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One Possible Explanation For The Self-serving Bias Is The Motivational Model,
Which States That The Self-serving bias is a psychological phenomenon where
individuals tend to attribute their successes to internal factors like their own abilities or
efforts, while blaming external factors such as luck or other people's actions for their
failures. This bias serves as a protective mechanism for self-esteem and helps maintain a
positive self-image, which is crucial for mental well-being and motivation. Understanding
the motivational model offers valuable insights into how and why people engage in self-
serving attributions, especially in contexts of achievement and failure.

In this article, we delve into the motivational model as an explanation for the self-serving
bias, exploring its core principles, supporting evidence, implications, and how it compares
to other theories. By the end, you'll have a comprehensive understanding of the role
motivation plays in shaping our attributional styles.

Understanding the Self-Serving Bias

Before exploring the motivational model, it's important to understand what self-serving bias
entails.

Definition of Self-Serving Bias

The self-serving bias is a common cognitive distortion where individuals interpret events in
a way that favors their self-interest. Typically, they:

- Attribute successes to internal factors (e.qg., talent, effort)
- Attribute failures to external factors (e.qg., luck, other people's actions)

This bias helps preserve self-esteem but can lead to distorted perceptions of reality.

Examples of Self-Serving Bias

- A student who aces an exam might say, “l studied hard,” but if they fail, they might claim,
“The test was unfair.”

- An athlete who wins a game might credit their training, while a loss might be blamed on
poor refereeing or bad luck.

Understanding why people display this bias is critical, and the motivational model offers
one compelling explanation rooted in human psychological needs.



The Motivational Model: An Explanation for Self-
Serving Bias

Core Concept of the Motivational Model

The motivational model suggests that the self-serving bias is primarily driven by an
individual’s desire to maintain or enhance their self-esteem and motivation. It posits that
people are motivated to perceive themselves positively, which influences how they
interpret their successes and failures.

According to this model, when faced with outcomes, people are motivated to:

- Protect their self-image after failures by blaming external factors
- Celebrate successes by attributing them internally

This motivation acts as a psychological buffer against threats to self-esteem and helps
sustain motivation for future endeavors.

Why Motivation Drives Self-Serving Attributions

The key idea is that self-serving attributions serve a functional purpose:

- Self-esteem maintenance: Protecting one’s self-concept from negative feedback
- Motivational enhancement: Encouraging continued effort and persistence
- Emotion regulation: Managing feelings of shame, quilt, or pride

When individuals succeed, internal attributions reinforce confidence; when they fail,
external attributions prevent damaging self-perceptions.

Supporting Evidence for the Motivational Model

Research studies have provided empirical support for the motivational explanation of the
self-serving bias.

Experimental Findings

- Attributional patterns linked to self-esteem: Studies show that individuals with high self-
esteem are more likely to exhibit self-serving biases, especially in failure situations.

- Manipulating motivation affects attributions: When people are motivated to see
themselves positively, they are more prone to make self-serving attributions.

- Role of emotional states: Positive emotions correlate with self-serving attributions,
whereas negative emotions tend to reduce this bias.



Developmental and Cultural Evidence

- Children develop self-serving biases early, aligning with their need to build self-esteem.
- Cultural differences influence the degree of self-serving bias; individualistic cultures tend
to display stronger self-serving tendencies, consistent with a motivation to preserve
personal self-image.

Implications of the Motivational Model

Understanding the motivational basis of the self-serving bias has important implications
across various domains.

In Education

- Students might attribute success to their abilities to boost confidence.
- Failures might be externalized to protect self-esteem, which can impact motivation and
learning strategies.

In the Workplace

- Employees may credit their successes to skill and efforts, enhancing morale.
- Failures may be blamed on external factors, affecting accountability and growth.

In Clinical Psychology

- Recognizing self-serving biases can aid in understanding self-esteem issues.
- Therapeutic interventions can focus on promoting accurate self-assessment while
maintaining self-esteem.

Comparison with Other Theories

While the motivational model emphasizes the role of internal drives, other explanations for
the self-serving bias include:

Self-Enhancement Theory

- Suggests individuals have an inherent desire to enhance their self-image.
- Similar to motivational models but focuses more on the universal desire for positive self-
view.



Cognitive Bias Models

- Propose that self-serving bias results from cognitive heuristics and errors, such as
confirmation bias or attributional biases.
- Emphasize the automatic, unconscious nature of these attributions.

Integrated Perspective

- Many researchers believe that self-serving bias arises from a combination of motivational
and cognitive factors.

- The motivational model adds the dimension of purposeful, goal-directed behavior aimed
at preserving self-esteem and motivation.

Conclusion

The motivational model provides a compelling explanation for the self-serving bias,
emphasizing that our need to maintain self-esteem and motivation influences how we
interpret our successes and failures. This bias acts as a psychological safeguard, helping us
manage negative emotions and encouraging persistence in the face of challenges.

