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Abstract
Do the E-Motivational System correlate with dream content?
The e-motivational system framework (Beall et al., 2017; Kenrick et al., 2010) has generated several empirical findings 
demonstrating the activation of a motivational system with a set of distinct emotions that guide behavior in conscious social 
situations. This evolutionary view of motivation describes e-motives as social cognition designed to recognize, analyze, and 
mobilize behavior to manage social threats or opportunities during conscious social situations. This paper revisits the role of 
e-motives during unconscious (remote) social situations. This paper argues that the premise of e-motives is worth preserving 
during dreaming. The connections between e-motives and dream content are highlighted. This paper proposes a novice 
perspective that serves as a generative foundation for future empirical research.
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1. Background and Summary
E-motivational system is a general term to describe social cognition 
comprised of a set of social motives and distinct emotions that 
mobilize behaviour to manage adaptive challenges in social 
situations [1,2]. The social environment offers challenges and 
opportunities that require different and sometimes incompatible 
solutions [3]. Evolutionary history shaped a motivational system 
to recognize relevant threats and opportunities, mobilize relevant 
resources, analyse trade-offs, and achieve adaptive goals [4]. The 
fundamental social motive framework By Kenrick (2010) claims a 
set of social motives including self-protection, disease avoidance, 
affiliation, status, mate seeking, mate keeping, and kin care are 
functional shaped to manage the challenges and opportunities of 
social living [2]. Additionally, a set of distinct emotions evolved in 
concert with each motive [1]. Theoretically, when a social motive 
is activated, a distinct emotion such as fear, happiness, pride, lust, 
romantic love, and tenderness is elicited automatically galvanizing 
and guiding physiological, cognitive, and behavioural responses to 
achieve an adaptive outcome (Figure 1).

2. How Do E-Motives Mobilize Behaviour in Conscious Social 
Situations?
The e-motives framework has drawn much attention and some 
debate. Some theorists challenge the notion of e-motivational 
system [5]. Rather, they argue that e-motivational system does not 
facilitate collective action to global social issues such as pandemics. 
Nonetheless, there is robust evidence supporting the idea that a live 
interactive (i.e., conscious) component of e-motives are high in 
everyday salience cross-culturally. The live interactive component 
involves the orchestration of (a) two or more independent agents 
interacting in conscious social situations, (b) distinct emotions, 
and (c) responses to achieve adaptive goals. Individuals across 42 
countries, for example, reported feelings of companionate love 
when asked about their behaviours for maintaining relationships 
with a romantic partner [6].  Moreover, e-motives show relevance 
in other kinds of human behaviour. For example, the e-motive of 
esteem/pride and status is positively correlated with risk-taking 
behaviours such as unsafe sex, substance abuse, illegal activity, 
and violence [7]. E-motive of esteem/pride and status; affiliation/
happiness; and kin care/tenderness mobilize behaviours concerning 
purpose in life [8,9]. Kin-care/tenderness e-motive, for instance, 
increase behaviours such as parents spending time with their kids. 
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One e-motive does not replace another. Instead, individuals 
assign e-motives different priority along the lifespan. Life history 
trajectory such as age and sex contribute to individual differences 
[10].  For instance, people must continue to contribute to their 
physical and social needs even after they have started to mate. 
The activation of e-motives depends on the social goal, which 
mobilizes individual differences at the affective, cognitive, and 
behavioural level. Thus, most relevant prior work demonstrates 
e-motives framework as a powerful means for investigating the 
live interactive component of a variety of behaviours in conscious 
social situations [11]. Yet, e-motives framework is understudied 
regarding unconscious social situations.

3. How Do E-Motives Mobilize Behaviour in Unconscious 
Social Situations?
The e-motivational system (see Figure 1.) also involves a remote 
interactive component [12]. The remote interactive component 
includes the orchestration of (a) unconscious observation of social 
situations, (b) distinct emotions, and (c) reflection on self-other 
behaviours (i.e., associative learning) to achieve adaptive goals. 
There is robust evidence supporting the idea of a remote interactive 
component. Programmers for example, provided evidence of 
a neurobehavioral substrate for reprocessing of emotion or 
associative learning (i.e., activation across e-motivational systems 
during sleep) [13]. Participants who trained on a virtual navigation 
task and dreamed about task-related behaviours improved 
performance significantly more than when task-related thoughts 
occurred only during conscious experience.  

 

Figure 1. This paper posits that the e-motives proposed by Beall et al. (2017) and Kenrick et al. 

