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ABS T/<ACT The COllcepl of possible .\('/l'es is illlrodllced 
fO complemem current crJl/ceplioll.Y of Je/j~/\lIo \\'l('dge. 
Possible seh'es represell/ illdi:'idua/s' ideas {?! what (I/e), 
miglll become. Idwlli1e.1' II '01 tid like IV heeoll1c, and \Vhat 
(hey are afraid of becoming. and IIIIlS provide a cunceptlla! 
link between cognilioll and "lOlll'alion. Possible se/l'es are 
lhe cogllil il 'e cmn{Jonfl1f \' or ./lfl(l('r;; (ears f!oo/" and 
lhrems, and Ihey girl! {he speujlc sel}-relevam jorm, 
meaning, organ izat ioll , and direction (0 these dF/wlnies. 
Possible selves are important. first. because theJ; /tille' iOIl 

as if'lcelllivesiorjitlllre behavior (i,e .. lhev afe selves 10 be 
approached or avoided) and second, because Ihey provide 
an emilial ive and illlerprel i ve COlllexf for I he currel1f view 
of self A discussion of I he nolllre alldfimet ion o/possible 
selves is follolVed by an exploration o/Iheir role in ad
dressing several persiSlelll problems, including Ihe stability 
and malleabilitr o/the self the nnitv o/Ihe self self dis
fOrl ion, and the relationship between lire self-concept and 
behavior. 

Self-concept research has revealed the great d ivers ity and 
complexity of self-know ledge and its importance in reg
ulating behavior (ef Carver & Scheier, 1982; Gergen, 
1972; Greenwald & Pratkanis, 1984 ; Higgins, 198 3; 
Kihlstrom & Cantor, 1984; McG uire & McG uire, 198 2). 
But there is one crit ical domain of self-knowledge that 
remains unexplored . It is the domain of possible selves. 
This type of self- knowledge pertains to how individuals 
think about their potential and about their fu ture. Possible 
selves are the ideal selves that we would very much li ke 
to become. They are also the selves we could become, 
and the selves we are afraid of becom ing. The possible 
selves that are hoped for m ight include the successful self, 
the creative self, the rich self, the thin self, or the loved 
and ad mired self, whereas the dreaded possible selves 
could be the alone self, the depressed self, the incom petent 
self, the alcoholic self, the unem ployed self, or the bag 
lady self 

An individual's repenoire of possible selves can be 
viewed as the cognit ive manifestation of end uring goals, 
aspirations, motives, fears. and threats. Possible selves 
provide the specifIc self-relevan t fo rm, meaning, organi
zation, and d irection to these dynamics. As such, they 
provide the esscnt ial link between the self-concept and 
motivation. 

The assistant professor who fears he or she will not 
become an associate professor carries with him or her 
much morc than a shadowy, undifferentiated fear of not 
getting tenure. Instead the fear is personalized, a':ld the 
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professor is likely to have a well-elaborated possible self 
that represents this fear-the self as having fai led, as 
look ing for another job, as bitter, as a writer who can't 
get a novel published. Similarly. the person who hopes to 
lose 20 pounds does not harbor this hope in vague ab
straction. but rather holds a vivid possible self-the self 
as thinner. m(lr(' attrac ti ve , h3rrier. wit h an ult o2(, lhl'r .. 
more pleasa nt li fe. -

In this article we exa mine the theoretical features of 
possible selves and illust ra te some of the im porta nt ways 
in which they med iate personal fu nctioning. In particu lar, 
possible selves are linked to the dynamic propenies of 
the self-concept-to motiva ti on, to disto rti on, and to 
change, both momentary a nd enduring. A d iscussion of 
the nature and function of possible selves is fo llowed bv 
an exploration of the ro le of possible selves in a compr~
hensive theory of the self-concepL 

Poss ible Selves: A Definition 

Antecedents 0/ Possible Selves 

Possible selves der ive from representati ons of the self in 
the past and they include representations of the self in 
the fut ure. They a re d ifferent and separable from the cu r
rent or now selves, yet are intim ately connected to them. 
Possible future selves, for example, are not just any set 
of imagined ro les or states of being. Instead they represent 
specific, individually significant hopes, fean;, and fantasies. 
I am nolV a psychologist, but I could be a restaurant owner, 
a marathon ru nner, ajournalist, or the parent ofa hand
icapped child . These possible selves are ind ividualized or 
personalized, but they are also d istinctly social. Many of 
these possible selves are the direct resul t of previous social 
compar isons in which the individual's own thoughts, 
feeli ngs, characteristics, and behaviors have been con
trasted to those of salient others. What others are now, I 
could become. 

An individual is free to create any variety of possible 
selves, yet the pool of possible selves derives from the 
categories made salient by the ind ividual's particular so
ciocu ltural and historical con text and fro m the models, 
images, and symbols provided by the media and by the 
individual'S im mediate social experiences. Possible selves 
thus have the potential to reveal the inventive and con
st ructive nature of the self but they also reflect the extent 
to which the self is socially determined and constrained 
(cf. Elder, 1980; Meyer, 1985; Stryker, 1984). The 1984 
Olympic games probably created powerfu l possible selves 
fo r some young runners. Many no doubt absorbed the 
performance orCarl Lewis within the realm of their own 
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possible selves, just as Carl Lewis claimed to have used 
the early track victories of Jesse O\\.'cns to crl:ute a possible 
self and to give a specifIc cognitive form to his ell'sire to 
become the world's fastest runnl.!r. Similarlv Geraldine 
Ferraro fostered the crealion of a new possible se lf. thai 
ofa political self. a leader self, for many American women. 
And James Fi xx, the expert on ru nning who died of a 
heart attack while jogging. was the source ora compel ling 
negative possible self for ma ny runners. 

Past selves, to the extent that they may defi ne an 
individual again in the future. can also be possible sdves. 
An adult. for example, will never be an eight- )ea r-old 
child again. Some critical aspects of the child self. however. 
may remain within the self-concept as a possible sdf(see 
Block. 1981 : Brim & Kagan. 1980). And under some 
L"in,:ulllstanccs. this sclf·\ic\\' may hI.! activated and h l"'( )J11 l ' 

influential in directing behavior, such as in a visit home 
over the holidays. The selves of the past that remain and 
that a re carried within the self-concept as possibl e selves 
are representative of the individual 's endu ring concerns 
and the actions that gave rise to these concerns. Thus. 
the successful possible self may include the fact that "1 
once got the best grades in my class. " The socially anxious 
possible self is linked wi th the memory that -'1 used to 
be afra id of people." And the unwanted possible self is 
tied to the painful image of always being "the last one 
chosen for the softball team. " Development can be seen 
as a process of acquiring and then achieving or resisting 
certain possible selves. Through the selection and con
struction of possible selves individuals can be viewed as 
active producers of their own development (e.g .. Kendall. 
Lerner, & Craighead, 1984; Lerner, 1982). 

Consequences of Possible Seil'es: A Cogniti .'e App/'oach 

A focus on the self·knowlcdge that accompani es an in
dividual's goals, fears, and threats is a natural extcnsion 
of a cognitive approach to the study of the self-concepl. 
In this approach the self-concept is viewed as a system 
of affective-cognitive st ructures (a lso called theories or 
schemas) about the self that lends structure and coherence 
to the individual's self-relevant experiences. (For a full 
discussion of these and related ideas, sec Epstein , 1973: 
Greenwald & Pratkanis, 1984; Kihlstrom & Cantor, 1984: 
Markus & Sentis, 1982; Markus & Wurf, in press: Rogers, 
198 1.) 

Self-schemas are constructed creat ive ly and selec
tively from an individual's past experiences in a particular 
domain. They reflect personal concerns of enduring sa
lience and investment, and they have been shown to have 
a systematic and pervasive influence on how information 
about the self is processed. In particular domains. these 
well-elaborated structures of the self shape the perceiver's 
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ex pectations. Moreo\-er. they determine wh ich stimuli are 
selected for atteIlt ioIl, \\hich stimuli arc remembered, and 
what type of inferences arc drawn (e.g., Greenwald & 
Pratkanis. 19X4: Kihlstrom & Ca ntor. 1984: Ma rkus. 
198.1: Markus 8:. Se ntis. 198 2). In this way. the self-co ncept 
becomes a sig nifica nt regulator of the individual 's behav· 
ior. Th e recent empirical work li'om this cognitive per· 
specti\'c lends strong support to manv ideas of the earl\' 
self theorists (e.g .. Allport . 1943: Keily. 1955: Krech ,~ 
Crutchr,eld . 1948: Sn ygg & Combs. 1949) who argued 
that the self-st ructure is the most importa nt in the psy
chological field and is the one that organ izes the individ
ual 's interpretations of' the world. 

