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Background to the Humanistic Perspective

By 1960, some prominent personality psychologists were becoming discontented with Freud’s negativity and his emphasis on personality traits.

To balance Freud’s investigation of “sick” people, these Humanistic psychologists focused their studies on “healthy” people to better understand the individual.

Humanists examine;

1. How we as individuals seek maturity and fulfillment.

2. How People experience and understand their own lives.

Humanists are concerned with our capacity to choose our own life patterns and not just be driven by unconscious forces or be shaped by our environment.

They deal mostly with motivation and self esteem.

Motivation

Is the need or desire that serves to energize our behaviors and direct it towards a goal.

“Nature” motivations include drives like hunger.

“Nurture” motivations include drives such as achievement.

Some needs take priority over others (such as your need for air and water), these are often referred to as “Basic Needs”.

Once your basic needs are met, then other motives (like your desire for a good grade) energize and direct your behavior to meet that goal (like to stay awake and listen to your teacher).

Abraham Maslow created a hierarchy of needs that helps explain how particular needs that motivate our behavior depend on which needs are unmet and those that are essential.

Maslows Hierarchy of Needs;


Once our lower-level  needs are met, we are prompted to satisfy our higher-level needs.
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Directions: READ the excerpt The Humanistic Perspective from the text Psychology by David G. Myer.

1. On a separate piece of paper, define the following terms;

Self Actualization

Unconditional Positive Regard


Self-Concept  

Self-Esteem 
Self-Serving Biais

2. On  a separate piece of paper, answer the following questions using COMPLETE SENTENCES.

a. In your own words, describe Carl Roger’s idea of a “growth-promoting” climate.  (2 mks for details and quality of explanation)

b. In your own words, explain the statement “Those who dream most, achieve most”.  (2 mks for quality of explanation)

c. How do you think a humanist psychologist would explain the actions and comments of somebody who acts out racial or sexist behaviours? (2 mks for quality of explanation)

d. In your own words, explain how self-esteem can be associated with a self-serving bias.  (2 mks for quality of explanation)

3. Paragraph Response: What possible future “selves” do you envision?  To what extent (be sure to identify them) do these imagined selves motivate you now?

You will be marked out of 5 for you thoroughness and 

insight into your own motivations

Total Marks: ____ / 18
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The Humanistic Perspective

An excerpt from Psychology – 3rd ed., by David G. Myers,

By 1960, some prominent personality psychologists became discontented with Freud’s negativity, with trait psychology’s objectivity, and with what they mocked as behaviorist “rat psychology’s” seeming irrelevance.  In contrast to Freud’s study of the baser motives of “sick” people, these “humanistic psychologists” focused on the strivings of “healthy” people for self-determination and self-realization.  In contrast to trait psychologists’ profiles, they viewed whole persons as beyond encapsulation as so many test scores.  In contrast to behaviorism’s mechanistic analysis, which downplayed subjective experiences and tied human behavior to conditioned responses, they urged study of personal experiences of sorrow and joy, alienation and intimacy, frustration and fulfillment.  Two pioneering theorists illustrate these emphases on human potential and seeing the world through the person’s (not the experimenter’s) eyes: Abraham Maslow (1908-1970) and Carl Rogers (1902-1987).

Exploring the Self

Abraham Maslow’s Self-Actualizing Person – Maslow proposed that we are motivated by a hierarchy of needs.  If our physiological needs are met, we become concerned with personal safety; if we achieve a sense of security, we then seek to love, to be loved, and to love ourselves.  Given self-esteem, we ultimately seek self-actualization, the process of fulfilling our potential.

Unlike many theorists before him, Maslow developed his ideas by studying healthy, creative people rather than troubled clinical cases.  He based his description of self-actualization on a study of acquaintances and Western cultural figures who seemed notable for their rich and productive lives – Abraham Lincoln, Thomas Jefferson, and Eleanor Roosevelt among them.  These people shared certain characteristics.  Maslow reported they were self-aware and self-accepting, open to spontaneous, loving and caring, and not paralyzed by other’s opinions.  Secure in their sense of who they were, their interests were problem-centered rather that self-centered.  Often they focused their energies on a particular task, which they regarded as their mission in life.  Most enjoyed a few deep relationships rather than many superficial ones.  Many had been moved by spiritual or ecstatic “peak experiences” that surpassed ordinary consciousness. 

These are mature adult qualities, said Maslow, ones found in those who have learned enough about life to be compassionate, to have outgrown their mixed feelings toward their parents, to have found their calling, to have “acquired enough courage to be unpopular, to be unashamed about being openly virtuous, etc.” Maslow’s work with college students led him to speculate that those likely to become self-actualizing adults were likeable, caring, “privately affectionate to those of their elders who deserve it,”  and secretly uneasy about the cruelty, meanness, and mob spirit so often found in young people.”

Carl Rogers’ Person-Centered Perspective – Fellow humanistic psychologist Carl Rogers agreed with much of Maslow’s thinking.  Rogers believed that people are basically good and endowed with actualizing tendencies.  Each of us is like an acorn, containing the potential for growth and fulfillment, unless thwarted by an environment that inhibits growth.  Rogers surmised that a “growth-promoting” climate requires three conditions – genuineness, acceptance and empathy.

