
Individual Psychology: Alfred 
Adler's Optimistic View of 
Human Nature
Alfred Adler developed Individual Psychology, presenting an optimistic view 

of people based on social interest - a feeling of oneness with all humankind.

His approach differed significantly from Freud's, emphasizing social 

influences, personal responsibility, and future-oriented behavior.



Adler vs. Freud: Key Differences

Motivation

Freud reduced motivation to 

sex and aggression. Adler 

saw people motivated by 

social influences and striving 

for superiority.

Personal Choice

Freud believed people have 

little choice in shaping 

personality. Adler believed 

people are responsible for 

who they are.

Time Orientation

Freud focused on past 

experiences. Adler believed 

present behavior is shaped 

by views of the future.

Consciousness

Freud emphasized 

unconscious behavior. Adler 

believed healthy people are 

aware of their actions and 

motives.



Alfred Adler: Biographical Highlights

1Early Life

Born February 7, 1870, in Rudolfsheim, Austria. Second son of middle-

class Jewish parents. Weak and sickly as a child.
2 Professional Beginnings

Became a physician. Joined Freud's Wednesday Psychological Society in 

1902 as a charter member.3Breaking with Freud

Left Vienna Psychoanalytic Society in 1911 due to personal and 

professional differences with Freud. 4 Later Years

Founded Society for Individual Psychology. Lived in United States. Earned 

reputation as gifted speaker. Died in 1937 while lecturing in Scotland.



Core Tenets of Adlerian Theory

1 Striving for Success or Superiority
The dynamic force behind all behavior is striving for success or 

superiority.

2 Subjective Perceptions

People's subjective views shape their behavior and personality.

3 Unity of Personality

Personality is unified and self-consistent.

4 Social Interest
All human activity must be viewed through social interest.

5 Style of Life 

It includes a person’s goal, self-concept, feelings for others, 

and attitude toward the world.



Striving for Success: The 
Final Goal

Unifying Force

The goal of success unifies 

personality and makes all 

behavior comprehensible.

Preliminary Goals

People create many conscious 

subgoals while pursuing their 

final goal.

Unconscious Connections

The connection between subgoals and the final goal usually remains 

unknown to the person.



Compensation for Inferiority

Physical Weakness

Humans are born with small, weak bodies, creating physical 

deficiencies.

Feelings of Inferiority

These deficiencies trigger feelings of inferiority due to our innate 

desire for completion.

Striving for Superiority

We compensate by striving for superiority or success.

Two Paths

This striving takes either socially nonproductive personal 

superiority or socially beneficial success.



Two Avenues of Striving

Personal Superiority

Some strive with little concern for others. Their goals are 

personal. They're motivated by exaggerated feelings of 

inferiority.

Examples include criminals who gain at others' expense.

Success for All

Healthy individuals are motivated by social interest. They focus 

on goals beyond themselves.

They help others without demanding payoff. They see others as 

collaborators, not opponents.



Subjective Perceptions Shape Reality

Fictions

People's subjective perceptions of 

reality shape behavior.

1

Future Goals

Adler emphasized teleology over 

causality - future goals over past 

causes.

2

Guiding Behavior

People act as if their fictions are true, 

regardless of objective reality.
3

The most important fiction is the goal of superiority or success, created early in life and often not clearly understood.



Unity and Self-Consistency of 
Personality

Unified Whole

Personality is 

fundamentally unified. 

Inconsistent behavior 

does not exist.

Single Purpose

Thoughts, feelings, and 

actions all serve a 

single purpose toward 

one goal.

Organ Dialect

The whole person 

strives in a self-

consistent fashion. 

Even physical 

disturbances affect the 

entire person.

In fact, the deficient organ expresses the 
direction of the individual’s goal, a condition 
known as 
organ dialect. 



Conscious and Unconscious Cooperation

Unified System

Adler avoided dichotomy between 

conscious and unconscious. He saw 

them as cooperating parts of one 

system.

