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Abstract:

Hierarchical models have long dominated the theoretical study of human motivation
(Maslow, 1943; Alderfer, 1969), portraying motivational organization as a sequential
progression governed by the ordered satisfaction of discrete needs. Despite their
conceptual clarity, these models rely on an underexamined assumption: that motivational
structure is inherently hierarchical. This article challenges this assumption by identifying
a fundamental limitation in prevailing theories—the absence of a framework capable of
accounting for the simultaneous operation of symbolic meaning and functional

constraints within a unified system.

In response, the article develops a non-hierarchical, process-based framework in which
motivation is conceptualized as a dynamic evaluative configuration emerging from the
continuous interaction between two interdependent dimensions: the symbolic and the
functional. The symbolic dimension encompasses meaning, identity, and recognition,
whereas the functional dimension concerns effectiveness, constraint management, and
outcome realization. These dimensions operate concurrently within a single evaluative
structure, where behavioral selection is determined by the relative weighting of symbolic
value, functional return, and their associated constraints under context-sensitive

conditions.

Within this framework, motivational stability and tension are not attributed to simple
alignment or misalignment between dimensions. Instead, they arise from differences in
net evaluative value across competing alternatives, shaped by constraint pressures and
contextual weighting. Stability emerges when one alternative achieves a clear evaluative
dominance, whereas fluctuation arises when values converge or when constraints impede

decisional resolution.



This framework provides a unified explanation for phenomena that remain difficult to
account for within hierarchical models, including persistence under deprivation,
commitment without functional return, and meaning-driven collective action. As a
conceptual contribution, it establishes a foundation for future work aimed at
formalization, empirical operationalization, and integration with neurocognitive models

of evaluative processing.



1. Introduction

Theories of human motivation have historically been organized around hierarchical
assumptions, whether explicitly articulated or implicitly embedded within their
conceptual structures. From early need-based formulations to later refinements,
motivation has commonly been described as an ordered system in which needs or goals
are arranged according to priority, developmental sequence, or functional necessity.
Within this view, motivational change is interpreted as progression through stages—
advancing through satisfaction, stalling under deprivation, or deviating when progression
is obstructed.

Despite their conceptual clarity and enduring influence, hierarchical models remain
limited in their ability to account for how meaning and constraint interact in shaping
motivation within real psychological and social contexts. Empirical and historical
observations repeatedly demonstrate that individuals and groups may sustain meaning-
based commitments under severe functional constraints, comply instrumentally without
symbolic identification, or maintain persistent orientations in direct tension with
environmental conditions. Such phenomena are not marginal deviations but reveal a

structural limitation in accounts grounded in sequential satisfaction.

This limitation reflects a deeper conceptual tendency: hierarchical models treat
motivation as a state determined by what has been satisfied and what remains unmet,
privileging classification over interaction and sequence over transformation. As a result,
they struggle to represent motivational processes characterized by simultaneity, internal
tension, persistence under pressure, and abrupt reorganization. While contemporary
approaches have increasingly emphasized identity, meaning, and social context, many
retain implicit assumptions that motivational organization tends toward coherence,

integration, or progressive alignment.



What remains under-theorized is how multiple motivational orientations coexist,
compete, and reorganize within a unified structure under changing contextual constraints.
In particular, there is a lack of a framework capable of integrating symbolic meaning and
functional constraint within a single evaluative process, rather than treating them as

sequential or externally related factors.

In response, this article develops a non-hierarchical, process-based framework in which
motivation is conceptualized not as a state to be fulfilled or progressed through, but as an
ongoing evaluative configuration. Motivational change is thus understood as the
continuous reorganization of how alternatives are evaluated and selected under context-

sensitive conditions.

The proposed framework distinguishes between two analytically interdependent
dimensions: the symbolic and the functional. The symbolic dimension refers to
orientations related to meaning, identity, recognition, and interpretive coherence, whereas
the functional dimension concerns effectiveness, constraint management, and outcome
realization. These dimensions do not operate as hierarchical levels but as interacting
components within a unified evaluative structure, where behavioral outcomes emerge

from differences in net motivational value across alternatives under constraint.

