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Abstract 

 

Ryan and Deci advanced motivation research by shifting the focus from Maslow’s hierarchy 

of basic need fulfillment to examining types of motivation: intrinsic and extrinsic. While a 

helpful distinction, this two-dimension typology of motivation was never empirically 

derived. It also is primarily interested in where the motivation comes from—the source—not 

in what the motivation is, such as to protect, to support, to persevere, and so forth. The goal 

of this paper is to take initial steps to identify types of motivation at this more granular level. 

Types of specific motivation may be able to help us evaluate, which intentions lead to well-

being, beyond goal attainment. To accomplish this, I review relevant literature, including 

Maslow’s Hierarchy of Motivation, Ryan & Deci’s Theories of Intrinsic and Extrinsic 

Motivation, and other content-based theories and studies of motivation. I then conduct two 

exploratory empirically-based exercises. The first exercise will analyze the 1000 most used 

infinitives in American English based on the Corpus of Contemporary American English 

(COCA). The second exercise uses the 28 groupings that emerged from that COCA analysis 

to code the intentions in 27 personal stories. As a result, I identify a list of 28 intentions that 

represented the vast majority of motivations identified in these exploratory exercises. 

Recommended next step includes writing items to measure each of these intentions and 

subjecting them to an exploratory factor analysis so that a typology of motivation might be 

empirically derived. 
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Introduction 

For millennia, scholars have asked why do people do what they do. As a result, the study 

of motivation has been extensively explored in psychology (Kanfer, Frese, & Johnson, 2017; 

Cerasoli, Nicklin, & Ford, 2014; Wagner & Szamoskozi, 2012). Motivation is not necessarily 

observable through behavior. The same behavior demonstrated by two different individuals can 

have very different intentions. For example, consider two families interested in purchasing larger 

homes. In the discussion of one family, their primary intention might be to create more space for 

their two adopted children while the other is discontent with having the smallest house in the 

neighborhood and what the neighbors might think. As Zukav noted, although the action of 

buying bigger homes may look the same to an observer, the intentions of both families are not 

the same (2014). 

The distinction between varying motivations has also been explored. Depending on 

different factors, a multitude of motives often influence behavior. There has been excellent 

research done in the motivation space looking at types of motivation, from a hierarchy of basic 

needs based on prepotency (Maslow,1943; Alderfer, 1969; Wahba & Bridwell, 1976), to the 

variety of theories based on intrinsic motivation (Ryan & Deci, 2000; Gagne & Deci, 2005; 

Grant, 2008, Liu, Chen, & Yao, 2011; Deci, Connell, & Ryan, 1989), to trait-based theories of 

motivation (Barrick & Mount, 1991; Chang, Ferris, Johnson, Rosen, & Tan, 2012).  

The study of intention can advance the field of psychology by looking at intentions in 

different contexts. The development of specific measures of intention can capture past intentions 

for further evaluation as well as potential future intentions to contribute to the goal-striving 
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literature. The nature of prospective and retrospective intentions may be conceptually different 

and would be worth the further exploration in this field.  

We have a clearly formulated understanding of types of motivation (Ryan & Deci, 2000) 

and types of values (Maslow, 1943) but what seems to be missing is a systematic understanding 

of types of intentions (motives). This level of granularity can help to define specific types of 

motives across a range of various contexts. Considering the complexity of what drives behavior 

and the decision-making process, it can be difficult to identify which intentions are productive, 

helpful, or conducive to wellbeing. By developing the granularity of this typology of motivation 

and integrating it into existing theories, we can continue to advance our understanding of the 

question why do people do what they do. This paper has two parts. The first part explores the 

relevant literature in motivation. The second part of the paper will discuss two exploratory 

exercises of intentions that lead to hypotheses for future study.   

Literature Review  

This literature review will examine theories of motivation and other relevant empirical 

findings, including an in-depth overview of intrinsic and extrinsic motivation, conflicting 

motivations, and the concept of Eudaimonia.  I do not cover the development of motivation over 

the lifespan, how to change or manipulate motivation, context-specific based theories of 

motivation, or process-based theories of motivation.  

Content-Based Theories of Motivation 

Need Fulfillment  

In 1943 Abraham Maslow drafted what would serve a seminal theory in the direction of 

Human Motivation research and understanding. In this paper, he addressed new understandings 
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he had about previously postulated ideas and presented what has famously coined as the human’s 

hierarchy of needs (Maslow, 1943). He presented the theory that there is a prepotency of needs, 

by which, higher needs cannot be satisfied until basic needs have been met. The hierarchy he 

proposed, beginning at the most basic needs, was: physiological needs, safety needs, love needs, 

esteem needs, and the need for self-actualization (Maslow, 1943). Keeping in this theory, he 

presented the rule that until each basic need had been adequately met, a higher order need, such 

as self-actualization could neither be focused on by the individual or pursued (Maslow, 1943). In 

order to further understand his observations, he noted that the hierarchy may not be as fixed as 

originally conceived, since there were many individuals who proved to be exceptions to the strict 

hierarchical nature that Maslow initially presented.  