Studies o n the functions of self-knowledge have fo
cused nea rl y exclusively on how well-substantiated or 
factual sel f·cOIH:eptioll s constrain infc1rm:ltinn processing. 
But individuals also have ideas about themselves that are 
not as well anchored in social reality. They have ideas, 
beliefs , and images about their potential and about their 
goals. hopes. rears. This is particularly so in those domains 
that arc important for self-defi nition. To be sure. this self
knowledge is of a diffe rent type than the self-knowledge 
of o ne 's genda. or race. or the self-knowledge of one's 
preferences or habits. Most obviously, as representations 
or tile self in future states, possible selves are views of the 
self that oft.en have not been verified or confirmed by 
social experience (cr. Epstein . 1973: Snyder. Tanke, & 
Berscheid. 1977: Swann , 1983). Vet self-knowledge of this 
type should no t be dism issed. for it is entirely possible 
that this va ri ety of self· knowledge also exerts a significant 
influence on individual functioning, and it is the purpose ~,( 
of this art icle to ex plore the nature of this influe nce. We -\'"~~ \ 1 
suggest first that possible selves are important because 1':\ \i\} p',I}.'l 

they function as incentives for future bchavior (i.e., they \2.J ,,(L \ .... 

are selves to be approached or avoided). a nd second, be- ~"'~ .' Jf. 
cause thcy provide an evaluative and interpretive context ,I ,,) 0.;' 
for the currcnt view of self. G) t..,J )' --"'\ ~ 

With respect to the first function, self-knowledge not ,'IV". ,NI 
only provides a set of in lerpretive frameworks for making c.P (C.,-< 
sense of past behavior, it a lso provides the means-ends ,< 
patterns for new behavior. Individuals' self-knowledge o f 
what is possible for them to achieve is mo tivation as it is 
particularized and individ ualized ; it serves to frame be
havior, and to guide its course. In this role possible selves 
function as the personalized carri ers (representations) of 
general aspirations, motives, and threats and of the as· 
sociateel affective states. They scrve to select among future 
behavio rs (i.e. , they arc selves to be approached or to be 
avo ided). 

The second important function of possib le selves 
derives from thei r role in providing a context of additional 
meaning for the individual's current behavior. Attributes. ") 
abilit ies, and actions of the self are not eval uated in iso- . /' t1tc- 'f(I'l'f.. 
lation. Their interpretation dcpends on the surrounding e-' (D! . 

context of possibility. Thus, the student with a physician C h~ 
possible self will attach a different interpretation to a grade 
of A in organic chemistry than will someone without this 
possible self. Similarly. the person with the alone or lonely 
possible self is likely to imi)ue a broken lunch date with 
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much greater negative significance than someone without 
this negative possible self. Possihle selves furnish nite,," 
agai nst which outcomes are evaluated. 

Further. because possible selves are not "ell-an
chored in social experience, they comprise the self
knowledge that is thc most vulnerable and responsive LO 

changes in the cnvironment. The\ are the first clements 
of the self-concept to absorb and 'reveal such change. As 
representations of potential. possible selves will thus be 
particu larly sensitive to those situations that communicate 
new or inconsistent in formation aboLit the self. A poor 
grade on an e,'(am will not permanently challenge an in 
dividual's enduring sense of self as "intelligent" or "hard
working," but it will give temporary substance to a pos
sible self as " drop-out" or "academic failure." And the 
activation of these possible seh'e, wi ll influence tile' in
dividual 's current sel f-eval uation of intelligence. 

Related Approaches 
The notion of the self-concept extendi ng both backward 
and forward through time appears in the literature in 
diverse form s. Ja mes ( 1910) used the term "potential so
dal Me" and distinguished it from the " immediate present 
Me" and the "Me of the past." Freud (1925) wrote about 
the " ego ideal. " which referred to the child's concept ion 
of what the parents consider morall y good. For Horney 
(1950), neurosis occurred when the idea li zed self beca me 
Ihe focus of the indi vid ual's thoughts, fee lings. and ac
tions. The concept of the " ideal self." the individual's 
view of " how I should be," was importan t in the work of 
Rogers ( 195 1) and he claimed that the individual 's self
regard depended on the discrepancy between the act ual 
self and the ideal self. The notion of potential selves also 
intrigued Gergen ( 1972), and he has argued that their 
range and complexity have been ignored in the focus on 
the "central tendencies" of the self (p. 64). Similarly, 
Gordon ( 1968) analyzed the retrospective, current , and 
prospective elements of the self, and Schutz (1964) has 
discussed tenses of self, noting the difference between the 
Present Tense (acts in progress) and the Future Present 
Tense, which includes anticipated or imagined acts. 

More recently, Levinson ( 1978) has described " the 
Dream" and has been concerned with the imagined pos
sibilities of the self as motivating forces. The Dream is a 
personal construction that contains the "imagined self " 
associated with a variety of goals, aspirat ions, and values, 
both conscious and unconscious. With maturation. the 
Dream becomes cognitively refined a nd more motiva
tionall y powerful. Levinson , however, has focused on 
dreams; he has not analyzed nightmares or negative pos
sibilities. Similarly, Cummings ( 1979) wrote of a person
ally salient "lost dream or hope" that when rei nstated 
can serve as a powerful therapeutic procedure to overcome 
problems such as addiction, negati vism, and lack 
of caring. 

Recent reviews of the empirical literature on the self
concept from both the psychological and sociological 
perspective (e.g .. Epstein . 1984; Gecas, 1982; Greenwald 
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& I'ratkanis. 1984: Suls. 1982: Zurcher. 1977). reveal that 
except for some limited attention to the "ideal self." the 
content of conceptions of the self. other than those of the 
current self. have not been emphasized . There have been 
a variety ofeflorts to empir ica ll y explore individuals' un
derstanding of the future (e.g .. Davids & Sidman. 1962: 
De Voider & Lens. 1982; Goldrich. 1967: Lessi ng. 1968; 
Teahan . 1958: Wallace. 1956). but this work has rare lv 
been concerned with how the future is represented in the 
sel f-concept. 

The link between the fu tu re and the self-concept is 
implici t ill the writings of the symbolic intcracti on ists 
who argue that the self as an organizer of behavior is 
always anticipating. always ori ented to the fu ture. (Lin· 
desmi th & Strauss, 1956: Stryker, 1980). To Mead ( 1934), 
h:l\'ing a ~elf if11rlif'~ the ahi lity to rehearse poo;;sihle 
courses of action depending on a reading of the other 
person's reactions and then bei ng able to calibrate one's 
subsequent actions accordingly. Whenever individuals 
engage in this type of role taking, they are in the process 
of creating potential se lves, and there can be as many of 
these selves as there are li mes when the self is the object 
of definit ion . expectation. or evaluation. Other sociolog
ical theorists extended Mead's idea and tackled directly 
the relat ion between the self (or identity) and motivation. 
Foote ( 195 1), for exa mple, believed that all motivation 
was a consequence of the individual'S set of identiti es. 
The individual acts so as 10 express his or her identity: 
" Its products are ever-evolving self-conceptions" (p. 17), 
and " When doubt of identity creeps in, act ion is para
lyzed" (p. 18). When act ion does manage 10 proceed with 
an uncertain identity. it iscompietcly robbed orits mean
ing. More recently Stryker ( 1968, 1984) contended that 
identities continu ally seek va lidation and that the most 
important behavior is in the service of confirming par
ticular identities. And the more important the identity. 
the more it is in need of validat ion. 

Simi larly, psychologists Gollwitzer and Wicklund 
( 1985) have linked the self-concept to motivation through 
the concept of self-defi nitions. Self-definiti ons are con
strued primarily as goals or ideals and are described as 
conceptions of the self as having a readiness to engage in 
certain classes of behavior. And there are a number of 
recent theories of motivation that also can be interpreted 
as efforts to relate the self or the ego to specific actions. 
These theories conceptualize goals as a vital part of the 
self-concept, just as Erikson ( 1946, 1950) viewed the psy
chosocial crises as cr itical tasks of identity format ion (see 
also Adler, 1929). Thus G reenwald ( 1982) referred to ego 
tasks. Little (1983) to personal projects, Cantor to life 
tasks (Cantor, Markus, Niedenthal, & Nurius. 1986), and 
Markus ( 1983) to self-schemas. Instead of focusing on 
how individuals expect 10 perform on a certain task (e.g., 
Atkinson, 1958; Lewin, Dembo, Festinger, & Sears, 1944), 
on the type of proximal goals they set (e.g. , Bandura & 
Schunk, 198 1; Manderlink & Harackiewicz, 1984), or on 
the cogni tive representat ion of the goal object (e.g., Mis
chel & Baker, 1975). these theorists have focused more 
globally on what individ uals hope to accomplish with their 
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lives and what kind of people they wou ld like to become 
as the signiFicant elements of moti va tion. 

