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Possible Selves

Possible Selves

Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Psychology, Social Psychology, Developmental Psychology,
Motivation Theory

1. Core Definition and Theoretical Foundation

The concept of Possible Selves refers to the various cognitive components of an individual's
sense of self that are oriented towards the future. These are mental representations of what
individuals could become, would like to become, and are afraid of becoming. More than mere
fantasies, possible selves serve as crucial cognitive structures that bridge the gap between an
individual's current self-concept and their envisioned future, acting as powerful motivators for
behavior. They encompass aspirations, hopes, fears, and anticipated outcomes, providing a
framework for understanding how individuals strive to attain desired future states and avoid
undesirable ones.

At its heart, the theory posits that the self is not a static entity but a dynamic system, constantly
evolving and influenced by both past experiences and future expectations. Possible selves are
integral to this dynamic process, embodying the individual's goals and anxieties. For instance,
daydreaming about achieving a perfect and successful life, meticulously planning how to leverage
existing circumstances and opportunities for personal growth, or harboring a deep-seated fear of
succumbing to negative desires and destructive patterns--all these mental constructions fall under
the umbrella of possible selves. They are cognitive manifestations of the self in future states,
providing both direction and impetus for self-regulation and goal pursuit.

This theoretical framework extends beyond simple goal-setting, integrating elements of self-
concept, motivation, and cognitive psychology. Possible selves are not just abstract ideas; they are
imbued with personal meaning and affective valence, influencing an individual's emotional
responses, self-esteem, and overall well-being. The vividness and accessibility of these future self-
images can significantly impact an individual's engagement in behaviors aimed at achieving or
avoiding them, highlighting their profound role in shaping personal development and life
trajectories.

2. Historical Development and Key Proponents

The intellectual roots of the possible selves construct can be traced back to earlier
conceptualizations of the self, particularly in the works of foundational psychologists like William
James, who distinguished between the "Me" and "I" and acknowledged the self's empirical and
social dimensions. However, the formal articulation and systematic development of the possible
selves theory emerged in the mid-1980s, primarily through the groundbreaking work of Hazel
Markus and Paula Nurius. Their seminal paper, "Possible Selves," published in the American
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Psychologist in 1986, established the theoretical framework and catalyzed subsequent research in
this domain.

Markus and Nurius built upon the growing understanding of the self as a cognitive structure,
integrating insights from cognitive psychology, social psychology, and motivation theory. Prior to
their work, much of self-concept research focused on the present self or past self, often neglecting
the crucial future-oriented aspects. They argued that understanding an individual's goals,
aspirations, and fears required examining these future-oriented self-representations. By introducing
possible selves, they provided a dynamic perspective on the self, emphasizing its active role in
shaping one's own future rather than merely reacting to environmental stimuli.

Their theory posited that individuals possess a repertoire of possible selves, which are not just
static images but active components of the self-system. These components are context-dependent
and evolve over time, reflecting an individual's changing life circumstances, goals, and social
feedback. The formalization of possible selves marked a significant shift in self-concept research,
moving towards a more comprehensive understanding of identity that incorporates both an
individual's current reality and their anticipated future, thereby influencing a wide array of
psychological phenomena from motivation to well-being.

3. Components of Possible Selves

Ideal Selves: These are the representations of what individuals aspire to become, embodying their
hopes, dreams, and desires. ldeal selves are often characterized by positive attributes,
achievements, and desired roles, such as becoming a successful entrepreneur, a renowned artist,
a loving parent, or a physically fit individual. They serve as cognitive incentives, pulling individuals
towards desired future states and providing a vision for personal growth and accomplishment. The
pursuit of ideal selves is often associated with feelings of excitement, hope, and determination,
driving individuals to invest effort and overcome obstacles to reach their aspirations.

Feared Selves: In contrast to ideal selves, feared selves represent what individuals dread
becoming or hope to actively avoid. These are the negative, undesirable future outcomes that
evoke anxiety, worry, and a strong motivation for prevention. Examples include becoming
unemployed, suffering from a chronic illness, experiencing loneliness, or failing in one's career.
Feared selves act as powerful cognitive deterrents, pushing individuals away from potential
negative outcomes and motivating them to engage in behaviors that minimize risk or prevent
undesirable circumstances. The presence of feared selves can lead to proactive coping strategies
and a heightened sense of vigilance against perceived threats.

