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PULL MODEL

Pull Model (Motivation Theory)

Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Psychology (Motivation), Organizational Behavior, Consumer
Behavior
Proponents: Various researchers studying Goal Setting Theory, intrinsic motivation, and reward

mechanisms.

1. Core Principles: Attraction and Anticipation

The Pull Model, in the context of psychological motivation, posits that an individual's behavior is
primarily driven by the anticipation of a positive, desired future outcome or a specific rewarding
experience. Unlike models centered on drive reduction or homeostatic imbalances, the Pull Model
emphasizes the powerful influence of external stimuli or the cognitive image of a favorable
consequence to draw a person forward, compelling them to establish meaning, define goals, and
exert effort. This framework suggests that motivation is not merely the alleviation of discomfort but
the active pursuit of pleasure, fulfillment, and self-actualization.

This theory is fundamentally based on Expectancy Theory, suggesting that the motivational force

for a behavior is a direct function of the perceived probability that the behavior will lead to the
desired outcome (expectancy) and the value placed on that outcome (valence). Therefore, the
individual is pulled toward action by the inherent attractiveness of the goal itself. The cognitive
processing of the potential reward--such as the example of wanting a positive experience like
"Getting a date with someone you're attracted to, and wanting that experience again"--serves as
the psychological magnetic force directing subsequent behaviors and investments of energy.

Crucially, the Pull Model derives its distinct meaning through contrast with the Push Model. The
Push Model emphasizes internal, often negative, states (drives, needs, deficits) that compel action
from within (e.g., hunger pushes one to seek food; financial strain pushes one to seek income).
Conversely, the Pull Model operates on positive reinforcement and attraction; the individual is
drawn by the prospect of future gain, aesthetic value, or emotional reward, rather than being
expelled by present discomfort or deficit. This distinction highlights that while Push motivation
addresses survival and immediate needs, Pull motivation addresses aspiration, growth, and long-
term goal achievement.

2. Theoretical Underpinnings

The philosophical roots of the Pull Model lie squarely within the Hedonic Principle, which asserts

that individuals are fundamentally motivated to seek pleasure and avoid pain. However, the Pull
Model refines this by focusing on anticipated pleasure--the future utility derived from successful
goal attainment--rather than immediate sensory gratification or deficit reduction. It leans heavily on
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cognitive psychology, asserting that the creation and maintenance of vivid mental representations
of future states, or success schemas, are the primary generators of motivational energy.

One major theoretical influence is the concept of Intrinsic Motivation. When an activity itself
provides satisfaction (the reward is inherent in the process or the outcome), the person is pulled
toward it naturally. This aligns with modern theories of flow, mastery, and self-determination, where
feelings of competence, autonomy, and relatedness provide the deep, sustainable "pull" toward
engagement and goal persistence. The model suggests that external rewards, while useful for
initiating behavior, often transition into internalized values that sustain the pull over the long term,
enabling the pursuit of complex goals requiring significant delayed gratification.

Furthermore, the Pull Model is deeply intertwined with contemporary Goal Setting Theory (Locke

& Latham). The emphasis in goal setting on specific, challenging, and attractive objectives aligns
perfectly with the pull concept. Goals, in this context, are not just arbitrary targets, but highly valued
future end-states that actively draw the individual toward performance. If the perceived valence
(attractiveness) of the goal is high, the resultant pull mechanism is proportionally stronger, leading
to increased effort, superior persistence, and heightened cognitive focus. This cognitive framing
transforms effort from a necessary burden into a valuable investment toward a rewarding and
desirable future state.

3. Key Concepts and Components

The effective operation of the Pull Model relies on several interconnected cognitive and behavioral
components that transform a potential outcome into a compelling motivational force. These
elements ensure that the anticipated reward is potent enough to overcome inertia, mitigate risk,
and defeat competition from other internal or external stimuli.

Valence (Attractiveness): This is the perceived value, emotional desirability, or utility of the
outcome. A high valence is essential for generating a strong pull. If the anticipated experience is
deemed highly rewarding (e.g., securing a deeply desired promotion or achieving a specific
personal health milestone), the motivational gravity exerted on current behavior is maximized.
Expectancy (Feasibility): This refers to the subjective probability that effort will lead to
performance, and that performance will successfully lead to the desired outcome. The Pull Model
requires a reasonable degree of self-efficacy and optimism; if the goal is perceived as entirely
unattainable, the pulling force collapses, regardless of how high the valence might be.
Instrumentality: This component links performance directly to the outcome. The individual must
believe that successful performance is instrumental in achieving the reward. If there is a perceived
disconnect or reliance on luck rather than effort, the pull mechanism weakens because the causal
link between current behavior and future attraction is broken.

Visualization and Future Pacing: The ability to vividly imagine and cognitively rehearse the
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successful attainment of the goal strengthens the pull. These mental exercises increase the
perceived reality of the future reward, thereby increasing its immediate motivational weight on
present actions.

The interplay of these components is vital. While external incentives can initially enhance valence,
the sustained effectiveness of the Pull Model depends on the internalization of the goal and the
associated reward. Achieving the goal and experiencing the inherent satisfaction often transitions
the motivation from being driven by the external attractiveness of the outcome to the intrinsic value
derived from the achievement process itself, a process crucial for long-term goal maintenance.