Conscious Thoughts

These are understood and regarded 

as helpful in striving for success.

Unconscious Thoughts

These are not clearly formulated or 

completely understood. They're not 

helpful to the goal.



Social Interest: The Core of Mental Health

1

Ideal Community

Perfection for all people

2
Cooperation

Working with others for social advancement

3
Empathy

Connection with each community member

4
Relatedness

Attitude toward all humanity

Social interest (Gemeinschaftsgefühl) is Adler's criterion for measuring psychological health. It is "the sole criterion of human values" and 

determines the usefulness of a life.



Origins and Importance of Social Interest

Innate Potential

Social interest is rooted as potentiality in everyone. It must be 

developed to contribute to a useful style of life.

Early social environment is extremely important in this 

development.

Parental Influence

The relationship a child has with parents is powerful. It can 

override the effects of heredity.

Parents play a crucial role in developing a child's social interest.



Style of Life: Your Unique 
Personality Structure

Definition

Style of life refers to the 

flavor of a person's life. It 

includes goals, self-concept, 

feelings for others, and 

attitude toward the world.

Development

It's the product of heredity, 

environment, and creative 

power. It's established by age 

4 or 5.

Healthy vs. Unhealthy

Unhealthy individuals lead inflexible lives. Healthy people behave in 

diverse, flexible ways with complex, enriched styles.



Creative Power: The Freedom to Choose

1
Personal Control

Each person controls their own life

2
Goal Creation

Determines final goals and methods

3
Social Development

Contributes to social interest

Adler believed each person has the freedom to create their own style of life. Everyone is ultimately responsible for who they are and 

how they behave.

This creative power makes each person a free individual within certain limits.



Abnormal Development: Lack of Social Interest

Underdeveloped Social Interest

The primary factor underlying all types of 

maladjustments. 1

Unrealistic Goals

Neurotics tend to set their goals too high.
2

Private World

They live in their own private reality.

3Rigid Style

They develop a rigid and dogmatic style of 

life.

4



External Factors in 
Maladjustment

Physical 
Deficiencies

Exaggerated physical 

deficiencies can 

contribute to 

abnormality when 

accompanied by strong 

feelings of inferiority.

Pampered Style

Pampered people have 

weak social interest 

but strong desire to 

maintain parasitic 

relationships with 

parents.

Neglected Style

Abused children 

develop little social 

interest. They distrust 

others and can't 

cooperate for common 

welfare.



Safeguarding Tendencies: Protecting 
Self-Esteem

Purpose

Safeguarding tendencies protect exaggerated self-esteem against public disgrace. They 

maintain current style of life.

Excuses

The most common safeguarding tendency. Typically expressed in "Yes, but" or "If only" 

format.

Aggression

Some use aggression to safeguard their superiority complex and protect fragile self-esteem.

Withdrawal

Some escape problems by creating distance between themselves and their difficulties.



Forms of Aggressive 
Safeguarding

Depreciation

Undervaluing others' achievements while overvaluing one's 

own.

Accusation

Blaming others for one's failures and seeking revenge.

Self-accusation

Marked by self-torture and guilt.



Withdrawal: Safeguarding 
Through Distance

Moving Backward

Regression to earlier, safer patterns of behavior.

Standing Still

Refusing to move forward when faced with challenges.

Hesitating

Delaying decisions or actions to avoid potential failure.

Constructing Obstacles

Creating barriers to justify inability to progress.



Masculine Protest: Cultural Influence on Gender

Cultural Factors

Adler believed cultural and 

social practices—not 

anatomy—influence gender 

behavior. He called 

overemphasis on manliness 

"masculine protest."

Male Socialization

Boys learn success means 

winning, being powerful, and 

being on top.

Female Socialization

Girls often learn to be 

passive and accept inferior 

positions in society.

