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“WHY ARE THERE SO MANY THEORIES?”
A CLASSROOM EXERCISE TO HELP
STUDENTS APPRECIATE THE NEED 
FOR MULTIPLE THEORIES OF 
A MANAGEMENT DOMAIN

Marc H. Anderson
University of Waikato

Management educators teaching topics such as motivation and leadership face
the challenge of clearly explaining why so many diverse theories exist and why
each represents a useful tool worth learning. The large number of “core” theo-
ries in these and other management domains often frustrates students, who see
the lack of a single, comprehensive theory as indicating that academics do not
truly understand the topic. Because students generally evaluate theories accord-
ing to whether the theories match their personal experience, they may appreci-
ate only one or two as being “correct” or “useful” and dismiss the others as
invalid. Building on a “conceptual toolbox” metaphor of education, this article
presents a classroom exercise that vividly illustrates why each of the many the-
ories in a management domain is valuable and worth learning. The exercise
involves the specific topic of work motivation but can be adapted to any domain
involving a large number of core theories.

Keywords: motivation; conceptual toolbox; false-consensus bias; class-
room exercise

Many of the fundamental topics that management educators teach consist
of a large number of core theories. Examples include motivation, leadership,
corporate culture, ethical norms, decision making, organizational learning,
and strategy. Consider the field of work motivation. Recent reviews (Ambrose
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& Kulik, 1999; Miner, 2003a, 2003b; Steers, Mowday, & Shapiro, 2004) con-
sistently discuss the following seven core theories: (a) Maslow’s hierarchy of
needs, (b) Herzberg’s motivation-hygiene theory, (c) McClelland’s three-
needs theory, (d) Adams’s equity theory, (e) Vroom’s expectancy theory, 
(f) Locke’s goal-setting theory, and (g) reinforcement theory (based on
Skinner’s operant conditioning and also called behavior-modification theory).
Virtually every management and organizational behavior textbook covers
most, if not all, of these theories (e.g., Black & Porter, 2000; Donnelly,
Gibson, & Ivancevich, 1998; George & Jones, 1999; Griffin, 1999; Whetten
& Cameron, 2002). Furthermore, there are many additional motivation theories
beyond these seven that are important and frequently taught (e.g., Alderfer’s
existence-relatedness-growth theory, Bandura’s social-cognitive theory,
Csikszentmihalyi’s flow theory, Deci’s cognitive-evaluation theory, and
Hackman and Oldham’s job-characteristics theory).

The fact that there are so many fundamental theories in management
domains such as work motivation can cause a variety of problems for students.
Although a certain number of students may relish the complexity inherent in
a great diversity of theories and perspectives, a sizable proportion may instead
find it disconcerting and confusing. As Locke and Latham (2004) stated,
“When beginning to study the plethora of existing work motivation theories,
one’s reaction is sometimes bewilderment at the enormous variety of concepts
and approaches” (p. 389). Mello (2003) mentioned “previous teaching experi-
ences in which students have expressed frustration in having to study a large
number of theories related to a particular concept (for example, eight separate
motivation theories)” (p. 351). Northcraft (1983) mentioned how his MBAs
asked the embarrassing question, “If all these theories about motivation are
different, how can they all be right?” (p. 29). This bewilderment and frustra-
tion over the number of different theories in a domain may lead students to
doubt the value of the academic knowledge they are learning. At least some
students may rationalize that the reason there are so many diverse theories is
because scholars simply do not understand the topic or that academic under-
standing is flawed.

This reaction occurs in part because many people, both students and
researchers alike, expect that there should eventually be and will only be one
comprehensive theory for any particular domain (Northcraft, 1983). Indeed,
as Kilduff (1996) noted, “The expectation that a Newtonian revolution will
replace piecemeal social theories with a parsimonious set of universally
applicable generalizations has a long history in the social sciences” (p. 392).
The lack of a single, well-validated, widely accepted, comprehensive work-
motivation theory, for example, may lead students to presume that the field
is immature, causing them to dismiss what is known as unreliable, useless,
and soon to be replaced by a better and more complete theory. The fact that
each of the core work-motivation theories has its genesis prior to 1970 does
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not help in reassuring students that the theories are useful in explaining
motivation in modern work settings.

The anticipation and expectation of all-encompassing theories of domains
such as work-motivation theories is misguided, however, as each theory
represents what Merton (1968; see also Kilduff, 1996) calls middle-range
theories—theories that “deal with delimited aspects of social phenomena”
(pp. 39-40). As Locke and Latham (2004) state, the core motivation theories
“do not so much contradict one another as focus on different aspects of the
motivation process” (p. 389). Each of the theories has a limited sphere of
applicability and explanatory power.

