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Abstract
This dissertation examines the importance of individual work motivation for two crucial dimensions of inequality: work
learning and labor market performance. The first dimension relates to learning activities at work, and the second to wage
attainment and knowledge-oriented task assignment. While motivation is a broad concept, the empirical analyses focus
on task involvement and the motivation to learn. Job mobility is further used to indicate a motivational strategy aimed at
gaining new labor market experiences.

These kinds of motivation are related to individual variation in intrinsic motivation, representing: pure curiosity and a
strive for competence in novel environments, a focus on personal development rather than on proving ability, satisfaction
gained from feelings of competence and autonomy during task performance, and experience of complete absorption in
activities of learning and mastery.

The connection between intrinsic motivation and extrinsic labor market rewards (such as wage attainment) is theorized to
follow from: (a) a higher level of performance in learning activities at work, (b) consequent assignment to more productive
work tasks, and (c) a rise in material rewards (wages) linked to this assignment.

Variation in the extent to which intrinsic motivation can be elicited in individuals, and the extent to which intrinsic
motivation is targeted toward performance related activities in the labor market, is thus expected to matter for patterns of
inequality. Intrinsic motivation, as a productive factor shaping inequality, is expected to grow in importance in paralell with
an increase in the labor market value of skills, and a decline in bureaucratic and closely monitored production organization.
As a research agenda, the analysis of intrinsic motivation is thus crucial for understanding evolving patterns of conflict
and inequality in contemporary societies.

Study I analyzes the relationship between task involvement and wage attainment, and shows that task involvement is
moderately associated with higher wages in two datasets: the Swedish Level-of-Living Survey (LNU) and the European
Social Survey (ESS). Study II analyzes the relationship between repeated job mobility (a ‘new experiences strategy’) and
work learning. Two datasets are used: LNU and the Swedish part of the Programme for the International Assessment of
Adult Competencies (PIAAC). Results show that repeated job mobility is positively associated with several, but not all,
kinds of learning activities. Study III analyzes the associations that motivation to learn shares with knowledge-oriented
task assignment and wage attainment using PIAAC data for 17 European countries. Results show that the motivation to
learn is strongly correlated with knowledge-oriented task assignment, and moderately correlated with wage attainment.
These correlations are similar across distinct levels of numerical proficiency, and across labor market contexts.
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Summary of the dissertation

This dissertation examines the importance of individual work motivation for 
two crucial dimensions of inequality: work learning and labor market perfor-
mance. The first dimension relates to learning activities at work, and the sec-
ond to wage attainment and knowledge-oriented task assignment. While mo-
tivation is a broad concept, the empirical analyses focus on task involvement 
and the motivation to learn. Job mobility is further used to indicate a motiva-
tional strategy aimed at gaining new labor market experiences.  

These kinds of motivation are related to individual variation in intrinsic 
motivation, representing: pure curiosity and a strive for competence in novel 
environments, a focus on personal development rather than on proving ability, 
satisfaction gained from feelings of competence and autonomy during task 
performance, and experience of complete absorption in activities of learning 
and mastery.  

The connection between intrinsic motivation and extrinsic labor market re-
wards (such as wage attainment) is theorized to follow from: (a) a higher level 
of performance in learning activities at work, (b) consequent assignment to 
more productive work tasks, and (c) a rise in material rewards (wages) linked 
to this assignment. 

Variation in the extent to which intrinsic motivation can be elicited in indi-
viduals, and the extent to which intrinsic motivation is targeted toward perfor-
mance related activities in the labor market, is thus expected to matter for pat-
terns of inequality. Intrinsic motivation, as a productive factor shaping ine-
quality, is expected to grow in importance in parallel with an increase in the
labor market value of skills, and a decline in bureaucratic and closely moni-
tored production organization. As a research agenda, the analysis of intrinsic 
motivation is thus crucial for understanding evolving patterns of conflict and 
inequality in contemporary societies.

Study I analyzes the relationship between task involvement and wage at-
tainment. Individuals involved in tasks are assumed to be more focused on the 
work process, more dedicated to mastery and problem-solving, and have 
stronger product quality perseverance. Results show that task involvement,
operationalized as the motivation to make an effort at work because tasks are 
interesting, is moderately associated with higher hourly wages in two datasets: 
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the Swedish Level-of-Living Survey (LNU, n = 1,891) and the European So-
cial Survey (ESS, n = 6,296). The difference emerges regardless of compari-
son motivation, but is sensitive to limitations in workers’ autonomy. The as-
sociation is attenuated, but remains significant across various model specifi-
cations such as the inclusion of control variables measuring human capital and 
organizational differences, occupation, and a lagged dependent variable.

Study II analyzes the relationship between job mobility (a ‘new experiences 
strategy’) and subsequent work learning in Sweden. While there are good rea-
sons to expect that manifold experiences of different kinds of jobs yield
greater learning throughout work life, there are also good reasons to expect 
that too many and too frequent job shifts inhibit thorough learning at work.
Two datasets, the LNU (n = 1,474) and the Swedish part of the Programme 
for the International Assessment of Adult Competencies (PIAAC, n = 2,855),
are used for the empirical analyses. Work learning is measured in the dimen-
sions: formal on-the-job training, guidance from colleagues, learning-by-do-
ing, keeping-up-to-date (the PIAAC), and a global measure (LNU). Results 
show that job mobility is associated with greater total subsequent learning-by-
doing, formal on-the-job training, and global learning. Results are robust 
across various model specifications, including a lagged dependent variable, 
individual fixed effects, and controls for ability and occupation. 

Study III analyzes the associations that motivation to learn, i.e. intrinsic 
motivation to conduct learning activities in general, share with knowledge-
oriented task assignment and wage attainment. Previous research has indicated 
that motivation to learn is a crucial factor forming the ability to conduct
knowledge-oriented tasks, which are a corner-pillar of modern labor markets. 
The attainment of such tasks is assumed to matter for key dimensions of ine-
quality, such as wages. Data from PIAAC for 17 European countries (n = 
45,777) are used for the empirical analyses. The main outcome is operation-
alized with a composite measure covering various aspects of knowledge-ori-
ented work. Results show that motivation to learn is an equally important pre-
dictor of knowledge-oriented task assignments as another important skill: nu-
merical proficiency, and a significant, although weaker, predictor of wages. 
The utility of the motivation to learn emerges at both low and high levels of 
numerical proficiency. This pattern is largely similar across different labor 
market settings (i.e. in continental and north-western European countries).
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Sammanfattning av avhandlingen på svenska

Avhandlingen utreder huruvida individuella skillnader i arbetsmotivation spe-
lar roll för två viktiga aspekter av ojämlikhet på arbetsmarknaden: lärande och
prestation. Den första aspekten handlar om lärande som aktivitet på arbets-
platsen och den andra om lönenivåer och kunskapsorienterade arbetsuppgifter. 
Medan arbetsmotivation är ett vitt begrepp, så fokuserar avhandlingen på mo-
tivationer som berör förmågan att gå upp i och tycka om arbetsuppgifter och 
lärandeprocesser för att de är intressanta och involverande i sig själva. Rörlig-
het mellan jobb används vidare som en indikator på huruvida individer strävar 
efter att uppnå nya erfarenheter på arbetsmarknaden. 

Motivationerna som analyseras i denna avhandling, så kallade intrinsikala 
motivationer, är således relaterade till nyfikenhet, upptäckarlust och en strä-
van efter att uppnå kompetens i obekanta miljöer. De berör också en tendens 
att vara fokuserad på personlig utveckling istället för att försöka överträffa
andras förmågor. Vidare så rymmer dessa motivationer den känsla av välbe-
hag som uppstår när man utvecklar sin kompetens på ett självständigt vis. De
kan också beröra en förmåga att helt gå upp i olika arbetsuppgifter och läran-
deprocesser.

Ett samband mellan intrinsikal motivation och externa utfall på arbetsmark-
naden (t. ex. en hög lönenivå) teoretiseras att följa av: (a) en högre prestat-
ionsnivå i lärandeaktiviteter på arbetsplatsen, (b) efterföljande mer produktiva 
uppdrag, samt (c) ett lönepåslag kopplat till dessa mer produktiva uppdrag.

Variationer i den grad av intrinsikal motivation som olika människor
uppnår, samt variationer i den grad som dessa motivationer riktar sig mot ar-
betsmarknaden, förväntas således vara viktiga för hur ojämlikhet formas i
samhället. Intrinsikal motivation som produktiv faktor väntas vidare öka i be-
tydelse parallellt med att kompetenser ökar i värde och byråkratiska och nog-
grant övervakade arbetsorganisationer är på nedgång. Förståelsen av intrinsi-
kal motivation är därmed avgörande för förståelsen av hur konflikter och 
ojämlikheter omformas i våra nutida samhällen.

Studie I analyserar sambandet mellan intrinsikal motivation och lönenivå.
Intrinsikalt motiverade individer antas vara mer fokuserade på sina arbetsupp-
gifter, mer dedikerade när det gäller att lära sig och lösa de problem som upp-
står, samt vara mer uthålliga när det gäller att säkerställa rätt kvalitet på pro-
dukterna. Resultaten visar att individer som anstränger sig i arbetet på grund 
av att de tycker att arbetsuppgifterna är intressanta har en högre timlön. Detta
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samband uppstår både i den svenska Levnadsnivåundersökningen (LNU, n = 
1 891) samt i europeiska motsvarande data (ESS, n = 6 296). Skillnaden upp-
står oavsett vilken annan typ av motivation som används som jämförelse, men 
påverkas negativt av begräsningar i den grad som anställda själva får välja hur 
de ska utföra sina arbetsuppgifter. Sambandet blir mindre men kvarstår när 
kontroller för humankapital, organisationsfaktorer, yrken, samt tidigare upp-
nådd lönenivå inkluderas. 

Studie II analyserar sambandet mellan rörlighet på Sveriges arbetsmarknad 
(en strävan efter att uppnå nya arbetserfarenheter) och efterföljande lärande-
aktiviteter på arbetsplatsen. Det antas finnas goda skäl bakom antagandet att 
många olika typer av erfarenheter stärker det efterföljande lärandet, men också 
för antagandet att för många och för olika erfarenheter hindrar individen från 
att lära sig ett jobb ordentligt. Två datamängder, LNU (n = 1 474) och den 
svenska delen av the Programme for the International Assessment of Adult 
Competencies (PIAAC, n = 2 855), används för de empiriska analyserna. Lä-
rande på arbetet mäts i de olika dimensionerna: formellt lärande, hjälp och 
instruktioner från kollegor, lärande från praktiskt arbete, lärande som uppstår 
ur krav på att hålla sig uppdaterad (dessa mäts i PIAAC), samt ett globalt mått 
på lärande (detta mäts i LNU). Resultaten visar att rörlighet på arbetsmark-
naden är förknippat med en högre nivå av formellt lärande, lärande från prak-
tiskt arbete, samt lärande enligt den globala dimensionen. Dessa resultat på-
verkas endast marginellt av förändringar i modellspecifikationen, såsom en 
kontroll för en tidigare nivå av lärande, en kontroll för de stabila tendenser att 
lära som finns inom samma individ (dvs. i en så kallad ”fixed effects”-speci-
fikation), samt för yrke och kognitiv förmåga. 

Studie III analyserar sambanden som en intrinsikal vilja att lära sig saker 
delar med kunskapsorienterade arbetsuppgifter och lönenivå. Tidigare forsk-
ning har visat att intrinsikal vilja att lära sig saker leder till en högre förmåga 
att kunna hantera kunskapsorienterade uppgifter, vilka utgör en grundsten 
för moderna arbetsmarknader. Att nå sådana arbetsuppgifter antas vara av 
stor betydelse för några av de viktigaste indikatorerna på ojämlikhet, såsom 
lönenivå. Data från PIAAC för 17 europeiska länder (n = 45 777) används 
för de empiriska analyserna. Det huvudsakliga utfallet är sammanställt av 
olika mått som täcker olika aspekter av kunskapsorienterat arbete. 
Resultaten visar att intrinsikal vilja att lära sig har ett lika starkt samband 
med kunskapsorienterade uppgifter som matematisk förmåga, samt har ett 
viktigt men inte lika starkt samband med lönenivå. Sambandet uppstår på ett 
liknande sätt för individer med olika nivåer av matematisk förmåga och i 
stort sett också i olika delar av Europa (dvs. på kontinenten och i nordvästra 
Europa).
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Introduction

Several major labor market shifts have gradually occurred over recent dec-
ades. A shift from assembly line production to more autonomous work organ-
izations in the production industries has led to a declining number of low-skill 
blue-collar jobs in the manufacturing industries. Meanwhile, the numbers of 
high-skill white-collar and service-oriented occupations, which often are more 
diverse in terms of work tasks, have generally been on the rise (Gallie et al. 
1998; Handel 2012; Oesch 2013; Tåhlin 2019). Another looming change re-
gards a partial loosening of bureaucratic work organizations, away from 
clearly defined occupational roles toward more flexible task assignments. This 
change is driven by new collaborations between previously distinct organiza-
tional units (e.g. between marketing, design, and manufacturing) (Sabel 
1995), by more switching between tasks and/or employers among both the 
steadily employed and in more peripheral parts of the labor market (Atkinson 
1985; Kalleberg 2003), and by the emergence of entirely new technology-ori-
ented occupations, demarcated by unpredictable career projections rather than 
by clearly set occupational boundaries (Ye 2018). 

More variability in work roles increases the demand for individual abilities 
to quickly learn how to perform new work tasks. These demands are, because 
of the widespread effects of the shifts just described, on the rise across the 
whole labor market. Individual motivation to learn and perform is crucial for 
the formation and maintenance of this kind of ability. As such, motivations
are expected to become increasingly important for the attainments of work 
tasks and wages in this gradual shift from industrial to post-industrial socie-
ties. A basic question is: what kind of learning and performance motivations 
are in (higher) demand in post-industrial societies? The question is highly im-
portant for understanding contemporary patterns of labor market inequality, 
because labor market demands are formative of crucial dimensions of inequal-
ity such as wages. 

Previous answers to this question in labor market inequality research have 
generally emphasized instrumental motivations to learn and perform. How-
ever, intrinsic motivation, i.e. motivations enticed because learning and per-
formance activities are inherently interesting and a source of personal devel-
opment, has been shown to be as important for learning and performance, and 
in some cases even more important, than external incentives.  
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There is a discrepancy between psychological understandings of what mo-
tivates people to learn and perform, and understandings more common in dis-
ciplines traditionally analyzing labor market inequality. A research gap is 
emergent at this crossroad between psychological research and labor market 
inequality research, which this dissertation aims to fill. While psychological 
research has provided several important insights regarding which individual 
factors generate learning and performance, the bulk of this research consists 
of experimental research and research in community samples. Labor market 
inequality research has on the other hand assessed performance in the repre-
sentative labor market setting (wages and task assignment), but have had an 
incomplete theoretical and conceptual understanding of what motivates peo-
ple to learn and perform. This dissertation fills this research gap by explicitly 
linking theory and measures of intrinsic motivation, derived from psycholog-
ical research, to performance and learning outcomes commonly analyzed in 
labor market inequality research. Analyzed outcomes include wage attain-
ment, the attainment of knowledge-oriented work tasks, and work learning 
(informal learning and formal on-the job training). 

