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Abstract. Every human has what it takes to get past whatever they are going through if they 

decide to push through it. Tragedy and trials come to everybody. Only the strong can survive 

because the journey to our dreams always starts from within. Engle (2003) says that fear of 

success is a condition when a person gets fear of disruption of its ability to complete a task or job 

that is challenging. The next dimension is not only looking at fear of success, but elaborate on 

the negative effect, field of research, and decision-maker participation against the fear of success. 

The purpose of this study was to assess fear of success whether it occurs in various places, fields, 

and also in each individual. This research method is a review of various previous literature 

studies. The results showed that fear of success occurred in various places, fields, and identified 

in various individuals. Several suggestions and managerial implications are also put forward at 

the end of this paper. Originality for this paper analyzes the literature on fear of success from the 

point of view of various contexts, and the paper type in the preparation of this study is in the form 

of a literature review.  
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1. Introduction 

Research on fear of success (FOS) has been the focus of attention in recent decades (Canavan, 

1989). The theory of FOS was introduced by Horner about women's fear of participating in 

competition because success will have negative consequences for loss of femininity, social 

self-esteem, and social rejection. Recently, the idea of fear of success introduced by Horner 

was designated as material for systematic research in various scientific works and needs to be 

further developed with a more detailed measurement instrument to clearly describe FOS 

(Canavan, 1989). Horner's FOS research has received increasing attention from various 

researchers with more than 280 citations for the years 1969 - 1977 (Webb Collins & Eggleton, 

1980). This shows that FOS is increasingly becoming a prominent topic and needs attention 

until now. 

FOS is a phenomenon that always occurs around us, and many researchers have focused on 

two types of problems, namely measurement, and explanation (Hyland et al., 1985). However, 

there are very limited studies that ask how people are when they experience FOS (Canavan, 

1989). The problem of FOS must be a sufficient focus of attention for various organizational 

leaders because the factors that influence FOS will always exist in the reality of life, the most 

important point is how to think and point of view these obstacles in order to be able to prepare 

and bring to the next level of skill that is much stronger and better. 
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To foster a strong determination so as to be able to achieve the success of researchers in this 

case, they chose to make a paper related to FOS and present the future agenda for these 

problems. Indeed, that obstacle moves the needle of life, no matter what happens, we must still 

have a strong reason to keep going until success arrives because success is a process. 

 

2. Literature Review 

2.1 Definition 

The definition of fear of success was introduced by some researchers such as Horner (1970) 

fear of success especially in women is situations of achievement competition that will bring 

unpleasant consequences such as loss of femininity, loss of social self-esteem and social 

rejection. Engle (2003) says that fear of success is a condition when a person gets fear of 

disruption of its ability to complete a task or job that is challenging. Paludi (1984) The fear of 

success is simple needs to avoid success, because that success will bring changes to the 

challenges and responsibilities that will be negatively impacted. 

It can be concluded that fear of success is a paradigm that a person has for success with negative 

consequences if it is achieved. These negative effects can include a variety of phenomena and 

are difficult to understand such as social rejection, loss of femininity, reduced leisure time, and 

responsibility beyond the means. This fear of success is not synonymous with the desire to fail. 

 

2.2 Research Field 

The field of FOS research occurred in various countries including: Indonesia by (Komalasari 

et al., 2017), (Ramadhani & Fakhrurrozi, 2019), (Triyani et al., 2017). England by (Hyland et 

al., 1985). Australia by (Burt, 1987), (Ray, 1985), (Leder, 1988), (Orpen, 1989). Romania by 

(Stanculescu, 2013). Canada by (Goh & Mealiea, 1984). United States such as by (Zuckerman 

et al., 1980), (Hoffman, 1977), (Macdonald & Hyde, 1980), (Larkin, 1987), (Metzler & Conroy, 

2009), (Zuckerman & Allison, 1976), (Griffore, 1977), (Zuckerman & Wheeler, 1975), (Olsen 

& Willemsen, 1978), (Piedmont, 1988). 