The limited applicability of middle-range theories can lead to problems
because people make sense of the new in terms of the old (Weick, 1979). In
the context of management education, this means that when first learning
about motivation theories, for example, students naturally evaluate each
theory in terms of its explanatory power vis-à-vis their own work experience
and its match with the “assumption ground” (Davis, 1971) of their preexist-
ing beliefs about what motivates people at work. According to Davis (1971)
and Weick (1979), theories that perfectly fit with students’ assumption
grounds will be considered obvious, those that are moderately novel will be
considered interesting, those that seem to contradict their assumption grounds
will be judged absurd and be dismissed, and those that do not speak to
students’ assumption grounds will be deemed irrelevant.

A critical challenge to management educators lies in the fact that students
are likely to have vastly different work and life experiences that relate to
management topics such as work motivation and hence, enormously differ-
ing assumption grounds. This ensures that there will be only a partial over-
lap between the middle range covered by each particular motivation theory
and the specific experience base of each student. Thus, what is judged to be
obvious, interesting, absurd, and irrelevant will differ from individual to
individual. Any individual motivation theory might elicit all of these reac-
tions among a diverse group of students with assorted backgrounds and
experiences. The problem is that, collectively, the work-motivation theories
are likely to cover a much wider range of what motivates people at work than
students will initially appreciate given the partial overlap between the range
covered and their personal experience.

When students confront so many management theories, many of them are
likely to identify with the one or two theories that best match their personal
work and life experience and consider them valid while dismissing the remain-
ing theories as irrelevant or absurd. These students are likely to overgeneralize
the validity of theories that resonate with their individual experience and dis-
count those that do not. Most approaches to teaching management subjects
involving many theories do not make this interesting point visible, but doing
so actually represents a major opportunity for learning.
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This article presents a classroom exercise that vividly illustrates an
answer to the question of why there are so many theories and why so many
are needed in a management domain. Although the exercise is illustrated in
the domain of work motivation, it can be easily adapted for any domain that
involves a large number of core theories (e.g., leadership, corporate culture,
ethical norms, decision making, organizational learning, and strategy). The
exercise uses students’ own judgments about the core motivation theories to
clearly demonstrate the value and necessity of so many theories. It shows
that each theory individually explains what motivates a considerable number
of students at work and that, collectively, the motivation theories cover a
greater range of the topic of motivation than students are likely to otherwise
realize or appreciate.

Management Education as Building
a Conceptual Toolbox

Before discussing the exercise itself, it is useful to briefly explain the
teaching philosophy that provides the foundation for this exercise and why
several other approaches to dealing with a large number of management the-
ories are problematic. The teaching philosophy is based on Ashby’s (1956,
pp. 206-213) law of requisite variety and the need to develop what Weick
(personal communication, 2002) has called a “conceptual toolbox.” The law
of requisite variety states that for a person to register the complexity in his
or her environment, he or she must be at least as complex as that environ-
ment. Weick (1979) clarifies the concept and its importance:

If a simple process is applied to complicated data, then only a small portion
of that data will be registered, attended to, and made unequivocal. Most of
the input will remain untouched and will remain a puzzle to people concern-
ing what is up and why they are unable to manage it. (p. 189)

The metaphor of teaching as building a conceptual toolbox takes the focus off
attempting to selectively learn only those theories that are valid and have
received the most empirical support. It shifts the focus to accumulating an
extensive array of ideas, concepts, and theories that may or may not prove
useful in the face of future problems but that increase students’ requisite vari-
ety. All too often, students display what could be called the “fallacy of the
correct answer”—they want to know which theory or theories are “right” and
“true.” Like Frederick Taylor (Kanigel, 1997), they want to know what the
“one best way” is (e.g., to motivate employees). The reality is that for most
nontrivial management problems, especially complex problems such as how
to motivate employees at work or lead a successful company, there is no “one
best answer” (Ford, 1994, p. 217). Rather, there are many approaches that
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could conceivably yield similar results (the principle of equifinality—see
Gresov & Drazin, 1997) and different approaches that are applicable at dif-
ferent times and places. An excessive concern for whether a theory is true
demonstrates a failure to understand the limitations of social science. As
Weick (1989) argues, “The contribution of social science does not lie in val-
idated knowledge, but rather in the suggestion of relationships and connec-
tions that had previously not been suspected, relationships that change
actions and perspectives” (p. 524). In fact, some prominent management the-
orists have gone so far as to argue that all social science theories are true
(Weick, 1992, p. 172) in the sense that they can be useful in explaining and
predicting particular circumstances.