 This theory of what drives behavior, along with its own internal critiques and questions, 

presents many considerations in the current study of motivation. When evaluating goal pursuit, 

Maslow (1943) even postulated that basic physiological needs such as hunger and sex drives 

were not an adequate center for motivation theory. This somatic function, upon further 

examination, proved to not be as common as initially presumed (Kanfer et al., 2017). The 

centering point of any theory of motivation should be based on ultimate goals rather than basic 

needs (Maslow, 1943). Motives or intentions point to ultimate goals as the most direct 

motivation for behavior. Poignant examples, such as martyrs and activists proved to be the most 

stand-out exceptions in Maslow’s (1943) research since their pursuit of a value or belief allowed 

them to transcend this hierarchy altogether. While there is some empirical support for a hierarchy 

of needs, there is little support for the process that Maslow (1943) describes, where higher needs 

cannot be pursued until lower needs are fulfilled (Kanfer et al., 2017). These theories also do not 
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predict certain behaviors and don’t account for many individual differences. (Kanfer et al., 

2017).  

Trait-Based Motives  

 In the 1970’s, McClellan began emphasizing the role that achievement motives play in 

behavior (McClellan, 1975). His work examined motives such as power, affiliation and 

achievement. For example, his 1985 study with Boyatzis found that 237 managers with a high to 

moderate need for power, low need for affiliation, and high activity inhibition were significantly 

correlated with managerial success and influence (r = .20, p < .05) when compared to those who 

did not have this personality pattern (McClellan & Boyatzis, 1982). From this work the authors 

did not suggest that these components were the most essential to managerial success but wanted 

to begin to delineate these factors as an important characteristic. 

 Other characteristics of personality have also been found to mediate job performance. A 

study of 164 sales representatives looked at communion intentions, accomplishment intentions, 

and status intentions and the correlation with agreeableness, conscientiousness, and extraversion 

from a 5-factor model of personality (Barrick, Stewart, & Piotrowski, 2002). Their results 

indicated that motivational orientation had a mediating effect on Extraversion, 

Conscientiousness, and Performance. While evaluating this utility can be helpful and, in some 

cases, useful, it is important to understand how motivation can affect individuals when it is 

untethered to specific performance outcomes and can be applicable in a broader range of 

scenarios. 
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Intrinsic and Extrinsic Motivation 

Ryan and Deci (2000) defined motivation as being propelled to do an action. Someone 

who did not have this impetus to act would have, what they rereferred to as, amotivation (Ryan 

& Deci, 2000). Prior to this theory, motivation was conceptualized and discussed as a unitary 

occurrence. The variation between individuals was the amount of motivation one could have. 

Ryan and Deci argued that it is not only the amount of motivation one has that matters but also 

the type of motivation that impacts behaviors and goals (Ryan & Deci, 2000).  This theory was a 

shift to begin to understand the orientation of motivation, or the why of action. While the amount 

of motivation can remain the same between activities, the nature and focus of the motivation can 

affect outcomes (Ryan & Deci, 2000). 

Within Ryan and Deci’s (2002) Self-Determination Theory, intrinsic motivation is 

performing an action because the activity is inherently interesting or enjoyable while extrinsic 

motivation is doing something because it leads to a separable outcome (Ryan & Deci, 2002). 

This classic distinction of motivation inspired much research that supported the potency of 

intrinsic motivation (Ryan & Deci, 2000). Although this is the case, every activity cannot be 

intrinsically motivated (Ryan & Deci, 2000; Ryan & Deci, 2002). As such, understanding other 

types of motivation is essential to unpacking human behaviors.  

In fact, Ryan & Deci (2002) presented updates to their initial theory that although 

intrinsic motivation and its potency cannot be dismissed, most behavior is done for a separable 

outcome. They present a taxonomy of human motivation that organizes motivation according to 

a continuum of autonomy, see Figure 1. 
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Figure 1 (Ryan & Deci, 2000) 

This organization of motivation based on agency emphasizes the nature of separable 

outcomes as opposed to the outcomes themselves. This organization, while helpful, was not 

empirically derived. As a result, there may be other categories not included that could be worth 

considering.  While the need for independence and autonomy may be an important consideration 

that drives behavior (Ryan & Deci, 2002), there could also be more meaningful ways to organize 

motivation that helps us understand outcomes in more goal-like terms.  