The few empirical findings on what people believe 
is possible for them suggest that indi\·ic!uals do have access 
to this type ofsclr·knowledge and arc willing to report it. 
although these studies have focused almost exclusive ly on 
positive possibility. In a study of Ic-year-old children. 
McGuire and Padawer-Singer ( 1976) asked the question 
"Tell us about yourself" and found that 12% of the sample 
mentioned "hopes and desires" and 18% mentioned ca· 
reer aspirations. Singer (1975) found that daydreams are 
often completely dominated by self·rclevant images of 
the fu tu re. Rosenberg (1979) has investigated the "desired 
adult self" and askeel quest ions such as "What personality 
would you like to have when you grow up?" Older chi l
dren put grea~ .emphasis on interpersonal traits in de· 
scribing their hoped for personality, whereas the younger 
children rely on social ident ities (groups, roles. statuses, 
or social categories). There have been only a few attempts 
to relate people's performance to what they bel ieve is 
possible for them. Turner ( 1978; see also Wi llerman. 
Turner. & Peterson. 1976) noted that having responden ts 
report what they are maximally capable of doing in a 
relevant sit uation rather than what they typicall y do or 
what they expect to do increases the size of the correia· 
tions between sel f-reports and subsequent behavior. And 
G regory, Ciald ini, and Carpenter ( 1982) found that many 
more people who imagined themselves with cabl e tele
vision subscr ibed to it than d id those who simpl y listened 
to a pesllasive message about its virtues. 

The Working Self-Concept 
In most theoretical statements. the self·concept is char· 
acterized as a complex dynamic phenomenon (e.g., Can
tor & Kihlstrom, 1983, Epstein, 1973; Gergen, 1967; 
Greenwald, 1980; Ke lly. 1955; McGu ire, 1984 ; Mead, 
1934; Rosenberg, 1979; Tesser & Campbell, 1984). Turner 
(1968), for example, discussed " the passing images of self 
arising and changing in every relationship the individ ual 
enters" (p. 94) . Yet the empirical work, with a notable 
recent exception (see Higgins, 1983) lags far behind these 
very rich conceptualizations. T he traditional view features 
the self-concept as a fa irly uniform, monolithic structure, 
consistent over time, comprising some number of physical 
features or psychological structures that abstrac t the es
sential tra its from the individual's past behavior. 

Most self-concept inventories ask, in efiect, who you 
are now, but they do not inquire who you want to be, or 
who you are afraid of becoming. The self-concept is a 
more expansive phenomenon than is reneeted by the typ
ical descript ions or it. I t extends its reach deeper in time. 
The self-concept reflects the potential for growth and 
change, and all the val ues that are attached to these pos
sible future states. 

T he value of consider ing the nature and fun ct ion of 
possible selves is most apparent if we exam ine not [he 
self-concept, which is typica lly regarded as a si ngle, gen
eralized view of tile self, but rather the current or working 
self-concept. Not all self·knowledge is avai lable ror think-
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ing about the se lfa t any ont.! time. The working se lf·con
cept (kri v~s from the set of self· conceptions that arc pres· 
entl y active in thought and memory. It can be viewed as 
a continuall y acti ve. shifting array of available self· 
knowledge. The array ch anges as indi vidual s ex perience 
variation in internal Slates and social circumstances. The 
content of the working self·concept d~pends on what sclf
conce ptions have been active just before. on what has 
been elicited or made dominant by the parti cular social 
environm ent. and on what has been more purposefully 
invoked by the individual in response 10 a given expai
cnce, event , or si tuati on. 

In a simi lar formulation. Burke (1980) found that 
like the self~concept, the sociologist's concept of identity 
cannot be used as a basis for competent performance 
because it is much 100 stahle and reI11O\·:~d from the de· 
mands and constraints of the momcnt-to· mom ent situ· 
ation. Instead he proposed that it is self-images which can 
be viewed as current working copies of the basic identit ies 
that guide perrormance. 

The individual's collection of self·conccptions and 
se lf· images can include the good selves (the ones we re
member fond ly) , the bad selves (t he ones we would just 
as soon fo rget), the hoped-for selves, the lea red selves, the 
not-me selves, the idea! selves. the ought selves. They can 
vary dramatically in their degree of aftective. cogniti ve. 
and behavioral elaboration. They also vary in va lence. 
Some self-conceptions are regarded as posit ive and others 
as negative. A third dimension of variation , already imp 
plicit in the examples given here. is what Schutz ( 1964) 
called the "tense" of self, and more recently. what Nu n in 
and Lens ( 1984) referred to as " temporal sign" of the 
sel f. That is, where in time is the particu lar self·conception 
located? Many of an individ ual's sel f·conceptions are imp 
ages of the 11011' or curren t selves; they describe the self 
as it presently is perceived by the individual. Ot her self
concept ions, however, are possible selves. These may be 
past selves that no longer characterize the self, but under 
some circumstances could be relevant again, or they may 
be fut ure selves, images of the self that have no t yet been 
realized but that are hopeel for or feared. 

Some concept ions of the self, because of their im
portance in identifying or defining the self, are li kely to 
be chronicall y accessible, and these views can be con sid· 
ered as "core" self. These may include what Gordon 
( 1968) referred to as factu al self-conception s; those of 
maximum perceived "actuality" (c.g., ascribed charac~ 
teristics, major ro les and memberships), as well as self
conceptions that arc especially significant, conceptions 
tha t have been called self-schemas (e.g., Markus, 1977) 
or sa li ent identities (Stryker. 1984). Other self-concept ions 
vary in thei r accessibility depending on the individual's 
affective or motivational stale or on prevailing social con
di tions. 

Under some circumstances, perhaps following a de· 
feat , a loss, or a lapse in willpower. the working self
concept will be dom inated by conceptions of negative 
possibili ty. The working selkoncept of the dieting indi
vidual who succumbs to a third slice of pizza will include 
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not anI::. somc actual rl.!p r~scnla(ions of sdf. but abo a 
variety of sc l f~conccptions of negative possibilit). Some 
of these are quite likc!: to bl.! real ized (e.g .. tomorrow's 
self in lOo~tight pants). whereas others ma) hl.' quitc im· 
probable and rCla li \cly impoverished in thei l spt,;cific 
cognit il'e elaboration (e .g .. the obesc selL the out-ol~con 
trol sci f). 

In other instances. the working sclf~conc~p t may 
contain largely positivc possibilities. Thus. when a soph· 
omore is rewa rded for giving the right answer to the pro~ 
fessor's question. the studl.!nt ·s working self~conccpl is 
likely to contain core conceptions of the sclf as competent 
and a good student. as well as a number of self-con ceptions 
representing positive possibi lit y. both those that are quite 
probable (gett ing a good grade on the next exa m) and 
those that are much more remote ( the swnma C/lm laude 
sdf). This t11!S"criplion ofthl.' \\olling sdf·collCl.!pI orJ\,s 
on recent descriptions of memory priming (cf. Higgi ns 
& King, 198 1; Wyer & Srull, 1984) in which act ivat ing 
a particu lar self-conception is assumed to act ivate Olher 
closely related conccpt ions and also to increase the like
lihood that it will be activated again. 

A focu s on possible selves is broadly construcd as 
an effort to tie self-cognition to motivation, but as a con
sequence it also re lates self-cogn itions to self-fee lings or 
affcct. Affect is generated in one of several ways. First. 
each identity or self-conception has a particular affect 
attached to it. Thus. when a negative possible self is ac
tivated, for example, it brings with it the associated ncg~ 
alive affect, whi ch. in turn, can have a marked impact on 
the form and conten t of subsequent behavior (cf. Bower. 
198 1; Clark & Isen, 1982: Salovey & Rodin. 1985). From 
this perspective, self-esteem is not a stable overall esti
mation of one's worth as an indi vidual, but rather a vari
able val ue that is a function of the valences of the self
concept ions comprising the working self-concept at a 
given time. Heise (1977). in what he termed afleet con trol 
theory, argued that identities are accompanied by partic
ular feelings that serve as guidelines for interpreting and 
creating events. A n individual's behavior is determined 
by efforts to confi rm these fundamental self-feelings. 
Thus, the identity of mot her carries wi th it a large number 
of positive sentiments, a nd the individual behaves so as 
to maintain these positive feelings. If these self-feelings 
cannot be maintained. a new identit y must be selected. 

Second, affect derives from conflicts or discrepancies 
within the self-concept. To the ex ten t that individuals can 
or cannot achieve particular self-concept ions or identities 
they will feel either positively or negatively about them 
selves. This view is consisten t with the early self theorists 
who suggested that affective and motivational states can 
be systemat icall y related to sh ifts or confl icts within the 
self-concept (c.g., Cooley, 1902; Freud, 1925; James, 
1890; Sullivan, 1953). as well as with a variety of recent 
theoretical approaches that re late goals and outcomes to 
emotions (e.g., Abelson, 198 1; de Rivera, 1982; Higgins, 
1983; Higgins. KJein , & Strauman, 1985; Janis & Mann, 
1977; Lynch, 198 1; Roseman, 1982; Toda, 1982). Thus. 
in Higgins's (1983) self-concept d iscrepancy theory, he 
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relates disappointment. for example. to a discrepancy be
tWl.!cn the actual self and the ideal selr. and anx iety to a 
discrepancy bctv,:ecn the actual self and tht.! ought s~lf(an 
Image of self held by another). 