The metaphor of the conceptual toolbox highlights how each management
theory is merely a tool to help understand and explain a particular (and lim-
ited) range of experience. Although some tools are more applicable than
others for a broader set of tasks (e.g., a hammer, expectancy theory,
transformational-leadership theory), more exotic tools are nevertheless criti-
cal for accomplishing specific tasks (e.g., a lathe, motivation-hygiene theory,
servant-leadership theory). Someone who has never faced these rarer tasks
may see the tool as useless, and yet this person may face the very situation
requiring that tool in the near future. If students only learn the theory they
personally find most applicable, then they are likely to fall prey to Kaplan’s
(1964) law of the instrument (quoted by Weick, 1996), applying that theory
to every situation with predictably ineffective results (the equivalent of trying
to screw in a nail). Conceptual toolboxes have a variety of other benefits as
well, as Karl Weick (personal communication, 2002) elaborates:

The idea of a conceptual toolbox fits quite well with the notion of requisite
variety; it takes variety (in the toolbox) to sense and register variety in the
world. Conceptual toolboxes also promote triangulation. And conceptual
toolboxes increase the chance that at least one of your explanations will con-
verge with the explanation of someone else, hence, agreement and collabo-
ration are made possible. . . . Any conceptual tool creates blind spots. More
tools means the potential for offsetting some of the blind spots. A big con-
ceptual toolbox tends to be associated with a generalist. A big toolbox means
that you retain adaptability, and do NOT fall into the trap wherein adaptation
precludes adaptability.

The argument is that management education is really about learning new
tools that may be useful and that enlarge the requisite variety the students
can register in their environments. Theories that are completely outside the
scope of a student’s experience may be considered absurd (Davis, 1971) but
also hold the greatest potential for learning, provided that the student can
be convinced that these theories might be potentially applicable and useful
in the future. This point is generally difficult for students to appreciate, and
merely stating the point is unlikely to be convincing. Instead, it needs to be
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more forcefully illustrated. A key goal of teaching under the conceptual
toolbox metaphor is to get students to add what might initially seem like
fairly useless tools to their toolboxes so that if they face a situation in the
future where that tool could be effective, it will be handy and available.
Managers with a richer set of tools will be more likely to find appropriate
tools to help them solve whatever problems they are currently facing. The
challenge is showing this principle to students in a way that is vivid and
compelling.

Other Approaches to Teaching a Large 
Number of Theories and Their Limitations

To more clearly articulate the advantages of the exercise this article pre-
sents, it is useful to consider the weaknesses of alternate strategies that attempt
to address the problems associated with teaching a large number of theories.
One approach is to simply reduce the number, excluding one or more theories
and thereby lessening the range of core theories that are covered. This also
occurs in research. For example, Kilduff’s (1996) fascinating article examin-
ing motivation theories evident in Shakespeare (to demonstrate their “trans-
historical validity”) discusses only 5 of the 7 core theories (he neglects
Maslow’s hierarchy of needs and Herzberg’s motivation-hygiene theory). Any
number of criteria could be used to decide which theories to omit from teach-
ing, including the difficulty and complexity of the theories, the instructor’s
own preferences for the theories and comfort with teaching them, or expert rat-
ings of the importance and usefulness of the theories.1 The problem with this
approach is that excluding any of the core motivation theories reduces the
range of explanatory coverage of the topic of motivation, and excluded theo-
ries are likely to be useful to some students. If all of the core motivation theo-
ries are valuable tools but have a limited sphere of applicability, excluding any
theory reduces the number of tools in the students’ toolboxes, lessening the
usefulness of their overall understanding of motivation and the possibility that
they will be able to solve motivation problems they encounter in the future.
Furthermore, theories thought to be obsolete sometimes make a comeback as
new research validates their arguments (e.g., Maslow’s hierarchy—see
Latham & Pinder, 2005, p. 487).

Another approach is to reduce the number of theories not through exclu-
sion but by integrating all or a subset of the theories together into a higher-
order framework. For example, several authors have suggested frameworks
that reduce the complexity associated with trying to understand and reconcile
the many different motivation theories (e.g., Barbuto, 2001; Northcraft, 1983;
Siegall, 1987; Stecher & Rosse, 2007 [this issue]; Whetten & Cameron,
2002). These approaches can be effective and have a distinct pedagogical
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appeal, but they clearly do not represent or reflect the current state of the
fragmented field of motivation research. And although scientific calls to
integrate the major motivation theories have been repeated for decades
(e.g., Locke & Latham, 2004; Mitchell, 1982) and attempts at partial inte-
gration have been made over the years (e.g., Fedor & Ferris, 1981; Klein,
1989), these attempts have had little impact in reducing the number of the-
ories into a smaller subset of theories that have a wider range of applica-
bility (however, for a recent attempt that may prove more successful, see
Steel & Konig, 2006). As Northcraft (1983) so eloquently put it, “In gen-
eral, this process seems to deprive the subsumed theory of its message,
while compromising the elegance of the subsumer and its predictive (rather
than descriptive) quality” (p. 23). Furthermore, many of the more scientif-
ically rigorous integrative attempts can hardly be claimed to simplify the
complexity of motivation theory for students (e.g., Locke & Latham, 2004,
p. 390; Steel & Konig, 2006), though they may help more advanced students
move to a state of “profound simplicity” (see Weick, 2007).

