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running strength, resulting from the cognitive gradient 
created by the rat’s internal representation of the danger. 
Conversely, in the top right-hand panel is the equiva-
lent representation of the paths taken by a rat running 
to food, or some other attractor, that is in the top right 
hand corner of the rectangular box. The only substan-
tive difference between the shock and the food is that 
the direction of movement, relative to the gradient, is the 
opposite—as with positive and negative taxes.

Whether behavior is controlled by a positive or nega-
tive goal can be difficult to determine without careful 
analysis. It might seem obvious that danger is nega-
tive. However, when faced with danger (such as a cat), a 
rat may be motivated to seek safety (its home burrow), 
which constitutes a positive goal. In many threatening 
situations then, both avoidance of danger and approach 
to safety can occur. Typically, when close to danger, the 
rat will avoid it (moving directly away from the danger 
because any other path will take it closer to the cat and 
increase the chance of being caught), and when close to 
its burrow, it will head straight for that. The result (Fig-
ure 2, bottom panel) will be a curvilinear path in the sim-
plest cases with the initial running being avoidance of 
the negative goal of danger and the later running being 
approach to the positive goal of safety. With several 
examples of the same situation and with an animal start-
ing in different positions, we can determine the nature 
of the controlling goal from the set of trajectories. If they 
diverge from a point (as in Figure 2, top left), then they 
are controlled by a negative goal and if they converge 
(top right), then they are controlled by a positive goal.

1.2  Valuation versus Motivation
The positive or negative nature of a goal is not deter-

mined just by whether the stimulus generating the situa-
tion is itself positive or negative. In the example that we 
just considered of the rat fleeing the cat, the presence of 
the cat generates a negative goal at one point in space, 
but the absence of the cat (guaranteed by the nature 
of the burrow) generates a positive goal in the burrow 
entrance. (If there is no burrow, then the rat will simply 
run directly away from the negative goal—as in the top 
left panel of Figure 2—until it reaches the limits of the 
apparatus since there is no safe place to attract it.)

The capacity of a single class of motivational stimuli 
to give rise to opposite goals in different circumstances 
is most obvious with consummatory stimuli (like food 
and water) and in economic experiments. The presenta-
tion of a positive stimulus produces positive goals, but 
the omission of expected food, omission of expected 
water, loss of money, and any other negative contingen-
cies of positive events generate the aversive state of frus-
tration.8–10 The situation linked to omission or loss will 
therefore be associated with negative motivation, and 

so their compound will be a negative goal. When the 
same situation occurs in the future, it will then gener-
ate avoidance, thereby reducing exposure to frustration. 
An important point here is that the immediate experi-
ence of frustration produces escape,11 fighting,8 learned 
avoidance, and many other responses that are also typi-
cal of the immediate experience of pain.12 In general, the 
omission of negative and positive events can be treated 
as having the same effects as the presentation of positive 
and negative events, respectively.

The idea that omission of a positive event creates a 
negative goal in exactly the same way as presentation 
of a negative event requires one caveat—the two out-
comes do not have the same value. For an event to affect 
behavior, it must first be valued. This value, for any 
given object, will vary with both time and the particular 
individual. Gorgonzola cheese will have a high positive 
value for many hungry adults but will usually have a 
high negative value for young children. Likewise, a rat 
that is not hungry will not value food highly (i.e., will 
not work hard to obtain it), and a rat that has undergone 
taste aversion conditioning for a particular flavor will 
not value a food with that flavor but will value other 
food. You might think that a specific object (like a dollar) 

FIGURE 2 Diagrammatic representation of cognitive gradients cre-
ated by shock (top left), by food (top right), and by the combination of 
danger and safety (bottom). The solid arrows represent the direction of 
movement of a rat located at the base of the arrow. The dashed curves 
represent the path taken by a rat from danger to safety (see text).

- approccio ed evitamento come dimensioni di base della motivazione
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intermediate distances, we see a balance of push and 
pull in operation, with both tendencies generating much 
the same running movements.

The notion of the diminution of the strength of a goal 
with distance is intuitively obvious. But it has also been 
demonstrated in a range of experiments18 that test, for 
example, how strongly a rat fitted with a harness will 
pull to move toward a positive goal or away from a 
negative one.19 A similar diminution is seen with delays 
between action and the achievement of a goal—a phe-
nomenon referred to in behavioral economics as “tempo-
ral discounting,” which shows a gain/loss asymmetry20 
similar to that shown with simple value.

A more problematic interaction, from the point of view 
of both the organism and the experimenter, is the inter-
action between incompatible goals. The theoretically 
simplest example is what is called approach-avoidance 
conflict. For example, if a hungry rat is placed in one end 
of a straight alley and knows there is food in the goal box 
at the other end, it will run to this positive goal. How-
ever, if we also arrange it so that it will receive a shock 
in the goal box, the resultant behavior is not simple. 
With a weak shock, it will run slower but still reach the 
goal box. With a moderate shock, however, it will start 
to run, slow down as it gets closer to the goal box, and 
then dither to-and-fro. None of this can be explained by 
a simple economic calculation that subtracts the intrinsic 
value of the shock from that of the food, which would 
result in the rat either not running at all (receiving nei-
ther food nor shock) or always running all the way to the 
goal box (receiving shock but also food).

To understand approach-avoidance conflict, we need 
to look at the nature and interaction of the positive and 
negative goal gradients affecting the rat. The experiments 
with rats in harnesses19 demonstrated that the fall-off with 
distance of the power of a goal is much greater for a nega-
tive one than a positive one. These gradients and their 
summative interaction7,21,22 are shown in Figure 4. Ini-
tially, because its gradient is shallow, the positive goal (the 
memory of food) attracts the rat. In the absence of shock, 
the rat would run progressively faster as it got nearer to 
the goal box. But, part way down the runway, the nega-
tive goal (the memory of shock) begins to affect the rat, 
slowing it down and making its path less direct. If the 
shock is strong enough, so that the negative goal is more 
highly valued than the positive goal when the rat is in the 
goal box, then at a point before the goal box is reached, 
the approach tendency and the avoidance tendency will 
be equal, and the rat will not reach the goal box.

