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Introduction

Over the last two decades, motivation has come to be regarded as one of the basic variables and 
an important factor in predicting the efficiency of learning. In the modern, globalised world and as a result 
of the growing need for learning foreign languages, motivation has become the focus of attention in the 
field of language studies. This is especially visible in the field of English language, which is considered 
to be lingua franca nowadays, but is equally important in learning other languages (Gojkov-Rajić et al., 
2021a; Evtyugina et al., 2020). Given the fact that foreign languages are being learned from an early 
(preschool) age, and that their mastery is at the top of the list of currently required competencies in almost 
all educational policies in the world, it is understandable that, as the result of these changes, the role of 
motivational orientation in learning a second/foreign language (L2 - English, and others) is the main focus 
of language studies. Studies on motivation in learning a second/ foreign language (L2) have evolved in 
recent decades in line with changes in understanding constructs in personality psychology, and in the last 
two decades, this motivation has been linked to the concept of self (Dörnyei and Ushioda, 2011). Thus, 
the need to understand L2 motivation is also related to existing constructs in personality psychology. The 
term I, or self, has become the main theoretical construct that dominates the field of studying motivation 
in foreign language learning (Gojkov-Rajić,  Šafranj and Gojkov, 2021b).

Researchers are focused on validating the L2 Motivational Self System (L2MSS) model (Dörnyei, 
2006), which includes the ideal L2 concept in predicting willingness to communicate (WTC). Dörnyei 
(2006) presented the L2 motivational self-system (L2MSS) which, he believes, can explain individual 
differences in motivation when it comes to foreign language learning. Elements of several theoretical 
assumptions related with the concept of self (Markus and Nurius, 1986; Dörnyei, 2006; Higgins, 1987; 
Gardner et al., 2010, etc.) are interlaced within this model, thus attempting to understand individual 
differences in language learning motivation.

The Ideal L2 Self as a Factor of Self-Motivation in Willingness to 
Communicate 

 
Jelisaveta Šafranj1*          , Aleksandra Gojkov-Rajić2   , Vesna Bogdanović1

1Jelisaveta Šafranj, Faculty of Technical Sciences, University of Novi Sad, Serbia, e-mail: savetas@uns.ac.rs
2Aleksandra Gojkov-Rajić, Faculty of Teacher Education, University of Belgrade, Serbia, e-mail: rajis@mts.rs

1Vesna Bogdanović, Faculty of Technical Sciences, University of Novi Sad, Serbia, e-mail: vesna241@uns.ac.rs

Abstract: Theoretical basis of this paper is the heuristic L2 Motivational Self System (L2MSS). The research aims to 
determine the degree to which the ideal L2 self can be regarded as a significant factor with regards to its power to make a 
difference in students’ actual motivated behaviour in L2 communication. The research sample consists of 396 students. The 
ideal L2 self is a predictor variable. Willingness to communicate and the obtained grades are criterion variables. Gender, 
period of time spent learning English / German, and whether students are residing in the country where the target language 
is spoken are all moderator variables. Systematic non-experimental observation method based on Dörnyei and Taguchi´s 
survey was used in this study. Cronbach’s alpha indicated high reliability in the presented sample (.92). Willingness to 
communicate was investigated using McCroskey´s questionnaire. The findings indicate a rather complex picture of the 
observed L2 MSS constructs and the importance of their components in the field of L2 learning. Therefore, for further research, 
it is suggested that the ideal L2 self should be divided into two constructs: obligations that the individual would like to comply 
with and obligations that others expect him/her to comply with. The contribution of the L2 learning experience should also be 
considered because otherwise, it is difficult to determine the progress of the model design and what to do with it in practice.

Keywords: Ideal L2 self, self-motivation, willingness to communicate in L2 language.

Original scientific paper

Received: May, 14.2021.
Revised: June, 19.2021.
Accepted: July, 26.2021.

UDK: 
159.953.072

81’23
doi: 10.23947/2334-8496-2021-9-2-189-202

© 2021 by the authors. This article is an open access article distributed under the terms and conditions of the 
Creative Commons Attribution (CC BY) license (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/).

*Corresponding author: savetas@uns.ac.rs

www.ijcrsee.com
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-7794-0565
mailto:savetas%40uns.ac.rs?subject=
mailto:rajis%40mts.rs?subject=
mailto:vesna241%40uns.ac.rs?subject=
https://doi.org/10.23947/2334-8496-2021-9-2-189-202
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
mailto:savetas%40uns.ac.rs?subject=
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-0861-2290
https://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.23947/2334-8496-2021-9-2- 189-202&domain=pdf 
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-7109-517X


www.ijcrsee.com
190

Šafranj, J., Gojkov-Rajić, A., & Bogdanović, V. (2021). The ideal L2 self as a Factor of self-motivation in willingness to 
communicate, International Journal of Cognitive Research in Science, Engineering and Education (IJCRSEE), 9(2), 189-202.

The basic assumption of the L2MSS is that when individuals notice discrepancy between their 
current state and the future self-guide (i.e. ideal or necessary), this deviation can function as a motivator 
to bridge the perceived gap and achieve the desired goal or state. The first broader examination of this 
model was conducted by Dörnyei (2009a, 2009b), reporting on numerous empirical studies that confirm 
the values of the proposed L2MSS model. Consequently, the interest in the field of language motivation 
has seen tremendous growth. Over a single decade, hundreds of studies have appeared worldwide (Boo, 
Dörnyei and Ryan, 2015), making L2MSS the prevailing theoretical framework (Boo, Dörnyei and Ryan, 
2015). As the literature states, this can be attributed to the model’s versatility and ability to adapt a wide 
range of perspectives from different theoretical orientations to the field of motivation to learn a foreign 
language (Ibid.).

