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Abstract— This paper investigates what motivation means and what factors influencing leaners’ motivation in general and medical 
students’ in particular.  The paper explores empirical and theoretical research studies that examine medical students’ motivation, the types 
and sources of motivation, and causes of lack of motivation. The paper highlights major theories and views of motivation. The research 
found that the psychological motivation for medical student learning is determined by internal and/or external factors. The results indicated 
that medical students are inherently motivated yet may experience events and situations that adversely affect their motivation. Whether 
intrinsically or extrinsically motivated, medical students must maintain and strengthen their motivation and medical educators and 
professionals should support them taking into consideration factors that can be manipulated, such as providing and encouraging autonomy, 
rewards, feedback, assessments, self-efficacy, in addition to adopting educational method, including problem-based learning curriculum. 

Index Terms— intrinsic motivation, extrinsic motivation; self-efficacy; theories and views of motivation 

——————————      —————————— 

1 INTRODUCTION                                                                     
he term motivation is often heard in conversation and 
academic prose. It is used by both the common people and 
educational psychologists. If the common people were 

asked to define motivation, many would give the technical 
definition; that is, it is a state of mind that causes one to act. In 
other words, “To be motivated means to be moved to do 
something” (Ryan & Deci (2000, p. 54). On the other hand, 
educational psychologists give a more specific definition of 
motivation as it is a complex construct that abounds with dif-
ferent connotations and concepts related to learning and edu-
cational development (Sobral, 2004). For example, Scholl 
(2007) defined motivation as “the ability to control the behav-
ioral effects of negative emotions (e.g., anger, fear, and anxie-
ty) and perform in a positive way even when emotional state 
is negative. Understanding educational motivation and behav-
ioral motivation is important, yet, it is more important to real-
ize what influences the construct of motivation. 

Several theoretical structures have been established to better 
understand the construct of motivation. Motivation theory was 
described as “a multiplicative function of the strength of the 
motive, the expectancy (subjective probability) that the act will 
have as a consequence the attainment of an incentive, and the 
value of the incentive” (Atkinson 1966, as cited in Perrot et al., 
2001, p. 194). Other researchers, including Beck, Dollard and 
Miller; Hull; and Veroff, came to an agreement with the work of 
Atkinson, indicating that “The study of motivation deals with 
the causes of goal oriented activity” (Dweck, 1986, as cited in 
Perrot et al., 2001, p. 194). 

From a psychologists’ point of view, motivation is the 
“‘whys’ of all human behavior” (Nieuwhof, ten Cate, Ooster-
veld, & Soethout, 2004, p.1) including the needs that drive and 
explain what people do. Maslow outlined a hierarchy of human 
needs; he proposed that motivation directs behavior, in order to 
meet basic needs, beginning with survival and safety needs, 
progressing through belonging and esteem needs, and ending 
with intellectual and aesthetic needs. Maslow reflects a human-
istic views of motivation (Huitt, 2011). 

There are other theories of motivation that address its con-

cepts and sources, starting before and after the humanistic theo-
ries of Maslow. For example, Freud proposed an important 
view about all human behaviors that were a result of internal, 
biological instincts of life and death (Huitt, 2011); a psychoana-
lytic view of motivation that was supported by many students 
of Freud.  Another meta-theory of work motivation developed 
by Leonard, Beauvais, and Scholl (1999) proposed five sources 
of motivation: 1) instrumental motivation (rewards and punish-
ers); 2) intrinsic process motivation (enjoyment, fun); 3) goal 
internalization (self-determined values and goals); 4) internal 
self-concept-based motivation (matching behavior with inter-
nally-developed ideal self); and 5) external self-concept-based 
motivation (matching behavior with externally-developed ideal 
self). Individuals are influenced by all five factors, even though 
in varying degrees that can change in specific situations. 

Another theory of motivation was proposed by deCharmes 
that examined different sources of motivation: intrinsic versus 
extrinsic (as cited in Ryan & Deci, 2000, p. 55). Based upon Self-
Determination Theory, Deci & Ryan (1985) defined the two 
types of motivation; intrinsic motivation is defined as “doing 
something because it is inherently interesting or enjoyable,” 
while extrinsic is defined as “doing something because it leads 
to a separable outcome” (as cited in Ryan & Deci, 2000, p. 55). 