Meanwhile, in the gender context, many researchers have tried to explore whether there is a 

difference in FOS between men and women. Several researchers who examined FOS from the 

context of female gender include: (Peplau, 1976), (Konstam, 1978). Furthermore, FOS research 

in the context male and female gender such as: by (Monahan et al., 1974), (Hoffman, 1977), 

(Burt, 1987), (Macdonald & Hyde, 1980), (Larkin, 1987), (Zuckerman & Allison, 1976), 

(Rothman, 1996). 

Research on FOS related to (i) the age has been conducted by researchers such as (Condry & 

Dyer, 1976) and (Ivers & Downes, 2011). In addition, FOS research from a profession related 

to the (ii) profession by (Wood & Greenfeld, 1976), and (Fried-Buchalter Boca Raton, 1997). 

FOS research has also been carried out in the field of (iii) sports by (Metzler & Conroy, 2009). 

In the (iv) another field research, FOS has previously been conducted by various researchers 

such as: (Stanculescu, 2013), (Larkin, 1987), (Griffore, 1977), (Olsen & Willemsen, 1978), 

(Pappo, 1983), (Engle, 2003), (Gore et al., 2016), (Rothman, 1996), (Lew et al., 1998), (Daniels 

et  al.,  1981),  (Orpen,  1989),  (Santucci  et  al.,  1989),  (Illfelder,  1980)  and  (Orlofsky, 

1978). 

 

2.3. Operationalisation and Measurement or Dimension 

The large number of factors that influence FOS as well as their scope that is difficult to 

understand both from an interpersonal and intrapersonal perspective results in an imbalance 

related to these issues that are repeatedly raised by FOS researchers. In this case, the researcher 

tries to review the FOS measurement from previous research as well as the latest developments 
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in various dimensions. Many investigations related to FOS issues are raised based on the 

personal experience, intuition, feelings, and values of the researcher (Shaver, 1976). 

Basically, there are two main causes of FOS, namely neurotics, which were first recorded in 

the psychoanalytic literature by Freud (1915/1959), and then a socio-psychological perspective, 

it is more directed to the conscious mind condition motive between competing contemporary 

motives so that it becomes the main cause of fear of success. Thus both of these are very 

effective for measuring FOS because they use a person's situation model to predict the 

conditions in which individuals identified with FOS will be involved in anxiety or even 

avoiding success (Canavan, 1989). 

It is important to revisit FOS measurements as they have been largely devised as improvements 

to Horner's (1968) projective. Horner realized that his own measurements were insufficient and 

thus developed what he believed to be a more general measure (Horner et al., 1973). There is 

so much that must be done before we can understand what each one measures and whether it 

is related to one another (Shaver, 1976). 

In Haimowitz and Haimowitz's (1966) study, they used FOS measures using anecdotal 

evidence of cultural and neurotic factors. The FOS measure has not been used in subsequent 

studies, and almost nothing is known about its psychological psychometric sequences. The 

results of his research indicate that it is difficult to find a group of people in any period where 

FOS does not exist. 

Homer's Original Measurement FOS uses projective measurements of its research subjects. 

This measurement has been discussed quite completely in research conducted by (Zuckerman 

& Wheeler, 1975). The results of his research conclusions suggest that it is difficult to assess 

and delay retesting. Then Spence's Objectively Scored Version of Homer's Original 

Measurement, in its measurement using a series of closed multiple-choice questions asking the 

reality of situations and conditions at the time of achieving success after completing each story 

(following Anne's story in medical school) (Spence, 1974). The results of the conclusions of 

his research state that using these measurements, it turns out that FOS can be assessed 

objectively and easily to determine which negative consequences affect the success of the 

subject and the factors that influence it can be measured. 

Several years later, after his first research, Horner conducted another study with his friends to 

measure FOS using Horner's Empirically Derived Measurement method. Horner et al (1973) 

used a less specific multi-item projective measure to test their research subjects, on this 

occasion the test was used to measure performance in multiple regression analysis scores. The 

results of the conclusions may only be suitable for female subjects, have not been cross- 

validated and some of the categories appear arbitrary (Zuckerman & Wheeler, 1975). The old 

and new instruments used by Horner likely used slightly different constructs (Shaver, 1976). 

Pappo's Questionnaire Measurement in his research uses a closed questionnaire measurement, 

and material related to sex roles is deliberately avoided. Basic questions for the questionnaire 

given to research subjects based on clinical writing and intuition. The conclusion is that FOS 

is an unconscious fear that is formed since childhood, in this case, the cause of FOS is not 

necessarily due to the negative objectivity of success, such as jealous friends, social rejection, 

or loss of femininity. 