The L2MSS consists of three main components (Dörnyei, 2006, 2009a):
•	 The first component is the ideal L2, which refers to the desire and hope of an individual to master 

an ideal level of knowledge of the language he/she wants to reach, or which would be ideal or desirable 
to reach. Thus, the ideal L2 represents one’s hopes and desires;

•	 The second component, the ought-to L2 self,  is needs-oriented and indicates the need to 
know/master L2 of the country where an individual would like to settle. This need, and therefore the 
motivation stimulated by the expectations of others, represents the expectations that were projected 
and imposed by others.

•	 The L2 learning experience is at the second level and refers to one’s experience in the 
immediate learning environment, including aspects such as: the teacher, the curriculum, and the peers.

For the purpose of understanding research findings presented in this paper better, it is important 
to highlight the relation of L2 self construct with human behaviour patterns that allow interaction between 
motivational psychology and personality psychology. This has opened room for a new research area of 
possible self (Dörnyei, 2009b). According to Marcus and Nurius (1986), the notion of possible self aims 
to explain the way the individual currently perceives his/her potential, conceived as the self, by means 
of which he/she can determine the emergence of his/her predicted behaviour in the future. According to 
the above-mentioned authors, the possible self (the ideal self) represents what an individual would do to 
realize his/her intentions or desires; what he/she wants to become, what he/she could become (Markus 
and Nurius, 1986). Thus, it has been concluded that L2MSS is based on the theory of possible selves 
(“L2 Motivational Self System”) proposed by Dörnyei (2006, 2009b). As mentioned earlier, the same 
author recognizes three main components of this model: the ideal L2 - individual’s desire and hope to 
adopt an ideal level of language proficiency, the ought-to L2 self - expectations projected and imposed 
by others, and the L2 self-experience - immediate learning environment. Another important conclusion 
is that the components of motivation in this framework not only point towards understanding motivation 
within oneself but also establish that it can be used to mobilize personal strength for L2 achievements in 
foreign language learning, as it is directly related to the individual’s current perception of himself/herself 
and ideally oriented towards the L2 future (Dörnyei and Chan, 2013; Williams, Mercer and Ryan, 2016). It 
could, therefore, be concluded that the essence of this understanding consists of the idea of progressing 
gradually from the current to a more desirable, higher state, which largely depends on the person’s 
willingness to reach the visualised standards of his/her ideal self. If individuals increase their awareness 
with regard to acquiring new skills and strategies necessary to fill this gap, this self-awareness will actually 
represent motivation, i.e. an incentive to invest more effort in developing the intended behaviour. It could 
be pointed out here that the L2MSS motivational system aims to explain the way in which a person’s 
current perception of his/her potential, conceived as an I/self, can affect the emergence of predicted 
behaviour in the future. Therefore, the possible self represents what an individual would like to become, 
what he/she could become (Markus and Nurius, 1986). Rooted in the theory of possible selves, the 
L2MSS proposed by Dörnyei (2006, 2009b) as a new framework, not only locates motivation within the 
self but also assumes that directing efforts towards L2 learning achievement is immediately associated 
with one’s current view of himself/herself and ideally oriented towards the L2 future (Dörnyei and Chan, 
2013; Williams, Mercer and Ryan, 2016). Consequently, the essence of L2MSS is in the idea that the ideal 
self operates as a driver for progressing gradually from the current to a more desirable state. The higher 
state mainly depends on one’s willingness to reach the visualised standards of the personal ideal self.

Accordingly, previously mentioned potential of possible selves acts as a motive for future actions, 
which suggests that the ideal L2, representing “characteristics that one would ideally want to possess” 
(Dörnyei, 2014), can increase the willingness to communicate (WTC).

Willingness to communicate is another, also frequently studied variable in foreign language learning 
and teaching research. In general, it is based on the belief that one participates in communication of 
one’s own free will, and WTC as a construct assumes that avoiding spoken discourse is likely to result in 
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distorted learning effects in L2 contexts (Öz, 2016). WTC is essentially an abbreviation for “a composite 
variable of a multitude of individual variables, acting on the acquisition and use of a second language, 
resulting in a construct in which psychological and linguistic factors are integrated in an organic way” 
(Dörnyei, 2006, 2009a). Therefore, WTC represents the level of psychological willingness to direct and 
maintain L2 communication and is widely considered to be the primary factor behind the success in L2 
learning (MacIntyre and Doucette, 2010).

Processes behind the development of the L2 WTC and its essential characteristic related to the 
inter-group variables and processes woven into a set of characteristics that are supposed to affect L2 
learning and communication are clearly shown in Figure 1 (MacIntyre et al., 1998).

Figure 1. Heuristic model of L2 WTC (MacIntyre et al., 1998)

This chart presents the proposed heuristic WTC model in the form of a pyramid, which provides 
a multidimensional construct in a six-degree framework that encompasses the psychological and 
communication dimensions of the language, such as self-confidence, attitude, desires, willingness to 
communicate, etc. (MacIntyre et al., 1998). Those are believed to affect L2WTC.