Several behavioral concepts have previously made a similar transition from 
psychology to labor market inequality research. Intelligence, personality 
traits, and competence beliefs have commonly been analyzed as predictors of 
labor market performance since at least the 1970s (Farkas 2003; Heckman and 
Kautz 2012). This dissertation is situated in this wider tradition, but analyzes 
a distinct set of motivations, which have not previously been considered in 
this literature. These motivations share the feature that they relate to intrinsic 
motivation to learn and perform. What is meant by intrinsic motivation to 
learn and perform will be outlined in this introduction.   

The first section defines intrinsic motivation, and separates the current per-
spective on what it constitutes (i.e. the one advanced in this project), from 
other motivations and other uses of the term. The following sections discuss 
similarities and dissimilarities with previous sociological and labor market in-
equality research. The perspective of the present dissertation is outlined more 
in depth in the final section. The main focus in this last section is on psycho-
logical research and the individual measures employed in the studies, and on 
how mechanisms revealed in psychological research can be expected to gen-
erate patterns of inequality in the labor market context. The final section also 
contains discussions about causality and the measurement of motivation.  

Definition of intrinsic motivation
Work motivations are the “energetic forces that initiate work-related behavior 
and determine its form, direction, intensity and duration” (Pinder 2008, p. 11). 
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While work motivation is a broad concept including many dimensions,1 this 
dissertation focuses on intrinsic motivation. 

Intrinsic motivation is the motivation to learn, master, and explore novel 
tasks and environments, which cannot be explained by external incentives. 
This understanding of intrinsic motivation draws on definitions by e.g. Benja-
min White, Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi, Edward Deci, John Nicholls, and Carol 
Dweck. The phenomena these researchers refer to: intrinsic motivation, task 
involvement, learning-goal orientation, flow, etc., are aspects of intrinsic mo-
tivation. 

Intrinsic motivation thus contains motivation enticed by pure curiosity, as 
manifested in how all living creatures tend to manipulate and strive for com-
petence in novel environments (White 1959); a general approach to learning 
guided by personal development of ability instead of proving ability (Nicholls 
1984; Dweck 1986); the satisfaction people derive out of feelings of compe-
tence and autonomy when conducting tasks or activities (Ryan and Deci 
2000); and the experience of complete absorption in learning and mastery ac-
tivities, to the extent that all distractions are closed out (Csikszentmihalyi 
1988a). 

The used definition means that tangible extrinsic incentives such as pay are 
excluded from the concept, as well as goals which often are perceived and 
termed ‘intrinsic’, such as a desire to be admired for accomplishments, a will-
ingness to do good and help other people, and the satisfaction emergent from 
having completed a product or accomplished something that one finds person-
ally important. Even motivation enticed by a desire to attain future experiences 
of those intrinsic motivations which are included in the definition are excluded
from the definition. In order to separate the current definition from other uses 
of the term ‘intrinsic motivation’, the current will be referred to as pure intrin-
sic motivation. 

Pure intrinsic motivation can be experienced in most sorts of activities, but
tends to be observed in structured social events with rules for what perfor-
mance constitutes (e.g. chess, mountain climbing) (Csikszentmihalyi 1988a). 
Rules tend to quickly develop even for apparently spontaneous manipulation 
and mastery activities among children, such as jumping, throwing, question-
ing, role playing (Piaget 1952). 

Another important point is that activities which has no end in terms of how 
good one can become at them are especially prone to be the target of persistent 
pure intrinsic motivation. The experience of pure intrinsic motivation is sen-
sitive to a depletion of challenges (Csikszentmihalyi 1988a). 

1 The many dimensions of work motivation have previously been scrutinized by e.g. Björklund 
(2001).
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How intrinsic motivation develops
All living creatures have a deep-rooted urge to explore and manipulate the 
immediate environment. From an evolutionary perspective, this urge is crucial 
for survival in unaccustomed settings. The incentives driving this need is as-
sumed to be located within the creatures and experienced when novel objects 
and situations are explored and mastered. The gratification creatures are sens-
ing when experiencing these activities is not assumed to be explained by other 
needs, drives, or incentives than those located within the activity of explora-
tion and mastery itself (White 1959). 

At some stage during a person’s development, pure intrinsic motivation 
will become suppressed by the social environment (parents, teachers, peers, 
official authorities, etc.). This is inevitable since overly autonomous explora-
tion and manipulation will result in conflicts with other persons. The immedi-
ate surrounding will gradually also become familiarized and a source of secu-
rity, and further explorations will demand trade-offs, as well as resources al-
lowing for further explorations. Conflicting desires will thus increasingly 
compete with pure intrinsic motivation. As a general tendency, pure intrinsic 
motivation is thus expected to be less experienced by adults and adolescents 
than by children. 

Pure intrinsic motivation will also become oriented toward different do-
mains of life, according to a predictable, yet nonsequential, pattern. Ryan and 
Deci describe this as follows: 

“A person might originally get exposed to an activity because of an external regu-
lation (e.g., a reward), and (if the reward is not perceived as too controlling) such 
exposure might allow the person to experience the activity’s intrinsically interesting 
properties, resulting in an orientation shift. Or a person who has identified with the 
value of an activity might lose that sense of value under a controlling mentor and 
move ‘backward’ into an external regulatory mode. Thus, while there are predictable 
reasons for movement between orientations, there is no necessary ‘sequence’.” (2000, 
p. 63)

Life is constituted by a myriad of tasks and incentives, often competing 
with each other for the attention of the individual. These will crystallize into 
something resembling a personal orientation toward being interested in certain 
things and spheres of life and disinterested in others. 

Although partial suppression of pure intrinsic motivation (exploration 
drive), and the emergence of other types of motivations (security, etc.), prob-
ably is necessary for long-term survival in modern societies, and may even 
initiate purely intrinsically motivated behavior in an activity (interests), sup-
pression can go too far. This will happen particularly if people completely lose 
their ability to experience pure intrinsic motivation to learn and perform. This 
loss will have consequences, which can be important for the general welfare 
and well-being of individuals and societies. 
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Certain socio-economic groups will be more exposed to external control 
structures during childhood and some will experience less suppression in this 
sense. Authoritarian values transmitted between generations have for instance
been shown to hinder children from the working-class from developing a self-
directed personality (Kohn and Schooler 1983). This is just one example how-
ever; values shared by other socio-economic groups can also be negative for 
pure intrinsic motivation. A desire to achieve a job which other people regard 
highly is for instance imposed by the social environment among the upper 
classes (Halaby 2003). Thus, although there plausibly are links between socio-
economic background and the degree to which people experience pure intrin-
sic motivation, predictions are not entirely obvious in this regard.  

Intrinsic motivation in classical sociology

Marxian conceptions
Concepts termed intrinsic motivation (or something similar) are not new to 
the social sciences. Many have sensed that human motivation to learn and per-
form beyond what can be incentivized externally are highly important for the 
well-being and general vitality of individuals. Karl Marx argued that the sup-
pression of ‘natural’ work motivations, as caused by increasing division of 
labor, would degrade humans to mere instruments, and adversely affect them 
across most life domains (1932a, p. 30f). 

There is a similarity between this Marxian conception and pure intrinsic 
motivation. Intrinsic needs for Marx has to do with the manipulation of objects 
in a free and autonomous way. Possibly, the ideal kind of work motivation in 
his sense is craftmanship, i.e. manipulation of natural materials into useful and 
distinct objects. 

The planning of how different parts of a product fit together and form a 
whole is also part of the Marxian conception. The fact that humans can visu-
alize both the totality of a finished product and how a set of actions will lead 
to this totality, separates humans from animals conducting ‘craft-similar’ ac-
tivities such as weaving (spiders) and building (birds and beavers) (Marx 
1867). This link between conception and execution points to an essential fea-
ture of Marxian conceptions of intrinsic motivation, according to the influen-
tial Marxian definition of intrinsic motivation championed by Harry Braver-
man in the 1970s (1974). Braverman was himself a craftsman, and found in-
trinsic motivation to be located in the special relationship between human con-
ception and human execution. The head thinks and the hand executes. In a 
society characterized by division of labor, the engineer thinks and the worker 
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executes. Pure execution may yield gratification in humans as well as in ani-
mals, but the link between these concepts stores an intrinsic motivation spe-
cific to humans (making us human). 

The fact that humans can choose between different activities is also im-
portant (humans are not just builders or weavers). The ideal kind of worker is 
not worker in the sense of an occupation, but rather free to choose among the 
many various tasks (crafting, writing, etc.) which humans are able to perform 
(Marx 1932b). This part of the Marxian conception points toward the im-
portance of variation in work roles for intrinsic motivation, which also is rel-
evant for pure intrinsic motivation. However, variation in work roles is no 
prerequisite for experiences of pure intrinsic motivation. Pure intrinsic moti-
vation may be targeted at only one activity if it provides continuous challenges 
(Csikszentmihalyi 1988a). Building dams is an example of a work role which 
generally has no end-point at which it provides no further challenges, either 
for beavers or for humans. Variation in work roles can be important, however, 
when the activity has an end-point and the individual has reached it. Yet, this 
nuance points to a first difference between the classical Marxian conception 
of intrinsic motivation and the one advanced in this dissertation.

The emphasis being placed on abilities to vision totalities is associated with
a second difference between the Marxian conception and pure intrinsic moti-
vation. This view is evident in how Braverman writes about productive activ-
ities of animals, which clearly goes back to Marx (e.g. 1932a) and even fur-
ther. The argument is that the abilities of animals, in addition to being one-
dimensional, are inborn while abilities of humans are developed, i.e. learned 
and discovered, and further that animals cannot vision the totality of their in-
tended creations. Braverman writes for instance about how cater-pillars con-
tinue to build the second half of their cocoon despite the first half having been 
taken away (1974, p. 32).

However, as conceded by Braverman (1974, p. 33), also animals have the 
ability to conduct rudimentary planning, learn and solve simple problems. Re-
garding the length of foresight or vision, the ability of humans is of course 
much greater than that of animals, and might be what truly separates us from 
them. Yet, also humans have limited navigation abilities in complex environ-
ments. What matters is the balance between this ability and the complexity of 
the environment. A monkey might experience pure intrinsic motivation when 
conducting a quite simple puzzle (cf. Harlow 1953), because it is a quite com-
plex puzzle for the monkey. In the same sense, humans might experience pure 
intrinsic motivation in modern societies within their spheres of influence. 

Spheres of influence are limited by the context and an individual’s ability 
to perceive and manipulate this context. The total goal of any labor market 
activity is generally set outside of this sphere, and its full meaning cannot re-
alistically be assumed to be fully comprehensible to the individual performing 
it. This is inevitable since we are limited by our inability to grasp the totality 
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of even quite simple phenomena in modern societies (Hayek 1948).2 This does 
not mean that pure intrinsic motivation cannot be experienced within this 
sphere. Smaller parts of a bigger product may be perceived as a total product 
by the individuals producing it. One engineer designs a microchip and another 
a program governing this chip but both are able to vision only the totality of 
these smaller parts. The first engineer will probably continue to be intrigued 
by the design of the program long after the other has deemed the construction 
of the chip impossible or obsolete. The details can be as intriguing as how the 
final parts fit together. The first engineer, just like the cater-pillar, can thus be 
intrinsically motivated to build the other half of the cocoon even if the first
half has been taken away.

Despite these nuances, the classical Marxian conception of intrinsic moti-
vation still bears a lot of resemblances with the conception advanced in the 
current dissertation. However, other developments of the Marxian conception 
are less in line with the current perception. Georg Lukacs’s (1968) view is that 
no work motivation in modern societies can be free from external control 
structures. Intrinsic motivation has been lost but can potentially be rediscov-
ered (in a post-capitalist society). We, i.e. humans in capitalist societies, are 
not really able to define exactly what it constitutes, because all living humans 
are influenced by the norms and rules of modern societies. Work motivation 
perceived as intrinsic (among particularly the bourgeoise) in modern societies 
can thus not be understood as intrinsic, according to Lukacs, but rather as 
compliance with the ideology supporting the current mode of production. 

Jon Elster (1986) has another definition of intrinsic motivation, which also 
is distinct from pure intrinsic motivation. Elster states that: 

“… the most important value for human beings is self-esteem. Self-esteem derives 
largely from the esteem accorded one by other people. Esteem requires something that 
can be esteemed, some form of externalization of one's inner self. It is of no value to 
be a ‘beautiful soul’ if the soul remains ineffable and mute; the self must be made part 
of the public domain. This argument is closely linked to the need for external criteria 
of evaluation. Other people perform the indispensable function of assessing, criticiz-
ing, and praising one's performance; they provide the ‘reality control’ without which 
self-actualization would be like a ‘private language,’ a morass of subjectivity” (1986, 
p. 106)

This kind of intrinsic motivation is termed Marxian self-realization, in or-
der to separate it from other uses of the term. Elster uses Simon Rodia, who 
for over 30 years built the Watts Towers in Los Angeles in the first part of the 
20th century, as an example. The immense complex, consisting of 17 intercon-
nected up to 30 meters tall towers, was constructed by trash Simon found on 
the street, material he brought home from his work, and his own mixture of 
concrete. Rodia claims that the motivation which drove him was a will to go 

2 This point Hayek actually shares with Lukacs (see next paragraph), although the implication 
they derive out of it differs. 
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to history as a great man. An ability to postpone immediate gratification, i.e. 
strong self-control, is what is needed in order to achieve in this sense.3

The focus on the painful in achievements, and to have the mindset preoc-
cupied with the assessments of others, separates Marian self-realization from 
pure intrinsic motivation. There are also similarities however, especially in 
how the social environment set ‘the rules’ for what performance constitutes. 
Pure intrinsic motivation is not painful however, although it can lead to painful 
consequences for other motivations and needs.  

