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Introduction to the Achieving Tendency Concept

The Achieving Tendency, often denoted as Ta, stands as a cornerstone concept within classic

motivation theory, specifically originating from the work of John W. Atkinson and David C.

McClelland. It represents the calculated motivational force that drives an individual toward the

attainment of a specific goal or the successful completion of a task. This tendency is not merely a

reflection of a general desire to succeed, but rather a precise psychological variable that predicts

the initiation, intensity, and persistence of goal-directed behavior in situations where performance

can be evaluated against a standard of excellence. Understanding the Achieving Tendency

requires recognizing that motivation is seldom unitary; instead, it is a complex interplay of

approach motives, avoidance motives, and situational factors that ultimately determine behavioral

output. The stronger the positive Achieving Tendency, the more likely the individual is to engage

enthusiastically in the task and sustain effort despite potential obstacles.

Crucially, the Achieving Tendency operates within the framework of expectancy-value theory,

suggesting that the motivation to act is a function of both the expectation that the action will lead to

a specific outcome and the value the individual places on that outcome. For the Achieving

Tendency, the outcome is success, and the value is the intrinsic satisfaction derived from

competence and mastery. This theoretical lens allows researchers to move beyond simple trait

psychology, which might merely categorize individuals as "high achievers," and instead focus on

the dynamic, context-specific factors that heighten or diminish the drive to achieve at any given

moment. It provides a mechanism for explaining why the same person might vigorously pursue one

goal while showing apathy toward another, depending entirely on the perceived likelihood of

success and the inherent reward structure of the situation.

In essence, the Achieving Tendency serves as the net resultant force when the motive to approach

success is weighed against the motive to avoid failure. If the approach motive significantly

outweighs the avoidance motive, the resulting tendency is positive and strong, leading to

engagement. Conversely, if the motive to avoid failure dominates, the resulting tendency might be

weak, zero, or even negative, predicting withdrawal, procrastination, or preference for tasks where

performance evaluation is minimized or impossible. This balance is critical because it highlights the

fundamental conflict inherent in achievement situations: the desire for the positive feeling of

accomplishment clashes directly with the anxiety associated with potential inadequacy or public

failure. Therefore, Ta is the mathematical and psychological distillation of this internal struggle,

providing a powerful predictor of choice behavior in competitive or evaluative environments.

Historical Context and Theoretical Foundations

The concept of the Achieving Tendency evolved directly from David C. McClelland's pioneering

work on the need for achievement, or nAch, which he operationalized using the Thematic
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Apperception Test (TAT). McClelland viewed nAch as a relatively stable personality trait--a general

disposition to strive for success and excellence. While McClelland successfully demonstrated that

individuals scoring high on nAch exhibited greater entrepreneurial activity and sought out

challenging tasks, his framework lacked the situational specificity required to predict behavior on a

task-by-task basis. John W. Atkinson, a contemporary and colleague, sought to refine this model

by integrating the enduring personality motive (Ms or Maf) with immediate situational variables (Ps

and Is), thereby transforming the general trait into a dynamic, predictive state--the Achieving

Tendency. This integration marked the birth of the formal Risk-Taking Model of Achievement

Motivation, a crucial advancement in motivational psychology.

Atkinson's model provided the necessary theoretical structure to explain why the general need for

achievement might manifest differently across various contexts. He proposed that the motivational

force for achievement (Ta) is not constant but fluctuates based on the subjective probability of

success and the incentive value of that success within the immediate environment. This focus on

cognitive variables--expectancy and value--placed the model firmly within the emerging cognitive

revolution in psychology, shifting the emphasis from purely internal drives to the individual's

interpretation of the environment. The model posits that the individual is engaged in a rational,

albeit often subconscious, calculation of potential outcomes before committing to a course of

action. This historical shift from measuring a static internal need to calculating a dynamic external

tendency allowed for far more nuanced predictions regarding task choice and persistence.

