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Abstract

Motivation is recognized as a critical and decisive factor in the successful acquisition of a foreign language, particularly English, which
holds substantial importance in today’s globalized world. Motivation serves as a driving force that encourages learners to actively engage
in the process of language learning and to persist in their efforts. This study investigates the motivational factors that influence English as
a Foreign Language (EFL) learning among Iranian university students. The primary objective of the research is to identify intrinsic
(integrative) and extrinsic (instrumental) motivations in the English language learning process and to analyze the differences based on
gender and academic discipline. The research design is quantitative and descriptive in nature. Data were collected through an online
questionnaire adapted from Sugimoto et al. (2006) and completed by 383 Iranian students. The findings indicated that Iranian students
possess both intrinsic and extrinsic motivations; however, intrinsic motivation was more prominent than extrinsic motivation. A significant
difference was observed between male and female students regarding their language learning motivation, particularly in terms of intrinsic
motivation, which was significantly higher among female students. Moreover, the results showed that academic discipline did not have a
statistically significant impact on students’ motivation for learning English, as motivation levels were relatively consistent across different
fields of study.
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Extended Abstract
Introduction

English has assumed a pivotal role as the lingua franca in global communication, scientific exchange,
commerce, and culture in the modern era. It serves as the dominant language across domains such as
technology, diplomacy, aviation, and media, making its acquisition increasingly essential worldwide (Afzali &
Ashraf, 2022). In Iran, English is formally taught as a foreign language across schools and universities and is
considered a critical component of the educational system (Chaudhary, 2024). However, learners'
motivation—the internal drive behind language acquisition—is recognized as a fundamental determinant of
success in mastering English as a Foreign Language (EFL) (Esmaeili et al., 2024).

Motivation, long regarded as a cornerstone of language learning, serves as the engine that propels learners
through the often lengthy and complex process of mastering a foreign language (Bagheri Nevisi & Farhani,
2022). It governs persistence, effort, and enthusiasm and is thus indispensable to educational success
(Ghorbani & Rashvand Samiari, 2024). In second and foreign language acquisition literature, motivation is
typically divided into two main types: intrinsic (integrative) and extrinsic (instrumental) motivation (Nguyen
& Vo, 2024). Intrinsic motivation involves learning a language for personal growth, cultural connection, and
enjoyment, whereas extrinsic motivation relates to utilitarian goals such as career advancement and academic
success. While difficult to quantify, motivation remains a psychological construct of significant consequence
in education, particularly language education (Rezaeian et al., 2021; Vakilifard et al., 2021).

Prior studies have explored these dimensions of motivation among Iranian learners. For instance, Kashefian-
Naeeini et al. (2024) concluded that demographic variables such as age, field of study, and employment status
had no significant impact on motivation type, although both intrinsic and extrinsic motivations were positively
associated with overall motivation (Kashefian-Naeeini et al., 2024). Vakilifard et al. (2021) found integrative
motivation to be predominant in Persian language learners (Vakilifard et al., 2021), while Bagheri Nevisi and
Farahani (2022) emphasized that early-stage learners often rely more on extrinsic motivation, shifting towards
intrinsic factors such as enjoyment and social identity as proficiency increases (Bagheri Nevisi & Farhani,
2022). Rezaeian et al. (2021) linked high intrinsic motivation with low self-efficacy and heightened
amotivation in doctoral students (Rezaeian et al., 2021), and Jafari (2018) highlighted the predictive role of
attributional style and self-efficacy on motivation types (Jafari, 2018).

On the other hand, studies focusing on extrinsic motivation have noted the limited efficacy of parental
encouragement or exam pressure, while emphasizing the role of technology and socio-economic barriers in
shaping learners' extrinsic goals (Noori et al., 2025). Karami et al. (2024) found extrinsic motivation dominant
among high school learners due to contextual factors and perceived learning utility (Karami & Ghorbi, 2024).
Meanwhile, Esmaeili et al. (2024) emphasized the link between intrinsic motivation and pragmatic competence
in EFL learners, highlighting the positive role of ideal L2 self (Esmaeili et al., 2024).

Much of the existing research has emerged from Western or non-Iranian educational contexts (Rahimi &
Mosalli, 2024), which limits its applicability to the Iranian setting. The present study addresses this gap by
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analyzing motivational dimensions among Iranian university students learning English, with particular
attention to the influence of gender and academic discipline.

Methods and Materials

This study adopted a quantitative, descriptive-analytical design to investigate motivational factors affecting
English language learning among Iranian university students. A total of 383 undergraduate students from
various public universities in Iran participated, selected through a combination of convenience and snowball
sampling. Data were gathered using an online questionnaire administered in Spring 2023. The instrument was
adapted from Sugimoto et al. (2006) and comprised 29 items presented in both Persian and English to ensure
clarity.

