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Psychology has traditionally identified and studied three components of mind: cognition, affect, 

and conation (Huitt, 1996; Tallon, 1997). Cognition refers to the process of coming to know and 

understand; the process of encoding, storing, processing, and retrieving information. It is 

generally associated with the question of "what" (e.g., what happened, what is going on now, 

what is the meaning of that information.) 

Affect refers to the emotional interpretation of perceptions, information, or knowledge. It is 

generally associated with one’s attachment (positive or negative) to people, objects, ideas, etc. 

and asks the question "How do I feel about this knowledge or information?"  

Conation refers to the connection of knowledge and affect to behavior and is associated with the 

issue of "why." It is the personal, intentional, planful, deliberate, goal-oriented, or striving 

component of motivation, the proactive (as opposed to reactive or habitual) aspect of behavior 

(Baumeister, Bratslavsky, Muraven & Tice, 1998; Emmons, 1986). It is closely associated with 

the concept of volition, defined as the use of will, or the freedom to make choices about what to 

do (Kane, 1985; Mischel, 1996). It is absolutely critical if an individual is to successfully engage 

in self-direction and self-regulation. 

Some of the conative issues one faces daily are:  

 what are my intentions and goals;  

 what am I going to do;  

 what are my plans and commitments? 

Bagozzi (1992) proposes that conation is necessary to explain how knowledge and emotion are 

translated into behavior in human beings. He suggests one reason researchers studying the 

factors of thinking/intentions and values/attitudes have not demonstrated a strong ability to 

predict behavior is because the construct of conation has been omitted. At the beginning of 

modern psychology, both emotion and conation were considered central to the field; however, 

interest in these topics declined as overt behavior and cognition received more attention (Amsel, 

1992; Ford, 1987). While goals associated with these latter paradigms are deeply enmeshed in 

schools today (e.g., basic skills, critical thinking), Barell (1995) proposes that helping students 

develop the conative attitudes and skills associated with self-direction and personal efficacy is 

one of the most critical tasks presently facing parents and educators.  
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The purpose of this presentation is to briefly review some of the research in the area of conation 

and volition, giving examples of how these issues can be addressed in the learning process. 

Overview 

Conation refers to the intentional and personal motivation of behavior (e.g., the proactive 

direction, energizing, and persistence of behavior.) Many researchers believe volition or will or 

freedom of choice is an essential element of voluntary human behavior and that human behavior 

cannot be explained fully without it (e.g., Bandura, 1997; Campbell, 1999; Donagan, 1987; 

Hershberger, 1988). Miller (1991) concurs, suggesting that conation is especially important when 

addressing issues of human learning. 

The study of intentionality is common to the behavior of both animals and human beings. 

However, Frankfurt (1982) proposes that human intentionality is different from animal 

intentionality in that human beings can desire to contravene their conditioning. Bandura (1997) 

believes this is possible because of the singularly human ability of self-reflective evaluation. 

More recent literature has focused on the concept of self-regulation as an aspect of conation (e.g., 

Bandura, 1991; Schunk & Zimmerman, 1994), adding an additional dimension to the study of 

self (e.g., self-concept, self-esteem, self-reflection, self-determination). 

One reason that the study of conation has lagged behind the study of cognition, emotion, and 

behavior is that it is intertwined with the study of these other domains and often difficult to 

separate (Snow, 1989). For example, conative components are often considered when measuring 

cognition or emotion. The Wechsler scales of intelligence include a conative component 

(Cooper, 1997; Gregory, 1998); Goleman’s (1995) construct of emotional intelligence includes 

both affective (e.g., empathy, optimism, managing emotions) and conative (e.g., setting goals, 

self-regulation) components. Likewise, conation has cognitive and affective, as well as 

volitional, components (e.g., Gollwitzer, 1990; Snow & Swanson, 1992). 

