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Abstract 

Possible selves offer significant potential in enriching our knowledge of the 

motivational worlds of adults and their well-being. The present study explored the 

pattern of adult possible selves across age and gender dimensions, the associations 

between adult possible selves and well-being, and the mediational role of personal 

strengths in the relationship between possible selves and well-being. A sample of 263 

adults completed measures of possible selves, personal strengths (general self-efficacy, 

coping and learned optimism), and well-being. Results indicated that adults frequently 

described health, lifestyle, and career expected possible selves; intrapersonal, health and 

interpersonal feared possible selves; and health, intrapersonal and career balanced 

possible selves. Age and gender differences emerged in the content but not the 

configuration of possible selves. Emerging adults described more intrapersonal 

expected, feared, and balanced possible selves, while young and middle-aged adults 

described more career expected and feared possible selves. Health and lifestyle 

concerns were salient across emerging, young, and middle-aged adults. Emerging adults 

frequently described intrapersonal possible selves, while young and middle-aged adults 

frequently described career possible selves. Mediational analyses demonstrated that 

general self-efficacy and coping mediated the relationship between strategies for feared 

possible selves and well-being. Implications for the role of possible selves in 

elucidating adult well-being in an Asian context are discussed. 
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Chapter 1 

Possible Selves, Personal Strengths, and Well-Being  

among Adults in Singapore 

 

Research Context 

In the intervening years since reports of the increasing prevalence of mental 

health disorders in Singapore, the state of mental health and well-being of adults in 

Singapore has received critical attention in tandem with the traction gained by mental 

health awareness efforts. According to the Singapore Mental Health Study 2016 

conducted with 6,126 resident adults, the lifetime prevalence of mental health disorders 

increased significantly from 12.0%, as reported in the Singapore Mental Health Study 

2010, to 13.8% (Subramaniam et al., 2019). Within the different age groups, young 

adults (aged between 18 and 34 years) were observed to have a higher prevalence of 

mental health disorders at 11.9% compared with middle-aged adults (aged between 35 

and 49 years) and older adults (above 50 years) at 6.3% and 4.4%, respectively. The 

increasing prevalence of mental health disorders corresponds with reports from mental 

health agencies on the increase in young adults seeking help for mental health concerns 

(Goh, 2020). 

Concerns over young adults’ mental health and well-being emerged in findings 

from the National Youth Survey 2016 (hereafter referred to as NYS 2016) conducted 

with a representative sample of 3,531 adolescents and young adults aged between 15 

and 34 years (National Youth Council, 2018). The NYS 2016 documented that 

participants’ subjective well-being increased slightly compared with the NYS 2013, 
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although it has declined compared with subjective well-being levels from the National 

Youth Survey 2010 (hereafter referred to as NYS 2010). Uncertainty over the future 

emerged as the top concern expressed by participants, not dissimilar to findings from 

the NYS 2010, where it was one of the top three concerns. Other salient concerns 

included concerns over emerging adult responsibilities, the health of a family member, 

studies, work, and finances. Of concern was the decline in perceived opportunities to 

achieve their personal and professional aspirations from the NYS 2010, which could be 

attributed to concerns over global uncertainties, as surfaced from focus group 

discussions conducted after the NYS 2016. Relatedly, the NYS 2016 elucidated the 

associations between the different types of life goals and subjective well-being. 

Specifically, family-oriented life goals (e.g., getting married, having children, good 

family relationships) and altruistic life goals (e.g., volunteering, contributing to society) 

were positively associated with subjective well-being. Conversely, career life goals 

(e.g., earning more money, becoming famous, enjoying a successful career) were 

negatively associated with subjective well-being. 

As for middle-aged adults, concerns over higher financial burdens and work-

related stressors were salient. Findings from the 2019 Cigna 360 Well-Being Survey 

involving 13,200 respondents from 24 countries highlighted emerging concerns and 

poor well-being of the sandwich generation, broadly defined as middle-aged adults who 

are supporting their parents and children (Cigna, 2019). This observation was echoed by 

our leaders, who have recognised this generation’s heavy burden of stressors, owing to 

their caregiving roles and responsibilities for the old and young and the financial 

responsibilities of supporting their families (Ang, 2015). In response, a series of 

nationwide programmes (e.g., SkillsFuture Mid-Career Support Package) were 
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implemented to support them in addressing their generation’s concerns, such as the 

swiftly-evolving global economy, fears of retrenchment and technological challenges. 

That said, findings from several surveys on the mental health and well-being of 

adults in Singapore underscore the need for more to be done to safeguard their well-

being. For instance, in a Mental Well-Being Survey conducted with 1,000 resident 

working adults, the well-being levels of working adults were 13% lower than the 

general population (Health Promotion Board, 2012). These findings are consistent with 

other reports, highlighting that most working adults (60%) in Singapore reported poor 

well-being and elevated stress levels concerning work and financial insecurity (Willis 

Towers Watson, 2018). 

Notably, international studies examining the well-being of adults substantiated 

the observation that adults in Singapore fared worse than their global counterparts in the 

mental health domain. In the 2019 Cigna 360 Well-Being Survey, as mentioned above, 

92% of the adult respondents from Singapore (n = 502) reported being stressed from 

work compared with the global average of 84%. Furthermore, respondents from 

Singapore ranked the fifth lowest across the wellness domains assessed (family, 

finances, physical, social and work). Additionally, women expressed difficulties 

managing stress and desired more flexible working hours, regardless of their marital 

status. Concerns over financial preparedness in later years (59 years old and beyond) 

also emerged from the survey, with fewer adults in Singapore (31%) indicating their 

confidence in their financial preparedness for retirement compared with the global 

average of 38%.  

Congruent with studies of adults in Singapore reporting greater stress from work 

and working longer hours (Tang, 2018) than their global counterparts, other surveys 

have also ascertained that Singapore is one of the most sleep-deprived countries in the 
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world. In the Philips 2021 Global Sleep Survey involving 13,000 respondents from 13 

countries involving 1,000 Singaporeans (18 years and above), Singapore is the fourth 

most sleep-deprived country, with Singaporeans getting fewer hours of sleep than the 

previous year, as noted in the Philips 2020 Global Sleep Survey (Philips, 2021). At the 

same time, Singaporeans reported more inferior sleep quality and attributed sleep 

difficulties to stressors related to work, finance, family and health. Together, 

observations from these studies signal an urgent need for national-level policies to 

address adult well-being concerns. One construct that has the potential to elucidate the 

relationship between challenges in navigating adult developmental tasks and adult well-

being is possible selves. 

Possible Selves in Adulthood 

Possible selves represent people’s envisioned future selves, and the latter 

functions to motivate and regulate their behaviour (Hoyle & Sherrill, 2006; Markus & 

Nurius, 1986). Possible selves serve two broad functions (Markus & Nurius, 1986). 

First, possible selves provide a reference point to evaluate against the current self. 

Second, given the centrality of possible selves in motivational processes, they are 

instrumental in regulating behaviours and well-being. As possible selves possess the 

ability to optimise one’s potential in attaining desired selves and avoiding undesired 

selves (Markus & Nurius, 1986; Markus & Ruvolo, 1989), through heightened 

motivation and improved self-regulation, they are quintessential in examining adult 

motivation, aspirations, behaviour and well-being throughout adulthood. Nevertheless, 

possible selves research has predominantly focused on the adolescent population in the 

areas of academic and school-related outcomes (e.g., Oyserman et al., 2006; Oyserman 

et al., 2004; Oyserman et al., 2002; Sheldon & Lyubomirsky, 2006), and delinquent 

behaviour (Aloise-Young et al., 2001; Oyserman & Markus, 1990a; Oyserman & Saltz, 
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1993). More recently, however, studies to elucidate the role of possible selves in adult 

well-being have been emerging in the field (Frazier et al., 2002; Frazier et al., 2007; 

Hsu et al., 2014; Sheldon & Lyubomirsky, 2006), though much uncertainty remains. 

Adult possible selves may differ from adolescent possible selves as adults adjust their 

adolescent identity to meet new challenges, opportunities and transitions in subsequent 

adult developmental stages (Marcia, 2002). 

In order to elucidate the role of possible selves in adult well-being, it would be 

fitting to view possible selves from the perspective of Erikson’s psychosocial 

development theory (1959, 1963). According to Erikson, personality develops across 

eight psychosocial stages across the entire lifespan, and people strive for competence at 

each psychosocial stage. When a psychosocial crisis akin to a turning point in people’s 

lives is navigated successfully, they will experience growth and gain the psychological 

quality associated with that particular stage and progress to the subsequent stage. 

However, if they fail to resolve the psychosocial crisis or master the developmental 

tasks, they will experience a sense of inadequacy and experience adverse outcomes. The 

theory contextualises people’s difficulties as stemming from unresolved psychosocial 

crises (Corey, 2009). The developmental stages of young adulthood, middle adulthood, 

and late adulthood have specific psychosocial conflicts that must be resolved for healthy 

ego development (Erikson, 1963). Young adults face the developmental task of forming 

intimate relationships, and failure to do so would engender feelings of isolation. 

Middle-aged adults face the developmental task of caring for future generations (e.g., 

raising children, tasks that benefit future generations such as teaching) and adjusting to 

the gap between past goals and current reality. Successful resolution of this 

psychosocial stage engenders feelings of generativity, while failure to do so leads to 

stagnation. Older adults face the developmental task of developing ego integrity, and 
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unsuccessful resolution would lead to despair (Corey, 2009). Longitudinal studies have 

demonstrated that adults who have successfully achieved developmental tasks or 

resolved psychosocial crises tend to enjoy better well-being in later life (Malone et al., 

2016). 

