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Action and Motivation: Rational vs. Concerned Actors1 

 
1. Introduction 

The usage of assistance technologies today is often strongly influenced by the application of 

computer simulations (Grimm et al. 2015; Hillmann 2018). However, experiments with 

subjects in usability research continue to play an important role. It is still crucial to highlight 

everyday aspects of human behavior (Janda 2018). In the case of hearing aids in particular, it is 

necessary to investigate whether the benefit measured in the laboratory also corresponds to the 

subjects’ day-to-day experiences (Wong & Hickson 2012). For example, laboratories with 

audiovisual environments are used to represent a real-world environment (Paluch et al. 2019).  

A question that should be considered is whether and how the participants influence the 

experiments and scientific results. Motivation is a key concept in this question and it is relevant 

to social science studies (Lizardo et al. 2016; Vaisey 2009) as well as to medical research 

(Hallowell et al. 2010; Mfutso-Bengo et al. 2015; Soule et al. 2016). An ethnographic approach 

makes it possible to understand what motivates the participants to take part in lab experiments. 

This approach takes into account the everyday life of the participants and their commitment 

(Abbott 2004; Glaser & Strauss 1965). This contribution will therefore focus on the question 

of why subjects take part in experiments. 

However, the question of which sociological theory allows us to precisely determine what 

motivates subjects to act remains open. Theories that address both action and motivation should 

be central here. In what follows, I compare the theoretical concepts of the well‑established 

rational choice (RC) theory with the new phenomenological-sociological “concern theory” 

(Lindemann 2016). 

Both theories address the sociological problem of action selection and both focus on motivation. 

The underlying assumption is that there are rules for selection that can be identified by 

ethnographic data. They focus on the motivation for selecting an action in a given situation, e.g. 

utility maximization or satisfaction (Coleman 1990; Esser 1993; Kroneberg 2006). These 

theories will be theoretically (Sect. 2.) and empirically (Sect. 3.) compared in order to reveal 

the differences and similarities between them (Lindemann 2009: Chap. 4).                                                            
1 This work was supported by the Cluster of Excellence EXC 1077/1 “Hearing4all” funded by the German 
Research Council (DFG) and the Evangelisches Studienwerk e.V. “Villigst”. Results were presented at the XX 

April International Academic Conference on Economic and Social Development in Moscow, Russia. The 

Commission for Research Impact Assessment and Ethics of the University of Oldenburg gave ethical approval to 

the study (Drs.-Nr. 1r69/2016). 
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The empirical material is based on medical experiments carried out in 2017 (Paluch et al. 2019) 

and which are qualitatively analyzed with reference to the Grounded Theory (Corbin & Strauss 

1990). The data suggests that the time dimension is important for action selection. Concern 

theory can examine this aspect more closely than the established RC approaches. Concern 

emphasizes the interrelation of present and future. An actor is currently concerned because of 

an uncertain future. The statement of a test subject shows a special type of concern mediates 

her motivation: the concern about whether she still lives in a world shared with others (Sect. 

4.). 

 

2. The Relevance of Time 

Action-oriented RC theory is a sociological and theoretical approach that shows the formal 

rules by which actions are selected. Selection rules are formulated that state why individual 

actors make decisions. For example, it is assumed that actions are carried out in order to 

maximize one's own benefit (Coleman 1990). 

In many RC approaches, it is crucial to assume that social actors can choose different actions 

for different reasons. Action selection is often divided into impulsive or reasoned decisions. For 

example, the dual-process theory assumes that actors can choose actions both at an intuitive 

level (System 1) and at a conscious level (System 2). It is possible to trust one's own intuition 

in a given situation or to rethink the situation and draw rational conclusions from it (Kahneman 

2003). Similarly and previously, Max Weber (2007: 28ff.) has pointed out that there can be 

various types of social action. An actor can act emotionally or traditionally (System 1) or based 

on value-rational or instrumental considerations (System 2). Thus, this approach is an elaborate 

way to investigate social actions (Esser 1993; Kroneberg 2006; Tutić 2015). 

Gesa Lindemann (2016) also refers to an action selection theory in an article, but does not 

assume an atomistic approach to individual actors. Following Helmuth Plessner (1975) and 

using a phenomenological-sociological analysis, she conceptualizes an alternative rule which 

reveals why actors choose specific actions. Lindemann (2016) proposes taking motivation by 

the possibility of future failure into account and focusing on concern. Thus, there may be 

references to the uncertain future that an actor refers to when she or he realizes that in a given 

situation she or he is concerned (Lindemann 2016: 85f.). 