Intrinsically motivated behaviors occur when students gen-
erate the motivation from within, taking pleasure in doing 
something just for the sake of doing it; these types of behaviors 
are said to represent “internal causality,” (Leonard et al., 1999, 
p. 970) whereas extrinsically motivated behaviors occur on the 
presence of external controls, such as incentives, and are said to 
represent “external causality” (Leonard et al., 1999, p. 970). In-
trinsic and extrinsic motivations are also distinguished in terms 
of mastery and performance. Many researchers, including Beck, 
Dollard and Miller; Hull; and Veroff, came to an agreement 
with the work of Atkinson and her equation: “Motivation = 
f(Motive×Expectancy×Incentive)” (Perrot et al., 2001, p. 194), 
indicating that “The study of motivation deals with the causes 
of goal oriented activity” (Dweck, 1986, as cited in Perrot et al., 
2001, p. 194). Mastery is referred as intrinsic learning oriented, 
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whereas performance is called extrinsic goals oriented. 
Huitt (2011) provided an overview of the different theories 

and sources of motivation in addition to the psychoanalytic and 
humanistic theories of motivation, adding the behavioral, cogni-
tive, and affective views. Behaviorism suggests that motivation 
results from effective reinforcers that provide incentives to in-
crease behavior or disincentives to decrease behavior (Huitt & 
Hummel, 1997, as cited in Huitt, 2011). Cognitive theories of 
motivation focus on learners’ beliefs, expectations, and needs to 
“develop meaning or understanding, solve a problem or make a 
decision, and eliminate threat or risk” (Huitt, 2011). One more 
significant theory is the affective view of motivation that “deals 
with the way in which individuals experience, process, and be-
have based on emotions” (Scholl, 2007). According to Scholl 
(2007), individuals experience emotional reactions to either pos-
itive, neutral, or negative situations. Positive situations increase 
emotional reactions, such as feelings of security, while negative 
situations lead to a negative affective state of feelings, such as 
anxiety. When an individual experiences unnoticeable feelings, 
it could be as a result of the neutral affective state (Scholl, 2007). 
Taking the various definitions, views, and sources of motivation 
into account, motivation is assumed to be a “multifaceted struc-
ture related to learning and academic achievement” (Yousefy, 
Ghassemi, & Firouznia, 2012, p. 1). Virtually all learners are mo-
tivated in one way or another toward achieving their personal 
or professional career. Here lies the importance of motivation; 
“a learned behavior will not occur unless it is energized” (Huitt, 
2011).  Like all learners in different fields of study, medical stu-
dents have different types of motives. These could be generated 
internally, such as interest in helping people, and/or from ex-
ternal factors, such as pressure from parents. This paper ex-
plores to what extent medical students are intrinsically or ex-
trinsically motivated. What are the causes of lack of motivation? 
What strategies that may be used by medical educators to 
strengthen students’ motivation?  

2 LITERATURE REVIEW 
Sobral (2004) studied the relationship of medical students’ 
motivation with learning features and motivational outcomes, 
seeking to describe whether medical students are intrinsically 
or extrinsically motivated. Using the Academic Motivation 
Scale (AMS), the author found that the students’ high levels of 
“autonomous motivation” score more than those of “con-
trolled motivation” (Sobral, 2004, p. 950). Her findings indicat-
ed that autonomous (intrinsic) motivation had more signifi-
cant correlation than controlled (extrinsic) meditation with 
motivation of “self-regulation and academic success in the 
contact of a demanding medical program” (Sobral, 2004, p. 
953). The findings of this study also showed that autonomous 
motivation is stronger than controlled motivation in terms of 
“meaning orientation, reflection in learning, academic 
achievement, and peer-tutoring experience” (Sobral, 2004, p. 
950). 
 Mann (1999) asserted that medical students’ intrinsic motiva-
tion may in turn benefit patients by providing them an auton-
omy-supportive style. Mann believed that medical students 
must be motivated and equipped with the skills, knowledge, 
values, and attitudes that will prepare for lifelong learning 

