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The Insatiable Critical Analysis of The Insatiable Quest for Self-Worth

Human motivation refers to the driving force behind why individuals behave, act, and

make choices in a particular way. It is a complex and multifaceted construct that includes both

intrinsic and extrinsic factors such as needs, desires, goals and values (Deci & Ryan, 2008).

Self-worth, on the other hand, refers to an individual’s objective evaluation of their own worth or

value as a person. It is often linked to the concept of self-esteem, which is the extent to which an

individual feels positively or negatively about themselves (Rosenberg, 1965). There may be a

correlation between human motivation and self-worth, as individuals may be motivated to

engage in behaviours that boost their self-worth or self-esteem.

The 1996 paper by Baumeister and colleagues suggested that there is a possible

association between high self-esteem and aggressive or violent behaviours, in moments where an

individual's self-esteem might be threatened. These aggressive or violent behaviours would

indicate a form of motivation, that relies on both those intrinsic and extrinsic factors

(Baumeister, et al., 1996). However, Crocker and Nuer challenged the concept that Baumeister,

et al.’s, linkage between self-esteem and aggression might not be as straightforward of a

connection without acknowledging that it most likely relies on many contextual factors.

Evolving this to challenge that the ultimate pursuit of self-worth may not be the only or even the

most important factor that is driving human motivation. Other factors such as social support,

meaningful activities, and personal growth may also play an important role (Crocker & Nuer,

2003).
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The Insatiable Quest for Self-Worth

Crocker and Nuer critique the idea of an insatiable quest for self-worth, arguing that this

is a simplistic and limited perspective on human motivation, instilling that self-esteem may not

be the only factor involved. The 2003 commentary provides an alternative human motivation

perspective through the importance of social support, meaning in life, and other factors beyond

the sole pursuit of self-esteem. Additionally, it is suggested that the emphasis on self-esteem

being used as a predictor of behaviour and well-being may be misplaced.

The authors present a well-reasoned critique of the idea that individuals are not always

engaged in this all-consuming and insatiable quest for self-esteem. Delving into the idea that this

perspective does not accurately reflect the complexity of human motivation and may not be

empirically supported. The alternative factors in human motivation they bring forward are

empirically supported within the field of positive psychology, offering a more nuanced and

comprehensive understanding of human motivation. While the authors do not deny the validity

of self-esteem undoubtedly being an important aspect of human functioning, they reason that it is

not the only driving motivational behaviour and that there should be caution when interpreting

current and existing literature on the topic (Crocker & Nuer, 2003). The critique was overall

well-written and comprehensible, making important considerations about the limitations of the

self-worth model of human motivation, but there are a few areas where they may have

under-explained the content or over-assumed the reader's knowledge on the subject of human

motivation as a whole.
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Conceptual and Theoretical Critique:

Despite the valuable insights provided by Crocker and Nuer (2003) in their critique of the

self-esteem model of human motivation, the article could have been more comprehensive in its

coverage. The authors briefly mentioned the role of cultural factors in shaping the pursuit of

self-worth but did not elaborate on how cultural norms and values might influence an

individual’s motivation and self-evaluation. They also did not provide clear distinctions or

definitions of self-worth from related concepts like self-esteem and self-concept. This further

translates to the lack of articulation of the theories being used, which could result from it being a

commentary, but limits it from its potential strength as a empirical article. The commentary

components restricted the piece to be anything more than a reflection of the authors’ personal

opinions and interpretations of the initial research. This resulted in some limitations, such as the

lack of articulation of the theories being used and the insufficient discussion of cultural factors

that may shape an individual's pursuit of self-worth.

