INTRODUCTION

At different stages of life, every individual sets certain goals for himself. These are determined by his inherent abilities, skills, attitudes, perception, values and the entities he comes in contact with. The society, friends and the environment shape his goals and aspirations (Kasser & Ryan, 1996). The aspirations of a person colour his actions and determine his attitudes. The goals and aspirations drive and motivate him to work towards achieving what he wants to, so that he can achieve a desired level of satisfaction and feel worthwhile.

While realms of motivation, attitudes, perception, leadership, etc. have been researched amply; there have been very few attempts to measure the level of aspirations. Measuring the level of aspiration generally presents many difficulties as there may not be level of aspirations in general but specific levels for each task set and instances in time. Also, Gould has referred to some peculiar traits, which leads to estimate performance serving as an ego-protective function. An individual might take pride in setting a high goal; a second person would take pride in always achieving his estimate; and a third might be proud of uniformly doing better than his estimate (Stagner, 1961;pp. 208).

Clark, Teevan and Ricciuti (1956) used the studies of level of aspirations as a way to isolate the cautious defensive individual as opposed to a hopeful person. The level of aspiration is a reliable indicator of different needs of an individual. Also, the level of aspiration is a sensitive measure of how individuals differ in motivation and in the resolution of conflict. 

Today, wealth, image, fame and power have become synonymous with “good life”. This view based on image and acquisition has come to be known as the American Dream (Kasser & Ryan, 1996). Kasser & Ryan (1993), Richins & Dawson (1992), Emmons (1991) and Cantor et. Al. (1991) have measured the materialistic orientation and aspirations and their research points to the fact that these lead to negative effects, distress and lower the well-being. The pursuits such as relatedness, growth and community service directly satisfy an individual’s basic psychological needs of autonomy, relatedness and competence (Deci & Ryan, 1991; Ryan, 1995). However, it is generally noted that in today’s socio-economic environment, individuals expend most of their energies in fulfillment of their extrinsic, materialistic aspirations. These aspirations largely determine the career students choose while in their graduation. It would be interesting to identify the aspirations that management students with a high achievement record value the most. Also, gender differences in this kind of a study have not been highlighted till date, especially in the Indian society, which has of late been influenced by the western culture and values.

In this project, levels of various aspirations for MBA students in India have been identified and analyzed. First, we present the review of the research and theory that has a direct bearing on our study on determining aspiration levels. Then, we identify different aspirations that are relevant to the students and the factors that affect the setting of these aspirations and goals. Further, the survey that has been conducted by us has been discussed and some interesting findings have been highlighted. This survey gives us the Aspirations Index on seven different factors, viz., wealth, image, fame, meaningful relationships, personal growth, health and community contributions. A comparative study has also been done to identify gender differences in valence, expectancy of attainment and level of achievement of these factors.

THEORY


Level of Aspiration - A goal that the individual sets for himself and that he strives to achieve. Frank (1935) has defined the level of aspiration as “The level of future performance in a familiar task which an individual, knowing his level of past performance in that task, explicitly undertakes to reach”. Level of aspiration can be either a “wishful” level that a person hopes to achieve and a “real” level that a person generally expects to achieve based on his past performances. 

Another of Lewin's related concepts, made famous by David McClelland in his work on achievement motivation. Using your skills at the level at which they are, you can succeed. Studies have been conducted to measure the level of aspirations as a response to various incentives, with a view that (dis)incentives decide the level of aspiration of an individual. But, levels of aspirations for different varieties of incentives have not shown very much generality (Atkinson, 1994;pp.11).

More than extraneous incentives it is the internal state of a person which leads him to his or her level of aspiration. The levels of aspirations, more often than not depend on what the individual perceives of himself. Some think of themselves as qualified for lofty goals, and seek to achieve them. Others aim at a little more than biologically comfortable existence.

However, Pottharst (Atkinson, 1957;pp. 299) showed that when cues which define a person’s past level of performance are ambiguous or in conflict, people with higher Need for Achievement
 tend to set their level of aspiration higher. Similarly, the individuals with a higher need for affiliation tend to lower their level of aspiration.