Figure 1 (MacIntyre et al., 1998) shows the relation between the constructions of the self and the 
behavioural patterns within the field of motivational psychology and personality psychology in the newly 
created language research field that relates to the possible self (Dörnyei, 2009b), for which Marcus and 
Nurius (1986) seek to explain how the individual’s current perception of his/her potential, conceived as 
I can determine the emergence of predicted behaviour in future. As previously concluded, the possible I 
represents what an individual would do, what he/she would like to become, what he/she could become 
(Markus and Nurius, 1986). This points to the assumption that the L2MSS, proposed by Dörnyei (2006, 
2009b), with the above-mentioned components of the ideal L2 self (recognizing the needs of the L2 self 
and L2 learning experience) is like a framework for initiating motivation in terms of positioning it within 
ourselves. But it also goes a step further, in terms of direction and guidance; therefore, it has the property of 
driving the effort towards L2 learning achievement. The chart with the heuristic L2 WTC model (MacIntyre 
et al., 1998) presents the relation of the current self (self-view) and is ideally oriented towards the future L2, 
which has been the focus of much research for the last two decades (Dörnyei and Chan, 2013; Williams, 
Mercer and Ryan, 2016). This model is a graphical representation of the previously developed idea of 
progressing gradually from current to a more desirable state with a significant motivating role towards 
achieving a higher position, which mainly depends on the person’s willingness to reach the visualised 
standards of the ideal self. Consequently, higher level of awareness, as a perceived need to acquire new 
skills and strategies necessary to fill this gap, i.e. self-awareness, turns into motivation, becoming an 
instrument that encourages investment of more effort in developing predicted behaviours. Accordingly, the 
above-mentioned authors explain the potential of possible selves to act as a stimulus for future activities 
in mastering a foreign language, i.e. communication, where ideal L2 is a part of the self “characteristics 
that someone would ideally want to have” (Dörnyei, 2014: 65), which can further increase willingness to 
communicate (WTC). This prompts researchers to focus on the explained construct, as it combines (see 
Figure 1) many variables of the individual that have been identified as the ones affecting the acquisition 
and use of a second language, i.e. psychological and linguistic factors, which are integrated organically 
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(Dörnyei, 2006). Thus, it can be seen that WTC is actually intertwined psychological willingness for 
initiating and maintaining L2 communication, and therefore, at the level of current knowledge of these 
constructs, it is widely accepted as the primary success factor in L2 learning (MacIntyre and Doucette, 
2010). At the same time, WTC is the initiator of many studies seeking to validate it. The findings of some 
of these studies are presented in this paper.

After a preliminary consideration of theoretical assumptions, the starting point of this research has 
been the assumption that the presented heuristic L2 WTC model is comprehensive and that it clearly 
explains the processes underlying the development of L2 WTC, relying on intergroup variables, which 
are the basis of processes rooted in individual characteristics that are assumed to affect L2 learning 
and communication. Another starting point is the assumption that this theoretical model encompasses 
proximodistal ambiguous construct that integrates linguistic, psychological, and communicative 
dimensions of a language. These dimensions are expected to affect L2 WTC (MacIntyre et al., 1998). 
Another important point of research, the findings of which have been presented in this paper, is the 
conclusion that the first three layers of the six-layer pyramid model represent situation-specific influence, 
while the other three layers at the bottom refer to the individual’s stable characteristics (Ibid.). The first two 
layers, behavioural intention and communication behaviour, build the upper part of the pyramid and are 
considered location-sensitive parameters that show variances among individuals at a certain time and in 
a certain place when communicating. On the other hand, when observed from the top to the bottom, the 
chart moves to more visible specific influences related to long-term characteristics. In terms of content, 
these layers relate to the following:

•	 Layer VI contains most of the most distant elements, intergroup climate, and personality; these 
are considered stable and include innate hereditary characteristics.

•	 Layer V reflects the affective-cognitive state of the individual and mainly explains personal 
attitudes and motives.

•	 Layer IV, similar to the previous layer, brings together communication-oriented tendencies that 
exert a very consistent influence in different situations (MacIntyre et al., 1998).

By means of analysing the model presented above, it can be concluded that the layers and sections 
presented are interdependent: each subsequent layer rests on the previous one, and as long as these 
relations are permanent and the time parameters given in the diagram work efficiently in the desired 
direction, the person will be progressing gradually towards reaching his/her goal, which is at the top of 
the pyramid and relates to L2 communication. Most researchers conclude that this model ignores the 
shortcomings of previous models that had limited potential effects on L2 WTC, because they treated this 
construct mainly as a personality trait, thus lacking a wider range of constructs that constitute potential 
predictors of communication, i.e. L2 WTC (Peng, 2012).

As for the topic of this paper, it is important to mention that, in recent decades, studies have been 
increasingly focusing on potential L2 WTC predictors, such as extraversion/introversion, self-confidence, 
anxiety, integrativeness, i.e. personality traits, but also motivation itself (Yashima, 2002). Special interest 
has been shown in individual’s communicative competencies, as one of the correlates in WTC (Kim, 
2004; Peng and Woodrow, 2010). Therefore, researchers conclude that there is potential parallelism 
between one’s ideal L2 and L2 WTC. Research findings show that the ideal L2 self constitutes larger part 
of planning efforts that facilitate development of L2 communication skills (Noels, 2009).

Having in mind all these considerations, this study aims to provide further insights into a potential 
correlation that seems to exist between the above-mentioned ideal L2 and willingness to communicate 
among students at Serbian universities. When it comes to WTC, the situation is complex and not 
completely clarified but the interest in this topic is stimulated by the fact that a large number of studies is 
focusing on the relationship between L2 WTC and several variables, such as perception of competence 
and anxiety  (Baker and MacIntyre, 2003), motivation (Peng, 2007), identity styles (Zarrinabadi, 2014), 
age,  gender (Donovan and MacIntyre, 2004) and attitude (Yashima, 2002). Special focus is placed on 
the notion of “perceived communicative competence” (Baker and MacIntyre, 2003). Moreover, studies 
dealing with L2 WTC predictors (Peng and Woodrow, 2010; Yashima, 2002; Yashima, Zenuk-Nishide and 
Shimizuet, 2004; Yu, 2008) are emerging with arguments about the individual’s perceived communication 
abilities that can be considered a strong L2 WTC predictor (Mehmet, 2020; Shirvan et al., 2019). Namely, 
there are several studies dealing with the predictive value of the ideal L2 self in WTC in L2 context  (Peng, 
2015). Their findings show that there is interrelationship among variables such as the L2 motivational self-
system, L2 anxiety, and L2 WTC. Peng (2015) failed to find any significant correlation between the ideal L2 
and L2 WTC, whereas Munezane (2013) noted a direct path from the ideal L2 to the L2 WTC. His findings 
supporting the statement that the ideal L2 only predictively foresees L2 WTC have been confirmed by a 
subsequent study (Munezane, 2015). Similarly, Kanat-Mutluoglu (2016) illustrates the predetermined path 

www.ijcrsee.com


www.ijcrsee.com
193

Šafranj, J., Gojkov-Rajić, A., & Bogdanović, V. (2021). The ideal L2 self as a Factor of self-motivation in willingness to 
communicate, International Journal of Cognitive Research in Science, Engineering and Education (IJCRSEE), 9(2), 189-202.