Kolbe (1990) suggests that human beings have a conative style or a preferred method of putting 

thought into action or interacting with the environment. This might be compared to differences 

of temperament or personality type (e.g., Huitt, 1988;  Keirsey, 1998; Myers, 1980) that purports 

to identify general approaches to thinking, feeling, and behavior or to learning style (e.g., 

McFarland, 1997) that identifies general approaches to encoding and processing information. 

Kolbe identifies four action or conative modes:  

1. Fact Finder (instincts to probe, refine and simplify);  

2. Follow Thru (instincts to organize, reform and adapt);  

3. Quick Start (instincts to improvise, revise and stabilize); and  

4. Implementor (instincts to construct, renovate and envision).  

In Kolbe’s formulation, it is the combination of the striving instinct, reason, and targeted goals 

that results in different levels of commitment and action. 

The following discussion presents research findings on conation and volition related to each of 

the three aspects of motivation: direction, energizing, and persistence. 
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Direction 

There are at least five separate aspects of the direction subcomponent of conation that are 

identified in the research: becoming aware of human needs, visions and dreams of possibilities, 

making choices, setting goals, and making plans. 

One of the first aspects of successful self-direction is to become aware of our human needs 

(Franken, 1997). Maslow's (1954)  hierarchy of human needs is probably one of the most well-

known approaches, although other human needs such as the need for optimal arousal (flow, 

Csikszentimihali, 1991), the need for achievement (McClelland, 1992), the need for cognitive 

balance (Festinger, 1957), and the need to find meaning in life (Frankl, 1997, 1998), the need for 

power (Murray, 1938), and the need for social affiliation (Sullivan, 1968) have also been 

suggested. It would appear that exercises designed to help the individual identify what is 

important to him or her would be one of the first steps in the development of conation. 

A second aspect is to become aware of the "possible self." Markus & Nurius (1986) suggest that 

this possible self provides the bridge to action; without something being considered as possible 

for the individual, goals will not be set and plans will not be made. Levenson (1978) suggests 

that dreams and visions expand and define the possible self. However, the long-term, vague 

statements represented by dreams and visions must be turned into goals (short-term, specific, 

personal statements) if they are to impact immediate behavior (Markus & Nurius). Additionally, 

Epstein (1990) states that dreams and goals must have visual and emotional components in order 

to be effective. 

A third aspect is the exercise of volition or the freedom to choose and control one’s thoughts and 

behavior (Kivinen, 1997). While volition is important it cannot be studied independently of 

cognitive and affective factors. Volition has two subcomponents:  

1) Covert -- referring to the controlling of one’s own actions and  

2) Overt -- referring to the controlling of the environment that impacts one’s actions (Corno, 

1986, 1993). 

A variety of researchers (e.g., Ford, 1987; Hershberger, 1987; Howard & Conway, 1987) believe 

that volition ought to be the cornerstone of the psychological study of human behavior. Their 

rationale is that while animals are controlled mainly by instincts and reflexes, these processes are 

greatly reduced in human beings. Learning and choice replace these biological processes, 

allowing human beings to be both greater than and less than animals in their behavior. This 

situation elevates the importance of volition, especially in an increasingly chaotic social and 

cultural milieu (Huitt, 1995/1999). Lacking the restraints of widely accepted social mores, 

individual choice becomes the chief protection against social and cultural degradation. 

A fourth aspect of the direction component of conation is the setting of goals for the directions 

that have been chosen. Dweck (1991) differentiates two types of goals:  

1) Mastery goals that focus on developing competence or on the process of learning, and  

2) Performance goals that focus on the outcome, winning, or attaining credentials.  
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Urdan and Maehr (1995) suggest a third alternative:  

3) Social goals that focus on performance of the group or the individual fitting in with others.  

Prawat (1985) demonstrates that in elementary classrooms affective goals are also important.  

