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Presenter
Presentation Notes
I’d like to welcome you to a presentation on my research on adolescents possible selves and health behaviours. My name is Blythe Shepard and I am an assistant professor at the U of Victoria in the Counselling Psychology section in the Faculty of Education. My counselling and elementary teaching practice has focused on children and adolescents.  I first started working with the concept of possible selves when I was a Master’s level graduate student. At that time, I explored using the concept of p.s. with 10-13 year olds with the intent of incorporating the concept into career and personal planning activities for elementary students. I created a possible selves mapping exercise for teachers to use in their classroom. I later incorporated a version of possible selves mapping into interviews regarding life-career plans with rural girls. During the last year 33 interviews were conducted using the possible selves mapping exercise with adolescents aged 17- 21 the results of which I will share with you today. 
How many  of you work with children/youth?
Where they come from? 



Agenda

 Self-Theory
 Possible Selves
 Research Design
 Possible Selves 

Mapping
 Research Results
 Health Behaviours
 Implications for 

Counselling
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After showing agenda: two concepts  that I want to start with that form the basis of my research
Identity or self-theory
Possible selves



Construction of Identity

 Adolescents actively construct their identity or self-
theory

 Situated within and constrained by a social-historical 
context of values, commitments, and intellectual 
traditions

 Self-theory influences 
– How individuals view themselves
– What information individuals attend to
– How they interpret the world around them 

 Individuals construct their identities through the 
stories they tell about themselves
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Constructivists take the viewpoint that an individual actively constructs their identity or self-theory.  
Identity is conceptualized as a self-theory that influences what information people attend to, how it is encoded, and how it is interpreted. 
such personal, constructive efforts are always situated within and constrained by a social-historical context of values, commitments, and intellectual traditions
Identity is a story that is people provide their lives with unity and purpose by constructing internalized and evolving narratives of the self. These stories begin in childhood and continue across the adult years. People may work on different facets or qualities of the story at different times in life. In adolescence and early adulthood, individuals are likely to focus some of their identity work on crystallizing the basic values and beliefs that ground their stories within an ideological setting, Being able to identify a clear and compelling belief system that organizes a person’s life can be a powerful mechanism for establishing THEMATIC COHERENCE in the life story.  



Possible Selves
(Markus & Nurius, 1986)

 Future-oriented, personalized, imaginal component 
of self-knowledge

 Constructed through self-reflection and use of 
imagination 

 Represent the hopes, expectations and fears of 
people considering their future 

 Standards by which one gauges current behaviours 
or information

 Act as motivators to attain goals and avoid fears
 Procedural knowledge to guide behaviour
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Possible selves is a future-oriented and personalized form of self-concept which provides a link between the self-concept and motivation. Because they embody possibilities, people’s possible selves may be both positive and negative; goals for which to strive and pitfalls to avoid. 
A hoped-for self is an aspired self that one desires to become but which may or may not be realistic—
An expected self is a self that one believes one can realistically become. When hoped for selves are viewed as reachable, specific scripts, plans and action strategies become attached to me and they evolve into expected selves., Then a hoped-for self is seen as unachievable, the plans and motivational controls needed to attain it do not develop.
A feared self is a possible self that one does not want to become yet fears becoming. The feared self plans an important role in the self-concept by acting as a motivator so that concrete actions are taken to avoid  that future possible self. For youth their possible selves represent a vision of, and hence a guide to, their own impending adulthood. Accordingly, they provide a unique and rich source of information about the process and direction of adolescent development. 

Researchers such as Oyserman maintain that having a self-relevant plan, goal possible self, or personal striving in a domain should improve self-regulation. However for youth goals, possible selves are often vague and not connected with action plants that detail when, where, and how to proceed to that goal. To regulate behaviour, the self-concept must contain not only goals or desired end states but also strategies about how to behave in order  to reach the desired end state (I can be healthy by exercising). 



Research Objectives

 To elicit stories of future selves
 To ascertain content categories of possible 

selves
 To assess perceived efficacy and outcome 

expectancy of possible selves
 To identify gender differences
 To identify possible selves in the domain of 

health
 To explore self-regulatory processes related 

to health



Research Method

 33 participants aged 17-21 living in Victoria 
and Salmon Arm, BC

 15 males: 18 females
 Snowball sampling
 Possible Selves Mapping Interview (PSMI)

– 45- 90 minutes
 27-item Health Behavior Checklist
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Salmon Arm was where I did my original research and I had contacts there.

