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Introduction
Intrinsic motivation refers to engaging in an activity because the activity itself is interesting,
satisfying, meaningful, or enjoyable. A person may read about astronomy because of curiosity,
practice music because improvement feels rewarding, or solve a difficult problem because the
challenge is absorbing. Extrinsic motivation, by contrast, involves performing an activity to obtain an
outcome that is separate from the activity itself, such as money, a grade, praise, promotion, approval,
or avoidance of punishment. These two forms of motivation are often presented as opposites, but
human behavior is more complicated. A student may enjoy a course and still want a high grade, while
an employee may find work meaningful and still expect fair pay. The quality of motivation depends
not only on the reward but also on whether the person experiences choice, competence, purpose, and
connection (Deci et al., 1999; Ryan & Deci, 2000).

Self-Determination Theory and the Sources of
Motivation
Self-determination theory, developed by Edward Deci and Richard Ryan, provides one of the most
influential explanations of intrinsic motivation. The theory emphasizes three basic psychological
needs: autonomy, competence, and relatedness. Autonomy means experiencing meaningful choice
rather than feeling controlled. Competence refers to the sense that one can improve, understand a
task, and meet an appropriate challenge. Relatedness is the feeling of connection, belonging, and
mutual care. Activities are more likely to become internally rewarding when these needs are
supported. A student may become interested in research when allowed to choose a topic, receives
feedback that improves skill, and works with a supportive instructor. The same task may become less
motivating when it is imposed without explanation, constantly compared with others, or controlled
through threats (Ryan & Deci, 2017).

Extrinsic motivation also varies in quality. A person can perform a task only to avoid punishment, to
gain approval, because the outcome is personally important, or because the activity has become
integrated into a broader sense of identity. Studying because a parent threatens punishment feels
very different from studying because education supports a chosen profession, even though both
involve goals beyond the immediate pleasure of the task. This explains why intrinsic and extrinsic
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motivation can coexist without automatically cancelling one another. External outcomes become most
problematic when they are experienced as controlling rather than when they simply accompany
meaningful work.

Rewards, Praise, Challenge, and Competition
The overjustification effect describes situations in which an expected external reward reduces interest
in an activity that was already enjoyable. Research has shown that some tangible rewards can shift
attention from the activity itself toward the reward, making the task feel like something performed for
payment rather than pleasure. However, this effect should not be turned into a universal rule that
rewards always damage motivation. Unexpected rewards, fair compensation, and feedback that
communicates competence may function differently from rewards used to control behavior. External
incentives can also increase participation in tasks that were never intrinsically interesting in the first
place.

Challenge is often motivating when difficulty is matched reasonably well with current skill. A task that
is too easy can become boring, while a task far beyond a person’s ability can create frustration and
helplessness. Motivation is often strongest when a challenge stretches existing ability while still
allowing visible progress. Feedback should therefore focus on strategies, improvement, and specific
performance rather than labeling a person as naturally talented or incapable. A learner who believes
that competence can grow is more likely to persist when difficulty increases.

Praise and recognition also have mixed effects. Specific, sincere feedback can strengthen
competence and belonging. Saying that an analysis connected evidence clearly gives the learner
useful information about what worked. By contrast, vague or excessive praise can feel manipulative
or can make approval itself the main goal. Recognition comes from an external social source, so it is
not intrinsic motivation by definition, but it can strengthen intrinsic motivation when it confirms
competence without increasing pressure.

Competition is similarly dependent on context and personality. Some people experience competition
as energizing because it creates urgency, clear standards, and challenge. Others become more
focused on judgment, ranking, or fear of failure than on the task itself. This difference is important
because motivational strategies cannot be applied identically to everyone. Mastery goals—such as
improving one’s own writing, understanding, or skill—may create more stable motivation for people
who respond poorly to comparison with peers.

Personal Reflection on Recognition and Meaningful
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Work
From my own experience, praise and recognition have a strong effect on my willingness to continue
studying or working. When a teacher identifies something I have done well, I feel that my effort has
been noticed and that improvement is possible. At work, acknowledgment from a team leader can
make a difficult assignment feel worthwhile. This does not mean that I am motivated only by public
approval. Rather, recognition gives me evidence that I am contributing effectively and developing
competence.

I also recognize that praise is not intrinsic motivation by itself. The real test is whether I would
continue valuing the work even if the praise disappeared. In many situations, recognition may begin
or strengthen motivation, while the activity’s meaning sustains it. This distinction helps explain why
encouragement is often more useful to me than a promised prize. A prize creates a temporary target,
whereas constructive feedback tells me how to improve and helps me see progress.

