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Abstract: The motivations that lead students to decide on a study modality or on a university
degree provide relevant information to improve teaching–learning processes. This work addresses
the question regarding the choice of study through analysis of four particular cases. They are
special because the individuals chose their studies according to reasons different from the usual
ones. To study these cases, interviews were carried out with the individuals. The results were
subsequently analyzed according to a qualitative methodology using WebQDA software. The aim
was to distinguish the incidence of internal and external motivations when choosing studies. The
results obtained represent a contradiction with other pieces of research that analyzed the incidence
of these types of motivations for choosing studies and allow for the assessment of various factors
that may influence this process. The results obtained in this research indicate that the participants
presented a high incidence of internal motivation. This allows for establishing some conclusions
about the nature of those motivations when compared with the standard ones referred to in other
works that dealt with a general population. The results reveal that in the subjects of this study’s
sample, there is a higher incidence of internal motivational factors, such as vocation, while in other
subjects, external factors predominate, such as socioeconomic position.

Keywords: motivation; study modality; social sciences; humanities; qualitative research

1. Introduction

Research on the motivations that lead a student to decide to choose specific studies is
an interesting challenge for the development of different areas of study, both in the high
school and university stages [1,2]. From the perspective of the psychology of education,
theories of motivation have been studied in depth [3,4]. These studies correlated the
decision a person made in terms of studying one subject or another and the motivations
that pushed him or her to do so [5,6]. The trends that are marked in each period and various
evaluations of knowledge lead students to choose some study modalities or university
degrees more frequently than others [7].

In this context, several authors [8–13] focus their attention on the importance of
valuing humanities and social sciences due to the direct influence that these subjects have
on the construction of western societies. Thus, the French philosopher Henry [8] warns of
the dangers of undervaluing humanistic knowledge in society, qualifying the phenomenon
of loss of importance of the humanities and the arts in today’s society as barbarism. In the
same way, authors such as Habermas [9] and Adorno [10] warn about the risk of granting
all the epistemological force to scientific–technical knowledge, which leads society to live
in technocratic systems rather than democratic ones. Furthermore, Ordine [11] highlights
the usefulness of humanistic and social knowledge, which is usually considered useless in
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society. Similarly, Nussbaum [12,14] highlighted that the humanities and social sciences
are losing relevance in the educational systems of many countries (e.g., the United States
or India). This author presumed that this fact could be linked to the devaluation of human
rights or democracy.

These arguments show the importance of knowing, analyzing and studying the
motivational factors that lead students to decide on pursuing specific studies. As such,
the analysis of trends regarding the choice of study (based on different factors, mainly
quantitative) is not a novelty [15,16]. However, the study of specific situations through the
case study methodology seems equally interesting, such as people who make decisions in a
different way from the usual tendencies [17,18]. Knowing the motivations of these people
can be useful for seeing the other side of the problem and offers significant information
for the educational development of different knowledge areas. This methodology allows
us to know the details and particularities of the decision-making process regarding study
modality and, subsequently, a broader interpretation of the addressed problem.

The current work comprises a study of four particular cases that showed special
characteristics with regard to the choice of study modality. The results obtained allow us to
compare these factors with those highlighted by other research works [19–22]. In addition,
no methods for encouraging the study of humanities and social sciences can be proposed
if the advantages of selecting these subjects cannot be highlighted in opposition to the
apparent general trend of studying sciences in high school.

1.1. General Overview of Motivations in the Choice of Study

Throughout their academic careers, there are many moments in which students have
to make decisions and choose between different possibilities. Even during secondary
education, students must decide on optional itineraries in their last year. Subsequently, they
are pushed to select their subjects of study in high school [23]. When entering university,
the first important decision is selecting what degree one wants to study. Within a university,
there are again different moments in which optional subjects, curricular intensification
itineraries or the study of new second- or third-stage degrees are chosen [24–26].

There are many very different reasons that lead a student to choose to study one
subject or university degree or another. These reasons are mainly linked to the motivation
with which this task is approached, and they partly determine the possibility of academic
success for the student [27].

The concept of motivation is, therefore, very relevant in these kinds of studies. We
begin by clarifying this concept and pointing out its most relevant aspects in terms of the
choice of study.

Regarding motivation, we agree with the following statement from Pintrich et al. (2006):

“Motivation is the process that tries to explain how the set of thoughts, beliefs
and emotions are transformed into a specific action to achieve a goal. It is the
process by which the activity that is directed to an objective is instigated and
maintained” [28].