Escalona (1940) and Festinger (1942) have, in their “resultant valence theory” have attempted to explain the rationale behind the individual’s determination of his level of aspiration when faced with a  choice situation. According to them, the level of aspiration is the resultant of three major forces, viz., 
(a) the attractiveness of success, 

(b) the repulsiveness of failure; and 

(c) the probability of success and failure. 

The valence of success increases with the toughness of the task, whereas the valence of failure decreases with it. On the contrary, if the task is easy then the valence of success is low whereas the valence of failure becomes high. This implies that an extremely tough task will hold greater attraction than an easier task. If these were the only two factors coming into play while deciding the level of aspiration, the person would invariably go in for the toughest task. But in practice, this does not happen because of the presence of a moderating force, which is called expectancy. Expectancy of success is defined as probability of reaching a given level of performance and expectancy of failure is defined as probability of failure at the time of goal setting. The tougher the task lower will be its expectancy. This would bring down the resultant parameter, which will be used by the individual to decide on the level of aspiration. 

As an exception to this theory, there can be some cases where both the valence and expectancy of success might be low for a particular level of aspiration. Still, an individual has to opt for that particular level. In a performance situation such as dart throwing, for example, telling adult subjects that school children easily make bull’s eyes may lower the valence of success. Also, taking into consideration the subjective probability of hitting the bull’s eye lowers the expectancy of success. Still, bull’s eye is the minimum level of aspiration that the adult can keep (Cofer & Appley, 1964). This is because of the (negative) incentive offered for the task.

Atkinson has nicely summarized the above discussion by using six variables in dealing with the motivation for specific behaviors: The subjective probability of 

1. Success, and

2. Failure

3. Positive Incentive value of Success

4. Negative Incentive Value of Failure

5. The Achievement Motive, and

6. The Motive to Avoid Failure

Causality Effect

Aspiration level may also be a function of what the individual has accomplished in the past. For instance, if the individual’s past performance has been in keeping with his aspirations then his future aspiration levels will automatically rise. Similarly, failures in past can lead to lowering of levels of aspirations in future. 

Jucknat (1937), for example, employed two series of mazes of differing difficulties in an experiment on 30 children. One series was solvable the other was not. In the solvable series, 76 % of the children increased their levels of aspirations and only 24% decreased them. In the non-solvable series, 84% percent of the shifts were downwards and only 16% were upwards. 

The experiment also led him to conclude that the tendency to raise the level of aspiration is more if the feeling of success is stronger.

It may be noted that the choice of level of aspiration might not be predicted from variables intrinsic to the achievement related nature of the task. Instead, level of aspirations of such a conflicted personality can be attributed to both achievement-related motives and other kinds of motives engaged by the particular features of situation ( Atkinson, 1957).

In short run an individual does not try harder when he has achieved beyond his level of aspiration. In the long run, however, individual generally modifies his level of aspiration to expect of himself even higher achievements( Solly,1970;pp.148).1

It is argued that the Goal Discrepancy that  is the difference between past performance score and currently aspiration level will be a function of various factors
a) The need to keep aspiration level high

b) The need to make aspiration level conform to reality

c) The need to avoid failure

Other Factors affecting aspirations

	ASPIRATION
	FACTORS

	Valence of the Goal
	Personal Afilliations, Social Norms, Sex, Age

	Level of Attainment
	Age, Characteristic of Goal

	Expectancy of Goal
	Amount of perceived risk and effort, Primacy Effect


Aspirations and behavioral theories

Aspirations play an important role in shaping the behaviour of an individual. Thus, the various theories of behavior can be potently employed to determine the level of aspirations of an individual, both intrinsic and extrinsic. Infact, organizations use this technique to test the suitability of a person in a particular field and on a job of a particular toughness. The way how some behavioral theories can be used to determine aspirations is explained below:

Maslow’s need hierarchy theory: using this seminal theory, if we can determine the hierarchy of needs an individual is primarily working at, the type and level of intrinsic aspirations he possesses can be determined. For example, a person working on the self actualization level would aspire to do more challenging tasks  than a person working at lower need levels. Personal growth would be her major aspiration Similarly, a person working on physiological and safety need levels would be more inclined to perform tasks which are financially rewarding. The toughness of the task wouldn’t act as an incentive for her.