Maintaining the independence of the many theories of a field can be
important for several reasons. Specific theories may be more directly rele-
vant to certain managerial problems, and it may be more difficult to apply
an integrated framework to those problems (in such cases, the added com-
plexities of the integrative framework may hinder successful application of
the relevant theory). Furthermore, the nuances and refinements of any par-
ticular theory may be more visible when they are focused on in isolation,
without the complications of linkages to other theories. Clearly, however,
there is a role for integrative frameworks, and the exercise presented below
can be used in conjunction with them. Indeed, separately and independently
presenting the several theories of a field and then subsequently connecting
them and placing them into a larger integrative framework may result in a
deeper understanding and learning of a domain.

A final approach to dealing with the issue of so many theories in a man-
agement domain is to simply admit it and try to explain as clearly as possible
the reasons for this state of affairs using theoretical concepts and other tech-
niques. Thus, instructors can use this issue as a vehicle to specifically teach
Merton’s (1968) concept of middle-range theories. Another technique I use is
to open my discussion of motivation by presenting the following quote from
Barnard (1938): “Different men are moved by different incentives or combi-
nations of incentives, and by different incentives or combinations at different
times. Men are unstable in their desires, a fact partly reflecting the instability
of their environments” (pp. 148-149). Extending Barnard’s insight, one can
note that different people may be motivated not only by different incentives at
different times but also by different processes at different times. Although this
approach has the potential to be useful, in my experience it is insufficient by
itself. Merely telling students that work-motivation theories are middle-range
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theories and claiming that different people are motivated by different incen-
tives at different times (which really is implicit in Maslow’s hierarchy any-
way) does not strongly enough make the point regarding why so many
theories are needed, particularly to students with a limited range of work
experience or whose experience contradicts certain theories. At best, these
thoughts might serve as a preamble to more lucid demonstrations.

Learning Objectives of the Exercise

There are three specific learning objectives of the exercise:

1. clearly illustrate the usefulness of multiple theories in a management domain,
2. help students recognize and overcome their natural human tendency to dis-

miss theories that do not match their personal (and perhaps limited) experi-
ence by providing concrete evidence regarding why such theories might be
useful in the future, and

3. illustrate one important reason why students are likely to overgeneralize
their personal feelings regarding which theories are most and least applica-
ble (called the false-consensus bias—Marks & Miller, 1987).

The Exercise (Using Work-Motivation Theories)

The exercise involves five steps, which are presented below as applied to
motivation theories.

STEP 1

The instructor teaches the core work-motivation theories and any addi-
tional theories he or she wishes to cover. In my classes on motivation, I also
teach students Csikszentmihalyi’s (2000) concept of flow. Chamberlin (1998)
nicely describes the experience of flow as

a state of deep focus that occurs when people engage in challenging tasks that
demand intense concentration and commitment. Flow occurs when a
person’s skill level is perfectly balanced to the challenge level of a task that
has clear goals and provides immediate feedback.

Other theories could be either substituted or added as desired.

STEP 2

After teaching the set of motivation theories, the instructor has students
individually rate the extent to which they feel each theory explains what
motivates their work experience (on a 5-point scale) and also identify which
theory they feel is most applicable to explaining what motivates them at work
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and which theory they feel is least applicable. In my classes, I give this as a
take-home written assignment worth 3% of their course grade. Appendix A
gives the full assignment I use. The time required for this step depends on the
particular parameters of the assignment given. Because I have students sum-
marize each motivation theory (so each will be fresher in their minds) and
also write a paragraph discussing the reasons behind their choices of most
and least applicable theories, the assignment takes students roughly 1 hour.
The actual rating of the theories and selection of the most and least applica-
ble theories would probably only take on the order of 5 to 10 minutes.

STEP 3

After these ratings are collected, the instructor has students guess what
percentage of their classmates they believe chose each theory as most and
least applicable. I do this as part of a daily quiz (this part is not graded as
long as it is completed and takes the place of 1 of 5 short-answer questions).
Appendix B gives the material I use for this step, which takes students about
5 minutes to complete.