The main difference between RC theory and concern theory exists with respect to time. RC 

theorists assume a future that is seen as independent of the present and that it justifies actions 

directed towards utility maximization. Regardless of whether the RC theorists understand 

action analytically as an intuitive action (System 1) or a reflective action (System 2), in both 
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cases it is assumed that an actor decides between the options A or B without the future having 

any immediate influence on the current selection. The actor does not decide on an action 

because an expected future compels her or him to act. Instead, a situation-dependent calculation 

motivates their action.  

Concern theory does not employ the assumption that there are action alternatives A or B. What 

is central to the concept of concern is that social actors are concerned and they experience this 

concern in the light of an expected future failure. This future expectation has a motivational 

effect on the actors because they are presently worried about a potential future failure. An actor 

is prepared for a future possibility and acts accordingly. Thus, actors do not calculate different 

options based on a particular situation and ignore the compelling power of the future from 

within their present state. Instead, the pressure of the impending future, which is experienced 

in the present, urges them to act (Lindemann 2016: 85-88).2  

It will now be shown how these theoretical assumptions function with regard to empirical 

material. Firstly, I will outline how the ethnographic material can be interpreted from an RC 

perspective. Secondly, I will focus on the circumstances, on how the future is of concern therein 

and how it pressures test participants to act, but without assuming that this is merely an 

emotional action Weber’s (1978: 28). 

 

3. An Ethnographic Approach to Audiology 

The empirical part of my contribution draws upon fieldwork carried out in an audiological 

laboratory (see also Paluch 2019). In addition to comparing the two aforementioned theories, 

my research interest is in what motivates the subjects to participate in experiments. The analysis 

refers to a variation of Grounded Theory (Corbin & Strauss 1990). However, unlike the usual 

applications of Grounded Theory, it does not examine how actors strategically or tactically 

interact (Glaser & Strauss 1965). Instead, the focus here is either on maximizing utility or 

respectively on the concerns of test participants. I am particularly interested in how these 

assumptions allowing differing interpretations of motivations for participating in lab 

experiments. In this way, I want to show which theory reflects the motivation and actions of 

the participants in a precise and everyday manner. 

The analysis focuses on an interview where a person with a hearing impairment reports why 

she is participating in the medical study. In the following, she is referred to with the pseudonym 

Mechtilde.                                                            
2 In addition to the concept of concern, Gesa Lindemann (2016: 87f.) also proposes employing the concept of 

desire, where the focus is on an expected success of future events. 
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The goal is to show how the qualitative material can be interpreted with different theories and 

thus to compare theories with one another. We will also see how different motivational 

structures are brought out in the context of the different theories. In one interpretation, 

Mechtilde tries to maximize her utility and this motivates her participation in laboratory 

experiments (3.1). In the other interpretation, she is worried and this motivates her visit to an 

audiological laboratory (3.2). 

 

3.1 The World is in Question – the Benefits of Lab Experiments 

After the experiments, I talked to Mechtilde about how she perceived the laboratory experiment. 

The following excerpt from the interview clarifies why she participated: 

 

Mechtilde: That's the question [does not say anything for five seconds]: Do I want to hear all this or do 

I not want to hear it all? On the other hand, I think, here [points to her head] I'm not fully there anymore. 

In the evening, when I, my husband died a few years ago, I live alone in the house, on the ground floor 

// mh // ground floor. So it's a flat roof bungalow // yes //. Then I lie, then I open all the doors, then I lie 

in bed, something bangs on the roof. Ui! Is there someone? Or there's something on the roller shutter 

outside // mh //. Is there someone? So it would be important to hear well. Because I actually hear a lot 

of noise. // mh // but if it is real or if it come from my guts or so // laughs briefly // I do not know. No? 

 

Mechtilde describes a recurring situation in which she lies in bed at night, hears noises outside 

and does not know whether they are caused by criminals or not. There are sounds and she does 

not know if they come from outside or from her “guts”, whether it's a harmless squirrel or a 

violent burglar. She also mentions that she is not sure whether she is still “fully there” while 

pointing to her head. 

On a simplified RC approach, implicit in this is an assessment of Mechtilde’s situation at 

present where she can decide between options A or B. She envisions the options she has in this 

particular situation and then calculates which option maximizes her utility. It is important to 

establish how the situation is to be interpreted because her assessment of what constitutes a 

reasonable action is dependent upon her interpretation of the situation. 

Similarly, we can interpret her state of mind and analyze this interpretation with a view to 

uncovering her motivation. Following an interpretation along the lines of RC theory, trusting 

her gut feeling (System 1) or her sanity (System 2) are both questionable options for Mechtilde. 

Nevertheless, she can decide whether (A) she wants to hear all this or (B) does not want to hear 

it all. This is not an intuitive, spontaneous act. Instead, she spends some time coming up with 
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these options and then trying to decide between them. It is a System 2 decision, even though 

she is still unsure about what she will decide during the interview.  

