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Abstract: This qualitative study delves into the multifaceted nature of motivation among college 
students and its implications within and beyond academia. Utilizing semi-structured interviews, 
four participants engaged in discussions about their experiences with motivation. Thematic 
analysis revealed several key themes: a shared perspective on momentum, future goals as present 
motivation, broader life purpose, the impact of basic needs and mental fatigue, and the interplay 
between internal (intrinsic) and external (extrinsic) influences on motivation. Participants' 
narratives supported the significance of aligning personal values with academic pursuits and 
maintaining physical and mental well-being to sustain motivation. These findings emphasize the 
dynamic nature of motivation and its essential role in shaping the college experience. Additionally, 
the study acknowledges the limitations of qualitative research and suggests avenues for future 
explorations considering individual perspectives in addressing motivational challenges faced by 
college students. 
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INTRODUCTION 
The landscape of higher education, and each student who pursues it, has been subjected to 

a recent barrage of changes including a declining number of high school graduates, the COVID-
19 pandemic, and an unstable economy alongside a lack of funding (Chan & Lewis, 2021). Without 
motivation, there is yet another added difficulty in remaining diligent in the face of inevitable 
adversity (Ryan & Deci, 2000). A conspicuous gap exists in recent literature regarding qualitative 
research that meticulously examines the motivation of present-day college students and its impact 
on their overall academic journey. This study utilized thematic analysis of qualitative research to 
gain deeper insight into the motivations of college students and examine any underlying themes 
that emerge throughout the research (Kiger & Varpio, 2020; Lochmiller, 2021).  

LITERATURE REVIEW 

INTRINSIC AND EXTRINSIC MOTIVATION 
Intrinsic motivation consists of students' engagement in academic pursuits driven by the 

innate satisfaction they derive from the learning process itself (Karlen et al., 2019; Ryan & Deci, 
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2020; Tasgin & Coskun, 2018). This leads to a deeper and more persevering commitment to their 
academic goals fueled by the fulfillment of achievement and, arguably more importantly, the path 
to said achievement. In contrast, extrinsic motivation is sustained by external factors, such as 
tangible rewards, outside pressures, and/or demands placed upon students (Karlen et al., 2019; 
Ryan & Deci, 2020; Tasgin & Coskun, 2018). 

 
ACHIEVEMENT, MOTIVATION, AND ENGAGEMENT IN HIGHER EDUCATION 

Learning is comprised of integrated components such as achievement, motivation, and 
engagement with each being vital for the others to thrive (Ito & Umemoto, 2022; Janke, 2020; 
Karlen et al., 2019; Wu, 2019). Without motivation, students lose the crucial connection to 
engagement. Wu's (2019) extensive research on general academic motivation supports the idea 
that sustained motivation predicts satisfaction with studies and vitality further proving the enduring 
significance of motivation. Zhoc et al. (2019) extend a different perspective by identifying 
behavioral engagement as the primary positive correlate with performance while acknowledging 
intrinsic motivation's critical impact on emotional engagement. These findings reveal the diverse 
forms of engagement and its various dimensions. Furthermore, Karlen et al. (2019) reinforce the 
positive association between academic motivation and students' approach to tasks, time 
investment, and energy expenditure, all of which are linked to overall achievement. 
 
EXPLORING QUALITATIVE FINDINGS 

Here, deliberate analysis was conducted on studies that either fully employed qualitative 
methods or integrated qualitative elements to some extent. Multiple studies chose Self-
Determination Theory to categorize and identify distinct types of motivation among participants 
(Graciani Hidajat et al., 2020; Ryan & Deci, 2020; Saeed & Zyngier, 2012; Schmidt, 2014). 
Researchers were able to differentiate between motivations driven by internal satisfaction and 
those influenced by external rewards or pressures outlining the underlying drivers of individuals' 
behavior and engagement in academic contexts. Social support was also a prevailing theme that 
surfaced through interviews with students at various stages of their academic journey (Graciani 
Hidajat et al., 2020; Schmidt, 2014; van Etten et al., 1998; Zumbrunn et al., 2014). Particularly 
noteworthy was the significance attributed to family support which remained constant throughout 
the studies. Additionally, the support of educators, referred to interchangeably as teachers, 
lecturers, or professors depending on the study, was vital in maintaining engagement and a sense 
of belongingness (Graciani Hidajat et al., 2020; van Etten et al., 1998; Zumbrunn et al., 2014). 
 

METHODS 
PARTICIPANTS 

Four students were recruited and were subsequently assigned pseudonyms to protect their 
identities. Mary, a twenty-two-year-old female, is studying Psychology. Lisa, twenty-one and 
female, is pursuing a degree in Nursing. Percy, a twenty-year-old male, is majoring in Psychology. 
Lastly, Sam, a twenty-two-year-old who identifies as non-binary, is a Psychology major as well. 
 
DATA COLLECTION 

The semi-structured interviews averaged around 15 minutes, and the following questions 
were utilized to create an outline through which participants could describe their experiences and 
related insights regarding the subject of motivation: How would you define motivation? What 
factors motivate you? Do you see differences in what motivates you in school compared to other 
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areas of life? Can you compare times when you felt highly motivated versus when your motivation 
was lower? Lastly, participants were asked if they could provide 1-2 photos of what motivates 
them. The questions were employed to guide participants, and the semi-structured format was 
deliberately chosen to encourage students to freely express their experiences regarding motivation 
(Magaldi & Berler, 2020). 
 
