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Susan T. Fiske, a prominent social psychologist, has significantly
contributed to our understanding of the complexities of human interaction and
social behavior. In her influential work, particularly in her book "Social
Beings: A Core Motives Approach to Social Psychology," Fiske outlines a
framework that identifies several core motives driving social behavior. This
article delves into these core motives, exploring how they shape our
interactions, influence our perceptions of others, and ultimately define our
social existence.

Understanding Core Motives in Social Behavior

Fiske posits that human beings are inherently social creatures, and our
survival and well-being depend significantly on our ability to navigate
social landscapes. She identifies five core motives that underpin social
behavior, including:

1. Belonging: The need to connect with others and form social bonds.
2. Understanding: The desire to make sense of the world and our place in it.
3. Controlling: The urge to influence our environment and assert agency.
4. Self-enhancement: The drive to maintain a positive self-image and boost
self-esteem.
5. Trust: The need to feel secure in relationships and believe in others'
reliability.

These motives not only guide our actions but also shape our thoughts and
feelings about ourselves and others.

Exploring the Five Core Motives

1. Belonging

The need for belonging is a fundamental aspect of human nature. Fiske
emphasizes that social connections are crucial for emotional and
psychological health. Research shows that social isolation can lead to a host
of negative outcomes, including depression, anxiety, and even physical health
issues.

- Importance of Belonging:
- Provides emotional support.
- Enhances well-being by fostering a sense of identity.
- Encourages pro-social behavior, as individuals seek to maintain
relationships.

Belonging can manifest in various forms, from friendships and family ties to
communal affiliations and professional networks. The need to belong can drive



individuals to conform to group norms, sometimes at the expense of personal
beliefs.

2. Understanding

Human beings possess an innate desire to comprehend their environment and the
behavior of others. This core motive encompasses our need for knowledge,
predictability, and meaning in our social interactions.

- Cognitive Processing:
- People engage in social categorization to simplify complex social
information.
- Stereotyping, although often negative, is a cognitive shortcut used to make
sense of social dynamics.

Fiske argues that understanding is not just about acquiring information; it
is also about interpretative frameworks that help us navigate social
situations. This motive encourages curiosity and drives social learning,
allowing individuals to adapt to their surroundings.

3. Controlling

The motive of controlling speaks to our desire for agency and influence over
our social environment. Fiske highlights that having a sense of control can
lead to feelings of empowerment and self-efficacy.

- Agency in Social Interactions:
- Individuals who feel in control are more likely to engage in proactive
behavior.
- A lack of control can lead to feelings of helplessness and decreased
motivation.

This motive is crucial in leadership and group dynamics, as those who assert
control can shape group outcomes and influence collective decision-making.

4. Self-enhancement

Self-enhancement refers to the drive to maintain a positive self-image and
boost self-esteem. This motive plays a vital role in how individuals perceive
themselves and their social standing.

- Implications of Self-enhancement:
- Encourages ambition and achievement.
- Can lead to social comparisons, which may foster competition or
cooperation.

Fiske notes that while self-enhancement can motivate individuals to strive
for success, it can also lead to negative consequences, such as arrogance or
the devaluation of others.



5. Trust

Trust is a fundamental component of social interaction. Fiske identifies
trust as essential for forming relationships and facilitating cooperation
within groups.

- The Role of Trust in Society:
- Enhances group cohesion and collaboration.
- Reduces uncertainty in social exchanges, fostering a sense of safety.

Without trust, social relationships can become strained, leading to conflict
and dysfunction. Fiske emphasizes that trust is built through consistent
behavior, mutual respect, and shared experiences.

The Interplay of Core Motives

While Fiske identifies these five core motives as distinct, they often
interact and overlap in complex ways. For instance, the need for belonging
can enhance trust, as individuals who feel connected are more likely to trust
one another. Similarly, understanding and controlling can work together;
individuals who comprehend social dynamics may feel more empowered to
influence those dynamics.

Practical Applications of Fiske's Motives

Understanding these core motives can have practical implications in various
domains, including:

- Education: Educators can foster belonging in classrooms to enhance student
engagement and learning outcomes.
- Workplace Dynamics: Organizations can create environments that promote
trust and collaboration, leading to increased productivity and morale.
- Conflict Resolution: Mediators can utilize understanding and trust to
navigate disputes and foster cooperation among conflicting parties.

Conclusion

Susan T. Fiske's exploration of core motives in social behavior offers a
comprehensive framework for understanding the intricacies of human
interaction. By recognizing the importance of belonging, understanding,
controlling, self-enhancement, and trust, we can gain insights into our own
behaviors and the dynamics of our relationships. In an increasingly
interconnected world, these motives remain crucial for fostering healthy
social environments and enhancing our collective well-being. As we navigate
our social lives, being mindful of these core motives can empower us to build
stronger connections and contribute positively to our communities.



Frequently Asked Questions

What are the core motives outlined by Susan T. Fiske
in 'Social Beings'?

Susan T. Fiske identifies several core motives that drive human social
behavior, including the need for belonging, understanding, control, self-
enhancement, and trust.

How does Fiske's work relate to social psychology?

Fiske's work is fundamental in social psychology as it explores the
underlying motives that shape social interactions and how individuals
navigate complex social environments.

What is the significance of the motive for belonging
in Fiske's theory?

The motive for belonging emphasizes the human need for social connections and
acceptance, which is crucial for mental health and well-being.

How does Fiske explain the motive for understanding
in social contexts?

Fiske explains that the motive for understanding drives individuals to seek
knowledge about themselves and others, facilitating effective communication
and social cohesion.

In what ways does Fiske's concept of control impact
social behavior?

The motive for control influences how individuals interact in social
situations, as people strive to manage their social environment and outcomes
to reduce uncertainty.

What role does self-enhancement play in Fiske's model
of social beings?

Self-enhancement is a core motive that leads individuals to seek positive
evaluations and maintain a favorable self-image within social contexts.

Can you explain how trust is a core motive according
to Fiske?

Trust is vital for social relationships; Fiske posits that it fosters
cooperation and reduces social anxiety, allowing individuals to form deeper
connections.

How does Fiske's framework address cultural



variations in social behavior?

Fiske's framework acknowledges that while core motives are universal, their
expression and prioritization can vary across different cultures, affecting
social interactions.

What implications does Fiske's research have for
understanding social conflict?

Fiske's research suggests that unmet core motives, such as belonging or
trust, can lead to social conflict, as individuals react to perceived threats
to their social needs.

How can educators apply Fiske's core motives in a
classroom setting?

Educators can create inclusive environments that address students' core
motives by promoting collaboration, understanding, and trust, thereby
enhancing learning and social development.
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