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Understanding Motivation:
Building the Brain Architecture
That Supports Learning, Health,

and Community Participation

A healthy, engaged community depends on people achieving to the best of their
potential, contributing actively to the economy and public well-being, and helping
the next generation to thrive. A complex set of intertwined social and biological
factors influences people’s motivation to participate actively and productively in

schools, jobs, and communities—and to persevere in the face of setbacks.

To unlock this puzzle and ensure that all people have the opportunity to develop motivation to
learn, improve skills, and make healthy choices, it would be helpful to understand the underlying
mechanisms in the brain that develop in childhood and build the foundation for later complex

behavior.

This Working Paper from the National Scientific Council on the Developing Child explains the

science behind motivation—the “wanting” system and the “liking” system—as well as how those
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systems develop, and how that development can be disrupted. It also dives into the implications of

the science for parents, caregivers, and teachers, as well as policy and public systems.

To learn more about the brain regions involved in motivation and how they

work together, view this interactive graphic.
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A series of brief Reducing the effects of significant adversity on young children’s

it healthy development is critical to the progress and prosperity of any

fro:: recent scic;ntiﬁc society. Yet not all children experience lasting harm as a result of
e : o
S A adverse early experiences. Some may demonstrate “resilience,” or an

the Cent th i i H H
D;e;';if;c"h" o adaptive response to serious hardship. A better understanding of why

Harvard University. some children do well despite early adversity is important because
it can help us design policies and programs that help more children
reach their full potential.

One way to understand the development of resilience is to visualize a balance scale or seesaw
(see image below). Protective experiences and adaptive skills on one side counterbalance
significant adversity on the other. Resilience is evident when a child’s health and development
are tipped in the positive direction, even when a heavy load of factors is stacked on the
negative side. Understanding all of the influences that might tip the scale in the positive
direction is critical to devising more effective strategies for promoting healthy development in
the face of significant disadvantage.

Briefs:
InBrief: The Science of Resilience


https://developingchild.harvard.edu/resources/inbrief-the-science-of-resilience/
https://developingchild.harvard.edu/resourcecategory/briefs/
https://developingchild.harvard.edu/resources/inbrief-the-science-of-resilience/

Supportive Relationships and
Active Skill-Building Strengthen
the Foundations of Resilience

WORKING PAPER 13

Reports & Working Papers:
Supportive Relationships and Active Skill-Building Strengthen the Foundations of

Resilience


https://developingchild.harvard.edu/resources/supportive-relationships-and-active-skill-building-strengthen-the-foundations-of-resilience/
https://developingchild.harvard.edu/resourcecategory/reports-and-working-papers/
https://developingchild.harvard.edu/resources/supportive-relationships-and-active-skill-building-strengthen-the-foundations-of-resilience/

Briefs:

8 Things to Remember about Child Development


https://developingchild.harvard.edu/resources/8-things-remember-child-development/
https://developingchild.harvard.edu/resourcecategory/briefs/
https://developingchild.harvard.edu/resources/8-things-remember-child-development/

The Best Start in Life:

D‘." PN “'?"'! SU"»“'

Partner Resources, Tools & Guides

MOOC: The Best Start in Life: Early Childhood Development for Sustainable
Development


https://developingchild.harvard.edu/resources/mooc-best-start-life-early-childhood-development-sustainable-development/
https://developingchild.harvard.edu/resourcecategory/partner-resources/
https://developingchild.harvard.edu/resourcecategory/tools-guides/
https://developingchild.harvard.edu/resources/mooc-best-start-life-early-childhood-development-sustainable-development/

Multimedia, Partner Resources

Child Development Core Story


https://developingchild.harvard.edu/resources/project-for-babies/
https://developingchild.harvard.edu/resourcecategory/multimedia/
https://developingchild.harvard.edu/resourcecategory/partner-resources/
https://developingchild.harvard.edu/resources/project-for-babies/

Positives Addedt 0 Negotves Occured 0

Build Resilience in the Community Negotves conhappenct ayime o8

Resibonce Bucks Left @

Multimedia, Tools & Guides:

Tipping the Scales: The Resilience Game


https://developingchild.harvard.edu/resources/resilience-game/
https://developingchild.harvard.edu/resourcecategory/multimedia/
https://developingchild.harvard.edu/resourcecategory/tools-guides/
https://developingchild.harvard.edu/resources/resilience-game/

Presentations

Why Do Some Children Respond to an Intervention and Others Don’t?


https://developingchild.harvard.edu/resources/why-do-some-children-respond-to-an-intervention-and-others-dont/
https://developingchild.harvard.edu/resourcecategory/presentations/
https://developingchild.harvard.edu/resources/why-do-some-children-respond-to-an-intervention-and-others-dont/

o P e Tk e Lnvwn ) [rimn Vot P ovenioms snd Loy slervestos Puin )y

T™he Narids Tate University Comter Tar Prevestion and Tarly ervention Pellcy deveaped by
PRI S L0 NN T AN 300 407 CNEPGSE TN PR WNOWEAEY Late 200 YA ove
PFECUCE N TNTAReE LT SaTNOT

Norvde Sate Uity Cover Yy Prpvard o o LarYy merverd o Polcy [CMLI, B 8 ~t oray oog™red

Ra N e 90 ¥ 0y NSO Wt P e '

| l
|§ ’ ‘ Seorr
{ ~
Nt
° — .
- I—
e 4 (N Sonns e b "eavrere
Pod s o T Syme {000 lwmwd ~pinnn Coswur o Cude
o T e A e o A e Nt e o A e e A COPTEWTE Ve
a 2 drovrowry P Nev e
D Yebue v oanew B VWiew 1M of D Crwwdrewr et
- = - o lareny
(o mbte gt e rrrg
Pragrorvy W Vo A Sandw n
."v\-o'; Vivag v o

Partner Resources, Tools & Guides:
Training Module: Health Care Practitioner Module and Resources

About the Center

Science

Innovation & Application

Collective Change

Resource Library

Q, Search



https://developingchild.harvard.edu/resources/training-module-health-care-practitioner-module-and-resources/
https://developingchild.harvard.edu/resourcecategory/partner-resources/
https://developingchild.harvard.edu/resourcecategory/tools-guides/
https://developingchild.harvard.edu/resources/training-module-health-care-practitioner-module-and-resources/
https://developingchild.harvard.edu/about/
https://developingchild.harvard.edu/science/
https://developingchild.harvard.edu/innovation-application/
https://developingchild.harvard.edu/collective-change/
https://developingchild.harvard.edu/resources/
https://developingchild.harvard.edu/?s=

Site Map

YouTube

Twitter

Privacy Policy | Terms & Conditions
© 20192019 The President and Fellows of Harvard College



https://developingchild.harvard.edu/privacy
https://developingchild.harvard.edu/terms-and-conditions
https://developingchild.harvard.edu/site-map/
https://www.youtube.com/user/HarvardCenter
https://twitter.com/HarvardCenter

