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Topics covered in today’s webinar:
• How does the self shape motivation?
• How do youths’ social identities impact their future goals?
• What activities help youth link their thinking about the future to 

useful behaviors in the present? 



The Self: What is it?

• The self includes:
• Physical boundaries of your person
• Reflexive consciousness = ability to 

think about yourself
• And identity content is part of the 

self = your sense of who you are 
• The image you have of yourself
• Others’ view of you – “looking glass” 

self
• Identities – group memberships, social 

roles



The Self: What does it do for us?

• Serves many functions 
• Example: Self-enhancement 

• Making yourself feel better about 
yourself 

• But it also serves a motivational 
purpose: Self-improvement 

• The self spurs motivation towards future 
goals



Temporal Qualities of the Self
• The self also holds temporal 

qualities because it includes:
• Who I used to be
• Who I am currently
• Who I will be in the future

• Possible Selves
• Interface between self & motivation
• Can be expected selves/goals or feared/to-

be-avoided selves



What are your Possible Selves?

Think about yourself one year from now -- what will you be like, what 
will you be doing?

A. Please list three possible selves that are most likely to be true of 
you in the next year.

B. Please list three possible selves that you most fear or worry about 
being in the next year.



How would you categorize your answers?
1. Academic/Professional
2. Intrapersonal (personality, independence, happiness)
3. Interpersonal (friendships, relationships, social behavior)
4. Lifestyle/Material (home, money, travel)
5. Physical Health/Appearance
6. Negative or Risk Behaviors



Possible Selves Research

• Oyserman & Markus (1990) 
examined the link between 
possible selves & risky/delinquent 
behaviors

• Conducted interviews with 
adolescents ages 13-16 

• Across settings within a community: 
public school, community 
placements, group homes, training 
school

"I expect to be doing better in school, to be 
almost independent--ready to move out and 
to have a part-time job... I’m afraid I might 
not stay in school, I won’t get a summer job, 
and I’ll be homeless" 

- 16-year-old male; public school



Results
• Some differences in possible self CONTENT: 

• Youth with more history of getting in trouble (i.e., living in group homes 
or at training school) generated less school focused & more negative 
expected selves -- they also reported more feared criminal outcomes 
and fewer feared academic outcomes

• But BALANCE also differed:
• Youth with more history of getting in trouble were less likely to have 

balance across their expected & feared selves
• Balance = talking about the same category (expecting to find a summer 

job, fearing being unemployed)
• Why?



Possible Selves in Context
• Does the most useful way to think about your future self depends on 

your context?
• Oyserman, Destin, & Novin (2015) conducted a 2 x 2 experiment with 

college students

• Success-likely: “University contains many avenues for potential success,” and 
that “after graduation equally promising trends were found”

• Success-unlikely: “University students encounter a number of natural 
difficulties” and that “after graduation declining trends were found”

Success is Likely Success is Unlikely

Expected Possible Selves 25% 25%

Feared Possible Selves 25% 25%





Possible Selves Recap

• Possible selves can direct motivation by 
offering end states to move toward or move 
away from

• Expected & feared possible selves can both be 
useful, and the most helpful possible selves to 
have in mind probably depends on your 
context



Identity: What is it?
• Ways of thinking about the self that bring to mind related 

content & goals, such as how to behave and what to value
• Social, Role, & Personal Identities



Social Identities
Membership in a social group (gender, race/ethnicity, religion, nationality, etc.)



Role Identities
Relationships, jobs, or roles that require others to play a complementary role



Personal Identities
Characteristics that one holds that do not necessarily have to connect to 

social or role identities



Identity formation is a key developmental task
• Erikson’s adolescence stage: “Identity” vs. “Role Confusion”
• Youth may be particularly attuned to information about what 

identities mean and what traits & behaviors seem connected to them



Identity & Motivation

• Identities can help motivation but they can also hinder it 
• Identities may impact what future selves seem possible, 

likely, or appealing
• If people like me don’t seem to be represented in a given possible 

future, it may be hard to imagine myself on that path
• Is this for me & people like me?



Example: Images of scientists
• One way researchers try to capture stereotypes about 

professional/academic possible selves:
• Draw a Scientist task
• If you asked a group of 6 year olds to draw a scientist, what images would 

they draw?





Change over time & across development
• Miller, Nolla, Eagly, Uttal (2018) 

reviewed many studies over time in 
a meta-analysis

• Drawings are more gender diverse 
in recent years than in the past

• Younger children draw more gender 
diverse scientists while adolescents 
are more likely to draw male 
scientists

• Why might this matter?



Academic Settings
• Cheryan, Plaut, Davies, & Steele (2009): Do college men & women 

respond differently to “stereotypical” computer science settings?

• If you were creating this research study:
• What would a stereotypical computer science room look like?



How interested are you in studying computer science? 
WHAT DO YOU PREDICT WILL HAPPEN?



Identity-related cues matter
• Women less interested in computer science than men, but only in the 

“stereotypical” environment
• Men equally interested in the stereotypic & non-stereotypic 

environment



Improving motivation?

• Think of balanced expected & feared selves
• Link possible selves to concrete strategies
• Anticipate road blocks
• Find positive connections between identities you care about & your 

goals
• Role models
• Interpret challenges in helpful ways – NOT as a sign that the future self is 

impossible to reach or you don’t belong on that path or in that setting



https://vimeo.com/235975265

https://vimeo.com/235975265


WOOP

Difficult 
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achievable 
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Find more information & a facilitator’s guide at Dr. Gabriele Oettingen’s site: 
https://www.characterlab.org/woop/

https://www.characterlab.org/woop/


“School to Jobs” Preventive Intervention

• 10 sessions of activities with adolescent 
students with goals of:

• Making future feel connected to 
current self (to encourage positive 
behaviors in the present)

• Making these positive behaviors feel 
identity-congruent

• Providing an interpretation of 
difficulty (that difficulty is normal and 
part of the process of learning)

(Oyserman, Bybee, & Terry, 2006; Oyserman, Terry, & Bybee, 2002; Oyserman, 2015) 



“School to Jobs” Outcomes

• What were the positive effects of the program? Oyserman, Bybee, & Terry (2006) 
• Outcomes improved compared to control group (homework time, 

disruptiveness, grades, absences, initiative taking, depression)
• Academic outcomes were mediated by changes in possible selves and 

strategies
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