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Dominant motives in second language learning  
in study abroad context 

 
motive, motivation, second language learning, groups of motives 

 
Second language (L2) motivation is very important field because it in-

fluences students‘ success or failure in language acquisition [Richards 2002: 
2]. In the field of second language learning a ‗motive‘ can be characterized as 
an action or effort to acquire foreign language competence [Gardner 1985]. 
The range of potential motives can affect human behaviour: the decision to 
do something influenced by a variety of factors such as personal needs, ben-
efits, cognitive curiosity, or a pleasure of learning a language [Dörnyei 2014: 
177]. It is interesting to note that students differ in the content of language 
learning motives [Noels 2003: 33]. It is very interesting to investigate stu-
dents‘ dominant motives who are learning English as a second language in 
the international environment because it might influence their level of motiva-
tion to achieve a high level of proficiency in English.  

Based on the literature review, L2 learners‘ generalized motives can be 
described in terms of six groups: cognitive, internal, social, perspective, ex-
ternal, and motives of achieving success. The next step of the study is inves-
tigating students‘ dominant motives and examining whether students have 
dominantly integrative or instrumental motivation towards English language 
learning in a study abroad environment. It should be noted that there are a 
few studies (e.g. Islam 2013; Kim 2014; Rajab 2012) that have examined stu-
dents‘ type of motivation in learning the L2 but this study focuses on identified 
and generalized groups of motives based on university students‘ orientations 
and basic learning goals to determine their choice preferences to continue 
learning English as a foreign language in a study-abroad context. 

The study is conducted at a large urban university located in Budapest, 
Hungary. Study abroad programs are offered in various disciplines, including 
English and American Studies, Business Administration, Computer Science, 
Education and Psychology, Engineering, Environmental Science, Chemistry, 
Cartography, International Relations, Health Policy, Planning, and Financing, 
etc.  

As for participants, 80 international students are asked to take part in 
this research. They are ranged in age from 18 to 32. They come from a varie-
ty of majors who speak English as their L2 describing themselves as interme-
diate and upper intermediate. The original 7-point Likert scale format of Gar-
dener‘s Test Battery was adapted into 5-point Likert scale which was used as 
the instrument of this study. There are 53 statements and 8 background 
questions in the questionnaire.  
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The research incorporates quantitative evidence obtained by a survey 
via online-Google form. All the questionnaires are computer-coded and the 
data is analyzed by using the SPSS program (Statistical package from social 
sciences). First, Cronbach Alpha is calculated to determine the reliability of 
the scales. Secondly, descriptive statistics are computed. Thirdly, the data is 
analyzed by means of paired samples T-test, Pearson correlation coefficient 
and cluster analyses. The results in Histogram 1 show what a dominant group 
of students‘ motives is in English language learning (see below).  
 

 
Histogram 1. Dominant groups of motives in second language learning among 

international students 

 

The results show that the scales of cognitive (M=4.00, SD= .68) and 
perspective (M=3.97, SD= .80) motives have significantly higher mean values 
than the other scales. They have no statistically significant difference be-
tween cognitive and perspective motives (t= .47, Sig.= .671). This indicates 
that these two types of motives can be regarded as dominant motives for stu-
dents in a study abroad context. The group of cognitive motives might be at-
tractive for the students as they understood that they would not be able to be-
come competitive specialists in a rapidly developing society without a sys-
tematic expansion of knowledge, abilities, and skills in the field of language.  

The research included the choice of a three-cluster solution in order to 
easier identify low (Group 1), moderate (Group 2), and high (Group 3) levels 
of students‘ motivation. These three motivational clusters that observed in the 
analysis are described using their mean values for all variables.  

There were 17 international students with more intrinsically motivated 
behaviour in Group 3 and 29 students with more extrinsically motivated be-
haviour in Group 1. However, despite the fact that Group 2 had a moderate 
mean value in relation to motivated behaviour and the other scales, it was 
found that 34 international students were more intrinsically motivated to im-
prove their English proficiency. The students in Group 1 have weak scores on 
the scale of intrinsic motives and moderate scores on the scale of extrinsic 
motives. It may be supposed that these international students have not de-
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veloped strong L2 selves but they are motivated to learn English by extrinsic 
motives in their foreign environment. 

 It should be noticed that the students in Group 1 also have a moderate 
score on the scale of cognitive motives (M=3.02). However, the scores were 
higher for Group 2 (M=3.88) and the highest for Group 3 (M=4.64). It is nec-
essary to point out that the group of cognitive motives had higher mean value 
than the mean of the other groups. Consequently, it can be concluded that 
cognitive motives were identified as more dominant in L2 learning among the 
international students.  

Group 3 have very high scores in all of the groups of motives. Such 
students seem to have realized the pragmatic benefits of L2 learning. They 
have strong cognitive motives and motives of achieving success in learning 
English. Unlike Group 1, these students fully shaped intrinsic motives, with 
both social and professional aspects, and at the same time, strong extrinsic 
motives to learn English. Group 2 has moderate scores on most of the scales. 
The students seem to have moderately strong motivation in learning the L2. 

Group 3 and Group 1 differed not only in terms of their motivational in-
tensity but also in terms of their intended effort, and showed a constant 
growth in terms of their motivated behaviour. Therefore, Group 1 includes the 
weakly motivated students, Group 3, on the other hand, is the inverse of 
Group 1 containing the highly motivated students, and Group 2 consists of 
the students who are moderately motivated to improve the L2. It is possible to 
claim that the balance between all groups of motives and motivated learning 
behaviour in Group 3 is the most effective motivational configuration. Papi 
and Teimouri (2014) suggested that the combination of such results shows 
that learners with a balanced self-system might perform the great amount of 
motivated behaviour and have behavioural characteristics necessary for long-
term language learning. 

The overall outcome is that the students are highly motivated towards 
learning English language. It is concluded that the dominant groups of mo-
tives were cognitive (4.00) and perspective (3.97) motives, relating to high 
level of motivation. At the third and fourth places were intrinsic (3.76) and ex-
trinsic (3.69) motives, relating to moderate level of students‘ motivation and 
motives of achieving success (3.60) and social motives (3.29), related to low 
level of motivation. It is possible to say, from the one hand, that the partici-
pants had intrinsic motivation and, from the other hand, English was per-
ceived by the students as utilitarian value, the first place of it is seeking a job, 
enhancing career opportunities and getting a high salary.  

This study also addressed the question whether students are predomi-
nantly integratively or instrumentally motivated towards learning English. It 
was turned out that the students who are studying abroad have generally high 
and circular motivation. It was obvious fact that integrative motivation is rela-
tively higher than their instrumental motivation in learning English. In this con-
text, the findings illustrate the importance of study abroad programs which 
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may provide an optimal learning environment, enhance students‘ motivation 
and, consequently, increase the results in foreign language learning. 
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