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Understanding what drives human behavior has been a central question in psychology for centuries.
Two influential figures in the field—Alfred Adler and Karen Horney—offered compelling perspectives
that challenge traditional views. Both theorists emphasized that human behavior is shaped by internal
motivations, social influences, and individual experiences, rather than solely by unconscious drives or
external stimuli. In this article, we delve into what Alfred Adler and Karen Horney claimed that human
behavior is determined by, exploring their theories, core concepts, and the implications for
understanding ourselves and others.

Alfred Adler's Perspective: Striving for Superiority and
Social Interest

Alfred Adler, the founder of individual psychology, revolutionized the understanding of human
motivation by emphasizing the importance of social factors and personal development. Unlike Freud,
who focused on unconscious drives, Adler believed that human behavior is primarily driven by a
desire to overcome feelings of inferiority and to achieve a sense of belonging and significance.

Key Concepts in Adler’s Theory of Human Behavior

Inferiority Complex: Adler argued that feelings of inferiority, often stemming from childhood
experiences, motivate individuals to strive for superiority. This striving can manifest as positive
growth or, if unbalanced, lead to feelings of inadequacy.

Striving for Superiority: Central to Adler’s theory is the idea that humans are motivated by
an innate drive to improve themselves and to overcome their perceived shortcomings.

Social Interest (Gemeinschaftsgefühl): Adler emphasized that the development of social
interest—an empathy and concern for others—is critical in shaping healthy behavior. Human
actions are thus influenced by the degree of social connectedness and community feeling.

Creative Self: Adler believed that individuals actively shape their personality through choices
and goals, emphasizing personal agency in determining behavior.

Adler’s View on What Determines Human Behavior



Adler claimed that human behavior is determined by a complex interplay of internal drives and social
factors. The core driver is the individual’s innate striving for superiority, which is rooted in overcoming
feelings of inferiority. This striving is always aimed at achieving personal growth in harmony with
social interest. When this balance is disrupted—for example, through neglect or
overcompensation—behavior manifests in various maladaptive ways, such as inferiority complexes or
aggressive tendencies.

Karen Horney’s Perspective: Basic Anxiety and The
Need for Security

Karen Horney, a pioneering psychoanalyst, challenged many of Freud’s ideas, especially regarding
human motivation. She introduced a social-cultural perspective, emphasizing that human behavior is
largely influenced by interpersonal relationships and the need to overcome basic anxiety.

Core Concepts in Horney’s Theory of Human Behavior

Basic Anxiety: Horney posited that feelings of insecurity and helplessness in early
childhood—caused by neglect, hostility, or rejection—create a fundamental sense of anxiety
that influences behavior throughout life.

Need for Security: According to Horney, humans are motivated by a fundamental desire for
safety and affection. When these needs are unmet, individuals develop coping strategies to
manage their anxiety.

Three Neurotic Solutions: Horney identified three primary ways people attempt to deal with
feelings of insecurity:

Moving Toward: Seeking approval and affection from others.1.

Moving Against: Seeking power and control to combat feelings of helplessness.2.

Moving Away: Detaching emotionally and withdrawing from others to avoid3.
vulnerability.

Real Self vs. Ideal Self: Horney believed that human behavior is influenced by the tension
between an individual’s authentic self and the idealized images they develop to cope with
anxiety.



Horney’s View on What Determines Human Behavior

Horney argued that human behavior is primarily determined by the pursuit of security and the
strategies individuals adopt to manage their basic anxiety. When individuals experience consistent
threats to their safety or feelings of rejection, they develop neurotic needs and behaviors aimed at
alleviating these feelings—sometimes at the expense of genuine self-awareness and growth.

Commonalities and Differences in Adler and Horney’s
Theories

While Adler and Horney approached human motivation from different angles, their theories share
notable similarities:

Shared Emphasis on Social Influences

Both theorists stressed that social relationships and cultural factors profoundly influence human
behavior. Adler focused on social interest and community feeling, while Horney emphasized the
importance of security and interpersonal security.

Focus on Internal Motivations

Both believed that internal drives—be it the striving for superiority or the need for security—are
central in shaping behavior, rather than purely external stimuli.

Differences in Approach

Adler’s emphasis is on personal growth, overcoming inferiority, and social connectedness as
motivators.

Horney’s emphasis is on managing basic anxiety, neurotic needs, and the tension between
the real self and ideal self.

Implications for Understanding Human Behavior Today

The insights of Adler and Horney continue to influence contemporary psychology, counseling, and
self-development practices. Recognizing that behavior is shaped by internal drives rooted in social
and emotional needs helps professionals adopt a more holistic approach.



Practical Applications of Adler’s and Horney’s Theories

Therapeutic Strategies: Encouraging clients to develop social interest and overcome feelings
of inferiority or insecurity.

Personal Growth: Fostering awareness of one’s motivations and the social influences that
shape behavior.

Understanding Personality: Appreciating how early experiences and social environment
impact current behavior patterns.