Harackiewicz & Elliot (1993) explored the impact of achievement goals on intrinsic 

motivation in two studies. In the first study, participants received a goal (performance, mastery, 

or neutral) for a pinball game. They controlled for performance so that participants could 

experience similar levels of mastery. They then measured intrinsic motivation by a free choice 

period after the game. If participants chose to continue pinball (instead of playing other games) 

during the free choice time frame, that behavior (measured in seconds) was indication of intrinsic 
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motivation. In this study, the type of goal assigned to subjects did not have a significant impact 

on performance but subjects who were assigned goals did have more task-related thoughts (M = 

5.42) during the activity than the neutral group (M = 4.72). The correlations between time and 

enjoyment did not differ between groups (Harackiewicz & Elliot, 1993). This result supported 

their hypothesis that achievement goals did not negatively affect intrinsic motivation, the effects 

were moderated by differences in achievement orientation. In second study, they attempted to 

replicate their findings with another group with the manipulation of the intervals of goal-

attainment feedback. They also directly asked questions of intrinsic motivation. They found 

similar results for performance (Harackiewicz & Elliot, 1993). When they conducted a meta-

analysis of both studies, Achievement and Goal type was significant (Z = 3.05, p < .01) as well 

as patterns of enjoyment (Z = 2.00, p < .05) (Harackiewicz & Elliot, 1993). These studies 

provided evidence that achievement goals seem to support intrinsic motivation.  

In a longitudinal study of elementary school children, Lemos and Verissimo (2014) found 

that intrinsic and extrinsic motivation were not opposites on a single dimension of motivation but 

were rather two different and independent types of motivation. Their study focused on the role of 

intrinsic and extrinsic motivation in the school context because of its relation to learning and 

scholastic success. They surveyed two separate groups of students. The first group was 200 

students split evenly as third, fourth, fifth, and sixth graders. The second group that was followed 

longitudinally consisted of 200 third grade students that were equally divided by gender. They 

adapted the scale of Intrinsic versus Extrinsic Orientation in the Classroom so that for students to 

choose the extent to which intrinsic and extrinsic motivation contributed independently to their 

behavior instead of a forced choice between extrinsic and intrinsic motivation (Lemos & 
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Verissimo, 2014). Teacher’s ratings of student’s performance served as the achievement 

measure.  

Their results from principal component analysis confirmed their hypothesis that intrinsic 

and extrinsic motivation were independent variables that aligned with the previous understanding 

of the constructs (Lemos & Verissimo, 2014). Items that equated motivation to interest and 

enjoyment loaded under intrinsic motivation and items that depended on the teacher and 

preference for easy work loaded under extrinsic motivation. Intrinsic and extrinsic motivation are 

only correlated slightly and the strength and relationship of this correlation was different based 

on grade level, in grade 3 there was a modest positive correlation (r = .26, p < .001), no 

correlations in grade 4 and 5, and a modest negative correlation (r = -.20, p < .001) in grade 6. 

There was a significant positive correlation between achievement and intrinsic motivation at all 

grade levels. There was a significant, negative correlation between extrinsic motivation and 

achievement at grade 4. From this study both intrinsic and extrinsic motivations seem to have 

different implications for different behaviors. For tasks that are particularly difficult, extrinsic 

motivation can prove to be very useful. 

Grant (2008) looked to integrate theories of intrinsic motivation and prosocial motivation. 

Prosocial motive is to be moved on behalf of someone else or to help other people (Batson, 

1987).  In a study of 58 firemen, Grant (2008) measured prosocial and intrinsic motivation using 

a self-report scale. He measured persistence as the outcome measure two months later using 

overtime data. In his analysis, he found that prosocial motivation, and intrinsic motivation, were 

positively correlated (r = .41, p = .001). He found that prosocial motives did not predict overtime 
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(p = .89) but that intrinsic motives (p = .04) and the interaction of the two motives did (p = .02) 

(Grant, 2008). 

Grant (2008) also looked at the interaction effects of these motives, job satisfaction, 

performance, and productivity for 140 fundraisers who work by phone. He first did a factor 

analysis to confirm that prosocial motivation and intrinsic motivation were indeed distinct 

categories. In this study, he found that neither prosocial motives or intrinsic motives alone were 

predictors of performance or productivity but the interaction of the two motives did predict 

increased outcomes with 11 more calls made and $200 more raised on average. The findings of 

these two studies support that interaction between multiple prosocial and intrinsic motives were 

predictive of both performance and productivity (Grant, 2008).  

Autonomy is another widely studied contributor to intrinsic motivation (Ryan & Deci, 

2002). Since a desire to support one’s family is a substantive reason for work, this study looked 

at the role of family motivation when autonomy within a job and intrinsic motivation may be low 

(Menges, Tussing, Wihler, & Grant, 2017). Family motivation in this study is defined as a 

specific type of prosocial motivation fueled by a desire to support one’s family. The study looked 

at employees of a Mexican company that processes coupons. The study surveyed 151 employees 

and asked them to keep a diary of motivation for two weeks following the initial survey. The 

sample was almost completely comprised of women, representative of the company’s 

demographics. They measured intrinsic motivation and family motivation using a scale that was 

context specific for work. They used a two-item scale to measure daily energy and stress and job 

performance was assessed through an objective measure (Menges et al., 2017). Using a factor 

analysis, they found that intrinsic motivation, external motivation, and family motivation were 
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three distinct constructs. Job performance was strongly associated with motivation (r = .13, p < 

.01). 