Another difference between the Marxian perspective and the one advanced 
in this dissertation has nothing to do with definitions, but rather with the Marx-
ian notion that the suppression of intrinsic motivation is effective in the sense 
that it is more productive to use extrinsic incentives than intrinsic motivation 
to motivate workers.4

Weberian conceptions
Religious devotion is a key explanation of intrinsic work motivation, accord-
ing to Max Weber. The classical example is puritans in New England, never 
letting their hammers silence, despite barns being full of grain and banks full 
of gold, and so forth. The interconnection between earthly and heavenly for-
tunes, stressed in the theses of Jean Calvin, was proposed as a key explanation 
of intrinsic work motivation.5 However, unreligious (modern) people also ex-
perience strong intrinsic work motivation. The initial religious devotion 

3 It seems unlikely that the principal motivation directing Rodia was becoming a great man 
when he constructed the Watts towers, however. The short documentary which is the main 
source of his own thoughts on the issue clearly tells this story. Whether this is what occupied 
his mind while he suffered through the actual work we do not know, but his deep concentration 
and ability to block out all distractions is clearly reminiscent of the many accounts of the expe-
rience of “flow” (see e.g. Csikszentmihalyi and Csikszentmihalyi 1988). Pure intrinsic motiva-
tion can thus have been part of his motivation besides that referred to by Elster. Otherwise his 
ability to postpone gratification must have been truly exceptional, since his neighbors disliked 
his project and routinely vandalized it. One unified interpretation of his behavior could be that 
he was principally driven by pure intrinsic motivation to the extent that he could not comply 
with the usual norms of society, and that he legitimized his asocial behavior with references to 
other great artists. See the short documentary about Simon Rodia on this link: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kOPS5IWFQz0 (accessed 2020-03-25).
4 Certainly, all later Marxian accounts do not adhere to this notion.
5 Another example concerns a culture of hunter-gatherers at the border of what is today Turkey 
and Syria. They carved out giant statues from huge limestone rocks, dragged them and placed 
them in circle formations, and built walls around them. The structure was later deliberately
filled with dirt and animal bones, and new structures were created on top of the old ones. Over 
the centuries, formations accumulated and formed a rounded mountain top known as Göbekli 
Tepe. As an unintended consequence is sometimes counted the agricultural revolution, since 
early traces of domesticized wheat have been tracked back to the same area. The story is that 
hunter-gatherers mobilized in great numbers in order to build this constellation. The supply of 
food needed to uphold this venture required new techniques. One such technique was the 
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turned into an inheritable habit or source of rationalization of (seemingly) ir-
rational and inexplicable behaviors, a traitlike will to work hard and persist 
despite material needs being fulfilled. Strong intrinsic motivation thus sur-
vived despite having lost its direct connection with religious theses (Weber 
1905). 

The spirit of capitalism, i.e. the claim that the capitalist revolution was 
spurred as a consequence of religiously legitimized work motivation, is one 
of the most famous arguments of Weber (1905).6 The increased efficiency re-
sulting out of the capitalist revolution had, in turn, important side effects 
which were not only unintended, but perhaps also undesired. The capitalist 
revolution was followed by the entrance of the bureaucratic organization, 
which is a white-collar analogy to Marxian depictions of dehumanizing indus-
trial work organizations.7 The bureaucratic organization makes traditional 
forms of work motivation redundant because it is (even more) efficient, and 
replaces intrinsic work motivation with regulations and norms of conduct. The 
capitalist revolution spurred by intrinsic motivation could thus overwhelm its 
own cause, and lead to stagnation and diminishing room for the unpredictable 
in human development (Weber 1948). 

In contemporary society, a decay of intrinsic work motivation continues, 
according to Peter Berger (1986). Berger traces intrinsic work motivation back 
to individualism as a global development, rather than puritanism as a local 
development. The spirit of capitalism is created by individualism in conjunc-
tion with a certain ascetic sentiment present in puritanism but also in many
other religions. In this conjunction a certain type of personality emerges, con-
stituted by activity, rational innovation, and self-discipline, whose continuing 
existence requires capitalism, but also in a sense is pre-required for the spread 
of capitalism (1986, p. 103f). Unbalanced instrumental rationality can make 
capitalism lose its meaning and overwhelm its own cause, however. For Ber-
ger (1986), this balance is maintained by traditional community, i.e. family 
and religion. A similar point is made by Daniel Bell (1976). 

Intrinsic motivation from a Weberian perspective is only ‘inexplicable’ ac-
cording to an instrumental understanding of the notion of rationality. Boudon 

planned growing of crops. This story, similarly to that about the puritans, thus locates intrinsic
motivation as the cause and efficiency as the (unintended) consequence (Heun 1997; Schmidt 
2000).
6 This has of course been highly debated for a long period of time (see Fischoff 1944 for an 
early account of this debate). However, the argument (in different modifications) continues to 
enter debates about capitalism, its causes, and its sustained existence.
7 A difference compared to Marx is however that bureaucratic workers still are expected to 
sense a sort of pride in their work. The identity attached to an occupation may for many be 
perceived as the ultimate goal of life, and the attainment of it may yield some sort of meaning 
for the individual. The worry is that when productivity is detached from the person (ability and 
inner motivation) and located in the organization (certificates), a fuller experience of life, a life 
‘calling’ in a more mysterious and self-directed way, has been lost (Weber 1948).
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(1997) argues, from a Weberian perspective, that motivations can be instru-
mentally irrational in the sense that their consequences are not directly trace-
able to individually formulated reasons behind these actions, but still lead to 
rational outcomes, in the sense that reasons behind their existence can be re-
vealed and understood. A connection between pure intrinsic motivation and 
material outcomes can be understood from this perspective. 

Other classical conceptions 
Marxian and Weberian conceptions of intrinsic motivation have had a strong
influence on modern sociology. A less influential classical concept is the wish 
for new experiences, as perceived by William Isaac Thomas (Thomas and 
Znaniecki 1927). He considered this wish, which is also an intrinsic need, to 
be most vital for human motivation across all classes and cultures, for biolog-
ical and evolutionary reasons. An example is children’s inherent tendencies to 
manipulate and explore novel objects, as manifested in particular in their frus-
trated reactions against control structures limiting these exploration activities. 
Other examples include grown-up activities such as gaming, criminality, and 
scientific invention (see Colyer 2015 for an account of Thomas’ action typol-
ogy).8 There is a clear similarity between Thomas’ wish for new experiences 
and pure intrinsic motivation,9 although the former was never really devel-
oped, and later abandoned (also by Thomas).

The link between seemingly erratic behavior and innovation is also present 
in the ideal picture of the entrepreneur in Schumpeter (1911; see also Sledzik 
2013). The entrepreneur spots opportunities and exploits new ideas and tech-
nology which other individuals are not able to identify. Motivations of the 
entrepreneur include the creation of unique and admired monuments (cf. Si-
mon Rodia), but also gratification directly derived from creative activities, 
reminiscent of an exploration drive (cf. White 1959).  

The more or less erratic component of human motivation described in this 
sub-section was not given much attention in mainstream social stratification 
sociology that followed. The wish for new experiences was replaced with the 
sense of joy people experienced from the interactions with certain persons and 
objects (familiar or unfamiliar), such as in the action typology of Talcott Par-
sons (1940). With Parsons came the dominance of the idea that individuals 
tend to gain pleasure from what they are recognized and loved for, from their 
interactions with people they love and recognize, which also tend to coincide, 

8 Most (of quite few) applications in social theory relates to negative consequences of a wish 
for new experiences (such as hazardous behavior). However, Thomas emphasized that deviant 
behavior could result from the suppression of more constructive exploration activities (Colyer 
2015).
9 Many thanks to Max Thaning for pointing this out.  
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and so forth. Contradictions in motivations and desires, although most cer-
tainly existent, were not supposed to cause inventions in the same sense as in 
the thoughts of Thomas.

Ambition, self-realization, and new experiences 

Achievement ambition in social stratification research 
The prevailing motivational concept in mainstream social stratification re-
search during the decades that followed Parsons (1940) was achievement am-
bition. Individuals are expected to formulate aspirations regarding the future
status they need, or want, to attain (most commonly measured with an occu-
pation). These aspirations are generalized forms of social prestige, i.e. recog-
nition and admiration. They are turned into motivations through a process of 
socialization (i.e. culturally internalized, becoming ‘intrinsic motivations’). 
Parents’ expectations on what education their offspring should enter or what 
occupation they should attain is one important source of these motivations. 
The influence of the wider cultural environment, such as the influence of peers 
having similar ambitions, is also important (Hyman 1953; Haller and Portes 
1973). 

The literature on achievement ambition relied heavily on the motivation 
people derived from aspirations and expectations. These motivations were 
supposedly reflected in explicit responses to questions regarding occupational 
targets (e.g. desired choice of educational track or future occupation). How-
ever, associations between achievement ambition and attainments in the ma-
ture career were generally quite weak, which led researchers toward analyzing 
intergenerational transmissions of alternative10 forms of values supportive of 
performance (Spenner and Featherman 1978).

10 The accounts of Kohn and Schooler and followers (1983), unlike Haller and Portes (1973), 
do not speak of ‘ambition’ as the principal motivational mediator in intergenerational class 
transmission processes. The transmission of a self-directed personality is the principal mediator 
in their accounts. In another strand of research, the cultural (and motivational) component of 
achievement ambition has given way to rational choice explanations. The basic idea in this 
theory is that individuals strive to achieve at least the social status of their parents, and further 
that a decline in status causes more strain than an equivalent gain in status yields fulfilment. 
This theory principally concerns the targets of occupational aspirations, not the motivational 
forces taking individuals to these targets. Research in this tradition usually measures occupa-
tional targets with parents’ occupational attainment, rather than explicit measures of adolescent 
ambitions (Erikson and Jonson 1996; Breen and Goldthorpe 1997). The literature analyzing 
effects of explicit measures of achievement ambitions in adolescence has also advanced further 
since the review by Spenner and Featherman. One important debate has concerned whether 
achievement ambitions increasingly have become more unrealistic over recent decades, and 
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Achievement ambitions are not necessarily pecuniary in kind (such as hav-
ing a well-paid job). They can be targeted at any work attributes of different 
occupations, or a particular occupation. Achievement ambitions are thus 
sometimes also referred to as intrinsic motivation, for example if they relate 
to altruistic or intrinsic work dimensions. Achievement ambition is however 
an instrumental motivation in the sense that individuals connect a well-defined 
goal to a set of actions, and then turn this connection into motivation to con-
duct these actions.   

There are two ways pure intrinsic motivation can relate to achievement am-
bition. The first is when achievement ambition coincides with pure intrinsic 
motivation. In this case, pure intrinsic motivation can partly replace personal-
ity traits which otherwise are helpful for achieving long-term goals (e.g. self-
control). The other is when achievement ambition does not coincide with pure 
intrinsic motivation. In the next section these two relations will be discussed 
more in depth.

Distinguishing ambition and intrinsic motivation
In general, the analytical separation between motivations to select different 
paths leading toward a job, and actual work motivation later experienced 
within these jobs is stressed in this dissertation (see further Study I). Selection 
into jobs might well be determined by, for instance, aspirations to attain a job 
in which one can experience pure intrinsic motivation. However, the actual 
experience of pure intrinsic motivation does not necessarily follow from the 
fact that individuals plan to experience it in work life. Individuals clearly have 
imperfect information in this sense. Individuals may even hold a job which 
they believe is interesting in theory, without their behavior being formed be-
cause of this view (in competition with other values and motivations). 

For Karl-Ove Knausgaard the idea and the romantic picture of the author
is formed in his youth. He goes through adolescence with this dream, and 
makes it his habit to act in ways and in accordance with this picture of the 
author. He publishes a couple of books, but generally suffers from writer’s 
block, bad self-esteem, and poor well-being. He is constantly focused on what 
other people think of him as person, and about what he writes. This is an ex-
ample of when achievement ambition is not well aligned with pure intrinsic 
motivation. 

Then one day, almost suddenly, Karl-Ove shuts the world off and starts 
working on a biography of his own life, supposedly with no intention of get-
ting it published, or thinking that anyone other than he himself will read it. He 
constrains himself to this chosen path by revealing things about himself and 
other persons in this book, which he knows he would never be able to reveal 

thus less strongly related to achievement outcomes (see e.g. Rindfuss et al. 1999; Reynolds et 
al. 2006; Bozick et al. 2010; Johnson and Monserud 2012).   
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in public. He thus switches task in a sense, from the task of ‘becoming’ an 
author to the task of writing a book. This switch interacts with his latent 
tendencies to experience pure intrinsic motivation, and he enters a state of 
unprecedented focus and performance. In this other example pure intrinsic 
motivation coincides with Karl-Ove’s achievement ambition. 

The examples emphasize that achievement ambitions, including those 
guided by strong intrinsic desires, are not necessarily linked to experiences of 
pure intrinsic motivation. The examples however also stress that experiences 
may change as a consequence of shifting conditions and/or ambitions. As an 
author, Karl-Ove has great autonomy in terms of deciding the content of his 
work; the change of tasks can thus be directly related to a reconfiguration of 
his own ambitions. For other kinds of jobs, sudden changes of conditions like 
this are less plausible. However, changes in ambitions may still affect condi-
tions in the long-term, e.g. if they lead to a job change.   

Ambitions may change either because people truly change as a result of 
their experiences, or because experiences make them discover something 
about themselves they did not know about. This latter notion assumes stable 
interest facets which gradually are revealed through the life course, and would 
explain Karl-Ove’s sudden change of ambition with the inner journey he 
struggles with. The former notion states that this journey is the consequence 
of his initial decision to become an author, and that both the experience and 
the journey is something he will tend to share with anyone deciding to become 
an author. 

Self-realization in modern societies
Individuals are generally expected to become more targeted toward satisfying 
‘higher needs’, when basic needs (hunger, love, procreation) increasingly have 
been satisfied. Higher needs are self-realization needs, which include a focus 
on becoming someone, realizing one’s full potential, creating a unique iden-
tity, and so forth (Maslow 1943). Self-realization, as a motivation enticing 
actions in this direction, has been a core topic of sociological theory for several 
decades. 

There are two contrasting perspectives on how self-realization and work 
motivation are interrelated in modern societies. The first states that people 
start to detach their desires for self-realization from work life and start to de-
velop it in other spheres of life, because of the gradual roll-out of modern 
societies (e.g. Goldthorpe et al. 1968). The second perspective states that as 
the satisfaction of basic needs increases in society in general, individuals tend 
to become more directed toward self-realization across all life domains (i.e. 
work, leisure, politics, culture). There will thus be a shift in what people want 
out of their jobs, away from pecuniary rewards, and toward opportunities to 
develop and realize themselves (Inglehart 2008). To value the experience of 
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pure intrinsic motivation in work life could constitute self-realization needs, 
along with altruistic values, identity related values, etc.  

Bell (1973; 1976) occupies something of a middle ground in this sense. His 
scenario assumes that human innovative power increasingly will approach 
perfect technologies and policies, in the sense that these techno-polices in-
creasingly will be able to satisfy material needs of even wider parts of the 
population.11 Before this has occurred, individuals are increasingly able to re-
alize themselves in knowledge-oriented work. A decline of religious and tra-
ditional values follows these increasing potentials to be realized in work life
(cf. Inglehart 2008). However, as technology approaches perfection, 
knowledge-oriented work becomes obsolete. The trend reverses, and individ-
ual work experiences become standardized and dissatisfying (cf. Braverman 
1974). 

Meanwhile, self-realization in the sphere of culture blossoms. An increas-
ing pool of resources relieves individuals from the struggles of everyday life, 
while a decline of traditional values brokens barriers against free and normless 
exploration. This is what Bell (1976) and Berger (1986) thought they observed 
the first signs of in the ‘normless’ expressions of self-realization in their con-
temporary cultures. Their accounts thus suggest that although modernity (e.g. 
capitalism, post-industrial societies, knowledge society) increases opportuni-
ties for self-realization at work in a first stage, it is not inevitable that this 
process will continue forever. Self-realization may actually erode traditional 
work motivation through the creation of anti-work sentiments. 

