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Abstract 
Studies have shown that second language (L2) motivation can have an impact on L2 learning 
processes. The aim of this study was to investigate gender differences in L2 motivation among 
Croatian university students from the perspective of the L2MSS. The results indicated that 
females were more motivated than males to learn English, had higher levels of interest in Eng-
lish, while differences in L2 anxiety were somewhat ambiguous. Females also demonstrated 
that their L2 motivation was linked to motives related to the avoidance of negative outcomes 
suggesting that females are perhaps more conscientious learners compared to males. These 
findings point to a complex motivational state among females, which may indicate important 
gender-based differences in language learning.  
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1. Introduction

An abundance of research has been carried out in the field of second lan-
guage (L2) motivation. Results have indicated the importance of L2 motiva-
tion in the second language learning process (Dörnyei, 2005). Gardner’s 
(1985, 2010) socio-educational model has long had a major influence in L2 
motivation research. In response to increasing discontent with this model, 
especially in its application in foreign language learning contexts, Dörnyei 
(2005, 2009) introduced the L2 Motivational Self System (L2MSS) which is 
founded on the concept of future self-guides and the situational context of 
language learning. Numerous studies have been conducted in various con-
texts using the L2MSS as a theoretical model to help explain L2 motivation. 
Nonetheless, it has been shown that cross-culture differences may affect 
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motivation with learners from various ethnic groups displaying different 
values and social norms (Salili et al., 2001; Graham & Hudley, 2007). Moreo-
ver, recent studies have shown that L2 motivation can be affected by gender 
differences (Henry & Cliffordson, 2013; You & Dörnyei, 2014) which sug-
gests an interesting avenue to explore in a specific social context. Although 
much research has been carried out on L2 motivation in the Croatian context 
from the social psychological perspective (Mihaljević Djigunović, 1998, 
Mihaljević Djigunović & Bagarić, 2007; Pavičić Takač & Berka, 2014), more 
research is needed using the L2MSS framework. Dörnyei (Dörnyei, 2005; 
Dörnyei & Ottó, 1998), who considered L2 motivation as a long-term process 
that involves three phases, including the pre-actional, actional, and post-
actional phase, suggested that elements of the L2MSS can be regarded as 
motivational influences in the pre-actional phase of L2 motivation along 
with interest in English and L2 anxiety.  

This paper, which is part of a larger study (Martinović, 2014), is con-
cerned with investigating these elements of L2 motivation among Croatian 
English language learners entering a new phase in their language learning 
studies. Firstly, a brief literature review of the major concepts is provided. 
Considering the fact that many studies have found higher L2 motivation 
among females, in particular, a stronger ideal L2 self, a major aim of the 
study was to examine gender differences in English L2 motivation with re-
gard to components of the L2MSS. In addition, since studies have shown 
gender differences in levels of L2 anxiety, as well as lower L2 grades among 
learners with higher L2 anxiety, this study attempted to test whether profi-
ciency levels based on final English language grades could affect differences 
and similarities in L2 motivation among females and males. The results of 
the research are presented concurrently with the discussion where compari-
sons with other studies are considered and possible explanations for differ-
ences are provided. 

2. Theoretical background 

2.1. The L2MSS 

The L2MSS is a new approach to L2 motivation research based on a ‘self’ 
framework, and includes the concept of possible selves which act as future 
self-guides (Markus & Nurius, 1986), as well as self-discrepancy theory 
(Higgins, 1987, 1996, 1998). Dörnyei and Ushioda (2011) argued that future 
self-guides can be considered a motivational conglomerate that contain the 
primary organising principles of a complex dynamic system implying the 
importance of the L2MSS in L2 motivation research. According to Dörnyei 
(2005), the L2MSS consists of three parts: Ideal L2 Self, Ought-to L2 Self, and 
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L2 Learning Experience. Ideal L2 self can be characterised as an individual’s 
image of oneself as a proficient L2 speaker whereby motivation results from 
the desire to reduce the gap between one’s actual and ideal self. The ought-
to L2 self is composed of beliefs one has about meeting the expectations of 
others and preventing possible negative outcomes; that is, motivation deriv-
ing from a sense of duty, varied obligations, or responsibilities. The third 
element of the LSMSS includes L2 learning experience, and consists of mo-
tives related to the influence of classroom experiences, which may involve 
the teacher, curriculum, learner group, or experience of success in the class-
room. The interaction of these three components is presumed to have an 
influence on students’ effort to invest in L2 learning. Dörnyei (2005) further 
suggested that instrumental motives; that is, instrumentality as a concept 
which considers the utilitarian value of language learning, is an important 
element in English language learning motivation. 