Furthermore, the foundation of the Achieving Tendency rests heavily on the principle of hedonic

motivation, which suggests that behavior is guided by the pursuit of pleasure (pride in

accomplishment) and the avoidance of pain (shame or humiliation following failure). Atkinson

operationalized the motive to succeed (Ms) as the capacity to experience pride in success, and the

motive to avoid failure (Maf) as the capacity to experience shame in failure. These emotional

capacities, developed through early socialization experiences, are considered stable individual

differences. The genius of the Achieving Tendency model was its ability to mathematically combine

these stable, enduring emotional motives with the malleable, situational probabilities and

incentives, providing a comprehensive framework that bridged personality psychology with social

and cognitive psychology. This foundational work remains influential, informing later theories of

self-regulation and goal orientation.

The Core Components of Achievement Motivation

The calculation of the Achieving Tendency hinges upon two fundamental, opposing motivational

forces inherent within the individual: the Motive to Succeed (Ms) and the Motive to Avoid Failure

(Maf). These are considered stable personality dispositions that reflect an individual's typical

approach to, or avoidance of, evaluative situations. Ms represents the capacity for experiencing

pride upon successful task completion. Individuals high in Ms are intrinsically drawn to challenges
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and view achievement situations as opportunities for positive self-evaluation and competence

demonstration. They are defined by their hope for success and their proactive engagement with

tasks that offer a clear opportunity for mastery. This motive provides the initial positive impetus for

the Achieving Tendency calculation.

Conversely, the Motive to Avoid Failure (Maf) represents the capacity for experiencing shame and

anxiety in the face of failure. Individuals high in Maf are primarily concerned with preventing

negative outcomes and avoiding the associated public or private humiliation. Their behavior is

driven by fear, leading them to adopt defensive strategies. Achievement situations are viewed not

as opportunities for gain, but as threats to self-esteem. This avoidance motive acts as a dampener

or subtractive force within the Achieving Tendency equation. The relative strength of Ms versus

Maf dictates an individual's general orientation toward achievement. If Ms is much greater than

Maf, the individual is achievement-oriented; if Maf is much greater than Ms, the individual is failure-

avoidant.

It is crucial to understand that Ms and Maf are not conceptualized as opposite ends of a single

continuum; rather, they are theoretically orthogonal, meaning an individual can be high in both, low

in both, or high in one and low in the other. For instance, a person might possess a very strong

desire to succeed (high Ms) but also experience intense anxiety about failure (high Maf). In such a

case, the resulting Achieving Tendency for a specific task will depend heavily on the situational

variables (Ps and Is). The dynamic tension between Ms (approach) and Maf (avoidance) is what

gives the Achieving Tendency its predictive power, explaining why two individuals with the same

overall skill level might react dramatically differently when faced with a moderately difficult

challenge.

The Role of Probability of Success (Ps)

The Probability of Success (Ps) is the first of the two critical situational variables in the Achieving

Tendency model. Ps refers to the individual's subjective assessment of the likelihood that they will

successfully complete the task at hand. This is not an objective, statistical measure, but rather a

perceived expectancy shaped by past experience, self-concept, and the perceived difficulty of the

task. Ps can range from 0 (certain failure) to 1 (certain success). The value of Ps is directly related

to task difficulty: a very easy task will yield a Ps close to 1, while an extremely difficult task will yield

a Ps close to 0. This variable acts as a multiplier in the overall motivation equation, influencing both

the positive tendency to approach success and the negative tendency to avoid failure.

The magnitude of Ps profoundly affects the motivational outcome, particularly for individuals where

the Motive to Succeed (Ms) is dominant. Tasks where the probability of success is neither too high

nor too low--specifically those where Ps is approximately 0.50 (moderate difficulty)--maximize the

positive approach motivation component. If success is nearly guaranteed (Ps close to 1.0), the
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challenge is negligible, and the motivational force is weak. If success is nearly impossible (Ps close

to 0), the expectation of failure suppresses motivation. Therefore, high-Ms individuals are

theoretically most motivated when facing a 50/50 challenge, as this represents the optimal balance

between high expectancy and high incentive.