and providing care to their patients and communities. Alt-
hough intrinsic motivation is seen as more desirable than ex-
trinsic motivation that “comes from outside the learner and is 
not sustained internally” (Mann, 1999, p. 238), the two types of 
motivation complement each other and they often co-exist. 
Mann added that the opportunity for learners to practice a 
skill and then master it is an example of shifting from extrinsic 
to intrinsic motivation. Mann (1999) stressed that self-efficacy 
is a related concept that supports and encourages motivation.   
Brissette and Howes (2010) believe that the types of motiva-
tion are not dichotomous. There is a shift between the differ-
ent types of motivation based upon situations and contexts. 
The authors highlighted a common misconception held by 
adults and some medical curricula developers that medical 
students are internally motivated with no external influences, 
such as receiving rewards and incentives. Brissette and Howes 
(2010) believe that internal motivation is not necessarily 
stronger than external motivation. The authors found that in-
ternal motivation is not the “ultimate determination of all of 
our behavior” (p. 4). For example, one may not intrinsically 
motivated toward an action, yet he/she could be motivated as 
a result of external factors, such as rewards. Brissette and 
Howes (2010) concluded the fact that students may learn in 
different ways and have dissimilar patterns of motivation. 
Perrot, Deloney, Hastings, Savell, & Savidge (2001) tested the 
motivation of students in health professions and considered 
that motivation had three goal orientations: mastery, perfor-
mance and alienation. They found that a majority of students 
preferred mastery orientation and that mastery learners were 
more likely to prefer meta-cognitive learning strategies. The 
authors concluded that most students, regardless of their goal 
orientation, believed that they have “internal locus of control” 
(Perrot et al., 2001, p. 201). 
Misch (2002) conducted a study of adult education (called an-
dragogy) to examine the hypothesis of androgenic by 
Knowles. The hypothesis simply states that “adult learners are 
more motivated by internal than external factors” (Misch, 
2002, p.153). The study showed that the medical students’ in-
ternal and external motivations are “contextually-situated” 
(Misch, 2002, p. 159) and interrelate with one another in a 
complex way. The author suggested that the issue of motiva-
tion for medical students is relevant to medical educators’ de-
cision making regarding admission, curriculum, and assess-
ment. Exploring the true motivation for medical student learn-
ing is challenging and time-consuming; instead, medical edu-
cators should focus on enhancing and developing a curricu-
lum that “rewards a true love of learning and medical stu-
dents who are genuinely internally motivated to learn” 
(Misch, 2002, p. 160). 
Nieuwhof et al. (2004) believed that medical students are nat-
urally motivated to become physicians; it is a type of intrinsic 
motivation generated by the three needs of Maslow’s hierar-
chy of motivation, a need for esteem, a need for knowing and 
understanding, as well as a need for self-actualization. Nieu-
whof et al. (2004) believed that medical students vary in their 
strength of motivation to pursue medical training and found 
that there is a positive correlation between “motivation scores 
and the determination to apply for medical school” (Nieuwhof 
et al. (2004, p. 5). 
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Kusurkar, Ten Cate, Van Asperen, & Croiset (2011) tried to 
answer the question “how is motivation useful in predicting 
and understanding processes and outcomes in medical educa-
tion?” (p. 242). The authors gave other reasons why motiva-
tion of medical students could be different from general edu-
cation students; one reason is the practicality of a clinical work 
that is not typical existent in other general education fields. 
Because medical education is a restricted profession, Kusurkar 
et al. (2011) believed that medical students are considered 
more motivated than other students of general education since 
they have to go through a considerable effort to enter medical 
school. The authors concluded that motivation affects learning 
and study behavior, academic performance, choice of medi-
cine and specialty within medicine, and intention to continue 
medical study (Kusurkar et al., 2011, p. 242). Motivation is 
affected by age, gender, socioeconomic status, ethnicity, per-
sonality, year of medical curriculum, and teacher and peer 
support. Finally, Kusurkar et al. (2011) found that motivation 
was affected by autonomy, competence, and relatedness. 
Kusurkar (2012) investigated the factors influencing medical 
students’ motivation as well as the outcomes and application 
of their motivation. The results showed that intrinsic motiva-
tion is related to deep study strategy, high study effort, and 
good academic performance. Furthermore, motivation is in-
fluenced by age, gender, maturity, educational background. 
Kusurkar (2012) stressed the importance of consideration to 
motivation in medical students in terms of reforms in medical 
corpuscle because medical students are internally motivated 
yet intrinsic motivation can still be enhanced through teach-
ing-learning practices as Kusurkar (2012) found:  
Intrinsic motivation (learning, for the sake of learning) leads to 
better learning and performance as compared with extrinsic 
motivation learning for reward) and can be enhanced by 
providing students with autonomy in learning, feedback on 
their performance, and emotional support. (p. 157) 
Yousefy et al. (2012) examined the relationship between moti-
vation components and the academic achievement of medical 
students and found high total motivation scores reflected the 
students’ high motivation. This is to say, the study indicated a 
significant relationship between academic achievement and 
motivation; the authors attributed the correlation to the fact 
that “medical students’ success is closely tied to public 
health,” and thus they recommended that “more attention be 
paid to motivation components by the authorities” (Yousefy et 
al., 2012, p. 3). The authors concluded that students’ academic 
achieving requires coordination and interaction between dif-
ferent aspects of motivation, believing that motivation is af-
fected by four factors: situation (external stimuli), mood (in-
ternal state of mind and emotion), goal (behavioral tendency), 
and tool (for goal achievement) (Yousefy et al., 2012, p. 1). 