Approach-avoidance conflict does not simply make 
the rat stop running. The positive and negative values 
do not just cancel out, leaving the rat unmotivated. 
Instead, at the balance point, the rat will dither between 
approach and avoidance, turning first away and then 
back toward the goal box (dashed path in Figure 4).  

(We also dither, experiencing strong emotion, as we 
wonder “should I stay or should I go,” etc.) Approach- 
avoidance conflict will also often produce what appears to 
be completely irrelevant behavior, such as grooming. This 
is technically termed “displacement activity,”3 and you 
are likely to have experienced this in yourself: chewing  
your nails as you worry about what to do or pacing up 
and down as you wait for a challenging interview.

The novel behavioral patterns elicited by approach-
avoidance conflict and the effects of antianxiety drugs 
on them, but not in simple avoidance,23 show that a third 
system, beyond the approach and avoidance systems, 
is involved. Termed the “Behavioral Inhibition System” 
(BIS), and described in considerable detail by Gray,1,18,24 
this system has outputs that inhibit the behavior that 
would be generated by the positive and negative goals 
(without reducing the activation of the goals themselves), 
increases arousal and attention (generating exploration 
and displacement activities), and increases the strength 
of avoidance tendencies (i.e., increases fear and risk aver-
sion). Increased avoidance during goal conflict is adaptive 
since, faced with risk, failing to obtain food or some other 
positive goal is likely to be easy to make up at another 
time, but experiencing danger could have severe conse-
quences. This increase in aversion produced by goal con-
flict is sensitive to anxiolytic drugs. So, if the rat shown 
in Figure 4 is treated with an anxiolytic drug, it will no 
longer dither and will approach closer to, and sometimes 
reach, the goal box25,26—since the drug affects the pas-
sive avoidance generated by goal conflict but not basic 
approach or basic active avoidance tendencies.23

As with approach and active avoidance, the func-
tional requirements of approach-avoidance conflict are 
sufficiently fundamental that passive avoidance appears 

FIGURE 4 Interaction of approach and avoidance gradients. Posi-
tive goals (e.g., cheese for a hungry rat) have an effect on behavior 
that decreases slowly with distance (green). Negative ones (e.g., shock) 
have a steeper gradient (red). Their interaction (graded color in bottom 
panel) means a rat will initially run toward food but then will stop part 
way if there is a shock (see text).

- enfasi sui conflitti motivazionali tra tendenze opposte

- teoria neuropsicologica con radici comportamentiste



fashion; see Boureau & Dayan, 2011). The relationships between, and func-
tions of, the BAS, FFFS, and BIS are shown in Fig. 1.

The structure of RST has received supportive evidence from indepen-
dent sources, which suggests it reflects something fundamental about the
nature of motivation and emotion. First, in a sample of 5600 twins, an
analysis of 10 major psychiatric disorders (Kendler, Prescott, Myers, &
Neale, 2003) revealed two major dimensions, one relating to internalizing
disorders (i.e., major depression, generalized anxiety disorder, and phobia),
the other to externalizing disorders (i.e., alcohol dependence, drug abuse/
dependence, adult antisocial behavior, and conduct disorder). These two
factors resemble the original BIS and BAS model. Of particular interest
here, the structure of genetic risk for internalizing disorders broke down
into an “anxious-misery” factor (i.e., depression, generalized disorder,
and panic) and a specific “fear” factor (i.e., animal and situational phobia).
This differentiation is very similar to the distinction between the BIS and
FFFS, respectively.
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Figure 1 Overall relation of approach (BAS), avoidance (FFFS), and conflict (BIS)
systems. The inputs to the system are classified in terms of the delivery (þ) or omission
(") of primary positive reinforcers (PosR) or primary negative reinforcers (NegR) or
conditional stimuli (CS) or innate stimuli (IS) that predict such primary events. The
BIS is activated when it detects goal conflict. It suppresses prepotent responses and
elicits risk assessment and displacement behaviors. The shaded areas are all points at
which traits appear to operate. Taken from McNaughton, N., & Corr, P. J. (2014).
Approach, avoidance, and their conflict: The problem of anchoring. Frontiers in Systems
Neuroscience, 8(124), 1e4.
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Fight-flight-freeze system (FFFS) 
Attivato da: minacce e punizioni 

Evitamento attivo 
[emozione: paura]

Behavioral approach system (BAS) 
Attivato da: ricompense 

Approccio 
(ma anche: persistenza, piacere consumatorio)

Behavioral inhibition system (BIS) 
Attivato da: conflitti approccio-evitamento 
Valutazione del rischio, approccio difensivo 

[emozione: ansia]



PAG = sostanza grigia periacqueduttale
OFC = corteccia orbitofrontale

FFFS, BIS e BAS sono organizzati su più livelli, dal tronco encefalico fino alla corteccia frontale



Implicazioni per la neurobiologia dei disturbi d’ansia

5HT = serotonina

BDZ = benzodiazepine 

NA = noradrenalina

5HT1A = [agonisti del] recettore 5HT1A (es. buspirone)
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and relatedness map directly onto the proposed needs for compe-
tence and acceptance (although, as noted, I use acceptance to
denote the particular kind of relatedness infants may seek). Their
need for autonomy, however, is viewed here as a key facet of the
later-emerging need for control, that is, as a need to have control
over the expression of one’s thoughts and feelings, and over one’s
actions.