Furthermore, Ps interacts dynamically with the Motive to Avoid Failure (Maf). The negative valence

of failure (Maf) is most salient when the probability of failure (Pf, which is 1 - Ps) is highest. When

the task is extremely easy (high Ps), the probability of failure is low, minimizing anxiety. When the

task is extremely difficult (low Ps), the high probability of failure allows the individual to rationalize

the expected failure, thus minimizing shame. However, for the failure-avoidant individual, the

greatest anxiety often occurs in the moderate difficulty range, where failure is a real possibility but

cannot be easily excused. This complex relationship between Ps and the motivational components

is central to predicting the ultimate task preferences of different motivational types.

The Significance of Incentive Value (Is)

The second crucial situational variable is the Incentive Value of Success (Is). Is represents the

anticipated emotional reward or intrinsic satisfaction derived from succeeding at a specific task.

Atkinson posited a crucial inverse relationship between Is and Ps: the incentive value of success is

inversely proportional to the difficulty of the task. Mathematically, Is is defined as 1 minus Ps (Is =

1 - Ps). This formulation ensures that succeeding at a very easy task (where Ps is high, e.g., 0.90)

yields a very low incentive value (Is = 0.10), because little pride can be derived from achieving

something simple. Conversely, succeeding at a very difficult task (where Ps is low, e.g., 0.10)

yields a very high incentive value (Is = 0.90), maximizing the potential for pride and satisfaction.

This inverse relationship highlights a core psychological truth embedded in the Achieving

Tendency model: the amount of pride experienced is directly proportional to the perceived difficulty

of the accomplishment. If the task is easy, success confirms nothing new about one's competence;

if the task is challenging, success provides robust evidence of skill and effort. This mechanism

ensures that the greatest positive motivational force is generated when both the probability of

success and the incentive value are optimally balanced, which, as noted previously, occurs when

Ps is 0.50 and Is is therefore also 0.50. This point maximizes the product of Ps * Is (0.25), which

serves as the total situational pull toward success.

The incentive value also plays a parallel role in the avoidance component of the motivation

equation, where the negative incentive value of failure (Iaf) is equivalent to the probability of

success (Ps). This means that the amount of shame or humiliation experienced upon failure is

greatest when the task was perceived as easy (high Ps). If one fails an easy task, the shame is

maximal because the failure reflects poorly on one's basic abilities. If one fails a difficult task, the

shame is minimal because the expected outcome was failure. Therefore, the incentive value
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component reinforces the behavioral predictions of the model by linking the emotional

consequences of performance directly to the perceived difficulty of the task, thereby completing the

expectancy-value cycle.

The Mathematical Formulation and Interaction of Variables

The Achieving Tendency (Ta) is formally defined by Atkinson's multiplicative formula, which

integrates all four core variables:

Ta = Ts + Taf

Where Ts is the Tendency to Approach Success, and Taf is the Tendency to Avoid Failure (which

carries a negative sign).

The full formulation is:

Ta = (Ms × Ps × Is) + (Maf × Pf × Iaf)

Given the definitions that Is = (1 - Ps) and Iaf = -Ps (reflecting the negative valence of avoidance),

the formula simplifies conceptually to:

Ta = (Ms × Ps × (1 - Ps)) + (Maf × (1 - Ps) × (-Ps))

This complex interaction demonstrates the crucial relationship between the personality traits (Ms

and Maf) and the situational variables (Ps and Is/Iaf). The first part of the equation, the Ts

component, peaks when Ps = 0.50 because the product of Ps and Is is maximized at this point,

regardless of the individual's Ms strength. The second part, the Taf component, represents the

anxiety associated with failure. Since Maf is a motive to avoid a negative outcome, the entire Taf

term is subtracted from Ts, ensuring that the final Achieving Tendency reflects the net motivational

force.

The interaction of these variables dictates task preference. For individuals where Ms > Maf, the

resulting Ta curve is an inverted U-shape centered around Ps = 0.50, meaning they select tasks of

moderate difficulty. For individuals where Maf > Ms, the resulting Ta curve is U-shaped, with the

lowest (most negative) motivation occurring at Ps = 0.50. This negative tendency at moderate

difficulty drives failure-avoidant individuals toward tasks at the extremes--either extremely easy

tasks (high Ps, low risk of shame) or extremely difficult tasks (low Ps, where failure is excused).