Within the article aside from limitations set by the authors, there are direct contradictions

in their writing. There are a few examples of this; 1.) When discussing that Baumeister et al. 's

theory neglected the role of social comparison processes within self-esteem (Baumeister et al.,

1996). This is not valid as Baumeister et al. actually acknowledge the role of social comparison

processes in self-esteem, clarifying that people can enhance their self-esteem by favourably

considering themselves to others. 2.) Crocker and Nuer criticize Baumeister et al.’s position on

the pursuit of high self-esteem, stating that self-worth can be enhanced through other goals. This

is a valid point made by Crocker and Nuer but Baumeister et al. do acknowledge that self-esteem

is not the only motivation for human behaviour and that people can pursue other goals, that can

additionally contribute to their sense of self-worth and self-esteem. 3.) Crocker and Nuer suggest
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that Baumeister et al. do not account for self-esteem having the potential to be threatened by

factors other than failure or rejection. Again, this was proven to not be accurate as Baumeister et

al. do acknowledge that self-esteem can be threatened by positive events, like the perception of

undeserved success, or engaging in self-destructing behaviours to avoid potential threats to

self-esteem. The last major contradiction 4.) Crocker and Nuer argue that Baumeister et al.’s

theory reflects that self-esteem is a universal need, but that this might not be true across all

cultures, where they may have other values placed higher, or self-esteem could not even be a

value for their culture. However, Baumeister et al. acknowledge the importance of self-esteem

varying across cultures, and their findings were rooted in Western cultural knowledge.

However, despite these limitations and direct contradictions, the article aligns with some

key components of the Self-Determination Theory (SDT). The core principles of SDT,

particularly, the importance of relatedness and the pursuit of meaningful activities for optimal

functioning, support Crocker and Nuer’s arguments against an insatiable quest for self-esteem.

The article as it was a commentary, did not explicitly mention a specific theory as the

basis of their critique. However, their argument against an insatiable quest for self-esteem aligns

with some key components of the Self-Determination Theory (SDT). SDT proposes that people

are motivated by three innate psychological needs: 1. Autonomy, 2. Competence, and 3.

Relatedness. According to SDT, these needs drive human behaviour and contribute to overall

well-being and optimal functioning. In contrast, the idea of an insatiable quest for self-esteem

suggests that people are primarily motivated by the need to achieve high self-esteem, which may

not fully capture the complexity of human motivation and behaviour. The Crocker & Nuer

commentary argues that people have other motivations beyond just self-esteem, such as the

pursuit of meaning, relationships and growth. This idea is consistent with SDT’s emphasis on the
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importance of relatedness and the pursuit of meaningful activities for optimal functioning.

Therefore, while Crocker & Nuer do not explicitly reference SDT, their arguments against an

insatiable quest for self-esteem align with the core principles of this theory.

A limitation of the Self-Determination Theory is its broadness, which does not provide

sufficient guidance for understanding specific motivational phenomena. In addition to this

limitation, SDT doesn’t account for or pay attention to cultural and social influences of

motivation. The theory also emphasizes intrinsic motivation, while not absolutely disregarding

extrinsic motivations' role in driving behaviours, which can be difficult to make sense of. Despite

these limitations, the theory remains a valuable and widely used framework in the understanding

of human behaviour and motivation. The Self-Determination Theory fits with several other

empirically supported works, and one that reflects it well in the concepts discussed in class is the

Broaden and Build Theory brought forward in Barbara L. Fredrickson’s (2001) article.

Empirical Critique:

Self-Determination Theory and the Broaden-and-Build Theory (BBT) share some

similarities but are ultimately distinct theories. SDT focuses primarily on the role of autonomy,

competence, and relatedness in human motivation and optimal functioning. Suggesting that these

three innate psychological needs are crucial for psychological well-being, growth, and

fulfillment. The three innate psychological needs are central to the Self-Determination Theory,

which proposes that when these needs are satisfied, people tend to experience greater motivation,

better performance, and higher levels of well-being. Autonomy refers to the need for

self-direction and the desire to have control over one’s life. Competence is referring to the need

to feel effective in one’s actions and to experience a sense of mastery over tasks. Relatedness
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refers to the need to feel connected to others and to experience a sense of belonging and social

support. The insatiable quest for self-worth can be seen as a critique of the belief that self-esteem

is the most important factor in psychological well-being. This has been criticized for creating an

endless pursuit of external validation and a constant need for self-affirmation, which can be seen

as a reflection of an unmet need for competence, autonomy and relatedness. This translates to the

insatiable quest for self-worth being considered to be an unmet psychological need.