The Three Basic Needs

In this section I show that the three basic needs—acceptance,
optimal predictability, and competence—are there from birth or
shortly thereafter and, importantly, that infants come prepared to
pursue them. Infants have built-in attentional mechanisms, built-in
inferential and representational abilities, and built-in behavioral
capacities that orient them toward need-relevant information and
that allow them to pursue goals and learn from their experiences.
This extensive preparedness itself attests to the importance of these
needs from the very beginning of the infant’s life. I also suggest
how well-being and development are compromised when infants
do not have opportunities to pursue need-related goals in optimal
ways.

Why might these particular needs be built in? Infants must know
how their world works (prediction) and they must learn how to act
on the world (competence). This learning will lead to effective
functioning over time. But there is a long period during which
infants, while surprisingly smart, are largely incompetent when
it comes to many behaviors necessary for their survival and
well-being, such as coordinated goal-oriented actions and self-
regulation. Other people must help them perform these functions.
Thus, part of the world—other people—is separated from the rest
of the world as a special case. Infants must know whether people
will be responsive to them when they are needy or in distress, and
how they can best make this happen (acceptance).

I acknowledge that these three needs may not be entirely inde-
pendent, but rather may bleed together at the edges. For example,

the ability to predict may be considered a form of competence and
growing competence may enhance the predictability of one’s en-
vironment. Nonetheless, it is highly useful to consider them sep-
arately and to then examine how they later come together to create
the compound needs. I also acknowledge, once again, that one
cannot draw a sharp distinction between these psychological needs
and the physical needs. Both are necessary for survival and pur-
suing one can serve the other. However, the current theory, with its
focus on the foundations of personality, is built around psycho-
logical needs.

Need for Acceptance

See Ainsworth, 1979 (attachment); Baumeister and Leary, 1995
(belonging); Bowlby, 1969 (attachment); Deci and Ryan, 2000
(relatedness); Fromm, 1955 (relatedness); Harlow, 1958 (warmth,
comfort); McClelland, 1987 (affiliation); Murray, 1938 (affec-
tion); Maslow, 1943 (love, belonging); Rank, 1945 (connected-
ness); Rogers, 1961 (acceptance); Spitz, 1965 (affection, attach-
ment); and Stevens and Fiske, 1995 (belonging).

I propose that the need for positive social engagement is the
most basic form of social need, and I call this the need for
acceptance because it expresses children’s early need to partici-
pate in supportive relationships. Happily, infants come well pre-
pared to do so. In line with criteria for a basic need, there is
abundant evidence that from the start infants are attuned to social
cues, recognize positive social interactions, and come equipped to
pursue acceptance-related goals.

The first line of evidence for acceptance as a basic need comes
from the developmental psychology literature and documents new-
borns’ strong interest in and attention to people, particularly their
preference for faces (Cassia, Simion, & Umilta, 2001) and human
voices (Vouloumanos & Werker, 2007). Leading them toward
attachment, newborns (DeCasper & Fifer, 1980) and even fetuses
(Kisilevsky et al., 2003) attend preferentially to their mother’s
voice, as opposed to that of a stranger.

Research suggests that infants are prepared for and attentive to
“accepting” (i.e., reciprocal or synchronous) social interactions.
For example, very young infants are thought to be capable of
imitation (Meltzoff & Moore, 1977), perhaps an early template for
an accepting, reciprocal interaction, and infants remain highly
attuned to social interactions that involve synchrony or imitation
(e.g., Powell & Spelke, 2013). Indeed, Tronick, Als, Adamson,
Wise, and Brazelton (1978) suggest that infants as young as 2 to 3
weeks of age recognize when mothers violate the reciprocity of a
social interaction, as when they temporarily become unresponsive.

Developmental studies also speak to infants’ ability to distin-
guish accepting, supportive figures from unsupportive ones, for
example, detecting others’ positive and negative intentions and
goals (Hamlin & Wynn, 2011). Remarkably, infants who are just
5 months of age can discriminate a figure who helps another figure
achieve its goal from one who thwarts the other’s goal, and they
consistently prefer those who help (Hamlin & Wynn, 2011; see
Hamlin, Wynn, & Bloom, 2010, for related findings in 3 month
olds). Taken together, even very young infants are tuned into,
recognize, prefer, and seek supportive social interactions.

Finally, I turn to the issue of the developmental importance of
positive social relations or acceptance. Beginning with the seminal
studies of Harlow (1958) and the groundbreaking observations of

Figure 1. The 7 needs, consisting of (a) 3 basic needs (acceptance,
predictability, and competence), (b) 3 compound or emergent needs (trust,
control, and self-esteem/status), each formed by the conjunction of two
basic needs, and (c) a final emergent need, self-coherence, at the intersec-
tion of all the other needs.
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Sette bisogni chiave: 3 bisogni di base + 4 bisogni composti

- i bisogni di base devono emergere molto presto; non “derivati” da altri

- i bisogni composti emergono successivamente; maggiori richieste cognitive

- bisogno di coerenza: si articola in identità (sé stessi) e significato (mondo)



La motivazione è il processo che trasforma i bisogni (needs) in obiettivi (goals) specifici e concreti

Il ponte è un tipo particolare di rappresentazione complessa: 

Interestingly, the beliefs studied in these research programs fall
along two belief dimensions: the world is good/bad (just-world
beliefs and assumptions about world benevolence) and I can/
cannot control (attribution, locus of control, self-efficacy, and
implicit theories). (It is important to emphasize here the distinction
between the need for control and beliefs about control, the latter
being beliefs about one’s ability to bring about desired outcomes in
relevant need domains. In the current discussion, I am referring to
the latter.) Although they are not the only belief dimensions, the
dimensions of goodness and control are two dimensions that have
been widely found to be pervasive and powerful. That is, research-
ers have suggested that a good-bad evaluation is perhaps the most
basic judgment people make (Osgood, 1952; Zajonc, 1980) and
scholars have widely identified control and control-like beliefs as
fundamental human conceptions (Bandura, 1977; Osgood, 1952;
Piaget & Garcia, 1989; cf. Whitehead, 1929). These two dimen-
sions are also resonant with Fiske, Cuddy, and Glick’s (2007)
dimensions of warmth versus competence, with the concepts of
communion versus agency (see, e.g., Wiggins, 1991), and with
Beck’s (1970) cognitive triad, namely schemas about the world
and self as benign and worthy (or not), and the future as hopeful
or hopeless.