There are thus two kinds of self-realization linked to modern society: self-
realization as work motivation and self-realization eroding work motivation. 
A further distinction can be made between self-realization coinciding with 
pure intrinsic motivation and self-realization not coinciding with pure intrinsic 
motivation. Self-realization may be sufficient to direct the individual toward 
the domain of work and entice actions generating an adequate level of perfor-
mance. However, self-realization in combination with pure intrinsic work mo-
tivation is a higher state. The first Karl-Ove could be able to publish and make 
a living as an author, but could not reach the level of performance of the sec-
ond Karl-Ove. 

11 The projection is of course long-term, and the failure of economic science to realize this 
prediction over the past decades is discussed in Rodrik (2015). Yet, this idea has received re-
newed attention in light of the (theoretical) prospects of artificial intelligence to approach this 
end. The connection between advancements in artificial intelligence and a major roll out of 
basic income schemes is prominent in debates linked to big tech companies in Silicon Valley. 
How basic income schemes will affect the work morale and general vitality of humans is one 
aspect of this debate (see e.g. https://www.siliconrepublic.com/careers/universal-basic-income-
debate-finland-canada. Accessed 2020-02-02; Kangas et al. 2019).
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Security versus new experiences
To have an entrepreneurial orientation may be intriguingly contrasted with a 
bureaucratic orientation, focusing on job security. Halaby (2003) links secu-
rity enhancing individual characteristics, such as privileged background and 
high cognitive ability, to an entrepreneurial orientation, and disadvantaged 
background to a bureaucratic orientation. Bowles et al. (2001) argue that
schooling is a principal cause of entrepreneurial tendencies in individuals. Ye 
(2018) describes, in line with this argument, how workers aiming for newly 
emerging occupations in the digital tech industry perceive their future careers. 
She argues that unpredictability becomes part of their orientations through a 
process of socialization within the school system. 

In the action typology of Thomas (see Colyer 2015), the wish for recogni-
tion (conditional love, status) can be contrasted with the wish for response 
(unconditional love). The wish for security can further be contrasted with a 
wish for new experiences. A building together of a wish for new experiences 
with entrepreneurial tendencies, results in the new experiences strategy. The 
new experiences strategy is connected to pure intrinsic motivation, as further 
outlined in Study II. 

The connection between security enhancing individual characteristics and 
a wish for new experiences remains as a prediction, however. The prediction 
is thus that an advantaged background, higher education, and high cognitive 
ability are linked to a wish for new experiences. Study II, analyzing the asso-
ciation between labor market strategy and work learning, considers this alter-
native cause of the association. 

However, material possessions which are the result of one’s own hard work 
are harder to not take for granted than inherited advantages. Individuals ori-
ented toward security are therefore not assumed to lose this orientation as a 
consequence of already attained resources.12 This is in line with Inglehart and 
Welzel’s theory of how populations become more directed toward self-reali-
zation over historical time: 

“There is no inherent tendency for people to shift toward more traditional values 
or to emphasize survival values more strongly as they age. Likewise, there is no uni-
versal tendency for the young to place more emphasis than the old on secular-rational 
values and self-expression values. The presence of intergenerational differences de-
pends on whether a society has attained high levels of socioeconomic development. 
The generational differences found in developed societies seem to reflect long-term 
socioeconomic changes rather than life-cycle effects.” (2005, p. 94f). 

12 A notion underlying a prediction that a wish for new experiences replaces a wish for security 
as the latter increasingly becomes fulfilled over life would be similar to many interpretations of 
Maslow (1943). However, this conception is not really defended by Maslow who notes that 
“curiosity, exploration, desire for the facts, desire to know’ [are] ‘pursued even at great cost to 
the individual's safety.” (1943, p. 385). In addition, the notion has proven hard to verify scien-
tifically (see discussion in Deci and Ryan 2014, p. 14-17). 
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Study II argues that a wish for new experiences may set in motion an up-
ward spiral between pure intrinsic motivation, a gradual discovery of one’s 
underlying potential, and the development of skills. This spiral could possibly, 
in the long-term, become associated with security in terms of e.g. earnings or 
continuing employment (this potential long-term consequence of the ‘new ex-
periences strategy’ is not tested in Study II, however). The loss of occupation-
ally specific skills inherent in a process of repeated job changes speaks against 
this prediction (beyond the early career ‘job shopping’ period). On the other 
hand, structural change may intervene in the relationship between a ‘new ex-
periences strategy’ and general labor market success, making it more plausi-
ble. A worker willing to accept an erratic career path may be better suited to 
maneuver in changing labor market circumstances (see Bowles et al. 2001 on 
the Schumpeterian labor market). What appears to be a route to security may 
thus turn into something different in times of structural change. 

The ‘new experiences strategy’, and pure intrinsic motivation in general, is 
thus especially relevant to consider in light of technological evolution and 
structural change. How this change has unfolded over recent decades, and how 
it has affected the conditions and desires of workers, will be considered in the 
next section. 

Blauner versus Braverman
The prospects of technology to change work life can be summarized in a bleak 
and an optimistic vision. This debate is commonly demonstrated by the con-
trasting depictions of Robert Blauner (1964) and Harry Braverman (1974). 
The debate has regarded the historical trajectories of multiple aspects of job 
conditions and what workers want out of their jobs. There is also a debate 
regarding whether both the bleak and the optimistic scenarios unfold during 
the same historical time-period, but affect different groups instead of workers 
more generally. This section excerpts some pieces from this longstanding de-
bate. 

The historical path of job conditions
Braverman (1974), representing the bleak vision, was not impressed by the 
prospects of technological innovations and the ‘knowledge society’ to counter 
the trend toward a reduction of work life to pure execution. Although 
knowledge-oriented work, focusing on conception, was better than pure exe-
cution, continuing division of labor also within knowledge-oriented work 
would eventually degrade technical and scientific occupations to pure execu-
tion, as it previously had degraded some white-collar work to simple typing 
and computing tasks. 
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A related stream of research (on alienation as it has been popularly termed) 
originated in survey based industrial sociology of the 1950-60s (O’Toole et 
al. 1972). This research was also concerned about monotonous and mindless 
jobs (i.e. pure execution), but had a more optimistic view on the prospects of 
technology to change these conditions. Some general work characteristics 
were shown to affect the ‘satisfaction’ of workers in this research. Satisfaction 
was measured across domains such as satisfaction with tasks, opportunities 
for development, etc.13 As technological innovations gradually would place 
greater responsibilities on the work group, the problem with dissatisfaction in 
work life was in part expected to self-reverse. This contrast was exemplified 
with differences in satisfaction between technologically distinct industries, 
e.g. between auto assembly and chemical plants (Blauner 1964).

Prescriptive measures could induce this process however, such as the pro-
motion of active participation in decision-making and increased opportunities 
for personal development (e.g. training and career ladders). These measures 
were expected to lead to a win-win situation for workers and employers. Or-
ganizations could through rather simple means (such as task rotation, extend-
ing the number of tasks, creating self-directed teams, etc.) enhance productiv-
ity, as mediated by job satisfaction. Productivity was perceived both in terms 
of input (reduced absenteeism, turnover, and shirking) and output (sloppiness) 
(O’Toole et al. 1972). 

A more recent argument along the lines of O’Toole and colleagues is pre-
sented in Applebaum et al. (2000). They emphasize particularly performance 
and productivity benefits linked to active participation and upskilling, in con-
trast to monotonous work and deskilling. Whether organizations (and coun-
tries) embark on the former or the latter path to modernity is described in this 
research as an intermediate choice, rather than a direct effect of technological 
forces. The vision is still optimistic however, since market forces promoting 
productive organizations (and countries) are expected to favor the former 
strategy. 

Braverman (1974) was not impressed by early forms of such prescriptions. 
He meant, for instance, that the execution of a number of simple actions would 
not be more motivating than the execution of only one of them. The contra-
diction between Blauner (1964) and Braverman (1974) does not primarily 
concern the factors that entice workers’ motivation, however. They both argue 

13 Unlike Braverman, this research shared with Parsons (1940) the idea that people generally 
tend to like to do what they desire to do, are good at doing, get recognition for doing, and so 
forth (see e.g. Lorence and Mortimer 1981). This idea in a clearly defined form is expressed in 
Samuel and Lewin-Epstein (1979). They state that “Work related processes such as occupa-
tional choice, vocational training, interpersonal relations with colleagues, and on-the-job expe-
riences generate a cumulative influence on the formation of work values in the individual’s 
mind. Consequently, most workers develop a set of attitudes, beliefs, and preferences which 
guide their selection of modes, means, and ends of action in work-related spheres.” (p. 637).
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that workers’ intrinsic motivation is enhanced under autonomous work condi-
tions. The difference between the perspectives concerns the direction of the 
trend and the prescribed medicine (within or outside the current mode of pro-
duction) (Gallie et al. 1998). 

The historical process anticipated by Blauner (1964) has (so far and in gen-
eral) unfolded since the time of the initiation of this debate, but perhaps not 
mostly so for the anticipated reasons. A general shift in the occupational dis-
tribution, biased toward professional jobs and services, is the most plausible 
cause of this development (Gallie et al. 1998; Oesch 2013; Tåhlin 2019). Bet-
ter work conditions in primary and manufacturing industries have played its 
part, but is probably not the main reason behind it (Gallie et al. 1998).  

Research on job quality also points in the direction of a wide improvement 
of work conditions in the European context, i.e. towards more jobs promoting 
participation (Gallie et al. 2012), as well as well-paid high-prestige jobs asso-
ciated with higher levels of job satisfaction (Oesch and Piccito 2019). Yet, the 
debate continues regarding whether these improvements are countered by an 
opposite trend toward less secure employment contracts and more unemploy-
ment spells, eroding the basis for a high-quality job distribution (see Kalleberg 
2018 for a recent narrative). Study II of this dissertation is situated in the midst 
of this debate about consequences of labor market volatility, and will consider 
it further.     

The historical path of what workers want from their jobs
A shift in what workers want out of their jobs, away from desiring a well-paid 
job toward having a job that is interesting and challenging, were noted in the 
industrial sociology of the 1960s (O’Toole et al. 1972). In a more contempo-
rary account, Duncan Gallie and colleagues (2012) show, for Britain, that 
workers’ valuation of intrinsic job preferences, including a desire for using 
abilities and initiatives, for working with a variety of work tasks, and for con-
ducting work which one likes to do, increases substantially between 1992 and 
2006.

However, results from two major internationally comparable surveys do 
not align with this picture. Turunen (2011) analyzes intrinsic work goals (im-
portant to have an interesting job, a responsible job, a job in which you can 
achieve something, a job in which you can use initiative, and a job which 
meets your abilities) over time. The World Values Survey for five European 
countries 1990 to 2000 is used for the task. Given that this dimension reflects 
a need for self-realization according to Inglehart’s (2008) and Maslow’s 
(1943) uses of the term, evidence does not clearly support the hypothesis that 
these needs increase over time. On the contrary, intrinsic values actually de-
clined in several, politically quite distinct, countries (Sweden, Germany and 
the United Kingdom), but increased in two other countries (Finland and 
Spain). The analyzed time-period is rather short, however. 
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Esser and Lindh (2018) analyze perhaps the longest multi-national time se-
ries of how much people want to attain jobs having (subjectively defined) ‘in-
teresting work tasks’, using the International Social Survey Program work 
modules in 1989, 1997, 2005 and 2015.14 Results are important in several re-
gards. First, they point toward a large mix of valuations. Respondents (across 
all the industrialized world) generally find all analyzed job characteristics im-
portant or very important (extrinsic and intrinsic alike). Two items stand out 
in the sense that the majority of respondents find them very important: inter-
esting work tasks and a secure job, i.e. a highly intrinsic and a highly extrinsic 
form of valuation. Second, result point toward the uniqueness of the item ‘in-
teresting work tasks’ in comparison to the other included items. Exploratory 
factor analysis suggests that the principal factors were intrinsic values (mainly 
altruistic values), extrinsic values (security, income, career), autonomy (inde-
pendence and control), and interesting work tasks. The third and perhaps the 
most surprising result is that these valuations change quite little over time. The 
intrinsic dimension (excluding interesting work tasks) and the autonomy di-
mension increases somewhat, in line with Inglehart (2008), but this is not the 
case for ‘interesting work tasks’.  A fourth important result is that the valuation 
of ‘interesting work tasks’ is quite stable in contrast to the other dimensions 
which vary more across countries. 

Although there is little evidence suggesting that workers want to experience 
pure intrinsic motivation to a higher extent over historical time (from an al-
ready high base level),15 employers may however still want their employees to 
experience pure intrinsic motivation (and other intrinsic motivations) to a 
higher extent over historical time. The distinction between what workers ac-
tually want out of their jobs, and what employers and managers want them to 
want out of their jobs, is scrutinized in Weidenstedt (2017). She discusses how 
prescriptions aimed at increasing participation of employees may be toothless 
in some instances, and may even backfire in others. A reason behind this pat-
tern, emphasized by Weidenstedt, is that all employees do not want to partic-
ipate to a similar extent. Another reason can be that workers differ in their 
abilities to participate, as mediated by pure intrinsic motivation. 

Differences between individuals in how suited they are for increasing de-
mands for participation should thus also be considered in the Blauner vs. 
Braverman debate. We turn now to a discussion about what employers want 
from their employees, and how this potentially has changed over historical 
time. 

14 To be motivated because work tasks are interesting is an indicator of pure intrinsic motivation 
(Study I).
15 It should be noted that the modernization thesis concerns much broader issues than the valu-
ation of pure intrinsic motivation. Changing values across other dimensions still largely play 
out as expected, as is evident in the long tradition of work by Inglehart and followers (e.g. 
Inglehart and Welzel 2005).
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Why employers like motivation and what it means for 
inequality
Employers want their employees to perform at work and contribute produc-
tively to the firm. They can achieve this end in several ways. One way is to 
try to entice employees with extrinsic rewards; another way is to rely on work-
ers’ intrinsic motivation to perform. The first way is generally not assumed to 
be that reliant on motivational differences between individuals in order to 
work properly, the second is plausibly more sensitive to what kind of motiva-
tions individuals bring in to the workplace. 

This section first discusses different employer strategies aimed at enticing 
extrinsic and intrinsic motivation. The section then describes why it is plausi-
ble to expect that workers’ intrinsic motivations become more important for 
employers over historical time. A potential discrepancy emerges if employers’ 
demand for participation, due to technological development and/or new man-
agement techniques, increases faster than individual desires and/or abilities to 
participate. This discrepancy may lead to new patterns of conflict and inequal-
ity, which are discussed in light of contemporary theories on these topics.  