Adler's View

Unlike Freud, Adler believed 

women have the same 

physiological and 

psychological needs as men.



Applications of Individual 
Psychology
Individual psychology has practical applications in four key areas: family 

constellation, early recollections, dreams, and psychotherapy. Each provides 

unique insights into understanding human behavior and personality 

development.



Family Constellation

1 Firstborn Children

Often develop intensified feelings of power and superiority. They typically 

have high anxiety and overprotective tendencies.

2 Secondborn Children

Begin life in better situations for developing cooperation. Their 

personalities are shaped by perceptions of older siblings' attitudes.

3 Youngest Children

Often the most pampered with high risk of becoming problem children. 

Highly motivated to exceed older siblings.

4 Only Children

Uniquely positioned to compete against parents rather than siblings. This 

creates distinct developmental patterns.



Early Recollections

Templates of Life

Early recollections (ERs) are not 

chance memories. They serve as 

templates on which people 

project their current style of life.

Psychological Importance

ERs need not be accurate 

accounts of early events. Their 

importance lies in reflecting 

one's current view of the world.

Diagnostic Tool

A reliable method for determining style of life is asking people about 

their earliest memories.



Dreams in Individual Psychology

Problem-Solving

Adler believed dreams provide clues to 

solving future problems. They offer 

insights into our unconscious thinking.

Disguised Messages

Dreams are disguised to deceive the 

dreamer. This disguise serves as a 

protective mechanism for the psyche.

Interpretation

Dreams usually require interpretation by 

another person. Self-interpretation may 

miss important symbolic meanings.



Adlerian Psychotherapy

Enhance Courage

Therapy aims to build 

patient courage. This 

helps them face life's 

challenges with 

confidence.

Lessen Inferiority

Reducing feelings of 

inferiority is crucial. 

This allows patients to 

develop healthier self-

concepts.

Encourage Social 
Interest

Developing concern 

for others is essential. 

This helps patients 

connect meaningfully 

with their community.



Therapeutic Approach

1 Warm Attitude

Adler used humor and warmth in therapy. This nurturing 

approach increases patient courage and self-esteem.

2 Social Interest

Therapy encourages expanding social interest. This helps 

patients connect with others more effectively.

3 Life Problems

Treatment addresses three key life areas: sexual love, 

friendship, and occupation. Balance in these areas indicates 

health.



Related Research to Adlerian Theory

Adlerian theory has spurred significant research across various domains of psychology, validating its foundational principles and 

expanding its applications. Studies on birth order have explored its influence on personality traits, academic achievement, and social 

interactions, although findings remain debated, with some research supporting Adler's hypotheses and others suggesting more 

nuanced interpretations.

Research on social interest has demonstrated its correlation with psychological well-being, empathy, and prosocial behavior, 

indicating that individuals with a stronger sense of social connection and responsibility tend to exhibit greater mental health and 

contribute more positively to their communities. Furthermore, studies have examined the role of inferiority feelings in motivating 

achievement and personal growth, while also acknowledging the potential for maladaptive outcomes when these feelings are 

excessive or unresolved.

The application of Adlerian principles in therapy has been evaluated in numerous studies, indicating its effectiveness in treating a 

range of psychological issues, including depression, anxiety, and behavioral problems. Additionally, research has explored the 

integration of Adlerian concepts with other therapeutic approaches, highlighting its adaptability and relevance in contemporary 

clinical practice.



Social Media and 
Gemeinschaftsgefühl

Modern Connection

Recent research examines social media use. Platforms like 

Facebook and Instagram may increase community feeling.

Digital Community

Social networks create new forms of belonging. They satisfy 

the need for social connection in digital spaces.

Research Support

Bluvshtein, Kruzic, & Massaglia (2015) support this view. Their 

work connects Adlerian theory to modern digital life.



Birth Order Research
Extensive Studies

Birth order has generated overwhelming research. It remains one of 

Adler's most studied concepts.