Why are these two dimensions of belief so central? On the basis
of the current theory, I propose that these two classes of belief
grow directly out of pursuing the most basic needs: acceptance,
prediction, and competence. For example, when prediction and
acceptance are absent, the world becomes a bad or unsafe place;
when they are present, the world is good and safe. When predict-
ability and competence are absent, a lack of control is the result;
when they are present, the world and one’s outcomes in it can be
controlled. When acceptance and competence are absent, the self
may be judged as bad or deficient, mapping onto the large litera-
ture on self-esteem. Thus, I suggest that goodness and control
beliefs grow out of the most basic needs.

In addition, to be maximally safe and effective, people have to
know whether things in their world are good or bad and whether
they can control them. If something is good, can they make it
happen again? If it is bad, can they ward it off or transform it into

something better? In this way, beliefs about goodness and control
can lay the foundation for how people approach the world or
particular classes of situations in the world.

Some theories of personality have featured beliefs, for example,
in the form of cognitive-affective encodings (e.g., Mischel &
Shoda, 1995), schemas, scripts, or narratives (e.g., McAdams,
1993), or personal constructs (Kelly, 1963), but they have typically
not emphasized the motivational origins of these beliefs, that is,
their origins in needs and need-relevant goals (although see Beck,
1996; Bowlby, 1969; Epstein, 1990).

In summary, I proposed that based on a history of goal pursuit,
people develop BEATs (mental representations that contain one or
more stored beliefs, emotions, and action tendencies), and that
these BEATs guide future goal choice and goal pursuit. I focused
on beliefs, an often-neglected part of motivation and personality,
and I highlighted two dimensions of beliefs, namely goodness and
control, dimensions I return to later.

Goals Are Accompanied by Online
Acts and Experiences

Suppose that a person has elected to pursue a goal. What
happens next? In each case, goal pursuit is accompanied or char-
acterized by online acts and experiences—the thoughts, feelings,
and behaviors that the person actually experiences and potentially
displays during goal pursuit. (I will sometimes call these online
acts for short.) They are distinct from the BEATs, which are the
stored, background mental representations of past experiences.

Goal pursuit typically results in outcomes. All the online acts
and experiences, including outcome-related experiences, can feed
back into and potentially change the mental representations
(BEATs) by updating old BEATs or creating new ones. Impor-
tantly, as a goal is pursued, there can be a continual interplay
between the background BEATs and the online acts and experi-
ences (cf. Carver & Scheier, 1990).

These processes are depicted in Figure 2a, and I propose that
these processes, along with and in the context of the needs, capture
motivation, and its output. They are the processes that drive and

 (a) Motivation: Needs, Goal-Relevant Representations (BEATs), Goal Pursuit, and Resulting 
Online Acts and Experiences  

 

Needs    !        BEATs        !   Goal Pursuit   !   Online Acts & Experiences    
                  Stored Beliefs, Emotions,                                          
                         Action Tendencies                           
 
 

(b) Personality: Needs, Accessible Representations (BEATs), Goal Pursuit, and Online Acts and 
Experiences  

                                
..............................Characteristic, Recurrent..............................   

Needs    !        BEATs         !   Goal Pursuit   !   Online Acts & Experiences    
                 Stored Beliefs, Emotions,                                       (“Traits”)
                       Action Tendencies   

!

!

Figure 2. Depiction of (a) motivational processes and their outcomes and (b) personality processes. For (b) it
is important to distinguish the BEATs (the more latent part of personality) from the online acts and experiences
that accompany goal pursuit (the more manifest part of personality). All processes take place in the context of
the background needs, and in all cases concurrent internal and external stimuli feed into the interplay between
BEATs and goal pursuit.
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BEAT (“beliefs, emotions, action tendencies”)

Interestingly, the beliefs studied in these research programs fall
along two belief dimensions: the world is good/bad (just-world
beliefs and assumptions about world benevolence) and I can/
cannot control (attribution, locus of control, self-efficacy, and
implicit theories). (It is important to emphasize here the distinction
between the need for control and beliefs about control, the latter
being beliefs about one’s ability to bring about desired outcomes in
relevant need domains. In the current discussion, I am referring to
the latter.) Although they are not the only belief dimensions, the
dimensions of goodness and control are two dimensions that have
been widely found to be pervasive and powerful. That is, research-
ers have suggested that a good-bad evaluation is perhaps the most
basic judgment people make (Osgood, 1952; Zajonc, 1980) and
scholars have widely identified control and control-like beliefs as
fundamental human conceptions (Bandura, 1977; Osgood, 1952;
Piaget & Garcia, 1989; cf. Whitehead, 1929). These two dimen-
sions are also resonant with Fiske, Cuddy, and Glick’s (2007)
dimensions of warmth versus competence, with the concepts of
communion versus agency (see, e.g., Wiggins, 1991), and with
Beck’s (1970) cognitive triad, namely schemas about the world
and self as benign and worthy (or not), and the future as hopeful
or hopeless.

