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 1. There is one basic dynamic force behind all 
human activity, a striving from a felt minus 
situation towards a plus situation, from a 
feeling of inferiority towards superiority, 
perfection, totality.  



 2. The striving receives its specific direction 
from an individually unique goal or self-ideal, 
which though influenced by biological and 
environmental factors is ultimately the creation 
of the individual. Because it is an ideal, the goal 
is a fiction. 



 3. The goal is only “dimly envisaged” by the 
individual, which means that it is largely 
unknown to him and not understood by him. 
This is Adler’s definition of the unconscious: 
the unknown part of the goal. 



 4. The goal becomes the final cause, the 
ultimate independent variable. To the extent 
that the goal provides the key for 
understanding the individual, it is a working 
hypothesis on the part of the psychologist.  



 5. All psychological processes form a self-
consistent organization from the point of view 
of the goal, like a drama which is constructed 
from the beginning with the finale in view. 
This self-consistent personality structure is 
what Adler calls the style of life. It becomes 
firmly established at an early age, from which 
time on behaviour that is apparently 
contradictory is only the adaptation of different 
means to the same end. 



 6. All apparent psychological categories, such 
as different drives or the contrast between 
conscious and unconscious, are only aspects of 
a unified relational system and do not 
represent discrete entities and quantities. 



 7. All objective determiners, such as biological 
factors and past history, become relative to the 
goal idea; they do not function as direct causes 
but provide probabilities only. The individual 
uses all objective factors in accordance with his 
style of life. “Their significance and 
effectiveness is developed only in the 
intermediary psychological metabolism, so to 
speak.” 



 8. The individual’s opinion of himself and the 
world, his “apperceptive schema,” his 
interpretations, all as aspects of the style of life, 
influence every psychological process. Omnia 
ex opinone suspensa sunt was the motto for the 
book in which Adler presented Individual 
Psychology for the first time. 



 9. The individual cannot be considered apart 
from his social situation. “Individual 
Psychology” regards and examines the 
individual as socially embedded. We refuse to 
recognize and examine an isolated human 
being.” 



 10. All important life problems, including 
certain drive satisfactions, become social 
problems. All values become social values. 



 11. The socialization of the individual is not 
achieved at the cost of repression, but is 
afforded through an innate human ability, 
which, however, needs to be developed. It is 
this ability which Adler calls social feeling or 
social interest. Because the individual is 
embedded in a social situation, social interest 
becomes crucial for his adjustment. 



 12. Maladjustment is characterized by 
increased inferiority feelings, underdeveloped 
social interest, and an exaggerated 
uncooperative goal of personal superiority. 
Accordingly, problems are solved in a self-
centered “private sense” rather than a task-
centered “common sense” fashion. In the 
neurotic this leads to the experience of failure 
because he still accepts the social validity of his 
actions as his ultimate criterion.  



 12. (cont’d) The psychotic, on the other hand, 
while objectively also a failure, that is, in the 
eyes of common sense, does not experience 
failure because he does not accept the ultimate 
criterion of social validity. 
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 The writings of Carl Rogers, Viktor Frankl, and 
Rollo May (all at some time students of Adler) 
often restate Adlerian concepts. Also, much of 
what became the human potential movement, 
including encounter groups and Gestalt 
therapy, owes much to Adler’s ideas. 



 It has been suggested that they might better be 
called “neo-Adlerians”. Benjamin Wolman, in 
his textbook on psychological theories, says, 

 “It has to be said that Adler’s influence is much 
greater than is usually admitted. The entire 
neo-psychoanalytic school, including [Karen] 
Horney, [Eric] Fromm, and [Harry Stack] 
Sullivan, is no less neo-Adlerian than it is neo-
Freudian. Adler’s concepts of sociability, self-
assertion, security, self, and creativeness 
permeated in the theories of neo-analysts.” 



 (cont’d) Certainly the neo-Freudians inclusion 
of social forces on personality development 
derives more from Adler’s ideas than Freud’s. 
Indeed, the similarity of neo-Freudian ideas 
and those of Adler has led to the observation 
that, “A graduate student would run the risk of 
being accused of plagiarism if he were to 
approach another writer so closely.” 



 Rational-Emotive Therapy (Ellis), Cognitive 
Therapy (Beck), and Neuro-Linguistic 
Programming (Bandler and Grinder) seem to 
include many restatements of Adler’s earlier 
ideas. Much the same can be said of 
constructivist psychology (Kelly, et al).  



 Observers note many similarities between 
Adlerian concepts and Berne’s Transactional 
Analysis, for example, the “games” of Berne’s 
Games People Play and Adler’s Problems of 
Neurosis, and Berne’s “Life Scripts” and Adler’s 
“Life Style”. 



 Freudian Joost Meerloo noted that, “the whole 
body of psychoanalysis and psychiatry is 
imbued with Adler’s ideas, although few want 
to acknowledge this fact. We are all plagiarists, 
though we hate to confess it. The whole body 
of social psychiatry would have been 
impossible without Adler’s pioneering zest.” 