This mathematical precision allows the model to predict not just the intensity of effort, but the

specific choices individuals make regarding task selection.
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Behavioral Correlates and Task Preference

The Achieving Tendency model provides powerful predictions regarding task choice, persistence,

and performance. The most distinguishing behavioral correlate is the preference for tasks of

moderate difficulty by those driven primarily by the Motive to Succeed (Ms > Maf). These

individuals choose tasks where the subjective probability of success is around 50 percent because

such tasks maximize their positive achievement motivation (Ts). They seek out challenges that

offer a genuine test of their competence, providing the maximum potential for pride and diagnostic

information about their abilities. Furthermore, when faced with setbacks, these individuals typically

exhibit greater persistence, as failure is interpreted as a lack of effort or strategy, rather than a lack

of inherent ability.

In sharp contrast, individuals dominated by the Motive to Avoid Failure (Maf > Ms) exhibit

significantly different behavioral patterns. Because moderate difficulty tasks maximize their anxiety

(Taf is most negative at Ps=0.50), they actively avoid this range. Instead, they demonstrate a

distinct preference for tasks at the extremes. They may choose extremely easy tasks (e.g., Ps =

0.90) where success is guaranteed, thereby protecting themselves from the shame of failure, or

they may choose extremely difficult tasks (e.g., Ps = 0.10) where failure is highly probable but

carries minimal negative incentive value, allowing them to externalize the failure to the task's

difficulty rather than their competence. This pattern of risk-taking is fundamentally defensive, aimed

at minimizing negative self-evaluation.

Beyond simple choice, the Achieving Tendency also influences persistence. When high-Ms

individuals encounter difficulty, their positive Ta encourages them to redouble their efforts, viewing

the increased challenge as enhancing the ultimate incentive value. Conversely, high-Maf

individuals are more likely to withdraw early from tasks, especially those of moderate difficulty,

because the anxiety associated with potential failure outweighs the positive drive. In educational

and organizational settings, these behavioral correlates manifest as differences in goal setting,

reaction to feedback, and willingness to undertake novel or ambiguous projects. The model thus

explains why some individuals embrace performance evaluations while others employ strategies of

self-handicapping to buffer their self-esteem against potential negative outcomes.

Criticisms, Extensions, and Modern Application

While the Achieving Tendency model provided a revolutionary, mathematically precise framework

for understanding achievement motivation, it has faced several significant criticisms and has been

substantially extended by subsequent theories. A primary criticism is the model's reliance on the

multiplicative relationship between Ps and Is, which assumes a perfect inverse correlation (Is = 1 -

Ps). In reality, the subjective incentive value placed on success often involves factors beyond mere

task difficulty, such as social recognition, monetary rewards, or personal significance, which the
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original model did not fully incorporate. Furthermore, critics argued that the model was overly

simplistic in its definition of failure avoidance, largely ignoring cognitive factors like causal

attributions.

The most significant extensions to the Achieving Tendency theory came through the development

of **Attribution Theory** (Heider, Weiner) and **Goal Orientation Theory** (Dweck, Nicholls).

Attribution theory refined the understanding of Maf by demonstrating that the reaction to failure

depends heavily on whether the individual attributes the outcome to stable, uncontrollable factors

(like ability) or unstable, controllable factors (like effort or strategy). Goal Orientation theory

introduced the distinction between performance goals (focused on demonstrating competence

relative to others, often aligning with the older Maf/Ms framework) and mastery goals (focused on

learning and self-improvement, which often transcend the risk of failure). These extensions

maintained the core idea of expectancy and value but provided a richer cognitive context for

motivational dynamics.

Despite its limitations, the concept of the Achieving Tendency remains highly relevant, particularly

in applied fields. In education, understanding the balance between Ms and Maf helps educators

tailor tasks to optimize student motivation; tasks should be challenging enough to yield high

incentive value but not so difficult as to trigger extreme failure avoidance. In management and

organizational psychology, the model informs effective leadership by suggesting that employees

high in achievement motivation should be assigned projects with clear, measurable, and

moderately difficult objectives, maximizing their positive Ta. The model's enduring legacy lies in its

rigorous, quantitative approach to motivation, establishing the foundational principle that motivation

is a calculated function of personal motives interacting dynamically with situational expectations

and values.
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