Committed workers
Intrinsically motivated workers are sometimes conflated with committed 
workers. The idea of the committed worker is highly influential in contempo-
rary inequality theory. Three kinds of committed workers are:

A) The salaried worker
B) The gift-receiving worker 
C) The core worker
The salaried worker is usually the manager or the professional and some-

times the skilled worker or technician. The performance of salaried workers 
is hard to assess because their output tends to be qualitative in kind, or concern 
skills which are too specific for external observation to be feasible. They are 
thus usually paid per input (i.e. time spent at work) instead of output (e.g. 
number of finished products). The performance of salaried workers is opti-
mally measured at a limited number of points in their careers. Two principal 
mechanisms bind these workers to the firm and elicit their maximum effort. 
The first is competition within the firm between workers aiming to reach spe-
cific measurable performance outcomes. The second is life-time incentives, 
i.e. delayed pay-per-performance, contingent on exerted effort over a longer 
period, and on the worker staying with the employer (Lazear 1996). 

The gift-receiving worker, on the other hand, becomes committed because 
they receive payments in advance of their exerted effort. The problem is re-
lated to control (as opposed to monitoring for the salaried worker). Control 
problems lead employers to distribute money prior to workers’ actual perfor-
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mance. These gifts are expected to generate effort in the sense that these work-
ers feel that they owe something to the employer. In order to reduce this strain, 
they become loyal to the cause of the firm or the organization (Akerlof 1984). 

Core workers are also defined by their specificity in terms of their posses-
sion of firm related skills, but can also change between work tasks and thus 
fulfil different functions in different parts of the firm and during different 
phases of the business cycles. They can also respond to changes in demand by 
shifting their production to new sorts of products. Their high possession of 
firm specific skills, usually lost in job changes, binds them to one organization 
throughout their careers, which makes them a third kind of committed worker 
(Atkinson 1985; Kalleberg 2003).

The idea of the committed worker provides a micro-foundation for much 
contemporary labor market inequality research (although clear distinctions 
within the category committed worker are not always drawn). Halaby (2014) 
associates the salaried worker primarily with occupational class schemes in 
the tradition of Robert Erikson, John Goldthorpe and Lucienne Portocarero 
(Goldthorpe 2000; Goldthorpe and McKnight 2006, Rose and Harrison 2007), 
and the gift-receiving worker with an occupational class scheme in the tradi-
tion of Erik Olin Wright (Wright 1997). The distinction between primary labor 
markets (characterized by gift-exchanges) and secondary labor markets (char-
acterized by market-clearing wages and pay-per output) is connected to the 
gift-receiving worker by Akerlof (1984). The core worker is usually indicated 
by contract duration and insurance benefits (Kalleberg 2000; 2003; Kronberg 
2013), and/or minimized labor market risks in terms of fewer unemployment 
spells (Gallie et al. 1998). 

Distinguishing employer commitment and intrinsic motivation
Pure intrinsic motivation stands in partial conflict with commitment to an em-
ployer for several reasons. First, lifetime incentive programs may be useful 
for exerting effort from workers governed by external (pecuniary) incentives 
but may also have unintended negative consequences for productivity. One is 
that the maintenance of pure intrinsic motivation most often requires the ex-
ploration of novel tasks and contexts, which may be contradicted by a neces-
sity to remain in the same context with the same employer. Workers searching 
for new work experiences may be limited by contradicting desires to remain 
on lifetime incentive programs (see further in Study II). The resultant deple-
tion of stimulus generating pure intrinsic motivation may yield lower work 
effort. Paying workers beforehand (i.e. gifts) might sound like a solution, but 
only replaces one competing motivation for another. Prospective pay is only 
exchanged for another strong desire, i.e. compliance with the employer. Work-
ers in need of new experiences may be held back by compliance as well as by 
a lifetime incentive program. Regarding the core worker, a heterogenous set 
of tasks is expected to provide opportunities for learning and exploration, 
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which is important for pure intrinsic motivation. Whether this variety is suffi-
cient for maintaining pure intrinsic motivation, is further analyzed in Study II. 

Several contemporary theoretical frameworks emphasize that both organi-
zational and individual factors explain inequality. These frameworks are use-
ful tools for a joint analysis of pure intrinsic motivation and extrinsic incen-
tives. 

Wright (2009), for instance, stresses that a complete analysis of labor mar-
ket inequality, or class analysis, should consider both individual attributes 
(motivation), production relations, and relations between positions and occu-
pations. He distinguishes between three types of class analysis:  the first is 
focused on production relations (Marxian), the second is focused on labor 
market relations (Weberian), and the third is focused on individual attributes 
(Mainstream stratification approach), governing selection into these positions. 
Individual economic well-being (e.g. wages) is directly determined by all 
three factors, but labor market and production positions are also mediators of 
effects of individual attributes (motivation) on economic well-being. 

Another framework jointly analyzing positions and individual attributes is 
outlined by Donald Tomaskovic-Devey and colleagues (Avent-Holt and To-
maskovic-Devey 2014; Tomaskovic-Devey 2014). They argue that both indi-
vidual attributes (skills, motivation) and organizational features, as well as in-
teractions between the two, may provide legitimate bases for making claims
on organizational resources (e.g. claim a higher wage). This framework sepa-
rates distinct forms of claims, i.e. those based in the organization, in the indi-
vidual, or in the interactions (relations) between actors within the organiza-
tion. 

Carl le Grand and Michael Tåhlin (2013; see also Tåhlin 2007) disentangle 
task specificity and worker autonomy from skills as determinants of prestige 
and earnings. Their findings, within the claims-making framework, could be 
interpreted as indicating that skills (or certificates) provide a strong basis for 
making claims, while autonomy and task specificity, i.e. mechanisms forma-
tive of committed workers, provide weaker such basis. 

Study I of this dissertation analyzes whether pure intrinsic motivation may 
be turned into a claim on hourly wages, over and above factors considered in 
this previous research. 

The historical path of what employers want from workers
How much employers value intrinsic motivation may be a much more im-
portant question than how much workers value this kind of motivation. Em-
ployers’ valuations determine labor market rewards such as earnings, which 
are crucial dimensions of inequality. Workers’ motivations can be expected to 
affect inequality only if employers are valuing these motivations, or outcomes 
of these motivations. 
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Surprisingly, there is little empirical research on change in employers’ pref-
erences for intrinsic motivation from a historical perspective. There is how-
ever much theory about this, especially in accounts understanding intrinsic 
motivation as an intricate form of compliance with the (ever-changing) ideo-
logies supporting the current mode of production (e.g. Ebert 2012; cf. Lukacs 
1968). 

Boltanski and Chiapello (2005) refer to three waves of capitalism, linking 
employers’ demands for work motivation to some general purposes of capi-
talism. The first wave is the classical bourgeois capitalism (1890s). The prin-
cipal motivation is the one of the entrepreneurs, seeking excitement for the 
progress and freedom of the own firm, similar to the one being defended in 
Bell (1976) and Berger (1986). 

The second wave is the big corporate capitalism (the ‘golden days’ of cap-
italism), the core motivation being loyalty and career opportunities (cf. the 
committed worker). The third wave of capitalism relates to the growing tech 
industry since the 1980s, core motivations are innovation, creativity, and per-
manent change (Boltanski and Chiapello 2005). This kind of capitalism could 
be expected to demand intrinsic motivation in a purer sense of the term to a 
greater extent than the previous wave. However, other intrinsic motivations 
such as ‘meaningfulness’, i.e. providing goods perceived as useful instead of 
just profitable, are also important. 

New management styles are integral to the framing of this dissertation. A 
plausible cause underlying both new management styles and increasing pay-
offs to pure intrinsic motivation is however the expansion of knowledge in 
society in general and in work organizations in particular. 

Knowledge can broadly be defined “as a set of organized statements of 
facts or ideas, presenting a reasoned judgement or an experimental result, 
which is transmitted to others through some communication medium in some 
systematic form” (Bell 1973, p. 175). Knowledge expands in every sphere of 
society, and has been doing so for a long period of time. Within the work 
organization, it increasingly guides decisions of the manager, the politician 
and the governmental worker, the health and the social worker, the technician 
and the engineer, and the skilled craftsman and the operator. Knowledge is 
transmitted through the mediums of teachers and librarians, and generated by 
the scientist as well as in the practices of work organizations. The dissemina-
tion of knowledge further relies on individuals’ ability to transmit, interpret 
and communicate their reasoning and findings across the labor market (Bell 
1973; Cortada 1998).

The acquisition of knowledge is by definition partly an explorative en-
deavor, not least due to its experimental component (understood in its wider 
sense rather than its narrow application within the scientific community), but 
also because the acquisition of knowledge implies that the individual has not 
already discovered it. As such, the activity of working with knowledge, having
no real endpoint in terms of how far one can get, and yet (more or less) defined 
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rules for what performance constitutes, lends itself extremely well to the ex-
perience of pure intrinsic motivation (cf. Csikszentmihalyi 1988a). Pure in-
trinsic motivation may thus be a highly useful asset in a work setting guided 
by the generation, search for, synthetization, and interpretation of knowledge 
(this expectation is further developed in Study III). 

Increasing demand for skills is expected to cause increasing inequality be-
tween workers with abundant possessions of skills and others (see e.g. 
Krugman 1994). Considering pure intrinsic motivation as an important factor 
behind skill acquisition implies that its value will rise in parallel with a rise in 
the value of skill. Factors which cause the devaluation of pure intrinsic moti-
vation, can similarly be assumed to be constituted by factors devaluing skills. 
An important factor of this latter kind is instrumental rationality in its most 
extreme form, such as in the linear production mode and bureaucratic organi-
zations during the decades after the second world war, as described in Braver-
man (1974) and Blauner (1964). 

Caselli (1999) distinguishes between historical times promoting slow-
learning and times promoting fast-learning. The time following the second 
world war was characterized by technological consolidation of the instrumen-
tally rational work mode, promoting slow-learning over fast-learning (cf. the 
committed worker; the second spirit of capitalism). This period was charac-
terized by declining inequality between skilled and unskilled workers, in con-
trast to a previous period that promoted fast-learning (around the turn of nine-
teenth and twentieth century, cf. the first spirit of capitalism). Since the 1980s 
(cf. the third spirit of capitalism), technological evolution has yet again en-
tered a state promoting fast-learning and upskilling, according to Caselli. 

Thus, the expectation that motivational factors generating skill, such as 
pure intrinsic motivation, are a more important explanation of dimensions of 
inequality during the current time-period than in earlier times, is plausible 
based both on literature on the evolution of management styles, and on litera-
ture emphasizing the rising value of skills and fast-learning abilities. 

Inequality, conflict and development in post-industrial societies
A society characterized as a knowledge society tends to be relatively prosper-
ous. This prosperity is generated by a superior production of knowledge, gen-
erating a larger amount of goods distributed to a wider part of the population. 
The knowledge society can however still be an unequal society, in particular 
because it is a meritocracy (Bell 1973). Meritocracies are unequal for two rea-
sons: (1) some individuals are born with greater endowments including but 
not limited to intelligence and motivation, (2) and some have better access to 
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more knowledge generating and endowment nurturing resources and environ-
ments.16

A problem inherent in the meritocracy is a conflict between meritocratic 
and populist values. The revolt against the meritocratic principle, reserving 
societies’ highest positions for the most able, will, according to Bell (1973), 
almost certainly occur in any knowledge society. Although this general con-
flict is far too wide to fully describe in this introduction, one potential aspect 
of this conflict, relating to pure intrinsic motivation, will be considered.   

One aspect of the conflict between meritocratic and populist values may 
concern that some people will not experience pure intrinsic motivation, be-
cause they are not able to enter positions in line with their needs for explora-
tion. ‘People’, in a prosperous society, can of course explore alternative 
spheres of life (culture, sports, family, own house, and so forth). They can 
engage in competitions and creative activities outside the sphere of work, or 
they can engage in traditional activities such as small-scale farming, hunting, 
fishing, gathering, etc., for the sake of extending one’s independence rather 
than for trade. They can also engage in more directionless exploring, such as 
testing the limits of their bodies and minds through activities such as jumping, 
running, throwing, questioning, etc. All these activities lend themselves well 
for experiences of pure intrinsic motivation and many people will probably 
find them sufficient for their needs. However, many others continue to view 
production as it characterizes itself in post-industrial societies as inherently 
more interesting. The question then becomes why pure intrinsic motivation 
becomes attached to the work domain of life, given these alternative paths for 
exploration.

Knowledge acquisition (as an activity) can be exemplified by two theoret-
ical schools, each severely critiquing a focus on distinct parts of the 
knowledge acquisition process. The notion that knowledge can be acquired 
detached from the situation is challenged from research stressing the role of 
immediate learning for the acquisition of knowledge (e.g. how poorly children 
learn words directly from dictionaries in Miller and Gildea 1987; Brown et al. 
1989). ‘Pure discovery learning’, i.e. learning-by-doing without supervision 
or prior theoretical knowledge about the situation, is however equally force-
fully rejected from another direction (see research of how badly participants 
understand content of training programs using this strategy in Mayer 2004; 
Kirschner et al. 2006). In combination these notions emphasize that learning 
detached from practice is an uninteresting (and inefficient) form of learning, 
and that undirected exploration is learning conducted without rules for what 

16 The refutation of some central tenets of modernization theory by social stratification research, 
including a diminishing influence of social background on educational attainment (see Hout 
and DiPrete 2006 for a review), can probably be explained by these inherent inequalities of 
meritocratic societies (Erikson and Jonsson 1996).
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performance constitutes, and thus also quite uninteresting (and inefficient) as 
an activity. 

This balance between rules and opportunities for exploration can be crucial 
for the assumption that pure intrinsic motivation is particularly prone to be 
attached to the work domain of life in a knowledge society. Games are inter-
esting because they have rules, but if these rules are simple or stagnant or in 
other ways lack depth, the game will soon become uninteresting. The most 
interesting games in the long run have complex rules which are adaptable to 
changes in the social environment. These games have in general no end-point 
at which individuals no longer can practice and develop their abilities. The 
knowledge society as manifested in the work domain can be perceived as a 
giant playground in this sense, with an infinite number of paths to explore, 
massive amount of resources, yet with rules which at the same time are both 
(more or less) clear and adaptable. 

Two most important rules of the game are that outcomes of tasks have to 
be useful for others than those conducting the tasks, and that these products 
have to be scarce in some sense.17 These rules generally do not apply to games 
outside the sphere of work, in part because they constitute a rather widely ap-
plicable definition of the societal sphere of work.18 They are however adapta-
ble in the sense that new technologies will make previous scarce goods abun-
dant. Such adaptions may be perceived as unfair because they will make cer-
tain work forms, in which workers experience pure intrinsic motivation, re-
dundant. For others, e.g. for the ideal entrepreneur (cf. Schumpeter 1911), this 
adaptability of rules will rather be perceived as a challenge. This depth of the 
knowledge society may simply not be matched by many other major domains 
of society, or by many other stages of human development. Since destroying 
the game is a logical consequence of not being allowed to participate in it, 
being denied access to this playground may be a reason for populist values to 
occur.19

An important aspect of this denial is not acquiring the necessary skills for 
working in knowledge-oriented jobs. These skills are determined by cognitive 
ability (inborn and nurtured), skill nurturing environments, and also by indi-
viduals’ motivations within these environments, e.g. the connection between 
pure intrinsic motivation and learning. 