DATA ANALYSIS 

Thematic analysis was applied to identify and interpret recurring themes within the 
participants' conversations (Lochmiller, 2021). This approach allowed for a primarily inductive 
exploration during the data analysis as the data was examined without an attempt to fit it into a 
preexisting coding frame or any analytic preconceptions (Nowell et al., 2017). Since the initial 
formation of questions was built upon the tenets of Self-Determination Theory, noting the added 
component of deductive reasoning is necessary (Ryan & Deci, 2020). The thematic analysis 
included six steps outlined in the guide provided by Kiger and Varpio (2020). The first step, 
becoming familiar with the data, was achieved by thoroughly reviewing the transcripts several 
times before generating initial codes during the second step. Next, the search for potential themes 
began by comparing accounts to find cross-connections of broader significance. The fourth step 
involved reviewing themes before then defining and naming them in step five. In the last step, a 
final analysis was written to describe the findings while demonstrating clear and logical 
interpretations. 

RESULTS 
The first theme, a shared perspective on momentum, brought up the notion of motivation 

as a dynamic, progressive force that moves the students forward (e.g., “Keep you going forward”, 
“Makes you want to move forward”). The next theme detailed the use of future goals as present 
motivation. Participants described how goals set for as soon as the next week or as far as years 
down the road were used as sources of motivation for their present actions (e.g., “If you can make 
it through this week, you're going on spring break”). This emphasized the importance of being able 
to identify future desires to transform into current drive. Additionally, the participants' discussions 
surrounding a broader life purpose demonstrated the integration of personal values with their 
academic pursuits (e.g., “The overall premise of the reason is pretty much the same. To do good”). 
This indicates how aligning daily, mundane actions with deeper principles can enhance motivation. 
The third theme, the upkeep of basic needs and the impact of mental fatigue, appeared as 
participants described the factors that contribute to bouts of low motivation. Maintaining physical 
and mental well-being through adequate sleep, proper nutrition, and mental self-care is crucial in 
combating or even preventing periods of diminished motivation (e.g., “Some days I just feel more 
tired than most”, “ If I get enough sleep, if I eat food”). Finally, the examination of more specific 
influences formed a picture made up of both intrinsic and extrinsic sources of motivation. None of 
the participants were driven solely by one factor but instead an elaborate and highly personal blend 
of both (e.g., “I just really love learning”, “Because I'm a first gen, so it's that, being that college 
pressure…I have to do this”). 

In reviewing said themes, a cycle began to develop. At the foundation, internal and external 
influences first begin to shape what the student perceives to be motivation. This perception then 
translates into behavior, which, for the students in this study, results in momentum—forward 
movement toward their goals. To sustain this momentum, students set future goals that push them 
forward when their energy begins to wane. Maintaining basic needs and alleviating mental fatigue 
were described as essential to the motivational process. At the end of the cycle when motivation 
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may be at its lowest, finding a broader purpose allowed the students to remind themselves of the 
bigger picture beyond temporary lows. Intrinsic and extrinsic factors come back into play, and the 
student begins the cycle once again. Instead of a linear progression, it resembles an ever-evolving 
cycle that relies on the individual characteristics of each student. 

 
DISCUSSION 

The implications of this study are manifold and extend within and beyond academia. 
Motivated students not only produce an engaged classroom environment for themselves but also 
play a direct role in impacting the teacher’s experience as well (Shen et al., 2015). Furthermore, 
heightened motivation among students can heavily sway the trajectory of their college experience. 
It can influence their level of engagement, the extent of networking opportunities they seize, and 
the depth of connections they form. Motivation serves as a determining, though not final, factor in 
whether students merely obtain a degree or fully leverage their college experience to the fullest 
extent.  

CONCLUSIONS 
These findings demonstrate how individuals respond to various motivational stimuli. This 

exemplifies how individual variances often serve as the defining factor in whether a stimulus 
evokes motivation or, conversely, deters it. An individual's identification of short- and long-term 
goals significantly shapes their motivation, and those who prioritize short-term objectives may 
exhibit distinct motivational patterns compared to individuals focused on long-term aspirations. 
The researchers bear the responsibility of using the flexibility of the thematic analysis to help the 
overall study as opposed to hindering the process as participants alter their perception of internal 
and external sources of motivation based on the framing of the question (Kiger & Varpio, 2020). 
By revealing these inner processes, the study not only contributes to theoretical advancements in 
the understanding of motivation but also holds practical implications for tailoring motivational 
interventions to individual needs and goal orientations. 

 
LIMITATIONS AND FURTHER STUDIES 

The study was limited by its lack of diversity in majors, age, and gender. To address this, future 
researchers can focus more closely on individual differences such as socioeconomic status and 
cultural background, which can lead to unique obstacles to motivation. Moreover, longitudinal 
studies conducted at varying time increments can produce an enhanced look at how the cycle of 
motivation tends to fluctuate daily, weekly, and throughout the years. Ultimately, motivation alone 
may not guarantee success, but it undoubtedly has a part in taking the right steps towards it. 
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