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Reversal Theory

Reversal Theory

Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Motivational Psychology, Personality Psychology, Organizational
Behavior
Proponents: Michael J. Apter, Ken Smith

1. Core Principles

Reversal Theory (RT) stands as a comprehensive theory of motivation, personality, and emotion
that distinguishes itself by focusing on the dynamic, shifting nature of psychological states rather
than stable traits. Unlike traditional theories that posit a singular drive toward homeostasis or
optimal arousal, RT argues that individuals are continually motivated by competing pairs of
psychological states, known as metamotivational states. The core premise is that behavior and
experience are profoundly influenced by which state within a pair the individual is currently
inhabiting, leading to dramatic shifts in subjective experience, perception, and motivation. These
shifts or "reversals" are neither pathological nor random; they are fundamental, necessary
transitions driven by the environment, satiation, or frustration, providing a mechanism for
understanding dynamic human behavior.

The theory asserts that human experience is structured around four fundamental pairs of opposing
states, or tetrads, which govern how an individual processes arousal and seeks gratification. When
an individual is in one state of a pair (e.qg., the serious state), the opposite state (the playful state) is
unavailable or suppressed. The shift between these opposing states is termed a reversal, which is
characterized by a sudden and sometimes dramatic change in motivational focus and the
interpretation of reality. This focus on reversals allows the theory to explain seemingly inconsistent
behaviors, such as why a person might seek out highly dangerous, high-arousal activities at one
moment, and demand placid relaxation the next. The underlying structure of the theory
emphasizes the constant psychological negotiation between these diametrically opposed ways of
experiencing the world.

A key principle of Reversal Theory is the concept of hedonic tone, which is the subjective feeling
of pleasure or displeasure associated with an individual's current level of physiological arousal
within a specific metamotivational state. For example, high arousal might be experienced as
intense pleasure (excitement) if one is in the playful state, but the exact same level of arousal
might be experienced as acute displeasure (anxiety or stress) if one is currently in the serious
state. Thus, motivation is not about minimizing or maximizing arousal uniformly, but about
optimizing the relationship between arousal and the current state to maximize positive hedonic
tone. This relativistic view of motivation offers a powerful framework for understanding emotional
responses and motivational conflicts.
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2. Historical Development

Reversal Theory emerged primarily from the work of British psychologist Michael J. Apter,
alongside colleagues like Ken Smith, beginning in the late 1970s. It was initially developed as a
response to perceived limitations in dominant psychological paradigms, particularly the drive-
reduction theories (e.g., Freudian and early behaviorist models) and optimal arousal theories.
These earlier models often struggled to account for behaviors that appeared to contradict the
supposed universal drive toward stability or equilibrium, such as the voluntary pursuit of danger,
risk, or intense emotional stimulation, which Apter termed "paradoxical motivation."

The foundation of RT was laid by challenging the notion that high arousal is inherently negative or
stressful. Apter proposed that arousal is interpreted contextually, depending on the state of mind,
leading to the crucial distinction between the serious (or Telic) and playful (or Paratelic) states. The
theory gradually expanded throughout the 1980s and 1990s as Apter and his collaborators
identified and formalized the other three pairs of opposing states, leading to the established
structure of four motivational tetrads. This development marked a move away from viewing
motivation as a continuum and toward viewing it as a discrete, structured system of bipolar states.

Since its formalization, Reversal Theory has been applied across various fields, including sports
psychology, clinical psychology, management, and consumer behavior. Its utility lies in its ability to
predict and explain rapid changes in motivation and emotional valence, offering a dynamic
perspective often missing in static personality assessments. While not achieving the widespread
institutional acceptance of some mainstream theories, RT maintains a significant following and
body of research dedicated to exploring its intricate relationships between motivational states and
subjective experience, particularly in contexts involving high stakes or emotional intensity.

3. Key Concepts and Components

Reversal Theory is structured around four primary pairs of metamotivational states, often referred
to as the four tetrads. These pairs represent the fundamental ways in which individuals structure
their goals, interpret reality, and relate to others.

The four primary tetrads are:

Serious vs. Playful (Telic vs. Paratelic): This is the foundational pair concerning goal orientation
and arousal interpretation. In the Telic state (serious), the primary motivation is achieving serious
goals, planning for the future, and avoiding arousal (which is experienced as anxiety or stress). In
the Paratelic state (playful), the motivation is focused on the activity itself, immediate enjoyment,
and seeking arousal (which is experienced as excitement or thrill).

Conforming vs. Challenging (Conforming vs. Negativistic): This pair relates to rules and
boundaries. In the Conforming state, the individual is motivated to follow established rules, meet
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expectations, and maintain social harmony. In the Challenging state (negativistic), the individual
is motivated to resist rules, assert personal freedom, and defy expectations, often valuing rebellion
or independent action.

Mastery vs. Sympathy (Mastery vs. Sympathy): This pair focuses on transactional relationships
and orientation toward self vs. others. In the Mastery state, the individual is motivated by power,
control, achievement, and dominance, aiming to influence the environment. In the Sympathy
state, the motivation shifts to focus on kindness, compassion, warmth, and acceptance, prioritizing
the emotional connection with others.