(2010) are linked to unconscious social situations to overcome specific adaptive problems 

associated with conscious social situations. 

An Adaptive Perspective on Dreaming 

Considering the robust evidence supporting live and remote interactive components 

(i.e., activation of limbic, paralimbic, and reward structures during sleep), this work 

presumed that e-motives are also linked to unconscious social situations. It is 

hypothesized that dreaming is a simulation of e-motives about self-protection/disease-

avoidance/fear; affiliation/happiness; status/esteem/pride; mate-seeking/lust; mate-

keeping/romantic love; and kin care/tenderness to rehearse behavior aimed at satisfying 

these motives. The idea that dreaming simulates e-motives to rehearse functional 

behaviours is consistent with previous work in cognitive neuroscience and philosophy 

of mind. The evolution of social cognition strongly influences dream content, which is 

not limited to a single simulation and rehearsal as some dream theorists suggest (e.g., 

Franklin & Zyphur, 2005; Revonsuo, 2000; Tuominen et al., 2019). In view of the 

perspective that e-motives comprise live and remote interactive components, a logical 
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Figure 1: This Paper Posits That the E-Motives Proposed by Beall and Kenrick are Linked to Unconscious Social Situations to Overcome 
Specific Adaptive Problems Associated with Conscious Social Situations [1,2].

4. An Adaptive Perspective on Dreaming
Considering the robust evidence supporting live and remote 
interactive components (i.e., activation of limbic, paralimbic, 
and reward structures during sleep), this work presumed that 
e-motives are also linked to unconscious social situations. It is 
hypothesized that dreaming is a simulation of e-motives about self-
protection/disease-avoidance/fear; affiliation/happiness; status/
esteem/pride; mate-seeking/lust; mate-keeping/romantic love; 
and kin care/tenderness to rehearse behaviour aimed at satisfying 
these motives. The idea that dreaming simulates e-motives to 
rehearse functional behaviours is consistent with previous work 
in cognitive neuroscience and philosophy of mind. The evolution 
of social cognition strongly influences dream content, which is 
not limited to a single simulation and rehearsal as some dream 
theorists suggest [14-16]. In view of the perspective that e-motives 

comprise live and remote interactive components, a logical 
assumption is that dreaming is the remote-activation of e-motives 
simulated repeatedly in a variety of scenarios during sleep to 
mobilize future behaviour. This perspective serves as a generative 
foundation for future empirical research on the connection between 
e-motives, dream content, and behaviour. The connection between 
e-motives, dream content, and behaviour require investigation 
of the following: (1) the extent to which dream content relate to 
motives about self-protection, disease avoidance, mate seeking, 
mate keeping, affiliation, status, and kin care; and (2) the extent to 
which dream content relate to behaviour in live social situations.

5. General Discussion
By integrating recent advances in evolutionary and motivational 
psychology with contemporary dream research this paper 



Int J Criminol Criminal Law, 2025 Volume 3 | Issue 1 | 3

proposed a novel framework for studying the function of dreaming 
[1,2,15,16]. Specifically, this paper suggested that dreaming is 
remote-activation of e-motives simulated repeatedly in a variety 
of scenarios during sleep to mobilize future behavior. This 
work posits that dreaming simulates e-motives including self-
protection/disease-avoidance/fear; affiliation/happiness; status/
esteem/pride; mate-seeking/lust; mate-keeping/romantic love; 
and kin-care/tenderness to rehearse behaviors aimed at achieving 
these social motives. In each case, this paper highlighted several 
lines of empirical evidence supporting the argument that dreaming 
involves a simulation of e-motives which (a) activates a remote-
interactive component when a particular class of relevant 
environmental threats or opportunities is identified, (b) mobilizes 
relevant physiological resources to help achieve the adaptive goal 
associated with the motivational system, (c) associates behavior 
with cognitive decision rules designed to help achieve the 
adaptive goal of the motivational system, and (d) promotes a set of 
behavioral responses oriented toward achieving that adaptive goal.

The current work draws from the set of e-motivational systems 
identified by Beall et al., (2017) and Kenrick et al. (2010) 
[1,2]. However, it is not the intent of this work to suggest that 
the e-motives discussed here are the only e-motives relevant to 
dreaming. To take just one example, e-motives such as belonging/
uncertainty include worry, surprise, and hope that has received 
a great deal of research attention, including numerous studies 
suggesting that belonging/uncertainty may have evolved to 
facilitate a sense of control, structure, and conformity [5,17,18]. 
Many similar examples exist, that is, of other e-motives that may 
impact dreaming, and we hope that future researchers addressing 
this topic will consider adopting the approach offered here, of 
mapping distinct e-motives onto dream content and behavior, to 
provide a useful extension of this model.