This concept has a series of interesting peculiarities that can be analyzed in view of the
main aim of the current work. The most relevant one is the difference between internal and
external motivation, which many works have already addressed in the field of motivation
psychology [29–32]:

• Internal motivation is the kind that has its origin in the person themself, such as
vocation or preferences. Vocation is understood here as the inclination that a person
feels to dedicate themself to a specific profession [33,34].

• External motivation is the type that has its origin in an external element that serves as
a starting point for the person’s action. This type of motivation is associated with the
search for some type of reward associated with achievement of the objective, such as
salary or social position [35,36].
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Some studies also qualify this double aspect of motivation as intrinsic and extrinsic,
although the concept refers to the same idea [37–39].

In the Spanish educational system, pre-university students must choose between three
possible study modalities (sciences, social sciences and humanities or arts). Currently, there
is an imbalance between the number of students in each modality. The most popular one is
the sciences modality.

In previous works [19,20], some authors studied the incidence of these two types of
motivation in the process of choosing studies, especially focusing on the high school stage.
There, external motivation predominated over internal motivation. The objective of these
studies was to find out if the difference in the choice of the various study modalities in the
pre-university students of the Spanish educational system was due to different types of
influencing motivations in the students. There, the external motivation types predominated
over the internal ones. Thus, factors such as employability [15], the grades obtained in
previous stages and the expectations generated by them [40,41], the search for an adequate
socioeconomic level [42] and the influence of family in academic matters [43,44] were
reasons that led students to decide on specific study options in high school or certain
degrees at the university level. Some other factors, such as the application of specific
methodological strategies in the classroom [45,46] or the influence of teachers [47,48],
can also affect student motivation. These factors could probably be considered external
emotional factors.

Going deeper, some studies tried to determine whether there were any differences
between students undertaking various areas of study (humanities, social sciences or arts)
in relationship with the motivations they expressed for choosing such studies [7,20]. Their
conclusions did not show significant differences between the different types of motivations
that were found in the choice of a modality, although they pointed out some interesting
results. For example, they found that from the same motivation criteria, more than half
of the high school students decided to study sciences, while 33% chose the social sciences
modality and only 11% decided to pursue humanities.

In these studies, a quantitative analysis is usually applied, determining the motivation
criteria that influence the choice of each area of study. The main instrument for data
collection is a questionnaire [20,49].

The current study considered the aforementioned studies in order to be able to contrast
their results with those obtained here. However, our approach is not a quantitative one,
but a qualitative study following the research method called Privileged Informants’ Life
Stories [50], which is presented in the following section. In this way, new and interesting
information can be provided to know the types of motivation that affect the choices of
study in pre-university students of the Spanish educational system.

1.2. Choosing a Career According to Internal Motivations: A Case Study

Few studies performed analyses from a qualitative point of view, and even fewer
performed a study of people who presented special and different characteristics in this
choice [51,52]. These types of distinctions are interesting for exploring the incidence of
motivations, since the subjects may not follow the general trends described by previous
quantitative studies [53,54]. Analysis of such differences could explain some aspects that
are usually hidden in standard case studies.

As was previously mentioned [42,43], it can be observed that there is a relationship
between the choices that students make and their motivations, which can be internal or
external [55]. There seems to be a higher incidence of external rather than internal factors
and a greater preference for the sciences area compared with the others. However, we
pose the following questions: Is this behavior equal for all the students? Does it affect
them in the same way? Are these factors the same for sciences and for humanities or social
sciences students?

On these premises, we conducted a study of four interviews [56] in which the internal
and external motivations of four individuals who opted for humanities or social studies
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were analyzed. They presented unique characteristics in relation to the subject under study,
which is why they were considered privileged subjects [50].

The novelty and usefulness of this study lies in the fact that some individuals with very
particular characteristics regarding their choices of studies have been selected and analyzed.
The great contrast that the influence of internal motivations supposes in relation to the
predominance of external motivations, which mainly affect the general population [21,57],
provides a different view on this issue. Knowing the details of these very different processes
is very relevant to be able to modify the general motivation processes.

Considering the results of the studies cited above in this regard, cases that act
according to different variables would be interesting for this study because of the
following aspects:

• In terms of interest in economic position, the interviewed individuals were not very
affected by this variable, which was one of the most highly scored factors in the
previous studies taken as a reference.