STEP 4

The instructor calculates the number of students who identify each theory
as most and least applicable to explaining their work motivation and the
average rating for each theory. Then he or she prepares the data in two tables
(see Tables 1 and 2; in class I show a PowerPoint slide for each of these
tables). The time required to complete this step depends on the number of
students, but entering the data for 60 students into Microsoft Excel generally
takes about 30 minutes.

STEP 5

The instructor calculates the percentage of students who cited each
theory as most and least applicable (dividing the numbers calculated in Step
4 by the total number of students in the class). Then, the instructor identifies
that subset of students who chose each theory as most applicable and calcu-
lates the average prediction that these students (and only this subset) made
regarding the percentage of students who would identify their preferred
theory as most applicable. This process is best explained through a brief
example with my actual data. The second-to-last column of Table 1 shows
that in the two class sections I taught in 2004, 13 of 122 (10.7%) students
picked equity theory as their most applicable theory (using the exercise in
Appendix A). Subsequently, as shown in Table 3, these 13 students guessed
(on average) that 21.9% of their classmates would also pick equity theory as
their most applicable theory (using the form in Appendix B). This process is
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TABLE 1
Number of Students Citing Each Theory as Most and Least

Applicable to Explaining Their Motivation

Fall A 2001 Fall B 2001 Spring B 2002 Spring 2004 
(Two Sections) (One Section) (One Section) (Two Sections)

Most Least Most Least Most Least Most Least

Maslow’s hierarchy 
of needs 14 14 7 5 4 13 12 9

Herzberg’s two-factor 
theory 6 10 5 6 5 9 12 13

Equity theory 13 33 4 14 2 9 13 44
Expectancy theory 16 6 6 4 14 5 13 5
Reinforcement theory 

(behavior modification) 14 17 5 12 7 2 7 16
Goal-setting theory 31 7 11 6 17 9 33 8
Flow theory 18 17 3 4 3 8 16 23
McClelland’s three-needs 

theory 21 17 13 3 7 3 23 3
Number of respondents 

per class 118 117 53 52 56 56 122 121

NOTE: When presenting these data to the classes, I added the Fall B 2001 totals to the Fall A
2001 totals and the Spring B 2002 totals to the preceding three classes to increase the sample
size. Also, a small minority of students selected more than one theory as most or least applic-
able, so the column totals exceed the sample size.

TABLE 2
Average Ratings by Students for Each Theory as Being 

Applicable to Explaining Their Motivation

Fall A 2001 Fall B 2001 Spring B 2002 Spring 2004
(Two Sections) (One Section) (One Section) (Two Sections)

Maslow’s hierarchy of needs 3.4 3.5 3.1 3.5
Herzberg’s two-factor theory 3.3 3.0 3.2 3.1
Equity theory 3.2 3.1 3.5 2.9
Expectancy theory 3.6 3.2 3.5 3.4
Reinforcement theory 

(behavior modification) 3.4 3.1 3.4 3.3
Goal-setting theory 3.8 3.8 3.7 3.9
Flow theory 3.4 3.2 3.0 3.1
McClelland’s three-needs 

theory 3.3 3.8 3.4 3.6
Number of respondents 

per class 118 53 56 122

NOTE: When presenting these data to the classes, I added the Fall B 2001 totals to the Fall
A 2001 totals and the Spring B 2002 totals to the preceding three classes to increase the
sample size.
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repeated for the theories chosen as least applicable, and the instructor pre-
pares a table of the data (see Table 3). Calculating these values in Excel takes
about 30 minutes to complete (and less time if repeated in subsequent
classes).

Debriefing the Exercise

After collecting the data, calculating the results, and preparing the
tables, the instructor is ready to present them to the class and debrief the
students on their significance. This is done as follows:

1. Show the Table 1 data and ask students to interpret the data and explain what
they show about class theory preferences. For example, ask, “In a previous
class, you chose the motivation theories that you felt were most and least
applicable to explaining your motivation. Here are the results. What do the
data show about your preferences?”

2. Usually one or more students will point out those theories that are chosen by
the greatest number of people as being most and least applicable (e.g., goal
setting as the most applicable, equity theory as the least applicable). Ask
them, “What else do these data show that is important?”

3. Usually after a few moments someone will point out that every theory chosen
by a substantial number of people as being the most applicable theory is also
seen as the least applicable theory by another sizable group. Ask them, “What
is the practical importance of that finding?” or “Why is that interesting?”