The first hypothesis of the study was that family motivation is positively correlated with 

performance outcomes. This was supported by their findings (r = .13, p < .01). The second and 

third hypotheses were that intrinsic motivation moderates the relationship between family 

motivation and performance. When intrinsic motivation is high, family motivation will be less 

positively associated with performance. When intrinsic motivation is low, family association will 

be more positively associated with energy. The second hypothesis was supported (b = -.39, p < 

.01). The findings for third hypothesis showed when intrinsic motivation was low, family 

motivation was positively correlated with energy (b = .19, p = .05). The authors also predicted 

that family motivation would be likely to decrease stress. They found the opposite to be true ( = 

.33, p < .01). Overall, prosocial family motivation seems to help bolster motivation to complete 

uninteresting work (Menges et al., 2017). The range of studies explored here provide evidence 

that both intrinsic and extrinsic motivation, as well as their interaction, can influence outcomes. 

By exploring how multiple motives work together, we can begin to understand the complexity of 

motivation. 

Conflicting Motivations 

Intrinsic motivation is fueled by enjoyment and interest, this distinction does not include 

other internal motives that may not be driven by those two variables. In order to evaluate 

multiple motives in West Point cadets, Wrzesniewski and colleagues (2014) shifted this 

distinction to internal instead of intrinsic and instrumental instead of extrinsic. Within internal 

motives, Ryan and Deci (2000) made a distinction between short and long-term motives, that is 
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longer than a few minutes (Wrzensniewski et al., 2014). In Wrzensniewski and colleagues’ 

research, they tested how internal and instrumental motives amplify or diminish behaviors over 

time. In their study of 11,320 West Point Cadets over a span of 10 years, they measured a variety 

of outcomes, such as promotions, extensions of service, and officer commissions. They 

examined the impact of holding multiple motives, both internal and instrumental, on these 

outcomes. They hypothesized that holding strong internal motives would correlate with bother 

perseverance and heightened performance but when the internal motives occur alongside 

instrumental motives, both persistence and performance will suffer (Wrzensniewski et al., 2014). 

Officers completed surveys that assessed their motives and reasons for joining West Point. An 

example of an internal motive that was assessed was I joined West Point because I desire to have 

sound leadership. An example of an instrumental motive tested was I joined West Point because 

of the prospect of obtaining a good job (Wrzensniewski et al., 2014). In their analysis of this 

archival data, they found that officers were more likely to leave after their completion of the 

mandated 5-year service except when their internal motives were the strongest (p = 0.01) 

(Wrzensniewski et al., 2014). Their hypothesis held true; cadets holding strong internal motives 

for going to West Point as well we instrumental based reasons were more likely to exit the 

military after the mandated time (p = 0.0003). As instrumental motives increased, in comparison 

to internal motives, so did attrition (Wrzensniewski et al., 2014). 

Grant and colleagues (2011) proposed that differences in autonomy and controlled 

motivations impact both initiative and performance outcomes. They conducted two studies that 

looked at how multiple motivations shape the effectiveness of initiative and subsequent 

behaviors. The authors explored autonomous and controlled motivations as independent factors, 
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as opposed to opposites. The first study looked at juniors and seniors in college who were 

applying to jobs. The applicants were given a survey that assessed autonomous motivations (ex: 

because I enjoy the process), controlled motivations (ex: because I don’t want to disappoint my 

parents and mentor), initiative, and outcomes (number of job offers) two to three months apart. 

Their three-factor solution model clearly showed that initiative, autonomous motivation, and 

controlled motivation were three distinct factors (Grant, Nurmohamed, Ashford, & Dekas, 2011). 

Initiative was most strongly related to outcomes, when autonomous motivation is high and 

controlled motivation is low, doubling the number of job offers on average (2:1). These results 

supported the hypothesis (Grant et al., 2011). The second study looked at more objective 

measures of performance of employees in a call center. The employees were given a survey to 

assess both autonomous motivation and controlled motivation. Initiative was measured by the 

number of calls made in an hour. This study also confirmed the two motivations were distinct 

through a confirmatory factor analysis. Their results indicated that employees high on 

autonomous motivation and low on controlled motivation take more initiative which resulted in 

approximately $100 more in revenue per hour for that call center (Grant et al., 2011). These 

studies have two important implications, the confirmatory factor analysis of distinct motivations 

and that outcomes were most positive when multiple motivations were imbalanced- more 

autonomous motivation than controlled motivation.   