However, the examination of possible selves in the relatively new 

developmental period, emerging adulthood, is noticeably absent from the burgeoning 

interest and research on possible selves. As presently defined, emerging adulthood 

refers to the distinct developmental stage for people aged from 18 to 25 years old and is 

developmentally distinct from adolescents and young adults (Arnett, 2015). This 

distinction is to reflect the evolving patterns of people in their early twenties (e.g., 

delaying marriages, pursuing further education and training, exploring more career 

opportunities and frequent job changes) and to recognize that the prolonged transition 

from adolescence to adulthood warrants its distinct life stage (Arnett, 2007). Arnett 

(2015) identified five defining features of emerging adulthood: an exploration of their 

identities, instability in various aspects of their lives, strong focus on self, feeling like 

they neither identify themselves as adolescents nor do they consider themselves as 

adults, and positive future expectations where many envisioned future possibilities are 

possible. 

It is reasonable, therefore, to view the well-being of emerging adults from the 

perspective of possible selves, considering that they are at the peak of envisioned future 

possibilities whilst standing on the cusp of commitment to work and relationships. 

Building on Erikson’s psychosocial development theory (1959, 1963), where 

adolescents grapple with the stage of psychosocial crisis of identity versus role 

confusion and his concept of psychosocial moratorium, where adolescents continue with 
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identity exploration before committing to an identity, Arnett (2015) asserts that this 

process of identity formation extends and intensifies beyond the age of adolescence.  

Arnett’s (2004, 2015) theory of emerging adulthood has gained traction over the 

last decade with widespread acceptance and application of this developmental stage by 

researchers across diverse disciplines (Arnett, 2007). Despite the increasing adoption of 

this new life stage in research, there is a dearth of research on the possible selves of 

emerging adults, except for a few studies in recent years (e.g., Zorotovich et al., 2022), 

given the predominant focus on adolescents (e.g., Oyserman et al., 2002; Oyserman et 

al., 2004; Oyserman et al., 2006; Sheldon & Lyubomirsky, 2006). The few studies 

examining age differences in the pattern of possible selves have either focused on age 

cohort differences in possible selves with older adults (e.g., Bolkan et al., 2015; 

Hoppmann et al., 2007; Smith & Freund, 2002) or on differences across developmental 

age groups with young, middle, and older adults (e.g., Cross & Markus, 1991; Dark-

Freudeman & West, 2016; Hooker & Kaus, 1994). 

Moreover, research on emerging adulthood has been primarily conducted in the 

Western setting, specifically, the United States, and perspectives from non-Western 

cultures are lacking (Arnett, 2007). Arnett acknowledged that the manifestations of the 

defining features of emerging adulthood would likely vary across cultures. In the local 

context, young people are staying in school longer to optimize their competitiveness and 

mitigate the myriad of challenges unique to an agile, competitive and rapidly evolving 

economy. This resolute focus to thrive in a competitive local and global labour market 

by attaining higher qualifications and training may inadvertently delay entry into the 

labour market or marriage. Attaining tertiary qualifications continues to be regarded by 

many as affording an advantage in a competitive labour market, and this ingrained 

perception is buttressed by international rankings where Singapore has consistently 
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performed well. It was ranked first in the 2016-2017 Global Competitiveness Report 

under the category, “Higher education and training” (World Economic Forum, 2017), 

and third in the 2016 World Talent Report under the category, “Education system meets 

the needs of a competitive economy” (Institute for Talent Management, 2016). 

According to a Ministry of Manpower (MOM) labour force report in 2016, the 

proportion of people with degree qualifications increased to 34%, an increase of 10% 

over the last decade, whilst other reports estimate that 50% of the local adult working 

population comprise degree holders (Ng, 2015). With the increased participation in 

tertiary education and the median age of entering marriage being a similar phenomenon 

for Singapore as with her Western counterparts, it can be surmised that emerging 

adulthood is a normative period for young people in Singapore.  

In parallel, possible selves in adulthood undergo a process of adaptation and 

even disengagement from unattainable possible selves as adults navigate life transitions, 

evolving circumstances, and challenges to achieve their adult developmental goals 

(Frazier et al., 2007). Researchers postulated that a continual revisiting and adaptation 

of possible selves in adulthood is vital in sustaining well-being (Cross & Markus, 1991; 

Ryff, 1991; Smith & Freund, 2002). Findings from studies ascertained that adults who 

have experienced challenging life transitions (e.g., divorce) reported higher subjective 

well-being when they generate new possible selves and disengage from previously held, 

unattainable possible selves (King & Raspin, 2004). Relatedly, in Cross and Markus’s 

(1991) seminal study on the role of possible selves in adult well-being, age differences 

in the domains of possible selves and the relationship between possible selves and well-

being were detected. While adult possible selves generally concern the revision of their 

possible selves—including the abandonment of unattainable possible selves to maintain 

well-being—to adapt to life’s changing circumstances, challenges and opportunities 
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(Frazier et al., 2007; King & Hicks, 2007; King & Raspin, 2004), possible selves 

envisioned by emerging adults may reflect the intensification of identity exploration as 

they navigate the overwhelming possibilities in work and romantic relationships before 

assuming more enduring social roles and responsibilities. 

Nevertheless, much of what we know about the role of possible selves in adult 

well-being is primarily based on studies conducted in the Western context (e.g., Dark-

Freudeman & West, 2016; Frazier et al., 2002; Smith & Freund, 2002; Zhu & Tse, 

2015). In contrast, comparatively fewer studies were conducted in the Asian context 

(e.g., Liau et al., 2016; Tse et al.,  2014; Zhu & Tse, 2015). Whilst incipient studies 

have begun exploring the influence of possible selves on adult well-being in the local 

context, the focus of the research has centred on the efficacy of the best possible self 

(BPS) intervention on subjective well-being and optimism levels with students from 

institutes of higher learning (e.g., Liau et al., 2016). To our knowledge, no studies have 

examined the pattern of adult possible selves—specifically, the number of expected, 

feared, and balanced possible selves as well as the number of strategies to attain and 

avoid expected and feared selves—which precludes explorations of the applicability of 

the possible selves theoretical framework in the Singapore context. Thus, it is this 

dearth of possible selves research in the Asian context that underpins the impetus for a 

nuanced examination of adult possible selves as the initial step in understanding adult 

well-being in the Singapore cultural landscape. 

As noted above, the concerns expressed by adults (e.g., emerging adult 

responsibilities, future uncertainties, fewer perceived opportunities to achieve their 

personal and professional aspirations, increasing caregiving roles and responsibilities, 

financial challenges and financial preparedness in the later years) may adversely affect 

adult mental health and well-being, as manifested in poorer mental health, higher levels 
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of stress, more inferior sleep quality, and lower overall wellness (Cigna, 2019; Goh, 

2020; Health Promotion Board, 2012; National Youth Council, 2018). Although the 

factors contributing to poor mental health and stressors are multi-faceted, viewing this 

public health issue from the possible selves perspective may elucidate a more nuanced 

understanding of the intricacies implicated in adult well-being. From the possible selves 

lens, having poor mental health and well-being may be attributed to the content and 

structure of possible selves (Frazier et al., 2002; Smith & Freund, 2002), fewer balanced 

possible selves (Ko et al., 2014; Murru & Martin Ginis, 2010), and fewer linked 

behavioural strategies (Murru & Martin Ginis, 2010; Strachan et al., 2017). First, 

having balanced possible selves—expected selves and feared selves in the same domain 

(e.g., I want to be healthier and lose weight, and I am afraid I would gain weight) 

bolsters adults’ motivation and efforts to achieve their goals. Second, possible selves 

with linked behavioural strategies exert greater motivational influence in executing 

desired behaviours to attain their expected selves (Oyserman et al., 2004). As such, it 

follows that an adult whose expected self is to progress in his career and who has linked 

this possible self with behavioural strategies (e.g., volunteer to assume additional work 

responsibilities, attend courses on professional development, develop advanced 

technical skills) would have a greater likelihood of achieving this goal compared with 

another adult whose expected self is to advance in his career but who has no related 

behavioural strategies (Murru & Marin Ginis, 2010; Oyserman et al., 2004). Hence, the 

current study aims to develop an understanding of adult well-being through the lens of 

the possible selves construct.   

General Self-Efficacy 

Researchers have acknowledged that the motivational influence of possible 

selves is related to people’s confidence in performing the related behaviours congruent 
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with their self-concept (Oyserman et al., 2006). Bandura’s (1997) social cognitive 

theory states that people’s attitudes, abilities, and cognitive skills are instrumental in 

shaping how they respond in different situations. Embedded within this theory is the 

construct of self-efficacy—the belief that one can execute behaviours to achieve desired 

goals and outcomes and manage stressors, demands and challenges (Bandura, 1994). 

Self-efficacy influences how adults perceive difficulties or failures and the effort 

invested to achieve their goals. It also shapes how they make major decisions, which 

can alter their life trajectory and outcomes. To illustrate, a young adult who aspires to 

enter the STEM field as a budding scientist may choose to quit when faced with 

challenges due to the belief that he cannot cope with the difficulties faced. According to 

Bandura (1994), self-efficacy beliefs shape people’s ability to self-regulate their 

motivations. Highly self-efficacious people invest more effort towards self-regulation, 

persist in the face of difficulties, and construe failures as a result of inadequate effort.  

Studies in the broader literature have established the role of mental imagery in 

engendering self-efficacy. Cumming (2008), for instance, demonstrated that participants 

who imagined themselves with improved appearance and physical health experienced 

an increase in self-efficacy beliefs and exercise behaviour. If imagining appearance and 

health-related images could increase self-efficacy and exercise behaviour, could it not 

be reasoned that envisioning expected and feared possible selves may improve self-

efficacy? The potential role of self-efficacy in the relationship between possible selves 

and behaviour received further support from a study by Murru and Martin Ginis (2010) 

that is notable in their endeavour to explore potential mediators of possible selves. The 

findings demonstrated that self-efficacy mediated the influence of a possible selves 

intervention in increasing exercise behaviour and that envisioning expected and feared 

possible selves can increase one’s self-efficacy in overcoming barriers to increasing 
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exercise behaviour. Moreover, envisioned balanced possible selves have the added 

advantage of tapping on two distinct motivational systems (Higgins, 1998). Relatedly, 

self-regulatory possible selves confer greater motivational influence and behavioural 

change because they incorporate more immediate goals (Markus & Nurius, 1986) or 

concrete behavioural strategies (Oyserman, 2015). Given the theoretical rationale and 

incipient research support, there is a strong precedent for considering the role of general 

self-efficacy in the possible selves research. 