4. Students may struggle a little with this question, and after they have made a
few attempts, state that a key lesson and implication of these data is that as
future managers, or people who need to motivate other people in work set-
tings, all of these theories have something important to offer, all are likely
to explain what motivates some people, and all are likely to be considered
invalid by other people.

5. Present the Table 2 data and again ask students to again interpret the mean-
ing of these data. Specifically, ask something like this: “In addition to choos-
ing the theories you felt were most and least applicable, you also used a
5-point scale to rate the applicability of each of the theories. Here are those
results. What do they show?”

6. As with the Table 1 data, the first reaction is typically to point out those
theories that received the highest and lowest ratings. Ask, “What else is
interesting?”

7. The next response is usually that all of the theories get fairly similar ratings.
After this point is mentioned, highlight the fact that although students usu-
ally have little difficulty selecting one theory (or occasionally two) as being
most or least applicable to explaining their experience, each theory gener-
ally receives solid support across the class as a whole. Either ask what the
implications of this are for future managers or simply point out how this
suggests that each theory represents an important conceptual tool that may
be useful in students’ future professional lives.

8. In the context of diversity in organizations, either in this class session or a
future one, present the data in Table 3. Explain how these data show that for
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virtually every theory, people who rated a particular theory as being most
applicable to explaining their work motivation overestimated how many other
people would also rate that theory as the most explanatory. Although this
does not happen with every theory (e.g., goal setting is typically predicted
accurately, whereas students underestimate how many will choose equity
theory as least applicable), on the whole, the data nicely illustrate the human
tendency to overestimate how many other people share our beliefs. This phe-
nomenon is known as the false-consensus bias (Marks & Miller, 1987).

9. Ask what the implications of this are for diversity in organizations. Note that
the results demonstrate how people are generally incapable of recognizing the
diversity of beliefs in the population because of the false-consensus bias.
Finally, if the instructor teaches the topic of decision-making biases, a link can
be made between this bias and other biases (either in this class or a later one).

Results of the Exercise

I used this exercise in the six undergraduate organizational behavior
classes that I taught from 2001 to 2004. Tables 1 to 3 provide the results
from those classes, which illustrate the potency of the exercise. (The
results for each set of classes were shown in a PowerPoint slide format
but are presented here as a combined table.) Table 1 shows the number of
students in the various semesters who choose each theory as most and
least applicable to explaining their work motivation. As is clearly evident,
every theory is simultaneously selected as the most applicable theory by
some students and the least applicable theory by others. Although the
overall number of students choosing certain theories as most or least
applicable varies, the key point is that students clearly disagree about
which theories capture the factors that best motivate them. The theory
chosen as most applicable by the largest number of students (usually
goal-setting theory) is nonetheless also seen as the least applicable by a
sizable number of students.

Table 2 shows the average ratings given by the students to each theory.
In contrast to the data in Table 1, these data highlight the fact that all of the
theories receive relatively similar ratings in terms of explaining student
motivation. Although there is some variability (and statistically significant
differences between the theories), the primary point is that every theory is
deemed relevant “to some extent.” The fact that the difference between the
judged relevance of goal-setting theory compared to flow theory is statisti-
cally significant is less important than the fact that there is agreement that
flow theory is nonetheless relevant to explaining motivation.

The data in Table 3 provide a particularly compelling illustration of the
false-consensus bias, which is all the more significant to students because it
is based on their own responses. In every case save one, students who chose
a particular theory as personally most applicable overestimated the propor-
tion of their classmates who would also choose that theory as most applicable
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(the exception is goal-setting theory, for which judgments were more accu-
rate). Similarly, students who rated each theory as least applicable overesti-
mated how many of their peers would choose similarly (with the exception
of equity theory). The fact that these results hold across multiple classes in
which this exercise has been used suggests that they are fairly robust.

Discussion

The exercise presented above is based on a teaching philosophy that all
social science theories are true and have a place in future managers’ con-
ceptual toolboxes (Weick, 1992). The exercise achieves the first learning
objective of illustrating why so many theories are needed (in the domain of
work motivation) by showing that different subsets of the students them-
selves chose each theory as being most applicable to explaining what moti-
vates them at work. In my data (Table 1), almost every theory was seen as
most applicable by about 10% or more of each class. Furthermore, every
theory receives a fairly similar average rating on the extent to which students
see it as motivating their work behavior (between 3 and 4 on a 5-point scale).
This reveals how the diversity of theories corresponds to a diversity of pref-
erences and opinions regarding their suitability.