According to Rogers, people nurture others’ growth by being genuine – by being open with their own feelings, by dropping their facades, by being transparent and self-disclosing.

People also nurture growth by being accepting – by offering us what Rogers called unconditional positive regard.  This is an attitude of grace, and attitude that values us, even knowing our failings.  Have you ever experienced the relief of having dropped your pretenses, confessed your worst feelings, and discovered that you were still accepted?  This gratifying experience we sometimes enjoy is a good marriage, a close family, or an intimate friendship, where we no longer feel the need to explain ourselves, where we are free to be spontaneous without fear of losing others’ esteem.

Finally, people nurture growth by being empathic – by non-judgmentally reflecting our feelings and meanings.  “Rarely do we listen with real understanding, true empathy,” said Rogers.  “yet listening, of this very special kind, is one of the most potent forces for change that I know.”

Genuineness, acceptance, and empathy are the water, sun, and nutrients that enable people to grow like vigorous oak trees.  For “as persons are accepted and prized,” Rogers continued, “they tend to develop a more caring attitude toward themselves.”  As persons are empathetically heard, “it becomes possible for them to listen more accurately to the flow of inner experiencing.”  Rogers would have been pleased by a find published shortly after his death:  Preschool children whose parents exhibit such attitudes usually become creative adolescents.

For Maslow, and even more for Rogers, a central feature of personality is one’s self-concept – all the thoughts and feelings we have in response to the question, “Who am I?”  If our self-concept is positive, we tend to act and perceive the world positively.  If it is negative – if in our own eyes we fall far short to our “ideal self” – said Rogers, we feel dissatisfied and unhappy.  A worthwhile goal for parents, teachers and friends is therefore, to help others know, accept, and be true to themselves.

Research on the Self – Psychology’s concern with people’s sense of self dates back at least to William James, who spent more that 100 pages on it in his 1890 Principles of Psychology.  By 1943, Gordon Allport lamented that the self had become “lost to view.”  Although humanistic psychology’s emphasis on the self did not instigate much scientific research, it did help renew the concept of self and keep it alive.  Now, a century after James, the self is one of psychology’s most vigorously researched topics.  Every year new studies galore appear on “self-esteem”, “self-disclosure,” self-awareness,” “self-schemas,” “self-monitoring,” and so forth.

One example of the new thinking about self is the concept of “possible selves” put forth by Hazel Markus and her University of Michigan colleagues.  Your possible selves include your visions of the self you dream of becoming – the rich self, the thin self, the loved and admired self.  They also include the self you fear becoming – the unemployed self, the alcoholic self, the academically failed self.  Such possible selves motivate us by laying out specific goals to pursue and the energy to work toward them.  Olympian Carl Lewis concentrated on the achievements of Olympic hero Jesse Owens to give form to his aspirations.  Similarly, University of Michigan students in a combined undergraduate/medical school program earn higher grades if they undergo the program with a clear vision of themselves as successful doctors.  Those who dream most, achieve most.
Underlying this research is an assumption (shared by humanistic psychologists) that the self, as organizer of our thoughts, feelings and actions, is a pivotal center of personality.  We even remember information better if we encode it in terms of ourselves.  Asked whether specific words such as friendly describe us, we later recall those words better that if asked whether they describe someone else.

How we feel about ourselves is also important.  Research studies reveal the benefits of positive self-esteem and the hazards of self righteous pride.

The Benefits of Self Esteem – High self-esteem – a feeling of self-worth – pays dividends.  People who feel good about themselves have fewer ulcers, fewer sleepless nights, succumb less to pressures to conform, are less likely to use drugs, are more persistent at difficult tasks, and are just plain happier.

Low self-esteem exacts costs.  People who feel they are falling short of their hopes are vulnerable to depression.  Those whose self-image falls short of what they think they ought to be are vulnerable to anxiety.  Psychotherapy researcher Hans Strupp reflected, “as soon as one listens to a patient’s story, one encounters unhappiness, frustration, and despair…  Basic to all these difficulties are impairments in self-acceptance and self-esteem.”

These correlational links between low self-esteem and life problem have other possible interpretations (maybe life problems cause low self-esteem).  However, an effect of low self-esteem occurs in experiments.  Temporarily deflate people’s self-image (say, by telling them they did poorly on an aptitude test or by disparaging their personality) and they will be more likely to disparage other people or to express heightened racial prejudice.  People who are negative about themselves also tend to be thin-skinned and judgmental.  In experiment, those made to feel insecure often become excessively critical, as if to impress others with their own brilliance.  Although some “love their neighbors as themselves,” others lathe their neighbors as themselves.  Such findings are consistent with Maslow’s and Rogers’ presumptions that a “health” self-image pays dividends.  Accept yourself and you’ll find it easier to accept others.

The Pervasiveness of Self Serving Bias – Carl Rogers once objected to the religious doctrine that humanity’s problems arise form excessive self-love, or pride.  He noted that most people he had know “despise themselves, regard themselves as worthless and unlovable.”  Mark Twain had the idea: “No man, deep down in the privacy of his heart, has any considerable respect for himself.”