Learned Optimism  

Envisioning possible selves not only possesses the potential to enhance self-

efficacy but may also improve optimism levels. According to Markus and Nurius 

(1986), possible selves exert a motivational influence on one’s behaviours through the 

belief that the current self is mutable, which boosts one’s optimism. In generating their 

possible selves, people believe that their current selves are mutable and that possible 

selves present an opportunity to improve their present circumstances (Lee & Oyserman, 

2009; Markus & Nurius, 1986), which in turn bolsters greater optimism and well-being. 

Researchers also theorised that the act of envisioning one’s successful attainment of 

one’s possible selves increases optimism in overcoming obstacles and persistence in 

goal pursuit, which in turn fosters greater subjective and psychological well-being 

(King & Raspin, 2004). 

This perspective ties in with the impressive body of literature documenting the 

role of possible selves in increasing optimism levels. Numerous studies have established 

the efficacy of the BPS intervention in enhancing optimism. In her seminal study, King 

(2001) discovered that participants who imagined and wrote about their best possible 

selves for 20 min over four consecutive days reported increased optimism and 

subjective well-being levels. There are many other studies documenting the efficacy of 
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imagining one’s best possible self in increasing optimism and well-being levels 

(Hanssen et al., 2013; Peters et al., 2010). However, having answered the question of 

whether imagining one’s best possible self enhances optimism and well-being, 

researchers have called for future research to focus on unravelling potential mediators in 

the relationship between possible selves and well-being (Hoyle & Sherrill, 2006). Given 

the accumulated research on the links between optimism, possible selves, and well-

being, there is a strong rationale for examining optimism as a potential mediator. 

Coping  

While optimism plays a vital role in the links between possible selves and well-

being, we believe that coping also plays an essential role in this relationship. According 

to Nurius (1991), possible selves are implicated in the coping processes. Nevertheless, 

despite this theoretical perspective, there is a general lack of research in this area. 

Studies in the wider literature on goals have established the indisputable role of coping 

in goal pursuit and well-being (Scheier & Carver, 2001; Wrosch, Scheier, Carver, & 

Schulz, 2003). Folkman (2011) underscored the role of adaptive coping in safeguarding 

one’s well-being when faced with challenges or circumstances that render current goals 

unattainable. In particular, acknowledging that some specific goals may be unattainable, 

and disengaging from these goals and modifying them into more realistic goals. 

Convergent evidence for the links between coping, goals and well-being is corroborated 

in studies demonstrating that disengagement from unattainable goals—following life’s 

changing circumstances—and re-engagement in new goals is related to higher levels of 

well-being (Wrosch, Scheier, Carver, & Schulz, 2003). Heckhausen and colleagues 

(2001), for instance, demonstrated that women who were childless beyond the child-

bearing age reported greater well-being when they disengaged from their child-related 

goals. Several studies in the wider literature have documented that adults who adopted 
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adaptive coping (e.g., cognitive reappraisal, acceptance of losses, lowering expectations 

or changing unattainable goals to make them more attainable) tend to have enhanced 

well-being compared with adults who persisted in the pursuit of unattainable goals  

(Hanssen et al., 2015; Loidl & Leipold, 2019). Furthermore, in studies with university 

students, students who redirected their attention to alternative goals tend to have greater 

subjective well-being (Wrosch, Scheier, Miller, et al., 2003). 

Studies on the underlying processes linking possible selves and well-being have 

acknowledged the vital role of coping strategies in this relationship. Penland and 

colleagues (2000), for instance, documented that university students with depressive 

symptoms tend to generate fewer expected possible selves than students without 

depressive symptoms. In addition, students with more expected possible selves tend to 

prefer engagement coping strategies, while students with more feared possible selves 

tend to prefer disengagement coping strategies. Relatedly, evidence from other studies 

specified that adults with mental health conditions tend to use emotion-focused and 

problem-focused coping strategies to achieve their expected selves (Tse et al., 2014). 

However, these studies did not examine associations between balanced possible selves 

and self-regulatory possible selves, and examined only expected and feared possible 

selves. The quintessential role of coping cannot be emphasised enough in a context 

where adults continually revisit their future goals in response to challenges, 

opportunities, and life transitions experienced throughout adulthood. It is thus crucial to 

examine the role of coping in the links between possible selves and adult well-being. 

Nevertheless, as described above, these studies did not systematically examine 

other types of possible selves, namely, balanced possible selves and self-regulatory 

possible selves. Despite this, these incipient studies not only underscore the essential 

role of coping in adult well-being but also in the context of achieving their personal and 
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professional aspirations when confronted with challenges, opportunities, and life 

transitions. Thus, concordant with theoretical and initial empirical evidence, there is 

sufficient precedent to consider the role of coping in the possible selves research. 

Age and Gender Differences  

A related goal for the present study is to examine age and gender differences in 

adults’ personal strengths and well-being. Elucidating a better understanding of gender-

related and age-related differences in personal strengths and well-being will advance 

our understanding of how adults view their envisioned future goals and fears. The 

possible selves perspective would offer insights into how emerging, young and middle-

aged adults maintain their well-being, and the role of their personal strengths in the 

adult well-being processes. Several studies have noted age differences in the content 

and configuration of adult possible selves across different developmental age groups 

(Frazier et al., 2002; Smith & Freund, 2002), with age-related differences observed in 

the associations between domain-specific possible selves and well-being (Frazier et al., 

2002; Smith & Freund, 2002).  

Other studies have considered gender differences in how men and women view 

their possible selves (e.g., Brown & Diekman, 2010; Knox, 2006) and posited that men 

tend to view their selves as characterised by separation and uniqueness, and women 

tend to view their selves as characterised by interpersonal connectedness (Markus & 

Kitayama, 1991). Given the critical role of gender in self-concept development 

processes (Hergovich et al., 2004) and hence the construction of one’s possible selves, 

there is a need to examine the gender-specific differences in personal strengths and 

well-being more closely. For instance, a young adult woman who imagines herself 

quitting her successful career to be a full-time mother to her newborn child would 

experience changes in well-being based on whether she revises her future self to 
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accommodate her new, envisioned role. In addition, how she copes with evolving life’s 

circumstances and challenges, and whether she tends to have a generally favourable or 

unfavourable view of events in her life, as well as her perceived ability to succeed 

across different life domains, will shape the development of her revised envisioned 

future selves. Thus, one cannot examine the role of possible selves in well-being 

without examining age-related and gender-related differences in personal strengths and 

well-being. 

Purpose of Current Research  

The current research aims to: (a) examine the pattern of adult possible selves, 

specifically, the content and configuration of expected, feared and balanced possible 

selves as well as their strategies; (b) elucidate the relationship between adult possible 

selves and well-being; and (c) investigate the potential underlying mechanisms of 

possible selves, using a cross-sectional, quantitative study.  

Significance of Current Research  

The current research aims to contribute to the possible selves literature in several 

ways. First, elucidating the pattern of adult possible selves is an initial step in extending 

the literature base before applying the possible selves concept and its interventions in a 

local setting. More importantly, we believe that possible selves offer significant 

potential in improving well-being, which necessitates the unravelling of the intricacies 

in the links between adult possible selves and well-being. In doing so, we envisage that 

it could enrich our knowledge of the motivational worlds of adults and deepen our 

understanding of the complexities surrounding the state of adult mental health and well-

being.  
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The research reviewed in this chapter embodies the potential applications of the 

possible selves approach in adult well-being research, particularly in the local context. 

As noted at the start of this chapter, emerging and young adults are concerned over the 

perceived decline in opportunities to achieve their personal and professional aspirations, 

in addition to emerging adult responsibilities, financial and family responsibilities, and 

health worries (National Youth Council, 2018). In parallel, middle-aged adults are 

concerned with higher financial burdens, work-related stressors and caregiving burdens 

(Ang, 2015; Cigna, 2019). These concerns are intricately linked with their mental health 

and well-being, as manifested in poor well-being, elevated stress levels and poor sleep 

quality (Philips, 2021; Willis Towers Watson, 2018). The current research has several 

practical applications for universities and workplaces in addressing adult well-being. 

Universities may benefit from incorporating a more in-depth grasp of emerging and 

young adults' motivational systems to complement existing broad-based mental health 

promotion efforts to address their mental health concerns. Likewise, there is potential 

for adopting the possible selves construct and its application as a mental health and 

well-being intervention in complementing existing organisational staff well-being 

programmes. 

Second, findings from the current study could extend our knowledge of possible 

selves by incorporating an Asian perspective. Initial investigations into the application 

of the possible selves concept by examining the efficacy of the BPS intervention with 

the local population have yielded important insights into the cultural sensitivities of 

well-being constructs (e.g., Liau et al., 2016). Specifically, Liau et al. (2016) detected 

cultural differences in the relationship between possible selves and well-being, 

particularly in relation to negative affect assuming a more pivotal role in an Asian 
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context. Thus, underscoring the need to consider the construction and manifestation of 

well-being and how it relates to possible selves in an Asian setting. 

Third, the current research aimed to contribute to this growing area of research 

by clarifying the ambiguity in the relationship between different configurations of adult 

possible selves—expected selves, feared selves, balanced possible selves, and strategies 

for expected and feared possible selves—and well-being, in a single study. This study 

capitalises on the opportunity to examine the theoretical position that balanced possible 

selves and self-regulatory possible selves exert greater motivational influence and 

enhanced well-being outcomes, compared with either expected or feared selves. A 

theoretical implication of this line of inquiry is the possibility that novel configurations 

of possible selves can be considered when developing new possible selves 

interventions. A more nuanced understanding of the links between distinct 

configurations of possible selves and well-being would strengthen support for 

integrating balanced possible selves and self-regulatory possible selves in existing 

possible selves interventions to enhance adult well-being. 

