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Abstract 

This paper re-examines Alfred Adler’s classical concept of the inferiority complex and its relationship to striving for superiority and social 

interest within modern psychosocial environments. Drawing upon empirical and theoretical literature from 2005 to 2024, the study explores 

how inferiority functions as a motivational force rather than merely a pathological construct. Using conceptual synthesis from contemporary 

studies, the research highlights how moderate levels of inferiority promote resilience, self-efficacy, and academic achievement, while 

extreme inferiority results in withdrawal and anxiety. Furthermore, social interest-Adler’s term for community feeling and empathy-emerges 

as a crucial moderator that converts personal striving into socially useful behavior. Conceptual tables summarize empirical and thematic 

findings linking inferiority, striving, and well-being. The discussion integrates Adlerian psychology with modern theories of motivation and 

self-concept, concluding that inferiority remains a pivotal catalyst for psychological growth in the 21st century. 
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1. Introduction 

Human beings are driven by an intrinsic desire to overcome 

limitation. Alfred Adler’s (1956) [1] theory of Individual 

Psychology proposed that the feeling of inferiority-an 

inevitable consequence of human imperfection-is the origin 

of all motivation. Rather than pathologizing inadequacy, 

Adler saw it as the foundation of creativity, achievement, 

and social progress. His construct of striving for superiority 

represents the universal tendency to grow, improve, and 

achieve mastery over challenges. Yet, as Adler emphasized, 

striving can either lead to personal fulfillment or neurotic 

overcompensation depending on the presence or absence of 

social interest-a sense of cooperation, belonging, and 

empathy toward others. 

In contemporary contexts, Adler’s framework remains 

profoundly relevant. Modern societies characterized by 

competitiveness, comparison, and digital exposure have 

reconfigured the inferiority–superiority dynamic into new 

psychological patterns such as imposter syndrome, social 

media anxiety, and achievement pressure. University 

students and young professionals experience heightened 

feelings of inadequacy as they navigate academic and social 

expectations (Strano & Petrocelli, 2005) [12]. However, 

emerging evidence suggests that mild to moderate 

inferiority can fuel self-determination and constructive 

striving when accompanied by a sense of purpose and 

connection (Derin & Şahin, 2023) [6]. 

This paper revisits the inferiority complex within the 

context of modern motivational psychology, examining how 

individuals transform inadequacy into achievement and how 

social interest moderates this process. Rather than testing a 

single dataset, the research adopts a conceptual synthesis 

method, integrating quantitative and qualitative evidence 

from existing peer-reviewed studies. The goal is to clarify 

the constructive function of inferiority and its implications 

for education, counseling, and social development. 

 

2. Literature Review 

2.1 Classical Foundations of Inferiority and Striving 

Adler’s theoretical departure from Freudian determinism 

marked the beginning of humanistic psychology. Whereas 

Freud viewed neurosis as a conflict between instinct and 

repression, Adler considered it an imbalance between 

inferiority and maladaptive compensation (Ansbacher & 

Ansbacher, 1956) [2]. According to Adler, every individual 

begins life with a sense of smallness or deficiency-whether 

physical, intellectual, or social. These early experiences 

generate feelings of inferiority, which, if met with courage 
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and encouragement, stimulate striving for mastery. 

However, excessive discouragement produces an inferiority 

complex, while overcompensation produces a superiority 

complex. 

Importantly, Adler emphasized that the value of striving 

depends on its social direction. When striving serves 

community and cooperation, it is healthy; when it serves 

personal dominance, it becomes destructive. This moral 

dimension-expressed in the concept of social interest 

(Gemeinschaftsgefühl)-distinguishes Adler’s psychology 

from purely individualistic theories (Sperry & Sperry, 2019) 

[11]. 