Expected Selves: Often discussed alongside ideal and feared selves, expected selves refer to the
future versions of the self that an individual realistically believes they will become. These are more
probable and grounded in current circumstances, resources, and self-perceptions, often striking a
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balance between aspirations and anxieties. While ideal selves represent what one hopes to be and
feared selves what one dreads to be, expected selves represent what one anticipates to be. They
are critical in calibrating an individual's efforts and expectations, preventing excessive optimism or
pessimism, and guiding more practical goal-setting.

The interplay between these different components of possible selves is complex and dynamic. An
individual's motivational landscape is shaped by the balance and strength of their ideal and feared
selves. A strong ideal self can fuel ambition, while a salient feared self can drive avoidance
behaviors and protective strategies. The presence of both types of possible selves often creates a
tension that motivates self-regulation, as individuals navigate between approaching desired
outcomes and avoiding dreaded ones. Furthermore, the content and salience of these possible
selves can vary across different life domains (e.g., academic, social, professional, health) and
stages of life, reflecting ongoing developmental tasks and challenges.

4. Motivational Functions

Possible selves serve as a critical bridge between an individual's self-concept and their
motivational system, providing the cognitive and affective impetus for goal-directed behavior. They
function as powerful cognitive incentives, operating on the principle of self-regulation by guiding
individuals towards desired future states and away from dreaded ones. When an individual vividly
imagines an ideal self, this mental representation can activate a strong desire to attain that future,
leading to increased effort, persistence, and strategic planning. Conversely, a clearly articulated
feared self can generate anxiety and a strong motivation to avoid specific behaviors or
circumstances that might lead to that undesirable future.

The motivational power of possible selves lies in their ability to make future outcomes feel more
immediate and personally relevant. They transform abstract goals into concrete self-
representations that individuals can strive for or against. This future orientation is essential for
long-term goal pursuit, as it helps individuals maintain commitment and effort even in the face of
immediate challenges or setbacks. For instance, a student with a strong "successful graduate"
ideal self is more likely to engage in rigorous study habits, while someone with a strong
"unemployed and struggling" feared self might be more diligent in their job search and skill
development.

Furthermore, possible selves influence motivation by shaping an individual's self-efficacy and
outcome expectations. Believing that a desired possible self is attainable can boost confidence and
effort, whereas perceiving a feared self as highly probable can lead to feelings of helplessness or
increased vigilance. This interplay between self-perceptions, future orientations, and behavioral
outcomes underscores the profound impact of possible selves on an individual's capacity for
agency and their pursuit of personal development across various life domains, from academic
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achievement and career advancement to health maintenance and social relationships.

5. Role in Identity Development

The concept of possible selves holds particular significance in understanding identity development,
especially during critical periods such as adolescence and emerging adulthood. These
developmental stages are characterized by extensive self-exploration, role experimentation, and
the formation of a more consolidated sense of identity. Possible selves provide a dynamic
framework within which young people can envision and test various future identities, allowing them
to explore different paths and determine who they want to become and, equally importantly, who
they do not want to become.

During adolescence, individuals are actively constructing their personal narratives and imagining
their place in the world. Their repertoire of possible selves expands as they encounter new social
roles, academic challenges, and peer influences. They might experiment with an "athletic self," an
"intellectual self," a "popular self," or a "rebellious self," each carrying a set of associated
behaviors, values, and social circles. These mental projections guide their choices, from academic
majors and career aspirations to social affiliations and lifestyle preferences, contributing to a more
coherent and integrated sense of self over time.

The process of identity formation is often characterized by a balancing act between ideal and
feared selves. Adolescents may strive towards ideal selves that reflect their personal values and
societal expectations, such as becoming a responsible adult or a successful professional.
Simultaneously, they might actively avoid feared selves, such as becoming a failure, a social
outcast, or someone who disappoints their family. This dialectic of approach and avoidance helps
to refine their identity, allowing them to discard incongruent self-representations and solidify those
that align with their evolving values and life goals. Thus, possible selves are not just outcomes of
identity development but active agents in its ongoing, iterative process, providing both direction
and motivation for personal growth.

6. Applications Across Domains

The theoretical utility of possible selves extends across a multitude of psychological and behavioral
domains, offering insights into motivation, decision-making, and well-being. In the realm of
academic achievement, students' possible selves significantly influence their engagement and
performance. For instance, a student with a strong "successful graduate" possible self is more
likely to set challenging academic goals, persist through difficult coursework, and allocate sufficient
time to studying. Conversely, a "failure” or "unprepared" feared self can motivate proactive study
behaviors to avoid poor grades or academic setbacks. Educators can leverage this by encouraging
students to articulate and visualize their academic possible selves, thereby fostering greater
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intrinsic motivation and self-regulation.

