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Why do some people devote themselves to learning a new language, training for a marathon, or
perfecting a new skill just for fun? They have something known as intrinsic motivation, an internal
drive to engage in a behavior because they simply enjoy it, not because they want a reward or a
specific outcome.

Intrinsic motivation happens when we act without being forced to by obvious external rewards. In
other words, the activity itself is its own reward. Intrinsic motivation can be contrasted with extrinsic
motivation, which involves engaging in a behavior to earn external rewards or avoid punishment.

_The three main elements of intrinsic motivation are autonomy, purpose, and mastery. People are
intrinsically motivated when they can act independently, feel that their efforts matter, and gain
satisfaction from becoming more skilled.

Consider for a moment your motivation for reading this article. If you are reading it because you have
an interest in psychology and simply want to know more about the topic of motivation, then you are
acting based upon intrinsic motivation. If you are reading this article because you have to learn the
information for a class and want to avoid getting a bad grade, then you are acting based on extrinsic

motivation.

When was the last time you did something simply for the enjoyment of the activity itself? You can
probably think of many activities that fall into this category. For instance, you might plant a garden,
paint a picture, play a game, write a story, take a walk, or read a book. Some of these activities might
be productive or result in some reward, but that's not really your goal. Instead, you do them because
you like to. They make you happy.

When you engage in an activity for the pure enjoyment of it, you are doing so because you are
intrinsically motivated. Your motivations for engaging in the behavior arise entirely from within
rather than out of a desire to gain some external reward, such as prizes, money, or acclaim.

Of course, that isn't to say that intrinsically motivated behaviors do not come with their own rewards.

These rewards often involve creating positive emotions within the individual. Activities can generate

such feelings when they give you a sense of meaning, like participating in volunteer or church events.
They may also give you a sense of progress when you see that your work is accomplishing something
positive, or competence when you learn something new or become more skilled at a task.
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Sometimes, extrinsic rewards can have a harmful effect on our existing internal drive to engage in a
behavior. Researchers have discovered that offering external rewards or reinforcements for an already
internally rewarding activity can actually make the activity *less* intrinsically rewarding. This
phenomenon is known as the overjustification effect.

Intrinsic motivation is an important topic in education. Teachers and instructional designers strive to
develop intrinsically rewarding learning environments. Unfortunately, many traditional teaching
methods suggest that most students find learning boring, so they must be extrinsically pushed into
taking part in some educational activities.

Some researchers suggest that this does not need to be the case. They identify several different ways
to create intrinsically rewarding learning environments. An activity is intrinsically motivating if
people do it for the sake of the activity and not to get a reward or avoid a punishment. The words fun,
interesting, captivating, enjoyable, and intrinsically motivating are used interchangeably to describe

such activities.

Examples of intrinsic motivation in daily life are everywhere. If you participate in a sport because you
enjoy it rather than to win awards or competitions, you're responding to intrinsic motivation. Another
example is that you try to do your best at work because your tasks and mission provide fulfillment and
satisfaction, regardless of extrinsic factors such as pay and benefits.

Perhaps you maintain a beautiful garden because you enjoy planting it and watching it grow, not
because the neighbors would complain if your yard were messy. Or, maybe you dress stylishly to
express yourself and your interest in fashion, rather than to attract attention. Whenever you do
sométhing "just for you," you're responding to intrinsic motivation.

H i : Kendra Cherry, “Intrinsic Motivation: How Internal Rewards Drive Behavior,” Verywell Mind, July 8, 2025.

https://www.verywellmind.com/what-is-intrinsic-motivation-2795385
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