The questionnaire was divided into three parts: demographic information; ten items assessing intrinsic
(integrative) motivation (e.g., interest in English-speaking cultures, desire to communicate with native
speakers); and ten items assessing extrinsic (instrumental) motivation (e.g., employment prospects, academic
goals). Responses were recorded on a five-point Likert scale. Content validity was verified by three language
education experts, and reliability analysis using Cronbach’s alpha yielded coefficients of 0.79 and 0.76 for the
intrinsic and extrinsic scales respectively, indicating good internal consistency.

Data analysis was performed using SPSS v26. Descriptive statistics were computed, followed by inferential
analyses. Paired t-tests compared intrinsic and extrinsic motivation levels; independent t-tests assessed gender-
based differences; and one-way ANOVA tested for differences across academic disciplines. Effect sizes were
calculated using Cohen’s d and eta squared.

Findings

The results revealed that students reported high levels of both intrinsic and extrinsic motivation, with intrinsic
motivation (M = 38.18 out of 50) significantly higher than extrinsic motivation (M = 33.78 out of 50). The
strongest intrinsic motive was the desire to understand English-language media such as films and music. Other
high-ranking intrinsic factors included reading English newspapers and building friendships with native
speakers. Lower scores were observed for motivations linked to personal relationships, such as marrying an
English speaker or having close English-speaking friends.

Extrinsically, the most prominent motivations included securing better employment opportunities and studying
abroad. Weaker extrinsic motives included earning good grades or learning English due to obligation. These
findings suggest that practical and career-oriented goals are important, but culturally and personally engaging
factors have greater motivational power among Iranian university students.

Gender-based analyses revealed that female students reported significantly higher levels of intrinsic motivation
than males in areas like cultural interest and media engagement. For extrinsic motivation, both genders scored
similarly, although women showed slightly more interest in employment and study-related goals, while men
were more influenced by academic grading.

Discipline-based comparisons indicated no statistically significant differences in motivation between students
of humanities and those of science and engineering. Both groups showed stronger intrinsic than extrinsic
motivation. However, humanities students exhibited slightly more balanced motivations, whereas science
students demonstrated a marginally stronger intrinsic inclination.

Discussion and Conclusion

This study highlights the dominance of intrinsic motivation in Iranian university students’ pursuit of English
language learning, reaffirming findings from prior research in similar contexts (Bagheri Nevisi & Farhani,
2022; Rezaeian et al., 2021; Vakilifard et al., 2021). The popularity of media-based and cultural motivations
underscores the increasing role of English-language content in Iranian learners’ daily lives. In contrast,
motivations involving interpersonal relationships with native speakers were notably less influential, likely
reflecting limited opportunities for such interactions within the Iranian sociocultural context.
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The study also found that extrinsic motivation—particularly job and academic benefits—remains relevant but
secondary to internal desires for cultural and intellectual engagement. These patterns align with Esmaeili et al.
(2024) and Noori et al. (2025), who emphasized the dual importance of pragmatic and aspirational goals
(Esmaeili et al., 2024; Noori et al., 2025).

Gender emerged as a meaningful variable in motivational differences. Female students reported significantly
higher intrinsic motivation, a finding that resonates with past literature showing women’s stronger engagement
with communicative and cultural aspects of language learning (Ghorbani & Rashvand Samiari, 2024). This
may reflect broader social dynamics in Iran, where women may view English as a gateway to broader cultural
access and self-expression. Conversely, the similarity in extrinsic motivation levels across genders suggests a
shared understanding of English as an essential tool for academic and career progression (Noori et al., 2025).
Interestingly, academic discipline was not a significant predictor of motivation type or intensity. This finding
is consistent with studies by Kashefian-Naeeini et al. (2024) and Meshkouh (2015), indicating that English’s
perceived utility and cultural appeal cut across disciplinary boundaries in Iran’s higher education landscape
(Kashefian-Naeeini et al., 2024; Meshkouh & Ebrahimi, 2015). However, the slightly higher intrinsic
motivation among science students may stem from their increased exposure to English in technical materials,
a trend differing from Nguyen’s (2024) results in specialized curricula (Nguyen & Vo, 2024).

In sum, this study affirms that intrinsic motivation is a stronger driver of EFL learning among Iranian university
students than extrinsic goals, with notable gender-based differences and negligible effects of academic
discipline. These findings suggest that English education programs in Iran should prioritize culturally enriching
content and media-based activities that resonate with students’ intrinsic interests. At the same time,
highlighting the language’s practical value can sustain extrinsic motivation.
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