In the domain of health behaviors, possible selves play a crucial role in motivating individuals to
adopt or maintain healthy lifestyles. An "athletic and healthy" ideal self can drive someone to
exercise regularly, eat nutritious foods, and prioritize sleep. Simultaneously, a "sick and sedentary"
feared self can serve as a powerful deterrent against unhealthy habits like excessive drinking,
smoking, or a lack of physical activity. Public health campaigns often implicitly tap into these
possible selves by presenting images of healthy, vibrant individuals or depicting the negative
consequences of unhealthy choices, thereby appealing to people's ideal and feared selves to
promote behavioral change.

Furthermore, possible selves are instrumental in career development and vocational choices.
Individuals often explore various career paths by envisioning themselves in different professional
roles, forming "successful professional” or "financially independent” ideal selves. These visions
guide their educational pursuits, skill development, and job search strategies. Conversely, a
"jobless" or "unfulfilled" feared self can spur individuals to acquire new competencies, network
actively, and adapt to changing labor market demands. Therapists and counselors also utilize
possible selves in interventions, helping clients to articulate positive future selves to overcome
current challenges, envision new possibilities, and develop actionable plans for personal growth
and change.

7. Measurement and Methodological Approaches

Research on possible selves primarily employs qualitative and quantitative methodologies to elicit
and analyze these future-oriented self-representations. The most common approach involves
open-ended questions that prompt individuals to describe their ideal, feared, and expected selves.

Participants are typically asked to list "who they would like to become," "who they are afraid of
becoming,” and sometimes "who they expect to become” in the future, often within specific
timeframes (e.g., in the next year, in five years). These responses are then categorized and coded

for content, themes, and affective valence.

Qualitative analysis of these responses often involves thematic analysis, identifying recurring
patterns and categorizing the types of possible selves individuals describe (e.g., achievement-
related, social, family-related, health-related). This allows researchers to understand the diversity
and richness of individuals' future self-concepts. Quantitative approaches involve counting the
number of possible selves listed, assessing their specificity, weighting them by importance, or
coding them for positive versus negative affect. Researchers may also use rating scales to
measure the likelihood of attaining ideal selves or avoiding feared selves, as well as the emotional
intensity associated with each possible self.

Despite these established methods, measuring possible selves presents inherent challenges. The
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subjective nature of self-report means that responses can be influenced by social desirability bias
or an individual's current mood. Moreover, possible selves are dynamic and context-dependent,
meaning that an individual's responses might vary depending on the situation or the timeframe
being considered. Researchers continually refine methodologies to capture the complexity and
fluidity of these future self-representations, often integrating survey data with longitudinal studies to
track changes in possible selves over time and their correlation with behavioral outcomes. The
goal is to develop robust instruments that accurately reflect the motivational and regulatory
functions of possible selves in diverse populations and contexts.

8. Criticisms, Limitations, and Future Directions

While the theory of possible selves has significantly advanced our understanding of the self and
motivation, it is not without its criticisms and limitations. One primary concern revolves around
methodological challenges. As discussed, relying heavily on self-report via open-ended
guestions can introduce subjectivity and potential biases, such as social desirability, where
individuals might report socially acceptable possible selves rather than their true aspirations or
fears. The interpretation and coding of qualitative data also carry a degree of researcher
subjectivity, which can impact the reliability and generalizability of findings.

Another area of debate concerns the cultural specificity of the construct. The concept of
individualized ideal and feared selves might be more salient in Western, individualistic cultures,
where personal achievement and self-determination are highly valued. In collectivistic cultures,
where group harmony and social roles are prioritized, possible selves might be more communally
oriented or defined by family and societal expectations. Future research needs to further explore
these cultural variations to determine the universality and applicability of the possible selves
construct across diverse cultural contexts, examining how cultural norms shape the content and
function of these future self-representations.

Furthermore, the theory grapples with the question of unrealistic aspirations. While ideal selves
are generally motivational, an overabundance of highly unrealistic ideal selves or a severe
imbalance between ideal and feared selves could potentially lead to distress, anxiety, or
demotivation if individuals consistently fail to achieve their lofty goals. The interplay between the
specificity and attainability of possible selves is a crucial area for further investigation, as overly
vague or unattainable possible selves may not provide effective guidance for behavior. Future
research aims to address these limitations by developing more nuanced measurement tools,
exploring the neurological underpinnings of possible selves, and designing interventions that help
individuals cultivate adaptive and attainable future self-representations, thereby optimizing their
motivational potential for positive life outcomes.
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