
 
 

 

 

Understanding Motivation 
 
 
Discipline-Based Compliance, Anxiety-Based Compliance, and Noncompliance 
 
People often judge others by one simple question: Did they follow through? If they did, we call 
them disciplined. If they didn't, we assume they lacked motivation, commitment, or self-control. 
But compliance is only the outcome. It tells us nothing about the mechanism that produced it. 
 
Two people can complete the exact same task for completely different reasons. One of them 
does so because their environment supports their executive functioning. The other suffers 
through it via anxiety.  The outcome is the same; the cost isn't. 
 
The outcome isn't the whole story.  For our purposes, we'll define discipline-based compliance, 
anxiety-based compliance, and noncompliance. Understanding these three outcomes explains 
why some people perform consistently, why others only perform under pressure, and why still 
others simply cannot get started despite desperately wanting to. 
 
Discipline-based compliance occurs when a person consistently follows through because they 
have reduced the effort required for goal-directed behavior. They have engineered their 
environment.  They have the required resources, tools, and systems. In the case of ADHD 
where there is an executive functioning impairment, they create systems that reduce the burden 
on executive functioning and have appropriate accommodations to eliminate or mitigate the 
impairment.  Discipline is not repeatedly overcoming unnecessary obstacles. Discipline is 
consistently creating the environment that takes effort and makes success more likely. 
 
Anxiety-based compliance is fundamentally different.  Instead of accommodating the 
impairment, the individual amplifies emotions (via emotional pressure) in the form of fear of 
failure, disappointing others, embarrassment or consequences. As anxiety rises, it temporarily 
generates pressure to push through the impairment.  The task gets completed.  From the 
outside, this looks like discipline. Internally, it is emotional survival. Many successful adults 
unknowingly spend years relying on this strategy. It works. Until it doesn't. 
 
Noncompliance is when anxiety-based compliance breaks down or fails. Anxiety does not 
correct, improve, or accommodate impaired executive functions. It simply amplifies emotional 
pressure.  Think of it as pressing harder on the accelerator while driving a car with mechanical 
problems. You may keep moving for a while, but the engine is still damaged. 
 



 
 
 
 

 

Over time, relying on anxiety becomes increasingly expensive. The nervous system remains 
activated. Recovery takes longer. Emotional exhaustion accumulates. Burnout develops. 
Eventually, the amount of anxiety required to produce action exceeds what the brain can 
tolerate.  This is the point many people describe as "hitting the wall." They are not becoming 
lazy. Rather, they are no longer able to compensate for an impairment using emotional distress. 
 
This explains one of the most confusing experiences for many adults with ADHD.  For years 
they managed to perform.  Then, seemingly without warning, they couldn't.  Deadlines no longer 
motivated them. Fear no longer worked.  The last-minute rush disappeared. People around 
them often conclude that they have stopped trying.  The individual usually reaches the same 
conclusion. Both are wrong. The strategy failed. The impairment did not suddenly worsen. The 
method used to compensate for it reached its limit.  No amount of additional shame, guilt, or 
pressure could produce the executive functioning that was missing. The compensation 
collapsed. 
 
ADHD and Executive Function Impairment 
 
This distinction is particularly important when ADHD is understood as an executive function 
impairment.  Executive functions are the mind's problem-solving tools. When those tools are 
impaired, every goal-directed activity requires additional effort.  Society often prescribes more 
discipline.  Many individuals prescribe more anxiety.  Neither additional effort nor discipline 
addresses the impairment itself.  Only accommodations reduce the functional barrier.  
Accommodations lower the effort required to think, organize, prioritize, remember, and initiate 
action.  As the effort decreases, the need for anxiety decreases. Compliance becomes more 
consistent because executive functioning has been supported rather than emotionally coerced. 
 
Perhaps discipline should not be measured by how much suffering someone can tolerate. 
Perhaps discipline should be measured by how effectively someone creates conditions that 
allow consistent success.  Healthy discipline is built on accommodations.  Unhealthy 
compliance is built on anxiety. 
 
When accommodations are absent, anxiety may temporarily bridge the gap.  Eventually, that 
bridge collapses.  The goal is not simply to comply.  The goal is to comply consistently, 
sustainably, and without sacrificing your physical and emotional health.  When anxiety becomes 
the accommodation, failure is only a matter of time. 
 