From this perspective, motivational stability, persistence, and tension do not reflect
progression or regression within a hierarchy, but the outcomes of a continuously
reconfigured evaluative structure shaped by the interaction between value and constraint.
This reconceptualization renders intelligible a range of phenomena that remain difficult
to explain within hierarchical models, including persistence under deprivation,
commitment without direct functional return, instrumental compliance without symbolic

identification, and meaning-driven collective action.

The contribution of this article is conceptual. It establishes a structural framework for
analyzing motivational organization that clarifies how value and constraint interact within
symbolic and functional dimensions. In doing so, it provides a foundation for future work
aimed at formalization, empirical operationalization, and integration with cognitive and

neurobiological models of evaluative processing.



2. Limitations of Hierarchical Models of Motivation

Hierarchical models have long constituted one of the dominant approaches to organizing
motivational phenomena (Maslow, 1943; Alderfer, 1969). By arranging needs or goals
into stratified levels, these models offer conceptual clarity and apparent explanatory
simplicity. However, this clarity rests on a set of underlying assumptions that
increasingly limit their capacity to account for how motivation is formed within lived

contexts.

A central assumption is that of sequential dependency. Hierarchical frameworks posit that
certain motivational orientations become accessible only after more basic needs have
been satisfied, thereby framing motivation as movement across thresholds of fulfillment.
Yet empirical and historical observations repeatedly challenge this assumption. Meaning-
based commitments often emerge and persist under conditions of severe functional
constraint (Frankl, 1963; Baumeister, 1991), indicating that motivational activation does
not necessarily await prior stabilization but is constituted within an evaluative structure

operating even under pressure.

A second limitation concerns the treatment of motivation as a set of relatively stable
states. Hierarchical models depict individuals as occupying positions within a structured
order, moving upward or downward as conditions change. This representation struggles
to capture processes of internal reorganization, where motivational orientation is not
simply replaced but reconfigured through shifting evaluative weightings under changing
contextual conditions. Rather than progressing through discrete states, motivational life
more often reflects a continuous process in which multiple considerations coexist,

compete, and are dynamically reweighted (Lewin, 1935; Molenaar, 2004).



A third limitation lies in the implicit generalization of motivational ordering across
individuals and contexts. Hierarchical models tend to present need structures as broadly
applicable, yet both theoretical and empirical work suggests that motivational priorities
are mediated by symbolic systems and socio-institutional conditions (Markus &
Kitayama, 1991; Giddens, 1984). What appears fundamental in one context may be
secondary in another—not because of differences in underlying psychological
architecture, but due to variation in how meaning and constraint are configured within the

evaluative field.

Finally, hierarchical frameworks tend to misplace symbolic processes within their
structure. Even when meaning, identity, and recognition are acknowledged, they are often
positioned as higher-order outcomes contingent upon prior functional satisfaction.
However, symbolic orientation does not merely follow functional stabilization; it
frequently constitutes a primary determinant of motivational value itself, sustaining
action even in the absence of favorable functional conditions (Frankl, 1963; McAdams,
2001).

These limitations become particularly evident in cases of motivational conflict. Situations
in which symbolic commitment undermines functional gain, or in which instrumental
compliance persists without symbolic identification, are difficult to accommodate within
hierarchical logic. Such cases are often interpreted as deviations or failures of proper
ordering. However, these tensions are not anomalies; they are expected outcomes of a
system in which action emerges from the continuous reconfiguration of value and

constraint within a unified evaluative structure (Festinger, 1957).

Taken together, these issues indicate a structural limitation rather than an isolated
empirical gap. Hierarchical models privilege ordering over interaction, stability over
transformation, and satisfaction over evaluation. As a result, their explanatory scope
remains restricted when confronted with the dynamic and context-sensitive nature of

motivational organization.



Addressing these limitations requires a shift from models based on ordered needs to a
framework capable of capturing how motivational value is constituted through the
interaction of symbolic meaning and functional constraint. The following section
develops this direction by introducing a non-hierarchical, process-based framework

centered on a unified evaluative structure.