In two studies of students, the first cohort- high school students and the second- college 

students, they looked to see what kind of motives might be most dominant for academic behavior 

(Vansteenkiste, Sierens, Soenens, Luyckx, & Lens, 2009). They specifically looked at 

autonomous and controlled motivation within these two groups of students and a variety of their 
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learning outcomes. In the first study, they surveyed 800 high school students on measures of 

academic self-regulation, cognitive processing, meta-cognitive regulation, determination, 

cheating, and academic performance. They used a cluster analysis to distinguish four clusters of 

autonomy (low or high) and controlled motivation (low or high) and generate 4 distinct 

motivational outcomes (Vansteenkiste et al., 2009). Autonomous motivation was positively 

correlated with self-regulation, cognitive processing, metacognitive processing, determination, 

and academic performance. It was negatively correlated with cheating. Controlled motivation 

showed the opposite correlations (average z value for all outcomes = 10.18). In the second study, 

they surveyed 484 college students, who were training to become teachers, regarding academic 

self-regulation, learning outcomes and perceived teaching style. Similar patterns between high 

autonomous motivation and low controlled motivation with positive outcomes were found in the 

second study as well (average z-value = 9.26). The studies showed evidence in support of 

motivational elements of self-determination theory, specifically, autonomy, competence, and 

relatedness. 

Considerations for Organizational Psychology  

The literature review of this paper covered studies that were primarily concerned with 

how motivation can impact workplace behaviors. There has already been progress in looking at 

other types of motivations, specifically Grant’s (2008) studies on pro-social motivation. 

Organizations also seem to be increasingly interested in addressing the well-being of their 

employees, not just as workers but as individuals. The exploration of intentions does not have to 

stop at the individual level. As organizations strategically plan and make structural changes, 

evaluating the company’s motivation can help to influence and clarify outcomes. Since the types 
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of motivation that are often measured in workplaces are intrinsic and extrinsic, this level of 

granularity can help to expand these measures to look at specific intentions to track performance, 

movement in a company/between jobs, well-being, and other more general outcomes. 

Considerations for Educational Psychology 

The study of Educational Psychology is also interested in motivation. Although not 

directly mentioned in this review, exploring motivation and intentions through development can 

be an informative aspect of developing programs, interventions, and the structure of schools. A 

large aspect of adolescent education isn’t anchored in academic achievement. The importance of 

behavior and character education have grown into focus as well.  By adding in the granularity of 

teaching about intention, we can begin to understand what is driving behavior instead of just 

correcting behavior as it manifests. This consideration goes beyond direct instruction and can 

also influence strategic decisions.  

Within intrinsic or extrinsic motivation, there are multiple motives that impact outcomes. 

Distinguishing between motives types can significantly shed light on behavior. If there are 

different types of motives, are there some motives that are better than others? For the sake of the 

question at hand- What intentions lead to well-being? I will delineate what is meant by better in 

the context of this work. 

Defining the Good 

In 1998, Martin E. P. Seligman was elected to be president of the American 

Psychological Association. In his inaugural address, he presented an audacious charge to the 

association and its practitioners (Seligman, 2002). He posited that psychology had done a good 

job developing a descriptive and prescriptive science about mental illness. He also argued that 
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the field had not done enough to study what makes life worthwhile and the external and internal 

conditions surrounding those who thrive. His mission was to develop an area of psychology that 

had not received much attention, the study of well-being (Seligman, 2002). Traditional 

psychology, prior to the turn of the millennium, focused much of its intellectual and 

experimental efforts in unpacking the deficits present in human beings. The study of positive 

psychology is not meant to replace traditional psychology, but rather, add a more inclusive 

perspective (Seligman, 2002).  

As a result, the development of positive psychology has helped led to research and 

interventions that focused on human flourishing. Considering the early stage of this science, 

many researchers and practitioners in the field are currently working to both define and refine 

existing constructs and positive interventions. There is also work that focuses on expanding the 

repertoire of studies and interventions as well. As the research is growing, individuals, 

organizations, and communities are embracing and implementing positive interventions. By 

considering theoretical, empirical, and experiential understandings of positive psychology and 

positive interventions, one may be better suited to guide oneself, as well as others, on the path of 

well-being.  

Considering the complexity of the definition of good or positive, Pawelski (2016) derived 

a normative definition of the term. He describes positive as simple preference- something that 

one would prefer to be included rather than excluded. The inclusion parameters include relative 

preference- something that is included over something else, sustainability- something that stays 

positive over time, between persons, across effects, and is scalable across structures (Pawelski, 
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2016). These conceptual considerations are essential to understanding which intentions can lead 

to well-being. 