• Regarding social position or prestige, for this study, we selected subjects that showed
little concern about this matter, in contrast to the studies reviewed.

• In terms of previous academic results, subjects whose academic marks did not seem
to determine their choices of studies have been taken into account in the current work.
In the reference studies, it was appreciated how the choice was partly determined by
the average marks from previous stages of the studies.

• With regard to vocation, subjects who showed high levels of vocation in relation with
their chosen area of study had been analyzed. This internal motivational factor was
relevant in previous studies, although it was accompanied by other external ones.

In terms of employability, the individuals in the studied sample did not particularly
consider this factor as a priority for choosing studies. This is significantly different to the
relevance this aspect has shown in previous studies.

1.3. Hypotheses and Objectives

The main working hypotheses are the following:

• The reason the members of the sample chose their subjects in a different way is related
to the fact that they have different motivations than the populations analyzed in
previous studies.

• One of the elements that influences these differences is the fact that the individuals in
the four cases decided to undertake university degrees in the areas of humanities and
social sciences.

The main objective of this work was to analyze in detail the cases of people without
similarities in their choices of studies, namely those who studied humanities and social
sciences, to know the internal and external motivating factors that determined their choices.
This analysis should give us some relevant data about these choices since the sample is not
a standard one, and the individuals presumably chose their studies according to internal
values and motivations rather than external ones.

This objective is, at the same time, complemented by other secondary objectives:

• To know which of the internal and external motivating factors lead some people to
behave differently when choosing their studies;

• To determine if these people are more affected by the criteria of internal or external
motivation in the selection of their studies;

• To analyze the possible link between the predominant motivation criteria and the
humanistic and social studies on which the subjects of the sample decide.

2. Material and Methods

The parameters according to which this research was developed are presented below,
involving a qualitative case study methodology with a sample of four privileged subjects.
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They were interviewed to obtain information about the choice for their studies and the
relevant characteristics surrounding such choices.

2.1. Sample

Given the nature of the study, convenience sampling was performed based on the
unique characteristics that were intended to be categorized. Bearing this in mind, the
analysis of four unique cases of privileged subjects was carried out. They were selected
because they presumably did not follow the usual pattern. The reasons for this divergence
could be found in the fact that they made their choices under different life conditions or
by non-standard lives and academic trajectories. Table 1 presents the characteristics of the
subjects selected for this study.

Table 1. List of subjects considered privileged informants. Source: own elaboration.

Students Identification Data Selected Studies Characteristics

Subject 1

Gender: Male
Age: 24

Place of studies: Badajoz
Profession: Student

Degree in Primary
Education

13.4 in SUEE; began studying
engineering and then changed to

primary education

Subject 2

Gender: Female
Age: 21

Place of studies: Badajoz
Profession: Student

Grade
in Early

Childhood
Education

Decided to study education with 11.40
in SUEE, against the opinion of family

and friends

Subject 3

Gender: Male
Age: 42

With a university degree
Place of studies: Cáceres

Profession: Teacher

Spanish
Philology

High score in SUEE and decided to
pursue a career without a cut-off grade

Subject 4

Gender: Female
Age: 39

Place of studies: Valencia
Profession: Teacher

Geography
and History

High score in SUEE and decided to
pursue a career without a cut-off grade

SUEE: Spanish University Entrance Examination.

• These four subjects had different characteristics than usual, which allowed us to
conduct an analysis of factors that influenced their decisions in a different way from
those that usually affect the student population. Some of those factors are presented
above (see Section 1.2) and relate to the relationship between grades and the degree
they chose to study, the utility or employability of such studies and some personal
considerations about the academic discipline, which are clearly far from the usual
visions of it.

These unique characteristics were what made these subjects relevant for the analysis
of different elements that, in general, influenced the choice of study in a different way.

After analyzing the data present in papers that examined the motivations behind
the choice of study modality, it can be affirmed that these subjects were special because
they presented some characteristics (such as their qualifications, their family or academic
environment and the influence of the general criteria of choice) that could have led them to
choose studies related to science, and yet they made a very clear decision to study social
sciences, as they affirmed in their interviews. Although there may be more subjects with
these characteristics, the chosen ones were suitable for the purpose of this study, specifically
because of their profile (i.e., they were students who would have been expected to choose
science degrees, but in practice, their choices were different, as they opted for studies in
the areas of humanities and social sciences).
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2.2. Data Collection Procedure

Given the objective of the study, it was necessary to determine in advance whether the
subjects that were going to be part of the study sample properly fit the different pattern that
we wanted to study. This objective implied, therefore, the application of a data collection
procedure that ensured a good choice of subjects that would be part of the study. The steps
followed during the process were as follows.