Adler’s theory of self realization: according to Adler, all actions of an individual are directed towards either maintaining or gaining superiority over others. Thus if an individual suffers from a feeling of inferiority or inadequateness, his aspirations would be to acquire such skill sets and accomplish such tasks as would help him achieve superiority. 

Herzberg’s 2 factor theory: the relative presence of the two types of factors viz. hygiene factors and motivators, determines the kind of aspirations an individual might have. In the absence of hygiene factors, a person would like to achieve those hygiene factors. He would not be interested in highly challenging tasks, but rather in tasks that help him in achieving the hygiene factors. When hygiene factors are present but motivators are absent, the person would aspire to achieve responsibility, challenge, recognition etc. thus his level of aspiration would be higher.

McCelland’s theory: an individual may have a predominant need for either  achievement, affiliation or power. People’s aspiration levels vary according to their need profiles. Thus people with high needs for achievement would aspire to perform challenging tasks, which can get them credit. Their aspirations for personal growth, wealth etc. would be high. People with high need for affiliation would have higher aspirations to form meaningful relationships and make community contributions. People with high power needs would aspire to achieve fame, image etc. 

The critical link between aspirations and actions however, is provided by ‘expectancy’, or perceived probability of success in a task. This link is explained by the theories below:

Porter and Lawler model of work motivation:  This model suggests that levels of motivation to perform a task are based on the value that individuals place on the reward.  The components that effect motivation then, are called valence (what's important to you) and expectancy (can I do it).  Porter and Lawler suggest that perceived inequality in this model plays a pivotal role in job satisfaction.  Our motivation, or effort leads to performance.  Our performance is followed by intrinsic and extrinsic rewards.  The perceived equity of those rewards leads to satisfaction.

Vroom’s expectancy theory: a person will perform a task only if he perceives a strong relationship berween effort & performance; performance & rewards and rewards & satisfaction of personal goals.
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ASPIRATIONS

Aspirations can be classified into (i) Intrinsic aspirations, and (ii) Extrinsic aspirations. Intrinsic goals are the ones that are closely related to a human being’s basic needs while extrinsic goals are normally far removed from the basic needs.

Intrinsic goals have been considered more important and relevant to the individual than extrinsic goals. Kasser and Ryan (e.g., 1993, 1996)have shown have shown through a series of studies that aiming for and getting success in intrinsic goals is associated with enhanced well-being, whereas, success in extrinsic goals does not enhance, rather, it detracts from well-being. But still individuals give due importance to extrinsic aspirations. This is probably because of the incentives linked to the extrinsic goals.

EXTRINSIC ASPIRATIONS

Wealth

Does money make people happy?
Wealth is an extrinsic aspiration. Though this aspiration is prevalent in most human beings still ironically it is one of the goals most denounced by society. It is necessary to get this aspiration into the right perspective.

Wealth is power. It shows the world we are not to be messed with. It says we can afford any means to maintain our position. Making it big brings temporary joy. But in the long run wealth is like health: Its utter absence can breed misery, but having it doesn’t guarantee happiness. Happiness seems less a matter of getting what we want than of wanting what we have.

To be sure, personal wealth, and the aspiration of wealth, can be the wellspring of great benefit to society as a whole. Personal wealth encourages capital investment, a tolerance of personal and financial risk, an expression of socially valuable talents, a willingness to endure additional years of specialized education, and the private support of education, the arts and sciences, and charitable institutions.