Mechtilde does not want to interpret the situation herself, but wants to get expert help. The 

expert’s help could be a reason why she is in the lab on this interpretation. That actors can 

mutually support each other making reasonable decisions may be a relevant point in RC theory. 

Experts can help in selecting useful actions. This can be helpful for actors as they save 

themselves the expense of long decision-making processes, regardless of whether or not they 

ultimately rely on the expert opinion. In this approach, this is still an individual decision 

directed towards the maximization of individual benefits. 

 

3.2 Concern for the Shared World 

From the perspective of concern theory, the uncertain future presently awakens a concern about 

not being able to know whether actions or interpretations of the nightly situations are 

meaningfully. In the past, Mechtilde was able to interpret such nocturnal situations with her 

husband’s help, whereas now, after his death, she is on her own. 

Mechtilde’s experience of the present situation is mediated by its relation to an uncertain future. 

She tries to find out whether only she can hear the noises or whether others can also perceive 

them. Her loneliness contributes to a sense of being almost enclosed in a vague and tormenting 

present whose content is difficult to determine. Her thoughts about the future and her choosing 

to visit a medical laboratory are motivated by a concern with contingent future prospects. This 

means this visit is neither a purely emotional nor a purely rational act. Rather, her urge to act is 

mediated by both factors, because the visit to a medical laboratory to determine the nature of 

her own perception mixes both an affective and a reflective approach to the world.3  
Reckoning with time is, therefore, particularly important because it makes clear that actors do 

not merely calculate what they can or cannot do in a current situation. The situation is 

interpretable with respect to the future, which means that the interpretation of the present 

situation is structured by expectations. Mechtilde’s uncertainty is mediated by references to the 

present and the future. It is the experience of uncertainty; she no longer knows whether she 

experiences the world as others do. If she can no longer reflexively refer to the future, then she 

does not know what exactly she should do now in order to minimize her worries. Mechtilde 

does not know if her concerns are warranted or not.                                                             
3 Analytically speaking, it is a matter of an interrelated state of the two aforementioned systems of the RC theory 

approach discussed here. 
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Strictly speaking, Mechtilde worries that she does not experience the world as others do. This 

worry presses upon her and motivates her visit to an audiological laboratory. This is 

understandable, because there are noises that she cannot assess correctly. She is worried about 

not living in a world that is shared with others now and in the future. She is uncertain about 

whether and how participation in social relationships with others can work if she is unable to 

correctly identify different sounds and to understand what situations are about. She visits the 

lab in order to deal with these worries. This is a special type of concern: the concern about 

whether she still lives in a shared world.  

 

4. The Past is Present – the Future is Now 

In this contribution, I have dealt with the research question concerning why social actors are 

motivated to participate in scientific experiments. Following Lindemann's suggestion, (2009: 

Chap. 4), I compared RC theory and concern theory based on empirical material. It became 

clear that RC theory shows that Mechtilde has different possibilities of reacting to her situation. 

The strength of the approach results from the fact that it gives explanations for the subject’s 

non-everyday actions. In addition, on this approach it was possible to determine why the visit 

to the medical laboratory occurs by reference to emotional or reflective motives. It follows from 

this interpretation that Mechtilde implicitly weighs her options and does not act spontaneously. 

This is why her action can be described as rational System 2 decision. Visiting the medical 

laboratory maximizes her individual utility because she can receive support there. Thus, other 

actors can contribute to conscious decisions and support rational thinking. That means they 

should be included in the explanation of rational processes (see also Coleman 1990: 157-162, 

504-507). This can be conceptualized, for instance, as a form of collective intelligence (Malone 

& Bernstein 2015).  

Concern theory, however, offers a different perspective. This theory makes it possible to 

elucidate the connection between present and future. Mechtilde’s motivation can be understood 

analytically as a present urge to act that is awakened by expecting the future. Thereby, it helps 

to show how Mechtilde’s action takes place reflexively and it allows the experience of both 

affect and deliberation to be included in the analysis. The concern does not just suddenly appear 

in the present and allow Mechtilde to act. Rather, she experiences the concern as a 

circumstantial. She is not overwhelmed by concern, but the concern provides an occasion to 

think about what to do and how to understand the situation.  

Thus, Mechtilde is concerned about whether she still lives in a world shared with others. It is 

not solely an individualistic motive, but one that is interrelated with social relationships. The 
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combination of the temporal distinction between present and future enables grasping the 

connection between both affectual and reflexive experience, which contributes to an action as 

a form of a specific (eccentric positional) reference to the world.  

Further material can be used to investigate whether the knowledge about a shared world is 

central here. If knowledge is emphasized, this concern can also be called an epistemic concern. 

Additional studies could emphasize the relevance of this epistemic concern and how other 

actors respond to it when the knowledge of the shared world becomes questionable. 

Finally, we can conclude that the RC approach focuses on the situation and thus overemphasizes 

the past (e.g., habitualized preferences), whereas the concern theory overemphasizes the future. 