Then based on Zuckerman and Allison's Questionnaire Measurement, the conclusions stated 

that Zuckerman and Allison (in press) had designed an objectively assessed questionnaire 

measure about FOS and agreed with most of Horner's concepts unlike the FOS measurements 

made by Pappo and Cohen. Thus, in this case, the use of FOS measures for future research is 

expected to solve the inconsistency of the instrument because the factors affecting it are wide 

and difficult to understand, as implied in previous studies. so it is necessary to make prior 
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observations of the research subject both from an intrapersonal and interpersonal point of view 

which will influence it before establishing an appropriate basis for FOS measurement. Better 

measurement and a broader view of FOS is a good thing and needs to be developed towards 

the conceptualization of the problems involved, it doesn't mean that FOS problems are trivial 

and worthless because their negative effects can erode success even after achieving them. 

 

3. Discussion and Result 

The two lines of thought seen in FOS research are also sources that influence the emergence 

of FOS, the first of which is known as neurotic FOS. This syndrome is unconscious and 

irrational, so the consequences are strong and quite predictable. The second line of research 

is FOS which is influenced by interpersonal factors or simply it will be called FOS only. This 

research was initiated in the field of social psychology by Horner in 1968 (Canavan, 1989). 

Basically, people who identify with the FOS focus more on the sacrifices and costs to achieve 

success than on rewards for success. In Donnah Canavan's (1989) self-defeating behavior 

literature there are two main sources of fear of success. The first is called neurotic fear of 

success, first recorded in the psychoanalytic literature by Freud (1915/1959). The formation of 

a neurotic fear of success is in the subconscious state of the human brain, while for the socio- 

psychological understanding it is more directed to the motive of the conscious mind condition 

between competing contemporary motives. 

Neurotic fear of success can be seen from its formation in early childhood where the critical 

factor in the human brain has not yet been formed, that is, it only receives information from 

the surrounding environment to be used as a program in its mind. The difference is that people 

who are not identified are afraid of being successful, believe in themselves, because what they 

believe in will come true, and become a program in their subconscious mind. They may be the 

same person but the fear is not the same. Then in a social psychological perspective, it emerges 

through learning or experience which is the main cause of FOS. 

A research program related to neurotic FOS was initiated and can be seen in more detail in the 

research work of Pappo (1972) and Cohen (1974). The empirical study of a neurotic fear of 

success began when Pappo created a questionnaire containing 83 items in the form of yes or 

no to measure fear of success. Pappo explained that they have characteristics such as low self- 

esteem, preoccupation with evaluations, preoccupation with the competition, denial of self- 

competence, tendency to sabotage success. 

From a social psychological perspective, Horner revealed that fear of success, especially in 

women, consists of three dimensions, the first, Loss of femininity, which is fear that comes 

from their perception of the achievements they will get in the traditionally male domain. 

Women experience many conflicts when their competence conflicts with gender roles that are 

internalized to stereotypes. They believe that women who succeed in traditionally masculine 

fields will face many difficulties, but it is not impossible. Second, loss of social self-esteem is 

a society's point of view that a successful woman's self-esteem will decrease or even disappear 

because it does not display feminine traits. Third, social rejection is the lack of participation of 

women in group success and less favored by their friends, both men, and women, so that overall 

they get social rejection. 

Horner's idea was very precise at that time so that it resulted in many researchers researching 

the same matter including controversial research such as Canavan-Gumpert, Garner, and 

Gumpert (1978) stating that men were as afraid as women and it was not a typical feminine 

trait. As quoted in the journal Ray, Burt (1987), although men and women are different 

psychologically, the difference is not too much. Harlock (1994: 231) argues that achievement 

and fear of being successful are not characteristics of men. If a man develops a fear of success 
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then this is due to repeated failures in his past activities, thereby reducing his confidence and 

giving rise to the notion that he does not have a certain ability to succeed. 