The roots of human flourishing arguably began in 350 B.C.E.; Aristotle was articulating 

his considerations about what constitutes a well-lived life (Ryff & Singer, 2006). Aristotle 

wasn’t necessarily concerned with what it means to be good, instead one of the most seminal 

questions his posed was, “what is the highest of all good achievable by human action?” (Ryff & 

Singer, 2006, 15). Aristotle went on to answer this inquiry by equating the highest of goods as 

Eudaimonia, or happiness found within the balance of virtue and joy one feels when striving 

toward their potential (Ryff & Singer, 2006). In many regards, he postulated that the highest 

good was not subjective well-being but rather goal-directed and purposeful (Ryff & Singer, 

2006). Considering the emphasis that Aristotle places on habitually practicing virtues in order to 

live The Good Life (Melchert, 2002), it is completely fitting that James (1892/1984) explains the 

importance of habit in psychology. He approaches his explanation of this phenomena through the 

physiological processes which occur in the brain as behaviors become habitual. In many ways, 

James provides the theoretical framework for the biological phenomenon to support Aristotle’s 

claims about The Good Life.  

James (1892/1984) explains that habits are simply repeated actions that become 

increasingly easier to give into until they become a deed or series of deeds disconnected from 

conscious thought. I would extend James’ claim by positing that habit is more than simply 

repeated actions, it is the process of repeating clear intentions that begin these neurological 

pathways that are deepened by habitual action. In order for an intention and action to become our 

ally through habit, it must not be conflicted. As we have seen in the literature, internal and 
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instrumental motives can either be in conflict (Wrzensniewski et al., 2014) or work to amplify 

performance (Grant, 2008). Multiple motives undoubtedly complicate behavior and outcomes, 

especially when the aim of the behavior is to live The Good Life. 

The classic definition of intrinsic motivation, an action that is done because it is 

interesting or enjoyable (Ryan & Deci, 2000), may not always align with the pursuit of well-

being. Considering a eudaemonic profile, that which is enjoyable may not always be beneficial 

and that which is beneficial may not always be enjoyable or interesting. In an attempt to answer 

the question, what intentions lead to well-being, I began by considering what kind of data might 

be most useful. There are three objectives for the following exploratory exercises the data 

collection had to meet. The data had to include both context specific data and context absent data 

in order to have a comprehensive collection. The data also had to be archival as to not to 

confound intentions that have already happened with prospective intentions. The third aim was to 

collect data rich stories of individuals at their perceived best. The first two objectives help us 

begin to carve out the space of intention and the final objective helps us to begin to understand 

which of those intentions might contribute to wellbeing.  

Exploratory Empirically-Based Exercises 

The space of intention can be difficult to map. One approach might be to take a lesson 

from language to help capture the construct. Intentions are not behaviors that can simply be 

conjugated as verbs. Intentions are also not tangible things and therefore cannot be considered as 

normal nouns either. A viable solution to unify the classification of intentions is to conjugate 

intentions in the infinitive form. The infinitive, in the English language, is a verbal, or verb form, 

which conjugates verbs into nouns. Infinitives place the article ‘to’ in front of the verb (i.e., to 
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help). In the exercises below, intentions are denoted as infinitive verbs that function as nouns 

structurally within sentences. Intentions are not specific actions (action verbs) but act more as 

nouns structurally. Therefore, the conjugation of the intention matters. For example: ‘I supported 

her’ would not be an infinitive; it would be an action verb. The intention would have to appear in 

the form of ‘to support’ in order to represent the cognitive reasoning that supports the 

manifestation of behavior.  

In order to empirically derive a typology of intentions, there are three key steps: intention 

identification, item creation, and factor analysis, which would result in scale creation. To begin 

to identify intentions for further study, I conducted two empirically-based exploratory exercises 

for intention identification. The item creation and factor analysis will be left for later work.  

Exploratory Exercise A- COCA Data 

This project does not aim to capture an exhaustive list of all possible intentions. Rather, 

the objective was to identify more frequent intentions that relate to wellbeing. Thus, in the first 

exploratory exercise, I used a method similar to one of Clifton and colleagues (2017) used to 

identify primal world beliefs. Their method involved the analysis of 840 adjectives from the 

Corpus of Contemporary American English (COCA) that could be used to describe a belief about 

the world. For this work, I analyzed the 1000 most frequently used infinitives in contemporary 

American English. This list was also drawn from the Corpus of Contemporary American English 

(COCA). This database is a collection of over 560 million of the most frequently used words 

selected from five written genres from 1990-2012.   

The initial list of 1000 words was narrowed to 421 words by removing entries that were 

irrelevant to the psychological construct of motive (e.g. mess, download, run, melt, etc.). These 
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421 words were then organized into groups of comparable granularities based on similarity. 

Since many of the words were synonymous, groupings helped provide more meaningful analysis. 