Image

Image refers to what the individual wants others to perceive of him based on his looks, dressing and other physical traits. An image aspiration can range from anything to be known as in touch with the latest fashions to or the internal aspiration of getting the “look” the individual has been yearning to model himself after. 

Fame

This aspiration can take many forms. This level of aspiration can correspond to the desire for reputation or prestige, status, recognition, attention, importance or appreciation. While the ‘image’ aspiration refers to recognition of the physical attributes, fame refers to the acknowledgement and appreciation of any trait that can get the individual recognition among people. 

INTRINSIC ASPIRATIONS

Meaningful Relationships

Every individual feels the need to connect to his fellow beings in some way or the other. Many theorists have dealt with interpersonal relationships in general, stressing the ability to accept other people, to relate to them, to be sensitive to their needs, to interact successfully with them, etc. For still other theorists, the focus shifted from immediate interaction altogether to variables in a larger sphere of human relatedness - identification with mankind as a whole, a devotion to the cause of human betterment, etc.

It is commonly assumed that autonomy and independence are very important variables. However, it must be noted that the high degree of self-directedness and a high degree of loving concern for others are not necessarily incompatible. In some situations, they come into conflict and highly creative people in arts, etc or people engaged into research might withdraw from social contract. In such cases, either autonomy or positive social relatedness is the key element in the optimal personality. Hence, aspirations of a person to relate to others, to seek support and share his emotions, feelings, desires are very important in knowing about his personality and goals which would govern his behavior.

Personal Growth

Personal Growth stems from both the goals set and the levels to which they have been met. This factor in an intrinsic one and also includes the satisfaction gained frm retrospectively looking at life and achievements.  Feelings of competence or

efficacy with regard to life goals should be associated with greater positive affect

and well-being. When life goals are nonoptimally challenging—either too easy or too difficult—positive affect is lower (Csikszentmihalyi & Csikszentmihalyi 1988). Hence, the goals selected should be growth oriented. 
Community Contributions


This level refers to one of the most unselfish form of aspirations, that of charity and social good. For this to be termed an aspiration the individual should be genuinely happy about the whole process, i.e.

· Before - during the preparatory stage where one should realize and appreciate that what one is thinking, planning and doing is very commendable and wholesome. 

· During - one should be mindful and aware of what one is doing and not be absent-minded and thinking about other things. 

· After - whenever one recalls his good deed, one should rejoice and be glad and not regret about it. 

These aspirations can be as small as keeping the neighborhood clean to being as big as doing something worthwhile to make the worked a better place to live in (the importance of both being generally independent of the scale).
Health

Health, both physical and psychological is also one of the levels of aspirations. That there ought to be an association between health status and well being it seems. Sickness is often associated with displeasure or pain, so the presence of illness might directly increase negative affect. Further, illness often presents functional limitations, which can detract from opportunities for positive affect and life satisfaction. The health level refers to the goals of keeping fit and being free from sickness. 

THE INDIAN CONTEXT

In India, parents have played a more involved and supportive role since a long time. With the increased influence of the West, a different class of parents has developed, which is so preoccupied with their own lives that the children have been left on their own. Such children feel that their parents have failed them and develop attitudes and aspirations without much supervision. On the other hand, the classes of parents who are supportive and nurture the child as each stage of his childhood, social life, career are appreciated by children for such parental guidance. However, this parental persistence in their role model has led the children to develop feelings of guilt, doubt, anxiety and indecisiveness in action (Parikh & Garg, 1976). When the person completes his graduate study and is on the verge of entering world free of parental leadership, the sense of responsibility, curiosity and realization of potential leads to development of aspirations.

The individual operates under tremendous pressure to live up to the expectations of his parents, peers (Cohen, 1983), friends and the society. Not only this, he develops role models and an ideal image for himself and aspires to match their standards. In the process, he meets with successes and failures, which bring induce a host of emotional and psychological changes. He gains experience and learns about the norms, perspectives and frameworks of the society and thus, gains maturity. He questions his own beliefs, values and attitudes and develops new relationships. Hence, to study the aspirations of a high-performing group of students at the verge of entering the real world is not only interesting but also informative.