From the self perspective, Csizér and Dörnyei (2005) suggest that de-
pending on the degree of internalization, instrumentality can be divided into 
two different types. Thus, instrumental motives that have a promotion focus, 
such as motives related to increasing job success, are related to the ideal L2 
self. On the other hand, motives that have not been internalized, for exam-
ple, studying in order not to fail a course or to avoid parental disappoint-
ment, are related to the ought-to self and have a prevention-focus. As a re-
sult, Dörnyei (2005) groups instrumental motivation (motives related to 
external factors) as either instrumentality-promotion or instrumentality-
prevention. Empirical validation of the relationship between the L2 selves 
and instrumentality-promotion and instrumentality-prevention have indi-
cated the complex nature of these relationships, especially regarding in-
strumentality-prevention (Huang, 2017). 

2.2. L2 interest 

According to Schunk et al. (2010), interest plays an important role in student 
learning and achievement. The notion of interest can be characterised as the 
enjoyment and intentional participation in an activity (Schraw & Lehman, 
2001). Schunk et al. (2010) suggested that although interest is not a type of 
motivation, it can strongly influence motivation. On the other hand, Dörnyei 
and Ushioda (2011) proposed that interest has notable cognitive features, 
such as curiosity and engagement with a specific domain, as well as an affec-
tive dimension, including the joy that is associated with the engagement in 
an activity which makes it a potential motivational conglomerate in current 
socio-dynamic approaches in L2 motivation research. It is worthy to note 
that interest in foreign languages has been a part of many early L2 frame-
works, including Gardner’s socio-educational model (1985, 2010), Tremblay 
and Gardner’s model (1995), and William’s and Burden’s framework (1997). 
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Consequently, interest can be regarded as an important factor in the study of 
learner L2 motivation. 

2.3. L2 anxiety 

Anxiety is difficult to categorize since it is not clear whether it is an element 
of motivation, a personality trait, or an emotion (Dörnyei, 2005). Neverthe-
less, it is considered a complex construct which can affect learning, in par-
ticular, L2 learning. Two major categories of anxiety have been distin-
guished in past research. Firstly, facilitating anxiety in contrast to debilitat-
ing anxiety where the former can aid performance and the latter can nega-
tively affect performance. Secondly, trait anxiety which is related to a stable 
personality trait of becoming anxious in many different situations, as op-
posed to state anxiety which refers to a temporary emotional reaction to a 
given situation. However, Horwitz et al. (1986) developed a particular con-
cept of anxiety; namely, ‘foreign language anxiety’ which they argued is 
situation-specific and may account for low levels of L2 performance. They 
developed the Foreign Language Classroom Anxiety Scale (FLCAS) which 
included the following factors: 1) communication apprehension, 2) test anxi-
ety, and 3) fear of negative evaluation. Research has confirmed that lan-
guage anxiety, as a situation-specific construct, negatively affects L2 perfor-
mance (MacIntyre, 1999; Oxford 1999; Horwitz, 2001).  

In many studies carried out by MacIntyre and his colleagues (MacIntyre, 
1999; MacIntyre et al., 2001; MacIntyre et al., 2002), language anxiety was 
shown to be a specific form of anxiety which is different from general types 
of anxiety. Earlier studies also showed that experiences in the language 
learning environment are responsible for the development of language anxi-
ety. Clément’s (1980, 1986) concept of L2 self-confidence suggested a com-
plex relationship between language anxiety, self-perceptions of L2 proficien-
cy, and motivational factors. Moreover, MacIntyre et al. (1997) suggested 
that higher levels of anxiety could negatively affect an individual’s percep-
tion of competence. Briefly, L2 anxiety has been recognized by L2 research-
ers as an important factor which could influence the L2 learning process and 
has been in integral part of many L2 motivation frameworks (Dörnyei, 1994; 
Gardner, 1985, 2010; Tremblay & Gardner, 1995).  