Why are these two dimensions of belief so central? On the basis
of the current theory, I propose that these two classes of belief
grow directly out of pursuing the most basic needs: acceptance,
prediction, and competence. For example, when prediction and
acceptance are absent, the world becomes a bad or unsafe place;
when they are present, the world is good and safe. When predict-
ability and competence are absent, a lack of control is the result;
when they are present, the world and one’s outcomes in it can be
controlled. When acceptance and competence are absent, the self
may be judged as bad or deficient, mapping onto the large litera-
ture on self-esteem. Thus, I suggest that goodness and control
beliefs grow out of the most basic needs.

In addition, to be maximally safe and effective, people have to
know whether things in their world are good or bad and whether
they can control them. If something is good, can they make it
happen again? If it is bad, can they ward it off or transform it into

something better? In this way, beliefs about goodness and control
can lay the foundation for how people approach the world or
particular classes of situations in the world.

Some theories of personality have featured beliefs, for example,
in the form of cognitive-affective encodings (e.g., Mischel &
Shoda, 1995), schemas, scripts, or narratives (e.g., McAdams,
1993), or personal constructs (Kelly, 1963), but they have typically
not emphasized the motivational origins of these beliefs, that is,
their origins in needs and need-relevant goals (although see Beck,
1996; Bowlby, 1969; Epstein, 1990).

In summary, I proposed that based on a history of goal pursuit,
people develop BEATs (mental representations that contain one or
more stored beliefs, emotions, and action tendencies), and that
these BEATs guide future goal choice and goal pursuit. I focused
on beliefs, an often-neglected part of motivation and personality,
and I highlighted two dimensions of beliefs, namely goodness and
control, dimensions I return to later.

Goals Are Accompanied by Online
Acts and Experiences

Suppose that a person has elected to pursue a goal. What
happens next? In each case, goal pursuit is accompanied or char-
acterized by online acts and experiences—the thoughts, feelings,
and behaviors that the person actually experiences and potentially
displays during goal pursuit. (I will sometimes call these online
acts for short.) They are distinct from the BEATs, which are the
stored, background mental representations of past experiences.

Goal pursuit typically results in outcomes. All the online acts
and experiences, including outcome-related experiences, can feed
back into and potentially change the mental representations
(BEATs) by updating old BEATs or creating new ones. Impor-
tantly, as a goal is pursued, there can be a continual interplay
between the background BEATs and the online acts and experi-
ences (cf. Carver & Scheier, 1990).

These processes are depicted in Figure 2a, and I propose that
these processes, along with and in the context of the needs, capture
motivation, and its output. They are the processes that drive and

 (a) Motivation: Needs, Goal-Relevant Representations (BEATs), Goal Pursuit, and Resulting 
Online Acts and Experiences  

 

Needs    !        BEATs        !   Goal Pursuit   !   Online Acts & Experiences    
                  Stored Beliefs, Emotions,                                          
                         Action Tendencies                           
 
 

(b) Personality: Needs, Accessible Representations (BEATs), Goal Pursuit, and Online Acts and 
Experiences  

                                
..............................Characteristic, Recurrent..............................   

Needs    !        BEATs         !   Goal Pursuit   !   Online Acts & Experiences    
                 Stored Beliefs, Emotions,                                       (“Traits”)
                       Action Tendencies   

!

!

Figure 2. Depiction of (a) motivational processes and their outcomes and (b) personality processes. For (b) it
is important to distinguish the BEATs (the more latent part of personality) from the online acts and experiences
that accompany goal pursuit (the more manifest part of personality). All processes take place in the context of
the background needs, and in all cases concurrent internal and external stimuli feed into the interplay between
BEATs and goal pursuit.
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699MOTIVATION, PERSONALITY, AND DEVELOPMENT

BEATs ricorrenti: la base della personalità

depressione derivante dalla percezione di un mondo imprevedibile (ingiusto) può richiedere un approccio 
terapeu?co diverso rispe;o alla percezione di sé come incompetente o inu?le (si veda, per esempio, 
Abramson, Metalsky, & Alloy, 1989; Alloy & Riskind, 2008). 

 

La formazione di rappresentazioni mentali rilevan? per gli obieEvi: I "BEAT" 

Le rappresentazioni aiutano a trasformare i bisogni laten? in obieEvi aEvi 

Il nucleo della teoria a;uale è la proposta che gli individui, quando sperimentano i bisogni e perseguono 
obieEvi che soddisfano i bisogni, formano rappresentazioni delle loro esperienze. Queste rappresentazioni 
servono come guide future per soddisfare i propri bisogni nel mondo. In quanto tali, aiutano a trasformare i 
bisogni laten? in obieEvi aEvi e sono quindi alla base della mo?vazione (e della personalità). In questa 
sezione presento queste rappresentazioni mentali. 

In un certo senso, le persone costruiscono costantemente modelli del mondo in relazione ai loro bisogni. 
Mentre osservano il mondo o perseguono obieEvi, possono rifle;ere implicitamente o esplicitamente sul 
processo: Cosa ho fa;o? Cosa è successo? Come mi sono sen?to? Che cosa significa? Questo processo si 
traduce in rappresentazioni mentali che incapsulano e portano avan? le informazioni sul sé, quando, come 
e a quale costo possono essere raggiun? importan? obieEvi che soddisfano i bisogni (cfr. Gopnik, Meltzoff, 
& Kuhl, 1999; Piaget, 1936/1952). Di seguito sono riporta? tre esempi semplifica?, modella? sulla 
le;eratura sull'a;accamento (Ainsworth, 1979), di come le esperienze dei bambini legate all'acce;azione 
nel corso del tempo possano dar luogo a diverse rappresentazioni mentali (si veda anche Bowlby, 1969). 

Per interagire con mia madre, le sorrido e gorgoglio; lei sorride e gorgoglia a sua volta e si sente bene. 
Quando sono arrabbiato, lei viene da me e mi conforta. Concludo che posso coinvolgerla, lei mi acce;a, le 
persone mi rispondono e il mondo sembra essere un posto buono e sicuro. 