from the ideal L2 to L2 WTC. Research findings on motivation in second and foreign language learning 
are also interesting for the topic of this paper. Dörnyei (2006) argues that studies on L2 motivation should 
adopt a two-stage approach, one for learning English and one for learning some other foreign language. 
Therefore, he proposed a new L2 motivation as a framework that takes into account the role of English 
as a world language. A study conducted in Croatia (Martinović, 2018) examined the motivation to learn 
English or German among Croatian students using this new framework (L2MSS), taking into account 
different motives for learning English or German as a foreign language. The results indicated that the 
period of time spent learning English / German language insignificantly affected students’ motivational 
disposition. Higher levels of motivation regarding L2 and stronger ideal L2 self were found among students 
as pragmatic motives, associated with career success and higher grades. Some difference was also 
found among students of biotechnology, who showed the lowest level of L2 motivation. Some difference 
regarding gender was found across different kinds of motivations, including higher levels of intended effort 
and pragmatic motives related to avoiding negative outcomes among female respondents, while male 
respondents reached higher levels on the ideal L2 self-assessment scale.

It is crucially important for the topic of this paper, and the research itself, to include findings of 
meta-analysis on the L2 self-motivational system in the initial considerations (Dörnyei, 2006, 2009a). In 
meta-analysis, based on 32 reports, which included 39 unique samples and almost 33,000 respondents 
learning foreign languages, three components of the L2 motivational system i.e. ideal L2 self, ought-to 
L2 self, and L2 learning experiences, were significant predictors of subjective effort, although weaker 
predictors were also found in objective measures of achievement. In addition, significant heterogeneity 
was observed in most of these correlations.

As previously mentioned, the ideal L2 self has received a lot of attention from researchers in the 
recent decades. However, as it was also stated, the results led to a series of conclusions, some of which 
were polarized. Those who inspired this research will be listed. Accordingly, based on the findings, the 
predictive validity of the ideal L2 self is described as “direct” (Dörnyei and Ushioda, 2011) and “solid 
confirmation” (Dörnyei, 2009b) with granted validity (Dörnyei, 2014). Moreover, Dörnyei and Ryan (2015) 
claim that all validation studies conclude that the L2 motivational self-system corresponds well with the 
data. Ghanizadeh and Rostami (2015) further state that their results verify the model in virtually every 
context. These comments generally refer to the ideal L2 self, which is also confirmed in the findings of 
other researchers (Ghanizadeh, Eishabadi and Rostamil, 2016; Henry, Davydenko and Dörnyei, 2015; 
Islam, Lamb and Chambers, 2013; Teimouri, 2017).

However, there are also findings of other researchers who express considerable reluctance (Al-
Hoorie, 2018). The research conducted by Kim and Kim (2011) shows that in the case of Korean high 
school students ideal L2 self is not a predictor of school grades. Therefore, they conclude that motivation 
based on the development of the ideal L2 self through dominant visual aptitude is irrelevant to the level 
of academic achievement. Similarly, Lamb (2012) applied the C-test to students in Indonesia and also 
found that the ideal L2 self cannot predict their knowledge (Al-Hoorie, 2018). He also noted that, although 
his students would like to see themselves as future users of the English language (ideal L2 self), what 
made them more likely to invest effort in learning was their assessment of whether they felt positive in 
the learning process (Ibid.). In Canadian context, MacIntyre and Serroul (2015) examined the relationship 
between the ideal L2 self and the actual L2 performance in their idiodynamic paradigm, which measures 
individual motivational variability over time. As they reported, they failed to find any evidence that the 
ideal L2 self was dynamic or adapted to the changing requirements of the task. In Iranian context, Papi 
and Abdollahzadeh (2012) also found that the ideal L2 self fails to predict actual classroom behaviour  
(Al-Hoorie, 2018).

As for previous findings, it could be noted that the students’ ideal vision of their future L2 self 
fails to show much influence on their motivated behaviour in English classrooms (or some other foreign 
language), or vice versa. In other words, regardless of the level of the students’ ideal L2 self, their actual 
motivated behaviour in the classroom will remain unchanged, and regardless of the student’s motivation 
in the class, their ideal L2 will be unchanged (Papi and Abdollahzadeh, 2012: 588).

In Saudi context, Moskovsky et al. (2016) found the ideal L2 self to be a negative predictor of 
language proficiency. Researchers claim that the results generally “indicate, at best, a weak link between 
self-guidance and achievement”.

Limited space does not allow more arguments in this direction, but they can be found in literature, 
and based on everything stated above, it could be concluded that new findings indicate a rather complex 
scenario of the observed constructs and their importance in foreign language learning. It is probably due to 
the applicability of the model to different contexts or participants, or the use of different outcome measures 
(Al-Hoorie, 2018). In his meta-analysis, Al-Hoorie (2018) offers a good description of the situation, noting 
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that researchers agree that the ideal L2 self should be improved. Dörnyei and Chan (2013) admit that 
although (according to Al-Hoorie) the ideal L2 self plays certain role in shaping students’ motivational 
thinking, in many linguistic contexts it lacks the power to make a difference in their actual motivated 
behaviour. It is also noted that, while participants considered external pressure valid and intended to 
adjust their behaviour accordingly, this intended effort failed to reflect in their actual grades.

