THEORY OF ACHIEVEMENT MOTIVATION (ATKINSON & MCCLELLAND – 1953)

Atkinson and McClelland’s theory of achievement motivation, also known as need achievement, need for achievement, and n Achievement. This theory comes from a broad program of research on achievement motivation that was initiated in the 1940s by McClelland and was first summarized in the 1953 publication by McClelland et al. of The Achievement Motive  (J. W. Atkinson & Feather, 1966, p. vi).
 Achievement motivation is a theoretical model intended “to explain how the motive to achieve and the motive to avoid failure influence behavior in a situation where performance is evaluated against some standard of excellence” (J. W. Atkinson).

Achievement-oriented activity is activity undertaken by an individual with the expectation that his performance will be evaluated in terms of some standard of excellence. It is presumed that any situation which presents a challenge to achieve, by arousing an expectancy that action will lead to success, must also pose the threat of failure by arousing an expectancy that action may lead to failure. Thus achievement-oriented activity is always influenced by the resultant of a conflict between two opposed tendencies, the tendency to achieve success and the tendency to avoid failure. Normally, achievement-oriented activities are also influenced by other extrinsic motivational tendencies, which are attributable to other kinds of motive and incentive. The theory of achievement motivation focuses primarily upon the resolution of the conflict between the two opposed tendencies that are inherent in any achievement-oriented activity, but it also emphasizes the importance of extrinsic sources of motivation to undertake an activity, particularly when the resultant achievement-oriented tendency is negative. (J. W. Atkinson & Feather, 1966, p. 328)

Tendency to undertake an activity is defined as “the product of motive, expectancy, and incentive” (J. W. Atkinson & Feather, 1966, p. 328). There are two components to this tendency. The first is the tendency to achieve success (Ts). The second is the tendency to avoid failure (T-f). Tendency to achieve success is defined as the product of (a) the motive or need to achieve success (Ms), (b) the strength of expectancy (or subjective probability) that success will be the consequence of a particular activity (Ps), and (c) the incentive value of success at that particular activity (Is):

Ts    =   Ms   x   Ps   x   Is
Atkinson notes that this equation might be modified slightly by regrouping terms as follows:

Ts    =   Ps   x   (Ms   x   Is)

This regrouping highlights the compound of Ms and Is as “the subject value of success, the utility of success, or the valence of success at a particular activity to a particular person”. An important special assumption about this function is that “the incentive value of success is assumed to be proportionate to the difficulty of the task (i.e.,  Is  =  1  – Ps)”. 
The equation for the tendency to achieve success, together with this special assumption, resulted in the following implications:

1. The tendency to achieve success should be strongest when a task is one of intermediate difficulty, but the difference in strength of tendency to achieve success that is attributable to a difference in the difficulty of the task (Ps) will be substantial only when Ms is relatively strong.

2.  When the difficulty of a task is held constant, the tendency to achieve success is stronger when Ms is strong than when it is weak, but the difference in strength of tendency to achieve success that is attributable to a difference in strength of achievement motive (Ms) will be substantial only when the task is one of intermediate difficulty. (J. W. Atkinson & Feather, 1966, p. 329)

The tendency to avoid failure is defined as a parallel product of (a) the motive to avoid failure (MAF), (b) the expectancy of failure (Pf), and (c) the incentive value of failure (If).

T-f    =   MAF   x   Pf   x   If
Similar to the equation for tendency to achieve success, this equation for tendency to avoid failure is accompanied by a special assumption. In this case, that assumption is that “the incentive value of failure is more negative the easier the task” (J. W. Atkinson & Feather, 1966, p. 331) (i.e., Is  =  – Ps). 
The implications that followed are

1. The tendency to avoid failure should be strongest when a task is one of intermediate difficulty, but the difference in strength of tendency to avoid failure that is attributable to a difference in the difficulty of the task (Pf) will be substantial only when MAF is relatively strong.

2.  When the difficulty of a task is held constant, the tendency to avoid failure is stronger when MAF is strong than when it is weak, but the difference in strength of tendency to avoid failure that is attributable to a difference in motive (MAF) will be substantial only when the task is one of intermediate difficulty. (J. W. Atkinson & Feather, 1966, pp. 331-332)

Together, the tendency to achieve success and the tendency to avoid failure are combined to provide a measure of resultant-oriented tendency (TA):

TA  =    Ts    +   T-f
“When the resultant achievement-oriented tendency is negative, there will be no active impulse to undertake a particular achievement-oriented activity (TA) unless some positive extrinsic tendency to perform the activity (Text) overcomes the resistance of  Ts    +    T-f ”. The modified equation, that includes a term to account for such extrinsic motivation is as follows:

TA  =    Ts    +    T-f   +   Text
In summary, achievement motivation, described as a tendency to engage in an achievement-oriented task, is “a joint multiplicative function of motive, expectancy (subjective probability), and incentive”. It is a model that offers an explanation for the selection of one task over other alternatives which differ in difficulty, and an explanation for the level of performance exhibited in a given task once initiated. The two major implications of the theory are (a) that “performance level should be greatest when there is greatest uncertainty about the outcome”, and (b) that people with strong achievement motive “should prefer intermediate risk while persons in whom the motive to avoid failure is stronger should avoid intermediate risk, preferring instead either very easy and safe undertakings or extremely difficult and speculative undertakings”.