2.3. Prospecting

The first step was a survey of the selected subjects for confirming that they matched
the necessary profile for the study. This survey was carried out through a pre-interview, in
which the subjects were informally asked about the main factors to be analyzed:

• Selected studies;
• Main reasons why these studies were selected;
• Incidence of factors such as socioeconomic position, utility, employability or profession.

2.4. Detailed Study of the Cases

After this preliminary stage, which served to determine the selection of the four
subjects for the study, an in-depth exploration of the internal and external motivations that
determined their choices of study was carried out. The data collection instrument used as
an element of contrast with the students of the sample was designed according to semi-
structured interview models [58,59]. It was a flexible data collection tool [60,61] that may
have allowed us to establish relationships with the rest of the information collected using
other means. Table 2 summarizes the script from which the interviews were developed.

Table 2. List of subjects considered privileged informants. Source: own elaboration.

Consent model

This interview is part of an investigation that is being carried out for a doctoral thesis about the
internal and external motivations of high school students in the choice of study modality. Do you
give your consent for your answers to be used as research material for this work?

Identification data

- Gender
- Age
- University degree
- Place where studies have been carried out
- Profession currently practiced (if applicable)

Topics to be discussed

- Views that were held about university studies and profession at the student stage
- Academic results of university entrance exam
- How was the decision to choose a career
- Opinions of the family environment, academic circle, friends, etc.
- Difficulties in making that decision
- Motivations that led to the decision:

• Internal
• External (the difference was explained previously)

Relationship of motivations with benefits of the current profession

Additional information

The subject can express himself or herself freely, regardless of the issues that appear explicitly in
the script

The design of this semi-structured interview was reviewed and validated by experts
linked to research before its application. In this validation process, the experts checked
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whether the structure of the interview conformed to the objectives pursued and to the
parameters of this type of interview.

2.5. Transcription and Confirmation of Information

After the interviews were carried out in person, and in order to be able to analyze the
data accurately, the following procedures were carried out:

• The interviews were fully transcribed by the researchers so that we could work on a
written text.

• These transcripts were reviewed by the interviewees to ensure their conformity with
the information transmitted and transcribed and for avoiding possible mistakes or
errors of interpretation by the researchers themselves.

• These two procedures concluded the data collection task, and the data were thus
adequately prepared for analysis and categorization. Figure 1 summarizes the data
collection procedure.
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3. Analysis Process

The methodology of the particular cases was used in the current study [17,62,63]. It
allowed us to delve into the characteristics of some subjects who were selected because, as
was previously mentioned, they generally presented special conditions for study in terms
of motivations. Consequently, they could be considered privileged subjects [50,56]. Thus,
the results obtained in this analysis allow for a comparative study [64] to be carried out
with other studies that analyzed these motivations in a general way. This methodology
was considered to be the most fitting to fulfill the objectives of the study, as it allowed
going deeper and beyond the numerical data.

Data Analysis

Analysis of the four interviews was carried out using a qualitative methodology
with the WebQDA qualitative analysis software [65] in order to categorize the internal
and external motivating factors that led these four subjects to decide on their studies and
professions with the same categories used in previous studies [20,66–68]. Consequently,
our results will be comparable with the data from those studies.

The software used allowed for associating the ideas that appeared in texts to a system
of nodes that could be worked with in WebQDA [65], thus making it possible to draw
global conclusions from textual data. Figure 2 describes the process by which the data were
analyzed in this software.
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Figure 2. Work procedure with qualitative WebQDA software. Source: Corrales, 2020 [19].

The analysis process was carried out as follows:

1. The first step was subject selection, using the procedure indicated above, and con-
ducting the interview based on the described parameters.

2. The next step was categorization of the contents of the interviews through a work
project enhanced with the qualitative WebQDA software, which allowed conclusions
to be drawn about the interview contents.