Quando avevo paura, guardavo mia madre; lei era dispiaciuta e io mi sen?vo frustrato e ancora spaventato. 
La volta successiva, quando ero angosciato, ci ho riprovato ed è successa la stessa cosa. Tu;avia, quando 
voglio giocare, lei è contenta e felice di farlo. Concludo che a mia madre non piace quando sono bisognosa, 
che dovrei coinvolgerla solo quando mi sento felice, che le persone ? amano e ? acce;ano solo se sei felice. 

A volte, quando piango, mia madre viene a confortarmi e a volte si infas?disce. A volte, quando voglio 
giocare, è felice di farlo e a volte si allontana irritata. Non so mai quando avrò una reazione e quando l'altra. 
Le persone sono imprevedibili e il mio controllo su di loro è limitato; questo mi fa sen?re in ansia: e se 
avessi davvero bisogno di qualcosa e nessuno fosse lì per me? 

Si può notare come, sulla base di tali esperienze, i bambini possano costruire rappresentazioni mentali che 
fungono da guida per il soddisfacimento dei loro bisogni. In che cosa consistono tali rappresentazioni 
mentali? Propongo che contengano una o più (a) credenze, (b) emozioni e (c) tendenze all'azione rilevan? 
per l'obieEvo, che chiamerò "BEAT". Ques? BEAT vengono poi porta? avan? per dare forma al futuro 
perseguimento dell'obieEvo. Naturalmente, i BEAT non sono unici per i bisogni psicologici e gli obieEvi ad 
essi collega?, ma i bisogni psicologici sono l'obieEvo di questo documento. Faccio notare che i BEAT sono 
collega? a costruE del passato, come gli schemi (Markus, 1977) o le unità di elaborazione cogni?vo-
affeEva (Mischel & Shoda, 1995), ma i BEAT hanno lo scopo di rendere più precisa la nostra a;enzione sui 
tre elemen? cos?tu?vi delle rappresentazioni mentali (in par?colare le credenze) che servono poi da guida 
per le azioni future. 

Johnson, Dweck e Chen (2007) hanno fornito la prima prova dire;a della presenza di BEAT lega? 
all'acce;azione nei bambini (cfr. Bowlby, 1969; Main, Kaplan, & Cassidy, 1985). Nella loro ricerca, i neona? 
hanno visto un video in cui una figura materna si allontanava da una figura infan?le e quest'ul?ma 
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McDougall’s definition of instinct thus inte-
grates very different phenomena. He viewed just 
one of the three determinants – emotion – as 
innate and unmodifiable, defining this compo-
nent to be the core of instinct, but assumed the 
cognitive and motor components to be subject to 
change in response to biographical experience, 
adding to the complexity of the concept.

It was on the basis of this conceptualization 
that McDougall (1908) drew up a first list of 
ten instincts, although he was not able to assign 
clearly defined emotions to the last three (the 
corresponding emotions are shown in 
parentheses):

 1. Flight (fear)
 2. Repulsion (disgust)
 3. Curiosity (wonder)
 4. Pugnacity (anger)
 5. Self-abasement (subjection)
 6. Self-assertion (pride)
 7. Parental instinct (tender emotion)
 8. Reproduction instinct (−)
 9. Acquisition instinct (−)
 10. Construction instinct (−)

Because the term instinct came under heavy 
attack and led to the mistaken idea that behavior 
is determined largely by innate predispositions, 
McDougall later adopted the term propensity. 
There were no major changes to the concept 
itself, except for the distinction now made 
between propensity and tendency, as illustrated 
by the following quote from McDougall’s last 
book (1932):

A propensity is a disposition, a functional unit of the 
mind’s total organization, and it is one which, when 
it is excited, generates an active tendency, a striving, 
and impulse or drive towards some goal; such a ten-
dency working consciously towards a foreseen goal 
is a desire. (McDougall, 1932, p. 118)

Several propensities can combine to form 
 sentiments. These are cognitive systems that result 
from learning and experience relating to the evalu-
ation of objects and concepts, as we saw earlier in 
Cattell’s approach. For example, the perception 
and evaluation of the concept “my country” 

involves several propensities. The self-sentiment – 
i.e., the perception of one’s self – plays a central, 
organizational role in these cognitive schemata, 
which go to shape the character, i.e., the individual 
differences existing amid the innate, instinct-like 
emotional impulses of propensities.

One question that has remained unanswered is 
which empirical criteria might be used to infer 
the number of possible motive dispositions, 
beyond mere plausibility considerations. This 
question became perceived as increasingly urgent 
when – inspired by McDougall’s lists of 
instincts – it became common practice, particu-
larly in neighboring disciplines such as sociology 
and political science, to attribute all behavioral 
phenomena to specific instincts. War, for example, 
was attributed to an aggressive instinct. At the 
same time, the fact that people fight wars was 
cited as evidence for the presence of an aggres-
sive instinct. The circularity of this approach 
(that McDougall himself would never have 
espoused) was the trigger for the great instinct 
controversy. The objections could have been 
countered with clearer criteria for instinctive 
behavior and systematic studies, but this possi-
bility was overlooked in the heat of the exchange. 
A second, related reason for the controversy was 
the suspicion that the instinct concept might be 
used to revive faculty psychology and that all 
that was really being done was to describe and 
 classify behavior. And how might behavior be 
categorized? As instinct-dependent behavior 
versus behavior resulting from acquired habits? 
To this end, it would be necessary to distinguish 
between interchangeable, instrumental activities 
and the goal states that are the focal point of 
behavior.