 

2.2 Inferiority in Modern Psychological Research 

Contemporary empirical studies validate and expand 

Adler’s ideas. Strano and Petrocelli (2005) [12] demonstrated 

that moderate inferiority levels among college students 

correlated positively with persistence and intrinsic 

motivation, while both low and high inferiority predicted 

academic disengagement. Lamberson and Wester (2018) [8] 

conceptualized inferiority as a measurable construct, 

developing the Feelings of Inferiority Scale with robust 

psychometric properties. They found significant negative 

correlations between inferiority and self-efficacy (r = –.47, 

p<.01), supporting Adler’s contention that inferiority 

undermines confidence when unbalanced. 

Berezyuk and Filts (2023) [4] investigated inferiority and 

anxiety in women, finding that chronic inferiority feelings 

were strongly associated with elevated anxiety scores. These 

findings reinforce the dual nature of inferiority-as both 

motivator and stressor. Derin and Şahin (2023) [6] expanded 

this framework by demonstrating that balanced inferiority 

levels predicted academic motivation among adolescents, 

supporting the “optimal tension” hypothesis. 

 

2.3 The Role of Social Interest 

Social interest functions as a psychological buffer that 

converts personal insecurity into communal contribution. 

Celik and Ergün (2016) [5] found that individuals high in 

social interest reported greater life satisfaction, altruism, and 

resilience. McCluskey (2021) [9] emphasized that social 

interest represents not only empathy but also moral equality-

the recognition of others as co-creators of meaning. Modern 

research aligns this with constructs such as emotional 

intelligence, prosocial motivation, and belongingness 

(Sperry & Sperry, 2019) [11]. 

 

2.4 Digital-Age Inferiority and Comparison 

In today’s digital ecosystems, inferiority manifests through 

continuous exposure to curated success narratives. 

Rahmania et al. (2023) [10] observed that adolescents 

engaging in upward social comparison on social media 

experienced increased inferiority feelings, leading to self-

doubt and anxiety. However, interventions that promoted 

self-compassion and purpose-oriented goals significantly 

reduced negative impacts, demonstrating that inferiority’s 

outcomes depend on interpretation and guidance. 

 

2.5 Theoretical Gap 

While empirical studies have validated Adler’s concepts, 

few have integrated them within modern frameworks of 

motivation and social cognition. There remains a need to 

conceptualize inferiority as a dynamic continuum 

interacting with social interest and self-efficacy rather than 

as a static trait. This synthesis attempts to address that 

theoretical gap. 

 

3. Materils and Methods 

This study employed a conceptual synthesis design 

integrating both quantitative and qualitative findings from 

peer-reviewed research between 2005 and 2024. The 

selection criteria included (a) studies explicitly referencing 

Adlerian constructs, (b) psychological samples (students or 

adults), and (c) measurable outcomes relating to inferiority, 

striving, self-efficacy, anxiety, or social interest. 

Sources included The Journal of Individual Psychology, 

Clinical Social Work Journal, Primenjena psihologija, 

Medicni perspektivi, and Early Child Development and 

Care. Data were categorized under three constructs-

inferiority feelings, striving for superiority, and social 

interest-and analyzed for conceptual patterns. 

 

4. Results 

4.1 Conceptual Summary of Empirical Findings 

 
Table 1: Presents a synthesized overview of the relationships identified between inferiority, striving, and psychological outcomes across 

studies. 
 

Study/Source Focus Population Primary Constructs Core Findings Implications 

Strano & Petrocelli (2005) 
[12] 

U.S. 

undergraduates 

Inferiority, achievement 

motivation 

Moderate inferiority linked with 

persistence and GPA improvement 

Inferiority may stimulate 

adaptive striving 

Lamberson & Wester 

(2018) [8] 

Adults, mixed 

gender 
Inferiority, self-efficacy 

Inferiority negatively predicted self-

efficacy (β = –.47, p<.01) 

Confidence mediates 

inferiority outcomes 

Berezyuk & Filts (2023) [4] Adult women Inferiority, anxiety 
High inferiority correlated with anxiety 

(r = .54) 

Gendered expression of 

inferiority 

Derin & Şahin (2023) [6] Adolescents Inferiority, striving 
Balanced inferiority predicted higher 

motivation (p<.05) 

Supports optimal tension 

hypothesis 

Celik & Ergün (2016) [5] Adults 
Social interest, well-

being 

Social interest moderated inferiority–

well-being link 

Empathy as protective 

factor 

Rahmania et al. (2023) [10] Adolescents, 

social media users 

Inferiority, digital 

comparison 

Upward comparison intensified 

inferiority and anxiety 

Technological mediation of 

inferiority 
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4.2 Thematic Integration 

 
Table 2: Synthesizes qualitative themes that emerged across the reviewed literature. 