When the groupings were not obvious, an online dictionary/thesaurus was used as a reference to 

determine the most useful definition of the word. From this process, 28 groupings of intentions 

emerged. The frequency of each grouping’s representation was also calculated. In other words, 

out of 450 infinitives the grouping of ‘to support’ was represented 66 times. See Figure 2 for 

other observations. The intentions that appeared with the highest frequency were to support (66), 

to understand (45), to grow (31), to teach (29), to challenge (26), to dominate (23), and to thwart 

(21). 
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Figure 2. The list of intentions from COCA analysis. 
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The use of a robust and comprehensive database that is not restricted by context is a 

practically useful methodology to help understand the scope of the space. However, there are 

several important limitations. For example, the list was coded, grouped, and analyzed by only 

one person. Multiple coders would be needed to establish inter-rater reliability for the codes as 

well as the groupings. Another limitation of this method was that the words are provided as a list, 

without context. In order to derive further meaning, looking at intentions within specific contexts 

will be important. For future directions of this exploration, I suggest expanding the analysis with 

multiple coders and possibly include other dimensions found in a range of context specific texts, 

similar to the method used by Clifton and colleagues (2017). Although this data is not able to 

offer insight into the contexts of these intentions, frequency is an indicator of importance.  

In order to further understand intentions in specific contexts, the next exercise looked to 

evaluate intentions within personal stories. The 28 categorical groupings from COCA were used 

to analyze and code intentions in exploratory exercise B.  

Exploratory Exercise B- Coding Context Specific Intentions  

Since the COCA database captures the frequency of words in the English Language 

without context it was important to evaluate intentions within context specific stories. The 

second study aimed to code the intentions of individuals who are acting in a way that they are 

particularly proud of. At the beginning of courses in Positive Psychology, students are asked to 

write a Positive (or Serious) Introduction that they use to initially present themselves to the class 

(Peterson, 2006). The introduction asks students to recount a time when they were at their best. 

The groupings of intentions derived from the COCA data set served as the final set of codes to 

organize the and analyze the data set.  
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The written statements from the current (2018) cohort of Masters Students in the Applied 

Positive Psychology Program at The University of Pennsylvania were coded, using the methods 

of grounded theory (Charmaz, 2006), for the intentions of the participants at their self-reported 

best. The statements were already written and posted on an internal course site, Canvas.  

This sample consisted of 27 stories from 27 individuals, ages 21 to 75, including the 

author, enrolled in the 2018 Masters of Applied Positive Psychology program at The University 

of Pennsylvania; 22 were female.  

Analysis 

The analysis was based on Grounded Theory, which is a set of procedures and 

methodology that helps researches see patterns and develop hypotheses for small data sets and 

theories for larger, comprehensive data sets (Swanson & Holton, 2005; Charmaz, 2006). The 

first step of the methodology is the collection and cleaning of the statement. Once the study was 

approved by the IRB and permission was obtained from the participants, the individuals stories 

were copied from the internal class website Canvas. The statements were then organized and 

assigned numbers through a random generator to protect the identity of the subjects. The data 

was cleaned of any personal identifiers, replacing any names with pronouns. The next step was 

familiarization by assigning the set of initial codes. All of the statements were read for initial 

comprehension and intentions were assigned codes. During this process, keeping memos was a 

critical step in order to track thoughts and questions about the data (Merriam, 1988). During the 

initial pass, codes were generated based on what the data was saying based on the context, 

without trying to fit the intentions into a category based on the COCA groups. From this initial 

list, the intentions were sorted into the 28 categories derived from the COCA data. According to 
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best practices in qualitative research, categories were as exhaustive as possible, relevant to the 

research question, mutually exclusive, and conceptually congruent (Swanson & Holton, 2005).  

Results 

 Many intentions from the COCA analysis were absent from the positive introductions. 

The intentions to antagonize, to compete, to deceive, to dominate, to enjoy, to impress, to take, 

and to thwart were not represented in the data set at all. While the intention to support appeared 

over 134 unique times in a sample of 27 stories. This result has significant implications for 

further study of the construct. Aligning with the findings from Grant’s (2008) studies, prosocial 

motives may play an important role in not only enhancing performance but also in individual’s 

self-evaluations of their most desirable and best behaviors. To provide further context, the 

intentions that were included in this group is represented in Figure 4. The other groups of 

intentions that had a high representation were to persevere (40), to understand (40), to connect 

(38), to grow (38), to sacrifice (28), and to teach (25). 
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Figure 4. The list of intentions from positive introductions analysis. 
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Limitations 

This exercise is also of limited value. More robust data analysis would require a larger, 

representative data set of positive introductions, and more coders to establish inter-rater 

reliability. Having a 360 evaluation of individuals at their best, where they have a co-worker and 

family member complete a positive introduction on their behalf would also be able to provide a 

more nuanced profile of an individual’s intentions in this context. With the variability of 

intentions within individuals and between individuals, it may be helpful to further develop this 

coding system through a more sophisticated platform so that we can begin to measure the 

intentions of individuals in a variety of experiences.  