Research results further conclude that it is necessary to include the difference between ought-
to L2 self/others, both in the ideal L2 and what L2 should be. From this perspective, the ideal L2 self 
should be divided into two constructions: one representing one’s hopes and one representing the hopes 
of others. Similarly, self-governing L2 should be divided into obligations that one would like to perform and 
obligations that others expect to be performed (Papi and Teimouri, 2012). In one of the few quantitative 
studies, Teimouri (2017) tested the significance of ought-to L2 self/others for the language learning context 
in which one of the significant results found supports the difference between ought-to L2 self/others, but 
not the ideal L2 self. Teimouri argues that ideals are highly internalized and consequently they may not be 
divided into those that relate to the self and the ideals of others (what is needed). However, the possibility 
to assess the contribution of these findings in terms of improving the original construction is related to 
the reference framework. Thus, without quantifying the predictive validity of the original L2, and the other 
one (which is needed), it is considered difficult to determine the progress of this construction. Therefore, 
findings of new tests in new meta-analyses are expected, which is, actually, the purpose of this research.

The available space limits broader analyses of findings related with available meta-analyses, but 
it would be important to mention the findings that open up questions regarding the construct marked 
as “L2 learning experience” or “attitudes towards language learning”. Meta-analysis conducted by You, 
Dörnyei, and Csizér (2016) noted the existence of significant overlap in the scale used to measure them, 
as well as the fact that the L2 learning experience functions at a different level than the ideal L2 self or 
other expectations regarding the L2 self. On the contrary, the L2 learning experience deals with attitudes 
and assessments related with the current learning environment and does not act as a future-oriented 
self-guide. It is believed that this construct has received very little attention due to the growing interest in 
self-guidance over the recent years (Boo, Dörnyei and Ryan, 2015). Dörnyei describes the L2 learning 
experience as a situated, executive motive (Dörnyei, 2009b) and model’s causal dimension (Dörnyei, 
2006). Findings of meta-analyses indicate that little has been done to clarify the role of such executive 
motives and mechanisms behind their causal action, making it the least theorized construct in L2MSS 
(Ushioda, 2011). Nevertheless, the L2 learning experience has been described as the strongest predictor 
in L2MSS (Lamb, 2012; Teimouri, 2017). It has also been concluded that most studies that tested this 
construct in the field of foreign languages are observational and that the standard design includes 
administering a scale for students and examining the relationship (correlation, regression, or modelling 
of structural equations) between the results on this scale and other criteria measured. Marks, Fairris and 
Belecheand (2012) emphasize the need for caution in interpreting observational studies, citing several 
factors that may lead to distortion of findings, which raises serious doubts as to the validity of these 
studies. In addition, the analyses of experimental research in several educational studies conducted in 
different parts of the world (Al-Hoorie, 2018) are also being questioned. This is just another stimulus for 
the question behind this research, aimed to contribute to the accumulation of sufficient findings related 
with quantitative studies. Assessment of the confidence interval of effects reported in these studies would 
contribute to the clarification of conflicting results.

Thus, in line with the title, the subject of this research is the ideal L2 self, with close attention 
focused on its importance regarding self-motivation in willingness to communicate in a foreign language. 
Therefore, the question that guides this research is: what is the role of the ideal L2 self in shaping students’ 
motivational way of thinking when it comes to their willingness to communicate in a foreign language, or 
what is the role of the ideal L2 self in shaping motivation to communicate in a foreign language? In 
other words, to what degree can the ideal L2 self be considered a significant factor in observing the 
power of making a difference in students’ actual motivated behaviour in situations of foreign language 
communication?

The intention is to examine the importance of the ideal L2 self as a factor in self-motivational 
willingness to communicate. This would contribute to a safer qualification of the predictive validity of the 
ideal L2 self when it comes to communicating in a foreign language, taking into consideration needs-
oriented L2 and L2 self-experience, as well as to a more reliable assessment of the importance of 
designing motivational models, providing thereby a clearer orientation in directing motivation towards 
foreign language communication.

The basic assumption refers to the following: the ideal L2 self is a significant factor of self-
motivational willingness to communicate in a foreign language. 
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Working hypotheses:
•	 The examined students have a good motivational precondition in terms of directing their efforts 

towards progressing gradually from the current to a more desirable state. Their willingness to reach 
visualised standards of the personal ideal self is high, i.e. they have a high ideal L2 self within the L2MSS 
motivational system.

•	 The ideal L2 self is in significant positive correlation with the willingness to communicate, which 
confirms its motivational potential for foreign language learning.

•	 The relationship between the ideal L2 and WTC (willingness to communicate) is influenced by the 
following moderator variables: gender, time spent in the country where the target language is spoken, and 
the period of time spent learning a foreign language.

Materials and Methods

The sample consisted of 396 participants from two faculties: 277 from the Faculty of Technical 
Sciences, University of Novi Sad, and 119 from the Faculty of Teacher Education, University of Belgrade. 
168 were female participants (56.8%), and the average age of the subjects was 20.54 years (SD = 1.77). 
59 students resided in the country where the target language was spoken, with the period of time they 
spent in these countries ranging between 2 weeks and 12 years.

Variables
-	 predictor variable: ideal L2 self;
-	 criterion variables: willingness to communicate, obtained grade in learning a foreign language;
-	 moderator variables: gender, the period of time spent learning English / German, and whether 

students resided in the country where the target language is spoken or not.