Ames (1988, 1992) showed that in school settings students with mastery goals outperform 

students with performance goals. However, it must be considered that in the highly-structured 

school setting, goals are largely chosen by the system. It is the individual’s adoption of the 

importance of those goals that is reflected in a mastery orientation. In the less structured  

environment outside the school, it is likely that one must focus on both process (mastery) and 

outcome (performance) goals if one is to be successful. Additionally, because of the importance 

in working in groups in the modern era (e.g., Bridges, 1994; Toffler & Toffler, 1995), the ability 

to set and achieve social goals becomes increasingly important. Likewise, Goleman (1995) cites 

an extensive literature that the ability to manage one’s emotions is as important, or perhaps even 

more important, than one’s cognitive ability to acquire and process information quickly. 

There are several important issues to consider when setting goals. First, goals must be difficult, 

but attainable (Franken, 1997). Following the Yerkes-Dodson law (Yerkes & Dodson, 1908), 

moderate amounts of difficulty lead to optimal performance. Setting goals that are perceived as 

too easy or too difficult does not increase behavior. Second, the emotional state of an individual 

can influence the setting of goals. Higher goals are set when the individual is emotionally 

aroused (Lazarus, 1991) and lower goals are set when the individual is depressed (Beck, 1967). 

Likewise, individuals with increased levels of optimism (which grow out of a person’s 

explanatory style) set higher goals (Seligman, 1990). Finally, individuals with increased levels of 

self-efficacy set higher goals (Franken, 1997). When the goals are met it leads to even higher 

levels of self-efficacy. Like the setting of goals, self-efficacy can be impacted by mood 

(Kavanaugh & Bower, 1985). 

A fifth aspect of successful self-direction is to develop plans that can turn visions and goals into 

reality (Herman, 1990). Plans must be written and specific, starting with a clear description of 

desired outcomes. Two processes can be employed: backwards planning and task analysis (see 

Huitt, 1992). In backwards planning, one starts with the desired end results and then identifies 

the most immediate state and required procedures to meet that result (i.e., if I am here and do 

this, then these results will be obtained.) To be successful, backwards planning must be 

accompanied by a task analysis that will identify the skills and knowledge required to learn or 

perform a specific task. By systematically completing a task analysis as one works backwards 

from the desired end results, one arrives at the starting point with a clearly delineated plan for 

obtaining them.  

Energizing 

Emotions are an essential element of the energizing component of conation. Our minds and 

bodies have a natural tendency towards equilibrium or homeostasis. This process has been 

studied as it applies to emotion (e.g., Solomon, 1980) as well as to a variety of other conditions 

(e.g., cognitive consistency, Festinger, 1957; the development of intelligence, Piaget, 1972; and 
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eating, Spitzer & Rodin, 1981). In general, the potential for pleasure resulting from striving and 

obtaining dreams, desires, and goals must outweigh the discomfort of change or fear of failure if 

action is to be taken. Goals that are in one’s self interest (e.g., Sansone & Harackiewicz, 1996) or 

ones that are congruent with self-identified personal convictions (e.g., Brunstein & Gollwitzer, 

1996) will have the strongest impact because these are most integral to a definition of self. 

McCombs and Whisler (1989) propose another factor in energizing behavior: a natural need for 

self-development and self-determination. This need can be enhanced or thwarted by one’s self-

concept and self-esteem, or as Markus & Nurius (1986) describe it, one’s possible self. It is 

therefore important to consider developmental and environmental factors that can enhance, or at 

least not inhibit, this natural predisposition. 

Persistence 

Persistence is increasingly recognized as an important component of success. For example, 

Goodyear (1997), in a review of literature regarding the success of professional psychologists, 

found that while there are "threshold levels" of intellectual and interpersonal skills, motivation 

and persistence were even more important in predicting levels of expertise in professional 

psychology.  