Fourth, having established extensive evidence on the outcomes of possible 

selves, researchers (e.g., Hoyle & Sherrill, 2006) have called for future research to focus 

on unravelling the underlying processes by which possible selves confer positive 

outcomes as the logical next step in advancing the possible selves theory. Elucidating 

the possible mediating influence of modifiable personal strengths could clarify their role 

in shaping adult well-being as people navigate life’s changing circumstances and 

challenges. In other words, the present study may offer new insights into the role 

personal strengths can play in the relationship between possible selves and adult well-

being. 
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Definition of Terms  

Possible selves. Possible selves are defined as individualised representations of 

one’s goals and provide a connection between one’s self-concept and motivation 

(Markus & Nurius, 1986). Possible selves perform two functions—evaluative function 

and motivational function (Markus & Nurius, 1986). Possible selves are conceptualised 

as functioning in two separate pathways to achieve goals where an individual strives 

towards expected possible selves or strives to avoid feared possible selves (Oyserman & 

James, 2009).  

Balanced possible selves. Balanced possible selves are defined as a 

combination of expected possible self and its corresponding feared self in the same 

domain (Oyserman & Markus, 1990b).   

Self-regulatory possible selves. Self-regulatory possible selves are defined as 

possible selves that embody self-defining goals and incorporate specific strategies for 

goal attainment (Oyserman et al., 2004). 

Learned optimism. Learned optimism is defined as an attributional style that 

concerns people’s positive explanation for events and positive expectations for the 

future (Peterson, 2000; Seligman, 2002). 

General self-efficacy. General self-efficacy is defined as people’s perceptions 

of their ability to utilise their resources to cope, perform, and succeed across diverse 

situations (Judge et al., 1998). 

Coping. “Coping refers to the person’s cognitive and behavioural efforts to 

manage (reduce, minimise, master, or tolerate) the internal and external demands of the 

person-environment transaction that is appraised as taxing or exceeding the person’s 

resources” (Folkman et al., 1986, p. 572). 

ATTENTION: The Singapore Copyright Act applies to the use of this document. Library and Information Services Centre, National Institute of Education.



 

 20 
 

Subjective well-being. Subjective well-being is defined as comprising three 

unique components of life satisfaction, positive affect and the absence of negative affect 

(Diener et al., 2010; Lent, 2004). 

Psychological well-being. Psychological well-being is defined as “the striving 

for perfection that represents the realisation of one’s true potential” (Ryff, 1995, p. 100), 

and it espouses six dimensions of “self-acceptance, positive relations with other people, 

autonomy, environmental mastery, purpose in life, and personal growth” (Ryff, 1995, p. 

101).  

Summary 

Broadly, this chapter discussed the rationale in situating the possible selves 

approach within the context of the multitude of concerns faced by adults while 

highlighting the incongruity and gaps in the literature, which awaits further research. It 

also outlined an overview of the links between possible selves, personal strengths and 

well-being, and the potential implications of the study in addressing well-being 

challenges faced by adults while bearing in mind the impetus to progress the possible 

selves field. The forthcoming chapter will critically review the theoretical and empirical 

literature on recent advances in the possible selves literature, and discuss how exploring 

the role of personal strengths in the links between possible selves and well-being signals 

an important next step in advancing the theory. Finally, we will describe the pattern of 

adult possible selves before delving into the substantive gaps and the proposed 

extensions to address these gaps. 
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Chapter 2 

Literature Review  

 

This chapter outlines the theories and concepts related to possible selves, 

personal strengths and well-being that underpin the study. First, we will articulate the 

theoretical underpinnings of the overarching possible selves theory and two 

conceptually compatible perspectives—social cognitive theory and positive 

psychology—which present central ideas for understanding adult motivation and well-

being. Second, we will present a critical review of research on the role of possible 

selves in supporting adult well-being. Third, we will examine research on personal 

strengths (general self-efficacy, coping, learned optimism) as potential mediators by 

which possible selves confer benefits for adult well-being. This will be followed by a 

review of the possible selves literature relating to gender and age differences. 

Theoretical Frameworks 

This section begins by outlining the theoretical underpinnings that articulate 

how self-regulatory and motivational processes—in the form of possible selves—and 

personal strengths can help us better understand psychological and subjective well-

being in adulthood. We will situate possible selves in the context of adult well-being, 

given that adulthood is fraught with challenges and curveballs, and adapting to the 

changing circumstances is crucial to healthy adult development. This will be followed 

by introducing the identified personal strengths and the relevant theoretical and 

empirical work to provide an integrated perspective of the hypothesised processes by 

which possible selves confer positive well-being outcomes.   
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Possible Selves Theory 

Possible selves are individualised representations of one’s hopes, expectations, 

goals, and fears for oneself and provide a connection between one’s self-concept and 

motivation (Markus & Nurius, 1986). Conceptually, possible selves work in two 

separate pathways to achieve goals—one strives towards hoped-for possible selves or 

expected selves, and the other avoids feared possible selves (Oyserman & James, 2009). 

Expected possible selves refer to possible selves that people believe they are likely to 

become in reality. In contrast, hoped-for selves—which are not examined in the current 

study—are aspirations set further along in the future from the current self (Carver et al., 

1994). Thus, expected possible selves are akin to achievable goals rather than 

unrealistic wishes (Carver et al., 1994). Similar to hoped-for selves, expected selves 

embody optimistic and positive aspirations and function as powerful motivational 

influences for people to take action to achieve them (Unemori et al., 2004). Feared 

selves refer to possible selves that people fear becoming. Some researchers posited that 

in order for hoped-for selves to effectively motivate people to engage in activities to 

attain these selves, they need to be translated into more defined, expected selves 

(Oyserman & Markus, 1990b). Theoretically, hoped-for selves may transform into 

expected selves when the former incorporates specific plans to attain them, such as 

“becoming a zookeeper if I pass my exams” (Oyserman & Markus, 1990b). It is posited 

that hoped-for selves are more challenging to manifest behaviourally than expected 

selves. Thus, people may be less disappointed if these hoped-for selves do not come to 

fruition (Oyserman & Markus, 1990b).   

Oyserman and Markus (1990b) distinguished between expected selves as being 

based on more realistic expectations and are more likely to become true, and hoped-for 

selves as being envisioned regardless of the likelihood of them manifesting and tend to 

ATTENTION: The Singapore Copyright Act applies to the use of this document. Library and Information Services Centre, National Institute of Education.



 

 23 
 

be based on dreams. Yet, in recent research by Oyserman and colleagues (e.g., 

Oyserman et al., 2004; Oyserman et al., 2006; Oyserman & Fryberg, 2006), this 

distinction was not explicated and only expected selves were included as a 

countervailing component to feared selves in examining balanced possible selves. 

Nevertheless, research has examined positive possible selves using either hoped-for or 

expected selves, and negative possible selves using feared selves. In addition, some 

researchers on possible selves have chosen to examine expected selves on the premise 

that for the possible self to motivate and regulate behaviour, it must first be perceived to 

be possible.   

Thus, it may be plausible that hoped-for selves tend to be set further along the 

timeline while expected selves tend to be more proximal. However, considering the 

highly variable time reference points deployed in possible selves research—some 

studies do not indicate the time frame while other studies indicate an arbitrary time 

frame—some researchers (e.g., Hoyle & Sherrill, 2006) have stated that investigating 

the relationship between temporal factors and the motivational influence of possible 

selves on behaviour would be infeasible. Nevertheless, there is still considerable 

ambiguity about the distinction between hoped-for selves and expected selves. 

Therefore, researchers have called for more research into examining the differences 

between hoped-for selves and expected selves, particularly the different cultural 

perceptions (Unemori et al., 2004). 

Another theoretical application of the possible selves has been extended to 

consider the motivational influence of balanced possible selves. People with both 

expected selves and feared possible selves are considered to have balanced possible 

selves (Oyserman & Markus, 1990b). Whether the balanced possible self comprises a 

hoped-for self and its corresponding feared self or an expected self and its 
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corresponding feared self, they work in complementary pathways to achieve desired 

outcomes and avoid undesirable outcomes (Oyserman & James, 2009). Possible selves 

have two functions—evaluative and motivational functions (Markus & Nurius, 1986). 

First, possible selves provide a context to evaluate the actual self, which is crucial in the 

self-evaluation process. Second, possible selves are central in the motivational process 

as they motivate people to change to attain their expected selves and avoid their feared 

selves. 

Nonetheless, not all possible selves are equally effective in motivating people 

towards their desired selves. Both expected selves and feared selves tend not to contain 

strategies to achieve or avoid these selves, respectively. Hence, possible selves with 

self-regulatory strategies were conceived to include specific strategies to attain positive 

possible selves—hoped-for selves and expected selves—and avoid feared selves (Hoyle 

& Sherrill, 2006; Oyserman et al., 2004). This is evidence to support the assertion that 

possible selves that incorporate cognitive representations of important goals and 

plausible self-regulation strategies to attain one’s goals exert greater motivational 

impact (Higgins, 1996; Oyserman et al., 2006). Overall, people work towards narrowing 

the gap between their present selves and expected selves, and widening the gap between 

their present selves and feared selves. When people focus on their future selves, a sense 

of optimism is imbued, and their well-being improves as possible selves allude to an 

opportunity to improve the present situation (Lee & Oyserman, 2009). From this 

possible selves perspective, adults’ motivation and effort in pursuing their goals may 

vary depending on the configuration of possible selves (e.g., number of expected, feared 

and balanced possible selves, and linked strategies). 
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Possible Selves in Adulthood 

To date, possible selves research has primarily focused on the adolescent 

population, with studies linking possible selves to better academic outcomes (Anderman 

et al., 1999; Oyserman et al., 2002; Oyserman et al., 2004) and reduced delinquent 

behaviour (Aloise-Young et al., 2001; Oyserman & Markus, 1990a; Oyserman & Saltz, 

1993). Considering the influence of possible selves on adult well-being and their 

potential to elucidate the link between their motivations and well-being, the possible 

selves theory positions itself as a persuasive theoretical framework in the present study.  