Contradictory to this, BBT suggests that positive emotions broaden people’s

thought-action repertoires and build their enduring personal resources, which, over time, help

them to cope with adversity and promote resilience.

The Broaden-and-Build Theory and Self-Determination Theory (SDT) both have a

similar stance on human motivation and well-being. Both theories place a strong emphasis on the

value of positive emotions and personal development in fostering optimal functioning. Positive

emotions, in accordance with the Broaden-and-Build Theory, expand a person's cognitive and

behavioural repertoire, promoting better resilience and personal growth. Similar to this, SDT

suggests that individuals are driven to engage in pursuits that satisfy their psychological needs,

such as autonomy, competence, and relatedness and to improve their overall well-being. The

Broaden-and-Build Hypothesis essentially suggests that experiencing happy emotions can

broaden one's perspective and boost one's ability for personal development. SDT, on the other

hand, suggests that people's innate psychological needs drive their behaviour and that meeting

these needs improves their well-being as a whole. Both theories emphasize the value of happy

feelings and personal development, and they complement one another in how they view human

motivation and well-being. There are other theories and concepts related to Self-Determination

Theory including Self-Esteem Theory, which emphasizes the importance of self-esteem for
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psychological well-being, and Self-Efficacy Theory, which focuses on the role of perceived

competence in motivation and achievement. Although Crocker and Nuer (2003) do not explicitly

reference SDT, the ideas and concepts they bring forward are consistent with the theory.

The SDT theory is empirically supported and relates to several other theories, but

Crocker and Nuer’s (2003) article can only be considered to be a thoughtful commentary and not

a strong empirical study. Providing critical reflection on the limitations of the idea of an

insatiable quest for self-esteem, raising questions about the influence of cultural factors on the

pursuit of self-worth, but lacking clear definitions of terminology and concepts. Additionally, it

lacked a comprehensive theoretical framework for the arguments they brought forward and, only

strongly investigated a single study to support their critique, which limited the reliability and

generalizability of their conclusions.

Methodological:

The Crocker & Nuer (2003) commentary does not discuss any specific form of

measurement which they made while critiquing the 1996 article. Alternatively, they present other

perspectives on human motivation, rather than just an ‘insatiable quest for self-worth’. They also

suggest and argue that the measures of self-esteem and its pursuit, reported might not be

sufficient or adequate when capturing the complexity of human motivation. They go on to

suggest that these measures assume self-esteem as stable and unchanging and that it is pursued in

a single-minded, all-consuming manner. Again they reflect this to be a simplified version of

reality, in that there are a multitude of ways in which people experience and pursue self-esteem,

outside of these measures. Furthermore, they suggest that the emphasis on self-esteem as a

predictor of behaviour and well-being may be misplaced and that other factors like social support
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and meaning in life, may be equally or more important. Without focusing on any specific forms

of measurement, their critique of the limitations of traditional measures of self-esteem and its

pursuit is justified, given the complexity of human motivation and the potential limitations of

these measures in capturing this complexity.

In addition to not having a specific form of measurement discussed, their critique also

does not employ a specific research design. Their critique is well-reasoned and supported by

alternative perspectives on human motivation that are grounded in empirical research.

The critique or commentary also does not report any statistical analysis, as it is a

theoretical work, and does not present any quantitative data or statistical analyses to support their

arguments.

As a whole, the 2003 commentary and critique is well-reasoned providing alternative

perspectives on human motivation that are grounded in empirical research. The commentary

could be improved by more detailed critiques of various studies rather than just vague criticism;

adding in detail about the specific studies highlights and limitations within their methodologies.

It could also be improved by having more examples from alternative perspectives, more focus on

implications for practice, and more discussion of potential limitations or critiques of their

alternative perspectives on human motivation. If the critique did anything well, it would be

highlighting the complex nature that is human motivation.
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