3 DISCUSSION 
If medical students are considered inherently motivated as 
adult learners for several reasons, do they lose motivation? 
Are there factors that demotivate medical students?  What 
might be the causes of the lack of motivation? Ryan & Deci 
(2000) pointed out that if someone “feels no impetus or inspi-
ration to act is thus characterized as unmotivated” while when 

a person feels “energized or activated toward an end is con-
sidered motivated” as unmotivated (p. 54).  
Again, there are many reasons why medical students are seen 
intrinsically motivated; one major issue is that for a student to 
enter a medical school, he/she must be psychologically and 
emotionally ready to experience some admission procedures, 
such exams and interviews; this makes a medical school dif-
ferent from general education fields. 
Sobral (2000) posed a question, “Does academic motivation 
remain consistent over time and across distinct situations of 
the medical undergraduate training?” (p. 956).  When medical 
students are already enrolled, they will go through other ex-
periences, such as a clinical work, which will affect their moti-
vation to learn. Because of many tasks that medical students 
are required to do, they may lose their intrinsic motivation. 
Therefore educators should motivate medical students 
through developing teaching strategies that “promote voli-
tional ‘versus passive and controlling’ forms of extrinsic moti-
vation” (Ryan & Deci, 2000, p. 55). 
Henning, Krägeloh, Hawken, Zhao, and Doherty (2010) inves-
tigated the issues that impact medical students’ quality of life 
and their motivation to learn and found that medical school 
students experienced sleep problems and anxiety that “re-
duced concentration and learning efficiency” (p. 249). The re-
sults of Henning et al. (2010) are similar to earlier studies 
which found resident doctors in the United States experienced 
sleep loss and fatigue that, in turn, negatively affected their 
quality of life personally and professionally (p. 246). The quali-
ty of life themes included physical, psychological, social rela-
tions, and environmental issues that may cause the lack of 
motivation. 
This raises the importance of intervention to ensure that medi-
cal students have a sense of being motivated to keep learning 
and completing their study successfully. Mann (1999) stressed 
that medical education depends on students’ motivation to 
become doctors who should be motivated leaners to accept 
personal responsibility for lifelong learning. Mann (1999) 
pointed out that it is a challenge for medical educators to de-
tect leaners who appear unmotivated.  Many researchers in-
troduced different strategies that can be used to strengthen 
medical students’ motivation and thus achieve their goals. 
Below are some common factors that can used to positively 
influence medical students’ motivation. 

4 CONSIDERING A PROBLEM-BASED LEARNING 
CURRICULUM 

Brissette and Howes (2010) stated that “modern medical edu-
cation curricula are based on the premise that students have 
an inherent desire to become physicians and are motivated by 
internal rather than external factors” ( p. 2). It is crucial to pro-
vide leaners with opportunities to reflect on what they learn; 
this is a way that educators can determine the learners’ expe-
rience, actions, and perceptions (Mann, 1999, p. 239).  Kusur-
kar et al. (2011) found that some educational methods, includ-
ing practice-based learning, experiential learning, cooperative 
learning, and problem-based learning (PBL) curriculum have 
desired impacts in motivation; such teaching/learning meth-
ods motivate students to “learn for learning’s sake” (p. 248). 
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This is due to the autonomy support that promotes intrinsic 
motivation. Kusurkar et al. (2011) and Mann (1999) stressed 
that a PBL curriculum is unlike traditional curriculum; the 
latter motivates students to learn for the sake of receiving high 
grades (extrinsic motivation), whereas former provides “high-
er autonomy to students in their learning” (Kusurkar et al., 
2011, p. 248).  

