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Achievement Motivation 

1. Introduction 

Achievement motivation is one of the most widely studied topics in psychology. It explains why 

individuals strive to accomplish goals, attain success, and perform tasks at high standards. It is 

the driving force that pushes a person to work hard, persist in the face of difficulties, and seek 

excellence in various areas of life such as education, career, sports, and personal development. 

Achievement motivation not only determines the level of effort an individual puts into a task but 

also influences goal selection, persistence, performance quality, and emotional reactions to 

success or failure. 

2. Meaning and Definition 

Achievement motivation refers to the internal desire or need to accomplish something difficult, 

master complex skills, compete with others, and achieve a high standard of excellence. 

According to David McClelland, achievement motivation (Need for Achievement or nAch) is 

the drive to excel and to achieve in relation to a set of standards. 

In simple terms, it is: 

 The desire to succeed 



 The urge to perform better than before 

 The willingness to overcome obstacles 

 The satisfaction derived from achievement itself 

3. Historical Background 

The scientific study of achievement motivation began in the 20th century. 

(A) Henry Murray 

Henry Murray first introduced the concept of “need for achievement” as part of his theory of 

psychogenic needs. He described it as the desire to accomplish difficult tasks, overcome 

obstacles, and excel. 

(B) David McClelland 

Later, David McClelland expanded Murray’s work. He conducted extensive research and 

developed methods to measure achievement motivation using the Thematic Apperception Test 

(TAT). He emphasized that individuals with high achievement motivation prefer moderately 

difficult tasks and seek feedback on their performance. 

(C) John William Atkinson 

John William Atkinson developed a mathematical model of achievement behavior, explaining 

how the desire for success and fear of failure influence performance. 

4. Theories of Achievement Motivation 

4.1 McClelland’s Need Achievement Theory 

McClelland proposed three major needs: 

1. Need for Achievement (nAch) 

2. Need for Power (nPow) 

3. Need for Affiliation (nAff) 

Individuals high in need for achievement: 

 Prefer moderate risk 

 Take personal responsibility 

 Seek immediate feedback 

 Are task-oriented 

 Show persistence and hard work 

Such individuals gain satisfaction from accomplishing challenging tasks. 



4.2 Atkinson’s Expectancy-Value Theory 

Atkinson proposed that achievement behavior depends on: 

 Motive to achieve success 

 Motive to avoid failure 

 Probability of success 

 Incentive value of success 

According to this theory: 

 Highly motivated individuals choose tasks of moderate difficulty. 

 Fear of failure may lead to avoiding challenging tasks. 

 Achievement behavior is a result of balancing hope for success and fear of failure. 

4.3 Goal Orientation Theory 

This theory explains achievement behavior in terms of goals: 

1. Mastery Goals – Focus on learning, improvement, and understanding. 

2. Performance Goals – Focus on outperforming others. 

Students with mastery goals show higher persistence and intrinsic interest in learning. 

4.4 Self-Determination Theory 

Proposed by Edward L. Deci and Richard M. Ryan, this theory distinguishes between: 

 Intrinsic Motivation – Doing something for internal satisfaction. 

 Extrinsic Motivation – Doing something for rewards or external pressures. 

Achievement motivation is stronger and long-lasting when it is intrinsic. 

5. Characteristics of High Achievement Motivation 

Individuals with high achievement motivation: 

 Set challenging but realistic goals 

 Prefer tasks with moderate risk 

 Show persistence in difficult situations 

 Take responsibility for outcomes 

 Seek feedback for improvement 

 Experience pride in accomplishment 

6. Factors Influencing Achievement Motivation 



6.1 Personal Factors 

 Self-confidence 

 Locus of control 

 Intelligence 

 Emotional stability 

 Self-efficacy 

6.2 Family Factors 

 Parental encouragement 

 Independence training 

 High but realistic expectations 

 Emotional support 

6.3 School Factors 

 Teacher expectations 

 Classroom climate 

 Reward systems 

 Academic opportunities 

6.4 Social and Cultural Factors 

 Cultural emphasis on success 

 Socioeconomic status 

 Peer influence 

 Competitive environment 

7. Measurement of Achievement Motivation 

Achievement motivation is measured using: 

1. Thematic Apperception Test (TAT) 

2. Achievement Motivation Scales 

3. Self-report questionnaires 

4. Behavioral observation 

McClelland used TAT stories to identify themes of success, competition, and accomplishment. 

8. Achievement Motivation in Education 

Achievement motivation plays a vital role in academic success. Students with high achievement 

motivation: 



 Study regularly 

 Show persistence 

 Perform better academically 

 Set long-term goals 

 Participate actively in class 

Teachers can improve achievement motivation by: 

 Providing constructive feedback 

 Encouraging goal setting 

 Promoting intrinsic motivation 

 Recognizing effort, not just performance 

9. Achievement Motivation in Work and Career 

In organizational settings, achievement motivation leads to: 

 Higher job performance 

 Entrepreneurial success 

 Leadership qualities 

 Innovation and creativity 

 Career advancement 

McClelland observed that successful entrepreneurs often have high need for achievement. 

10. Importance of Achievement Motivation 

 Promotes personal growth 

 Enhances academic success 

 Improves work performance 

 Encourages goal-setting behavior 

 Develops persistence and resilience 

11. Problems of Low Achievement Motivation 

Individuals with low achievement motivation may: 

 Avoid challenging tasks 

 Fear failure excessively 

 Lack persistence 

 Show poor academic or job performance 

 Depend on others for success 

12. Advantages and Disadvantages 



Advantages 

 High performance 

 Goal clarity 

 Strong determination 

 Self-improvement 

Disadvantages (if excessive) 

 Stress and anxiety 

 Perfectionism 

 Fear of failure 

 Work-life imbalance 

Healthy balance is essential. 

13. Conclusion 

Achievement motivation is a central concept in psychology that explains why individuals strive 

for success and excellence. From early theories by Henry Murray to the research of David 

McClelland and Atkinson, the study of achievement motivation has provided valuable insights 

into human behavior. 

It influences academic achievement, professional success, and overall personality development. 

When nurtured properly through supportive family, school, and social environments, 

achievement motivation helps individuals realize their full potential and lead successful, 

satisfying lives. 

 