Exploring the Possible Self 

\Vc aSSUI111.! that all individuals ha\'c possible selves and 
that they can easil y reflect upon them. The nature of 
thesc possible se lves, their importance to the individual. 
their degree of cognitive and aftective elaboration. and 
thei r link to specific plans and behavioral strategies will. 
of cou rse. vary depending on the individual 's position in 
the life span. In an initial study, we asked 210 male and 
fem ale college slUdents about the role of possibil ity 111thin 
the self-concept. Based on the responses to an earlier study 
In \\ 11Ich \\I.! J.!)~t,;J another group of st"u'dt::n ts to '" tell us 
about what is possible for you," we developed a ques
tionnaire that listed 150 possibilities for the self. These 
items derived from six categories: (a) genera l descriptors 
or adjectives typically found in sel f~concepl inventories. 
for example. creati ve. selftsh , intell igent; (b) physical de
scriptors, for example, good-look ing, blind, wrinkled, or 
athletic; (c) life-style possibilities, such as having an active 
social life, being health consciolls, a cancer victim , or 
alcohol dependent: (d) general abil ities. for exa mple. able 
to ftx things. able 10 cook well . able to influence people, 
or knowledgeable about art or music; (e) possibilities re
necting various occllpational alternatives, such as business 
executive, supreme Cou rt just ice, artist, taxi driver, or po· 
lice omcer; and fllla ll y (f) possibili ties d irec tl y tied 10 the 
opinions of others, such as being appreciated, loved, 
feared. or unpopular. 

In each of the six domains. a third of the possibilit ies 
had been judged as posi tive, a third as negati ve, and a 
thi rd as neu tral. For each item, we asked respondents 
whether it described them now. We then assessed possible 
selves by asking (a) whether the item had described them 
in the past, (b) whether the item was ever considered as 
a possible self, (c) how probable the possible self was for 
the m, and (d) how much they would like the item to be 
true for them. 

In general, the frequency of endorsements indicated 
that most of the items were meaningfu l to a majority of 
the respondents. Table I shows a representative subset of 
endorsements for positive and negative items in each do
main. Virtually all respondents thought it was possible 
for them to be rich, admi red. successful, secure. impor
tant, a good parent, in good shape, and 10 t ravel the world. 
In contrast, almost none of our respondents thought it 
was possible that they cou ld be a welfare recipient , a 
spouse or child abuser. a janitor. or a prison guard . On 
the average, 80 (with a range from 3210 147) of the IOtal 
150 items were endorsed as selves that had been consid
ered possible. For now selves, the average number en
dorsed was 5 1 (range from 28 to 93), and for past selves, 
the average was a lso 51 (range from 28 to 93). A third of 
the subjects indicated that they thOUght about how they 
were in the past a great deal of the time, or all the time, 
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Table 1 
Percentages of Respondents Endorsing 
Selected Self Items 

Question 

Does this Have you ever 
describe conSidered this 

Item you now? a possible self? 

Personality 
Happy 88.0 100.0 
Confident 83.8 100.0 
Depressed 40.2 49.6 
lazy 36.2 48.3 

Ufe style 
Travel widely 43.6 94.Q 
Have lots of friends 74.6 91.2 
Be destitute 4.5 19.6 
Have nervous breakdown 11.1 42.7 

Physical 
Sexy 51.7 73.5 
In good shape 66.7 96.5 
Wrinkled 12.0 41.0 
Paralyzed 2.6 44.8 

General abilities 
Speak well publicly 59.0 80.3 
Make own decisions 93.2 99.1 
Manipulate people 53.5 56.6 
Cheat on taxes 9.4 17.9 

Others' feelings 
toward you 

Powerful 33.3 75.2 
Trusted 95.7 99.1 
Unimportant 12.8 24.8 
Offensive 24.8 32.5 

Occupation 
Media personality 2.2 56.1 
Owner of a business 1.4 80.3 
Janitor 2.6 6.8 
Prison guard 0.0 4.3 

whereas 65% reported that they thought about themselves 
in the future a great deal of the time, or all the time. 

A consistent positive bias was also noted in the en
dorsements. The overall ratio of positive to negative selves 
ever considered was almost four to one (although this 
ratio varied considerably by domain), with 44% of the 
subjects reporting having considered all of the positive 
items as possible. [n contrast, only 3% of the respondents 
had considered all the negative items, and half of our 
respondents report never having considered more than 
25% of the negative items as possible selves. In addition, 
the positive selves were also thought about more than the 
negative and were predicted as being much more prob
able. 

These data suggest that individuals can reflect on 
their possible selves and that these selves are not identiCal 
with descriptions of their current or now selves. These 
students imagine an extremely heterogeneous set of pos
sibilities for themselves, and these possibilities do not ap-
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pear to be particularly constrained by their current or 
now selves, even in domains such as personality. others' 
feelings toward them. and physical characteristics. On 
the contrary. they seem to believe that they are quite likely 
to change, often quite dramatically. Thus, although we 
found a strong positive correlation between the items en
dorsed in the past and the items endorsed as currently 
descriptive (r = .68), the relationship between the items 
ever considered and the items currently descriptive was 
significantly lower (r = .21). In fact, it is only the negative 
past selves that had a substantial relation with the selves 
imagined as possible (r = .55). Thus, to the extent that 
individuals admit to something negative as a past self, 
they seem to believe that such a characteristic might also 
describe them in the future. 

A central assumption of this expanded \'ie\\' of the 
self-concept is that dimensions of self other than the now 
self should make meaningful contributions to the expla
nation of variance in an individual's current affective and 
motivational states. We attempted to gain some general 
idea about these states by requiring respondents to com
plete the Affect Balance Scale (Derogatis, 1975), the Rot
ter Locus of Control Scale (Rotter, 1966), the Rosenberg 
Self-Esteem Scale (Rosenberg, 1965), and a Hopelessness 
Scale (Beck, Weissman, Lester, & Trexler, 1974) designed 
to assess general expectations and feelings about the fu
ture. These scales were completed before the possible 
selves questionnaire. We regressed criterion variables such 
as positive and negative affect, hopelessness, esteem, and 
locus of control on the various self components (past 
selves, now selves, ever-considered selves, and probable 
selves) in separate models and found that each of the 
components significantly contributed to several of the de
pendent measures. Each of the self components was a 
significant predictor for esteem, and for global predictions 
about the future; and probable selves contributed signif
icantly to the explanation of positive affect, and personal 
control (Table 2). 

In a separate study (N = 136), to evaluate the relative 
contribution of possible selves to these measures of the 
individual's current affective and motivational state, a 
more stringent method of analysis was used. Using step
wise regressions, now selves were first entered, followed 
by ever considered selves in one model, probable selves 
in a second model, and like-la-be selves in a third model. 
We sought to evaluate whether in explaining current af
fective or motivational states, possible selves would pro
vide additional explanatory power beyond that which the 
now self conceptions could offer. This method tests for 
the significance of that portion of the individual's affective 
state, motivational state, self-esteem, and perceived con
trol that is separately and independently attributable to 
the possible self components (e.g., ever-considered, prob
able, and like-to-be selves). 

Figure I shows these results. It illustrates the rela
tionship between positive now selves and negative affect, . 
hopelessness, and esteem, as well as these relationships 
when positive ever-considered selves are added to now 
selves, when positive probable selves are added to now 
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Table 2 
Multiple Correlation Coefficients Between Measures 
of Affect, Control, Esteem, and 
Self-Concept Components 

Have How 
you eVe! probalJle 

Does thIs Does thIs conSidered IS U"IIS 
descnbe you descnbe this as 11 possible 

Cnlenon variable in the past? you now? possible self? sell ? 

Positive Affect ' .3 1' " .26' .21 .32 ' " 
Negative 

Affect' .30 ' " .39 .... .13 .21 
Locus of 

Control b .14 .24 · .31 '" .27 " 
EsteemC .43· · ·· .59 .... .44 · · .. .42 ···· 
How positive is 

future? .31·' · .41···· .41 ···· .51· · ·· 

• Based on Derogatis's (1975) Alleel Balance Scale. Positive affect reflects 
responses to Joy, Contentment , Aflection. and Vigor subscaJes. Negative affect 
reflects responses to Depression, Anxiety. Guill, and Hostility 

It Based on Rotter's (1966) Locus of Control Measure: high scores reflect 
greater intemal locus of control. 