Possible selves in adulthood undergo a process of revisiting, adapting, and 

possibly disengagement to achieve their developmental goals (Frazier et al., 2007). 

Evidence from studies with adults has linked possible selves to better social 

relationships (Ko et al., 2014), increased engagement in physical activity (Hsu et al., 

2014), improved emotional well-being (Sheldon & Lyubomirsky, 2006), better 

psychological well-being (Hsu et al., 2014), and better health and well-being outcomes 

(Carver & Connor-Smith, 2010; Frazier et al., 2002; Frazier et al., 2007). However, the 

general lack of research on the role of possible selves in adulthood is a problem because 

the relationship between possible selves and well-being may be unique for adults, given 

that as they navigate through life’s challenges and transitions, adapting their possible 

selves to changing circumstances is vital in sustaining their well-being throughout 

adulthood (King & Hicks, 2007; King & Raspin, 2004).  

The limited research is surprising considering Cross and Markus’s (1991) 

seminal study on the role of possible selves as a source of motivating influence and 

well-being in adult development. The study documented that adults with greater life 

satisfaction had more possible selves in career, family and health domains while adults 

with lower life satisfaction had more possible selves in the personal characteristics 
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domain. While identity issues emerge in adolescence, identity development issues 

continue to be present throughout the life span as adults adjust their identity to meet 

new challenges and psychosocial crises in subsequent adult developmental stages 

(Marcia, 2002). This is buttressed by recent findings linking identity development in 

middle adulthood with later life well-being outcomes (Malone et al., 2016). For adults 

who have experienced challenging life transitions (e.g., divorce), disengaging from old 

and unattainable possible selves coupled with generating new possible selves was 

associated with better well-being (King & Hicks, 2007). Conversely, a preoccupation 

with previously held and unattainable possible selves was associated with lower 

subjective well-being and regrets (King & Raspin, 2004). To illustrate, a 2-year follow-

up study with 48 divorced women (from an initial sample of 73 divorced women) 

observed that women who had more salient previously held and unattainable possible 

selves (e.g., having children or grandchildren, travel plans, monetary success) reported 

lower subjective well-being (King & Raspin, 2004). 

The relation between possible selves and well-being (e.g., Loveday, Lovell, & 

Jones, 2016) has led researchers to call for research to elucidate the underlying 

processes through which these benefits are conferred (e.g., Hoyle & Sherrill, 2006). 

Nevertheless, most studies in the field of possible selves have focused on personal 

strengths as an outcome of possible selves intervention (e.g., Meevissen et al., 2011; 

Peters et al., 2010; Sheldon & Lyubomirsky, 2006) and have not systematically 

scrutinised the potential role of personal strengths in shaping how adults navigate life’s 

circumstances, challenges, and opportunities. This underscores the need to investigate 

personal strengths as potential mediators by which possible selves exert a salutary 

influence on adult well-being. 
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Underpinning Motivational Mechanisms of Possible Selves  

The present study proposes a conceptual model to clarify the linkages between 

possible selves, potential underlying mechanisms (i.e., learned optimism, general self-

efficacy, coping) and well-being (i.e., subjective well-being, psychological well-being). 

Social cognitive theory and positive psychology were identified as complementary 

perspectives in articulating the potential pathways through which possible selves yield 

behavioural change and confer well-being benefits. They offer points of convergence 

for exploration in the present study.  

Social Cognitive Theory 

Researchers theorised that possible selves elicit behavioural change through 

behavioural self-regulation (Cross & Markus, 1991). Studies examining this theorised 

mechanism documented that envisioning possible selves engenders greater behavioural 

self-regulation (Hoyle & Sherrill, 2006) and that more detailed possible selves with 

concrete strategies yield greater behavioural self-regulation (Oyserman & James, 2009). 

According to Markus and Nurius (1986), self-efficacy beliefs can exert motivational 

influence when tied to detailed possible selves. That is, self-efficacy can influence 

whether people eventually execute these behavioural strategies to attain their desired 

possible selves (Murru & Martin Ginis, 2010). Social cognitive theory was considered 

because of its theoretical linkages to possible selves through self-regulation and self-

efficacy, and its potential application in elucidating possible selves’ mechanisms.  

Despite incipient research demonstrating self-efficacy as a potential mechanism 

of possible selves (Murru & Martin Ginis, 2010), the social cognitive theory has not 

been systematically deployed in articulating how self-efficacy may influence the 

relationship between possible selves and well-being. In the social cognitive theory, the 
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interactions between cognitive, behavioural, personal, and environmental factors 

explain how people acquire and maintain behavioural patterns (Bandura, 1986). 

Specifically, people’s behaviours are directed by goals, achieving desired outcomes or 

avoiding undesired outcomes. Bandura (1986) regarded these outcomes as outcome 

expectations, which function as motivations for people’s behaviours, and directions to 

guide the behaviours and effort needed to achieve their desired outcomes. Central to the 

pursuit of desired outcomes is the construct of self-efficacy, which refers to people’s 

beliefs in their ability to perform the behaviours needed to achieve the desired 

outcomes. According to the social cognitive theory, self-efficacy is an agentic 

motivational orientation that fosters perseverance in the face of obstacles, regulates 

motivation through outcome expectations concerning goals, and facilitates self-

regulation of behaviour (Bandura, 2001).  

Points of convergence between social cognitive theory and possible selves 

theory emanate from Oyserman et al.’s (2006) assertion that the motivational influence 

of possible selves is related to people’s confidence in executing the related behaviours 

congruent with their self-concept. This perspective aligns with the social cognitive 

theory’s stance that self-efficacy and outcome expectations converge to shape self-

regulatory behaviours (Bandura, 1989). To elaborate, embedded within the social 

cognitive theory are five capabilities: symbolise, plan alternative strategies, learn 

through vicarious experience, self-regulate, and self-reflect (Bandura, 1989). Self-

reflection capability, for instance, helps individuals process their experiences, revisit 

their self-beliefs, evaluate themselves, and modify their cognitions and actions 

correspondingly (Bandura, 1989). Taken together, the social cognitive theory explains 

how self-efficacy and self-regulation may synergistically influence the relationship 

between adult possible selves and their well-being. From the social cognitive 
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perspective, self-efficacy and outcome expectations converge to shape self-regulatory 

behaviours (Bandura, 1986).  

In applying these constructs in the context of possible selves, it stands to reason 

that adults who have low self-efficacy and unfavourable outcome expectations may 

experience difficulty regulating their behaviour (e.g., increasing physical activity levels, 

eating more balanced meals, reducing alcohol intake). They will thus, be less successful 

in achieving their desired health possible selves (e.g., achieve a healthy weight). 

Notably, theoretical evidence for self-efficacy as a potential mechanism by which 

possible selves exert their influence on well-being stems from Brickman and Miller’s 

(2001) study findings on the influence of people’s perception of their ability on their 

educational aspirations. Simply put, envisioning balanced possible selves and 

behavioural strategies may foster greater self-efficacy in executing the behaviours to 

attain their possible selves. Other scholars hold the view that attaining possible selves is 

optimal when there are detailed, immediate goals linked to these possible selves 

(Markus & Ruvolo, 1989; Oyserman et al., 2004; Oyserman et al., 2006; Oyserman et 

al., 2011). In other words, possible selves with elaborate and linked behavioural 

strategies may inculcate a greater sense of self-efficacy to perform and sustain the 

behaviours needed to achieve their possible selves. This notion converges with Miller 

and Brickman’s (2004) postulation that more immediate goals function to self-regulate 

behaviour towards attaining distal goals (e.g., possible selves) and lend support to the 

application of social cognitive theory in elucidating the links between adult motivation 

and well-being.    

Positive Psychology 

Positive psychology offers the other useful perspective in articulating how 

possible selves motivate people to engage in self-regulatory behaviours to foster well-
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being. In the context of envisioning possible selves, people may achieve greater clarity 

in identifying their strengths, which in turn facilitates the cultivation of a strengths-

based identity and encourages the envisioning of goals that complement these strengths 

(Snyder, 2002). Further, in generating hoped-for selves, the positive emotions 

engendered may yield positive well-being outcomes aligned with the broaden-and-build 

theory of positive emotions (Fredrickson, 2001). Relatedly, in envisioning feared selves 

and strategies to avoid them, one may experience heightened confidence in managing 

challenges and a concomitant increase in optimism. To date, research has examined the 

relationships between possible selves and positive psychology concerning the efficacy 

of the best possible self (BPS) intervention—where participants are asked to describe an 

envisioned future where everything has gone well in their lives (King, 2001)—in 

enhancing well-being. Numerous reviews and meta-analyses have established strong 

evidence supporting the efficacy of BPS in improving optimism, positive affect and 

well-being (Carrillo et al., 2019; Loveday et al., 2016). Despite the established linkages 

between BPS, optimism and well-being, few studies have examined optimism as a 

potential mediator in the relationship between possible selves and well-being.   

Well-Being  

Theoretical and empirical research has documented associations between 

possible selves and psychological well-being (Cross & Markus, 1991; Ryff, 1991; 

Smith & Freund, 2002). In particular, to preserve well-being in adulthood, people need 

to revisit and adapt their possible selves (Cross & Markus, 1991; Ryff, 1991). However, 

research on possible selves and well-being has focused primarily on adolescents (e.g., 

Oyserman et al., 2004; Oyserman & Markus, 1990b), university students (e.g., Markus 

& Ruvolo, 1989; vanDellen & Hoyle, 2008; Yang & Noels, 2013), and older adults 

(e.g., Ko et al., 2014; Smith & Freund, 2002). Few studies have included emerging, 
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young and middle-aged adults, and it is unclear how possible selves relate to well-being 

in adulthood. Researchers have posited that possible selves exert motivational influence 

within domains (Markus & Ruvolo, 1989). Frazier et al.’s (2002) study with older 

adults, for instance, demonstrated a positive association between better emotional well-

being and fewer health-related possible selves.  