If awareness is the first step to the possibility of change, then this clarifying process can 

prove to be essential in understanding this phenomenon. This data set was also pulled from 

students who had self-selected to enroll in a full-time, year-long, Masters of Applied Positive 

Psychology program at the University of Pennsylvania to study well-being. As a result, these 

frequencies of these intentions would not be generalizable to a wider population of all 

individuals at their perceived best. A possible future direction would be to compare the 

intentions of Wharton MBA students’ serious introductions to this data set to see what 

similarities might be present. The final step in the coding process is to generate meaning 

(Charmaz, 2006), and although the patterns derived from this exercise aren’t comprehensive 

enough to generate a hypothesis, the systematic review may be relevant to a hypothesis for 

further exploration. 
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Future Directions 

Ryan and Deci greatly contributed to motivation research by advancing motivation 

literature from Maslow’s hierarchy of basic need fulfillment to examining types of 

motivation: intrinsic and extrinsic. While this differentiation has been helpful to various 

literatures and subsequent studies, this typology of motivation was not empirically derived. 

The focus of this theory is also primarily interested in where the motivation comes from—the 

source—not in what the motivation is, such as to protect, to support, to persevere, and so 

forth. This paper aimed to take initial steps to identify types of motivation at this more 

granular level with the primary guiding question of what are possible groupings of 

intentions? The paper also began to look at intentions that are ideal candidates for further 

study to answer the question what intentions lead to well-being.  

This project aimed to begin to define the space of by systematically identifying what 

would be included and excluded from individual intentions and groupings of intentions. Based 

on the previous two exercises, my suggestion is that the 28 intentions identified through these 

empirical exercises be further studied through factor analysis. The validation of these groups can 

have many implications for various studies and applications of psychology broadly. In terms of 

looking at intentions specifically related to well-being, I suggest collecting a more robust and 

representative sample of positive introductions. There seems to be a distinct difference in the 

frequency of intentions found in these stories, with the first 12 seeming to be the most prominent. 

In order to narrow the list of intentions related to well-being moving forward, it would be 

important to draw from a more representative and robust sample. Once the intentions from the 
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larger sample are analyzed, the intentions identified could lead to a factor analysis of intentions 

related to well-being. 

Considerations for Positive Psychology and Broader Application  

Positive Psychology, as a developing field, can benefit from considering the role of 

intentions within well-being. Considering the example presented initially in the paper of the two 

families interested in buying a house. Both families are motivated by extrinsic ends, adoption 

and competition. By evaluating the intentions within each motivation, we are able to clearly 

distinguish between a desire to support and a desire to compete. Once this work is further 

developed, intentions can be organized into categories that seem to support well-being and 

categories that seem to undermine well-being. This information can be critical to the 

development of theory and practice within this developing field. 

Conclusion 

So far, psychologists have yet to examine the content of motivation at a level of 

granularity that would be particularly useful for clinical, wellbeing, and research purposes. By 

empirically deriving a typology and exploring what contexts seem represent various intentions, 

psychologists can begin to fill that gap. This paper has conducted part one of a three-part project- 

including intention identification, item creation & factor analysis. By specifying types of 

motivation, at the level of intention, we can work towards clarifying the layers of complex 

behaviors with the hope of improving well-being.   
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Appendix A: Explanation of Positive Introduction Task  

This is the original assignment from the MAPP 602 course that served as the prompt for the 

written positive introductions. 

 

Your one-page writing assignment is to craft a “positive introduction.” During Immersion Week, 

you will have the opportunity to introduce yourself in this positive way to your “cohort,” the 

small group of 3-5 students you will be working closely with over the course of the semester. 

You will want to bring your one-page introduction to the MAPP 602 class on Thursday, 

September 7. You will receive more instructions at that time. To prepare your introduction, think 

of a time in your life when you were at your best. It may have been in response to a particular 

challenge, or it may have been simply an initiative you took to make a good situation even better. 

Write the introduction as concretely as you can, allowing the facts of the story to demonstrate 

your strengths, and think of a powerful way to end it. This is an unusual exercise, and it may feel 

awkward at first. (It may feel like bragging—something we’ve all been taught not to do!) We’ll 

talk more about this during Immersion Week. Please keep in mind that the more meaningful the 

experience you entrust to your cohort members, the deeper and richer will be the beginning of 

your work together. What we are looking for is authenticity, which may or may not include any 

type of heroism. Your introduction may be about an extraordinary, life-changing experience; 

alternatively, it may just as effectively be about you at your everyday best. Chris Peterson 

described positive introductions (he called them “serious introductions”) in more detail in his 

Primer in Positive Psychology (see pages 25-28). You will want to read those pages in 

preparation for writing your own positive introduction.  



INTENTIONS  

 

 

 

33 

Appendix C: Intention Codes from COCA 
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