C Based on Rosenberg 's (1965) Self-Esteem Scale. 
• p < .10. " p <.05. ' ''p < .01. ... . p <.001. 

selves, and when positi ve like-to-be selves are added to 
now selves. Also indicated is the significance of the unique 
contribution of these components when the contribut ion 
of the now self is accounted for. Thus. for exa mple, 
knowing an individual's esti mates of the probability of 

Figure 1 

certain possible selves considerably augme nts our ability 
to c:\plain current negative aflec!. 

All of these possible self components were found to 
contribut e sign ificant additional varia nce to thc 
t.::.\plan3ti Oll of all the dependent measures. The probable 
and like-to-be se lf components re flec ted very strong and 
consistent uniq ue contributions. These li.ndings indicate 
that there arc indeed independent dimensi ons within the 
self-concep t that may be importantl y related to the in
div idual 's current aftect ivc state (cf. Higgins. 1983). It is 
reasonable therefore to assume that the nature of an in
d ividual 's wo rking self-concept sta tes could vary system
at ically with that individual's affective and motiva tional 
Slat e. and vicc versa. 

Possible Selves as Incentives 

I h~ Ind u!>10 11 of a sens...: of what is possible withI n the 
self-concept a llows it to become dynamic. Some possible 
selves stand as symbols of hope, whereas ot hers are re
minders of bleak, sad, or tragic futures that are to be 
avoided. Yet a ll of these ideas about what is possible for 
LI S to be. to think. to fee l, o r to experience provide a 
direction and impetus for action, changc, and deve l op~ 
ment. Possible selves give specific cognitive form to ou r 
desires for mastery. power. or affi liation, and to our d iffu se 
fears of railure and incompetence. Some motives, such 
as hu nger or th irst , appear to work directly to energize 
or activate behavior. Other motives (the need ror achieve
ment. for exa mple) do not appear to instiga te behavior 
directly. I nstead . they are mediated by what the individual 

Contribution of Possible Self Components Relative to Now Selves 
u 
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believes to be possible and by the importance 3ssigncd 
to these possibilities. 

Recent theories of motiva ti on (c.g .. Atkinson & 
Birch, 1978: de Rivera. 1982: Raynor. 1974: Weiner. 
1974) view motives as "dispositions" within an individual 
to strive to approach a particular class of positi ve incen
tives (goals) or to avoid a particular class of negative in
centives (threats). Possible selves represent these motives 
by giving specifIc cogllili l'e fo rm to the end states (goals 
and threats). to the associated plans or pothways for 
ach ievi ng them. and to the va lues and affect associated 
with them. Thus. two individu als may feel an eq uall y 
strong nced for achievcment, yet the dynamics of action 
that follow as a result of these needs depend on the par
ticular possible selves that cu rrently encode these striv-

The importance of motives, goals, and values as ma
jor components of personality has been obvious to man y 
theorists (James, 19 10: Lewin, 1935; McClelland, 195 1: 
Tolman , 1932). Some havc focused on the mental rep
resentations of motives (Kagan, 1972; Kuhl. 1984: NUll in, 
1972. 1982; Schank & Abelson . 1977), whereas others 
have pursued the relationship between the self and mo
tivation (Lewin et al. . 1944). Most recently Nu nin ( 1984) 
has crit icized psychology's preoccupat ion with the im
personal , the instinctual , or the unconscious nature of 
human motivation. He argued for the need to personalize 
motivation and for the va lue of studying how motivati on 
is transformed into the activity of goal sen ing and into 
the concrete intentjons and plans of which we are more 
or less awa re. 

Theories of mot ivat ion have not been specific about 
the elements of self-knowledge that give shape to the rc
lations between the self and motivat ion. Several crit ical 
questions remain unanswered. How are motives, goals, 
and values cognitively represented and communicated 
within the self-system? What st ructures carry them? In 
what ways do they fun ction? The contribution of the no
tion of possible selves to these traditional frameworks is 
to suggest that some of the dynamic elements of person
ality may be carried in specific cognitive representations 
of the self in future states. For exam ple, goals can ra rely 
be cognized in total abst raction. It is no t the abstract 
"gelling a BA" that is represented in the mind of a soph
omore. Instead, th is goal is represented as the particu lar 
individual himself or herself achieving that goal, that is 
"my gell ing a BA" or "my having a BA." In Lewin's 
( 1935) language, there is a piece of self in that goal space. 

Possible selves are represented in the same way as 
the here-and-now self (imaginal, semantic) and can be 
viewed as cognit ive bridges between the present a nd fu
ture, specifying how individuals may change from how 
they arc now to what they will become. When certain 
cu rrent self-conceptions are challenged or supported. it 
is often the nature of the activated possible selves that 
determ ines how the individual feels and what course the 
subsequent action will take. 

The concept of possible selves allows us to make a 
morc direct connection between motives and specific ac-
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tions. For example, in the early studies of need ror affi l
iat ion by Sh iple\' and Verolr (1958). individuals were 
asked to stand while others in the group rated their ac
ceptabilit: as a potential rriend. On a subsequent The
matic Appercept Test (TAT) measure. the individuals who 
came under scrutiny by their peers produced more im
agery indicati ng a desire ror afti liati oll than those who 
were not led to quest ion their social acceptance. This 
relationship between the concern o\'er social acceptance 
and affiliat ion imagery, documented in nu merous studies 
or affiliation motivat ion. may well have been mediated 
and guided bv the possible selves that were current ly active 
in the working self-concept because or the recent peer 
evaluat ion experience. Specificall y. the experimental ma
nipulation may have primed a var iety orspecific negative 
po';sibk sel\t" fLo.g .. the un\\,an tt:d self. the ~tl onc self. the 
unpopular self) , or perhaps, for some, positive possi ble 
selves (e.g., good fr iend, popular, and adm ired). T he sub
sequent focus on affiliat ion displayed in the TAT stories 
may then have derived rrom imaging how to avoid the 
negative possible selves being realized or how to approach 
the positive possible selves. In contrast. these types of 
affi liat ion-related possible selves were probably not salient 
in the working self-concepts of those who did no t expe
rience the scrutiny of their peers. 

More recently, Taylor (1983) has described the need 
for people to gain a sense of mastery as they adjust to 
life-threatening events like cancer. Gaining a feeling of 
control over the event appears vital to successru l coping. 
But how is the need for mastery represented within the 
self-system? We suggest here that this need will only be 
effective in mot ivating behavior to the extent that it has 
been elaborated in to a specific possible self. T he desire 
to gain control o r to display competence is probably not 
sufficient. To be effective th is desire must be translated 
in to a vision of the self as healthy, active, and strong and 
must be accompanied by specifi c plans and strategies for 
becoming thesc possible selves. T hese possible selves are 
cognitive representations or the incentives for mastery, 
and wi thout them there should be lillie instrumenta l be
havior in the direction of mastery. 

Similarl y, in d iscussing the ro le of self-knowledge in 
motivating behavior, Bandura (I982) demonstrated the 
importance of individ uals' beliefs abo ut their effI cacy. An 
effi cacy expectation is the ind ividual's belief that he o r 
she is competent to perform a required behavior. Here 
we would speculate that general beliefs about efficacy can 
be particul arly influential to the extent they are li nked 
to specific, clearly envisioned possible selves. For example, 
Bandura described a study by Dowrick ( 1977) in which 
chi ldren with severe deficien cies in their social and psy
chomotor sk ills were helped to perform a task that far 
surpassed their ski ll level. Later these ch ildren are shown 
videotapes of themselves performing the task with all of 
their mistakes and the external aids cropped out of the 
tape. After viewing their successful performance on the 
tape, the performance of the handicapped chi ldren was 
enhanced relative to baseline levels on other fi lmed but 
not observed activities. The videotape created. and for-
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tified specific positive possible selves for the ch ildren that 
fu nctioned as powerful incenti\'cs and standards for future 
succcssful task performance. 

In general. the phenomenon of agency, whether it is 
characterized as eftectan ce motivation (H un er, 1978; 
Whi te. 1959). personal causation (deCharms, 1968). in
tr insic moti vation (Deci . 1975), self-control (M ischel & 
Mischel. 1977). or will could be interprcted in tcr ms of 
the indi vidual's abi lity to develop and main tain distinct 
possible selves. Similarl y. the lack ofthesc agent ic qual it ies 
may be related to the existence of well-elabo rated negative 
possible selves that give vivid cogn itive form 10 an indi
vidual's fears and insecurities, but that do not contain 
strategies or self-scripts for how to escape them. 

I n an efton to ex plore how possible selves might 
function as incentives. Porter. M arkus. and N urius ( 1984) 
examined the.:! possible selves of indi viduals who had re
cently experienced a life crisis. The responses 01'30 victims 
of a life cris is (loss of a long-standing rela tionship, death 
of a loved one) were compared with thc response of 30 
individuals who had not experienced a crisis. 