17 Note that these rules are not motivations, they just frame the settings in which motivations 
can be elicited. Workers can of course directly derive motivations out of these rules, e.g. moti-
vation derived out of a strive to be unique (cf. Elster 1986), or a strive to help other people (cf. 
Folbre 2012). However, these motivations are not part of the definition of pure intrinsic moti-
vation. 
18 The legitimization of this game may have been the true influence of Jean Calvin and individ-
ualism (cf. Berger 1986). 
19 This is an alternative interpretation of the finding in Kohn and Schooler (1982) that authori-
tarian values are directly caused by having work conditions which are not substantively com-
plex. 



27

Pure intrinsic motivation can particularly be expected to be an asset in the 
kind of learning situations when the demands of the job moderately exceed 
the possessed skills of the individual. These situations are expected to become 
increasingly common in the labor market in a knowledge society. Skills 
formed in (higher) education are not necessarily sufficient to close this divide, 
as the theoretical knowledge and actual applications of this knowledge tend to 
be detached. Skills become productive when theoretical knowledge acquired 
in education interacts with the practical application of this knowledge in the 
workplace. In this part of the knowledge acquisition process, i.e. when theo-
retical knowledge meets actual practices, pure intrinsic motivation is particu-
larly valuable. 

The behavioral paradigm in labor market inequality 
research
In parallel with the changing labor markets over recent decades (e.g. the rise 
of the knowledge society, expansion of services, etc.), a number of concepts 
aimed at measuring behavioral tendencies of individuals emerged in the soci-
ology and economics of inequality. The question “What characteristics do em-
ployers want in their workers?”, posed in the beginning of the review of this 
literature by George Farkas (2003, p. 541), incorporates research on these con-
cepts into a broader research agenda on labor market inequality. Much of this 
research has focused on analyzing the associations between behavioral char-
acteristics and labor market rewards, such as (and most often) earnings. A 
similar agenda has been forwarded for economics (e.g. Heckman and Kautz 
2012). 

The behavioral concepts primarily analyzed in this literature can be divided 
into two categories: (a) competence beliefs and (b) personality traits. 

Competence beliefs
Competence beliefs regard the self-appraisal that one is capable, in general or 
in a particular activity or series of events. The literature on competence beliefs 
is related to the current topic because pure intrinsic motivation could lead to a 
tendency to block out negative assessments from the social environment (cf. 
Csikszentmihalyi 1988a; Nicholls 1984; Dweck 1986).20, 21 Competence be-
liefs are also something wider, however, and can relate to a stable tendency to 

20 Some of the roots of the concept ‘self-efficacy’ also underpin the concept pure intrinsic mo-
tivation (e.g. White; Csikszentmihalyi; see Gecas 1989).
21 There is not much consensus regarding whether competence beliefs are an outcome of pure 
intrinsic motivation or the other way around, not even within more or less clearly delimited 
research frameworks such as goal-orientation theory (Vandewalle et al. 2019). Trautwein et al. 
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expect that outcomes of one’s actions are the direct consequences of these 
actions. Competence beliefs in this sense could thus be perceived as more in-
strumental than pure intrinsic motivation, in the sense that external goals, ra-
ther than immediate inspirations, entice actions.  

Self-efficacy most often relates to the belief that one has the ability to 
achieve in a particular situation (e.g. the performance of a task) (Bandura 
1982). This and other situational versions of competence beliefs (e.g. self-
concept) have proven quite effective in both the academic context (Bandura 
1997; Marsh et al. 2005; Trautwein 2012) and the work context (Stajkovic and 
Luthans 1998; Abele and Spurk 2009). 

Self-efficacy has attained special prominence in human resource manage-
ment, in particular because it can be perceived as a quite formable phenome-
non (Gist 1987). If self-efficacy constitutes the belief that one is capable, then 
positive assessments of one’s capability from a manager (for instance) should 
lead to that workers try more things. By trying they improve the likelihood of 
also improving their capability. However, in reality the processes of self-effi-
cacy are more complex, as a substantial part of variation in self-efficacy is 
rather stable. The responsiveness of individuals to manipulation of their self-
efficacy also varies (Gist and Mitchell 1992; cf. Weidenstedt 2017).

A further concern is that ‘objective’ understandings of conditions can 
emerge when individual planning, i.e. outcomes individuals expect from their 
actions, collides with an objective reality which is delimiting. Such collision 
between individual planning and reality, i.e. the gradual discovery of the true 
limits of one’s sphere of influence, could be quite disruptive for self-efficacy.22

In sociology and economics, research on competence beliefs has primarily 
concerned generalized competence beliefs. Much of this research has con-
cerned self-esteem as perceived by Rosenberg (1965), enabled by the inclusion 
of these measures early on in the National Longitudinal Survey of Youths 
(NLSY) for the United States. This survey also includes a good proxy for in-
telligence (armed forces qualifying test), which is needed to distinguish be-
tween self-assessment of ability from a more objective form of ability. The 
Rosenberg scale includes items such as “I am able to do things as well as most 
other people” and “All in all, I am inclined to feel that I am a failure (re-
versed)” and thus relates to some sort of general assessment of one’s tendency 

(2012) argue that pure intrinsic motivation has little value for performance if not matched with 
an assessment of one’s ability as strong in a particular situation (see also Pinxten et al. 2014). 
This research analyzes quite delimited performance in the school setting however. The question 
is open whether they extrapolate to performance criteria adaptive to changing circumstances 
and adaptive rules for performance, or to alternative conceptualizations of pure intrinsic moti-
vation.  
22 Lukacs (1968) perceived a similar revelation (in the work place) as a catalyst for revolution 
among the working class, and a catalyst for depression and suicide i.e. a state of anomie, among 
the bourgeois, relflecting a difference between collectivist and individualist mental frames.
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to succeed in life. Results point at quite stark effects of self-esteem on earnings 
(Goldsmith et al. 1997; Heckman et al. 2006; Drago 2011). 

However, there is also critique against a causal interpretation of effects of 
self-esteem on labor market success. The correlation between self-esteem and 
job performance is for instance quite weak, and might partly be driven by that 
workers with high self-esteem overvalue their performance (if both compo-
nents are self-assessed) (Baumeister et al. 2003).23

Another form of competence belief is internal locus of control (also in-
cluded in NLSY), which is defined as the belief that one is in control of the 
forces determining one’s life situation (Rotter 1966). Internal locus of control 
is thus different from self-esteem (although they obviously are related), be-
cause it reflects one’s perception of how far one’s and others’ spheres of in-
fluences stretch, rather than assessing one’s abilities.  

Internal locus of control is measured with items such as “People's misfor-
tunes result from the mistakes they make” and “When I make plans, I am al-
most certain that I can make them work.” Dunifon and Duncan (1998) assess 
the impact of internal locus of control on earnings and emphasize the interac-
tion with time for an effect to occur on earnings. A stark significant positive 
correlation between locus of control and earnings does not emerge until quite 
late in the career. They suggest either that learning on-the-job takes effect on 
earnings after the learning has occurred, and then functions as a mediator of 
the relationship between internal locus of control and earnings, or that it takes 
time for employers to ‘discover’ the motivations of their employees and re-
ward them accordingly. 

Another related concept is self-directedness, defined as “the beliefs that one 
has the personal capacity to take responsibility for one's actions and that soci-
ety is so constituted as to make self-direction possible” (Kohn and Schooler 
1982, p. 1276). Self-directedness is a highly generalized form of competence 
belief, relating to responsibilities in life at large rather than to particular com-
petencies. It is related to internal locus of control, and measured with items 
such as “Do you feel that most of the things that happen to you are the result 
of your own decisions or of things over which you have no control?”, but also 
by political and morale statements about the personal responsibilities of peo-
ple in general, such as “People who question the old and accepted ways of 
doing things usually just end up causing trouble (reversed)”. 

Melvin Kohn and Carmi Schooler (1982) show by means of a cross-lagged 
model that substantive complexity of the job, defined as “the degree to which 
the work, in its very substance, requires thought and independent judgement.” 
(Kohn 1999, p. 47), has a time-variant effect on self-directedness, and that 

23 The Rosenberg-scale neither separates esteem-related items from items more indicative of 
general self-efficacy. There has been a lot of debate regarding whether self-esteem should be 
separated into a generalized self-efficacy component and a self-esteem component (Chen et al. 
2001).
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self-directedness has a time-variant effect on how closely workers are super-
vised (see also Kohn and Schooler 1983; Hauser and Roan 2017). 

Self-directedness, as a concept, does not really provide a reason for action. 
Intrinsic motivation is thus only, if anything, implicit in the model of Kohn 
and colleagues. It seems plausible to assume that intrinsic motivation to learn 
is part of the process linking work place structure and personality. A further 
discussion on the links between motivation to learn (complex) work, change 
in self-directedness, and skill development in the work place, is provided in 
Study III. 

Personality traits
Personality traits and labor market outcomes have been a popular interest of 
inequality researchers for a rather long period of time by now (e.g. Jencks et 
al. 1972). In economics, James Heckman emphasizes in particular benefits 
linked to having a conscientious (meticulously hard-working) personality for 
a number of indicators of success in life (e.g. Heckman and Kautz 2012). The 
topic has also entered sociological stratification research, in particular because 
personality may be an important link in the intergenerational status transmis-
sion process (e.g. Shanahan et al. 2010).   

This section will review some recent works from this large literature. One 
aim is to discuss how the personality literature, in future research, could be 
related to the perspective on pure intrinsic motivation advanced in the current 
dissertation. A second, more important, aim is to present examples of how 
research on behaviors and inequality is currently conducted, which is useful 
for understanding the choice of methodology for the studies in this disserta-
tion.

The most common set-up (although not always applied) is to conceptualize 
personality in five dimensions (the Big Five): Openness, Conscientiousness, 
Extraversion, Agreeableness and Neuroticism (OCEAN). In its most basic 
form (e.g. the short version in Rammstedt and John [2005], applied as control 
in Study I), OCEAN is measured with items such as, (O) “I have an active 
imagination”, (C) “I deal with tasks thoroughly”, (E) “I am outgoing and so-
ciable”, (A) “I am generally trusting”, (N) “I get nervous easily”. Competence 
beliefs are sometimes also treated as personality traits, and the review below 
will thus also contain some additional references to estimates for competence 
beliefs.

Gensowski (2018) uses a unique dataset in order to assess the influence of 
personality (measured in 1922) on lifetime earnings. The structure of the per-
sonality items reveals a remarkable similarity to OCEAN (although measured 
long before the establishment of this theory). A major weakness of this study 
is that the sample was selected based on children having high cognitive ability. 
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Yet, results reveal that both conscientiousness and extraversion have signifi-
cant positive effects on lifetime earnings for higher educated men, while 
agreeableness has negative effects. 

Nyhus and Pons (2005) employ a slight variation of OCEAN, substituting 
the O for an indicator of competence beliefs (similar to that in Kohn and 
Schooler 1982). They show that competence beliefs have an increasing posi-
tive relevance for earnings as job tenure increases. They also observe an over-
all negative effect for neuroticism. 

Mueller and Plug (2006) use a large cross-sectional sample of higher edu-
cated workers, and show that neuroticism has a negative relationship with 
earnings. Their findings suggest that men receive a wage premium for being 
open and not agreeable, while women receive a wage premium for being open 
and conscientious. 

Heineck and Anger (2010) estimate cross-sectional associations between 
OCEAN and wages, as well as between competence beliefs (in the version of 
Rotter 1966) and wages. They repeat the finding that agreeableness is nega-
tively associated with wages, but only significantly so for females. They fur-
ther suggest that openness has a positive interaction effect with tenure, which 
removes its slight negative effect and turns it slightly positive. They also show 
that competence beliefs are positively associated with wages. 

Shanahan et al. (2010) link OCEAN to self-direction at work (a measure 
influenced by Kohn and Schooler 1983) and hourly wages. They find that 
agreeableness is positively linked to earnings, and so is extraversion and open-
ness. Neuroticism is however negatively linked to earnings. All personality 
dimensions are positively linked to self-direction at work (except neuroticism 
which is negatively linked). However, the methodology is limited because the 
five domains are tested for separately rather than simultaneously.

Results in this excerpt of studies are surprisingly mixed in terms of which 
personality traits are related to earnings. However, there are evidently associ-
ations in need of further elaboration. A revelation of links between personality 
and motivation could improve the understanding of why different combina-
tions of personality are related to dimensions of inequality, and in which situ-
ations these combinations are most useful. Komarraju et al. (2009) examined 
intrinsic motivation among a sample of 308 students in the college setting, 
asking about their reasons for attending college (e.g., “For the pleasure I ex-
perience while surpassing myself in my studies” and “Because I experience 
pleasure and satisfaction while learning new things”). They found that pure 
intrinsic motivation to a fair degree is explained by openness and conscien-
tiousness by 17 percent. In contrast, 13 percent of the variation in ‘extrinsic’ 
motivation (e.g. “In order to get a more prestigious job later on” and “Because 
eventually it will allow me to enter the job market in a field that I like”) is 
explained by extraversion and conscientiousness. Although the general ap-
plicability of results in Komarraju et al. (2009) is limited, they appear plausi-
ble. A link between pure intrinsic motivation and labor market performance 
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can be related to the combination conscientiousness and openness, while a link 
between extrinsic motivation and labor market performance can be related to 
the combination conscientiousness and extraversion. These links contribute to 
providing a future amalgamation of the literature on personality and inequality 
and a motivational perspective on inequality. 

Linking behaviors and earnings measured in adulthood, as is the most com-
mon approach in the personality literature presented above, may be perceived 
as an inconclusive approach, but should be viewed in light of the manifold 
contributions to the topic in community samples (see reviews for job perfor-
mance in Barrick and Mount 1991 and for academic performance in O’Connor 
and Paunonen 2007). The methodological approach of the present dissertation 
is similar, and analyzes how mechanisms observed in experimental studies 
and studies on community samples unfold at the population level and generate 
societal phenomena such as inequality. The experimental approach demon-
strates causality, while observational approaches reveal how these mecha-
nisms unfold in interaction with real world circumstances on the population 
level. We turn now to a more in-depth presentation of the present argument, 
and show how it relates back to findings in experimental research.

The perspective of the present dissertation
This section presents foundational research behind pure intrinsic motivation 
and argues how this research can be related to work learning and labor market 
performance. Details regarding the connection are however saved for the in-
dividual studies. The section also presents the measures used to indicate pure 
intrinsic motivation, and methodological and causality considerations which 
did not fit into the format of the individual studies. The section ends with a 
summary of the introduction, pointing toward the research gap this disserta-
tion aims to fill.