Organization and instruments

The research was conducted in the academic year 2019/2020, using the method of systematic 
non-experimental observation, based on survey procedure. The ideal L2 self-assessment was carried out 
using a 10-item questionnaire (Dörnyei and Taguchi, 2009), intended for self-assessing the ideal level of 
knowledge of the language to which the respondent aspires. The reliability was checked using Cronbach’s 
alpha, and in the examined sample, it was = .92.

Willingness to communicate was investigated using a questionnaire (WTC; McCroskey, 1992) that 
offered 20 hypothetical situations in which examinees may decide to communicate or not. Situations 
ranged from everyday situations, such as talking to your friend, to challenging situations, such as giving a 
speech on an official occasion. For each situation, participants were asked to respond choosing an option 
from 0 to 100, indicating the level of their willingness to communicate in a given situation. The reliability 
was checked using Cronbach’s alpha, and in this sample, it was = 0.90.

Data analysis

For the purpose of assessing the relationship between the ideal L2 self, the willingness to 
communicate, the obtained grade, the period of time spent learning English/German language, the 
gender, and whether participants resided in the country where the target language is spoken or not, the 
correlation coefficient was calculated: Pearson correlation coefficient for continuous and point-biserial 
correlation coefficient for binary variables (gender and whether the participant resided in the country 
where the target language is spoken) was calculated. In order to clarify the results in a more systematic 
way and in order to assess a partial predictive influence of predictors (ideal L2, grade obtained, the period 
of time spent learning English/ German, gender, and whether participants resided in the country where the 
target language is spoken), multiple regression analysis was performed on willingness to communicate.

Possible moderations between the ideal L2 self and other predictors were checked using the macro 
PROCESS for SPSS (Hayes, 2009). A total of 4 moderations was checked with 1) gender, 2) whether 
participants resided in the country where the target language is spoken, 3) grade obtained, and 4) the 
period of time spent learning English / German, as potential moderators between the ideal L2 self and 
willingness to communicate.
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Results

Descriptive statistics for research variables are presented in Table 1. Skewness and kurtosis values 
of all research variables were in the proposed range of ± 1.5 (Tabachnick and Fidell, 2013), indicating that 
there were no significant deviations from univariate normal distributions.

Table 1.
Descriptive statistics of research variables

From basic descriptive indicators for continuous research variables, it can be seen that the average 
value of WTC was 1134, whereas the standard deviation was ~ 400. Given the normal distribution of this 
variable, it can be concluded that in our sample ~ 68% of respondents have a self-assessment WTC score 
between 734 and 1534. For the ideal L2 self, the average score was 39.50 and the standard deviation 
was ~ 9. Most scores were between 30 and 49, indicating that the L2 scores were quite high. The scores 
in the sample were quite high because the average score was 83.48.

Analysing these results from the perspective of the ideal L2 within L2MSS motivational system, i.e. 
the understanding that the ideal L2 aims to explain how a person’s current perception of his/her potential, 
conceived as I/self, can affect the emergence of predicted behaviour in the future, it can be concluded that 
the surveyed students have good motivational precondition for directing their efforts towards progressing 
gradually from the current to a more desirable state, as a result of their high willingness to reach visualised 
standards of the personal ideal self. Thus, it could be further expected that this self-awareness towards 
acquiring new skills and strategies in the field of foreign languages will turn into motivation and become 
an incentive to invest more effort in developing the intended behaviour. These results confirm the first 
working hypothesis.

Correlation between the observed variables

Correlation between research variables is presented in Table 2. The ideal L2 self is in insignificant 
positive correlation with the following variables: whether the participant resided in the country where 
the target language is spoken, the period of time spent studying a foreign language, the grade, and the 
willingness to communicate. These correlations were of low intensity.

Table 2.
Correlations between research variables

It has been observed that the ideal L2 self is related to whether participants resided in the country 
where the target language is spoken, the period of time spent learning English/ German, the obtained 
grade, and the willingness to communicate. For the most part, these correlations are very low, only the 
correlation between the L2 self and the obtained grade are of moderate intensity. Generally, those with 
a higher L2 self also have higher grades. These findings are noteworthy, as they highlight the variable 
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assessment of success in foreign language proficiency as more significant than the others, indicating that 
there is a possibility that the status of the ideal L2 is not autonomous, although significant for willingness 
to communicate in a foreign language, compared to other components of the observed model (referring 
to the L2 expectations projected and imposed by others and L2 learning experiences in the immediate 
learning environment, including aspects such as the teacher, the curriculum and the peers). This means 
that further studies on this model should focus more on these two components. This is particularly 
important for L2 learning experience, as it is directly related to the motivational context in the classroom, 
i.e. the teaching, the curriculum, the context in which L2 learning and teaching take place.

The position of the grade variable is especially important, i.e. the grade obtained in learning a 
foreign language within the observed correlative composite of variables, because it suggests potential 
significance of the ideal L2 in achieving success, which justifies its role as a motivation driver. We say 
“potential significance”, because the other components of the L2MSS, which is the basis of this paper, 
have not been specifically considered, and the above-mentioned studies see their contribution as more 
significant than the contribution of the ideal L2 self. Therefore, further research should focus on the 
relationship between these three components. This is explained in findings presented by (Dörnyei and 
Chan, 2013) in which they state that, although the ideal L2 self plays an important role in shaping the 
individual’s motivational way of thinking, in many linguistic contexts, it lacks the power to make a difference 
in actual motivated behaviour. This is confirmed by findings which state that while respondents considered 
external pressure to be valid and intended to adjust their behaviour accordingly, this intended effort was 
not rewarded in their actual grades. This conclusion is confirmed by the findings of other researchers 
mentioned in the introductory part of this paper. They expressed considerable reluctance, stating that the 
ideal L2 cannot be used as a predictor of school grades, and thus, motivation for developing an ideal L2 
through dominant visual aptitude is irrelevant to academic achievement. In addition, knowledge cannot 
be properly predicted by the ideal L2, because no relation has been found between the ideal L2 self and 
the actual performance in their idiodynamic paradigm, which measures individual motivational variability 
in certain time interval. The above-mentioned researchers did not find any evidence that the ideal L2 self 
is dynamic or that it adapts to the changing requirements of the task, and therefore, it does not provide 
any basis for predicting the actual behaviour (Al-Hoorie, 2018). Therefore, as previously mentioned, the 
L2MSS model requires further testing for the purpose of drawing safer conclusions about the significance 
of the ideal L2.