 Recent studies have considered the association between L2 anxiety and 
learner personality which showed a complex relationship between these 
factors (Dewaele, 2002, Dewaele et al, 2008; Gregersen & Horwitz, 2002; 
MacIntyre & Doucette, 2010). Papi (2010) revealed that a relationship exists 
between elements of the L2MSS, including the ought-to L2 self among Irani-
an English language learners. MacIntyre and Serroul (2015) showed that L2 
anxiety is the result of numerous dynamically changing processes that take 



 

 

41 ISSN 2303-4858 
6.1 (2018): 37–56

Anna Martinović & Izabela Sorić: The L2 motivational self system, L2 interest, and L2 anxiety: A study of 
motivation and gender differences in the Croatian context 

place during L2 communication. Several studies have been carried out fo-
cusing on L2 anxiety and L2 learning in the Croatian context (Mihaljević 
Djigunović, 2000, 2002, 2004, 2006; Mihaljević Djigunović & Legac, 2008). For 
example, Mihaljević Djigunović (2000) found that females showed higher 
levels of language anxiety compared to males. Moreover, lower levels of L2 
success/grades among high school pupils learning English were found 
among students with higher levels of L2 anxiety. Furthermore, learners with 
low self-concept and low motivation also showed higher levels of language 
anxiety. 

2.4. Second language motivation research and gender differences 

The results of several L2 motivation studies have shown females to be more 
motivated to learn English (Dörnyei & Clément, 2001; Dörnyei et al., 2006). 
Gender differences and L2 motivation research, particularly within the 
L2MSS framework, has increased in the last few years showing varying re-
sults in different contexts. Research focusing on L2 motivation based on the 
L2MSS framework and gender differences has been carried out in several 
contexts, including China (You & Dörnyei, 2014; You et al., 2016), Hungary 
(Dörnyei & Clément, 2001; Dörnyei et al., 2006;), Iran (Azarnoosh & Birjandi, 
2012), Japan (Ryan, 2009), Korea (Kim, Yoon-Kyoung, & Kim, Tae-Young, 
2011), and Sweden (Henry & Cliffordson, 2013) to name only a few. The 
results of these studies are not quite consistent. For example, Ryan (2009) 
found that females showed significantly higher scores on the ideal L2 self-
variable among Japanese learners of English, while Azarnoosh and Birjan-
di’s (2012) study focusing on junior high school students found that females 
showed significantly higher values on the ideal L2 self, but also on the 
ought-to L2 self- variables. Henry (2009) found that girls’ ideal L2 selves 
became stronger over a three-year period in Sweden. Henry and Clifford-
son’s study (2013) revealed stronger ideal L3 self among women, but no 
gender differences were found for ideal L2 English selves. They suggested 
that discrepancies in gender can be explained with respect to differences in 
the way individual selves are created and interpreted with male selves iden-
tifying with independence, and female selves with interdependence. Accord-
ingly, they suggest that females’ ideal L2 selves are usually stronger than 
males because they can imagine themselves using the language proficiently 
in the future with target language speakers. From an educational psycholog-
ical view, studies have shown that gender differences in L2 motivation are 
the result of gender differences in self-perceptions of ability, since these dif-
ferences may be affected by cultural gender-role norms and stereotypes (Ec-
cles et al, 1998). 

In a previous paper, Martinović (2017) found a positive relationship be-
tween L2 anxiety and gender using a correlation analysis; in addition, mul-
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tiple regression analysis showed gender to be a predictor variable of L2 anx-
iety. Differences among English L2 university learners were found among 
different areas of study in another study (Martinović, 2018). A two-way 
ANCOVA analysis was used to identify whether gender had an effect on 
differences in motivation among different groups of students with English 
grades as the control variable. The results showed gender to have a signifi-
cant effect on the ought-to L2 self-scale with higher levels found among fe-
males compared to males if they were biomedical, biotechnical or technical 
students. Conversely, motivation related to the ought-to L2 self was higher 
among males compared to females in the humanities and social science 
fields of studies. In the present study, the same sample is used to confirm 
differences among gender using other data analyses to further explore these 
results and to investigate these differences among various motivational fac-
tors, in particular, components of the L2MSS.  

