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Introduction: Purpose of the Note 
For a long time, IESE classes in Managing People in Organizations have used the work of 
Professor Juan Antonio Pérez López (1934–96) as a conceptual framework for discussing human 
motivation because his work explains the nature of various phenomena related to human 
behavior in organizations, particularly companies.  

One of the most important concepts is motivation. In his book Fundamentos de la dirección de 
empresas (1993), Pérez López distinguishes between motivation and motives. Motivation is the 
impulse to satisfy a need. Motives are the concrete consequences, expected or achieved, of 
actions carried out in response to that impulse. Based on these concepts, Pérez López develops 
a whole theory of leadership and business management. This distinction is relevant because 
while other researchers have developed new insights on each of those strands separately there 
are very relevant consequences for leadership and organizations when considered together in 
the same model.  

This technical note aims to explain the concepts that make up his theory in an up-to-date way 
in order to facilitate their knowledge and use in IESE classes in Managing People in Organizations 
and in institutions involved in research and teaching in this field.  

Our goal is not to present this framework as a definitive paradigm for understanding this area of 
human behavior in organizations. As Kuhn (1970) would say, the emergence of Pérez López’s 
theories may be a one more step in the development of this science. His concepts have been 
supported by the work of other authors: Chester Irving Barnard (1938) is a key inspiration for 
Pérez López, but he also draws on the scientific analyses of Maslow (1954), Deci (1985) and 
Selznick (1957), among others. It is therefore possible that his paradigm may be further 
developed with new contributions.  
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What we do know is that the framework developed by Pérez López is a useful tool for 
businesspeople, managers and management professors because it helps to establish concepts 
that have proven effective both in explaining human behavior in organizations and as a guide in 
decision-making.  

Professor Pérez López’s concepts are also relevant in the current context. There is currently a 
great deal of interest in discussing the purpose of companies, CSR (corporate social 
responsibility), and the importance of ESG (environmental, social and governance) issues. To 
address these concerns, in addition to personal and corporate interests, we need to include the 
environment and benefits for others as key criteria in decision-making.  The financial crisis of 
2008 and the difficulties companies face in meeting the major challenges of contemporary 
society suggest that capitalism must be reimagined on a new foundation.1 We believe that the 
theories of Professor Pérez López offer very useful conceptual tools to tackle these challenges 
and carry out this renewal.  

For example, the distinction between intrinsic and transcendent motivation that Pérez López 
emphasizes (as explained below) underscores the important role that all elements related to the 
environment of individuals and companies play in behavior and business decisions. It is not a 
matter of turning companies into NGOs—an idea far removed from the thinking of Professor 
Pérez López—but of including a more complete vision in our conception of what a company is—
one that includes both financial results and social and environmental outcomes.  

An inclusive vision of this kind is consistent if it is based on an anthropological conception of the 
individual that takes into account the importance for each person of the impact their actions 
have on others and on the environment. For this reason, it makes sense to write this technical 
note at this time. Revisiting Professor Pérez López’s conception of motives and human 
motivation helps us to form a more complete picture of today’s reality.  

After all, companies are made up of people, and the more complete our understanding of their 
motivational structure, the better we will be able to understand how both work. 

The Two Types of Motivation According to Pérez López 
Having defined motivation as the impulse to satisfy a human need, Pérez López distinguishes 
two types: 

Spontaneous motivation is the initial impulse the active agent experiences when they anticipate 
the satisfaction they will derive from the effects of their act. This satisfaction is evaluated based 
on feelings or expectations. However, although spontaneous motivation triggers a desire to act, 
the brain receives information that can help it evaluate the desirability of performing the action 
based on its consequences. 

With this information, the individual reaches a conclusion about whether or not it is desirable to 
act and how to do so. After this abstract evaluation, they decide and act. This is rational 
motivation. For example, an individual may feel the urge to check their Instagram account 
because doing so satisfies an urge and may produce a pleasant distraction (spontaneous 
motivation). However, if they later give into that urge, their brain may be dispersed and lose 
concentration at a moment where it is important to stay focused. They then decide not to check 

 
1 Rebeca Henderson, Reimagining Capitalism in a World on Fire (London: Penguin Books, 2021). 
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the Instagram account, or do so after a few hours of work and that only for a few minutes 
(rational motivation).  

Pérez López explains that spontaneous motivation is progressively modified (educated or 
miseducated) based on the consequences of actions, which gradually shape the decision-
maker’s memory. Thus, through appropriate or inappropriate use of rational motivation, 
helpful or unhelpful habits are gradually acquired. For example, we know that under most 
circumstances the tendency to check social media increases with the frequency with which it 
is checked and decreases when a person resists the impulse to check. Spontaneous motivation 
can also be educated and channeled positively. We know that the spontaneous inclination to 
excel in customer service increases when employees see how useful the product or service 
they are offering is to customers, which can be an important source of spontaneous 
motivation. But that inclination may decrease with abusive customers or bosses. When 
employees learn that their well-being is unimportant they may become demotivated, no 
longer feeling like doing their best work.  

People management policies and specific decisions about individual employees (compensation, 
promotions, departures, rewards, punishments, etc.) are information inputs that aim to shape 
spontaneous motivation and make it increasingly rational. That is why we can say that “to 
manage is to educate.”2 This process leads to the development of habits, which may be vices or 
virtues according to the classic Aristotelian definition.  

If a company’s remuneration policy gives primacy to individual results, the spontaneous 
motivation of employees will reflect this; they will be less likely to cooperate if collective results 
are not a priority.  

One could say that if helpful habits are created, there is positive learning, and if vices are 
developed, learning is negative. In either case, actions clearly lead to the modification of 
spontaneous motivation; learning takes place, for better or for worse. We will examine what this 
learning consists of below. 

This issue has been developed from other perspectives in popular and scientific literature on 
leadership. For example, in his book on the seven habits of effective managers, Stephen Covey 
argues that the effectiveness of leaders depends not only on what they know, but also on the 
personal habits they have developed, mainly through their work.3 These habits then direct 
spontaneous motivation towards worthwhile goals. 

In his book The Happiness Hypothesis (2006), Thomas Cooley Professor of Ethical Leadership 
Jonathan Haidt uses the analogy of a rider and an elephant to illustrate the relationship between 
rationality and spontaneous motivation in an individual. The rider (the rational part) seems to 
be in charge, but when there is a disagreement, the elephant (the emotional and spontaneous 
part of the individual) usually wins. Taming the elephant to bring about change takes time and 
psychological skill. And, as brothers Dan and Chip Heath explain in Switch: How to Change Things 
When Change is Hard (2011), it requires that we focus not only on directing the rider, but also, 
and most importantly, on channeling the elephant’s emotions. For example, for a person 
struggling with social media addiction, a more helpful strategy than making a list of all the 
reasons why they should not check Tiktok videos in the middle of work, may be to put the cell 

 
2 Germán Gómez-Llera and José Ramón Pin Arboledas, Dirigir es educar (Madrid: McGraw Hill Interamericana de España, 1993). 
3 Stephen R. Covey, The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People (New York: Simon & Schuster, 2020). 
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