The Correlation Between Effort and Motivation 
 
People often believe that, when they don't act, it's because they lack motivation. More often, 
they don't act because the task requires more effort than they are willing or able to invest. 
 
The human brain is designed for survival, not accuracy. It constantly seeks the path of least 
resistance, conserving cognitive effort whenever possible. As a result, action is heavily 
influenced by friction, the effort required to execute a task. 
 



 
 
 
 

 

Friction is anything that increases the effort required to move from intention to action. Every 
step, decision, uncertainty, interruption, obstacle, or inconvenience adds friction to a process. 
The greater the friction, the less likely action becomes. This creates an important realization: 
People do not always fail to act because they lack motivation. They often fail to act because the 
process requires too much effort. 
 

• As friction increases, participation decreases. 
• As effort increases, follow-through decreases. 
• As complexity increases, execution decreases. 
• This is why making something easier often produces a larger behavioral change 

than trying to foster motivation. 
• The implication is profound: 

 
If you want to predict behavior, don't ask how motivated someone is. Ask how much effort the 
task requires. What appears to be a motivation problem is often an effort problem. Examples 
are everywhere: 
 

• Bad weather, long lines, and travel distance reduce voter turnout. 
• A gym that is farther away gets used less often. 
• People abandon purchase returns when the process becomes cumbersome. 
• Subscription services retain customers by making cancelation difficult. 
• Mail-in rebates go unclaimed because the process requires too much effort. 
• People choose convenience food over healthier options that require preparation. 
• Automatic bill-pay dramatically increases compliance by removing effort. 
• Recycling increases when the bin is nearby and decreases when transportation 

is required. 
• Longer surveys produce lower completion rates. 
• Complex password requirements increase account abandonment. 
• Most people never read lengthy terms and conditions. 
• Each additional field on a donation form reduces completed donations. 

 
The lesson is simple: Behavior follows the path of least resistance. The easier the process, the 
more likely the action. 
 
The Impact of Executive Functioning Impairment on Focus 
 
Cog-Erg defines motivation as a two-force system. One is the automatic brain's emotional 
desire to seek pleasure and escape pain, and two is the executive brain's emotional desire to 
achieve a goal. 
 
Focus is the ability to sustain goal-directed effort over time. In this context, focus is a function of 
cognitive effort. When executive functions are working optimally as an integrated process, 
sustaining goal-directed effort requires relatively little mental energy. The result is what we call 
focus, particularly the ability to maintain focus over time. 



 
 
 
 

 

 
When executive functions are impaired, inefficient, or not working together effectively, the effort 
required to pursue a goal increases. That increased effort manifests as an emotional cost. As 
the emotional cost rises, the ability to sustain goal-directed effort deteriorates. In these 
situations, it is not that a person no longer wants to achieve the desired outcome. Rather, the 
cognitive cost of pursuing the outcome has increased. 
 
Imagine a person with a severe knee injury who needs to climb a flight of stairs. Before the 
injury, climbing the stairs required little effort and was done almost automatically. After the 
injury, every step is painful and requires additional effort. The destination, the top of the stairs, 
has not changed. The desire to reach the destination may not have changed either. What has 
changed is the cost of getting there. 
 
As the effort and discomfort increase, the person's willingness and ability to continue climbing 
may decline. We would not conclude that they no longer want to reach the top of the stairs. We 
would recognize that the increased physical cost has made the task harder to sustain. 
 
Executive functioning impairment operates in a similar way. The goal may remain highly 
desirable, but the cognitive effort required to pursue it is greater. That increased effort creates 
an emotional cost, making it more difficult to sustain goal-directed effort over time. The resulting 
loss of focus is often mistaken for a lack of motivation when, in reality, the individual may be just 
as motivated as ever. The difference is that achieving the goal now requires substantially more 
effort. 
 
It stands to reason that individuals with executive function impairments often struggle to sustain 
focus over time because of the increased cognitive effort associated with the impairment. As 
impairment increases, the effort required to engage in goal-directed activity increases, and 
sustained focus becomes more difficult. This is not necessarily a problem of motivation. It is a 
problem of cost. The desire to achieve the outcome may remain intact, while the effort required 
to pursue it exceeds what can be sustained. 
 