The discovery of pure intrinsic motivation
The first ‘discovery’ of pure intrinsic motivation, in a more scientific sense, 
dates back to the 1950s. The experimental observation that monkeys learned 
and mastered puzzles as well (or in some experiments even better) when they 
had a supply of food (for instance stored in their cheeks) as when they were 
hungry led researchers to question then customary explanations of learning 
motivation as ‘primary drive reduction’, i.e. a way of attaining resources that 
fulfilled primary needs such as eating (Harlow 1953; Butler and Harlow 
1957). The monkey experiments were the start of a general shift of psycho-
logical science from viewing human motivation as solely a cultured expres-
sion of primary drive reduction, to viewing human motivation as inherently 
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curios and explorative and manipulative of the immediate environment, as 
outlined in White (1959).  

Building on the findings from Harlow’s monkey experiments, Edward Deci 
(1971) offered a pay reward to one group of experimental participants but not 
to another, and then observed how long participants continued to explore and 
play with a given task after the experiment had (officially) ended. The result, 
replicated numerous times (Deci et al. 1999), was that a pay reward signifi-
cantly decreased the time participants spent on the activity during the ‘free-
choice period’. The average reduction in motivation to play with the task, ob-
served among the paid participants, indicated that intrinsic motivation could 
not be boosted by external incentives. 

The most important point of these experiments for the current project is that 
researchers have clearly demonstrated that intrinsic motivation is an own dis-
tinct type of motivation. A most intricate strength of these experiments was 
that the participants were observed after the experiment (officially) had ended, 
thus avoiding the Hawthorne effect. 

It is notable that primary causes of pure intrinsic motivation are located 
outside the experiments. They are either innate or learned during a socializa-
tion process taking place long before the experiments are conducted. The re-
searchers thus had to hypothesize that certain experiences of intrinsic motiva-
tion, e.g. a temporary undermining of it, can be made observable through ex-
ternal manipulation. The important point of these experiments is thus not that 
external manipulation happened to be a pay reward,24 but rather that the ex-
perimental design revealed effects which could not be linked to any other kind 
of motivation than intrinsic motivation. 

Pure intrinsic motivation and performance
Time and effort are usually implied as factors behind rewards which constitute 
dimensions of labor market inequality, but are not directly tied to these re-
wards. Time and effort must first be turned into (individual) performance and 
productivity, and then into claims on organizational resources, before they can 
be converted into a dimension of inequality. However, the quality of perfor-
mance (as assessed by prices, subjective utility, etc.) also matters, rather than 
a mere focus on time and effort expended. 

Experiments with a set-up similar to Deci (1971), but with a focus on per-
formance instead of free time use as outcome, have reached similar conclu-
sions regarding effects of a pay reward on performance. Glucksberg (1962) 

24 The finding that a pay reward has this ‘underming’ effect has taken on a life of its own and 
extrapolated to all sorts of control structures, forming for instance a corner pillar of Self-deter-
mination theory (Deci and Ryan 2014), and being highly influential on some contemporary 
management practices (see e.g. Pink 2009). 
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conducted a variation of the so-called candle problem. The original experi-
ment varied the level of complexity of a task by rearranging the attributes 
needed to solve it. Glucksberg added an external motivation: different 
amounts of pay ordered by the time needed to solve the task, and found that 
pay led to worse performance under the complex condition but not under the 
simple condition. Ariely et al. (2009) have reached similar conclusions in ex-
periments in which they pay a very substantial amount of money as reward. 

These experiments suggest that pure intrinsic motivation is linked not only 
to free time use, but also to the quality of performance. This aspect of pure 
intrinsic motivation is rather implicit in the work of Deci and colleagues, i.e. 
Self-determination theory. Cerasoli et al. (2014) argue that an exclusive focus 
on the undermining effect of pay rewards in Self-determination theory pushes 
aside the highly important question: “What is the ultimate impact of intrinsic 
motivation on performance?” (p. 982). Verified outcomes of intrinsic motiva-
tion – effort, persistence and dedication – have the potential to affect perfor-
mance, but whether they do this is an empirical question. 

Cerasoli et al. (2014) verify that there is a moderately strong meta-analytic 
relationship between pure intrinsic motivation and performance, and thus 
makes the step to the expectation that pure intrinsic motivation is linked to 
performance/productivity in the labor market smaller. The fact that intrinsic 
motivation is particularly relevant for qualitative aspects of performance, as 
also verified in Cerasoli et al. (2014; cf. Glucksberg 1962), is important, be-
cause it indicates that learning is part of the process linking intrinsic motiva-
tion and performance. In contrast, extrinsic incentives are better predictors of 
quantitative aspects of performance, such as performing an already mastered 
(or simple) task over and over again. The next sub-section relates these find-
ings to research on on-the-job training, productivity, and wage differentials in 
the labor market.  

Pure intrinsic motivation, work learning, and labor market 
performance
A basic mechanism underlying the process where individual motivation de-
termines labor market rewards has been outlined for competence beliefs. 
Work learning is a crucial mediator in this process. Motivation, generated by 
a belief that outcomes are primarily the consequences of one’s actions and/or 
an orientation toward challenge, is expected to improve the likelihood of en-
tering on-the-job training programs (Dunifon and Duncan 1998). 

Work learning, in turn, is a main determinant (beyond education) of human 
capital accumulation in adulthood, i.e. of the productive skills individuals at-
tain (Rosen 1972; Mincer 1974). This relationship is reflected in returns to 
training in terms of firm productivity (Dearden et al. 2006) and individual 
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productivity (De Grip and Sauermann 2012), in positive pay-offs to experi-
ence in a vast amount of wage equations spanning over different countries and 
time-periods (Lemieux 2006), in a positive correlation between wage growth 
and measures of job training intensity in jobs (Brown 1989), and in wage re-
turns to training program participation on-the-job (Brunello et al. 2007). 

The link between on-the-job training and productivity has also been em-
phasized in sociological labor market inequality research (Evertsson 2004; 
Tåhlin 2007; Grönlund 2012; Korpi and Tåhlin 2018). A basic assumption 
underlying this research is that some work tasks are more productive than oth-
ers (Tåhlin 2011), and that learning how to conduct them is associated with 
labor market rewards, which constitutes crucial dimensions of labor market
inequality.  

The current extension adds that pure intrinsic motivation is a valuable asset 
in learning processes on the job, because it generates performance, particularly 
in tasks which demand learning in order to be mastered. This mechanism is 
crucial for expectations in all of the studies of this dissertation, and will be 
outlined in detail in each of the specific studies. 

Now, we turn instead to a detailed presentation of pure intrinsic motivation, 
as defined in the individual studies.  

Task involvement
Task involvement is the term used for pure intrinsic motivation in Study I. The 
term is borrowed from Nicholls (1984), who argues that task involvement re-
lates to a self-referenced (internal) ability criterion, in contrast to a normative 
(external) ability criterion, relating to ego-involved motivation. If a person 
primarily is focused on personal development, an effort is exerted if the per-
formance of a task is expected to lead to a higher level of ability in this sense. 
In contrast, ego-involved motivation is exerted if the performance of a task is 
expected to indicate superior ability in comparison to other peoples’ levels of 
ability. While task/ego involvement is task and situation specific, tendencies 
to compare ability with own previous achievements or with other peoples’ 
achievements are assumed to be rather stable individual characteristics. 

Task involvement is linked to effort only if it is a novel activity, indicative 
of a step forward in terms of learning and mastery. These ideas resemble the
concept of ‘flow’, as described in Csikszentmihalyi (1988a). ‘Flow’ is the in-
tense focus on mastering an activity to the extent that external distractions 
(e.g. the performances of others) are closed out. Csikszentmihalyi (1988b) 
also emphasizes the tendency to not be too focused on the outcome of an ac-
tivity when conducting it, in the experience of flow. An example comes from 
his qualitive study of young developing artists, who tended to immediately 
forget and put aside pictures they meticulously had just perfected. Their sub-
sequent use of these paintings was extremely limited. Their intense motivation 
was perceived as located entirely in the actual process of painting the picture.
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Another influence on the conceptualization of task involvement in Study I 
is Self-determination theory (Ryan and Deci 2000; Gagné and Deci 2005; 
Deci and Ryan 2014). Major facets of motivation in Self-determination theory 
are amotivation, extrinsic motivation, and intrinsic motivation. Extrinsic mo-
tivation can further be divided into different degrees of internalization. Exter-
nal regulation refers to direct extrinsic incentives such as pay per output. In-
trojected motivation refers to a focus on approval from others (e.g. ego-in-
volvement, approval from managers and teachers). Identified motivation re-
fers to motivation occurring because a task is recognized to lead to the 
achievement of a goal that is personally important. People who are motivated 
to read a book about medicine because they find it personally important to be 
a doctor have this motivation. There is thus a potential conflict present. People 
having this motivation may still rather prefer to do other things than reading 
this particular book. Integrated extrinsic motivation refers to tasks which the 
person finds personally important to conduct without explicit reference to ex-
ternal incentives. There is no longer any apparent conflict. Reading the book 
about medicine is personally important to the extent that the person rather 
reads it than does other things. Intrinsic motivation refers to the motivation to 
read the book because it is interesting and enjoyable. References to what is 
important or not important are no longer present (Ryan and Deci 2000).   

Intrinsic motivation in the form of task involvement can be measured in
multiple ways. In the experimental literature, two measures of intrinsic moti-
vation are primarily used: free choice behavior and self-reported interest in 
the activity. Experimental findings for both these measures suggest that they 
are similarly related to external manipulation (Deci et al. 1999). Observational 
research tends to focus on self-reported interest in an activity or a larger life 
situation, such as work. In the framework of Gagné et al. (2015), work moti-
vations are measured with responses to the question “Why do you put effort 
into your current job?”. Intrinsic motivation is indicated by the responses: 
“Because I have fun doing my job”, “Because what I do in my work is excit-
ing”, and “Because the work I do is interesting”. 

The last of the above items is parallel to the response used to indicate task 
involvement in Study I. Comparison motivations in Study I reflect different 
forms of extrinsic and internalized motivations (including altruistic and es-
teem-related motivations), which are similar to, but do not exactly correspond 
to, items indicating internalized motivations in the framework of Gagné et al. 
(2015).  

Self-determination theory adheres to the perspective that individuals may 
have different motivations, which only partially stand in conflict to each other. 
The model is yet one of interactions between motives, i.e. motives both com-
pete with each other and have the potential to support each other (in contrast 
to additive models assuming that motivations primarily strengthen each other) 
(Gagné and Deci 2005). In this sense, it is theoretically possible to be strongly 
driven by both extrinsic incentives, a desire to make an impression, and pure 
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intrinsic motivation, but different combinations may be more or less common 
empirically speaking.

A difference between the operationalization used in Study I and Gagné et 
al. (2015) is that respondents are asked to rank order work motivations instead 
of responding on agree-disagree scales. Study I, however, adheres to the per-
spective that individuals may have multiple work motivations by asking the 
question twice, and does not rank order the two most important motivations. 
The specification of Study I avoids inflation in response alternatives, although 
it is still heavily skewed25 toward intrinsic, altruistic and esteem-related re-
sponses. Quite few are motivated solely by extrinsic reasons such as wages 
and to keep the job. 

Further influences on the conceptualization of task involvement in Study I 
include matching theories, both economic (e.g. Johnson 1978; Jovanovic 
1979) and psychological (McCormick et al 1979; Wilk and Sacket 1996; Nye 
et al. 2012; 2017). Matching theory describes how workers and jobs are opti-
mally combined, and the processes leading to such optimal combinations. 

One matching theory influencing Studies I and II is rooted in psychological 
research on work task interests, which has evolved quite independently from 
research on pure intrinsic motivation, but have come to largely similar con-
clusions regarding the link between motivation and performance (see further 
in Study I). This research argues that individuals have various work interests, 
which can be matched to congruent work environments, resulting in higher 
exerted effort and better performances (Nye et al. 2012; 2017). Work interests
(in total six, summarized by the acronym RIASEC) are predefined and include 
Realistic interests (things and outdoor activities), Investigative interests (sci-
ence), Artistic interests (creative expressions), Social interests (teaching, car-
ing), Enterprising interests (persuasion, selling), and Conventional interests 
(administration) (Holland 1997; Nye and Rounds 2019).26 Although Study II 
emphasizes that workers may want to explore various interests over the career, 
the basic set-up (the interest and the match) is the starting point of both Studies 
I and II. 

Economic matching theory (Johnson 1978; Jovanovic 1979) adds to the 
framing of Studies I and II the assumption of imperfect information. The true 
nature of a prospective match is hidden for workers (and employers) before 
workers enter the labor market in general and before they enter specific jobs 
in particular. The optimal match can only be revealed with continuous expe-
riences of jobs. How these experiences in turn can work to change interests 

25 Note that the word ‘skewed’ does not imply bias.
26 Interests are distinct from personality traits in that they concern a relationship between a 
personal interest and the features of a specific activity. If someone is generally interested in 
conducting just any kind of activity, it is not part of the conceptualization of interests (cf. the 
measurement of OCEAN). The sources of such behaviours should rather be sought in person-
ality traits.
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and motivations, and thus also the nature of the optimal match, is further out-
lined in Study II.

Motivation to learn
The motivation to learn is a scale aimed at measuring intrinsic motivation to 
conduct learning activities. The theoretical roots of this scale and its measure-
ment properties have been outlined and assessed in Gorges et al. (2016; 2017). 
Similarly to task involvement (Nicholls 1984), motivation to learn relates to a 
tendency to be focused on personal development instead of proving one’s abil-
ity. A major difference is that motivation to learn has been developed and 
principally applied in the school setting. The application of this concept to the 
work setting is spurred by an increased emphasis placed on ‘lifelong learning’ 
in work life, which is a consequence of the expansion of the knowledge soci-
ety. Another difference between task involvement and the motivation to learn 
is the major influence the research by Carol Dweck and colleagues (Dweck 
1986; Vandewalle et al. 2019) on goal orientations has on the conceptualiza-
tion. 

Dweck (1986) does not locate individual differences in learning motivation 
to internal and external reference criteria, but rather in the distinct mindsets 
and theories of intelligence or ability people tend to hold. Certain individuals
have a theory about ability as stable (fixed). These individuals are focused on 
trying tasks they believe they will master given their level of ability. Other 
individuals have an incremental (growth) theory about ability. As they per-
ceive skills as formable, they try learning tasks because they believe engaging 
will lead to a higher level of ability. These theories of ability held by different 
individuals are respectively linked to a performance-goal orientation (fixed 
ability theory) contra a learning-goal orientation (incremental ability theory) 
(Dweck 1986; Elliot and Dweck 1988; Dweck and Leggett 1988). 

There are a multitude of measurement batteries aimed at measuring facets 
of goal-orientation (Vandewalle et al. 2019). The motivation to learn scale is
according to Gorges et al. (2016) particularly influenced by facets indicating 
a learning goal orientation in the Motivated Strategies for Learning Question-
naire (e.g., “In a class like this, I prefer course material that really challenges 
me so that I can learn new things.” and “The most satisfying thing for me is 
to understand the content as thoroughly as possible”) (Pintrich et al. 1993). 

