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THAT URGE TO ACHIEVE

DaviD C. MCCLELLAND

Most people in this world, psychologically, can be divided into two broad
groups. There is that minority which is challenged by opportunity and willing
to work hard to achieve something, and the majority which really does not
care all that much.

For nearly twenty years now, psychologists have tried to penetrate the
mystery of this curious dichotomy. Is the need to achieve (or the absence of it)
an accident, is it hereditary, or is it the resuit of environment? Is it a single,
isolatable human motive, or a combination of motives—the desire to ac-
cumulate wealth, power, fame? Most important of all, is there some technique
that could give this will to achieve to people, even whole societies, who do not
now have it?

While we do not yet have complete answers for any of these questions, years
of work have given us partial answers to most of them and insights into all of
them. There is a distinct human motive, distinguishable from others. It can be
found, in fact tested for, in any group.

Let me give you one example. Several years ago, a careful study was made of
450 workers who had been thrown out of work by a plant shutdown in Erie,
Pennsylvania. Most of the unemployed workers stayed home for a while and
then checked back with the United States Employment Service to see if their
old jobs or similar ones were available. But a small minorityv among them
behaved differently: the day they were laid off, they started job-hunting.

They checked both the United States and the Pennsylvania Employment Of-
fice; they studied the ‘““Help Wanted’’ sections of the papers; they checked
through their union, their church, and various fraternal organizations; they
looked into training courses to learn a new skill; they even left town to look for
work, while the majority when questioned said they would not under any cir-
cumstances move away from Erie to obtain a job. Obviously the members of
that active minority were differentlv motivated. All the men were more or less
in the same situation objectively: they needed work, money, food, shelter, job
security. Yet only a minority showed initiative and enterprise in finding what
they needed. Why? Psychologists, after years of research. now believe they can
answer that question. They have demonstrated that these men possessed in
greater degree a specific type of human motivation. For the moment let us
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refer to this personality characteristic as ““Motive A’’ and review some of the
other characteristics of the persons who have more of the motive than other
persons.

Suppose they are confronted by a work situation in which they can set their
own goals as to how difficult a task they will undertake. In the psychological
laboratory, such a situation is very simply created by asking them to throw
rings over a peg from any distance they mav choose. Most persons throw more
or less randomly, standing now close, now far away, but those with Motive A
seem to calculate carefully where they are most likely to get a sense of mastery.
They stand nearly always at moderate distances, not so close as to make the
task ridiculously easy, nor so far away as 10 make it impossible. They set
moderately difficult, but potentially achievable goals for themselves, where
they objectively have only about a 1-in-3 chance of succeeding. In other words,
they are always setting challenges for themselves, tasks to make them stretch
themselves a little.

But they behave like this only if they can influence the outcome by perform-
ing the work themselves. They prefer not to gamble at all. Say they are given a
choice between rolling dice with one in three chances of winning and working
on a problem with a one-in-three chance of solving in the time alloted, they
choose to work on the problem even though rolling the dice is obviously less
work and the odds of winning are the same. They prefer to work at a problem
rather than leave the outcome to chance or to others.

Obviously they are concerned with_th rather than with
the rewards of success per se, since they stand just as much chance of getting
those rewards by throwing the dice. This leads to another characteristic the
Motive A persons show—namely, a strong preference for work situations in
which they get_concrete f eedback on how.well they are doing, as one does, say
in playing golf, or in being a salesman, but as one does not in teaching, or n
personnel counseling. A golfer always knows his score and can compare how
well he is doing with par or with his own performance yesterday or last week.
A teacher has no such concrete feedback on how well he is doing in ‘‘getting
across’’ to his students.

The n Ach Person

But why do certain persons behave like this? At one level the reply is simple:
because they habitually spend their time thinking about doing things better. In
fact, psychologists typically measure the strength of Motive A by taking
samples of a person’s spontaneous thoughts (such as making up a story about a
picture they have been shown) and counting the frequency with which he men-
tions doing things better. The count is objective and can even be made these
days with the help of a computer program for content analysis. It vields what
is referred to technically as an individual's n Ach score (for “‘need for Achieve-
ment’’). It is not difficult to understand why people who think constantly
about ‘‘doing better’ are more apt to do better at job-hunting, to set moderate,
achievable goals for themselves, to dislike gambling (because they get no
achievement satisfaction from success), and to prefer work situations where
thev can tell easily whether they are improving or not. But why some people
and not others come to think this way is another question. The evidence sug-
gests it is not because they are born that way, but because of special training
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they get in the home from parents who set moderately high achievement goals
but who are warm, encouraging and nonauthoritarian in helping their children
reach these goals.