The theoretical perspective that undergirds the current work differs 
importantly from those of previously developed dream theories. 
Many theories of dreaming describe dreaming as social skill 
rehearsal for the individual suggestion that dreaming is for people 
to attain some particular skill (e.g., mental mapping, avoidance 
skills, and social skills [3,15,16]. These previous approaches 
are highly informative regarding the subjective phenomenology 
of dreaming, but this current evolutionary‐based and e-motive‐
centered account has the benefit of being more explanatory than 
descriptive. Instead of describing sets of “skills” from the subjective 
“person's perspective”, contemporary evolutionary perspectives 
on dreaming (such as those that have informed the formulation 
of the current work) take a “gene's perspective.” These theories 
suggest that dreaming evolved (and exist) not because they serve 
individuals’ phenomenological outcomes but rather because they 
facilitated the reproduction of genes [16].

By emphasizing the functional role of dreaming across an array 
of evolutionarily e-motives, the current perspective offers a 
critical advancement beyond prior work. Several prior theoretical 
frameworks have not considered the role of motivational systems 
by sorting dream content into distinct, overarching, motivational 

categories. Approach‐avoidance perspectives on human 
motivation, for instance, have described the role of certain motives 
in facilitating well-being, purpose in life, and risk-taking [20,7,9]. 
These narrow views tend to minimize crucial functional role of 
e-motives. For example, mate-seeking/lust facilitates approach‐
oriented behavioral responses toward potential short‐term mating 
opportunities, but kin-care/tenderness also facilitates approach‐
oriented as well as avoidance-oriented behavioral responses. 
Thus, both mate-seeking/lust and kin-care/tenderness facilitates 
approach-oriented behaviors but sorting them under this umbrella 
category fails to draw an important functional connection between 
conscious and unconscious social situations that these e-motives 
were likely to evolved to solve.

The hierarchical organization of distinct e-motives adopted by 
the current work (see Figure 1.) also differs from that of previous 
motivational perspectives in potentially useful ways. In their 
discussion of e-motivational systems, saw merit in preserving the 
live interactive component of the e-motivational system, suggesting 
that e-motives are activated in conscious social situations [1,2]. 
This current perspective suggests that e-motives may also inform 
the remote-interactive component of e-motivational system testable 
predictions for future work regarding possible relationships 
between e-motives, dream content, and behavior. 

Another intriguing avenue for future work—inspired by previous 
perspectives on motivation is the potential mapping of regulatory 
focus to each e-motive [21]. E-motives regulate self-states into 
behavioral strategies that promote the desired end-state or prevent 
the undesired end-state [21]. More generally, these self-regulatory 
states involve two types of regulatory focus. The regulatory focus 
is one of promotion (i.e., the e-motive mobilize behavior toward 
desired end-states) or prevention (i.e., the e-motive mobilizes 
behavior away from undesired end-states). Claimed there is a 
strong relationship between the activation of e-motives, regulatory 
focus (i.e., promotion or prevention focus), and adaptive problems 
[22]. 

The mapping of characteristic of e-motions to dream content 
and behavior provides a useful launching point for future work. 
However, there may be additional, more nuanced e-motivational 
systems (or “subsystems”) with additional evolved characteristics. 
For example, in the previous discussion of the belonging 
motivational system, it was suggested that uncertainty may have 
been a characteristic distinct emotion that coevolved with this 
system. Finally, acknowledging the role of e-motives in dreaming 
under the current work also allows for valid, testable predictions 
regarding distinct emotions experienced in dreams. Dream 
researchers rely on the so-called, face validity, i.e., one “sees” 
that the scale is measuring for what it has been constructed [23]. 
The issue of validity must be investigated in a detailed way. For 
some aspects of the dream like emotions, it is necessary to develop 
self-rating scales in order to obtain valid findings. The e-motive 
framework facilitates the development of valid scales for dream 
content analysis.
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In sum, this work presents a novel perspective for studying the 
relationship between e-motives and dream content, and it is 
the hope that future researchers addressing these topics will 
consider adopting the approach offered here as a useful starting 
point for hypothesis generation and theoretical advancement. 
We believe that a complete understanding of dreaming requires 
the acknowledgement of evolved e-motivational systems, just as 
a complete understanding of human motivation must take into 
account the role of remote interactive components in unconscious 
social situations [24-76].
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