The second learning objective is to help students recognize and overcome
the natural tendency to dismiss and disregard theories that do not match their
experience. The exercise achieves this by showing that every theory repre-
sents a potentially useful tool to include in their conceptual toolbox to help
them understand all the factors that motivate a diverse group of employees.
When students see that the theory they rated as least applicable is rated by a
substantial number of their peers as most applicable, it increases the proba-
bility that those seemingly absurd or irrelevant theories will be considered
more seriously. If students have assumed that a particular theory is irrelevant
and does not describe work motivation, and then are confronted with evi-
dence that suggests that others clearly disagree, this discrepancy itself should
be considered interesting and should cause students to more carefully reflect
on theories they would have otherwise dismissed. By presenting evidence
that substantial numbers of students see each theory as most applicable to
explaining their work motivation, the exercise more clearly shows why the
entire set of theories might be useful in the future and, therefore, why
students should be interested in learning them.

The third learning objective is to illustrate the important bias people fall
prey to of overgeneralizing their personal beliefs (the false-consensus effect;
Marks & Miller, 1987). This is accomplished by using the students’ own
judgments to illustrate how they estimated that a greater percentage of their
peers share their beliefs than is really the case. For example, Table 3 shows
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that the students who rated equity theory as most applicable overestimated
the proportion of their peers who would also see that theory as most applica-
ble by more than 100%. My data suggest that this degree of overestimation is
common. When these students are confronted with such vivid evidence of
their inability to predict the theories that others believe best explain their
motivation, it illustrates the inherent danger in using their own experience and
feelings as a guide to predicting the beliefs of others (i.e., my concerns about
inequity are less likely to be important to others than I realized). The power-
ful lesson is that managers need to beware of assuming that the factors they
find personally motivating will also be the drivers that motivate others.

I have presented data from 349 students in six classes, but obviously the
ratings of the theories themselves reflect not only the theories but also my
presentation of the theories. Other instructors would likely obtain slightly
different results, although the main points of the demonstration would most
probably still hold (provided the instructor presents each theory as being
useful and does not dismiss any as less useful).

Student Reactions to the Exercise

Student reactions to this exercise have been quite positive, as judged by
both the instructor’s perceptions and quantitative feedback collected in the
two 2004 sections of the course in which this exercise was used. As a part
of a course evaluation I gave at the end of those courses, students rated this
exercise on a 5-point scale (1 = abandon, 3 = okay, 5 = definitely keep). Of
the 101 students who responded to this question, 13 gave the exercise a rat-
ing of 5 out of 5, 51 gave it a 4 out of 5, 30 gave it a 3 out of 5, 6 gave it a
2 out of 5, and 1 student gave it a 1 out of 5. Thus, the average rating was
3.7 out of 5.0, which favorably compared with other exercises and activi-
ties used in the course.

Beyond these ratings, there are a number of insights that students and I
have gained about motivation that specifically resulted from this exercise.
One concerns equity theory, which is usually chosen by the largest number of
students as the least applicable motivation theory. Further discussions with
students led to the realization that judgments regarding this theory depend
greatly on whether or not people have personally experienced or witnessed
situations involving inequity. Students who have not experienced inequity
generally feel that people should not compare themselves with others and do
not believe they would ever do it. Students who have experienced inequity
firsthand almost always view the theory as much more applicable and rele-
vant. This point may have implications for discussions of how theories of
organizational justice relate to equity theory (for more on this, see Stecher &
Rosse, 2007).
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Similarly, beliefs about goal-setting theory frequently depend on students’
prior attempts to use goals themselves. People who routinely set goals see the
theory as very descriptive and applicable. Those who do not set goals or have
tried to set goals but were unable to achieve them (whether through their own
failure to follow through or circumstances outside of their control) view the
theory as less useful. These insights reinforce the lesson that individuals’ own
experiences significantly affect their judgments of the theories. More specif-
ically, if their experience is limited in the sense that they have not been
exposed to a wide range of situations (e.g., inequity), they may be more likely
to dismiss theories that actually are quite useful in explaining what motivates
other people.

Variations of the Exercise

I can envision several variations of this exercise that others may wish to
consider. One would be to assign students to groups and have them discuss
what the data mean in class and to draw a few lessons from their interpreta-
tions. After raising the key points noted above, the instructor could ask
groups to ponder why they feel the results turned out as they did (e.g., per-
haps it relates to the ease or difficulty of the theories, the way the material
was taught in class, or differing amounts of work experience or types of
work experience that students have had).

Another variation would be to show students the data in the tables toward
the end of a class period and then have them individually ponder what those
data mean (to either turn in as a written assignment or discuss at the next
class period). An additional component of such an assignment could involve
having them consider their own answers and reflect on why they believe rel-
atively few or many of their fellow students answered similarly (e.g., Why
does someone who chose goal-setting theory as least applicable believe so
many other students chose it as most applicable?).