Research on adult possible selves has differentiated the relationships between 

the content and structure of possible selves (e.g., number of expected selves, feared 

selves, balanced selves) and adult well-being. In Smith and Freund’s (2002) 

longitudinal study with older adults, for instance, hoped-for selves were more strongly 

correlated with subjective well-being than feared selves, and having more balanced 

possible selves—except in the domain of health—were positively correlated with better 

subjective well-being. That said, Smith and Freund acknowledged the need for further 

research to delve into these relationships in younger and middle-aged adults.  

While the construct of well-being has been the subject of intense debate among 

researchers, considering its complexity, there appears to be some agreement that there 

are two broad distinctions in the perspective of well-being as hedonic or eudaimonic 

(Ryan & Deci, 2001). The hedonic perspective of well-being construes well-being as 

encompassing pleasant emotions or happiness (Ryan & Deci, 2001). In contrast, the 

eudaimonic perspective of well-being construes well-being as the pursuit of meaning, 

engagement in a purposeful life, and realising one’s potential. Broadly, these two 

perspectives differentiate between the “distinct views of human nature and of what 

constitutes a good society” (Ryan & Deci, 2001, p. 143). Stemming from these 

dichotomous well-being perspectives are two conceptualisations of well-being: 

subjective well-being and psychological well-being (Lent, 2004). As maintained by its 
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key proponent, Ed Diener, subjective well-being comprises three unique aspects of 

positive affect, the absence of negative affect, and life satisfaction (Diener et al., 2003).  

Other researchers argued that measures capturing life satisfaction and affect are 

embedded in weak theoretical foundations and do not reflect crucial well-being and 

functioning elements (Ryff, 1989). In response, Carol Ryff, a major proponent of 

psychological well-being, construed well-being as working towards goals in the 

fulfilment of one’s potential, in line with her assertion that happiness is not a goal. 

Instead, it is engendered when one is in pursuit of a meaningful life. Ryff 

conceptualised psychological well-being as comprising the following components: 

“autonomy, personal growth, self-acceptance, purpose in life, environmental mastery, 

and positive relations with others” (Ryff & Singer, 1998, p. 5). Thus, goals encapsulate 

qualities central to one’s psychological well-being (e.g., meaning and purpose in life). 

This is congruent with empirical research substantiating the unanimity of goals in 

driving one’s behaviours and promoting one’s well-being (Emmons, 1986). This 

conceptualisation of well-being is evidenced by a body of literature supporting the 

perceived progress of one’s valued goals in elevating one’s subjective well-being 

(Emmons, 1986; Oishi & Diener, 2001). 

Evidence for the role of goal engagement and goal disengagement in adult well-

being came from two studies with 262 adults (52.7% women) comprising 86 young 

adults (age range: 20–35 years), 88 middle-aged adults (age range: 40–55 years) and 88 

older adults (age range: 60–85 years) as well as 223 adults (58.3% women) comprising 

90 adolescents and young adults (age range: 14–35 years), 67 middle-aged adults (age 

range: 36–55 years), and 66 older adults (age range: 56–87 years; Haase et al., 2013). 

Greater goal engagement was associated with higher levels of well-being for middle-

aged adults than younger and older adults, while goal disengagement was associated 
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with higher levels of well-being for older adults than younger and middle-aged adults. 

This may be attributed to the availability of opportunities for middle-aged adults 

(Lachman, 2004) and reduced opportunities for older adults (Wrosch et al., 2000). Some 

researchers (e.g., Wrosch, Scheier, Carver, & Schulz, 2003) have highlighted potential 

linkages between possible selves and goals, in that having alternative possible selves 

may make it easier for people to disengage from unattainable goals (Wrosch, Scheier, 

Carver, & Schulz, 2003). Consistent with the perspectives of well-being as hedonic and 

eudaimonic (Ryan & Deci, 2001), this study aims to examine the relationship between 

adult possible selves and well-being from the two distinct conceptualisations of well-

being as subjective well-being and psychological well-being. Overall, research on 

possible selves and well-being has been limited to adolescent populations or older adult 

populations (e.g., aged 70 and above), underlining a need for further examination to 

elucidate the links between possible selves and well-being in younger and middle-aged 

adults. 

Within the cultural perspective, research has foregrounded the role of culture in 

shaping the experience of well-being, although the findings are mixed. Cross-cultural 

studies noted that Asian American adolescents tend to experience greater psychological 

stress than Caucasian American adolescents (Chang, 1996). For instance, a cross-

cultural study involving 12,524 university students from Germany, Russia, and China 

observed that Asian students experienced lower satisfaction with life compared with 

their European peers, which might be explained by the exacerbated academic stress 

given the higher premium placed on education in Asian cultures (Bieda et al., 2017; 

Isralowitz & Ong, 1990). Relatedly, emerging evidence revealed that complaints of 

physical symptoms may be linked to psychological discomfort and tend to be more 

commonly associated with non-Western cultures (Khallad, 2013). Nevertheless, while 
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some studies noted that Asians tend to somatise their psychological problems (Okazaki 

& Kallivayalil, 2002), other studies disputed this notion (Chang, 1996). In light of the 

ambiguity in the research on cultural differences and similarities in possible selves and 

well-being across cultures, there is a strong precedent for the consideration of cross-

cultural compatibility before applying these constructs in an Asian context.  

In sum, the research reviewed above outlined the theories underpinning the 

current study and described the role of possible selves in adult well-being. Generally, 

research has supported the role of possible selves in fostering better well-being (Carver 

& Connor-Smith, 2010; Frazier et al., 2002; Frazier et al., 2007; Hsu et al., 2014; 

Sheldon & Lyubomirsky, 2006) while also highlighting more nuanced linkages between 

well-being and the structure and content of possible selves (Cross & Markus, 1991; 

Frazier et al., 2002; Hoyle & Sherrill, 2006; Smith & Freund, 2002). We reviewed 

recent advances in the possible selves theory in elucidating the underlying processes. In 

addition, we delved into emerging evidence that laid the foundation for considering 

personal strengths as potential mediators in the relationship between possible selves and 

well-being. Finally, we underscored the relevance of cultural contexts when examining 

well-being in light of cultural differences in how well-being is construed and 

manifested. 

The Motivational Influence of Possible Selves on Well-Being  

While there is cumulative evidence supporting the benefits of possible selves on 

adults’ well-being and life satisfaction (Frazier et al., 2007; Frazier et al., 2012; Frazier 

& Hooker, 2006), there is a general lack of consensus regarding the unique motivational 

influence of possible selves—expected possible selves, feared possible selves, balanced 

possible selves and possible selves with self-regulatory strategies (e.g., Smith & Freund, 

2002). The following section will review studies investigating the relationships between 
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possible selves and well-being in adult populations and point to particular gaps of 

interest in the current study.  

Expected Selves, Feared Selves and Well-Being  

Research findings on the unique motivational influence of either expected selves 

or feared selves have revealed mixed observations. While some studies concluded that 

expected selves and feared selves are equally motivating (Murru & Martin Ginis, 2010; 

Ouellette et al., 2005), other studies countered that feared selves are more motivating 

than expected selves or hoped-for selves, and vice versa (e.g., Dalley & Buunk, 2011; 

Hoyle & Sherrill, 2006; Penland et al., 2000). In the health domain, for instance, 

findings indicate that feared selves motivated greater dietary restraint than expected or 

hoped-for selves, which aligns with the body image literature where dietary restraint 

relates more to the avoidance of being overweight than striving towards being slim 

(Dalley & Buunk, 2011). Experimental evidence from studies in the broader health 

research corroborated the notion that feared selves are more motivating as they yield 

greater motivation to adopt healthier lifestyles (e.g., healthy diet, increased activity 

level; Dalley & Buunk, 2011; Hoyle & Sherrill, 2006). This converged with findings 

that expected or hoped-for selves either weakened motivation in goal-relevant academic 

choices (Oettingen et al., 2001) and healthy eating (Dalley & Buunk, 2011) or exerted 

no behavioural change or lesser effort (Gonzales et al., 2001; Oettingen et al., 2001).  

In contrast, findings from other studies demonstrated that only expected or 

hoped-for selves conferred beneficial effects (Markus & Nurius, 1986; Penland et al., 

2000) in the domains of academic outcomes (Anderman et al., 1999), physical health 

(King, 2001) and optimism (Meevissen et al., 2011; Peters et al., 2010; Sheldon & 

Lyubomirsky, 2006). These inconsistent findings may be attributed to people’s 

identities, in that people tend to behave in congruence with their identities (Oyserman, 
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2007, 2009). Consider, for example, a woman of average weight who still holds onto 

her past identity as “fat” may find her feared possible self of gaining weight to be more 

motivating. In another instance, a youth with a positive student self-identity may find 

the expected self of achieving good grades and entering his desired university to be 

more motivating.  

Balanced Possible Selves and Well-Being 

Further complicating the research on the unique motivational influence of 

possible selves is the view that balanced possible selves—a combination of an expected 

possible self and its corresponding feared possible self in the same domain—provide 

stronger motivation compared with either expected selves or feared selves (Oyserman & 

Markus, 1990b). However, research findings have been contradictory. Researchers have 

postulated that balanced possible selves confer greater motivation due to their additive 

effect (Hoyle & Sherrill, 2006) or their ability to tap on two distinct motivational 

systems (Higgins, 1998) compared to either expected or feared self. The rationale is that 

since balanced possible selves tap on separate motivational systems, they increase the 

repertoire of behaviours to attain expected selves or avoid feared selves (Hoyle & 

Sherrill, 2006). Evidence for this predominant view can be gleaned from studies where 

balanced possible selves were linked to improved social outcomes and greater social 

goal progress for older adults (Ko et al., 2014), and increased motivation to exercise for 

university students (Murru & Martin Ginis, 2010). A study with 105 older adults (M = 

63 years, age range: 52–88), for example, noted that balanced social possible selves 

exerted greater motivational influence in pursuing social goals compared with either 

hoped-for or feared selves (Ko et al., 2014). It is important to note that not all studies 

support the theoretical position that balanced possible selves in a given domain 

engender greater motivation (vanDellen & Hoyle, 2008). In a study with 93 
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international students (51.1% males, M = 25.63 years, SD = 5.05), having more 

balanced selves in the educational domain was associated with greater psychological 

well-being while having more balanced selves in the intrapersonal domain was 

associated with greater sociocultural adjustment difficulties (Yang & Noels, 2013). 