ATTRIBUTION THEORY (B. WEINER)
Learners are affected by both personal factors (i.e. previously learned knowledge and past experiences) and environmental factors (i.e. environment of the home or school). Both these factors are the variables that affect the types of attributions most likely to be made by the individuals.
Bernard Weiner proposed a theory suggesting that a person’s own attributions in attempt to explain their success or failure determines the effort they are willing to exert in the future. Affective and cognitive assessment influences the behavior in the future when similar situations are experienced.

Weiner pinpointed a specific attribution that aspects like luck, effort, etc, are not as important as the characteristics of the attribution. This was described as the three casual dimensions, which is the reason for Weiner’s Attribution model being called the Three-Dimensional Model.

Three Casual Dimensions
Locus

Locus dimension refers to the perception of the cause of any event as internal or external.

If a learner believes that she failed her math test because she lacked inability, she is referring to her internal attribution. On the other hand, if she blames the teacher to be incompetent, she is referring to the external attribution.

Association with Emotional Responses:
This dimension is related to feeling of pride and self-esteem. People feel the sense of pride in their accomplishment, especially when they believe that it was their effort which lead them to success.

Stability

Stability dimension refers to whether the cause of the event is stable or unstable across time and situations.

From the previous example, if she believes that she failed her math exam because of her inability in math, the cause is stable. The cause is more stable if she believes that her lack of ability is permanent. On the other hand, if she believes that had she not been sick, she could have aced the test, the cause is unstable, as illness is a temporary factor.

Attributions to permanent factors or stable causes are more likely to lead the learner towards success if the learner experiences success. However, in case of failure, attributions to stable causes are likely to decrease the morale and expectations of the learner in the future.
Association with Emotional Responses:
In case of unstable attributions, this dimension is related to feelings of hopelessness or hopefulness. In contrast, for the stable causes, a learner believes that there can be different outcomes I the future.

Controllability

Controllability dimension refers to whether or not the cause of any event is under the control of the learner.

From the aforementioned examples; if she believes that she could have done better in the test had she practiced more, the cause is controllable. On the other hand, if she doubts her ability in math, the cause is uncontrollable. Environmental or external attributions cannot be considered as controllable.

Association with Emotional Responses:
Guilt and shame are the kind of emotions experienced in this dimension. Learners who believe they failed because of their lack of effort experience a sense of guilt. On the other hand, those who deem themselves unworthy are more likely to experience the feelings of shame or similar emotions.

How Attributions Influence Behavior?

The types of attributions individuals choose to make to the causes of the events significantly impact their future behaviors in predictable ways.

Studies have found that academic achievement is improved when the learners attribute their academic outcomes to effort and study techniques rather than factors like lack of ability and health problems.

For instance, a student who blames his lack of effort to failure in examination may be motivated to study harder for the next exam in order avoid the same outcome. However, a student who deems herself incapable of studying lacks motivation and is more likely to fail in the next examination too, solely because of her lack of effort.

Principles

1. Attribution is a three stage process: (1) behavior is observed, (2) behavior is determined to be deliberate, and (3) behavior is attributed to internal or external causes.

2. Achievement can be attributed to (1) effort, (2) ability, (3) level of task difficulty, or (4) luck.

3. Causal dimensions of behavior are (1) locus of control, (2) stability, and (3) controllability.
Application

Weiner's theory has been widely applied in education, law, clinical psychology, and the mental health domain. There is a strong relationship between self-concept and achievement. Weiner (1980) states: "Causal attributions determine affective reactions to success and failure. For example, one is not likely to experience pride in success, or feelings of competence, when receiving an ‘A’ from a teacher who gives only that grade, or when defeating a tennis player who always loses...On the other hand, an ‘A’ from a teacher who gives few high grades or a victory over a highly rated tennis player following a great deal of practice generates great positive affect." (p.362). Students with higher ratings of self-esteem and with higher school achievement tend to attribute success to internal, stable, uncontrollable factors such as ability, while they contribute failure to either internal, unstable, controllable factors such as effort, or external, uncontrollable factors such as task difficulty. For example, students who experience repeated failures in reading are likely to see themselves as being less competent in reading.  This self-perception of reading ability reflects itself in children's expectations of success on reading tasks and reasoning of success or failure of reading.  Similarly, students with learning disabilities seem less likely than non-disabled peers to attribute failure to effort, an unstable, controllable factor, and more likely to attribute failure to ability, a stable, uncontrollable factor.

Lewis & Daltroy (1990) discuss applications of attribution theory to health care. An interesting example of attribution theory applied to career development is provided by Daly (1996) who examined the attributions that employees held as to why they failed to receive promotions.