While it is true that certain student characteristics such as level of achievement motivation 

(McClelland, 1985), expectations for success (Atkinson & Birch, 1978; Hayamizu & Weiner, 

1991), and level of self-esteem (Tafarodi & Vu, 1997) as well as environmental factors such as 

amount of failure experiences (Miller & Hom, 1990), being praised for effort rather than ability 

(Mueller & Dweck, 1998), the public display of summative, but not formative, assessments 

(Seijts, Meertens & Kok, 1997), and the use of variable reinforcement schedules (Plaud, Plaud & 

von Duvillard, 1999) can impact task persistence, the student’s use of self-regulation processes 

can mediate these influences when the learner is not in a conducive environment (Bandura, 1991; 

Koonce, 1996). For example, learners who matched goals to enduring interests and values 

(Sheldon & Elliott, 1999) or who perceived tasks to be important (Seijts, Meertens & Kok, 1997) 

persisted longer. Miller, Greene, Montalvo, Ravindran and Nichols (1996) reported that student 

who had learning goals, desires to obtain future consequences, and wanted to please the teacher 

persisted longer in academic work. Students who were able to produce well-elaborated, specific, 

vivid pictures of possible future selves persisted more and had higher levels of achievement than 

those who did not (Leondari, Syngollitou & Kiosseoglou, 1998). 

Impacting Conation 

Specific cognitive, affective, and volitional components of goal-oriented motivation have 

developmental aspects and can be impacted via the social environment (Heckhausen & Dweck, 

1998). It is important that parents, educators, and other individuals concerned with the 

development of children and youth work towards developing the conative components of mind 

that enhance self-direction, self-determination, and self-regulation. Specifically, young people 

need to imagine possibilities in their lives, set attainable goals, plan routes to those goals, 

systematically and consistently put goals and plans into actions, practice self-observation, reflect 



 

 

on results, and manage emotions. These need to be addressed in a spiraled curriculum because of 

the developmental aspects of their successful utilization. 

Bandura's (1986, 1997) theory of social cognition suggests that helping students to be successful 

is one of the best ways to assist the learner. These mastery experiences are the most profound 

influence on self-efficacy, which subsequently predicts future success in that domain. Parents 

and educators can also use social persuasion, being careful to praise the effort and striving, not 

the learner’s ability (see Mueller & Dweck, 1998). Providing opportunities for learners to 

experience success vicariously through the success of others is also important, as it can impact a 

learner’s perceptions of what is possible. 

Covey, Merrill & Merrill (1994) suggest that everyone needs to develop a mission statement as 

one way to help think about one's priorities. This statement provides an opportunity for the 

individual to explicitly consider and state important values and beliefs. In addition, Waitley 

(1996) advises imagining what your life would be like if time and money were not a limiting 

factor in your life. That is, what would you do this week, this month, next month, if you had all 

the money and time you needed and were secure that both would be available again next year. 

Developing vivid, specific images of these and then relating them back to the important values in 

one’s mission statement can impact one’s commitment and persistence toward those desired end 

results. 

Seligman (1995) suggests that we teach children to "capture" their automatic thoughts, which are 

often negative, evaluate them for accuracy, and replace them with more positive and optimistic 

thoughts (similar to Cognitive Therapy, e.g., Alford & Beck, 1998). Ziglar (1994) and 

Helmstetter (1995) propose we adopt a more proactive approach and teach the use of self-talk 

techniques. In this approach, statements are developed specifically for an individual and/or 

situation and the learner recites the self-talk statement at regular intervals. 

Shapiro (1997) provides additional ideas regarding activities and games that parents can use to 

improve their children’s emotional, conative, and social skills; Corno (1992) provides additional 

recommendations for teachers. 

Baumeister, et al. (1998) suggest that we need to be careful regarding how much volition we 

require individuals to use—expending energy for volitional activities depletes the resources 

necessary to make those decisions. For example, resisting the temptation to eat a piece of 

chocolate reduces the energy available to make similar decisions. Considering this research, it 

may be important to balance constructive and direct instruction activities during the learning 

process. 

Summary and Conclusions 

In today’s unstructured and chaotic environment, children and youth will need the conative skills 

discussed in this presentation if they are to be successful as adults. Recognizing that there is 

limited time in the school day, educators must stack activities that can develop these attitudes 

and skills into an already crowded curriculum. While this may be a Herculean task, to not 

attempt to do so is to send our youth into the 21
st
 century woefully ill-prepared. 
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