Finally, it should be noted that findings related with the significant relationship between the ideal 
L2 self and the willingness to communicate are insufficient for it to be considered a respectable predictor 
of success in maintaining motivation to learn a foreign language. This brings its motivational potential 
into question, which makes the second working hypothesis also open for discussion, i.e. it has not been 
fully confirmed, and the basic hypothesis can also be questioned, which confirms the doubts about the 
competence of the L2MSS structure.

Regression

The regression model with the willingness to communicate as a criterion was significant, F (5. 
290) = 4.34, p = 0.001, and the predictors explained about 7% (R2 = 0.07, adjusted R2 = 0.05) of the 
criterion variance. The relative influence of predictors is presented in Table 3. The VIF indicator was 
close to 1 for all predictors, indicating that there were no problems with multicollinearity. L2 self was a 
significant positive predictor, indicating that higher grades are associated with a higher willingness to 
communicate. The period of time spent studying English/German language was a significant negative 
predictor, indicating that those who spent an average of several years learning English/German scored 
lower on the scale of willingness to communicate. These finding also agree with the previous ones, and 
support the general and first working hypothesis, confirming the significant predictor potential of the ideal 
L2 self,  but deny the predictive significance of gender, the period of time spent studying L2, and grades, 
i.e. the learning achievement.
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Table 3.
Relative predictive power of predictors for willingness to communicate 

Important predictors for WTC are the L2 self and residing in the country where the target language 
is spoken (English/German). The L2 self is a positive predictor, meaning that those with a higher L2 
self-score have higher willingness to communicate, which confirms the above statements about the 
hypotheses. When it comes to the period of time spent studying, the relation is reversed, which is a 
negative predictor. Willingness to communicate with those who have studied English/German for a longer 
period of time is generally lower (this relation is statistically significant, but of low intensity). This confirms 
the part of the third hypothesis, which assumes a significant positive relationship between the ideal L2 
self and the time spent in the country where the target language is spoken, but not the part related to 
the variable period of time spent learning a foreign language. The part of this hypothesis that refers to 
the assessment of success in learning a foreign language was also confirmed in this study. It shows 
significance of this variable regarding willingness to communicate, but not the significance of the ideal L2 
self.

Moderations

Only one of the four moderations tested was significant. The addition of the term interaction between 
the L2 self and gender (F (1, 299) = 3.52, p > 0.05, L2) and whether participants resided in the country 
where the target language is spoken (F (1, 299) = 0.78, p> 0.05) and the ideal L2 self and level obtained 
(F (1, 299) = 0.62, p> 0.05) did not significantly improve the model.

The addition of the term interaction between L2 and the years spent studying a foreign language 
to moderation significantly improved the model (F (1, 292) = 5.45, p = 0.020). For the purpose of being 
understood better, this interaction is presented in Figure 2, where the results are shown in standardized 
units (z-score) at low (-1 SD), medium, and high (+1 SD) levels of L2 and years spent studying a foreign 
language. At the low level of years spent studying a foreign language, willingness to communicate in 
those with high ideal L2 is higher compared to those with lower ideal L2 levels. This difference does not 
appear to be present at higher levels of years spent studying L2 language, as willingness to communicate 
is similar, regardless of the level of the ideal L2 self.

Consequently, it could be concluded that the only significant interaction is the one between the 
ideal L2 self and the years spent studying L2 language, which means that the number of years spent 
studying a language moderates the relationship between the ideal L2 self and WTC. The interaction 
analyses whether the influence of the ideal L2 self on WTC varies at different moderator levels. The chart 
shows that the difference is higher at lower levels (fewer years spent studying English / German), and 
those with higher ideal L2 self also have a higher WTC, while the WTC of those who have studied English 
/ German for a longer period of time is close to average, regardless of the level of ideal L2 self.

Figure 2.  Interaction between ideal L2 self and years spent studying English/German language
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The above conclusions further support the third hypothesis, because they confirm the significant 
influence of residing in the country where the target language is spoken, as well as that the duration of 
studying does not affect the interaction between the ideal L2 self and the willingness to communicate, 
as the variable years spent studying failed to moderate this relationship in a positive direction. The 
assumption that interprets these findings has been stated above.

Discussion

The basic descriptive indicators for continuous variables suggest that the average values are 
normally distributed for the WTC and a high percentage of respondents (68%) show high WTC self-
assessment. The findings of the ideal L2 self, i.e. the L2 assessment is rather high. As for the position of 
the ideal L2 within the L2MSS motivational system, it could be concluded that these findings confirm the 
importance of the individuals’ perception of their own potential, and that the perceived I/self can affect 
the realization of predicted behaviour, and in this case, that the respondents have a good motivational 
premise for directing their efforts towards gradually progressing from the current to a more desirable 
state. At this point, it is important to mention that the Heuristic L2 MSS Model (Dörnyei, 2006) confirmed 
its importance for further study of motivation in foreign language learning by affirming good position of the 
ideal L2 self. These findings are consistent with the findings of other researchers (Dörnyei and Ushioda, 
2011; Papi and Teimouri, 2012) and confirm the logical paradigm of Dörnyei’s L2 motivational self-system 
(Dörnyei, 2006, 2009a) which focuses on the student’s L2-self perception, especially on the perception 
of the desired future self-efficacy. The findings also fit into the presented multidimensional construct 
given in Figure 1. (Heuristic model of L2 WTC, MacIntyre et al., 1998), which includes psychological 
and communicative dimensions of language that are believed to be able to influence L2 WTC, such 
as personality traits, self-confidence, attitude, desires and willingness. Going one step further, here we 
can also include Bandura’s (2001) social-cognitive theory in which beliefs regarding self-efficacy drive a 
person to perseverance, concentration, avoidance of confusion and further engagement in achieving the 
desired goals, i.e. success. Due to the complexity and range of psychological dimensions, self-confidence 
is considered a broader and more stable trait related to the individual’s perception of his/her overall ability, 
and, therefore, important for learning foreign languages (Kleitman and Stankov, 2007).