Understanding this model has practical implications across education, workplace, and
mental health settings. It highlights the importance of fostering self-awareness and
balanced attributional styles to promote personal growth and realistic self-assessment.

By recognizing the motivational underpinnings of self-serving bias, individuals and
practitioners can better navigate the complexities of human attributional behavior,
ultimately leading to healthier self-perceptions and improved motivation.

Keywords: self-serving bias, motivational model, attribution theory, self-esteem,
psychological motivation, attributional style, cognitive bias, emotional regulation, self-
enhancement, psychological well-being.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the motivational model in relation to the self-
serving bias?

The motivational model suggests that the self-serving bias arises because individuals are
motivated to maintain a positive self-image, leading them to attribute successes to internal
factors and failures to external factors.

How does the self-serving bias benefit individuals



psychologically?

It helps protect self-esteem, reduce anxiety about failures, and promote motivation by
ensuring individuals perceive themselves in a positive light.

In what ways does the motivational model explain the
tendency to take credit for successes?

The model posits that individuals are motivated to view themselves favorably, so they
attribute positive outcomes to their own abilities and efforts to enhance self-esteem.

What role does motivation play in the attribution of
failures according to the motivational model?

Motivation leads individuals to externalize failures, attributing them to situational factors
rather than personal shortcomings, thus preserving their self-view.

Can the motivational model account for cultural
differences in self-serving bias?

Yes, it suggests that in cultures emphasizing individualism, the motivation to maintain a
positive self-image is stronger, leading to a more pronounced self-serving bias compared to
collectivist cultures.

How does the motivational model differ from other
explanations of the self-serving bias?

While other explanations may focus on cognitive processes or error management, the
motivational model emphasizes the role of personal motives and desires to uphold self-
esteem as driving the bias.

Are there any empirical studies supporting the
motivational model of self-serving bias?

Yes, research shows that when individuals' self-esteem is threatened, they are more likely
to engage in self-serving attributions, supporting the idea that motivation influences
attributional styles.

What are some criticisms of the motivational model for
explaining the self-serving bias?

Critics argue that it may overlook cognitive biases and automatic processes, and that
motivation alone cannot fully account for all instances of self-serving attributions.



How can understanding the motivational model help in
reducing self-serving biases?

By recognizing the motivational factors, interventions can be designed to promote more
balanced and accurate self-assessments, encouraging individuals to accept responsibility
and view failures objectively.

Additional Resources

One Possible Explanation For The Self-serving Bias Is The Motivational Model, Which States
That The Self-serving

The self-serving bias is a well-documented psychological phenomenon whereby individuals
tend to attribute their successes to internal factors (like their skills or effort) and their
failures to external factors (such as luck or situational influences). This cognitive tendency
plays a significant role in shaping self-perception, motivation, and social interactions.
Among the various theoretical frameworks attempting to explain this bias, the Motivational
Model stands out as a compelling and nuanced explanation. This review delves into the
intricacies of the motivational model, exploring how it accounts for the self-serving bias,
examining empirical evidence, and considering its implications for understanding human
cognition and behavior.

Understanding the Self-Serving Bias

Before exploring the motivational model, it is essential to contextualize the self-serving bias
within the broader landscape of social cognition. The bias manifests across cultures and
age groups, suggesting that it is a fundamental aspect of human psychology.

Key Characteristics of the Self-Serving Bias:

- Attributional Patterns: Successes are attributed to internal causes; failures to external
causes.

- Self-Esteem Maintenance: The bias functions to protect or enhance self-esteem.

- Variability: Degree of bias varies depending on individual differences, situational context,
and cultural background.

Examples in Everyday Life:

- A student who aces an exam attributes their success to their intelligence and effort but
blames poor performance on unfair questions.

- An athlete credits a win to their hard training but blames a loss on biased referees or bad
weather.

While these behaviors are common, the underlying motivations driving such attributions
have been subject to extensive debate, leading to various explanatory models, including



the motivational model.

The Motivational Model: An Overview

The Motivational Model posits that the self-serving bias arises from fundamental
motivational processes aimed at maintaining or enhancing self-esteem and psychological
well-being. Unlike models that attribute the bias solely to cognitive heuristics or social
norms, the motivational perspective emphasizes the active role of internal desires and
goals.

Core Principles of the Motivational Model:

- Self-Enhancement Motivation: People are inherently motivated to perceive themselves
positively.

- Protection of Self-Concept: When faced with potential threats to self-esteem (such as
failure), individuals are motivated to reframe the experience to preserve their positive self-
view.

- Selective Attribution: These motivations influence how individuals attribute outcomes,
favoring internal attributions for successes and external attributions for failures.