3. A Process-Based Framework of Motivation: The

Symbolic and Functional Dimensions

This section presents the central theoretical proposal of the article. Motivation is not
conceptualized as an ordered structure, but as an ongoing process of formation and
reformation emerging from the interaction between two analytically distinct yet
interdependent dimensions: the functional and the symbolic. This interaction is not
treated as a merely descriptive relation between two components, but as part of an
evaluative structure through which actions are weighted under conditions shaped by

value, constraint, and temporal pressure.

Rather than locating motivation within stages or levels, the framework understands
motivational orientation as a temporary state of balance within an active evaluative
system, in which possible actions are continuously reorganized through shifts in the
relative weighting of symbolic value, functional return, and the constraints associated
with each.



3.1 Motivation as Process Rather Than State

Many motivational theories implicitly rely on state-based language (Maslow, 1943; Deci
& Ryan, 2000), describing motivation in terms of needs that are satisfied or frustrated.

Within such accounts, change appears as movement between relatively stable states.

In contrast, the present framework treats motivation as an ongoing evaluative process

rather than a completed condition.

Adopting this perspective shifts attention from the content of motives to the mechanism
through which possible actions are evaluated within a given context. Motivation is
neither possessed nor fulfilled; it emerges through continuous engagement with situations

that simultaneously generate meanings and constraints that must be taken into account.

Accordingly, the coexistence of conflicting motivations, sudden shifts in orientation
(Abbott, 2001), or persistent internal tension are not treated as anomalies, but as natural
outcomes of a system that continuously reweights multiple alternatives within a unified

evaluative structure.

3.2 Functional Motivation

Functional motivation refers to orientations related to effectiveness: managing
constraints, coordinating action, and achieving outcomes under given conditions.
Behavior falls within this dimension when its justification is grounded in feasibility or

practical utility.

However, the functional dimension is not treated as an independent end, but as a
component within a broader evaluative process. It contributes to the motivational value of
an action both through the practical returns it offers and through the constraints it

imposes, including cost, risk, and feasibility limitations.



3.3 Symbolic Motivation

Where the functional dimension is oriented toward feasibility, the symbolic dimension is
oriented toward intelligibility and meaning. It concerns how actions are situated within

frameworks of identity, recognition, and interpretive coherence.

Symbolic motivation operates representationally rather than instrumentally. Action may
persist not because it is the most efficient, but because it sustains meaning or identity. Yet
this dimension is not treated as a secondary addition; it directly contributes to the
formation of motivational value, both through the meaning it confers and through the

symbolic constraints it introduces, such as loss of recognition or threats to identity.

3.4 Interaction Without Hierarchy

This framework rejects the assumption that symbolic orientations emerge only after
functional stability is secured, or that instrumental considerations necessarily precede
meaning. Instead, both dimensions are treated as concurrent components within a unified

evaluative structure.

Behavior is not explained as the result of a generalized “compromise” between the two
dimensions, but as the outcome of an evaluative process in which possible actions are
weighted according to their symbolic and functional contributions, as well as their
associated constraints. Functional pressures may lead to reinterpretation of action, while

symbolic commitments may redefine what counts as functionally possible or necessary.

From this perspective, phenomena that appear puzzling within hierarchical models—such
as persistence under pressure, compliance without identification, or abrupt shifts in
behavior—become intelligible as outcomes of continuous processes of evaluation and

weighting rather than transitions between levels.



3.5 Minimal Evaluative Structure

To clarify the mechanism underlying the proposed framework, motivational evaluation
can be minimally represented as a comparative process across a set of possible actions
{0}, each associated with symbolic and functional contributions, as well as their

respective constraints.

The motivational value of an action is defined as:
E = f(¥,F,C.Csw®)

where:

« W represents symbolic value (meaning, identity, recognition),

» F represents functional return (utility, feasibility, outcome),

« (s represents symbolic constraints (threats to identity, loss of meaning),

« Crrepresents functional constraints (risk, cost, feasibility limits),

« w(t) represents context-sensitive weighting parameters that vary over time.
Behavioral selection is determined through comparative evaluation:

0 = argmax; E; x

Within this structure, motivational stability emerges when one alternative maintains a
consistent evaluative advantage, whereas fluctuation arises when values converge or

when constraints reduce the differences between alternatives.