 This expansion of psychoanalysis which 
stresses Ego development owes much to Adler. 
The minutes of the meeting of the third debate 
in 1911 have Freud complaining that Adler 
presented an “ego psychology” rather than a 
“psychology of the unconscious”. Stepansky 
also notes that “Adler is a significant forebear 
of Heinz Kohut, whose psychoanalytic ‘self 
psychology’ comparably supplants the focus 
on ego instincts operating inside a mental 
apparatus with the striving orientation of an 
assertive and expanding ‘self’ “. 



Eva Dreikurs Ferguson 
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 To summarize: In the early 1900s, when he was 
a physician helping patients with sick bodies, 
Adler developed a psychological theory that 
was based on organ inferiority. A broader 
theory, developed between 1910-1920 focused 
on personality and child development and on 
ways the individual can strive to overcome 
feelings of inferiority. 



 In the late 1920s and until 1937 he focused on 
the fundamental need of every person to 
belong to the human community and to feel he 
or she has a place. He postulated that individual 
striving was to contribute, whereas society 
strives from a minus to a plus and towards an 
ideal of perfection. 



 Upward striving thus characterizes the group, 
while horizontal striving based on equality and 
cooperation is the potential inherent within all 
individuals. Only when the individual does not 
feel he has a place and can contribute will the 
individual, based on mistaken beliefs, strive to 
overcome feelings of inferiority by striving for 
superiority.  



 The name Individual Psychology refers to the 
indivisible whole of each person. Every person 
is an “individuum” who functions as a whole 
being. The name of Adler’s psychology was not 
intended to imply an antagonism to social 
processes and social psychology, nor to pit the 
individual against society. Quite the contrary, 
Adler embraced the interdependence between 
the individual and society.  



 The name was intended to focus on the 
wholeness of the individual at a time when 
others, especially Freud, emphasized a divided 
personality, with parts of the person presumed 
to be in internal struggle with the individual. 
For Adler, the personality was not made up of 
separate parts, but rather, the person as a 
whole orients himself to an outer world. This 
emphasis on holism in Individual Psychology 
reflects a fundamental aspect of the theory. 



 The unity of personality that provides the 
wholeness was called Life Style. This is a 
technical term to describe the basic unitary and 
unique direction which the individual seeks in 
life, and thus Life Style in Adler’s meaning is 
not to be confused with the contemporary use 
of that term. The latter suggests a mode of 
living (life style) that is changeable with time 
and circumstances.  



 The contemporary term represents a fairly 
superficial and behavioral mode or relating to 
the environment, which is the opposite of what 
Adler meant by Life Style. Adler’s meaning did 
not refer to a temporary or superficial mode of 
living but to a person’s long-term orientation 
over his or her life span. Additionally, Life 
Style refers to a person’s basic concepts of self 
and others and to the person’s basic life goal. 



 The concept of holism and unity of personality 
reflects a fundamental principle of Individual 
Psychology. A second basic principle is Adler’s 
formulation that all human behavior is purposive 
and that one can understand the meaning of 
behavior only by understanding the 
individual’s goals.  



 Adler’s goal orientation is important for three reasons: 

 

1. Goals are constructions the person makes. A goal is a 
subjective event, and Adler’s theory focuses on subjective 
processes. 

 

2. A goal is a cognitive event that represents choice and 
decision, and Adler’s theory focuses of self-determination. 
In Adler’s theory, psychological determination is not 
based on historical events in a person’s life but on the 
choices and decisions the person makes in setting his 
course toward future outcomes. 



 

3. The future orientation of Adler’s theory 
represents the essential optimism inherent in the 
theory. As a basis for therapy and rehabilitation, 
the point of view which asserts that behaviour is 
determined by goals is one that indicates the 
possibility of change: one cannot change history, 
but one can change one’s intentions.  



 The term teleological describes the goal-directed 
emphasis of Adler’s theory. In the 19th century 
the work “teleological” had a religious 
meaning, that an ultimate destiny determined a 
course of events. That is not what Adler meant 
nor is this a modern conception of the word. 
The modern use of “teleological” is not 
mystical, because today the word does not 
refer to ultimate reality but to the plan or goal 
that an individual constructs (Wiener, 1948). 



 The third principle is that humans are above all 
else social. Human actions can be fully 
understood only in their social significance, 
and it is this social nature of humans that is the 
basis for the “need to belong” and for what 
Adler called Gemeinschaftsgefuhl (social 
interest). 



 In summary, Adler’s theory is holistic, 
teleological and social. The many original ideas 
Adler had, regarding private logic and 
common sense, inferiority feeling, 
discouragement and encouragement, family 
constellation, the tasks of life, to name but a 
few, all fit congruently with these three basic 
principles.  
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