3. Aim  

This study is part of a larger unpublished study (Martinović, 2014) which 
considered L2 motivation among English language learners. The general aim 
of this paper was to investigate gender differences among the various varia-
bles of the L2MSS, including the ideal L2 self, ought-to L2 self, instrumental-
ity-promotion, instrumentality-prevention, as well as L2 interest, L2 anxiety 
and intended effort on a sample of Croatian university student. In this fol-
low-up study, inferential analyses were undertaken in an attempt to help 
explain whether proficiency levels might have had an effect on the results.  

3.1. Research questions 

The following research questions were investigated: 

1. Are there differences among gender with regard to elements of the 
L2MSS, L2 interest, and L2 anxiety? 

2. Are there differences among gender in L2 motivation variables when con-
trolling for grade levels? 

4. Method 

The following section provides descriptive information concerning the sam-
ple. In addition, the type of instrument used in the study is described along 
with how the study was carried out. Furthermore, the results of the reliabil-
ity analysis for the questionnaire are presented, as well as the description of 
the data analysis.  
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4.1. Sample 

The sample originally included 555 first year non-English major students 
from the University of Zadar; however, twelve questionnaires were not 
completed and were discarded. Students who completed the questionnaire 
included 204 males (37.6% of the total sample) and 339 females (62.4% of the 
total sample). 

English is an obligatory school subject in Croatia so students had prior 
knowledge of English before their enrolment in university. Years of studying 
English varied from 4 to 16 years with an average mean of 10.3 years (SD = 
2.22). On a scale of 1 to 5, with 5 being the highest grade, the mean average 
of students’ final English high school grade was 3.7 (SD = 0.93).  

4.2. Instruments and procedures 

A two-part questionnaire was used to obtain the data. The first part ac-
quainted the students with the study’s objectives, provided instructions, and 
asked for the following background information: gender, field of study, 
years of studying English, and final English grade in high school. The se-
cond part of the questionnaire focused on motivational components of the 
L2MSS, along with other motivational influences (L2 interest and L2 anxie-
ty), as well as intended effort as the criterion variable. It is comprised of 
seven 6-point Likert rating scales adapted from Taguchi et al.’s (2009) moti-
vation questionnaire and included all three versions of the original ques-
tionnaire (Japanese, Chinese and Iranian). The questionnaire was previously 
piloted on a Croatian sample (Martinović, 2013) and showed good internal 
consistency. In this study, factor analyses showed a one-factor structure for 
all the used scales; moreover, the results of the reliability analyses showed 
good internal consistency (Cronbach alpha scores - α) among the scales: 
Intended effort - Criterion measure (9 items, α=.83), Ideal L2 Self (10 items, 
α=.92), Ought-to L2 Self 12 items, α=.87), Instrumentality-promotion (13 
items, α=.82), Instrumentality-prevention (8 items, α=.80) Interest in the 
English language – L2 interest (4 items, α=.74), L2 anxiety (10 items, .95).  

Students were given the questionnaire to fill out during their English 
class at the start of their first year of university studies. Students were in-
formed of the aims and purpose of the study before they filled out the ques-
tionnaire and were told that it was anonymous. A consent form was signed 
by all the students before they completed the questionnaire.  

4.2. Data analysis 

In order to answer the research questions, several analyses were carried out. 
Firstly, descriptive analysis was applied to obtain information about the 
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sample. Next, a t-test was used to discover differences among gender for the 
various motivation variables. Secondly, a one-way ANCOVA analysis was 
used to investigate whether grade levels had an effect on gender differences 
in L2 motivation.  

5. Results and discussion 

In this section the results of the data analyses are presented. Firstly, the 
question of gender differences among the motivation variables is addressed. 
Secondly, differences among males and females in English language learn-
ing motivation is considered while controlling for grade levels. A concurrent 
discussion is given following the results of each analysis and comparisons 
are made with other studies where applicable.  