This formalization is not intended as a complete mathematical model, but as a minimal
representation of the evaluative mechanism underlying motivational organization within

the proposed framework.



3.6 Alignment and Divergence Within a Unified System

Symbolic and functional processes remain simultaneously present within the motivational
structure; however, behavioral outcomes are not determined by the degree of “alignment”

or “divergence” between them as independent states.

When behavior appears stable, this does not result from formal alignment between the
two dimensions, but from the emergence of a clear dominance in net motivational value
for a given action, after accounting for both symbolic and functional contributions and

their associated constraints within a specific context.

Conversely, tension or fluctuation arises when the net values of multiple alternatives
converge, or when constraints—whether symbolic or functional—reduce the differences

between them, preventing the emergence of a decisive advantage.

Thus, what appears as alignment or divergence is merely a surface description of how
weights are distributed within the evaluative structure, not the underlying determinant of
behavior. Conflict reflects not a separation between dimensions, but an ongoing

competition between alternatives within a single, continuously reconfigured system.

3.7 Extension Across Levels of Analysis

Because both constraints and symbolic structures are not limited to the individual level,
this framework extends across multiple levels of analysis. Shared narratives and social
norms enable synchronization of symbolic values, while institutional structures

coordinate functional constraints across actors.

In this way, individual evaluative patterns can aggregate into collective or organizational

patterns without requiring the assumption of a unified hierarchical progression.



3.8 Interim Summary

Within this framework, motivation is understood as a dynamic system grounded in the
continuous evaluation of actions within a structure that integrates both value and
constraint. Abandoning hierarchical sequencing in favor of this interactional-evaluative
conception allows for the explanation of persistence, conflict, and transformation without

reducing them to linear progression.

The distinction between symbolic and functional dimensions is introduced as an initial
analytical simplification rather than a final structure, leaving open the possibility for

more refined decomposition of the evaluative architecture in subsequent work.

Applied Example: Choosing to Remain in an Unsatisfying Job

Consider an individual employed in a position that carries low symbolic value—Ilimited
alignment with identity or meaning—yet provides stable functional return in the form of
income and material security. Alternative options, such as a career change, may offer
higher symbolic value but are associated with elevated functional constraints, including

financial risk and instability.

Within a hierarchical framework, such behavior might be interpreted as a postponement
of self-actualization due to the incomplete satisfaction of more basic needs. In contrast,
within the proposed evaluative framework, the behavior is understood as the outcome of
a continuous comparison among multiple alternatives. Remaining in the current job is
preferred when its net motivational value—emerging from the balance between
functional return and the combined symbolic and functional constraints—exceeds the net

value of available alternatives, despite its lower symbolic contribution.



As contextual conditions shift—such as increasing psychological strain or the emergence
of a less risky opportunity—the relative weights assigned to value and constraint may
change. Once the evaluative difference crosses a certain threshold, a rapid behavioral
transition may occur, leading to a decision to change direction.

This example illustrates that stability and change do not reflect “alignment” or
“divergence” between dimensions as such, but rather the relative dominance of one
evaluative configuration over others, continuously reshaped by variations in value and

constraint within context.



Paradox Within the Same Need Domain (Analytical Example)

If motivational behavior is interpreted within hierarchical models as a pursuit of
satisfying ordered needs, then cases that fall within the same level of need should exhibit

relative stability in choice. However, everyday observation reveals otherwise.

Consider an individual who feels hungry and faces two options within the same domain:
eating pizza or French fries. Both options belong to the same physiological need and
cannot be hierarchically distinguished. Yet, the individual may prefer one option in a
given situation and choose the other in a different context, even though the underlying

need has not changed.

Within a hierarchical framework, such fluctuation becomes difficult to explain, as there is
no transition between different need levels to justify the behavioral shift. In contrast,
within the evaluative framework, this variation becomes intelligible as the result of
continuous reweighting among multiple alternatives within the same domain. Each option
carries a different symbolic value (such as personal preference or mood), functional
return  (such as satiety or availability), and associated constraints

(such as cost, health considerations, or social context).

