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Abstract. Motives and motivations are the cornerstones of human psychology that influence 

behavior, decision-making, personality development, and interpersonal relationships.  

Understanding the psychological nature of motives and how they express themselves in 

motivation is crucial to gaining insight into why individuals act as they do. This paper presents a 

complete psychological explanation of motives and motivations, such as their sources, types, 

functions, and interconnectiveness. According to eminent psychological theories, including 

psychoanalytic, behavioral, cognitive, and humanistic, the discussion highlights how motivations 

and motives drive behavior consciously and unconsciously. Moreover, the role of intrinsic and 

extrinsic motivation, cultural and social contexts, and utilization of motivation theory in education, 

employment, and therapy are discussed. The goal is to offer a complete psychological account of 

this significant concept of human development. 

Keywords: motives, motivation, intrinsic, extrinsic, behavior, psychological theory, human 

needs, goal-directed behavior. 

 

Introduction 

Human behavior is never arbitrary. Every action—from habits that are dull and routine to 

plans that are the most ambitious and lofty—is influenced by a set of psychological forces that guide 

and steer behavior. Behind all these forces are motives and motivations. While the two terms are 

used interchangeably in common usage, in psychology they are distinct but related phenomena.  

Motives are the internal states or situations that cause a need or want, while motivation is 

the dynamic process that energizes, directs, and sustains behavior toward a goal.  

Motives and motivation, in combination, are at the center of the question of what drives 

people to act, persevere, and sometimes change course. Psychological investigation of motivation 

has existed since the very beginnings of the discipline. From Freud's unconscious need theories to 

Maslow's hierarchy of needs, and from Skinner's theory of reinforcement to Deci and Ryan's self-

determination theory, psychologists have long sought to unravel the enigmas of human motivation.  
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Not only do these theories fuel scholarly debate but they also find use in educational 

practices, workplace administration, clinical counseling, and even marketing.  

It is necessary to understand how motives arise, how they are related to cognition and 

emotion, and how motivation maintains effort in order to explain both normal and abnormal 

behavior. Motives can be understood as the internal psychological states that give rise to a need for 

change or action. Such states are typically linked to the satisfaction of needs—biological, 

psychological, or social. For example, hunger is an organismic motivation that leads to eating 

behavior, whereas the motivation for social membership is a psychological one that may lead to 

seeking friends or groups. Motivations are not always consciously experienced; they may be 

operating below the level of awareness and may influence behavior indirectly or in fine ways.  

Unconscious motives, like those found by psychodynamic theory, can shape longer-term 

action patterns without being completely known to the individual. Classification of motives helps a 

better comprehension of their function. Motives are often classified as primary and secondary.  

Primary motives are biological in nature and include the hunger, thirst, sleep, and pain 

avoidance requirements. These motives are pan-human among human beings and inextricably 

linked with survival. Secondary motives, as opposed to primary ones, are acquired through 

socialization and experience. Achievement, affiliation, power, and curiosity are some of the 

secondary motives. Secondary motives are not indispensable for biological needs, but they play a 

major role in shaping personality, social behavior, and cultural development. Another distinction 

made in psychology is between extrinsic and intrinsic motivation. Intrinsic motivation is internal to 

the self and is elicited by interest, enjoyment, or a feeling of personal challenge. A student who 

studies mathematics because he enjoys it as an intellectual challenge is an example of intrinsic 

motivation. Extrinsic motivation is elicited by external pressures or rewards, such as grades, money, 

or social approval. An employee who works extra hours for monetary rewards only is under extrinsic 

motivation. Both intrinsic and extrinsic motivation are important, yet each has different outcomes 

with respect to persistence, creativity, and psychological well-being. Intrinsic motivation will 

typically yield higher investment, longer-term satisfaction, and greater stress resistance, while 

extrinsic motivation may sometimes reduce intrinsic interest when done excessively or badly 

worded. The interactive process between motives and motivations is necessary to goal-directed 

behavior. Motivation is not a constant attribute; it fluctuates moment to moment as a function of 

internal states and external situations. It involves the arousal of motives, goal choice, and persistence 

to the point that goals are reached or abandoned.  
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Expectancy-value theory explains motivation as a function of believing that one can do it 

(expectancy) and the perceived value of the reward. Similarly, it has been claimed that goal-setting 

theory assumes clear challenging goals can work better than unclear or easy goals, but only in a 

situation involving feedback and autonomy. 

Theories of psychology account for various interpretations of motives and motivation.  

Sigmund Freud's psychoanalytic theory supposes that behavior is mainly driven by 

unconscious reasons of sexual and aggressive urges. Freud believes the struggle between id, ego, 

and superego creates complicated motivational struggles which shape personality and behavior.  