A refinement of the concern theory would be possible, if the past and the experience of actors 

was taken more into consideration (see also Fröhlich & Paluch 2019).  

 

References 

 

Abbott, A. (2004). Methods of discovery: Heuristics for the social sciences. W. W. Norton & Company.  

Coleman, J. S. (1990). Foundations of social theory. Belknap. 

Corbin, J. M., & Strauss, A. L. (1990). Grounded theory research: Procedures, canons, and evaluative criteria. 

Qualitative sociology, 13(1), 3-21. 

Esser, H. (1993). The rationality of everyday behavior. A rational choice reconstruction of the theory of action by 

Alfred Schütz. Rationality and Society, 5(1), 7-31. 

Fröhlich, J. K., & Paluch, R. (2019). Wandel aus Sorge. Ein Plädoyer für die Untersuchung sozialer Bewegungen. 

In 39. Kongress der DGS. Manuscript submitted. 

Glaser, B., & Strauss. A. L. (1965). Awareness of dying. Aldine.  

Grimm, G., Ewert, S., & Hohmann, V. (2015). Evaluation of spatial audio reproduction schemes for application 

in hearing aid research. Acta Acustica United with Acustica, 101(4), 842-854. 

Hallowell, N., Cooke, S., Crawford, G., Lucassen, A., Parker, M., & Snowdon, C. (2010). An investigation of 

patients’ motivations for their participation in genetics-related research. Journal of Medical Ethics, 36(1), 37-45. 

Hillmann, S. (2018). Simulation-based usability evaluation of spoken and multimodal dialogue systems. Springer 

International Publishing. 

Janda, V. (2018). Die Praxis des Designs: Zur Soziologie arrangierter Ungewissheiten. Bielefeld: transcript. 

Kahneman, D. (2003). A perspective on judgement and choice. American Psychologist, 58(9), 697–720.  

Kroneberg, C. (2006). The definition of the situation and variable rationality: The model of frame selection as a 

general theory of action. Rationalitätskonzepte, Entscheidungsverhalten und ökonomische Modellierung, 6. 

Lindemann, G. (2009). Das Soziale von seinen Grenzen her denken. Velbrück Wissenschaft. 

Lindemann, G. (2016). In Sorge und aus Lust. In Dimensionen der Sorge (pp. 73-98). Nomos. 

Lizardo, O., Mowry, R., Sepulvado, B., Stoltz, D. S., Taylor, M. A., Van Ness, J., & Wood, M. (2016). What are 

dual process models? Implications for cultural analysis in sociology. Sociological Theory, 34(4), 287-310. 

Malone, T. W., & Bernstein, M. S. (Eds.). (2015). Handbook of collective intelligence. MIT Press. 



8  
Mfutso-Bengo, J., Manda-Taylor, L., & Masiye, F. (2015). Motivational factors for participation in biomedical 

research: Evidence from a qualitative study of biomedical research participation in Blantyre District, Malawi. 

Journal of Empirical Research on Human Research Ethics, 10(1), 59-64. 

Paluch, R. (2019). Die technisch vermittelte Umweltbeziehung des leiblichen Selbstes in virtuellen Welten. In 

Mensch und Welt im Zeichen der Digitalisierung (pp. 145-164). Nomos.  

Paluch, R., Krueger, M., Hendrikse, M. M. E., Grimm, G., Hohmann V., & Meis, M. (2019). Towards plausibility 

of audiovisual simulations in the laboratory: Methods and first results from subjects with normal hearing or with 

hearing impairment. Zeitschrift für Audiologie, 58(1), 6-15.  

Plessner, H. (1975). Die Stufen des Organischen und der Mensch: Einleitung in die philosophische Anthropologie. 

Walter de Gruyter. 

Soule, M. C., Beale, E. E., Suarez, L., Beach, S. R., Mastromauro, C. A., Celano, C. M., Moore, S. V. & Huffman, 

J. C. (2016). Understanding motivations to participate in an observational research study: Why do patients enroll? 

Social Work in Health Care, 55(3), 231-246. 

Tutić, A. (2015). Warum denn eigentlich nicht? Zur Axiomatisierung soziologischer Handlungstheorie/Why not? 

On axiomatizing sociological action theory. Zeitschrift für Soziologie, 44(2), 83-98. 

Vaisey, S. (2009). Motivation and justification: A dual-process model of culture in action. American Journal of 

Sociology, 114(6), 1675-1715. 

Weber, M. (2007). The nature of social action. In Max Weber: Selections in translation (pp. 7-32). Cambridge 

University Press.  

Wong, L., & Hickson, L. (Eds.). (2012). Evidence-based practice in audiology: Evaluating interventions for 

children and adults with hearing impairment. Plural Publishing. 


