
what is motive in psychology
what is motive in psychology is a fundamental concept that plays a pivotal role in understanding
human behavior and decision-making processes. At its core, motive refers to the underlying reasons
or drives that prompt individuals to act in certain ways. In psychology, motives are essential for
comprehending why people pursue specific goals, engage in particular behaviors, and experience a
range of emotions. This article will delve into the intricacies of motives by exploring their definitions,
types, psychological theories behind them, and their significance in everyday life. Additionally, we
will discuss various factors that influence motives and how they relate to human needs and desires.
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Understanding the Concept of Motive

The term "motive" in psychology refers to the internal processes that drive individuals to act. It
encompasses the needs, desires, and impulses that lead to specific behaviors. Motives can be seen
as the fuel for human action, guiding individuals toward achieving their goals. They can vary
significantly from person to person and can be influenced by a multitude of factors including culture,
personal experiences, and biological predispositions.

In psychological terms, motives are often linked to the idea of needs, which are essential for survival
and well-being. They can be categorized as either intrinsic or extrinsic. Intrinsic motives arise from
within the individual, such as personal satisfaction or a sense of achievement, while extrinsic
motives are influenced by external factors, such as rewards or social recognition. Understanding
these distinctions is crucial for comprehending how and why people choose to pursue certain paths
in life.

Types of Motives

Motives can be broadly classified into several categories based on their nature and origin.
Understanding these types can help clarify the complexities of human behavior and the various



factors that drive individuals to act in specific ways.

Intrinsic and Extrinsic Motives

As mentioned earlier, motives can be divided into intrinsic and extrinsic categories. Intrinsic motives
are driven by internal rewards. For example, an artist may create a painting not for monetary gain,
but for the joy and fulfillment it brings. Conversely, extrinsic motives are influenced by external
rewards, such as money, praise, or recognition. A student may study hard to earn a scholarship,
illustrating an extrinsic motivation.

Biological and Psychological Motives

Biological motives are those that are rooted in our physiological needs. These include basic
necessities such as hunger, thirst, and the need for shelter. Psychological motives, on the other
hand, relate to emotional and cognitive factors, such as the need for love, belonging, and self-
esteem. Maslow's hierarchy of needs is a well-known framework that illustrates how these motives
interact, from basic survival needs to higher-level psychological needs.

Social Motives

Social motives are influenced by the interactions and expectations of others. Humans are inherently
social beings, and our desires for affiliation, acceptance, and status can significantly influence our
actions. For instance, the desire to fit in with a peer group can motivate individuals to adopt certain
behaviors, emphasizing the importance of social context in understanding motives.

Theories of Motivation

Various psychological theories explain the concept of motives and how they influence behavior.
These theories provide a framework for understanding the complex interplay between needs, drives,
and actions.

Maslow's Hierarchy of Needs

One of the most renowned theories is Maslow's hierarchy of needs, which posits that human
motivation is based on a hierarchy of needs ranging from basic physiological needs to self-
actualization. According to Maslow, individuals are motivated to fulfill their basic needs first, such as
food and safety, before they can pursue higher needs like love, esteem, and ultimately self-
actualization. This theory emphasizes how motives can evolve and change as individuals progress
through different stages of their lives.



Herzberg's Two-Factor Theory

Another significant contribution to the understanding of motives is Herzberg's two-factor theory,
which differentiates between hygiene factors and motivators in the workplace. Hygiene factors, such
as salary and working conditions, do not lead to satisfaction but can cause dissatisfaction if
inadequate. Motivators, such as recognition and achievement, are what truly drive individuals to
excel. This theory highlights the importance of understanding both types of factors in motivating
behavior.

Self-Determination Theory

Self-determination theory (SDT) focuses on the intrinsic and extrinsic aspects of motivation. It
suggests that individuals are most motivated when they feel autonomous, competent, and connected
to others. SDT posits that fulfilling these psychological needs enhances intrinsic motivation, leading
to more meaningful engagement and better psychological well-being. This theory is particularly
relevant in educational and organizational contexts.

Factors Influencing Motives

Motives do not exist in a vacuum; they are influenced by various internal and external factors.
Understanding these factors can provide insights into why individuals behave the way they do.

Biological Factors

Biological factors such as genetics, brain chemistry, and hormonal influences play a significant role
in shaping motives. For example, the desire for food is regulated by hormonal signals like ghrelin
and leptin, which influence hunger and satiety. Additionally, neurotransmitters such as dopamine
are associated with pleasure and reward, impacting motivation levels.

Environmental Factors

The environment in which individuals find themselves can significantly shape their motives. Cultural
norms, societal expectations, and the availability of resources can all influence what drives a person.
For instance, in cultures that prioritize collectivism, motives may be more aligned with group
harmony and social acceptance, while individualistic cultures might emphasize personal
achievement and self-reliance.