3. This categorization of the information in the texts according to the research objec-
tives was carried out by linking paragraphs of the interviews with key concepts of
internal or external motivation, which were subsequently diversified into several
variables taken from previous works [69,70]. Since previous studies were conducted
for identifying the most influential internal and external criteria, these items in the
questionnaire were selected for evaluation during the interview (e.g., salary, social
position or vocation). In this way, the analysis of the structured interviews aimed to
identify parts of the texts that could be linked to the criteria of internal and external
motivation that most influenced students, judging by the data of these reference
studies. The system of branched nodes that was used can be seen in Figure 3. Based
on this network of nodes, we categorized parts of the texts, associating them with one
of the general types of motivation and some of the subtypes.
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4. In order to give consistency and strength to the categorization, the classifications of
nodes and the associations of concepts were contrasted by two separate experts. In
case of divergence, a third expert intervened to define the association.

Some examples of categorization of parts of the responses of the sample subjects are
presented, noting the type and subtype of motivation from the node scheme used.

Example 1: Criterion of personal preference (internal motivation)

Individual 3:

“At the beginning, what made me decide on literature, I think it was the fact
that I liked it, and also the closeness to figures that had marked my way of
understanding literature, as well as some teachers and also the possibility of
investigating in writing, in order to know interpretations and to contribute new
visions about what I was studying.

I think the difficulty that arose was thinking about what I would work on. It is
true that I have always liked teaching, but the study of literature was not going
to offer me too many possibilities, it is also very difficult to live from academic
disciplines like this if it is not from teaching”.

Example 2: Criterion of social status (external motivation)

Individual 4:

“Currently I am working as a teacher, and I am comfortable with it because it
offers me a more or less secure job and an adequate socioeconomic status. It is
true that my profession is not the prestigious one or the highest paid profession
in the world, but, above all, I feel comfortable because I am doing what I like and
because my belief is that what I teach gives my students an interesting view of
things and some keys to interpret the world in which we live”.

Example 3: Criterion of personal preference (internal motivation) and criterion of economic
level that is intended (external motivation)

Individual 3:

“My marks in SUEE were good, I got an 8.75 (out of 10) and that gave me the
possibility of accessing any career in arts and even some in sciences. Both my
family and my colleagues wanted me to study a degree in which it would be easy
for me to find jobs and that would provide me with good social status and good
living conditions”.

Individual 4:

“In SUEE I had good results, an average of 8, with which I had many possibilities
of agreeing to study whatever I wanted. Right away, both my family and my
friends and even myself at some point, thought about the best way to take
advantage of that good result, which was what could help me to have more safety
in the future in a job with a good salary, with stability”.

Once the categorization process had been carried out, the software could obtain
information to respond to the research objectives. Questions about the following subjects
had to be answered:

• Internal and external motivating factors that influence students’ choices of study;
• Predominance of internal or external criteria in the students;
• Possibility of linking the incidence of these criteria with the fact that the students

decide on studying humanities and social sciences.
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4. Results

The analysis of the results obtained, according to the categorization into nodes of
meaning, gave rise to interesting associations, which are presented below.

Regarding the presence of expressions or concepts in these interviews that could be
associated with internal or external motivation criteria, Figure 4 shows that the internal type
criteria were mentioned more frequently than the external ones. This result is consistent
with the criteria according to which the four participating subjects were selected and
is contradictory to other studies’ results [20,25,42], in which external criteria were more
important than internal ones in determining study options.
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Figure 4. Frequency of choice of internal and external motivation criteria in the interviews with the
subjects of the sample.

The fact that internal motivation criteria were more frequently mentioned verifies
what was pointed out in the first of the working hypotheses and allows for establishing,
at least for these cases, a relationship between a different type of study choice and the
incidence of different motivations.

Compared with other studies [19,20], it can be observed that in the subjects analyzed in
this case study, the preponderance of internal motivation criteria was much more important
than in a general sample, as can be seen in Table 3.

Table 3. Comparison of incidence of internal and external motivation criteria between the results of
this study and those of [19]. Source: own elaboration.

Quantitative Analysis Qualitative Analysis Study of Cases
(Current Work)

Int. Criteria 69 52% 72%
Ext. Criteria 74 48% 29%

In the study on a sample of 240 high school students [19], on a Likert scale of 1–10, the
average of the scores obtained for the internal criteria in the application of the T-student
test was 69, while the external criteria obtained a score of 74. In the qualitative part of this
same study [32], the authors carried out an analysis using similar criteria to those employed
in the current work. The frequency of appearance of internal and external criteria was
52% and 48%, respectively. In comparison with our own data (72% internal motivation
criteria and 29% external motivation criteria), the difference in the incidence of internal
and external criteria is clear and striking.