This model suggests that the self-serving bias is not merely a cognitive shortcut but a
strategic response driven by motivational forces that serve to uphold self-esteem and
psychological stability.

Origins and Theoretical Foundations

The motivational model is rooted in social psychological theories of self-esteem regulation
and motivated reasoning. Key foundational concepts include:

- Self-Determination Theory (Deci & Ryan, 1985): Emphasizes intrinsic motivation to
maintain autonomy and competence, which connects to self-enhancement processes.

- Terror Management Theory (Greenberg et al., 1986): Suggests that self-esteem acts as a
buffer against existential anxiety.

- Self-Verification and Self-Discrepancy Theories (Higgins, 1987): Highlight the importance
of maintaining a consistent and positive self-image.

Building upon these, the motivational model integrates the idea that individuals actively
engage in biased attributions to regulate their self-concept in the face of successes and
failures.



Mechanisms of the Motivational Model in
Explaining the Self-serving Bias

The motivational model explains the self-serving bias through several interconnected
psychological processes:

1. Self-Enhancement and Self-Protection

Individuals are motivated to view themselves favorably. When faced with failure, they are
inclined to attribute it to external, uncontrollable factors to avoid damaging their self-
esteem. Conversely, successes are internalized to bolster confidence.

2. Cognitive Dissonance Reduction

Attributions are influenced by the desire to reduce cognitive dissonance—the discomfort
experienced when beliefs about oneself conflict with reality. Reframing failures externally
alleviates dissonance, maintaining a positive self-view.

3. Goal Preservation

People have an inherent goal to maintain a sense of competence and worth. The bias
serves this goal by attributing positive outcomes to internal factors, reinforcing feelings of
efficacy.

4. Motivated Reasoning

People selectively process information in a way that aligns with their self-enhancement
motives. This can lead to biased attributional patterns that favor self-positivity.

5. Cultural and Social Influences

While the model emphasizes individual motivation, it also considers how social norms and
cultural values (e.g., individualism vs. collectivism) modulate the strength and expression
of the bias.

Empirical Evidence Supporting the Motivational Model

Numerous studies bolster the motivational explanation for the self-serving bias:

- Experimental Manipulations: When self-esteem is threatened, individuals exhibit stronger
self-serving attributions. For example, research shows that people with fragile self-esteem
are more likely to engage in externalizing blame following failure.

- Correlation with Self-Esteem: Higher self-esteem correlates with more pronounced self-
serving attributions, suggesting motivation to sustain positive self-views.

- Cognitive Load Studies: Under conditions of cognitive load, individuals tend to rely more



on motivational influences than purely cognitive processes, indicating that motivation
drives the bias.

- Cross-Cultural Findings: While the bias exists across cultures, its magnitude varies,
aligning with cultural differences in motivational emphasis on self-enhancement.

Notable Experiments

- Heider (1958): Demonstrated that individuals tend to attribute their successes internally
and failures externally, especially when motivated to preserve self-esteem.

- Miller & Ross (1975): Found that when participants' self-esteem was threatened, they
were more likely to engage in self-serving attributions.

- Sedikides & Gregg (2008): Showed that self-esteem boosting strategies amplify the self-
serving bias, consistent with motivational explanations.

Implications and Critiques of the Motivational
Model

Practical Implications
Understanding the motivational basis of the self-serving bias has significant implications:

- In Education: Recognizing that students may attribute failures externally suggests
strategies to foster more accurate self-assessment.

- In Organizational Settings: Managers can be aware of attributional biases in performance
appraisals, influencing feedback and motivation.

- In Therapy: Addressing maladaptive attributional patterns can help individuals develop
healthier self-perceptions.

Critiqgues and Limitations
Despite robust support, the motivational model faces certain criticisms:

- Overemphasis on Motivation: Critics argue that it may underplay the role of cognitive
heuristics and automatic processes.

- Cultural Variability: The model may not fully account for cultural differences where self-
enhancement is less prominent.

- Developmental Considerations: How motivation influences attributions across different
age groups remains underexplored.

Integration with Other Models

Many psychologists advocate for an integrative approach, combining motivational,
cognitive, and social factors to fully explain the self-serving bias.



Conclusion: The Central Role of Motivation in
Self-Serving Attributions

The motivational model offers a compelling framework for understanding the self-serving
bias by emphasizing the active role of internal desires to maintain self-esteem and
psychological well-being. It aligns with empirical findings demonstrating that individuals'
attributional tendencies are not purely automatic or socially dictated but are significantly
driven by motivational processes aimed at self-protection and self-enhancement.

By acknowledging the motivational underpinnings of the bias, researchers and practitioners
can better interpret human behavior and design interventions that promote more accurate
self-assessment and healthier self-perceptions. While it is not the sole explanation, the
motivational model remains a central and influential perspective in the ongoing quest to
unravel the complexities of human attributional styles.
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