Sulloway's Contribution

Frank Sulloway published "Born to Rebel" in 1996. He presented 

evolutionary arguments supporting Adler's birth order effects.

Recent Findings

Eckstein and colleagues (2010) reviewed over 200 studies. They 

found support for Adler's birth order hypotheses.



Firstborns vs. Laterborns

Firstborns

Achievement-oriented, anxious, and 

conformist. They often take on leadership 

roles within the family.

1

Laterborns

More adventurous, open to experience, and 

innovative. They tend to reject the status 

quo.

2

Family Constellation

Adler emphasized family dynamics, not 

biology. Personality differences stem from 

family constellation, not prenatal factors.3



Early Recollections and Career Choice

1
Career Reflection

Career choices reflect personality

2
Memory Patterns

Early memories predict career paths

3
Research Evidence

Kasler & Nevo (2005) confirmed the link

Their study of 130 participants found that childhood recollections matched adult career types, especially for Realistic, Artistic, and 

Social careers.



Holland's Vocational Interest Types

Holland's six vocational types were used to classify early recollections. Researchers found that 
childhood memories predicted career paths, supporting Adler's theory.



Narcissism vs. Self-Esteem

1
Adler's Contribution

Adler made important contributions to understanding narcissism

2
Historical Influence

His "masculine protest" concept influenced Freud's theories on narcissism

3

Modern Understanding

Adler's work provides foundation for seeing narcissism as lack 

of social interest. 



Striving for Superiority vs. Success

Narcissism

Striving for personal superiority. Others' 

welfare is of little concern. Goal is to be 

acknowledged as better than everyone 

else.

Healthy Self-Esteem

Striving for success. Maintains concern 

for others. Represents an adaptive, 

healthy approach to self-development.

Recent Research

Brummelman, Thomaes, and Sedikides 

(2016) confirmed this distinction. Their 

analysis aligns with Adler's perspective.



Origins of Self-Concept

Parental Overvaluation

Leads to belief "I am superior to others"
1

Narcissistic Development

Creates fragile superiority complex2

Parental Warmth

Leads to belief "I am worthy"3
Healthy Self-Esteem

Creates resilient self-worth

4

As Brummelman et al. (2016) note: "Although everyone can be worthy, not everyone can be superior" (p. 10).



Critique: Verification 
Challenges

Difficult Concepts

Like Freud, Adler produced 

concepts that don't easily lend 

themselves to verification or 

falsification.

Style of Life

The assumption that present 

style determines early memories 

rather than vice versa is difficult 

to test.

Scientific Standards

Some concepts fall short of modern scientific standards for empirical 

testing.



Strengths of Adlerian Theory

1
Research Generation

Adler's theory rates above average in 

generating research. Birth order studies 

alone number in the hundreds.

2
Practical Application

High rating in making sense of human 

behavior. The theory connects well to 

everyday experiences.

3
Action Guidance

Excellent at guiding therapeutic action. 

Provides clear direction for 

intervention and treatment.



Limitations of Adlerian 
Theory

1 Parsimony

The theory rates only average 

on parsimony. Some concepts 

could be simplified or 

consolidated.

2 Internal Consistency

Rates low on internal 

consistency. Lack of 

operational definitions 

creates theoretical gaps.

3 Scientific Rigor

Some concepts lack sufficient empirical support. This limits scientific 

acceptance in some circles.



Concept of Humanity

Adler's view of humanity emphasizes self-determination, social connection, and optimism. His theory rates highest on optimism and teleology (goal-orientation).



Self-Determination in Adlerian Theory

Personal Responsibility

People shape their personalities from the 

meaning they give to experiences. We are 

responsible for our life direction.

Ability Development

Heredity provides abilities. Environment 

offers opportunities to enhance them. 

People choose how to use these gifts.

Overcoming Limitations

We can transcend circumstances. Our 

choices matter more than our conditions.
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