Another possibility for more quantitatively sophisticated classes would be
to calculate whether there are statistical differences between ratings of the
theories. For example, how large of a difference between the average ratings
in Table 2 are needed before they are statistically significant (at different lev-
els of significance)? If data are collected over several years, the instructor
could test for significant differences across time and have students reflect on
reasons why theories might be seen as more or less relevant compared with
previous years (e.g., Do changes correspond with other societal shifts?).

Because the exercise involves students choosing one theory as most (and
least) applicable from a large set, it probably would not work as well for small
classes because there would be a greater chance that some theories might not
be chosen by anyone. However, instructors teaching small classes could easily
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collect data over time from several distinct classes and combine them once
they obtain a sufficient number of responses. Alternately, if several instruc-
tors teaching the same class used the exercise, they could pool their data.

Conclusion

In this article, I have presented an exercise that I have successfully used
many times to illustrate the usefulness of learning the many core theories
of work motivation. Although the exercise was developed to teach work-
motivation theories, it could be adapted for use with any domain that is
explained by a sizable number of middle-range theories (Merton, 1968), of
which there are many in the broad domain of management. My philosophy
of learning is that management education involves helping students build a
conceptual toolbox so they will possess the requisite variety needed to over-
come future work challenges. Under this metaphor, a large number of the-
ories is a blessing rather than a curse, provided students recognize the
potential usefulness of learning those theories. The exercise presented here
is designed to clearly show students that adding these various theories to
their conceptual toolboxes is worthwhile and will help them understand the
complex real world of management.

Appendix A
Assignment Used for Step 2 of the 

Exercise in 2004 Classes

PART 1: In the previous two classes we’ve discussed the eight theories of work
motivation listed below (in the table). WRITE THREE PARAGRAPHS AS FOL-
LOWS. Paragraph One should summarize in your words what each of the eight
theories says. I want to make sure you understand each theory. Points will be
deducted if you obviously don’t understand one or more theories (i.e., you say
something obviously incorrect). Note: You don’t have to go into great detail, you
just need to say the main points. For example: “Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs says
that a person’s needs are arranged in a specific sequence, and the later needs are
motivating to the person only if the earlier needs have been satisfied” (note: I’ve
essentially given you this one, but don’t just repeat this sentence). Paragraph Two
should say which theory you feel MOST explains your personal work motivation
and WHY. Paragraph Three should say which theory you feel LEAST explains
your personal work motivation and WHY. You should start paragraphs two and
three by stating the theory you choose (or two if you can’t choose one) and making
it bold and underlined.

PART 2: By doing PART 1, you should be clear about what each motivational
theory says. Now rate the extent to which you feel each of the theories explains what
motivates your work behavior (circle the answer that is most appropriate).
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To a To a 
Limited To Some Considerable To a Great 

Not At All Extent Extent Extent Extent

Maslow’s hierarchy of 1 2 3 4 5
needs theory

Herzberg’s two-factor 1 2 3 4 5
theory

Equity theory 1 2 3 4 5
Expectancy theory 1 2 3 4 5
Behavior-modification 1 2 3 4 5

theory (also called 
reinforcement theory 
or operant learning)

Goal-setting theory 1 2 3 4 5
Flow theory 1 2 3 4 5
McClelland’s three-needs 1 2 3 4 5

theory (need for 
achievement, need for 
power, need for 
affiliation)

Appendix B
Assignment Used for Step 3 of the 

Exercise in 2004 Classes

For your application paper, you rated each of the following EIGHT theories of
motivation, and also chose which you felt MOST and LEAST described your per-
sonal work motivation.

Now, I’d like you to GUESS WHAT PERCENTAGE of people in the class chose
each of these theories as the theories that MOST and LEAST described THEIR per-
sonal work motivation. Your totals for each column should equal 100%.

What % of Class Chose What % of Class Chose 
Theory as Most Descriptive? as Least Descriptive?

Maslow’s hierarchy of needs theory
Herzberg’s two-factor theory
Equity theory
Expectancy theory
Behavior-modification theory 

(reinforcement theory/
operant learning)

Goal-setting theory
Flow theory
McClelland’s three-needs theory

100% 100%
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Note

1. Miner (2003b, p. 252) is useful regarding this last criterion, as the organizational behav-
ior experts in his sample rated the core theories as follows: Maslow (4.14), Herzberg (3.81),
equity (5.93), expectancy (5.41 and 5.96), reinforcement (4.25) and OB modification (4.31),
goal setting (5.97), and three needs (5.15).
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