Gender Differences

In not-so-modern societies like India, an individual works under numerous constraints that the society imposes on him/her. The constraints and the intensity of their action itself vary with the gender. The discrimination in the way of upbringing and education is stark and the roles and responsibilities of a boy or a girl are supposed to be different.

The males are assumed to be the bread earners in the society while the females are the homemakers. In rural as well as the urban settings, the level of expectation is generally high of males than females. They are given priority for education, health and other needs, though this trend is on a decline. The values both the genders attach to different aspirations are different. Males would be expected to give higher attention to good health, wealth and personal growth. However, females are innately more sensitive and are expected to attach more importance to relationships, participation in community activities and external image. However, high-achievement oriented females might have aspirations index same as that of high-performing males. Females have several additional constraints such as marriage, stereotypes that attach their actions to be a determinant of their family’s reputation, decreased mobility after marriage and inability to indulge in certain tasks. Similarly, there are some jobs and tasks to which the males don’t show much liking and are predominantly carried out by the females. Both the groups mould their aspirations and attitudes according to the social restrictions and norms. With a gradual shift in these norms towards respect for individual’s abilities and aspirations and lessening of this divide in the metropolitans, there is an increased curiosity about the aspirations that the females foster. Hence, the next section elaborates on the survey, we have carried out to study the patterns of aspirations in males and females, and its analysis for comparative study for the two genders.

SURVEY Methodology

Participants

The total sample consisted of 69 students at IIM Ahmedabad, a premier B-School in India. It consisted of 60 males and 20 females from India, pursuing their first year of Postgraduate Programme in Management. This sample was chosen such that the students were in the ages 20-22and the results got were comparable. Since, the institution admits students after a rigorous selection procedure, it is assumed that that the students have high achievement levels in spite of their varied backgrounds. This gives us a better and more representative idea of the aspirations that the high achievement-oriented MBA students in India, foster. However, this sampling strategy has created some limitations to the generality of our findings.

Procedures and Measures

The questionnaire to measure the Aspirations Index was adapted from the study done by Kasser & Ryan (1996) to measure differential correlates of extrinsic and intrinsic goals. Out of the 15 aspirations that had been mentioned by them, seven of the relevant were chosen for our study. The respondents were asked to rate the different life-goals on a scale of 7 (7 being the highest and 1 depicting the least important). There were several truth-questions in order to make the data as reliable and unprejudiced as possible. 
Questionnaires were administered personally and the participants were told that this was a study of various personal goals and life experiences. However, the goals themselves and the fact that these would be evaluated for gender differences in aspirations weren’t disclosed. 

Aspirations Index

Out of the 15 aspiration categories given by Kasser and Ryan, the following were chosen for our survey:

	Extrinsic Aspirations:


	Intrinsic Aspirations:



	Wealth (financial success)


	Personal Growth



	Fame


	Relatedness



	Image (or, attractiveness)


	Community Service



	
	Health




The questions were jumbled so that the respondents could not detect the focus on these particular intrinsic and extrinsic values. Three questions on which the respondents were asked to rate each goal were:

1) How important is this to you? (This was used as an index to determine the perceived valence of a particular life-goal)
                                

2) How likely is it that this will happen in your future? (This indicated the expectancy of attainment of the goal)

3) How much have you already attained this goal? (This was used to determine the currant level of attainment of that goal)

For analyses, each of the 12 intrinsic (four categories by three exemplars) and 9 extrinsic aspirations was rated along three dimensions on a 7-point Likert-type scale (105 total ratings as there were 5 questions per aspiration per dimension). The ratings for each of the dimensions were found out by averaging the responses for the 5 related life-goals.

This was done separately for males as well as the females and the aggregate results were also noted. The trend for valence, expectancy of attainment and current achievement level was derived. The results were represented on graphs and comparative study done for gender differences too.
RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

CONCLUSION
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� As defined by McClelland in his Theory of Needs