 

Theme Illustrative Insight Interpretation 

Inferiority as Catalyst Students reported inadequacy as “fuel for improvement.” Supports Adler’s positive inferiority hypothesis. 

Compensatory Striving Participants sought validation through achievement. Demonstrates adaptive vs. defensive striving. 

Social Validation Pressure Constant digital comparison heightened inferiority. Highlights cultural evolution of inferiority. 

Empathy and Cooperation High social interest redefined success in relational terms. Confirms social interest as moderating construct. 

 

4.3 Interpretation of Results 

The synthesis reveals a consistent pattern: inferiority 

feelings are negatively correlated with psychological well-

being but can be constructive when moderated by self-

efficacy and social interest. Socially engaged individuals 

reinterpret inadequacy as opportunity, while isolated 

individuals experience it as defeat. Striving for superiority 

functions as the mediating process translating emotion into 

action-its outcome determined by moral orientation (Adler, 

1956; McCluskey, 2021) [1, 9]. 

Thus, inferiority is best conceptualized not as a binary 

(healthy vs. unhealthy) but as a continuum ranging from 

stagnation to creativity. At its midpoint, where self-efficacy 

and social interest intersect, lies the zone of constructive 

striving. 

 

5. Discussion 

The findings reaffirm Adler’s central thesis: inferiority is 

not inherently pathological but motivational. Across cultures 

and generations, humans transform weakness into strength 

through purposive striving. This process, however, depends 

on whether striving serves self-promotion or social 

contribution. The moderating influence of social interest-

demonstrated empirically by Celik & Ergün (2016) [5] and 

theoretically elaborated by McCluskey (2021) [9] 

underscores the moral dimension of mental health. 

Modern psychology increasingly supports Adler’s holistic 

vision. The concept of self-efficacy (Bandura, 1997) [3] 

parallels Adler’s notion of confidence in overcoming life’s 

tasks. Likewise, growth mindset theory (Dweck, 2017) [7] 

echoes the idea that perceived limitation can foster 

development when interpreted constructively. Where 

Adlerian thought diverges from contemporary frameworks 

is in its ethical insistence that self-improvement must serve 

community-a perspective urgently needed in the age of 

digital individualism. 

Educationally, the results suggest that students benefit from 

environments that frame failure as formative rather than 

fatal. Teachers and counselors can harness mild inferiority 

by reinforcing encouragement and belonging. 

Therapeutically, counselors can employ Adlerian techniques 

such as early recollection analysis and encouragement 

counseling to help clients reframe inferiority narratives. In 

organizational psychology, leaders who exhibit social 

interest foster psychologically safe workplaces that convert 

inferiority-based competition into collaboration. 

 

6. Conclusion 

This study reaffirms the enduring relevance of Adler’s 

theory of inferiority and striving for superiority. The 

evidence indicates that moderate inferiority, when integrated 

with self-efficacy and social interest, produces resilience, 

motivation, and social contribution. In contrast, excessive or 

socially disconnected striving fosters anxiety and alienation. 

In an era defined by digital comparison and performative 

success, Adler’s insights illuminate the path to balanced 

growth: recognizing our limitations without succumbing to 

them, striving without competing, and achieving without 

isolating. Future research should operationalize social 

interest within modern contexts, explore its neural and 

behavioral correlates, and design interventions that 

transform inferiority into creative energy. Ultimately, the 

value of Adler’s psychology lies in its humanism—it 

teaches that to be human is to be imperfect, and to strive for 

superiority through empathy is the highest form of growth. 
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