Conclusion

Alfred Adler and Karen Horney both claimed that human behavior is determined by internal
psychological forces rooted in social experiences and personal needs. Adler emphasized the drive for
superiority and social interest as fundamental motivators, while Horney focused on the need for
security and the impact of basic anxiety. Their theories highlight that human behavior is a complex
result of internal drives, social relationships, and individual choices. Recognizing these factors
provides a richer understanding of ourselves and others, and continues to inform effective therapeutic
approaches and personal development strategies.

By exploring their ideas, we gain insight into the deep-seated motivations behind human
actions—motivations that are often driven by a desire for growth, connection, and security. These
perspectives remind us that understanding human behavior requires looking beyond surface actions
to the underlying emotional and social forces at play.

Frequently Asked Questions

What did Alfred Adler and Karen Horney believe primarily
influences human behavior?
They believed that human behavior is primarily influenced by social relationships and the individual's
pursuit of significance and security.

How did Alfred Adler's view differ from Karen Horney's
regarding the determinants of human behavior?
While both emphasized social factors, Adler focused on feelings of inferiority and striving for
superiority, whereas Horney emphasized the impact of basic anxiety and interpersonal relationships.



According to Alfred Adler and Karen Horney, what role does
childhood play in shaping human behavior?
They both argued that childhood experiences and early social interactions significantly shape
personality and behavior later in life.

What is the common theme in the theories of Alfred Adler and
Karen Horney regarding human motivation?
The common theme is that human motivation is driven by social connectedness, the need for
belonging, and overcoming feelings of inadequacy.

Why do Adler and Horney emphasize social and relational
factors in understanding human behavior?
Because they believed that social influences and relationships are fundamental in shaping
personality, rather than solely biological or unconscious drives.

Additional Resources
Alfred Adler and Karen Horney Claimed That Human Behavior Is Determined By

Understanding human behavior has been a central pursuit in psychology, philosophy, and social
sciences for centuries. Among the many theories proposed, the contributions of Alfred Adler and
Karen Horney stand out for their nuanced perspectives on what fundamentally influences human
actions. Both theorists challenged traditional views rooted solely in unconscious drives or biological
determinism, emphasizing instead the importance of social, psychological, and developmental
factors. This detailed exploration delves into their shared belief that human behavior is determined by
a complex interplay of social influences, early life experiences, and individual psychology.

---

Foundations of Adler’s Perspective on Human Behavior

Adler’s Individual Psychology and the Concept of Striving for
Superiority

Alfred Adler, an early associate of Sigmund Freud who later diverged to develop his own school of
thought, posited that human behavior is primarily motivated by an innate striving for superiority. This
drive is not about dominance or arrogance but a fundamental desire to overcome feelings of
inferiority and achieve personal growth. Adler believed that:

- Humans are inherently motivated by social interest and the desire to contribute meaningfully to



society.
- The feelings of inferiority experienced in childhood serve as catalysts for development, prompting
individuals to strive for mastery and competence.
- Behavior is a manifestation of efforts to compensate for perceived inferiorities, which can manifest
in healthy pursuits or maladaptive behaviors.

Key points about Adler’s view:

- Holistic View of the Person: Adler emphasized understanding the individual as a whole, considering
personality, environment, and social context.
- Purposeful Behavior: Human actions are goal-oriented, driven by the pursuit of significance and
belonging.
- The Role of Social Environment: Family, community, and cultural influences shape the development
of personality and influence behavior.

The Concept of Lifestyle and Early Childhood Influences

Adler believed that early life experiences, especially in the family context, play a crucial role in
shaping one's lifestyle—a unique pattern of personality traits, habits, and behaviors. Key aspects
include:

- Birth Order: Adler argued that a child's position within the family (oldest, middle, youngest, only
child) influences their personality development and behavioral tendencies.
- Parental Influence: Parenting styles, encouragement, and discipline impact the child's sense of self-
worth and social interest.
- Compensation and Inferiority: Feelings of inferiority develop early and influence future behavior,
motivating individuals to either overcome or succumb to these feelings.

Behavioral Determinants According to Adler:

- The striving for significance is rooted in early feelings of inferiority.
- Social interest (Gemeinschaftsgefühl) acts as a moderating factor—those with high social interest
tend to exhibit adaptive behaviors, while others may develop maladaptive patterns like aggression or
withdrawal.

Adler’s View on Social Factors and Personal Agency

Adler placed a strong emphasis on the social environment as a determinant of behavior:

- Community and societal influences shape individual goals and perceptions.
- Personal agency is central; individuals are active agents in shaping their destiny through choices
aligned or misaligned with their lifestyle.

This perspective underscores a belief that while early influences set the stage, humans retain the
capacity for self-determination and change, emphasizing the importance of social connectedness and
purpose.



---

Horney’s Perspective on Human Behavior and Neurotic
Needs

Horney’s Emphasis on Social and Cultural Factors

Karen Horney, often regarded as a pioneer among women psychologists and a critic of Freudian
orthodoxy, focused heavily on the societal and cultural forces that influence personality and behavior.
Her core belief was that:

- Human behavior is shaped significantly by social relationships and cultural expectations.
- Feelings of anxiety, alienation, and hostility often stem from experiences of social neglect, rejection,
or cultural pressures.