Actually, most of us have a good reputation with ourselves.  In studies of self-esteem, even low-scoring people respond in the mid-range of possible scores.  (A “low” self-esteem person responds to statements such as “I have good ideas” with qualifying adjectives such as “somewhat” or “sometimes”)  Moreover, one of psychology’s most provocative yet firmly establish recent conclusions concerns our potent self-serving bias – our readiness to perceive ourselves favorably.  Consider;

In experiments, people accept more responsibility for good deeds than bad, and for successes than failures.  Athletes often privately credit their victories to their own prowess, their losses to bad breaks, lousy officiating, or the other team’s exceptional performance.  After receiving poor exam grades, students in a half dozen studies criticized the exam if led to believe they had done poorly.  On insurance forms, drivers have explained accidents in such words as: “An invisible car came out of nowhere, struck my car and vanished.” “as I reached an intersections, a hedge sprang up, obscuring my vision, and I did not see the other car.” “A pedestrian hit me and went under my car.” The question “What have I done to deserve this?” is one we ask of our troubles, not our successes.  Success we assume we deserve.

On nearly any subjective and socially desirable dimension, most people see themselves as better than average.  In national surveys, most business executives say they are more ethical than their average counterpart.  In several studies, 90 percent of business managers and over 90 percent of college professors rated their performance as superior to their average peer.  In Australia, 86 percent of people rate their job performance as above average,  1 percent as below average.  And in the United States, most high school seniors rate themselves in the top 10 percent of their age mates in the “ability to get along with others.”  Although the phenomenon is less striking in Asia, self serving biases have been observed worldwide: with Dutch, Australian, and Chines students; Japanese drivers, Indian Hindus, and French people of all ages.  The world, it seems is like Garrison Keillor’s Lake Wobegon – a place where “all the women are strong, all the men are good-looking, and all the children are above average.

Self-serving bias flies in the face of today’s pop psychology.  “All of us have inferiority complexes, “ insists John Powell “Those who seem not to have such a complex are only pretending.”  But additional streams of evidence remove any doubts: We remember and justify our past actions in self-enchanting ways.  We exhibit an inflated confidence in the accuracy of our beliefs and judgements.  We overestimate how desirably we would act in situations where most people behave less than admirably.  We are quicker to believe flattering descriptions of ourselves than unflattering ones, and we are impressed with psychological tests that flatter us.   We shore up our self-image by overestimating how much others support our opinions and share our foibles and by underestimating the commonality of our strengths.  We exhibit group pride – a tendency to see our group (our school, our country, our race) as superior.

Moreover, pride does often go before a fall.  The self-serving perceptions that underlie conflicts range from other-blaming marital discord to self-promoting ethnic snobbery.  It was “Aryan pride” that fueled Nazi atrocities.  It was national self-righteousness that led both the Americans and Soviets during the arms race to say, “Your weapons threaten us- our are only for defense.”  No wonder religion and literature so often warn against the perils of excessive pride.

Still, people object.  They think of those who do seem to despise themselves, who feel worthless and unlovable.  If self-serving bias prevails, why do so many people disparage themselves?  For at least two reasons.  Sometimes people’s self-directed put downs are subtly strategic: They elicit reassuring strokes.  Usually, a remark such as “No one likes me” will at least elicit a “But not everyone has met you!”  At other times, self-disparaging comments, such as before a game or an exam, prepare for possible failure.  The coach who extols the superior strength of the upcoming opponent makes a loss understandable, a victory noteworthy.

Even so, it’s true: All of us some of time, and some of us much of the time, do feel inferior – especially when comparing our selves with those who are a step or two higher on the ladder of status, grades looks, income, or agility.  The deeper and more frequently we have such feelings, the more unhappy, even depressed we are.

We can therefore affirm what humanistic psychologists rightly emphasize:  For the individual, self-affirming thinking is generally adaptive.  To a point, even our positive illusions are beneficial.  They maintain our self-confidence, protect against anxiety and depression, and sustain our sense of well-being.  “Life is the art of being well-deceived,” observed the English essayist William Hazlitt.

Recognizing both the perils of self-righteousness and the dividends of positive self-esteem, psychologists Roy Baumeister, Jonathan Brown, and Shelly Taylor all suggest that humans function best with modest self-enhancing illusions.  We are like the new Japanese and European magnetic levitation trains, says Brown: We function optimally when riding high, just off the rails – no so high that we gyrate and crash, yet not so in touch that we grind to a halt.

Self Actualization Needs – The need to live up to one’s fullest and unique potential.





Esteem Needs – The need for 


self-esteem achievement competence and independence, it is a need for recognition and respect from others.  It also includes a need to be loved and a need to belong to a group or family, to avoid loneliness and alienation.





Safety Needs – Need to feel that the world is organized and predictable.  A need to feel safe, secure and stable





Physiological Needs – Is the need to satisfy the basic components of human life, including needs such as hunger and thirst.  Without these basic needs, no one can advance up the scale to become a Self Actualized Person.