PMSI

Woodruff and Conway, 1992: Wellness and Enhancement; traffic risk; accident control; substance risk
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Male Hopes: Mean 6.6, S.D. 3.68
Female hopes: Mean 7.72, S.D. 2.78
Total Hopes: Mean 7.21, S.D. 3.22
Range: 4-18 
Range Females: 4-13
Range males: 4-18 

Male Fears: Mean 5.8, S.D. 4.14
Female Fears: Mean 7.11, S.D. 3.00
Total fears: Mean 6.52, S.D. 3.57
Range: 3-20,
Females: 3-13
Male: 3-20 
A paired samples t test two tailed indicated that the average number of hoped-for selves was significantly larger than the number of feared selves.  
An independent samples t test showed no difference between the number of hoped-for and feared selves by gender .






Categories of Hoped-for Selves

Category Hopes
female

Hopes
male

Hopes 
total

Relationships 0.23 0.15 0.22

Lifestyle 0.17 0.13 0.16

Occupation 0.14 0.16 0.15

Leisure 0.14 0.11 0.13

Possessions 0.06 0.16 0.10

Ideals 0.09 0.08 0.09

Education/Training 0.06 0.08 0.07

Meaningful Work 0.05 0.08 0.06

Health 0.03 0.03 0.03
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Presentation Notes
The categories of hoped-for selves were ranked by frequency of mention. 
Total: Relationships followed by lifestyle then occupation and leisure. mentioned by order:  possessions, ideals and education and training, meaningful work and last, health. 
Hoped-for selves from all categories were mentioned by both females and males. 
Relationship hopes were generated more often than other categories of hoped-for selves. 
Females were more likely than males to identify a relationship hoped-for self while males were more likely to identify a possession hoped for self.
Female: relationships (.23)  topped the most frequently categories of Hoped-for selves followed by a cluster of lifestyle, occupational  and leisure hoped-for selves (note the gap between relationships and lifestyles) 
Males: A cluster of fairly evenly placed hoped-for selves: Occupational,  possessions & relationships  topped the list of categories for hoped-for selves. 
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Gender differences more noticeable when presented in graph form
Significant differences were notes:
Female relationships
Male possessions




Categories of Feared Selves

Category Fears 
female

Fears 
male

Fears
total

Relationships 0.31 0.21 0.27

Health 0.24 0.23 0.24

Lifestyle 0.18 0.17 0.18

Ideals 0.12 0.18 0.15

Meaningful Work 0.06 0.13 0.09

Education/Training 0.04 0.07 0.05

Occupation 0.01 0.08 0.01

Possessions 0.01 0 0.01

Leisure 0.02 0 0.01
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Presentation Notes
Categories of feared selves were ranked by frequency of mention. 
Relationship and health fears were mentioned most frequently followed by  the next 2 categories of lifestyle and ideals 
Female participants had feared selves in all categories however male participants had no feared selves in the possession and leisure categories. 
 



Categories of Feared Selves
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There were some notable differences by gender:
Female participants mentioned Relationship fears more frequently than males although they both rated them as very important
Overall: 
Female participants mentioned relationship and health feared-selves most frequently and then the next cluster was lifestyles and ideals

‘Males had a cluster of 4  categories that were most frequently mentioned: health, relationships ideals and lifestyles.
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Capability:
Participants’ average rating of how capable they felt of accomplishing their most impt. Hoped-for self was 6.08 on a scale of 7. Both males and females felt quite capable of achieving their impt. Hoped-for selves. The distribution had a min of 1 and a max of 7 with the most commonly occurring score being 6. Participants rated their ability to prevent an important feared self with a mean of 4.92 with a range of 2 to 6. Participants felt less capable of preventing feared selves. Often their fears were around issues like family breakups or having cancer—things that they felt they had little control over. Their average feared capability rating was sign. Lower that their hoped for likelihood rating. 
Likelihood or expected outcomes:
Participants rated the likelihood of occurrence of their impt. Hoped-for selves: with a mean of 5.92 on a scale of 7 and a range of  4 to 7.Their averaged feared self likelihood rating was 4.12 with a range of 1  to 7 . Both males and females believed that their impt. Hoped-for selves were more likely to happen than their impt. Feared selves. That is they feared selves were seen as less likely to materialize in the future this was particularly true for females. 