5.1. Gender differences 

In order to answer the first research question, a t-test was carried out to dis-
cover gender differences among the motivation variables. The results of the 
independent samples t-test showed no significant differences between males 
and females for the following L2MSS scales: Ideal L2 Self, Ought-to L2 Self, 
Instrumentality-promotion (see Table 1). These results are in contrast to 
many other studies which have investigated the relationship among ele-
ments of the L2MSS and gender among L2 learners. For instance, Ryan 
(2009) found that females showed significantly higher scores on the ideal L2 
self -variable in a study among Japanese learners of English, which included 
non-language university majors, language majors, and secondary school 
pupils. In their sample of junior high school students in Iran, Azarnoosh and 
Birjandi (2012) also found gender differences, with females showing signifi-
cantly higher means on the ideal L2 self and on the ought-to L2 self-
variables. In a study on Korean students, Kim Yoon-Kyoung and Kim Tae-
Young (2011) found that female students showed a clearer vision of their 
ideal L2 self compared to males and were more motivated to learn the L2. In 
addition, You and Dörnyei (2014) found higher English language learner 
motivation among females, including a higher average on the ideal L2 self-
scale among non-English major university students in the Chinese context. 
Previous studies on L2 motivation (Dörnyei & Clément, 2001; Dörnyei et al., 
2006) demonstrated higher scores on integrativeness and instrumentality 
among females. Csizér and Dörnyei (2005: 29) identified integrativessness 
“as the L2 representation of one’s ideal self.”  

However, the results of this study indicated that both males and females 
had a comparatively strong ideal L2 self. Furthermore, studying English for 
instrumental reasons related to their future studies and jobs was important 
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for both genders as shown by the results on the instrumentality-promotion 
variable. Moreover, males and females had comparatively low levels of mo-
tivation related to pressure from the people surrounding them, such as their 
parents, teachers, or peers (ought-to L2 self). Similarly, Henry and Clifford-
son (2013) found no gender differences for the ideal L2 English self among 
Swedish L2 high school learners. The authors suggested that the status of 
English in Sweden today, along with the fact that the scale they used en-
tailed visions of professional success, may be some of the reasons for this 
lack of difference. Likewise, it is possible that Croatian students consider 
knowledge of English as a basic educational tool (Dörnyei & Ushioda, 2011) 
and have affiliated it with professional success regardless of gender. Moreo-
ver, low levels on the ought-to L2 self-scale could be explained by the fact 
that extrinsic motivation has become internalized (Dörnyei, 2005) since the 
sample included older learners, that is, university students who have 
learned English for an average of 10 years. 

Table 1: Differences in the results of Intended effort, the L2MSS, L2 Interest, 
L2 Anxiety scales, and final English high school grades between males and 
females – Results of independent samples t-test. 

Scale Gender N M SD T df p 

Intended effort Male 199 3.36 0.92    

Female 334 3.85 0.81    

Total 533   -6.29 374 .000* 

Ideal L2 Self Male 199 4.52 0.96    

Female 330 4.42 1.03    

Total 529   1.14 527 .256 

Ought-to L2 
Self 

Male 192 2.92 0.86    

Female 329 2.86 0.89    

Total 521   .678 519 .498 

Instrumentality 
– promotion 

Male 196 4.24 0.71    

Female 329 4.34 0.76    

Total 525   -1.50 523 .133 

Instrumental-
ity - preven-

Male 201 3.75 0.95    

Female 333 3.95 0.96    
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tion Total 534   -2.37 532 .018* 

L2 Interest Male 198 3.78 0.98    

Female 336 4.29 0.96    

Total 534   -5.87 532 .000* 

L2 Anxiety Male 198 2.49 1.14    

Female 334 3.28 1.28    

Total 532   -7.12 530 .000* 

Final English  
Grades 

Male 
Female 
Total 

204 
339 
543 

3.53
3.80

.964

.897
 
 

-3.28 

 
 

404 

 
 