Prior 10 completi ng the possible selves questionnaire 
and affect measures described earlier, these participants 
were asked to describe their li fe crisis and then to evaluate 
the degree 10 which they felt they had recovered from the 
crisi s. The crisis subjects were divided into those who 
indicated that they had recovered from a crisis and those 
who indicated they had not. Subjects who claimed they 
had not yet recovered in comparison to the noncrisis 
controls were signifIcantly more li kely to endorse the fol
lowing as now selves: not in control, weak, likely to die 
young, not able to fi t in, poor. fearful, resentful , under
achiever, depressed, and stupid. Respondents who felt they 
had recovered from the crisis did not appear to be any 
better off, at least with respect to descriptions of the now 
self. Thus, good recovery subjects in comparison to non
crisis controls were significantly more likely to endorse 
lonely, underachiever, unemployed, poor, weak, and re
sentful as now selves, and they d id not diRe r from the 
poor recovery subj ects on these items. In comparison to 
the crisis subjects, the noncrisis subjects were significantly 
more likely to describe themselves as optimistic, secure, 
respected, successfu l, adjusted , interesting, loved, happy, 
and confident. 

Had we only inquired about the now or current self 
(i.e., how do you describe yourself?), it would have ap
peared that the poor and good recovery individuals were 
not different from each other; individuals in both groups 
would have appeared to be in grave distress. Yet 
when we compared the possible selves of these groups, 
the picture was very different. In comparison to the crisis 
subjects, noncrisis controls were significantly more li ke ly 
to endorse the following possible future selves: optimist, 
long-lived, hel pful , lots of friends, happy. sa tisfi ed, con
fident, and secure. The two crisis groups are quite diflerent 
from each other, however. The poor recovery respondents 
thought that it was possible for them to be unpopular, 
nonaggressive, unimportant, weak, unable to !-it in , or a 
failure, to die you ng, have a heart attack, become dc-
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pressed. or experience a breakdown. T hese individuals 
had negative now se lves and even morc negative possible 
selves. I n contrast, those who sa id they were recovered 
from their cri ses, even though they were not doing well 
at the time or the survey. thought it was possible for them 
to be motivated, independent. rich, creative. trusted, ac
tive. powerful. in telligent, and att racti ve and to win high 
honors. Most important, they found these possible selves 
to be sign ificalllly more likely than did the noncrisis con
trols. 

There are several intriguing interpretati ons of these 
findings. It may be that these very positivc possible selves 
of the good rccovery group are a result of the positive 
aftect that accompan ies a fee ling that one is recovered 
from a life crisis. O r alternatively. it may be that the pres
("nce of the~e fJoss ihl e 'iclves. or the ahility to C'onC\t ruct 
them, may have actually tacilitated recovery. T hat is, these 
possible selves may be the carriers or cognitive represen
tati ons o f feclings of mastery. The fact that the high re
covery subjects endorsed many positive possible selves, 
and evaluated them to be quite like ly, suggests that these 
selves were available in the working self-concepts of these 
respondents and were functioning as incentives. 

It may be, o f cou rse, that individuals who claimed 
10 have recovered from their crisis had generally higher 
feelings of sclf-cffi cacy or effectance, yet it would still be 
useful for therapy situations to know the precise cognitive 
representat ion given to these feelings and how these feel 
ings manifest themselves in the working sel r-concept. 

Possible Selves as Context for the Now Self 
Beyond their role as incentives, possible selves function 
to provide an eva luative and interpretive context for the 
now self. The meaning given to a particular self-relevant 
event depends on the context of possibility that surrounds 
it. Th us, an individual's failure to secure a desired job 
will be much more than a single stroke of bad luck if the 
event activa tes an " unsuccessfu l professional" possible 
self. The failure may be temporarily devastating if this 
possible self comes complete with thoughts of not de
serving the j ob because of underlying incompetence, im
ages of being pitied by associates, or fears of never getting 
a job at a ll or of working somewhere quietly and bitterly 
as an insignifica nt clerk. Given this context of negative 
possibility, the individual is likely to experience at least 
momenta ry feelings of low self-esteem. For a period of 
time some behavioral outcomes will seem more probable 
(e.g., not ge tting ano ther job), whereas other outcomes 
and the behavioral paths leading to them wi ll seem less 
likely and perhaps impossible to pursue. For instance, 
actions tha t require a self-presentati on as competent or 
confident are difficult to negotiate when behavior is me
diated by a working self-concept that features the " un
successfu l professional" possible self as a focal point. 

In contrast, achieving a desired goal, perhaps com
pleti ng an important qual ifying exam, is likely to activate 
positive possibilities such as the "successful professional" 
possible self. In this context, finishing the exam takes on 
a very distinctive set of meanings. For some .period of 
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lime. the self is not just a self that has pa~~c.::d L\ualif~ ing 
exams. but a self that could earn a PhD. admillistc.::r a 
research program . and take a tr ip to the sOlllh or France 
on sabbatical leave. The individual's feclillg~ and im
mediate actions are likel) to be marked ly lllllucnced b~ 
the nature of this context of possibi lity. 

Kahneman and Tversky ( 1982) have suggested tha t 
in making decisions about the future people run mental 
simulati ons by const ructing scenarios. The case wit h 
which a particular e\'ent can be simulated is uc;cd to c\-al
uate the propensity of the system to produce that sta te. 
They argued that we arc biased in favor of even ts for 
which plausible or "casy" scenarios ca n be found and 
correspondingly biased against bizarre ('\'ents or strange 
coincidences. rvtany possible selves are achie\ed th rough 
men tal simulation.:;. Vet thi.:; type of c;c lf-.knowlcdge cioes 
not always exert its lnlluence on the lI1dl viduai III dm,;!": \ 
proportion to the ease with which it can be formulated 
or to the likelihood of being realized . 

Thus, for man y, being rich , famou s, cnviably pro
ductive, completely happy. o r thin are no t "easy" sce
narios because they are fairly remote possibilities and 
they would involvc surpri sing changes in behavior. Yet 
should circumstances come to pass that lead to the certain 
prognosis that we have absolutel y no chance of beco ming 
famous. thin. or rich. many of uS would become quite 
distressed. In much the sa me way. the possible selves of 
being destitute or terminally ill are not "easy" sce narios. 
yet they are also not easily removed from the self-concept. 
The probabilities attached to these eve nts arc low. ye t 
they arc greater than zero and as such call have a powerfu l 
influence on the individual through of the contex t o f 
meaning they provide for the now self. 

The self-conception " 1 am 10 pounds overweight " 
is a difterent self-conception when linked with the possible 
self of " I could be quite thin " than when linked with the 
possible self" l wi ll always be fat.·· Simi larl y, the mcaning 
of the self-concept ion " 1 am poorly paid" derives its 
meaning from the surrounding context of possibility. It 
is not the same when considered with the destitute pos
sible self and when considered with the fabulously rich 
possible self (e f. Crosby, 1982). What matters is not the 
ease with which these possibilities can be simulated, or 
their actual potential for being realized. What is important 
is that they ex ist as enduring elements that can be acti
vated as part ofa working self-concept and that can func
tion as referents or standards by which the now self is 
evaluated and interpreted. 

Possible Selves: Consequences for 
Self-Concept Theory 
Every theory of the self-concept must confront a nu mber 
of controversial issues. These include whether the self is 
a distorter, whether the self-concept is stable or malleable, 
whether there is one true self or many seh·cs. l:.II1d what 
the nature of the rela tionship is between the self-concept 
and behavior. Current theory and data provide a variety 
of contradictory answers to these questions. H owever. if 
possible selves arc incl uded within the boundaries of the 
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sc lr-l"onc~pt. man~ of these c\.)nlli cting results can be rcc
oncikd. 

The Self (IS Dh,-torter 

I he 110\\ self is subject to a va n!.!l~ of social r~alit~ !":on
strai nts that are often difficult to ignore (at least for long). 
It must be a fairly fai thful re nderi ng of the individllal's 
expcril:nce. But the individual alone i~ the fi nal arbiter 
for the possible self. The COil ten ts of all individual's pos
sible selves are freq uently h iddell alld pro tected from 
scrutiny of ot hers. if not from their in flue nce and the~y 
represent the creative, prod uctive efforts orthe self-system. 
A possible self. like the Messia h prophecy. cann ot be d is
proven. Only the individua l h im self o r herself can deter
mine what is possibl e. and only the ind ividual can decide 
what i<; challenging. confi rm ing. or d iagnostic o f thi s pos
~ l b liit y . 1·01' thiS r~a son l pO~ll i\..:: pus!:. lbh.; ~t!h es call be.: 
exceed ingly liberati ng because they foster hope that the 
present selfi s not immutable. A t the sa me time. negative 
possible selves can be powerfully imprisoning because 
their associated am:~ct and ex pectations may stine at tempts 
to change or develop. Positi vc and negativc possible selves 
arc alike, however. in that they often makc it difficult for 
an obscrver to full y understand another person 's behavior. 