Self-oriented vs. Other-oriented (Autic vs. Alloic): This final pair concerns emotional orientation
and perspective. The Self-oriented state (autic) involves focusing on personal feelings,
sensations, and consequences, prioritizing one's own outcomes (e.g., self-pity or self-control). The
Other-oriented state (alloic) involves focusing on the perspective, feelings, and needs of others,
prioritizing altruism or collective outcomes (e.g., concern or compassion).

It is important to note that only one state from each of the four pairs can be active at any given
moment. Thus, a person's complete motivational profile is defined by the combination of the four
states they are currently experiencing (e.g., Telic, Conforming, Mastery, and Self-oriented). The
simultaneous activation of these four states creates a highly specific "structural phenomenology"
that dictates how the world is experienced, interpreted, and acted upon, providing a rich framework
for understanding complex behavior.

4. Dynamic Mechanism of Reversal

The defining feature of Reversal Theory is the mechanism by which individuals switch from one
state to its opposite. Reversals are not gradual shifts but rather abrupt, qualitative changes in
subjective experience. These switches are typically triggered by three main factors: satiation,
frustration, or contingent events.

Satiation: If an individual remains in one metamotivational state for too long, they may become
satiated, leading to a natural reversal. For instance, a person in the Paratelic (playful) state may
seek excitement for hours, but eventually, the sheer intensity or repetition of the activity leads to
boredom or exhaustion, triggering a sudden reversal into the Telic (serious) state, where they seek
rest and security.

Frustration: If a person's current state is not achieving its intended outcome, or if it is resulting in
negative hedonic tone (e.g., stress or anxiety), frustration may occur, compelling a reversal. If a
person is in the Telic (serious) state and their carefully laid plans are constantly thwarted, the
resulting stress and failure may cause them to abruptly reverse into the Paratelic state, seeking
immediate distraction and abandoning the serious goal.

Contingent Events: Environmental stimuli or external demands often force a reversal. A sudden
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emergency (contingent event) might instantly switch an individual from the Paratelic (playful) state
to the Telic (serious) state, demanding immediate, goal-directed action. Similarly, the end of a
demanding work week might act as a contingent event, triggering a welcome reversal from the
Mastery state to the Sympathy state, prioritizing relaxation and emotional connection over control.

5. Applications and Examples

Reversal Theory provides a robust diagnostic and explanatory tool across several domains,
particularly those involving high motivation, risk, and interpersonal dynamics. In organizational
settings, RT is highly useful for understanding employee motivation. A manager dealing with a
team member who is resistant to rules may be viewing the employee in the challenging
(negativistic) state. Instead of treating this as a stable personality trait, RT suggests the manager
might implement changes to trigger a reversal into the conforming state by altering the context,
perhaps by framing the rules not as imposed restrictions but as cooperative goals.

In the realm of counseling and clinical psychology, Reversal Theory offers unique insights into
emotional regulation and therapeutic interventions. A client suffering from high anxiety due to
constant focus on future consequences is likely trapped in the Telic (serious) state. Therapeutic
techniques informed by RT would not necessarily focus on reducing the anxiety directly, but rather
on facilitating a safe reversal into the Paratelic (playful) state, allowing the client to reinterpret the
high arousal as excitement rather than danger, thereby shifting the emotional valence and reducing
subjective distress.

Furthermore, Reversal Theory is central to understanding consumer behavior and leisure activities.
The pursuit of extreme sports, horror movies, or roller coasters--activities that generate intense
physiological arousal--are understood as clear examples of individuals voluntarily entering the
Paratelic state, where high arousal is experienced positively as thrill. The theory's application helps
identify when individuals should actively seek to reverse states based on their own needs and the
needs of others--for example, shifting from the mastery state (motivated by power and control) to
the sympathy state (focused on kindness and compassion) when moving from a competitive work
environment to a family setting. This ability to model and predict motivational change is one of the
theory's greatest strengths.

6. Criticisms and Limitations

While highly descriptive and flexible, Reversal Theory has faced several methodological and
conceptual criticisms within mainstream academic psychology. One common criticism centers on
the difficulty of empirically validating the discrete, abrupt nature of the reversals themselves. Critics
argue that while shifts in motivational focus are observable, proving that these shifts are truly
discontinuous, rather than rapid movements along a continuum, remains challenging.
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Operationalizing and reliably measuring the precise moment and cause of a reversal often relies
heavily on self-report questionnaires and retrospective analysis.

Another limitation pertains to the parsimony and complexity of the model. Having four completely
independent pairs of metamotivational states means there are sixteen possible combinations of
states (a structural phenomenology). While this allows for high descriptive detalil, it can make
empirical prediction difficult, as research must account for the influence and interaction of all four
pairs simultaneously. Furthermore, some critics suggest there may be significant conceptual
overlap between the states, questioning whether all four pairs are truly necessary and independent
constructs or if they could be integrated into a smaller, more streamlined model.

Finally, Reversal Theory has been critiqued for its limited integration with neurobiological findings
compared to purely cognitive or physiological theories of motivation. Although proponents have
attempted to link the states to differential brain activity, the theory remains predominantly rooted in
psychological phenomenology. Despite these limitations, Reversal Theory continues to be valued
for its dynamic approach, offering a necessary corrective to static trait theories by emphasizing the
constant flow and negotiation of human motivational states.
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