The specific frequency of the motivation criteria selected for the qualitative analysis is
shown in Figures 5 and 6. As can be observed, internal criteria were much more frequent
than external ones. Among the internal criteria, the frequency of appearance of references
to personal preferences and values stood out, while in the external ones, the most frequent
one was that of social status.
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In previous studies [16,20], relevance was also given to criteria such as personal
preferences or skills.

Comparing the results of Figure 6 with the incidence of factors such as the economic
level in previous studies [16,20,25,42], it can be concluded that the participants in this case
study clearly differed from the participants in other studies in terms of the priority they
gave to this criterion. This appears frequently in other studies but has a low appearance in
the current one. However, there is similarity between the previous studies and this case
study in terms of the importance given to the criterion of social status.

Based on the results, and in reference to the research objectives, it can be stated that the
subjects of this study showed a higher incidence of internal motivation criteria (especially
personal preferences, skills and personal development) than external motivation criteria
(only the assessment of social status can be highlighted), and these data support their
selection for the study.

Based on this, a verification interpretation of the second working hypothesis may be
feasible. The idea here was that the cause of the detectable differences in these cases was
the fact that all the subjects decided on pursuing humanities and social studies. In addition,
we analyzed the motivations of the individuals in relation to the area of social sciences.
In both cases, the possibility arises that the cause of these differences is the fact that the
participants all decided on pursuing humanities and social studies, which are not the most
common subjects in the total population. This was not demonstrated in the applied tests,
but it can be affirmed that in these four cases, there was a correlation between the higher
incidence of internal criteria over external ones and the fact that the subjects of the sample
were studying or studied humanities and social sciences.

5. Discussion

The results obtained in the study of these four cases offer interesting contrasts with
the reviewed scientific literature regarding the motivations that lead students to decide on
some specific studies compared with others. Here, we present some of the most relevant
contrast elements in this regard.
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5.1. Assessment of Differences between Internal and External Criteria

Regarding the difference in the frequency of assessment of internal and external
motivation criteria, the results of this study showed a prevalence of internal motivation
criteria over external motivation criteria in contrast to other studies, in which there was
either a higher incidence of external motivation criteria or there was not such a wide
difference between one and the other.

Starting with the study by Corrales [19], which we used as a reference to categorize the
texts of the interviews, a considerable difference in the percentages of internal and external
motivation criteria frequency must be noted. In the analysis of these four interviews, a
72.5% incidence of internal motivation was seen, while in the referenced study, there was
only a 52% incidence of this type of motivation.

On the other hand, a study that addressed these same issues from a quantitative point
of view [7,19] showed different results.

It is also interesting to assess the results of this study by contrasting them with other
studies that address the question of motivation but do not make a specific distinction
between internal and external motivation.

The study by Lagares [21], carried out with almost 200 students in their first or second
year of high school, concluded that the most important motivator in the choice of studies
in the analyzed sample was that of vocation (which, in our study, was identified as a
criterion of internal motivation). It also refers to career opportunities (which was an
external criterion for us).

Additionally, the study carried out by Sánchez-García [71] in relation to the choice
of university degree revealed some interesting results. When analyzing the incidence of
personal, professional or social–family factors on a scale from one to five, it was concluded
that personal motivations (comparable with the internal motivation criteria of our study)
had an effect value of 2.9 for humanities studies, 3.8 for social–legal studies, 3.3 for studies
in the experimental and health fields and 4.1 in technical studies. On the other hand, the
professional criteria (comparable to the external motivation criteria of our study) had an
effect value of 4.1 for humanities studies, 3.8 for social–legal studies, 3.9 in experimental
and health studies and 3.8 in technicians. It is thus clear that the studied cases in the current
work significantly differed from this pattern.

According to these results, it could be said that, unlike the data shown in our work, in
the humanities modality, professional reasons seem to have more influence, while in the
rest, the predominant factors are personal ones. It is necessary to realize that, although it is
not the same division presented in our empirical study, personal motives can be classified
as internal while professional motives are classified as external ones, taking into account
the theoretical development from which the criteria have been classified [72,73].