Competition does not motivate me consistently. When a task is framed primarily as a contest against
classmates or colleagues, I become more aware of judgment and less focused on learning. Comparing
my current work with my previous performance is more motivating because it creates a mastery goal
rather than a status goal. I want to know whether I understand more, communicate more clearly, or
complete a task with greater skill. This personal preference does not prove that competition is
ineffective for everyone; it demonstrates that motivational climate matters.

Money and bonuses also have an important but different role. Salary provides security, independence,
and a sense of fairness. A bonus may be appreciated without necessarily increasing my interest in the
task itself. If compensation is unfair, motivation can fall even when the work is meaningful. The best
environment therefore combines fair external conditions with opportunities for growth, respect, and
useful contribution. Praise should never become a cheap substitute for compensation, and employers
should not assume that higher pay alone creates commitment.

Motivation Through a Biopsychosocial Perspective
Motivation can also be understood through the biopsychosocial model, which examines the
interaction among biological, psychological, and social factors. Biological influences include sleep,
nutrition, illness, pain, stress physiology, temperament, and energy. A person who is exhausted or
unwell may struggle to concentrate even when an activity is interesting. These biological conditions
shape the capacity to act, but they do not determine motivation mechanically because experience,
interpretation, and environment also matter.

Psychological factors include curiosity, goals, self-efficacy, identity, emotion, expectations, habits, and
the meaning attached to reward. A person may value a task but still avoid it after repeated failure if
confidence becomes very low. Skill-building, realistic feedback, and manageable steps can restore
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motivation. Perfectionism can have the opposite effect by making anything short of ideal performance
feel unacceptable, which can reduce persistence even when the person cares deeply about the
activity.

Social influences include family, teachers, managers, peers, culture, income, discrimination,
opportunity, and role expectations. A supportive group can strengthen relatedness and encourage
persistence, while a hostile environment can make personally meaningful work feel unsafe.
Recognition is particularly important in this social dimension because the reaction of others
communicates whether effort is valued. Social feedback can gradually become internalized and
influence a person’s identity and future self-motivation.

This framework should not be confused with a rigid interpretation of Maslow’s hierarchy of needs.
Hunger, safety, belonging, esteem, and self-actualization can influence behavior, but human beings
do not always move through these needs in a fixed sequence. People may pursue learning, art,
caregiving, faith, or activism even under difficult material conditions. Basic stability often creates
greater freedom to pursue curiosity and mastery, but motivation is not a staircase in which one level
must be completely satisfied before another begins.

Motivation in Education and the Workplace
Teachers can support intrinsic motivation by offering meaningful choices, explaining why a task
matters, setting appropriate challenges, and providing feedback that improves competence.
Relatedness also matters because students are more willing to take intellectual risks when they feel
respected. Grades are external rewards and cannot easily be removed from formal education, but
they can be combined with formative feedback, opportunities for revision, and assignments that have
authentic purpose. A student should learn more than how to maximize points.

At work, intrinsic motivation becomes stronger when employees understand the purpose of what they
are doing, possess some control over how work is completed, can develop skill, receive useful
feedback, and feel connected with colleagues or customers. Job design therefore matters. Repetitive
work can become more meaningful when employees understand its contribution and are allowed to
improve the process. Excessive surveillance and micromanagement can undermine autonomy even
when the job itself is interesting, while clear goals combined with discretion can support both
accountability and motivation.

Not every necessary task will become intrinsically enjoyable. Filing records, cleaning equipment,
completing compliance forms, or studying foundational material may be performed mainly for
practical reasons. Motivation can still improve when the person understands why the task matters and
how it connects to a chosen goal. Habits, schedules, checklists, and small rewards can help with
routine work without turning all behavior into a search for escalating incentives.
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Conclusion
Intrinsic motivation means engaging in an activity because it is inherently satisfying, interesting, or
meaningful, while extrinsic motivation involves outcomes such as pay, grades, praise, promotion, or
avoidance of punishment. These forms of motivation can coexist. The more important question is
whether a person feels controlled or instead experiences autonomy, competence, relatedness, and a
meaningful reason for acting.

Challenge, curiosity, choice, cooperation, competition, recognition, and reward influence motivation
differently depending on the individual and context. My own experience shows that specific
recognition and mastery goals strengthen effort more consistently than competition or promised
prizes. The biopsychosocial perspective further shows that motivation is shaped by physical capacity,
psychological meaning, and social environment. Sustainable motivation is therefore most likely when
people have fair external conditions and real opportunities for choice, growth, connection, and
purpose.
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