear, although in practice these were difficult to
distinguish from those of Identity. The anchor in
the KTK news displayed especially clear signs of
dominance, with indications of expertise. Russian
newscasters displayed far more dominance codes
than the more “down to earth” BBC presenters.

Intention codes were explicit and verbal but
fairly limited, in most cases restricted to formulaic
mentions of news later in the program.

Sincerity codes were very strong and explicit,
since the anchors showed a number of nonverbal
cues, such as direct eye contact and policies to
indicate naturalness.

Although many Confidence codes were
observed, such as forceful speech, their variation
was moderate and mostly linked to related but
distinct codes such as maturity and degree of
experience.

Discussion

Based on this limited pilot study, it appears
that the Motivalution construct and approach has
genuine value for understanding an understudied,
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even neglected, aspect of the communication
process. Although this study did not apply the full
approach to include interactive communication, the
authors believe that this would show the benefit of
the approach after its modification and refinement.
The results and their implications lead to as many
questions as answers, such as how to distinguish
related codes such as Identity and Dominance.
This study does not and cannot address the degree
of truthfulness and manipulation within the codes
displayed, although further application of this
approach could help identify “micro-expressions”
that can be used to understand the honesty within
expressions.

This study also brought out the related and
inherent issue of conventions. In newscasts in
particular, the journalists are heavily constrained
by training and professional expectations, which
seems to dramatically constrain their expressions
of motivation. It seems clear that newscasters are
especially unable to freely express motivation in
the messages. Given that, the fact that a wide range
of codes were observable suggests the viability
of this approach in more-natural communication
applications.

The centrality of receiver evaluation of
motivation in messages and interactions appears

Processes, 50, pp. 179-211.
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very clear and valuable for future research. This
evaluation seemingly could have an impact on
interpretation, and a much greater impact on
attitudes that lead to intentions and responses. In a
world of communication that increasingly demands
selection and interpretation of masses of information
in interactive formats, analyzing and understanding
the role of motivalution appears well worthwhile.

The approach could be applied to analysis
of online communication, which is increasingly
interactive, during which motivation must be very
quickly assessed before the website user decides
to respond and/or move on to a different site. This
approach could complement current research into
message production, framing and other content
elements, and the interpretation of messages.

The approach might also have practical value.
Those who produce messages could be trained in
how to decide on a motivation profile they want to
project, and make sure that codes directed toward
that profile are included. Students could be trained
in a “media literacy” program on how to identify
and find patterns in the motivation encoded within
messages. Students who take a public speaking
course could learn how to include and project codes
that make the evaluations of their listeners more
positive.
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