In the final analysis, opposing metatheoretical 
positions kept the controversy alive and pre-
vented an objective, empirical resolution of the 
issues. Its opponents equated the instinct concept 
with McDougall’s assertion that behavior is goal- 
directed, i.e., structured in terms of a goal. 
Associationists viewed this approach as unscien-
tific, implying that McDougall had endowed 
instincts with a kind of mystical force, not unlike 
the vitalists who preceded him. As far as 

3 Trait Theories of Motivation

William McDougall

 Istinti come processi funzionali complessi e diretti a uno scopo:

- disposizione a percepire in modo selettivo
- impulso emotivo corrispondente (innato)
- attività strumentali utili all’obiettivo (modificabili dall’apprendimento)

Controversie fino agli anni ’30 su: - numero/classificazione degli istinti 
- teleologia (tendenza ad uno scopo) vs. associazionismo

Il termine “istinto” cade in disuso in psicologia (praticamente tabù) 
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(ego, superego). The unintegrated component 
encompasses complexes, unconscious predispo-
sitions, and physiological reactions. Examples 
for this are bias and galvanic skin response. In 
subsequent studies, just these two motivational 
components were employed to measure strength 
in terms of their combined value, using a set of 
six principle indices that had proved particularly 
sensitive.

Cattell had thus created a generally applicable 
technique for scaling motive strength and could 
move on to the second step of delineating traits by 
means of factor analysis. He called this step 
dynamic calculus: the search for the factors of 
dynamic structures. Responses to devices covering 
a wide range of attitudes related to goal- directed 
behavior were factor analyzed. A number of clear 
factors emerged and were termed “unitary dynamic 
source traits”(Cattell, 1957). Some of these were 
labeled ergs (from the Greek ergon, meaning 
energy or work), which represented to Cattell a sort 
of biological drive, not unlike McDougall’s (1908) 
original conceptualization of instinct.

Ergic traits can vary in their manifestations 
depending on situational incentives. Cattell also 
subjected intraindividual changes in the level of 
ergic tension to factor analysis. He identified two 
constant components – inherent or constitutional 
differences and the individual’s past history – as 
well as three variable components: situational 
incentive, physiological state, and presence or 
absence of goal satisfaction. He thus demon-
strated the dynamic nature of ergs, which wax 
and wane according to the incentive strength of 
the situation at hand. The ergs he identified are 
listed in Table 3.1.

Summary
Cattell used factor analysis to show that the ergs 
he identified are independent of traits. From 
today’s perspective, however, it is regrettable that 
he did not continue to investigate ergs systemati-
cally and to test their antecedent conditions or 
consequences in theory-driven experimental 
analyses. Although the factor analytic approach 
is a great improvement on a priori definitions, it 
can only describe mean patterns of relations for 
the entire population of study participants and 

does not allow subgroups to be preselected on the 
basis of idiographic equivalence classes. This is 
because of the descriptive rather than explanatory 
nature of correlational analyses (including factor 
analysis), which can show which variables are 
associated and which are not but are unable to 
specify causal connections. Few insights into the 
key issues of motive arousal and motive develop-
ment can thus be expected from this approach.

However, Cattell’s creative approach to factor 
analytic trait theory made a substantial contribu-
tion to work on the fundamental issue of motive 
classification by helping to distinguish the motiva-
tional dispositions (ergs) listed in Table 3.1, to 
which we will return in later sections of this 
chapter.

3.3  Motives as an Expression 
of Needs

The three major proponents of need theories are 
McDougall, Murray, and Maslow. A need can be 
defined as a discrepancy between an actual state 

Table 3.1 Action goals, emotions, and example attitude 
statements for six motive dispositions of the “erg” type 
(Based on Cattell, 1957, p. 541)

Action goal Emotion Attitude statement
1. Mating Sex I want to fall in love 

with an attractive 
man/woman

2. 
Gregariousness

Loneliness I want to belong to a 
social club or team 
of people with 
congenial interests

3. Parenthood Pity I want to help the 
needy, wherever 
they are

4. Exploration Curiosity I like to read books, 
newspapers, and 
magazines

5. Escape to 
security

Fear I want my country 
to be better 
protected against 
terrorism

6. Self- 
assertion

Pride I want to be smartly 
dressed, with a 
personal appearance 
that commands 
admiration

3 Trait Theories of Motivation Raymond Cattell: “Ergs”

- derivati tramite analisi fattoriale
- disposizioni biologiche di base
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to be inferred indirectly, from their effects. Thus, 
the motivational concept of need (which, inciden-
tally, is not distinguished from drive) is deter-
mined by the goal state to be achieved by means 
of a person-environment interaction. There is a 
thematic correspondence between need and press: 
a press elicits the corresponding need, and a need 
seeks out a corresponding press. The interaction 
between need and press is called thema (hence the 
Thematic Apperception Test, see below). The 
thema is the actual unit of analysis in the stream 
of activity. Each episode in the stream has a 
thema, a goal-oriented sequence of behavior.

Murray uses the term need to refer to both dis-
positional and functional variables and classifies 
needs in terms of a number of attributes. A first 
distinction is made between primary (viscero-
genic) needs (e.g., n(eed)Water, nFood, nSex, 
nUrination, nColdavoidance) and secondary 
(psychogenic) needs (Table 3.2). Primary needs 
arise from organic processes and may be cyclical 
(like nFood) or regulatory (like nColdavoidance). 
Further distinctions are made between positive 
(approach) and negative (avoidance) needs and 
between manifest and latent needs. Manifest 

needs are freely expressed in overt behavior 
(objectified); latent needs relate to make-believe 
or fantasy behavior (semiobjectified or subjecti-
fied). In certain situations, needs can combine to 
motivate behavior. There can also be conflicts 
between needs, or one need can become subser-
vient to another.