5 ENCOURAGING SELF-EFFICACY 
When students are provided with opportunities to practice 
what they learn, they gradually build confidence that can 
strengthen motivation (Mann, 1999, p. 239). This helps stu-
dents be intrinsically motivated as they challenge themselves 
to perform different tasks. Also, intrinsic motivation was 
found in a positive correlation with perceived self-efficacy 
(Kusurkar et al., 2011, p. 248). Self-efficacious students can 
recover quickly from setbacks and thus can meet their objec-
tives. Educators can improve students’ self-efficacy through 
providing feedback as it “helps refine self-assessment and mo-
tivates further learning” (Mann, 1999, p. 239). Educators can 
also encourage self-efficacy through peer support as it “will 
likely engender more positive relationships, psychological 
wellness, and social support, and develop more positive as-
pects of social interdependence (Johnson et al., 2007, as cited 
in Henning et al., 2010, p.251).  

6 MAKING LEARNING REWARDING 
Learning should be fun and exciting. Even though medical 

students are naturally motivated, they need supportive envi-
ronment where their input is valued (Mann, 1999, p. 239) and 
where they are themselves encouraged and prepared for life-
long learning. Medical students exert efforts throughout their 
study and are worth appreciation and recognition. Recognizing 
their hard work will help them maintain their intrinsic motiva-
tion. The importance of having an honor system is to motivate 
and not demotivate students (Kusurkar et al., 2011, p. 249). On 
the other hand, educators should be careful when using an 
honor system as it could have adverse effects on some students. 
Educators should not introduce a task while providing external 
incentives as incentives may not enhance medical students’ in-
trinsic motivation to learn. In other words, a reward must be 
used as a means to an end rather than an end in itself.   

7 MATCHING ASSESSMENT WITH GOALS 

When assessing leaners’ performance, it is important that 
educators consider all goals as assessment “drives what students 
are motivated to learn” (Mann, 1999, p. 239).  In addition, the 
assessment system should be related to “effects on deep motive 
and deep strategy for learning and professional identity” 
(Wilkinson et al., 2007, as cited in Kusurkar et al., 2011, p. 248).   

8 CONCLUSION 

Motivation and learning are innately related. It may be im-
portant to examine what type of motivation medical students 
have or influenced by; whether it is intrinsic or extrinsic moti-
vation, there are several factors that affect medical students. 
Some of these factors cannot be used to strengthen students’ 
motivations, such as age, gender, ethnicity, socioeconomic 
status, and personality. Educators must be aware of the other 
factors that can be manipulated to keep and increase the moti-
vation of their students, including using some effective teach-
ing and learning methods, providing  feedback on perfor-
mance, enhancing self-efficacy, and offering autonomy sup-
port. Brissette and Howes (2010) suggested that: 

 Components of the learning environment like communication 
style, curriculum, and assessment methods not only effect 
how much effort students put forward, but the longer term 
nature of how they are motivated in their careers. If we con-
tinue to create medical school curriculum and assessment 
tools without improving our understanding of the nature of 
motivation we have the potential to cause significant detri-
ment to our students. At best, we may be missing an oppor-
tunity to significantly enrich their lives. (p. 4).  

Taking these strategies into account, medical educators can 
help students maintain motivation to learn as physicians. Sev-
eral studies found evidence in favor of the correlation between 
motivation and academic performance, including Yousefy et 
al. (2014) that concluded “Motivational factors affect academic 
achievement significantly and since medical students’ success 
is closely tied to public health, it is suggested that more atten-
tion be paid to motivation components by the authorities” (p. 
3). To help medical student to continue be “active, independ-
ent, self-directed” learners,” educators must work on motivat-
ing their students (Robbins, 1996, as cited in Perrot et al., 2001, 
p. 193). 
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