Health Inventory Scores
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The theory behind possible selves is that they can act in a  self-regulatory manner. For eg. Is one has a feared health self that concrete actions would be taken to avoid that future feared self. 
Maximum Scores for each section:�Wellness Maintenance & Enhancement – 50
Traffic Risk – 35
Accident Control – 30
Substance Risk – 20  (high score indicates high risk)
Although health feared selves was the second highest category in terms of proportions of feared selves, Health inventory results do not suggest that these fears are accompanied by health-protective behaviours for most.
 Interestingly in the area of substance use generally participants did not necessarily see this as a health concern or fear. 






Possible Selves in the Health 
Domain

 Proportions of Health Fears by Sub-Category
– Other Illness/Disease 14/54
– Accident/Injury 12/54 
– Cancer 8/54
– Drug/Alcohol Addiction 7/54
– Out of shape/obesity4/54 
– Death 3/54
– Assault 3/54
– Other 3/54
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26 of the 33 participants had at least one Health related feared self, and fifteen had two or more.  Although health feared selves was the second highest category in terms of proportions of feared selves, Health inventory results do not suggest that these fears are accompanied by health-protective behaviours for most participants.
Very few hoped for Health selves
Females rated themselves highly on taking care of themselves in term of eating properly and exercising. In terms of traffic risk, females rated themselves at the extremes as either non-risk takers or risk-takers. Males were more moderate overall in their ratings.
On the other hand, males were more likely to indicate that they orevented accidents from occurring. In the substance use section, high scores *indicating more substance use, females were more likely to rate themselves at high risk . 
Don’t identify as “binge-drinkers”
View diseases as inevitable

Proportions of Health Fears by Sub-Category
Cancer 8/54
Other Illness/Disease 14/54
Drug/Alcohol Addiction 7/54
Death 3/54
Out of shape/obesity4/54
Accident/Injury 12/54
Assault 3/54
Other 3/54



Self-Regulatory Processes

 Articulating a goal elevates mood, improves well-being but 
does not always evoke behavioural strategies (Gonzales, 
Burgess & Mobilio, 2001)

 Setting self-directed goals can harness motivation and direct 
action

 Detailed possible selves provide a specific picture of one’s 
goals or a roadmap to reduce discrepancies between the 
present and one’s future possible selves

 Need to be committed to and invested in working toward 
attaining possible selves and able to link current behaviour to 
the attainment of future roles. 



Identified Concrete Strategies 

 I exercise everyday which helps me with my 
goal to be a dancer.

 It is important to me to eat healthy foods. 
Living here I can get organic vegetables and 
eggs from range-fed hens.

 I really worry about getting cancer…and 
that’s why I watch what I eat. I only eat fruit 
and vegetables that we raise and only meat 
from wild animals. 



Implications for Counselling

 Facilitate detailed, concrete descriptions of future 
selves

 Develop thinking in terms of time-lines
 Create action boards
 Access previous experiences as problem solvers 

and strategists
 Work with important possible selves to help youth 

see the process by which they can attain future 
selves and deal with anticipated obstacles on the 
way
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Collage of pictures portraying adults in the various domains (work, family, lifestyles, health, leisure) describe images---particularly powerful in groups where youth listen to others’ choices which provides opportunities to think about the future and the life domains involved.
Draw personal time lines from the present as far into the future as they can. Facilitators define forks in the road (choices that have consequences) and roadblocks (obstacles placed by others and situations—lack of money). Discussions connect current activities to future visions and youth receive group feedback on sequences and ways  to go around obstacles.
Use poster board and coloured stickers to map out their next year and their possible selves and the strategies they are using now or could use to work on these.
Consider turning points in their lives—how to they solve those problems? Develop a toolkit of personal strategies that have worked in the past. Think about how you might tackle that same problem today. In a group could develop a lost of strategies for handling a set of problems (eg. School-related problems). 
E.g Do informational interviewing with someone who has recovered from alcoholism—what were the barriers encountered., how did it impact their lives (look at domains), when did they first know they had a problem.
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