In another study on the choice of youth studies and high schools in Mexico carried
out by Weis [74], the authors reported the incidence of different types of motivations in the
choice of university studies, among which the criterion of professional opportunities stood
out, in line with the data presented in the study by Álvarez [23].

5.2. Assessment of Specific Criteria

Regarding the frequency of mention of the different motivation criteria, the results
obtained in this study contrast with some studies where the importance of factors such
as the average grades were highlighted. That is the case for the work by Martínez [75,76].
This author carried out a study involving 6164 students in Granada, Spain. The results
showed a relationship between high average marks and the pursual of bio-sanitary and
social and legal science degrees and a relationship between low marks and the selection of
some engineering modalities.

On the other hand, we found links between the factor of cut-off grades and vocation in
high school and specific professional training of students, linking a range of higher average
grades with university pursuits in the branch of sciences and lower average grades with
degrees in humanities and social sciences [77]. An assessment of job opportunities [78] still
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showed a greater trend of choosing degrees with better job opportunities in students who
obtained better average grades in high school.

In addition, the socioeconomic variable was relevant and was reflected in certain
studies [79,80], which highlighted this factor as one of the most influential, unlike in the
present study of the four interviews, which showed a lower incidence of this value.

6. Conclusions

Having analyzed the interviews based on the research design described above and
contrasting the information collected with other studies, the main conclusions obtained are
the following:

• All the participants obtained high average grades, interpreted as providing the possi-
bility of accessing any university degree.

• The dissociation that was established between the decision to choose studies in corre-
lation with the obtained average grades was interesting because it appeared to be in
contrast with cases referenced in other studies.

• In all cases (particularly in some with more relevance), the influence of the family
and friend environment manifested in the decision about university studies, although
the criterion of the individual prevailed over that of the environment, even when it
manifested itself against them.

• The strength of internal motivation was related to the internal well-being of the
profession the individual carried out or wanted to join, in contrast to the importance
of external factors in our empirical study.

• The results showed the capacity of the interviewees to “swim upstream” and to manage
the misunderstandings of those around them, who analyzed the decision to undertake
studies with external criteria, while the individual did so with internal criteria.

• Though it could be expected that interviewed individuals would worry about their
future, job possibilities, social position, etc., when thinking about their future, these
subjects did not focus so much on extrinsic factors, such as socioeconomic situation or
employability, but rather on feeling happiness at doing what they felt called to do (i.e.,
their vocations). Concern for the future appeared in these interviews as concern for
the pursuit of happiness.

• Lastly, the fact that the interviewed subjects manifested an explicit awareness of the
relationship that existed between the studies they decided to pursue and their ability
to contribute to the society in which they live was highlighted.

According to the previous data analysis and discussion, we consider the general
objective of this study to be fulfilled (i.e., to analyze cases of singular subjects who study
humanities and social sciences in terms of their choices of study in depth and to know
the internal and external motivating factors that determined their choices). The analysis
showed that the motivating factors that the interviewees referred to were mostly internal
ones, in contrast to what is seen in general studies on the same topic. In the study, all the
participants came from the areas of humanities and social sciences, which allowed us to
consider a correlation between this type of motivation and the degrees chosen.

Among the limitations of this study, one could refer to the methodology for studying
life stories and privileged informants, which are applied for the analysis. Although it allows
for in-depth analysis, data extrapolation cannot be performed in quantitative terms, but
rather by qualitatively comparing the incidence of motivations. Despite the methodology
suggesting this, the sample is limited if the intention is to present quantitative and universal
results. This could be a research topic for further studies.

The individuals analyzed belong to the geographical area of Spain, so it would be
convenient to study individuals from other places with other academic contexts to detect
possible variations.

Regarding recommendations for policymakers, there is still a long way to go to rec-
ognize the value of the humanities and social sciences in a highly technocratic world.
Sometimes, these disciplines are valued as second-rate. In this sense, authorities should
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publicly recognize the need for the humanities and social sciences in the problems facing
the world. Some of the most important challenges we face require the participation of
professionals from these disciplines. For example, the development of artificial intelligence
requires the participation of philosophers who ensure that technology is at the service
of human development, and the reduction in inequality and poverty must include dis-
ciplines such as economics and sociology. Therefore, concrete actions should be taken
along the educational pathways of students so that they can appreciate the importance of
these disciplines.
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