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e read with great interest the findings by

Lipman and his colleagues." A plethora

of competitive academic prizes, medals,
bursaries, and awards are regularly offered to medi-
cal students and trainees by universities, employers,
training colleges, nongovernmental organizations, phil-
anthropic endowments, and governmental funds.”
Academic prizes offered to medical students could
be for achieving the highest examination mark, pre-
senting the most interesting case, or writing the best
essay. This practice often continues during postgrad-
uate training, and when selecting trainees, several
training colleges award “additional points” for the
applicants’ prior awards.”

Such awards are well-intentioned; it could be
argued that they are used to encourage or reward
students to become interested in a certain field, to
demonstrate that a particular area of medicine is
valued, and/or to celebrate the successful student.

However, the inadvertent consequences of these
awards may prompt such generous donors to recon-
sider. A number of psychological, and more recently
educational, studies on the potential interaction
between rewards and motivation, and between learn-
ing and behavior, have been published.>*

The self-determination theory® posits a distinction
to the dominant type of motivation underpinning an
individual’s actions, pursuits, and behaviors. In brief,
the motivation to undertake an action is said to be
intrinsic if that action is done for its inherent enjoy-
ment. In contrast, a motivation is extrinsic if the
individual undertakes an action based upon an exter-
nal process/drive. The 2 types of motivation will
depend on the context and task, rather than being
fixed within an individual, and they may coexist for
some tasks. In any particular circumstance, often
one predominates over the other.

In general, individuals who are intrinsically moti-
vated for a particular task frequently report being
content to learn without the need for any outward
prompts. In fact, under these circumstances, individuals
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may be more creative and have superior problem-
solving capabilities.” On the other hand, individuals
driven by extrinsic motivations tend to falter on a vari-
ety of tasks soon after the reward is withdrawn.’

This is not to say that rewards do not have some
beneficial effects. For example, Chang and Mills
reported significant increases in research productivity
by otolaryngology residents after implementing a
reward system in which points (gained by complet-
ing various research-related steps) are converted to a
monetary balance to be spent on academic pursuits.®
However, the observed increase was almost exclusive
to case reports and retrospective clinical studies (ie,
lower-quality research activities).” It must be noted that
the findings by Chang and Mills were from residents,
and that a relationship between undergraduate rewards
and career/research may not be directly comparable.

We should also emphasize that not all rewards are
the same. The “reward” of seeing a patient get better
or the “reward” of being thanked for going the extra
mile can be very motivating. Self-determination the-
ory’ also suggests that some of these differences in
effects can be explained by whether the reward is
seen as controlling or not. Controlling rewards tends
to undermine intrinsic motivation. The examples
given here are more autonomy-promoting, so they
can strengthen intrinsic motivation.

The contributions to motivation can be complex
and interacting, but medical educators ought to be
aware of the unintended, and potentially negative,
consequences of rewards on medical student and
trainee education and (intrinsic) enthusiasm toward
learning. Using competitive prizes (eg, where the num-
ber of applicants to such prizes may be small/not
reflective of the general pool of students) in selection cri-
teria and progression assessments is a flawed measure.
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