The theory is used less in more recent studies, but it initially proposed that motivation is not 

necessarily rational and conscious. Behavioral theories, such as those of B.F. Skinner, define 

motivation in terms of reinforcement and punishment. Behavior that results in reward will be 

repeated, and behavior that results in punishment will decrease. This theory defines motivation as 

an external conditioned response and not an internal one. Critics believe that it neglects internal 

states such as goals, values, and emotions. Cognitive models of motivation emphasize the role of 

mental processes in goal choice and achievement. These include beliefs, expectations, 

interpretations, and planning. Albert Bandura's self-efficacy theory—believing one has the ability 

to succeed—has been helpful in explaining why some individuals persevere in the face of adversity 

and others give up. When individuals believe they can accomplish a task, they will exert effort, cope 

with failure, and achieve success. Humanistic theories, especially those of Abraham Maslow and 

Carl Rogers, focus on the growth and integrative aspects of motivation.  

Maslow's hierarchy of needs maps a sequence from lower-order physiological to higher-

order psychological needs culminating in self-actualization—the fulfillment of one's potential.  

Consistent with this theory, higher-order motivations become dominant only after the 

satisfaction of lower-order needs. Rogers, also, centered on the inborn human urge toward 

satisfaction and growth, and he argued that motivation has much to do with self-concept and 

strivings toward congruence between self-image and experience. Motivation and motives are not 

individualistic occurrences; rather, they stem deeply from social and cultural surroundings.  

Cultural tradition dictates what motives are emphasized, valued, or repressed. In collectivist 

cultures, for example, social harmony, family honor, and communal duties might be stronger 

motives than in individualist cultures, where personal achievement and self-expression are often the 

focus. Socialization processes, education systems, and institutional arrangements all work together 

to build motivational patterns at an early stage. Motivation also varies from one stage of 

development to another.  
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Kids are typically motivated by play and exploration, while teenagers begin to develop more 

complex motives involving identity, autonomy, and peer acceptance. As a person ages into 

adulthood, motives may shift again, depending on career aspirations, relationships, parenting, or 

seeking meaning. Older adults may be motivated by generativity, legacy, or seeking peace and 

contemplation. This lifespan perspective highlights the changing nature of motivation and its 

responsiveness to changing internal and external conditions. 

In practical situations, motives and motivation need to be interpreted to enable efficient 

intervention and assistance. In schools, motivational interventions have direct influence over 

learning achievement. Teachers that foster intrinsic motivation by way of autonomy support, 

competence support, and relatedness support produce more motivated and successful learners.  

On the other hand, excessive focus on extrinsic rewards such as grades or punishments can 

lead to shallow learning and declining interest levels in the long run. Motivation is a significant 

productivity driver, job satisfaction, and retention at the workplace. Managers who know the reasons 

that drive individuals—e.g., to be recognized, to be given responsibility, or to work with others—

can create more motivating work environments. Motivation theory is used to design incentive 

systems, performance appraisal, and company culture in a manner that aligns the individual and 

organizational goals. Clinical psychology also benefits from motivational knowledge, particularly 

in therapy. Motivational interviewing, for instance, is client-centered counseling that helps 

individuals find and resolve ambivalence about changing. The method assumes that change 

motivation is inherent to the client and that the therapist's role is to draw it out and help build upon 

it and not impose it on them. Understanding what truly motivates a client—fear, hope, shame, or 

love—is a turn-around in therapeutic outcomes. Despite a lot of research, motivation is a complex 

and sometimes elusive phenomenon. Human beings will often act in opposition to their avowed 

goals or ideals. Ambivalence, incompatible motives, procrastination, and irrational behavior make 

simplistic models of motivation difficult. For instance, someone may be motivated to exercise for 

health reasons but also motivated to escape pain, leading to inconsistent action. This intrapsychic 

conflict suggests that motivation is multifaceted and involves not only wants but also fears, habits, 

beliefs, and environmental cues.  

Emotion is a major motivator, generally both indicating the need for action and causing it.  

Positive emotions increase motivation by making an activity more pleasant and rewarding 

success. Negative emotions, while sometimes erroneously considered demotivating, also can induce 

change. For example, frustration or dissatisfaction may prompt individuals to seek change or escape 

a poor situation.  
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The interaction between emotion and motivation is particularly important in understanding 

resilience, stress management, and mental health. Finally, the future of motivational psychology is 

complex and diverse. Neuroscience theories, for example, are beginning to map out brain functions 

of motivation, including the roles of dopamine, reward circuits, and executive control. Artificial 

intelligence and digital media are also facilitating real-time measurement and augmentation of 

motivation. Yet at its core, motivation is a deeply human phenomenon—a product of narratives, 

relationships, aspirations, and meaning. 

Conclusion 

Motives and motivations are at the core of human action. They provide psychological energy 

and guidance for goal striving, self-improvement, and social interaction. Based on biological needs, 

developed through personal history, and shaped by cultural values, motives initiate the dynamic 

process of motivation that drives action. Psychological theories offer different perspectives on 

motivation, from unconscious drives to cognitive appraisals and self-actualizing tendencies. The 

contrasts between intrinsic and extrinsic motivation, the developmental and emotional components, 

and the setting all add richness to a deeper understanding of what motivates people to act. In actual-

world environments—from the classroom to the clinic—applying motivational principles to practice 

can generate learning, improvement, and well-being. As the discipline further develops, an 

integrative one that respects the complexity and particularity of motivation holds the potential to 

assist us in becoming deeper human beings. 
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