Psychological Factors

Psychological factors, including personality traits, emotional states, and cognitive biases, also
influence motives. A person with high levels of self-efficacy may be more motivated to pursue
challenging goals compared to someone with low self-esteem. Similarly, past experiences and
learned behaviors can shape future motives, as individuals may develop specific preferences based
on prior successes or failures.

The Role of Motives in Everyday Life

Understanding motives is essential not only in psychology but also in everyday life. They influence
our choices, relationships, and overall well-being. By recognizing what drives us, we can make more
informed decisions and work towards fulfilling our desires more effectively.

Motives in Personal Relationships

In personal relationships, understanding motives can enhance communication and empathy. For
instance, recognizing that a partner's desire for closeness may stem from a need for security can
help in addressing conflicts. Additionally, understanding one’s own motives can lead to healthier
relationships, as individuals become more aware of their needs and how they impact others.

Motives in the Workplace

In the workplace, motives significantly impact productivity and job satisfaction. Employers who
understand the motives of their employees can create environments that foster motivation, leading
to better performance and lower turnover rates. Providing opportunities for growth, recognition, and
a sense of purpose can enhance intrinsic motivation, ultimately benefiting both employees and
employers.

Motives and Goal Setting

Motives play a crucial role in goal setting and achievement. By identifying what truly motivates us,
we can set more meaningful and attainable goals. For example, a person motivated by personal
growth may focus on learning new skills, while someone driven by social recognition may pursue
leadership roles. Aligning goals with underlying motives can lead to greater satisfaction and success.



Conclusion

In summary, understanding what is motive in psychology opens up a world of insights into human
behavior. Motives are the driving forces behind our actions, influenced by a myriad of factors
including biological, environmental, and psychological aspects. By recognizing the types of motives,
the theories explaining them, and their role in our everyday lives, we can gain a deeper
understanding of ourselves and others. This knowledge empowers us to make informed choices,
enhance our relationships, and achieve our goals with intent and purpose.

Q: What is the difference between intrinsic and extrinsic
motivation?
A: Intrinsic motivation arises from within the individual, driven by personal satisfaction and internal
rewards, such as joy or a sense of achievement. Extrinsic motivation is influenced by external
factors, such as rewards or social recognition, prompting individuals to act for reasons beyond
personal enjoyment.

Q: How do biological factors influence motives?
A: Biological factors, including genetics, brain chemistry, and hormonal influences, can significantly
shape motives. For example, hormones like ghrelin and leptin regulate hunger, while
neurotransmitters like dopamine can affect pleasure and reward-seeking behaviors.

Q: What role does Maslow's hierarchy of needs play in
understanding motives?
A: Maslow's hierarchy of needs provides a framework for understanding how different levels of
needs influence motivation. According to this theory, individuals must satisfy lower-level needs (such
as physiological and safety needs) before they can pursue higher-level psychological needs (like love,
esteem, and self-actualization).

Q: Can understanding motives improve personal relationships?
A: Yes, understanding motives can enhance communication and empathy in personal relationships.
By recognizing the underlying needs and drives of ourselves and others, we can address conflicts
more effectively and foster stronger, more fulfilling connections.

Q: What is self-determination theory and how does it relate to
motivation?
A: Self-determination theory (SDT) focuses on the intrinsic and extrinsic aspects of motivation,
emphasizing the importance of autonomy, competence, and relatedness. According to SDT, fulfilling



these psychological needs enhances intrinsic motivation, leading to better engagement and well-
being.

Q: How do social factors influence motives?
A: Social factors, such as cultural norms, peer expectations, and societal values, can significantly
influence motives. For instance, in collectivist cultures, motives may align more with group harmony
and social acceptance, while individualistic cultures may emphasize personal achievement and
independence.

Q: What is the significance of understanding motives in the
workplace?
A: Understanding motives in the workplace is crucial for enhancing employee productivity and job
satisfaction. Employers can create motivating environments by recognizing the diverse needs of
their employees and providing opportunities for growth, recognition, and a sense of purpose.

Q: How can identifying motives help in goal setting?
A: Identifying motives can lead to more meaningful and attainable goal setting. By aligning goals
with underlying motives, individuals can pursue objectives that resonate with their desires and
values, leading to greater satisfaction and success in achieving those goals.

Q: What is the impact of psychological factors on motives?
A: Psychological factors, including personality traits, emotional states, and cognitive biases,
influence motives significantly. For example, a person with high self-efficacy may be more motivated
to pursue challenging goals than someone with low self-esteem, highlighting the role of
psychological disposition in motivation.
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