Both recent and classic literature of the self highlight 
the individual's apparent tendency to distort information 
or events so as to verify or sustain the prevailing vie\\' of 
self (e.g .. Greenwald , 1980). When people seem 10 be 
particularl y sensitive to their successes and positive out
comes while at the sa me time forgetting or failing to attend 
to their fa ilures, they are see n as distorting or as conve
nientl y revising social realit y. Similarl y, individuals who 
view themselves as stu pid and incompetent in the face of 
notable intellectual achievements are accused of irra tional 
thin king. Yet charges of distortion and irrationality can 
only be made to the extent that we know the nature of 
the self-conceptions that are mediating relevant behavior. 
When a possible self is active in the worki ng self-concept, 
we may often appear to be behaving in ways that are 
inconsistent , crazy, or seriously at odds with what others 
perceive to be our " true" selves. 

Consider the person \\'ho experiences a fa ilu re and 
who subsequently appears through self-relevant sta te
ments and behavior to be ignoring it o r rejecting it. To 
an observer, this appears quite reasonably as some type 
of disto rti on. Yet the impact of the self-conceptions of 
failure that accompany this experience can be significantly 
minimized if the individual challenges them by recru iting 
concepti ons of past successes and future positive possi
bili ties into the work ing self-concept. Although the now 
self may be challenged by the fa ilure, the elaborated net
work of positive possibilities remains intact. These pos
sibilities can remain as possibilities (although not indef
initely) . and thereby serve as internal resources for the 
individual all owing him or her to ward off, at least tem
poraril y, th reats 10 self-esteem. 

For similar reasons it may be d ifficult to convince 
an individual with a negative view of self of the irratio
nality of his or hcr thin king (e.g .. " You have complelcd 
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three years of college with high grades. how ca n you be 
stupid?"). Such confronta ti ons may be largely inefrective 
if this individ ual"s working self-concept is elahorated b~ 
a nu mber of vivid negative possibk selves (a failu re. a 
drop-out, incompetent. worth less). Beck ( 1976) clai med 
that such self-conceptions are particu larly likely when an 
individual has experienced death or loss at an ea rly age 
and that such conceptions can form the basis o f a stable. 
depressive schema. As conceptions of the "possible, " these 
cognit ions are unli kely to be changed in response to ar
guments about their irrationality. These possibil ities are 
representations of fcars and they re main possibilities. 

T he importance of possible selves in self-defi niti on 
is thus cri tical in explain ing the frequent lack of agree
ment betwee n ind ividuals' self-percepti ons and how they 
are viewed by others. Aft er rev i c\~' i.llg over 50 studies. 
Shrauger and Schoeneman (1 979) concl uded tha t " there 
is no clear ind icat ion that self-evaluat ions are influenced 
by the feedback received from others in naturally occur
ring sit uations" (p. 549). Most often th is dispari ty is ex
plained in terms of the active d isto rting natu re of the 
self-concept (c f. Geeas, 1982; Rosenberg. 198 1). Vet an 
alternative ex planation is that others' perceptions of an 
individual are un likely to renecl or 10 take into accoun t 
possible selves. In fact, one of the dramatic differences 
between self-perception and the perception of others can 
be found in the si mple fact that when we perceive our
selves, we see not only our present capaci ties and states 
but also our potential: what we hope to become, what we 
plan to do, what we are worried will happen. and so on. 
When we perceive another person, or another perceives 
us, this aspect of perception. under most condi tions, is 
simply not evident and typically there is litt le concern 
with it. 

The power of possible selves may also explain o ther 
types of bias such as the perseverance of a ttr ibuti ons. For 
exam ple, Ross, Lepper, and Hubbard ( 1975) arranged an 
experimental situation so that the subjects either suc
ceeded or fai led. The task involved jUdging suicide notes 
for their authenticity. Later in the experiment these sub
jects were told that the success or fa ilu re feedback was a 
hoax and had been manipulated by the experimenter. Vet 
success subjects persevered in the belief that they had 
high abi lit ies to ma ke accurate j udgments. T hese fi ndings 
need no t imply distortion on the part of these subjects. 
They may well have recruited the sensitive or the percep
tive possible selves into their working self-concepts. T he 
presence of these possible selves would then have fac il i
ta ted higher judgments of ability rela tive to those who 
did not have an opportunity to activate these possible 
selves. 

Self- Concept Change 

The question of whether the self-concept is stable o r 
malleable is a contin uall y cont roversial one (Block, 198 1; 
Costa & McCrae. 1980: Shra uger & Schoeneman. 1979: 
Wylie, 1979). Studies over the li fe course seem to dem
onstrate an impressive continuity and stability of the self
concept. Sim ilarl y, recent empirical work on processes i ~ 
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the service of the self-concept suggests tha t individuals 
will go to great lengths 10 avoid changi ng the self-concept 
and to mai ntai n or verify their self-conceptions (Green
wald, 1980: Swa nn . 1983: Swann & Hill . 198 2). Other 
self-concept researchers claim. however. that the self-con
cept is highl v. perh aps infinitely. malleable (e.g .. Gergen. 
1972: Tedeschi & Lindskold. 1976). and in tum they have 
gathered em pirical evidence to support these ideas. Cer
ta inly. most research on behavioral and att itudinal con
sistency would impl y that stability is really the except ion. 
Moreover. at an intuit ive leve l. it seems Ihat our self-con
ceptions can change qui te dramatica lly. dependi ng on the 
natu re of the social situation. 

Expanding the scope of the self-concept to include 
possible selves allows us to account for both its situational 
and temporal mallcahilitv unci for its o\'L' r~lll stabilit\,. The 
now self, the self that is ve ry much a part of the public 
domain may indeed remain basically stable. This stability 
may be a result of invariances in social feedback, in the 
targets of sociaJ comparison provided by the environment. 
or a resu lt of individ uals' needs to present themselves in 
a consisten t fash ion. However. because possible selves arc 
less tied 10 behavioral evidence and less bounded by social 
reality constraints. they may be quite responsive to change 
in the environm en t and may in fact be the elements of 
the self-concept that re flect such change. 

When a self-co ncept ion is challenged. there is likely 
to be a sudden and powerful fl ood of bad fee ling. T he 
negati ve affecl1hat wells up at such times, whether shame. 
embarrassment. fear, or anger. may be a direct conse
quence of the activation of a variety of negative possible 
selves and their associated fears and anxieties. It is, how
ever, unli kely that such a change in the working self-con
cept would be revealed by a standard self-concept inven
tory because these instruments typically ask about gen
eralized o r average views of self. Vet it would be 
m isleading 10 suggest that the self-conception has re
mained the same or has ignored the challenge (for rela ted 
empirical work, sec Fazio, Elfrein , & Falender, 198 1; 
Jones, Rhodewalt , Berglas, & Skelton, 198 1; Markus & 
Kunda, in press: Morse & Gergen, 1970). The challenge 
is likely 10 be very clearly reflected in the set of possible 
selves that become avai)able and that provide the in
terpretive and evaluative context for the now self. Such 
variation in the content of an individual'S working self
concept can have powerful consequences for mood, for 
temporary self-esteem, for immed iately occurring 
thoughts and actions, and perhaps for more gradual long
term changes in self. 

Virtually a ll empir ical stud ies documenting the re
sistance of the self-concept to change report only that 
ind ividuals show resistance to challenging feedback , or 
do not accept it (e.g. , G reenwald, 1980: G reenwald & 
Pratkanis, 1984: Markus, 1977 , 1983; Swann & Hill , 
1982; Tesser & Ca mpbell , 1984). These studies have not 
explored what actually happens to the ind ividual's self
re levant thoughts. feeli ngs, and actions in the course of 
this resistance. Thus Swann and Hill ( 198 2) found, for 
example, that when individuals who believed themselves 
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to be dominant were rated bv others as submi ssive thc\ 
sought a lit people who cou ld ~ffirm their sclr.concCJ;linn~ 
or dominance. Arc \'.'e to conclude from these cnorts to

ward self-verification that no change occurred in the sclf
concept? Surely, the working self-concept must vary as a 
result ofa serious challenge to a prevaili ng selkoncept ion. 
From the cogn itive li terature. for e>. amplc. we know that 
merely thi nk ing about an event makes it sce m mon.: 
probable (Carroll. 1978). Entertaining possibil it ies or 
onc's self as submissive is likely to have an impact on 
one's cu rrent state and on future self-relevant thinking 
even if one's global self-eva luation on a dominance/sub
missive scale docs not change. 