Quoted in the literature of self-defeating behaviors Donnah Canavan (1989), Leonardo Da 

Vinci, Beethoven, current celebrity figures to Prophet Musa A. S. The fear of success is a real 

thing and is everywhere. Although the dilemma is difficult to describe, as some people claim 

that they have been crushed by success. Everything that happens is sometimes not what we 

think, in the end, there is stimulation to repeat past events and become a clue as to a principle 

in him. 

The human soul has various uniqueness, one of which is the ambivalence assumption about 

success in the maximum satisfaction they want to get. Furthermore, a person's needs must 

exceed their grasp, when we understand everyone's subconscious assumptions, their behavior 

is not only reasonable but we can direct and stimulate his happiness and hopes of success. In 

The Neurotic Personality of Our Time, Horney (1937) describes FOS from an American 

cultural perspective and an early childhood experience point of view. Three strong assumptions 

describe the American capital personality suffering from the neurotic fear of FOS. First, it 

explains that there are two categories of people who are winners and losers. Then the second 

is to determine a person's fate then that person must compete to find out where they fall in 

success or failure. The third is that people should be humble, self-denying, and kind to others. 

Those with an identified fear of success are not only less capable, less hardworking, on the 

other hand, but they are also more likely to be jealous and vindictive of winners. So they have 

to be clever and find out where and in what areas they will be the winners and where they will 

fall in the losers series. Rothman (1996), who showed that female managers facing more fear 

of success than male, because of the impacts of gender role stereotypes. They include people 

who fear success from a situational perspective into people who fail. Thus, people who identify 

with a fear of success are ambivalently associated with failure and, without realizing it, seem 

to move away from failure but are drifting towards success. In the same way, like a hungry 

mouse in a laboratory, stay away from cheese because there is an electric shock only at some 

point where it then suppresses its success. 

Horner says that an individual who is struggling to find a self-concept that is socially valued is 

highly dependent on changing competitive achievement at both the cultural and family level. 

As a result, some people turned to avoid him while others approached him but with caution. 

The main difference is that success symbolizes independence whereas fear of success sabotages 

oneself intending to lose success in the interests of avoiding neglect and restoring security. 

Fearers of success like most other people who have a strong desire to succeed, anticipate that 

success even though they know that success will be satisfying but when they get closer they 

are now under the influence of their subconscious to avoid success. Usually, they experience 

anxiety, impaired concentration, and often sabotage their success. 

The goals of the cowards of success are usually conventional sabotage such as those of 

scholasticism, work, and romance. Apart from that, they can also include athletic, artistic, 

hedonistic, or acquisition goals. Thus these timid successes can be found anywhere, such as 

football matches, singing contests, gambling, politics, and even in love. They must have chosen 

the goal they wanted and wanted to have but suddenly sabotaged it all the closer they got. It is 

true that in reality success is preceded by other people, criticized, and sometimes even 

prevented. This disturbing behavior is seen as competition and a test of merit in gaining success, 

without it all the weak and lazy people can be successful. Here we see that while the cowardly 

success feels anxious in evaluation, energy is used for very different uses depending on when 

it implies success or otherwise failure is a threat to him. 
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Canavan (1989) managed to find conditions in which cowardly success can succeed without 

sabotaging his success. Since competition and evaluation are so prominent in the dynamics of 

the cowardice of success, active manipulation is needed to counter their fears. People who fear 

their success lead quite complex intrapersonal emotional lives. However, in the cooperative 

condition, the team turns out to be the better the performance of the timid success, because in 

the cooperative condition the fear of being successful is neutralized by the structure of the 

cooperation so that the motive for performing well is not burdened by fear. 

Schmid (1987) states "What is the active ingredient in the collaboration that enables cowardly 

successes to do well?" There are two possibilities the first is the success of each member in 

contributing to the success of the group so that members have no reason to react negatively 

with rejection or retaliation to the success achieved. Thus the fear of success is not activated, 

the more cooperative the group, the more it will be. The second possibility is in cooperative 

cooperation the members like each other whereas in a competitive group the members do not 

like or envy each other so that it is proportional to the success rate of the offender. 