Another significant conclusion relates to the fact that the ideal L2 self is strongly associated 
with residing in the country where the target language is spoken, as well as with the WTC (willingness 
to communicate in that specific language). This points to the possibility of including other aspects of 
motivation in addition to the ideal L2, which is significant for willingness to communicate in L2 language 
compared to other components of the observed model (indicating L2 expectations projected and directed 
by others and L2 learning experience in the immediate learning environment, including aspects such as 
the teacher, the curriculum and the peers). Consequently, the status of the ideal L2 is not autonomous, 
which is indicated by correlations between L2 and student achievements (obtained grades in a foreign 
language). These findings are encountered in the research of Dörnyei and Chan (2013) who state that 
the ideal L2 has the status of the motivational driver, but other components of the L2MSS motivational 
system should also be taken into account for the overall achievement, and in this case, this construct can 
be significant for students’ achievements, which does not destabilize the multidimensional construct of 
the L2 WTC Heuristic Model, but rather complements its structure. Further research would be required to 
confirm this statement, because other research findings (Martinović, 2018; MacIntire and Doucette, 2010) 
suggest that, even though self plays an important role in shaping the individual’s motivational mindset, in 
many linguistic contexts, it lacks the power to make a difference in actual motivated behaviour. It is also 
noteworthy to identify external pressure (grades, tests ...) as an important factor for adjusting students’ 
behaviour accordingly. The findings of other researchers (Al-Hoorie, 2018; Dörnyei, 2014) also display 
certain retention, stating that the ideal L2 self cannot be used as a reliable predictor of school grades. 
Therefore, they conclude that motivation to develop an ideal L2 through dominant visual propensity is 
insufficient for certain level of academic achievement and that the ideal L2 self cannot predict knowledge 
with certainty. This is because connection has been found between the ideal L2 self and the actual 
performance in their idiodynamic paradigm, which measures individual motivational variability in a 
determined time interval (Dörnyei, 2009b). It must be pointed out that these researchers lack evidence 
that the ideal L2 is self- dynamic, or that it adapts to the changing requirements of the task. They conclude 
that insufficient basis for safe prediction of actual behaviour has been provided, i.e. that the motivational 
matrix includes other L2 concepts (it should be L2 self and experiential L2 self) (Al-Hoorie, 2018; Williams, 
Mercer and Ryan, 2016; Markus and Nurius, 1986). This suggests the need for further analyses of the 
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ideal L2 self, and, consequently, the observed L2MSS model. Further studies on this model should be 
focused more on the other two components. As some other researchers point out (Martinović, 2018; 
MacIntire and Doucette, 2010), special emphasis should be put on L2 learning experience because it is 
directly related to the motivational context in the classroom (i.e. the teaching, the curriculum) where L2 
learning and teaching take place.

Negative correlation between the duration of language learning and the willingness to communicate 
is an issue that may be explained if we analyse the way in which foreign languages are taught in Serbia. 
Foreign languages are learned from an early preschool age; however, there are numerous challenges that 
must be taken into consideration. Children are taught by graduates in private schools of foreign languages. 
Due to the fact that there is a lack of personnel with a degree, the curriculum is poorly structured and 
the lessons take place only twice a week for half an hour. Notwithstanding these challenges, there are 
possible solutions that can help overcome the above-mentioned difficulties – foreign language learning 
modules providing foreign language learning for educators at faculties specialising in teacher education, 
as well as language learning during free activities in preschool institutions (Prtljaga, 2021).

Conclusion

This study has been dedicated to analysing the power that the ideal L2 self has to contribute 
to students’ actual motivated behaviour in situations of foreign language communication. It aims at 
investigating the predictive validity of the ideal L2 self, when it comes to willingness to communicate in 
a given foreign language, as well as the importance of the construction of motivation models. This could 
propose a clearer orientation in directing motivation in foreign language communication. The surveyed 
students have shown good motivational assumption for directing their efforts to progress gradually from 
the current to a more desirable state, because their willingness to reach the visualised standards of the 
personal ideal self is high, i.e. their ideal L2 within the L2MSS is high. Based on everything stated above, 
it can be concluded that this self-awareness towards the acquisition of new skills and strategies in the field 
of foreign languages could be expected to turn into motivation and become an incentive to invest more 
effort in developing the intended behaviour. However, findings related with the importance of success 
regarding grades in foreign language proficiency in terms of willingness to communicate suggest the need 
to reconsider the predictive value of the ideal L2 self.

Suggestions for further research are as follows: the findings indicate that the ideal L2 self should 
be divided into two constructs: obligations that one would like to comply with and obligations that others 
expect to be complied with. Contribution of the ideal L2 experience should also be considered for the 
purpose of assessing the contribution of these components in terms of improving the original construction 
by quantifying the predictive validity of components of which the L2 MSS construct consists. Otherwise, it 
is difficult to determine the progress of the model’s design and what to do with it in practice.
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