Accordingly, behavior is not determined solely by the type of need, but by the net
motivational value of each option within a given context. This demonstrates that variation
in behavior does not require hierarchical transition, but rather emerges from shifts in

evaluation within the same level of need.



4. Dynamic Structure and Theoretical Implications

Following the presentation of the symbolic—functional framework, this section clarifies
the internal dynamics through which motivational structure is continuously reconfigured.
The aim is not formal mathematical specification, but theoretical articulation: to identify
what follows from understanding motivation as a dynamic evaluative structure evolving

over time, rather than as a fixed hierarchical arrangement.

4.1 Motivation as a Configurational Structure

If symbolic and functional dimensions operate simultaneously, motivation cannot be
described as a position within a fixed structure, but rather as a dynamic configuration
whose relative stability depends on how value and constraint are distributed across

possible actions.

Stability, in this sense, is not understood as a direct outcome of “alignment” between
what is feasible and what is meaningful. Instead, it reflects the emergence of a clear
evaluative dominance of one action, where symbolic value and functional return
outweigh the impact of associated constraints within a given context, allowing behavior

to stabilize.

Such configurations need not be internally harmonious. Periods of apparent stability may
conceal latent asymmetries that only become visible when evaluative conditions shift or
constraint pressures intensify. Conversely, disruption does not necessarily indicate
breakdown, but may reflect a reorganization in the distribution of value and constraint

within the system.

Accordingly, motivational change does not consist in the disappearance of prior
orientations or the addition of new ones, but in the continuous reconfiguration of the

evaluative structure that renders action both intelligible and executable.



4.2 Temporal Dynamics Beyond Linearity

Once motivation is understood as an evaluative structure, its temporal dimension cannot
be reduced to linear progression. Minor interpretive shifts may reorganize the
motivational field entirely (Abbott, 2001), while substantial changes in external
conditions may produce no behavioral change if they do not alter the net value of

available actions.

This asymmetry reveals a system that does not operate through gradual accumulation, but
through thresholds, reversals, and re-stabilization (Van de Ven & Poole, 1995).
Behavioral change does not follow every variation in inputs; it occurs when evaluative

differences between alternatives exceed a certain sensitivity threshold.

As a result, motivational trajectories may stall, repeat, or reverse abruptly without passing
through intermediate stages. Hierarchical models struggle to capture such dynamics
because they tie change to upward movement, whereas the present framework identifies

nonlinearity as a structural feature arising from the evaluative mechanism itself.



4.3 Conflict as Structure Rather Than Dysfunction

Reconceptualizing motivation as an evaluative structure fundamentally redefines conflict.
Tension does not arise simply from “divergence” between symbolic and functional
dimensions; it emerges when the net motivational values of multiple alternatives
converge, or when constraints—symbolic or functional—compress the differences

between them.

In such cases, no option achieves decisive evaluative dominance, producing states of
fluctuation or behavioral suspension. Conflict is therefore neither exceptional nor
pathological, but a natural outcome of a system that continuously evaluates multiple

alternatives under shifting conditions of value and constraint.

Individuals may persist in actions that undermine functional return yet preserve symbolic
value, or adhere to behaviors that have lost meaning but continue to satisfy functional
requirements. These cases do not reflect dysfunction; they indicate a structure in which

evaluative resolution remains incomplete or unstable.

In this sense, persistence does not necessarily reflect improved conditions, but rather the
continued dominance of an evaluative configuration that sustains action despite elevated

constraints.



4.4 Repositioning Motivational Theory

This framework carries several theoretical implications. It challenges the assumption that
motivation is best understood through ordered satisfaction, repositions meaning as a
constitutive rather than secondary element, and situates motivation within relational

fields that extend beyond the individual.

In doing so, it brings the analysis of motivation closer to approaches in social theory,
cultural psychology, and systems theory, where action is understood as the outcome of
continuous evaluation within environments saturated with meaning and constraint

(Emirbayer & Mische, 1998), rather than as upward movement across levels.

4.5 Scope and Delimitation

The argument advanced here is conceptual in nature. It does not provide measurement
instruments or ready-made predictive models, but asserts that the absence of a precise
conceptual framework leads to systematic mischaracterization of motivational

phenomena, regardless of methodological sophistication.