What Schmid found as a whole was that the cowardly success had a good performance as the 

main effect of the like variable and the cooperation variable, but the like variable was stronger 

than the cooperation variable and the strongest was the combination of the two, the like variable 

plus the cooperation variable. Besides, the Schmid study leads to another speculation that 

cowards of success seek the right level of success, such as a good mother is not just an end in 

itself but rather a prerequisite for the independence of her child. Ivers and Downes (2011) 

considered that children perceive achieved success as a phenomenon whose direct 

consequences are alienation and isolation. Being successful signifies, in fact, the possibility of 

being the target for hostile and envious peers. Sense of belonging is threatened by the 

expectation of a loss of connection. People who are identified as not cowardly of success carry 

a sense of security and liking by not being influenced by the variables of liking or cooperation, 

they are motivated to perform better by manipulating success. 

The next important question is whether the variable like and cooperation is the goal itself for 

the timid of success with the assumption that they do it all to be liked? Is it a protective step 

along the way to further attainment of success? Like the question, does it preferably provide 

some kind of protection against retaliation and rejection which in turn provides room for the 

emergence of independent and perhaps even competitive achievement motivation? The 

cowards of success do not crave affiliation but are quite afraid of rejection, they think more 

about their own performance than the performance of group members. It seems very likely that 

in liking and co-operation, the cowardly success finds permission and protection to develop 

further independence rather than the goal of affiliation for his own sake. 

The cowards of success don't realize that they have control over them and have made an 

investment worthwhile in achieving success. Their problems revolve around feelings of low 

self-esteem and unstable self-esteem, a strong need for achievement as opposed to an unstable 

motivation for achievement (Canavan, 1989). That a measure cannot predict fear of success 

and fear of failure puts research requirements on how people can be, rather than asking how 

it is that they are. 

Makosky (1972) found that high FOS women considered themselves more feminine than low 

FOS women and considered family life more important than careers. Their problems revolve 

around feelings of inferiority and unstable self-esteem, a strong need for achievement and an 

unstable conflicting motivation for achievement. (Canavan-Gumpert et al., 1978). That a 

measure cannot predict fear of success and fear of failure puts research requirements on how 

people can be, rather than asking how it is that they are. (Gumpert et al., 1978) 
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The cowards of success always hesitate and conflict with their motives, wavering in their 

behavior towards and then away from success. Where the avoidance of success can only be 

achieved by failure. Confusion swings between failure and success without being able to accept 

both. So the reward strategy characteristic of success has the opposite effect for the timid of 

success. 

 

4. Conclusion 

Based on various previous studies on fear of success, it can be concluded that from children to 

adults, both men and women who have identified a fear of success, sabotage their own success 

that will happen. In various applied fields such as schools, universities, athletics, female police 

officers, civil servants, they show anxiety, doubt, and indecisive behavior. A supportive 

environment and culture seem to be able to reduce the fear of success, allowing them to perform 

well and perform well. In addition, cooperation and group acceptance of the point of view of 

success itself are important factors in the psychological condition and motivation of the person 

to achieve success. 

The most important part of the fear of success lies in the achievement motivation of each 

individual. Sometimes the fear they experience is much bigger than what actually happened. 

Doing so directly overcomes insecurity, loss of self-esteem, and underlying anxiety. 

Ambivalence about achieving success should be reflected through achievement motivation 

which is the basic form of the conceptualization of true success so as to obtain a stable and 

positive sense of self. 

 

Suggestion, Managerial Implication and Future Agenda 

The suggestion from this research is how the surrounding environment and culture can provide 

a sense of security and respect for the success of each individual and a trusted identity so that 

they can use their abilities productively and optimally. Thus each individual will not avoid 

success but rather approach it but with caution, they will not feel afraid when they achieve 

success because they can maintain good internal balance and social relationships. Policymakers 

in the organization should be able to build a culture of achievement and create opportunities 

for individual talents by facilitating and building infrastructure so that they have goals and 

achievements. 

The future agenda in this research may be useful if it examines the basic needs and affiliations 

of individuals to address the fear of success factors in their environment. Other phenomena of 

fear of success include spouse, seniority, leadership, income, and family. Besides, the costs of 

achieving success both in achieving it and other things such as intrinsic motivation, self- 

evaluation, and a sense of independence can be clearly defined. Besides, it is necessary to 

conduct quantitative research in various organizations to measure with certainty the level of 

fear that occurs and to enrich the FOS research results from various possible findings that are 

unique which can be material for deeper study on this topic. 
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