Such detailed knowledge about one motive helps correct a lot of common
sense ideas about human motivation. For example, much public policy (and
much business policy) is based on the simpleminded notion that people will
work harder *‘if they have t0.”” As a first approxxmatlon the idea isn’t totally
wrong, but it is only a half-truth. The majority of unemploved workers in Erie
‘“had to’’ find work as much as those with higher n Ach, but they certainly
didn’t work as hard at it. Or again, it is frequently assumed that any strong
motive will lead to doing things better. Wouldn't it be fair to say that most of
the Erie workers were just “‘unmotivated”’? But our detailed knowledge of
various human motives shows that each one leads a person 1o behave in dif-
JSerent ways. The contrast is not between being ‘‘motivated”’ or ‘‘unmotivated’’
but between being motivated toward A or toward B or C, etc.

A simple experiment makes the point nicely: subjects were told that they
could choose as a working partner either a close friend or a stranger who was
known to be an expert on the problem to be solved. Those with higher n Ach
(more ‘‘need to achieve’’) chose the experts over their friends, whereas those
with more n Aff (the “‘need to affiliate with others’”) chose friends over ex-
perts. The latter were not ‘‘unmotivated’’; their desire to be with someone they
liked was simply a stronger motive than their desire (o excel at the task. Other
such needs have been studied by psychologists. For instance, the need for
Power is often confused with the need for Achievement because both may lead
to “‘outstanding’’ acrivities. There is a distinct difference. People with a strong
need for Power want to command attention, get recognition, and control
others. They are more active in political life and tend to busy themselves
primarily with controlling the channels of communication both up to the top
and down to the people so that they are more *‘in charge.”” Those with high n
Power are not as concerned with improving their work performance daily as
those with high n Ach.

It follows, from what we have been able to learn, that not all ‘“‘great
achievers’ score high in 7 Ach. Many generals, outstanding politicians, great
research scientists do not, for instance, because their work requires other per-
sonality characteristics, other motives. A general or a politician must be more
concerned with power relationships, a research scientist must be able to go for
long periods without the immediate feedback the person with high n Ach re-
quires, etc. On the other hand, business executives, particularly if they are in
positions of real responsibility or if they are salesmen, tend to score high in n
Ach. This is true even in a Communist country like Poland: apparently there,
as well as in a private enterprise economy, a manager suceeds if he is concerned
about improving all the time, setting moderate goals, keeping track of his or
the company’s performance, etc.

Motivation and Half-Truths
Since carefui study has shown that common sense notions about motivation

are at best half-truths, it also follows that you cannot trust what people tell
you about their motives. After all, they often get their ideas about their own

75




IR

Mo abibrel i ik A e

il A i

motives from common sense. Thus a general may say he is interested in
achievement (because he has obviously achieved), or a businessman that he is
interested only in making money (because he has made money), or one of the
majority of unemployed in Erie that he desperately wants a job (because he
knows he needs one); but a careful check of what each one thinks about and
how he spends his time may show that each is concerned about quite differen:
things. It requires special measurement techniques to identify the presence of n
Ach and other such motives. Thus what people say and believe is not very
closely related to these ‘‘hidden’ motives which seem to affect a person’s
“*style of life’” more than his political, religious or social attitudes. Thus n Ach
produces enterprising men among labor leaders or managers, Republicans or
Democrats, Catholics or Protestants, capitalists or Communists.

Wherever people begin to think often in n Ach terms, things begin to move.
Men with higher n Ach get more raises and are promoted more rapidly.”
because they keep actively seeking ways to do a better job. Companies with -
many such men grow faster. In one comparison of two firms in Mexico, it was -
discovered that all but one of the top executives of a fast growing firm had
higher n Ach scores than the highest scoring executive in an equally large but
slow-growing firm. Countries with many such rapidly growing firms tend to
show above-average rates of economic growth. This appears to be the reason
why correlations have regularly been found between the n Ach content in
popular literature (such as popular songs or stories in children’s textbooks)
and subsequent rates of national economic growth. A nation which is thinking
about doing better all the time (as shown in its popular literature) actually does
do better economically speaking. Careful quantitative studies have shown this
to be true in Ancient Greece, in Spain in the Middle Ages, in England from
1400-1800, as well as among contemporary nations, whether capitalist or
Communist, developed or underdeveloped.

Contrast these two stories for example. Which one contains more n Ach?
Which one reflects a state of mind which ought to lead to harder striving to im-
prove the way things are?

Excerpt from story A (4th grade reader): ‘‘Don’t Ever Owe a Man—The
world is an illusion. Wife, children, horses and cows are all just ties of fate.
They are ephemeral. Each after fulfilling his part in life disappears. So we
should not clamour after riches which are not permanent. As long as we live it
is wise not to have any attachments and just think of God. We have to spend
our lives without trouble, for is it not time that there is an end to grievances? .
So it is better to live knowing the real state of affairs. Don’t get entangled in
the meshes of family life.”