.001* 
*p<.05 
 

Nevertheless, differences between males and females were found on sev-
eral other scales indicating a more complex picture of gender specific lan-
guage self-concepts. Firstly, the results showed significantly higher average 
means among females on the instrumentality-prevention scale indicating 
that females were more extrinsically motivated to learn English compared to 
males. The instrumentality-prevention scale contained statements focusing 
on several extrinsic motives, including the importance of acquiring a univer-
sity degree, being professionally successful, as well as the importance of 
good grades. For example, the items on the scale encompassed statements 
such as, “I have to learn English because without passing the English course 
I cannot graduate”; “I have to study English because I don’t want to get bad 
marks in it at university”; “I have to study English; otherwise, I think I can-
not be successful in my future career”; “Studying English is important to me 
because, if I don’t have knowledge of English, I’ll be considered a weaker 
student.” Consequently, it may be suggested that females attached im-
portance to external rewards such as acquiring their degrees, getting good 
grades, being successful in their careers, and obtaining a respectable status 
in society. In other words, according to the statements by which instrumen-
tality-prevention was operationalised, it may be asserted that females were 
more turned toward avoiding negative outcomes. This result has interesting 
implications regarding L2 motivation as will be shown below.  

Namely, females also showed significantly higher mean averages on the 
intended effort and interest scales compared to males. Specifically, females 
intended to exert more effort in learning English and were more interested 
in the English language than males at the beginning of the academic year. 
Essentially, this implies that females were more motivated to learn English 
compared to males. These results may be explained in relation to the scores 
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obtained on the instrumental-prevention scale which showed higher results 
for females. Research has indicated that a possible self that is offset or bal-
anced by an opposing feared possible self, such as the fear of the negative 
consequences of not achieving a goal, affects motivation to a greater extent 
(Carver et al., 1994; Oyserman & Markus, 1990; Oyserman et al., 2004; 
Oyserman et al., 2006). Markus and Ruvolo (1989) also argued that a balance 
between an individual’s expected and feared self supports a better motiva-
tional state compared to an expected possible self or a feared self alone. 
Therefore, one possible explanation for higher motivation to learn English 
among females may be the balance between their ideal L2 self and their fear 
of negative consequences. There are several implications which can be 
drawn from these results. Firstly, both males and females had a strong ideal 
L2 self and regarded English language learning as important for instrumen-
tal reasons related to job promotion; nevertheless, it is possible that females 
were more motivated to learn English because their ideal L2 self was offset 
by their feared self, implying that this is an important variable in the motiva-
tion equation. In addition, the results indicate that the division of instrumen-
tality into two types offers a more comprehensive description of the motiva-
tional composition of learners. Lastly, the results of this study basically en-
dorse the results of other L2 motivation studies which revealed higher moti-
vation to learn English among females (Dörnyei & Clément, 2001; Dörnyei et 
al., 2006). 

Along with differences between genders with regard to the L2MSS varia-
bles, dissimilarities were also found in L2 anxiety. It was shown that females 
had significantly higher mean averages of L2 anxiety in comparison to 
males. This result is in accordance with other research results in Croatia 
(Mihaljević Djigunović, 2000) which also revealed higher L2 anxiety levels 
among females. In this study, the type of items on the anxiety scale were 
related to L2 language use inside and outside the classroom. Examples of 
items used on this scale included the following statements: “I get nervous 
and confused when I am speaking in my English class,” “I would feel un-
easy speaking English with a native speaker,” “I would get tense if a for-
eigner asked me for directions in English.” Based on these statements, it 
appears that females were more self-conscious, anxious and lacked self-
confidence in the use of English compared to males.  

The results showing higher L2 anxiety among females are composed of 
several contradictory features. Namely, research has shown that language 
anxiety affects L2 learning (Gardner & MacIntyre, 1993; MacIntyre et al., 
1997; MacIntyre, 1999; Oxford, 1999; Horwitz, 2001;). Moreover, L2 research 
studies (Mihaljević Djigunović, 2000, 2002) have found that higher levels of 
language anxiety were related to lower levels of motivation. Nonetheless, 
the results of this study indicated that although females had higher levels of 
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L2 anxiety, they were also more motivated to learn English (see results 
above). In addition, females had significantly higher final English high 
school grades than males (see Table 1). Alpert and Haber (1960) have 
claimed that language anxiety could be considered as debilitative, or harm-
ful anxiety, and facilitative, or helpful anxiety. Various studies (Horwitz, 
1990; Young, 1992; Ehrman & Oxford, 1995) have shown that facilitative 
anxiety can help in learning a foreign language. Therefore, it is possible that 
females experienced a ‘facilitative’ type of anxiety which would not hinder 
future efforts or success in English language learning. 