Horney argued that:

- Neurosis arises from basic anxiety and basic hostility that develop in response to interpersonal
experiences.
- The need for safety and security is fundamental and shapes much of human behavior.
- Cultural influences, including gender roles and societal expectations, deeply impact personality
development.

Key points about Horney’s view:

- Human behavior cannot be fully understood without considering the social context and cultural
norms.
- Individuals develop coping strategies—like compliance, aggression, or detachment—to manage
feelings of insecurity.
- Personal growth involves overcoming these neurotic needs and fostering genuine self-awareness.

Neurotic Needs and the Development of Personality

Horney identified ten neurotic needs that individuals may adopt in response to feelings of insecurity:

1. The need for affection and approval
2. The need for a powerful partner
3. The need to restrict life within narrow borders
4. The need for power
5. The need to exploit others
6. The need for social recognition or prestige
7. The need for personal achievement
8. The need for self-sufficiency and independence
9. The need for perfection



10. The need to restrict one’s life to narrow borders

She believed that:

- These neurotic needs are not innate but develop through adverse social experiences.
- They serve as defense mechanisms to cope with basic anxiety and feelings of helplessness.
- Behavior is thus determined by an individual’s attempt to satisfy these neurotic needs and reduce
feelings of insecurity.

The Role of Culture, Gender, and Society

Horney emphasized that societal norms and cultural expectations influence personality development:

- Gender roles and societal expectations can foster neurotic tendencies, especially in women, whom
she believed were often constrained by oppressive cultural standards.
- Cultural values shape what behaviors are deemed acceptable or desirable, influencing individual
choices and coping strategies.

Her view underscores that:

- Human behavior is not solely driven by internal drives, such as Freud’s libido or aggression, but by
social needs and cultural influences.
- Personal growth involves recognizing and transforming neurotic patterns shaped by these social
factors.

---

Comparative Analysis: Adler and Horney’s Shared
Viewpoints

Common Ground in Social and Developmental Determinants

Both Adler and Horney agreed on several fundamental points:

- Human behavior is profoundly influenced by early experiences and social environment.
- Feelings of insecurity, inferiority, or anxiety are central to understanding why individuals act as they
do.
- Personality development is dynamic, shaped over time by social interactions, family, and cultural
expectations.
- Behavior serves specific psychological needs, whether to achieve superiority, gain affection, or
alleviate anxiety.



Differences in Emphasis and Theoretical Focus

Despite their similarities, their approaches differ:

- Adler focused on a universal striving for superiority and social interest as the primary motivator.
- Horney emphasized the impact of social and cultural factors on neurotic needs, especially
highlighting gender and societal influences.

In essence:

- Adler’s theory is more about individual striving and purpose-driven behavior.
- Horney’s approach centers on how social structures and cultural norms shape neurotic patterns and
coping mechanisms.

Implications for Psychotherapy and Personal Growth

Both theorists believed that:

- Understanding the social and developmental roots of behavior is essential for effective therapy.
- Personal change is possible through awareness, re-evaluation of social influences, and overcoming
neurotic defenses.
- Encouraging social interest (Adler) or authentic self-awareness (Horney) can lead to healthier
behaviors.

---

Modern Relevance and Legacy

Impact on Humanistic and Social Psychology

The ideas of Adler and Horney continue to influence contemporary psychology:

- Their emphasis on social context aligns with humanistic psychology’s focus on personal agency and
growth.
- Their recognition of cultural and societal impacts informs modern approaches to multicultural and
social justice psychology.

Applications in Therapy and Counseling

- Adler’s focus on lifestyle and social interest guides therapeutic techniques aimed at fostering
community and purpose.
- Horney’s insights into neurotic needs inform approaches that address underlying social and cultural



roots of psychological distress.

Critiques and Continuing Debates

While their theories have been influential, some critiques include:

- The difficulty in empirically measuring concepts like social interest or neurotic needs.
- The challenge of integrating social and cultural factors with biological or unconscious influences.

Nonetheless, their core assertion remains compelling: human behavior is shaped by an intricate web
of social influences, early experiences, and individual psychological needs.

---

Conclusion

Alfred Adler and Karen Horney, through their distinctive but interconnected perspectives, convincingly
argued that human behavior is determined by a complex mix of social influences, early life
experiences, and individual psychological needs. Adler’s emphasis on striving for superiority and
social interest highlights the purposeful and socially embedded nature of human actions. Conversely,
Horney’s focus on neurotic needs and societal pressures underscores the impact of cultural and
interpersonal dynamics in shaping behavior.

Together, their theories underscore the importance of understanding the social context and
developmental history when analyzing human behavior. Their insights continue to inform
psychological practice, emphasizing that personal growth and behavioral change are attainable
through awareness of these social and psychological determinants. Ultimately, their work reminds us
that human beings are not isolated entities but social creatures whose actions are deeply rooted in
the environments and relationships that define their lives.
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