Excerpt from story B (4th grade reader): ‘“‘How I Do Like to Learn—1I was
sent to an accelerated technical high school. I was so happy 1 cried. Learning is
not very easy. In the beginning I couldn’t understand what the teacher taught
us. I always got a red cross mark on my papers. The boy sitting next to me was
very enthusiastic and also an outstanding student. When he found I could not
do the problems he offered to show me how he had done them. I could not
copy his work. I must learn through my own reasoning. I gave his paper back
and explained I had to do it myself. Sometimes I worked on a problem until
midnight. If 1 couldn’t finish, 1 started early in the morning. The red cross
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marks on my work were getting less common. | conquered my difficulties. My
marks rose. I graduated and went on tQ college.”

Most readers would agree, without any special knowledge of the n Ach
coding system, that the second story shows more concern with improvement
than the first, which comes from a contemporary reader used in Indian public
schools. In fact the latter has a certain Horatio Alger quality that is reminis-
cent of our own McGuffey readers of several generations ago. It appears today
in the textbooks of Communist China. It should not, therefore, come as a sur-
prise if a nation like Communist China, obsessed as it is with improvement,
tended in the long run to outproduce a nation like India, which appears to be
more fatalistic.

The n Ach level is obviously important for statesmen to watch and in many
instances to try to do something about, particularly if a nation’s economy is
lagging. Take Britain, for example. A generation ago (around 1925) it ranked
fifth among 25 countries where children’s readers were scored for n Ach—and
its economy was doing well. By 1950 the n Ach lvel had dropped to 27th out of
39 countries—well below the world average—and today, its leaders are feeling
the severe economic effects of this loss in the spirit of enterprise.

Economics and n Ach

If psychologists can detect 7 Ach levels in individuals or nations, particular-
ly before their effects are widespread, can’t the knowledge somehow be put to
use to foster economic development? Obviously detection or diagnosis is not
enough. What good is it to tell Britain (or India for that matter) that it needs
more n Ach, a greater spirit of enterprise? In most such cases, informed
observers of the local scene know very well that such a need exists, though they
may be slower to discover it than the psychologist hovering over n Ach scores.
What is needed is some method of developing # Ach in individuals or nations.

Since about 1960, psychologists in my research group at Harvard have been
experimenting with techniques designed to accomplish this goal, chiefly among
business executives whose work requires the action characteristics of people
with high n Ach. Initially, we had real doubts as to whether we could succeed,
partly because like most American psychologists we have been strongly in-
fluenced by the psychoanalytic view that basic motives are laid down in
childhood and cannot really be changed later, and partly because many studies
of intensive psychotherapy and counseling have shown minor if any long-term
personality effects. On the other hand we were encouraged by the nonprofes-
sionals: those enthusiasts like Dale Carnegie, the Communist ideologue or the
Church missionary, who felt they could change adults and in fact seemed to be
doing so. At any rate we ran some brief (7 to 10 days) “‘total push’’ training
courses for businessmen, designed to increase their n Ach.

Four Main Goals

In broad outline the courses had four main goals: (1) They were designed to
teach the participants how to think, talk and act like a person with high n Ach,
based on our knowledge of such people gained through 17 vears of research.




For instance, individuals learned how 1o make up stories that would code high
in n Ach (i.e., how 10 think in # Ach terms). how to set moderate goals for
themselves in the ring toss game (and in life}. (2) The courses stimulated the
participants to set higher but carefully planned and realistic work goals for
themselves over the next two years. Then we checked back with them every six
months to see how well they were doing in terms of their own objectives. (3)
The courses also utilized techniques for giving the participants knowledge
about themselves. For instance, in plaving the ring toss game, they could
observe that they behaved differently from others—perhaps in refusing to ad-
just a goal downward after failure. This would then become a matter for group
discussion and the man would have to explain what he had in mind in setting
such unrealistic goals. Discussion could then lead on to what a person’s ultimate
goals in life were, how much he cared about actually improving performance
v. making a good impression or having many friends. In this way the par-
ticipants would be freer to realize their achievement goals without being blocked
by old habits and attitudes. (4) The courses also usually created a group esprir
de corps {rom learning about each other’s hopes and fears, successes and
failures, and from going through an emotional experience together, away from
everyday life, in a retreat setting. This membership in a new group helps a per-
son achieve his goals, partly because he knows he has their sympathy and sup-
port and partly because he knows they will be waiching to see how well he does.
The same effect has been noted in other therapy groups like Alcoholics Anony-
mous. We are not sure which of these course ‘‘inputs’’ is really absolutely
essential—that remains a research question—but we were taking no chances at
the outset in view of the general pessimism about such efforts, and we wanted
to include any and all techniques that were thought to change people.