The motivation to learn scale is also, according to Gorges et al. (2016),
influenced by applications of Self-determination theory in the academic set-
ting. The basic operationalization in this research is similar as the scale for 
work motivation in Gagné et al. (2015), but with ‘work’ exchanged for (why 
do you go to) ‘college’ (e.g., “Because I experience pleasure and satisfaction 
while learning new things” and “For the high feeling that I experience while 
reading on various interesting subjects.”) (Vallerand et al. 1992). 
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The motivation to learn scale has been modified from many of its original 
applications however. Motivation is attached to ‘learning’ as a general phe-
nomenon instead of ‘college’, ‘learning for this test’ or similar. ‘Learning’ as 
a general phenomenon emerges across all life domains (work, leisure, etc.), 
and the motivation to learn scale is thus a more widely applicable motivation 
than many previous operationalizations. 

Intrinsic motivation as individual difference
Much of the foundational literature on task involvement and motivation to 
learn are driven by experimental studies. Research has then gradually ex-
tended and come to include observational research, analyzing individual dif-
ferences. Nicholls and Dweck interpret ability reference criteria/mindsets as 
generally stable differences between individuals despite their use of experi-
ments to temporarily manipulate these phenomena. In order to solve this in-
consistency, Payne et al. (2007) specifically analyze the relationship between 
personally stable and statelike goal-orientations. They argue that theoretically 
stable dispositions have a strong effect on situational goal-orientations, but 
that they can be analyzed as separate concepts. 

Self-determination theory argues that if three paramount needs (autonomy, 
competence and relatedness) are supported intrinsic motivation is catalyzed 
(Ryan and Deci 2000). However, self-determination theory also considers in-
dividual determinants of pure intrinsic motivation. Individuals having an au-
tonomous locus of causality,27 which is a personal orientation, tend to experi-
ence pure intrinsic motivation more often than individuals governed by a con-
trolled locus of causality (Deci and Ryan 1985; Gagné and Deci 2005; Lam 
and Gurland 2008). The term locus of causality concerns the difference be-
tween individuals perceiving and not perceiving the environment as control-
ling of behavior (Deci and Ryan 1985). In the work context, workers with 
autonomous orientation tend to choose tasks they are interested in or like to 
do, while workers with a control orientation tend to choose tasks they think 
others want them to do. Orientations in this sense are expected to be rather 
stable, and thus refer principally to individual differences which occur regard-
less of context.

Whether variation in pure intrinsic motivation primarily reflects individual 
differences or contextual differences depends on how motivation is conceptu-
alized and operationalized. In particular, the phenomenon a motivation is at-
tached to is crucial for whether individual or situational differences are in fo-
cus. Here are three types of motivations in this sense: 

27 Locus of causality should not be conflated with competence beliefs (e.g. locus of control, 
Rotter 1966). Locus of causality does not concern the expected outcomes of motivated behav-
ior.
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(A) If pure intrinsic motivation is attached to a particular task (a math test, 
a work task assignment, etc.), it logically shifts when the task is solved or no 
longer present. 

(B) If pure intrinsic motivation is attached to a current larger life situation 
(a current job, school, etc.), it logically shifts when a person changes job or 
school. 

(C) If pure intrinsic motivation is attached to a general and abstract phe-
nomenon which seldom ends or shifts (e.g. a general perception of what 
‘work’ in life constitutes, or what ‘learning’ in life constitutes), it logically 
changes to a much lesser extent than in the other two examples. 

This does not mean that type C motivation is innate or unchangeable, only 
that quite significant experiences are needed in order for even marginal 
changes to occur. The three types of motivation can be thought of as causes of 
each other at different levels of abstraction. Type B and C motivations are 
constituted by accumulated experiences of type A motivations over the life 
course. However, motivations of type A can in the moment only barely affect 
motivations of type B, and rarely motivations of type C. Motivations of type 
C are on the other hand highly determining of motivations of type A and B in 
most situations. 

The current dissertation analyzes motivations across the spectrum of exam-
ples above: 

Study I primarily concerns type B motivation, i.e. the match between the 
individual and the job is in focus of this study. Intrinsic motivation in study I
refers to the relationship between the worker and the job, and is thus assumed 
to shift if a worker changes job. 

Study II primarily concerns type A motivation. Although motivation is not 
directly measured in this study, mechanisms linked to this kind of motivation 
are expected to underly the outcome, i.e. work learning. 

Study III concerns type C motivation, since it relates to the phenomenon 
‘learning’ as perceived by individuals. Neither this perception nor motivations 
related to this perception are expected to change mechanically as a conse-
quence of a job shift, an unemployment spell, etc.

Methodological considerations
The analysis of more or less changeable individual factors requires careful 
methodological considerations. Some of these considerations will be dis-
cussed in the present sub-section, without providing a complete account of the 
methods used in the individual studies. The focus is rather on specific issues 
that did not fit into the article format, or for which a unified discussion can be 
illuminating.

Endogeneity. In Study I, analyzing wage attainment, the motivational fac-
tor is explicitly measured and assumed to be located in the relationship (the 
match) between the worker and a job. Controlling for a previous value of wage 
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attainment, i.e. a lagged dependent variable, accounts for some of the potential 
direct effect wages may have on the formation of pure intrinsic motivation, 
but is problematic for other reasons. Specifically, if task involvement has con-
tinuous influence on wage attainment throughout the whole career, controlling 
for a previous value of the outcome variable captures some of these effects. 
This issue is discussed more in depth in Study I. Another problem, not dis-
cussed in Study I, is that a control for a variable that is both caused by the 
independent variable and confounding its relationship with the dependent var-
iable may lead to additional bias. Suppose there is one confounder of the rela-
tionship between motivation and wages: ability, and one variable which af-
fects wages but not motivation: agreeableness. In a specification controlling 
for a previous value of wages, previous wages function as a proxy for ability, 
but there is now a relationship between agreeableness and motivation. This is 
because individuals have selected into previous wages based either on agree-
ableness or motivation, and these variables have been connected through the 
variable previous wages. Motivation could for instance compensate for nega-
tive effects of agreeableness, or be exploited by employers as a way of reduc-
ing wages if the person is agreeable. Within strata of previous wages there is 
thus relationships between these variables which are not naturally occurring 
covariances in the general population.28

In Study I, this particular issue is solved through a control for agreeable-
ness, but given that it is hard to know exactly which variables enter and disturb 
the relationship there is always a risk involved with specifying a lagged de-
pendent variable model, which have to be weighed against potential benefits. 
The selection of control variables must also be more carefully conducted, ac-
counting not only for naturally occurring confounders of the relationship but 
also for potential disturbances occurring due to their relationships within strata 
of the lagged dependent variable. The specification with a lagged dependent 
variable is thus primarily considered to be a robustness test in Study I, while 
benefits are considered to outweigh costs in Study II. The advantages of the 
fully longitudinal data analysis (applied in Study II), particularly how different 
methods can be used to bound the focal association, are carefully discussed in 
the methodological section of Study II. Study III does not employ any longi-
tudinal design, but it is considered to be the least problematic case in this 
sense, due to the assumed stability of the motivational construct (type C) in 
this study. However, there is still a degree of uncertainty regarding the direc-
tion of effects involved, since not even type C motivation can be assumed to 
be fully stable. 

Confounding. In all of the studies, confounding influences of measurable 
characteristics are considered. This is particularly important for Studies I and 

28 For discussions about these and related biases present in lagged dependent variable models 
see e.g. Halaby 2004; Morgan and Winship 2007 (chapter 3); Angrist and Pischke 2009 (chapter 
II, p. 64); Vaisey and Miles 2017.
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III, employing no or only partial longitudinal design. In Studies II and III, 
strong controls for ability are included through a skill test. Although this pro-
cedure subjugates any reciprocal effects between the motivation to learn and 
ability in Study III, interactions can still be analyzed.

Contextual influences cannot be ignored since the dissertation principally 
concerns individual differences in motivation. This is not an easy task to solve, 
even with a longitudinal design considered optimal in this sense.29 The main 
strategy in the empirical studies is to control for explicit measures or proxies 
for the context, such as occupation and perceived autonomy. This procedure 
is associated with the same problems as controlling for a lagged dependent 
variable (described above). Potential benefits thus have to be carefully 
weighed against potential issues, and these are further discussed when results 
in Studies I and III are interpreted. 

Measurement issues regarding motivation. Regarding measurements, mo-
tivational constructs in Studies I and III are largely novel to the field of soci-
ology. Although many similar constructs have been prominent in different tra-
ditions, there are still essential differences between these more established 
measures and the ones employed in the present dissertation. Kalleberg (1977) 
has been highly influential in research on work values and work rewards in 
the sociology of labor markets. Work values include responses to the follow-
ing question: “People differ a lot in terms of which of these things are more 
important to them. We'd like to know how important each of these is to you.” 
Job rewards are similarly measured with the question “Here are some cards 
that describe different aspects of a person's job. I'd like you to put each white 
card below the pink card which best reflects how true you feel each is of your 
job.” The intrinsic dimension consists of the items: “whether [the job] is in-
teresting, allows the worker to develop and use his/her abilities, allows the 
worker to be self-directive and whether the worker can see the results of the 
work” (p. 128). The first item is related to the conceptualization of pure in-
trinsic motivation in Study I, but the question differs for both work values and 
job rewards. Work values concern what aspects of a job is important to the 
person, not what motivates this person, and can further regard a conception of 
‘a job’ which has nothing to do with a currently conducted job. Job rewards 
refer to a current job, but do not incorporate any ‘because’ in its wording. A 
notion of causality incorporated into the question, connecting a behavior to a 
motivation behind this behavior, is crucial for the measurement of motivation 
in this dissertation. 

Many contemporary and historical accounts have targeted critique against 
ascribing behavior to latent concepts such as motivation. One reasonable 
viewpoint on the matter is that it is true that no individuals (either within or 
outside ‘society’) are able to exactly pinpoint the nature of highly latent con-
cepts such as motivation (or intelligence for that matter), but that this does not 

29 See Allison (2009) for a solution using repeated measures at three time-points.
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mean that these phenomena cannot be real or experienced in modern societies, 
or that their consequences cannot be revealed thorough scientific practices (cf. 
Bhaskar 2008). 

A more contested assumption, crucial for the validity of Studies I and III, 
is that it is possible to measure concepts such as motivation (albeit with a cer-
tain degree of error), by asking respondents about their motivations. This 
method basically assumes that respondents are able to connect their actions to 
reasons behind these actions. This assumption has been criticized by research 
suggesting that individually perceived motivations are nothing else than post-
hoc justifications of already determined patterns of behavior. This is the view 
of e.g. Boltanski and Chiapello (2005) and scholars with a perception of work 
motivation in the tradition of Lukacs (1968). 

However, the assumption is built up from the synthesis of experimental and 
observational scientific approaches to the topic. Experiments demonstrate that 
it is possible to reveal effects of objectively defined pure intrinsic motivation 
and the same kind of stimulus also generates a predicted shift in communi-
cated (subjective) motivation. This is an indication that the communicated re-
sponse correlates with the objectively defined motivation.

Survey research should not be underrated as a tool to reveal psychological 
concepts such as motivation. More elaborated and processed accounts, such 
as those emergent in unstructured interviews, are sometimes more prone to be 
biased by post-hoc justifications (Vaisey 2009). In the data underlying this 
dissertation, structured interviewing, employing response cards, have been the 
principal method, yielding limited room for more elaborated answers. In this 
sense, these data, i.e. the Swedish Level-of-Living Survey (LNU), the Euro-
pean Social Survey (ESS), and the Programme for the International Assess-
ment of Adult Competencies (PIAAC), should be well equipped to capture 
motivations, and not only justifications. 

Measurement issues regarding work learning. Formal on-the-job train-
ing,30 in contrast to informal learning,31 has been the most common measure-
ment of work learning in much previous research, because it is generally con-
sidered to be a more reliable measure. A critique against this exclusive focus 
on formal on-the-job training in the measurement of work learning has been 
raised in e.g. Brown (1989) and Loewenstein and Spletzer (2000). They argue 
that formal on-the-job training only captures a small part of all learning which 
takes place on-the-job. 

One way of overcoming this problem is to proxy informal work learning 
with time needed to learn the job (Brown 1989). The incorporation of more 
direct operationalizations of informal work learning is clearly more novel, alt-
hough not entirely untested in previous research (see e.g. Loewenstein and 
Spletzer 2000). One issue related to this strategy regards whether measures of 

30 E.g. a training program with a tutor and a curriculum.
31 E.g. guidance from colleagues or learning-by-doing. 
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informal learning captures real accumulation of skills, or just experiences of 
learning unrelated to any measurable outcomes. The global measure of work 
learning employed in Study II, has been evaluated by Korpi and Tåhlin (2018). 
They show that the experience of learning new things at work is associated 
with subsequent wage growth, controlled for human capital and educational 
requirements of the job. They also show that formal and informal dimensions 
of work learning are strongly correlated to each other, beyond the influence of 
the same control variables. These findings indicate that informal work learn-
ing, as measured in Study II, is related to skills accumulation.    

Work learning as measured in Study II is multi-dimensional, i.e. concern-
ing both participation in formal on-the-job training, informal learning from 
colleagues and supervisors, and more immediate learning such as learning-by-
doing. This multi-dimensional approach secures against many of the issues 
related to reliability and validity discussed above.   

Research gap and main mechanism
This introduction has discussed pure intrinsic motivation, its expected effects 
on learning and performance, and how these expected effects are important 
for crucial topics in labor market inequality research, i.e. work learning, and 
wage and task attainment. Table 1 provides a summary of key concepts dis-
cussed in this introduction, the main expected outcomes in the key literatures, 
and whether these literatures influenced the theoretical understanding of in-
trinsic motivation in the studies of this dissertation. 

The research gap is evident in that few of the literatures underlying pure 
intrinsic motivation anticipate or have analyzed wage and task attainment as 
outcomes. Outcomes in the key literatures are thus generally not the same as 
those traditionally analyzed in labor market inequality research. 

A number of concepts are related to pure intrinsic motivation either in the 
sense that they support it, are supported by it, or partially stand in conflict with 
it. As evident from the table, many related motivations and orientations have 
been linked to outcomes common in labor market inequality research to a 
greater extent than pure intrinsic motivation. Some are part of previous waves 
of psychological concepts entering labor market inequality research (cf. Far-
kas 2003). In particularly Study II, employing no explicit measure of pure in-
trinsic motivation, some of these concepts have influenced the theoretical un-
derstanding of intrinsic motivation.       

The connection between intrinsic motivation and extrinsic labor market re-
wards (such as wage attainment) has been theorized to follow from: (a) a 
higher level of performance in learning activities at work, (b) consequent as-
signment to more productive work tasks, and (c) a rise in material rewards 
(wages) linked to this assignment. Details regarding these mechanisms will be 
further elaborated in the individual studies.
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