Possible selves then may be the instruments of the 
intense temporary changes in self-eva luation that seem 
critical in everyday funct ioning. They may also be the 
mecha nisms of the more long-term endunng l: hang~s 111 

self-concept that seem intuitively inevitable. but are not 
evident in studies of self-conception over the li fe course. 
Thus, an individ ual's view of himself or herself as inde
pendent, successful. or competent may be remarkabl y 
stable over periods as long as 35 years (e.g. , Baltes. Reese, 
& Lipsitt 1980; Block, 198 1; Lerner, 1984). Yet the COn
text of possibi lity that surrounds and em beds thesc self
views may have undergone substantial changes during th is 
period. As the repertoire of possible selves is elaborated 
or depleted, the mean ing of particular core self-descriptors 
may change markedly. Thus " competent " for a 17 year
old may be tied to the desire to live on his or her own 
and a dream of becom ing president. At 40, the sa me label 
of "competent" may be linked with the hope of being a 
good parent and the possibility of acquiring stock options. 
There is some stability to be sure, but there has also been 
a tremendous growth , cha nge, and development of the 
self that would not be adequately mir rored by a statement 
that the self-concept remains stable. 

One True Self Versus M any Sel>'es 

A third question related to the previous two concerns 
whether there is a single underlying authentic self that is 
the essence of the person, or whether the self is a collection 
of masks each tied to a particular set of social circum
stances (cf. Gergen, 1972). If we consider possible selves 
as systematic components of the self-concept , we can 
conceive of a self-concept that is diverse and multifaceted 
without being fake , wishy-washy, or incoherent. Possible 
selves provide for a complex and variable self-concept 
but are au thentic in the sense that they represent the in
dividual's persistent hopes a nd fears and indicate what 
could be realized given a ppropriate social conditi ons. 

To suggest that there is a single self to which one 
"can be true" or an authentic self that one ca n know is 
to deny the rich network of potential that sur rounds in
dividuals and that is important in identi fy ing and de
scriptive of them. Possible selves contribute to the flui d ity 
or malleability of the self because they are dift'erenlially 
activated bv the social situation and determine the nature 
of the working self-concept. At the same time, the indi
vidu~ l' s hopes and fears, goals and threats. and the cog-

September 1986 • American Psychologist 

nitivc st ructures that carry them arc defining features of 
the scl!:concept: these features provide some of the most 
compelling evidence of con tinui ty of identity across lime. 

TIre RelaTiollship ofthl' Self-Concept to Heha Jlior 

The goal of ncarly all research on the selr-concept is 1O 
rciate the se lf-concept to ongoing behavior. The genera l 
not ion is that if we \\:1l1t to change behavior. for instance. 
academic performance. we need to change the academ i~ 
sclkoncept. Similarly many therapies. particularly cog
ni tive therapies. are based on the premise that an indi
vidual 's maladaptive bchu\·ior is directly related to dys
functio nal thoughts about the self. Although most theo
rists assul11C that self-knowledgc is onc of the most 
important regulators ofbchavior, only a few, 1110st notably 
Carver and Scheier ( 1982). have worked to establish these 
linl..t:I . r'or th~ 'l11ost pa l l, lh~ problems urtht.: scJf-cOIH:t.:pt 
and self-regulat ion have been pu rsued in two largely non
overlapping literatures. 

The diAiculty in fo rging this link is that a lthough an 
individual's behavior is often extremely variable, thc self
concept is typically assu med to be a fai rly stable. gener
alized, or average view or the self. How is this type of 
st ructure 10 mediatc a diversit y of behavior? In most dis
cussions of self or ego therapy, tlte mediating role of the 
sell' has been accorded considerable importance (e.g., 
Blankenstcin & Pol ivy, 1982: Karoly & Kanfer, 1982; 
Kendall , 1983: Wachte l. 1977). What is lacking, however, 
is an explication of the precise nature of the sel f-concept 
and how it may actuall y work to perform its assumed 
regulation of behavior. 

Recently. various cogniti ve therapies have begun to 
invoke speciftc self-relevant thoughts as significant be
havioral mediators (Mahoney & Arnkoff, 1978; Meiel,
enbaum , i 977; see Ca ntor & Kih lstrom, 1982; Karoly & 
Kanfer, 1982: Kendall, 198 3; McMu lli n & Gi les, 1985 
for reviews). T here are, however, several problems with 
therapies that concentrate on specific self-cognitions. 
Given the view of the working self-concept proposed here, 
the set of self-cognitions avai lable to an individual for 
thinking about the self at one point may be quite difterent 
from the set avai lable in the next hour. In the proper 
support ive environment, as during the therapy session, 
the individual may be able to maintain a particular work
ing set of positive thoughts aboul herself or himself, but 
in a different conlext it may be diAicult to hold these 
same thoughts in worki ng memory. 

Furthermore, if possible selves are assumed to func
lio ll as incentives for behavior, it is necessary to work 
with individuals so t ltat they generate self-conceptions of 
possibili ty to support the positive self-statements devel
oped in therapy. Posit ive thoughts about the self may be 
ineflective if they a re accompanied by well-elaborated 
concepti ons of negative possibility. For example, in a 
sludy of the possible selves o r delinquent youths, Oys
erman and Markus ( 1986) stud ied 100 adolescents aged 
14 to 16 years of age who were nondelinquent o r delin
quent and residing in a group home or confi ncd to a state 
train ing school. Usi ng an open-ended format to elicit 
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possible selves. the respondents were asked fo r their ex. 
peeted, hoped fo r. and feared sel\'es. We foun d that de
linquent youths were qu ite likely to have high self-esteem 
but that they had a rela tively const ricted sense of possi. 
bil ity. both hoped for and fea red possibilit \ . For those in 
the state training school, 35% to 40% of th~ i r feared pos
sible selves cou ld be categorized as crim inal (c.g .. cri m. 
inal, murderer, pusher, junkie. physical abuser ofspollsc 
or child). In contrast, the feared possible sel\'es of the 
nondeli nquent youth were a much more d iverse and 
somewhat less negative sel. T hey included what we termed 
poor selves (e.g. , on ADC, no job. poor housing. cannot 
pay bi lls) and selves reflecti ng negati ve mental states (e.g., 
depressed, paranoid). For ind ividuals like these del inquent 
youths, developing a system of positive self-relevant 
thoughts that can regulate behavior may well depend on 
helping them create for thcmsch e:, a broJ.Jcr l:Onle,\ l of 
specific positive possib il ity in the domain of concern . In 
short, specifying the ro le of the self-co ncept in behavioral 
regulation depends on a thorough analysis of the nature 
and valence of possible selves. 

Conclusions 

Conceptions of possibility may be significant in analyzing 
a broad range of phenomena that implicate the self. Thus, 
diffic ult ies in an interpersonal relat ionship may refl ect 
the fact tha t one person's behavior is being guided by a 
possible self that the o ther person has no access to, or is 
unwi ll ing to ack nowledge. Decision mak ing is also an 
arena where possible selves can have an influence. Many 
important decisions involve a process of imagi ng the self 
under various alternative outcomes. Yet in some deci
sions, such as the decision to purchase a particular car 
or a certain cologne, a possible self, rather than the current 
self will be envisioned and guide the process. 

The nature and complexit y of an individual's rep
ertoi re of possible selves may also be a significa nt source 
of individual differences. An optim ist is a person who 
extrapolates possible selves on the basis of positive cur rent 
experiences, whereas a pessimist extrapolates possible 
selves on the basis of negative cur rent experiences. Simone 
de Beauvoir (1952) believed that it was the lo t of women 
in particular to dwell on thei r possibi lities and to agonize 
over them. She wrote " for women condemned to passivity, 
the inscrutable fu ture is haunted by phantoms . . , 
being unable to act, she worries . . in her imaginati on 
all possibil ities have equal reality" (p. 673). Further, de
velopmental variat ion in the abili ty to construct and 
maintain possible selves is likely to be associated both 
with the chi ld's abili ty to engage in self-control and self
regulation and with the adult 's approach to aging. Prob
ably everyone over 30 has experienced the anguish of 
realizing that a cherished possible self is not be realized, 
even though this possible self remains as vivid and com
pelli ng as the day it was constructed . 

We have argued here for a more ex tensive st udy of 
self-knowledge, one that takes seriously the individ ual 's 
conception of possibi lity. The goal was to underl ine the 
interdependence between the self-concept and motivat ion 
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and to suggest the val ue of exa mining motiva t ion not as 
a genera lized d isposition or a set of task-specific goals. 
but as an individualized set o/' possible selves. In our 
a nalysis we have lin ked possible selves to motivation and 
to change. both the momentary changes associated with 
var iat ion in the content of the working self-concept. and 
more enduring cha nges. Possible selves can then be seen 
as persona lized cogni t ive ca rr iers of some or the dynam ic 
aspects of personali ty. Exactl y how these possible selves 
operate within the sclf·syslcm rema ins to be demonstra ted 
in fu ture em pirical work. For exam ple, do individuals 
seek to red uce d iscrepancy between now selves and their 
positive possible selves or do they strive to main ta in a 
d iscrepancy between their now selves and certain negat ive 
possible selves? As psychology returns again to an em
phasis 0 11. rnatives a nd g.oa!<i . the stud y of possihle selves 
can prOVide an eflec tl ve bn dge between motivation and 
cognition. 
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