Alternatively, higher levels of L2 anxiety among females may be ex-
plained within the context of Clément’s concept of linguistic self-confidence. 
Clément et al. (1994) defined self-confidence in L2 usage as consisting of a 
low anxious affect as well as high self-perceptions of L2 competence. Studies 
(Clément, 1980; Clément et al., 2003; MacIntyre et al., 1997) have indicated 
that the concepts of anxiety and self-evaluation are closely linked in L2 con-
texts. Consequently, it is conceivable that females may have had low percep-
tions of their English language competence which augmented their level of 
L2 anxiety. Even though females had higher English grades, which suggests 
higher L2 competence, nonetheless, their perceptions of this L2 competence 
was low, resulting in an increase in L2 anxiety. MacIntyre (1994) has main-
tained that Willingness to communicate (WTC) is connected to L2 self-
confidence which may also help to explain L2 anxiety. MacIntyre and his 
colleagues (1998) found that many students who had high levels of linguistic 
competence were unwilling to use their L2 for communication. Interestingly, 
gender differences in self-perceptions of ability have also been found in 
studies in educational psychology which suggested the influence of cultural 
gender-role norms and stereotypes (Eccles et al., 1998). Studies have found 
gender differences in ability perceptions at an early age with girls showing 
lower ability self-perception than boys, although there were no differences 
in skill levels (Entwisle & Baker, 1983; Frey & Ruble, 1987). In addition, Pa-
jares (2008) considered the possibility that gender differences in self-efficacy 
are the consequence of the fact that boys are more inclined to express confi-
dence in possessing skills that they may not have and even express excessive 
confidence in the skills they have. This self-congratulatory bias may simply 
lead to the fact that girls and boys do not use ‘the same measuring stick’ 
when evaluating self-confidence. 

5.2. Gender differences and grade levels 

Studies have found that proficiency levels are an important element of L2 
motivation (Gardner, 1985, 2010). Martinović (2018) found that students who 
had higher English grades also had a stronger ideal L2 self, and motives 



 

 

49 ISSN 2303-4858 
6.1 (2018): 37–56

Anna Martinović & Izabela Sorić: The L2 motivational self system, L2 interest, and L2 anxiety: A study of 
motivation and gender differences in the Croatian context 

related to instrumentality-promotion; in addition, they intended to exert 
more effort in their English language learning. The second research question 
was aimed at understanding the impact of grades in order to obtain a clearer 
picture of the motivational profile of females and males. A one-way AN-
COVA (analysis of covariance) was carried out in order to compare the effect 
of gender on the L2 motivational variables which showed significant differ-
ences between males and females while controlling for grade levels. Specifi-
cally, the analyses were conducted on the following scales: Intended effort, 
Instrumentality-prevention, Interest, and L2 Anxiety.  

The results of the one-way ANCOVA indicated that gender had a signifi-
cant effect on the Intended effort scale, F(1, 530)= 31.803, p<.001, even when 
controlling for grade levels, F(1, 530)=63.48, p<.001) with the following ad-
justed means: M=3.41 (males), M=3.82 (females). With regard to L2 anxiety, 
the results showed that gender had a significant effect on this scale, F(1, 
529)=75.35, p<.001, while adjusting for grade levels, F(1, 529)=72.78, p<.001, 
with adjusted mean levels indicating males having lower levels of L2 anxiety 
(M=2.49) compared to females (M=3.32). However, the results of Levene’s 
homogeneity of variance test indicates that equality of variance cannot be 
assumed (p<0.05) for these scales and so this result cannot be considered 
valid. 

Nevertheless, Levene’s test showed equality of variance (p>0.05) on the 
other two scales. Gender had a significant effect on the Instrumentality-
prevention scales, F(1, 531)=7.721, p<.005, whilst adapting for grade levels, 
F(1, 531)=8.933, p<.005, with adjusted means showing higher levels among 
females (M=3.97) in contrast to males (M=3.73). In addition, gender had an 
effect on the Interest scale, F(1, 531)=26.247, p<.001, with significance also 
shown when adjustments were made for grade levels, F(1, 531)=46.723, 
p<.001, indicating higher mean levels of interest in English among females 
(M=4.26) in comparison with males (M=3.83). 