Self-Regulatory Possible Selves 

In parallel, researchers theorised that self-regulatory possible selves confer 

greater motivation and foster better self-regulatory behaviour as they incorporate 

people’s more immediate goals (Markus & Nurius, 1986) or behavioural strategies 

(Oyserman, 2015). Self-regulatory possible selves are possible selves that embody self-

defining goals and incorporate specific strategies for goal attainment (Oyserman et al., 

2004). This is aligned with Markus and Ruvolo (1989)’s original assertion that self-

regulation is the process whereby possible selves guide goal-pursuit behaviours. 

Balanced possible selves engender greater behavioural self-regulation because they 

conceptualise strategies for both expected and feared possible selves, and draw from a 

wider pool of effective self-regulation strategies (Oyserman & James, 2009). In the 

possible selves literature, self-regulatory possible selves are typically contrasted with 

self-enhancing possible selves, which are possible selves without specific strategies 

(Oyserman et al., 2004). Self-enhancing possible selves are generally considered to be 

less effective in influencing motivation and behaviour. Evidence supporting the greater 

motivational impact of self-regulatory possible selves can be drawn from studies in the 

academic domain (Oyserman et al., 2004) and physical domain (Murru & Martin Ginis, 

2010; Strachan et al., 2017). Murru and Martin Ginis (2010), for instance, demonstrated 

that adults who received a self-regulatory possible selves intervention increased their 

exercise behaviour compared with a control group. In another study, Oyserman et al. 
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(2004) observed that adolescents who generated possible selves with self-regulation 

strategies experienced improved school-related and well-being outcomes. 

In the present study, self-regulation in possible selves will be examined using 

the number of strategies described to attain or avoid expected selves and feared selves, 

respectively. The coding of possible selves and their strategies is based on the Possible 

Selves Questionnaire (PSQ) conceptualised by leading possible selves researchers 

(Cross & Markus, 1991; Oyserman et al., 2004; Oyserman & Markus, 1990a). In the 

PSQ, strategies are coded based on the count and are generally not referred to as self-

regulatory possible selves. In addition, studies examining self-regulatory possible selves 

tend to examine them in contrast with self-enhancing possible selves, that is, possible 

selves without strategies. Nevertheless, some researchers (e.g., Strachan et al., 2017) 

have cautioned that even when participants are not asked to describe strategies, they 

may still do so. Other studies on self-regulatory possible selves have also deployed a 

randomised controlled experimental design to examine the effects of a self-regulatory 

possible selves intervention, compared with a control group (e.g., Murru & Martin 

Ginis, 2010). Generally, studies examining self-regulatory possible selves have utilised 

the coding method developed by Oyserman et al. (2004), where the count of strategies 

to attain and avoid expected and feared possible selves, respectively, were obtained for 

each participant. This was the same coding system that was deployed in the current 

study. However, as Oyserman and colleagues (2004) highlighted, possible selves 

research has not focused on distinguishing the motivational influence of self-regulatory 

possible selves and self-enhancing possible selves, which is reflected in the limited 

coding systems developed to examine self-regulation in possible selves. 

Overall, the evidence supporting the greater motivational influence of self-

regulatory possible selves has thus far been inconsistent. Specifically, some studies 
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observed that non-self-regulatory possible selves or self-enhancing possible selves were 

as effective as self-regulatory possible selves in influencing behaviour (Strachan et al., 

2017). Strachan and colleagues (2017), for instance, demonstrated that adults who 

received a self-regulatory possible selves intervention or a self-enhancing possible 

selves intervention reported greater physical activity compared with a control group. 

However, contrary to the consensus view of self-regulatory possible selves as being 

more motivating, Strachan and colleagues observed that self-regulatory and self-

enhancing possible selves interventions were similarly effective in increasing physical 

activity. In explaining the incongruence with prior findings, Strachan and colleagues 

alluded to the possibility that participants in the self-enhancing possible selves 

intervention could have provided self-regulatory strategies and plans even though they 

were not explicitly asked to do so. This finding raises questions about whether self-

regulation strategies reflect the effort required to attain possible selves and enhance 

well-being (e.g., Murru & Martin Ginis, 2010; Oyserman et al., 2004; Oyserman & 

James, 2009). Taken together, the evidence supporting the theorised view that possible 

selves with specific strategies exert greater motivational influence on behavioural self-

regulation than possible selves with no strategy is ambiguous, and further investigation 

is warranted. 

In sum, of critical interest in this study is the general lack of congruence 

concerning the unique motivational influence of possible selves on well-being, which 

this study seeks to address. As the types of possible selves are typically examined 

separately across studies, it impedes our understanding of the nuances in the 

relationship between possible selves and well-being in their totality. Thus, the current 

study seeks to elucidate the unique motivational influence of the different types of 

possible selves (expected, feared and balanced possible selves, and strategies for 
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expected and feared possible selves) on adult well-being. For example, whether having 

more balanced selves is associated with greater subjective well-being—as measured by 

life satisfaction, positive affect and absence of negative affect—or psychological well-

being, compared to having more expected or feared possible selves. The study will also 

undertake a second set of analyses to delve into the relationships between the different 

types of possible selves and well-being by examining these relationships within specific 

possible selves domains. For instance, whether having more expected possible selves in 

the intrapersonal domain is positively associated with subjective or psychological well-

being, or whether having more feared possible selves in the health domain is negatively 

associated with subjective or psychological well-being. This information has important 

utility in advancing adult well-being research through the possible selves lens. 

Potential Mechanisms Underlying the Influence of Possible Selves on Well-Being  

The earlier part of this chapter reviewed research demonstrating the well-being 

benefits conferred by possible selves while highlighting the ambiguity in the literature. 

To date, research on possible selves has predominantly focused on describing the 

content and structure of possible selves, the relationship between possible selves and a 

myriad of outcomes, including well-being, and the unique motivational influence of 

possible selves on well-being. Nevertheless, there have been few empirical 

investigations into the underlying processes by which possible selves exert their 

motivational influence, despite calls by researchers for the possible selves field to move 

in this direction (e.g., Hoyle & Sherrill, 2006). Distinguishing the underlying 

mechanisms may elucidate the conflicting research described above. Importantly, 

investigating the possible mediating influence of modifiable personal strengths can 

clarify their role in shaping how adults navigate opportunities, challenges and changing 

circumstances across the lifespan. In addressing gaps in the possible selves field, the 
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following sections will segue into a further deliberation on the links between possible 

selves, personal strengths, and well-being. This will be followed by a discussion of the 

rationale for the potential mediating influence of personal strengths (general self-

efficacy, coping and learned optimism) in the relationship between possible selves and 

well-being. 

Learned Optimism as a Potential Mechanism Underlying the Influence of Possible 

Selves on Well-Being  

The extensive body of research on optimism has given rise to two broad 

conceptualisations of optimism. On the one hand, optimism has been conceptualised as 

a dispositional trait reflecting people’s tendency to expect positive outcomes in the 

future (Carver & Scheier, 2004). On the other hand, optimism has been conceptualised 

as an attributional style that concerns people’s positive explanation for events and 

positive expectations for the future (Peterson, 2000; Seligman, 2002). For the latter 

conceptualisation, optimism as an explanatory style encompasses three aspects of 

attribution: whether it is stable or unstable, whether it is global or specific, and whether 

it is internal or external (Buchanan & Seligman, 1995; Schulman, 1999; Seligman, 

2006). People who tend to attribute stable, global and internal reasons for adverse 

events tend to be less resilient than those with a learned optimistic explanatory style 

(i.e., attribute unstable, specific and external reasons when faced with adversities; 

Schulman, 1999). 

Nevertheless, regardless of their conceptualisations, existing literature has 

unequivocally established that optimism is quintessential in fortifying people’s 

resilience, particularly during stressful events (Schulman, 1999). This view is 

unsurprising given that optimism stems from a realistic assessment of people’s strengths 

and limitations, perception of external events’ dynamic nature, and positive future 

ATTENTION: The Singapore Copyright Act applies to the use of this document. Library and Information Services Centre, National Institute of Education.



 

 42 
 

expectancies (Carver et al., 2010; Seligman, 2006). According to Seligman (2006), 

optimism can be learned and cultivated as a buffer against life stressors. Substantial 

evidence has supported the modifiable nature of optimism—regardless of whether it is 

conceptualised as a state or trait—and the efficacy of interventions in increasing 

optimism levels (Segerstrom, 2007). Cross-cultural studies with adults in the United 

States and Hong Kong have noted age differences in optimism—albeit dispositional 

optimism—with older adults reporting higher levels of optimism than younger adults 

(You et al., 2009). Isaacowitz’s (2005) study with 280 adults noted that older adults had 

a more optimistic explanatory style than young and middle-aged adults in the 

interpersonal domain but not in the health domain.  

Conceptually, the constructs of possible selves and optimism share common 

origins from motivational frameworks. In the case of optimism, people strive towards 

goals with positive expectancies on their attainability (Carver & Scheier, 1990), just as 

people work towards achieving or avoiding their expected and feared selves, 

respectively. Another common linkage between the constructs is that, like possible 

selves, optimism is future-oriented or examines future expectancies (Carver et al., 

1994). Theoretically, there seems to be a pervasive view that optimists tend to have 

more hoped-for possible selves (Carver et al., 1994). The empirical evidence supporting 

this theoretical stance is tenuous and scant, nonetheless. While there have been few 

empirical investigations into the relationship between the different types of possible 

selves and optimism, previous work has noted that optimism is not associated with 

either hoped-for or feared selves. Notably, Carver and colleagues (1994) examined the 

relationships between the different types of possible selves and the optimism-pessimism 

dimension. They asked participants to rate the positivity of their expected selves and 

hoped-for selves, and the negativity of their feared selves (as measured by a preliminary 
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6-point Likert scale measure developed by the researchers). They found a positive 

correlation between dispositional optimism (as measured by the Life Orientation Test; 

LOT; Scheier & Carver, 1985) and the positivity of expected selves. However, no 

relationship was found between dispositional optimism and the positivity of hoped-for 

selves or the negativity of the feared selves. Optimistic participants were also more 

likely to have more positively-rated expected selves than their less optimistic 

counterparts.  