The following needs were provisionally listed 
but not investigated systematically:

nAcquisition (nAcq)
nBlamavoidance (nBlam)
nCognizance (nCog)
nConstruction (nCons)
nExposition (nExp)
nRecognition (nRec)
nRetention (nRet)

These conceptual categories are not simply a 
result of plausibility considerations, speculation, 
and invention. In fact, the conceptual framework 
was developed, refined, and tested using data 
obtained from 50 participants in a variety of research 
settings at the Harvard Psychological Clinic. The 
thematic demarcation of the secondary needs is a 
case in point (Table 3.2). A total of 27 staff, psy-
chologists, and psychiatrists exposed participants to 
a variety of situations and observed the recurring 
manifestations of each participant’s more dominant 
motives. Participants were also confronted with sit-
uations in which their less dominant motives were 
aroused. The research settings included interviews, 
written biographies, childhood memories, various 
testing procedures, and experiments relating to 
memory and levels of aspiration.

Murray’s (1938) Thematic Apperception Test 
(TAT), which can be considered one of the most 
important research instruments in the field of 
motivational psychology (Chaps. 6, 7, 8, and 9), 
deserves special mention.

Murray’s list of needs leaves much to be 
desired against the background of the classifica-
tion problem, however. Does it really make 
sense to assume the existence of 27 independent 
needs? Empirical motivation research has 
offered a more pragmatic solution, providing 
evidence for the existence of a smaller set of 
much broader motives, which are presented in 
detail in Chaps. 6, 7, and 8. Motives can be 

Table 3.2 Murray’s catalog of psychogenic needs (n = 
need; in alphabetical order)

1. nAbasement (nAba)
2. nAchievement (nAch)
3. nAffiliation (nAff)
4. nAggression (nAgg)
5. nAutonomy (nAuto)
6. nCounteraction (nCnt)
7. nDefense (nDef)
8. nDefendance (nDfd)
9. nDominance (nDom)
10. nExhibition (nExh)
11. nHarmavoidance (nHarm)
12. nInfavoidance (nInf)
13. nNurturance (nNur)
14. nOrder (nOrd)
15. nPlay (nPlay)
16. nRejection (nRej)
17. nSentience (nSen)
18. nSex (nSex)
19. nSuccorance (nSuc)
20. nUnderstanding (nUnd)

3 Trait Theories of Motivation
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study of Wiepkema (1961) on a fish, the bitterling (Rhodeus amarus), in the 
period between establishing a territory around a freshwater mussel and the 
disposal of eggs in its gill cavity. In the three-dimensional model derived from 
these data (Fig. 4) three groups stand out at once. One comprises various 
activities concerned with the defense of the mussel (open circles), a second 
with activities serving to lure a female towards it (full circles), while the third 
group consists of non-reproductive activities with diverse functions: the feeding 
activity, snapping; the trimming activities chafing and fin-flickering; and 
fleeing. It is likely that, with the use of more data and more dimensions in the 
model, this third group could be split up still further. 

- -1 

Fig. 5 .  Schematical diagram of the hierarchical organization of behavior. The bot tom row 
represents fixed action patterns, controlled by subsystems and systems of different order. 
The black triangles represent mechanisms releasing or activating a system, the dotted lines 

symbolize feedback relations. (After Baerends, 1971.) 

Similar analyses in different groups of animals have led to similar pictures, all 
of them suggesting that activities tend to be associated in groups, which appear 
to mutually suppress one another (see also Baerends, 1941, 1975; Tinbergen, 
1942, 1951; Kortlandt, 1955, 1959). This resulted in the hypothesis 
(Tinbergen, 1950) that in the network underlying the organization of behavior 
different causal systems can be distinguished. When it turned out that, on the 
one hand, within such systems yet more restricted associations of activities 
could be found whereas, on the other hand, two or more such systems often 
proved to have causal factors in common, it became necessary to recognize 
systems of different-order all placed within a hierarchical organization (Fig. 5). 

- Etologia anni ’50-’70: il comportamento è organizzato da una gerarchia di sistemi/sottosistemi

- Modelli cibernetici: regolazione via feedback, ogni sistema ha un suo “set goal” adattivo
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The important difference between this and the psychohydraulic model is that it 
emphasizes that motivation may be extremely low if the end point of the behaviour 
is already in existence. However, a similarity between the two models is that negative 
feedback is the key means of behavioural control. Since this is too simple to account 
for how real animals partition their time between different activities, the Sollwert-
Istwert model was used as the starting point for more sophisticated representations 
of the control and sequencing of behaviour, considered next.

Systems models

So-called ‘control systems’ models of motivation are based on the assumption that we 
can draw analogies between the mechanisms of living and non-living systems 
(McFarland, 1971, described in McFarland, 1985). These models incorporate means of 
control other than negative feedback so that, for example, motivation can increase in 
anticipation of a discrepancy between Sollwert and Istwert (i.e. a feed-forward  process), 
rather than always reacting to discrepancies after the event. These models represent 
behaviour using systems diagrams or control theory from engineering (see Fig. 4.6). In 
contrast to the models above, they can represent behavioural sequences (e.g. appetitive 
and consummatory phases) and also these often incorporate stages of feed-forward, 
hysteresis and positive feedback. These models also incorporate something valuable 
from the psychohydraulic model, i.e. the performance of behaviour per se can, at times, 
be important in reducing motivation. Furthermore, Hughes and Duncan (1988) did a 
valuable job in refining these models and used them to discuss ‘ethological needs’ and 
abnormal behaviour in captive animals, topics we return to in Section 4.4.
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summed up, and a black quadrant in one of these circles changes the sign of an input. The 
letters within the boxes correspond to parameters of the various component mechanisms 
(modified from McFarland and McFarland, 1968 in McFarland. 1985).
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Fig. 6. Diagram of the functional organization of the behavior of the herring gull during 
incubation. See text  for explanation. (After Baerends, 1970.) 
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