These results confirm that females were more interested and more moti-
vated in learning English in comparison with males even when controlling 
for grade levels, as well as more motivated to learn English in order to avoid 
negative consequences related to their careers. It has been suggested that 
these findings support the view that females are more motivated to learn 
English because their ideal L2 self is counterbalanced with a feared self. Dif-
ferences between males and females regarding L2 anxiety when controlling 
for grade levels could not be considered. In a survey of gender differences 
and L2 motivation, Henry and Cliffordson (2013) noted that studies in pos-
sible selves research showed that females’ possible selves were characterised 
by qualities of an interpersonal nature and that they adapted themselves to 
the performance of others. Moreover, according to these authors, research 
has shown that females’ feared selves are also associated more with inter-
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personal relationships which may help explain female concerns with ‘doing 
well,’ or sense of obligation which is reflected in the instrumentality-
prevention scale. Further clarification of the result referring to the avoidance 
of negative consequences may be found in studies from educational psy-
chology which have found females to be more conscientious learners com-
pared to males. Most previous research has indicated that, amongst the Big 
Five personality traits, ‘conscientiousness’ had the strongest relationship 
with learning and academic achievement (Noftle & Robins, 2007; O'Connor 
& Paunonen, 2007). Conscientious people are considered to be responsible, 
well-organized, industrious, reliable, disciplined and dedicated; in addition, 
conscientious individuals are self-controlled, they follow rules and maintain 
goal-pursuits. Therefore, the fact that conscientiousness has been related to 
academic achievement is not unexpected. Some research suggested that 
women are ranked somewhat higher than men on several specific facets of 
conscientiousness, such as order, dutifulness, and self-discipline (Weisberg 
et al., 2011). Accordingly, the findings in this study may indicate that fe-
males are more conscientious English language learners than males and that 
females’ self-concept is related to a sense of dutifulness and self-discipline.  

6. Conclusion 

This study focused on gender differences in L2 motivation based on the 
L2MSS and various other important L2 motivation factors, including L2 
interest and L2 anxiety. In contrast to many other studies in different social 
contexts, the results indicated no gender differences among Croatian L2 
learners regarding their ideal L2 self, motivation related to the use of English 
for professional success (instrumentality-promotion), and pressure from 
significant others (ought-to L2 self). It has been suggested that young people 
at university in Croatia recognize the importance of having knowledge of 
English in today’s globalized world regardless of gender. However, the re-
sults revealed higher motivation among females, with females showing 
higher L2 interest and intended effort in learning English at university, but 
also higher levels of motivation related to the avoidance of negative out-
comes (instrumentality-prevention). It was suggested that females had an 
ideal L2 self that was offset by a feared self, which may have led to a height-
ened motivational state. In addition, females displayed higher levels of L2 
anxiety, regardless of the fact that they had higher high school English grade 
levels. Possible explanations were given, for example, females may have had 
a facilitative type of anxiety which encouraged them to try harder, or they 
had low L2 self-confidence which was affected by their self perceptions of 
language ability. When the effect of grade levels was taken into considera-
tion, gender differences were still found on the intended effort, interest and 



 

 

51 ISSN 2303-4858 
6.1 (2018): 37–56

Anna Martinović & Izabela Sorić: The L2 motivational self system, L2 interest, and L2 anxiety: A study of 
motivation and gender differences in the Croatian context 

instrumentality-prevention scales indicating higher L2 motivation among 
females, while gender differences in L2 anxiety could not be determined. 
The finding regarding higher levels of motivation related to the avoidance of 
negative outcomes is particularly interesting. It has been suggested that fe-
male possible selves could be more of an ‘interpersonal’ nature which en-
courages them to be more attuned to their surroundings and to their rela-
tionships with significant others, or simply that females were more conscien-
tious learners compared to males. An interesting factor that emerged from 
this study is the importance of classifying instrumentality into two distinct 
categories as the results show gender differences between instrumentality-
promotion and instrumentality-prevention. The results are in compliance 
with other studies which showed differences among genders in L2 motiva-
tion; however, the results of this study show that these differences may be 
culture specific. Clearly, more qualitative, longitudinal, and cross-cultural 
research is needed to better explain these differences. 
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