4. Applications in Psychological Goal Setting

In applied psychology, coaching, and organizational behavior, the Pull Model is a cornerstone for
strategies designed to enhance motivation, foster behavioral change, and improve organizational
commitment. Therapeutic and coaching interventions frequently focus on helping clients vividly
articulate and internalize their desired future states, thereby systematically increasing the valence
and expectancy components necessary for a strong pull mechanism. Techniques such as the
development of detailed vision boards, detailed narrative journaling of future success, or
therapeutic "future pacing" are direct applications of this model, aiming to make the attractive
future reality as concrete and compelling as possible.

In the context of organizational management, leaders utilize the Pull Model by establishing
inspiring visions and compelling strategic narratives that draw employees toward collective goals.
Rather than relying solely on performance monitoring and disciplinary actions (Push), effective
leadership frames organizational objectives as highly attractive outcomes that align with
employees' personal values and career aspirations. This results in employees being pulled toward
high performance because they perceive their contribution as instrumental to achieving a shared,
valuable future state.

Furthermore, the model provides a strong explanatory framework for understanding recovery and
rehabilitation processes. For individuals overcoming chronic challenges, such as addiction or
entrenched behavioral patterns, the Pull Model suggests that focusing solely on escaping the
negative state (the Push of avoiding harm) is often unstable. Sustainable recovery requires the
cultivation of a compelling, attractive future vision--a healthy life, renewed relationships, or
meaningful work--that actively draws the individual away from destructive patterns and toward
positive change. The anticipation of a rewarding, successful future self becomes the primary
sustained driver of behavioral modification.

5. Extended Applications: Supply Chain and Marketing
While fundamentally a theory of psychological motivation, the Push/Pull distinction is a pervasive
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and essential framework across various business and operational disciplines, most notably in
supply chain management and marketing strategy, where it describes distinct approaches to
resource flow and consumer engagement. In Supply Chain Management (SCM), the Pull Model
contrasts sharply with the Push Model regarding inventory management and production
scheduling. A Push system forecasts demand based on historical data and produces goods
accordingly, pushing them into the distribution channel, which frequently leads to costly inventory
surplus or periodic shortages due to forecast inaccuracy.

A Pull system, conversely, operates in response to actual customer demand; production is initiated
only when a sale is made or inventory falls below a specified, minimal threshold (e.g., Just-In-Time
or Lean manufacturing). In this scenario, the customer's purchase signal acts as the definitive
"pulling" force that authorizes and initiates production and upstream logistics. The advantage of the
SCM Pull Model is reduced inventory risk, increased responsiveness, and minimized waste,
directly analogous to the psychological advantage of being driven by actual, valued outcomes.

In Marketing and Advertising, the Pull Model describes strategies focused on generating intrinsic
consumer interest, building brand loyalty, and providing valuable content such that customers
actively seek out the product or service. This strategy involves heavy investment in branding,
public relations, social engagement, and content marketing designed to build a strong emotional
relationship or perceived necessity, essentially pulling the consumer into the brand ecosystem. A
Pull marketing strategy aims to establish a sufficiently high valence (brand attraction) that the
customer bypasses competitive alternatives and initiates the purchasing process independently.
This is opposed to Push strategies, such as direct sales, aggressive cold calling, or forced
promotional offers, which impose the product upon the customer regardless of immediate, self-
generated need.

6. Criticisms and Limitations

Despite its significant utility in explaining aspirational and goal-directed behavior, the Pull Model
faces several criticisms, primarily concerning its lack of explanatory completeness and its
applicability in certain motivational contexts. Critics argue that the model often diminishes or
entirely neglects the crucial role of unconscious drives, internal physiological needs, and powerful
emotional states (the Push forces) which frequently override conscious, cognitive attraction. For
example, in situations involving immediate physical threat or severe physiological deprivation, the
biological push of fear or hunger dictates immediate, reflexive behavior far more powerfully than
any complex, future-oriented pull goal.

A substantial limitation lies in explaining the initiation of behavior when no prior positive experience
or clear future goal exists, or when the initial cost or effort required to pursue the goal is
exceptionally high. If the expectation component (feasibility) is low, or if the initial effort requires
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overcoming substantial immediate discomfort (e.g., starting an exercise program or tackling a
massive academic project), the Pull Model alone may be insufficient to trigger and sustain action.
In these cases, auxiliary motivational mechanisms, such as social accountability, mandated
compliance, or the avoidance of negative consequences (which are fundamentally Push forces),
must often be invoked to initiate the necessary effort.

Furthermore, the Pull Model is challenging to operationalize when defining the "valence" of highly
complex, abstract, or long-term goals. While securing a desirable social encounter is a clear,
discrete reward, defining the precise pulling force of deeply subjective goals like "contributing
meaningfully to society” or "achieving spiritual enlightenment" involves subjective and often
mutable value systems, making empirical measurement and precise behavioral prediction
challenging. Consequently, most contemporary motivational psychologists advocate for an
integrated, dual-process model, recognizing that human behavior is rarely driven purely by
attraction or purely by necessity, but rather by a dynamic and continuous interaction between
internalized Push and externally relevant Pull forces.

7. Further Reading

Motivation
Goal-setting theory

Expectancy theory

Psychological hedonism
Drive theory
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