Future developments may extend this framework in empirical or formal directions, but
such efforts require prior recognition that the core limitation is not merely
methodological, but structural. Explanatory or predictive models cannot be constructed

without specifying how motivational value is formed under the influence of constraint.

Within this context, the symbolic—functional distinction should be understood as an initial
analytical structure, open to further refinement. More detailed decomposition of value
and constraint components may enable increasingly precise accounts of how behavioral

choice emerges within dynamic evaluative systems.



5. Discussion

The framework developed here addresses a persistent limitation in motivational theory:
the absence of conceptual tools capable of analyzing meaning and constraint as co-
constitutive forces within a unified structure, without reducing one to the other or
deriving one from it. Although contemporary approaches have increasingly emphasized
meaning, identity, and social context (Deci & Ryan, 2000; Oyserman, 2015; Ryan &
Deci, 2017), motivational processes continue to be described in ways that privilege either

instrumental regulation or directional movement toward integration.

The present framework departs from this tendency by shifting the level of analysis.
Rather than asking how alignment between motivational forces is achieved, it focuses on
how the motivational value of action is constituted through the interaction of symbolic
and functional components under context-dependent constraints. Within this perspective,
behavioral outcomes are not interpreted as positions within a structure or stages of
integration, but as the result of comparative evaluation across alternatives, where

preference emerges from differences in net motivational value.

This process can be formally understood as a comparative evaluation across alternatives,
where behavioral selection reflects the dominance of one configuration in net

motivational value.

This reconceptualization provides a basis for explaining phenomena that remain difficult
to account for within hierarchical and integration-based models. Persistent tension,
parallel commitments, and sustained symbolic investment under functional pressure are
not treated as deviations from an expected trajectory toward coherence, but as structurally
generated outcomes of an evaluative process in which multiple alternatives coexist and

compete within a single system.



Importantly, the framework introduces an explicit mechanism for understanding how
preferences are formed. By modeling motivation as a process in which alternatives are
continuously evaluated and comparatively weighted, it becomes possible to account for
behavioral variation both across and within the same domain of need. Hierarchical
models can classify needs and describe stages of fulfillment, but they lack a mechanism
for explaining why individuals shift between alternatives that cannot be hierarchically
distinguished. In contrast, the present framework explains such variation as the result of
changes in net evaluative value, shaped by symbolic contributions, functional returns, and

their associated constraints.

This shift has broader theoretical implications. It replaces a logic of ordered satisfaction
with a logic of evaluative formation, in which behavioral preference is generated through
the dynamic interaction of value and constraint within context. As a result, motivational
organization is no longer understood as movement across predefined structures, but as the

outcome of a continuously reconfigured evaluative field.

The contribution of this framework is therefore structural rather than merely descriptive.
It does not seek to replace existing theories or challenge their empirical findings, but to
reframe the mechanism through which motivational phenomena are interpreted. By
specifying how symbolic and functional dimensions jointly determine evaluative
outcomes, the framework provides a foundation for future formalization, empirical
operationalization, and integration with cognitive and neurobiological models of

decision-making and value computation.



6. Conclusion

This article has proposed a non-hierarchical, process-based framework for understanding
motivation as a dynamic evaluative configuration arising from the interaction of symbolic
meaning and functional constraint. By shifting the focus from ordered structures of needs
to the mechanisms through which actions are comparatively evaluated, the framework
provides a unified account of how behavioral preferences are formed under context-

sensitive conditions.

Rather than interpreting motivation as progression toward integration or alignment, the
proposed model conceptualizes it as the outcome of continuous reconfiguration within an
evaluative structure in which alternatives compete based on their net motivational value.
This perspective enables a coherent explanation of phenomena such as persistence under
constraint, internal tension, and variation within the same domain of need, without

recourse to hierarchical sequencing.

As a conceptual contribution, the framework establishes a foundation for future work
aimed at formal specification, empirical operationalization, and integration with models
of cognitive and neural value computation. More broadly, it reframes the study of
motivation from a logic of ordered satisfaction to a logic of evaluative formation.
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