The courses have been given: to executives in a large American firm, and
in several Mexican firms; to underachieving high school boys; and to
businessmen in India from Bombay and from a small city—Kakinada in the
state of Andhra Pradesh. In every instance save one (the Mexican case), it was
possible to demonstrate statistically, some two vears later, that the men who
took the course had done better (made more money, got promoted faster. ex-
panded their businesses faster) than comparable individuals who did not take
the course or who took some other management course.

Consider the Kakinada results, for example. In the two years preceding the
course 9 men, 18 percent of the 52 participants, had shown ‘‘unusual’’ enter-
prise in their businesses. In the 18 months following the course 25 of the in-
dividuals, in other words nearly 50 percent, were unusually active. And this was
not due to a general upturn of business in India. Data from a control city, some
forty-five miles away, show the same base rate of ‘‘unusually active’” men as in
Kakinada before the course—namely, about 20 percent. Something clearly
happened in Kakinada: the owner of a small radio shop started a chemical
plant; a banker was so successful in making commercial loans in an enterpris-
ing way that he was promoted to a much larger branch of his bank in Calcutta;
the local political leader accomplished his goal (it was set in the course) to get
the federal government to deepen the harbor and make it into an all-weather
port; plans are far along for establishing a steel rolling mill, etc. All this took
place without any substantial capital input from the ourside. In fact, the only
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costs were for four 10-day courses plus some brief follow-up visits every six
months. The men are raising their own capital and using their own resources
for getting business and industry moving in a citv that had been considered
stagnant and unenterprising.

The promise of such a method of developing achievement motivarion seems
very great. It has obvious applications in helping underdeveloped countries,
or “‘pockets of poverty’’ in the United States, to move faster economically. Tt
has great potential for businesses that need to ““turn around”’ and take a more
enterprising approach toward their growth and development. It may even be
helpful in developing more n Ach among low-income groups. For instance,
data show that lower-class Negro Americans have a very low level of n Ach.
This is not surprising. Society has systematically discouraged and blocked their
achievement striving. But as the barriers to upward mobility are broken down,
it will be necessary to help stimulate the motivation that will lead them 1o take
advantage of new opportunities opening up.

Extreme Reactions

But a word of caution: Whenever ['speak of this research and its geat poien-
tial, audience reaction tends to g0 to opposite extremes. Either people remain
skeptical and argue that motives can’t really be changed, that all we are doing
is dressing Dale Carnegie up in fancy ““psychologese,”” or they become con-
verts and want instant course descriptions by return mail to solve their local
motivational problems. Either response is unjustified. What I have described
here in a few pages has taken 20 years of patient research effort, and hundreds
of thousands of dollars in basic research costs. What remains to be done will
involve even larger sums and more time for development to turn a promising
idea into something of wide practical utility.

Encouragement Needed

To take only one example, we have not yet learned how to develop n Ach
really well among low-income groups. In our first effort—a summer course for
bright underachieving 14-year-olds—we found that boys from the middle class
improved steadily in grades in school over a two-year period, but boys from
the lower class showed an improvement after the first year followed by a drop
back to their beginning low grade average (see the accompanying chart). Why?
We speculated that it was because they moved back into an environment in
which neither parents nor friends encouraged achievement or upward mobility.
In other words, it isn’t enough to change a man’s motivation if the environ-
ment in which he lives doesn’t support at least to some degree his new efforts.
Negroes striving to rise out of the ghetto frequently confront this problem:
they are often faced by skepticism at home and suspicion on the job, so that
even if their n Ach is raised, it can be lowered again by the heavy odds against
their success. We must learn not only to raise n Ach but also to find methods

79




78—
Middle ciass boys
X with training

76 —

7 A~
& / ~ ~
I / ~o Lower class boys,
< X t i
= 72+ no training
W
>
<
< / e _ .
o 70+ / x ~ Middle class boys,
= e \ no training
@ (/ / X Lower class boys

68 O/ with training

X
66—
64 —
X

| | ]
June 1961 January 1962 January 1963
Initial pretest Foliow up Follow up

In a Harvard study, a group of underachieving 14-year-olds was given a
six-week course designed 1o help them do betterin school.

Some of the boys were also given training in achievement motivation, or n
Ach (solid lines). As graph reveals, the oniy boys who continued to improve
after a two-year period were the middie-class boys with the special n Ach
training.

Psychologists suspect the lower-class boys dropped back, even with n Ach
training, because they returned to an environment in which neither parents
nor friends encouraged achievement.

of instructing people in how to manage it, to create a favorable environment in
when it can flourish.

Many of these training techniques are now only in the pilot testing stage. It
will take time and money to perfect them, but society should be willing to in-
vest heavily in them in view of their tremendous potential for contribution to
human betterment.
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