Thus, while optimists and pessimists are as likely to have hoped-for selves and 

feared selves, optimists may be more likely to translate their hoped-for selves into 

expected selves (Carver et al., 1994). Carver and colleagues’ (1994) finding on the 

inverse relationship between optimism and the diversity of hoped-for selves provides 

some support for this notion. Specifically, pessimistic people tend to spread their 

aspirations across a diverse range of life domains, while optimistic people tend to have 

less diverse aspirations. Thus, pessimistic people may risk diluting their limited energy 

and resources in attempting to attain their hoped-for selves, which may inadvertently 

undermine the likelihood of them becoming true (Carver et al., 1994). In contrast, 

optimists tend to have fewer diverse hoped-for selves across domains, which 

corroborated previous research findings that optimists tend to reduce their investment of 

effort and attention in other competing areas when managing stressors (Scheier et al., 

1986). This observation aligns with evidence demonstrating that optimistic people tend 

to have better self-regulation (Scheier & Carver, 1992). However, as previously 

mentioned, both hoped-for selves and expected selves do not typically incorporate 

strategies to achieve these selves, so much uncertainty still exists about their role (if 

any) in the postulated translation of hoped-for selves into expected selves (Carver et al., 

1994). Moreover, specific strategies to attain these selves were not examined in the few 
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studies examining the relationships among hoped-for selves, expected selves and 

optimism (e.g., Carver et al., 1994). 

Markus and Nurius (1986) theorised that possible selves exert motivational 

influence on one’s behaviours through the belief that the current self is mutable, which 

boosts one’s optimism. This relationship is borne out in numerous studies examining 

the efficacy of the BPS intervention in elevating optimism levels (King, 2001; 

Meevissen et al., 2011). In King’s (2001) seminal study, a 20-minute BPS writing 

exercise over four consecutive days was revealed to increase satisfaction with life and 

dispositional optimism. Generally, studies established the effectiveness of BPS 

interventions in increasing optimism regardless of their duration. In other words, a 

single BPS writing and imagery exercise led to an increase in positive future 

expectancies (Hanssen et al., 2013; Peters et al., 2010), as did imagining one’s best 

possible self for 5 min daily over 2 weeks which increased optimism levels (Meevissen 

et al., 2011). Lending credence to the link between optimism and possible selves are 

findings from a recent meta-analysis of 29 randomised controlled trial studies involving 

3,319 participants, which documented that BPS interventions (g = .64) produced a 

significant effect in increasing optimism levels (Malouff & Schutte, 2017). In addition, 

BPS interventions yielded greater effect sizes compared with other optimism 

interventions such as self-compassion interventions and mindfulness interventions (g = 

.28).  

Although the above findings have contributed to our understanding of the role of 

possible selves interventions in increasing optimism levels, much is unknown about the 

potential mediating role of optimism in the links between possible selves and well-

being. Notwithstanding the cumulative evidence supporting the efficacy of BPS 

interventions in enhancing optimism, there is a dearth of research on the relations 
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between optimism, possible selves and well-being. To our knowledge, no studies have 

examined optimism as a mediator in the relationship between possible selves and well-

being, despite its potential as an underlying process as theorised by possible selves 

researchers (King & Raspin, 2004; Markus & Nurius, 1986). Researchers have asserted 

that in envisioning possible selves, one’s optimism levels increase, which fosters greater 

well-being (King & Raspin, 2004). While optimism has been studied as an outcome in 

the possible selves literature, little is known about its role in the relationship between 

possible selves and well-being. That said, the emerging body of evidence on the role of 

possible selves in increasing optimism has laid the foundation for examining optimism 

as an underlying process of possible selves. Researchers in the possible selves field 

have recognised this gap and have called for future studies to identify the mechanisms 

by which possible selves influence behaviour (e.g., Hoyle & Sherrill, 2006). As detailed 

in the following paragraphs, optimism may mediate the influence of possible selves on 

behaviour through effective goal pursuit and better self-regulatory efforts. 

Studies have documented the dynamic nature of optimism, particularly during 

transitional stages (e.g., graduating from college and entering the workforce), 

accompanying role shifts (Caspi & Roberts, 2001) and ambivalent future outcomes 

(Carver et al., 2010). Scholars have postulated that when people focus on their possible 

selves, they believe their current selves to be mutable and that their possible selves 

present an opportunity to improve their present circumstances (Lee & Oyserman, 2009; 

Markus & Nurius, 1986). This, in turn, improves optimism and well-being. Possible 

selves encompass individualised representations of goals, expectations and fears 

(Markus & Nurius, 1986). Possible selves researchers (e.g., King & Raspin, 2004) posit 

that possible selves are the culmination of the successful execution of more immediate 

goals and that progress on goals to achieve possible selves engenders greater subjective 
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well-being (King et al., 1998). They made a critical assertion that the act of envisioning 

one’s achievement of goals (e.g., BPS intervention) imbues a greater engagement with 

one’s goals and greater psychological well-being (King & Raspin, 2004).  

The current study has identified goal pursuit and self-regulatory efforts as 

related processes through which optimism works. Expectancy-value theories (e.g., 

Wigfield & Eccles, 2000) and the possible selves theory share commonalities in their 

focus on goal attainment and avoidance of undesirable goals, with possible selves being 

envisaged as goals that are more encompassing in nature (Scheier & Carver, 2001). As 

Scheier and Carver (2001) conceptualised, optimism is embedded in an expectancy-

value model of goal pursuit where individuals pursue goals important to them and 

which are perceived to be attainable. Optimism appears to foster goal attainment in that 

people believe that they can succeed (Forgeard & Seligman, 2012). Possible selves 

theory provides a complementary perspective, in that it looks at the translation of 

broader envisioned future self-conceptualisations into more concrete goals. This is 

particularly relevant given that adulthood is fraught with transitions, challenges, 

opportunities and changing circumstances, in which people would need to revisit, adapt, 

and disengage from their possible selves as a means to maintain their well-being 

(Frazier et al., 2007). 

First, envisioning one’s possible selves may increase one’s optimism in 

overcoming challenges and foster greater persistence in goal pursuit efforts. Imagining 

one’s possible selves may be an opportunity to boost one's optimism needed to engage 

in effective goal pursuit. Specifically, optimism fosters goal expectancy, in that 

optimists tend to expect favourable outcomes from their goal pursuit compared with less 

optimistic people (Scheier & Carver, 1985). Research has supported a positive 

relationship between optimism and effective goal pursuit (Nes & Segerstrom, 2006). 
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Put simply, in imagining their possible selves, people are likely to experience 

heightened optimism which fosters greater persistence in goal pursuit—despite being 

confronted with obstacles—as a result of being spurred on by the belief that they can 

successfully overcome obstacles and attain their goals (Carver et al., 2010). Concordant 

with this notion is Armor and Taylor’s (1998) conceptualisation of “active optimism”, 

where one’s optimism is frequently accompanied by specific strategies to advance one’s 

goals or surmount difficulties. 

Optimism may also mediate the links between possible selves and well-being 

through effectively balancing goal conflict or competing possible selves. Considering 

that people may have several possible selves that compete for the same resources (e.g., 

time, energy, money), it is inevitable that people experience conflicts in balancing 

competing possible selves. Consider, for example, a social possible self for an adult 

learner who desires to make new friends, engage in more social interactions and 

maintain a strong social media presence. This social possible self may conflict with his 

or her achievement possible self to attain a part-time professional degree and the 

activities involved (e.g., attending evening lessons, spending weekends working on 

assignments, forgoing social gatherings). This is supported by numerous cross-sectional 

and longitudinal studies substantiating the links between optimism and a better balance 

of goal value and goal conflict (Segerstrom & Nes, 2006). Optimists tend to have higher 

goal engagement for high-priority goals than low-priority goals, which increases the 

likelihood of attaining highly valued goals (Geers et al., 2009). When confronted with 

unattainable goals, optimists were more likely to disengage from unattainable goals and 

re-direct their efforts towards more attainable goals (Aspinwall et al., 1999). Optimists 

also tend to be more engaged with high-priority tasks than low-priority tasks, as they 

would increase their effort for high-priority goals and correspondingly reduce their 
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effort for low-priority goals (Geers et al., 2009; Segerstrom & Nes, 2006). However, 

optimists’ persistence can also create greater goal conflict, given that limited resources 

and commitment can be spread too thin across competing goals (Segerstrom & Nes, 

2006). Paradoxically, preliminary findings speculated that while optimists tend to have 

greater goal conflict, they also experience greater psychological well-being (Segerstrom 

& Nes, 2006). Thus, despite their commitment to conflicting goals, optimists may be 

more adept at managing goal conflict (Segerstrom & Nes, 2006).  

Second, optimism may mediate the relationship between possible selves and 

well-being through better self-regulatory efforts. That is, more optimistic people tend to 

deploy better self-regulation efforts when working towards their possible selves than 

less optimistic people. Self-regulation draws from a finite resource akin to one’s 

strength levels (Baumeister et al., 2006), such that initial acts of self-regulation siphon 

and deplete from this reservoir of strength. This, in turn, renders ensuing efforts to self-

regulate more effortful (Baumeister et al., 2006). Previous research maintained that 

optimists tend to be more discerning and flexible in investing their processing resources 

and self-regulatory resources, which fosters better regulation of their behaviour towards 

greater persistence, engagement, and attainment of goals (Abele & Gendolla, 2007; 

Aspinwall et al., 1999; Pavlova & Silbereisen, 2013). Evidence for this can be traced to 

studies where optimists were observed to be more discerning vis-à-vis their less 

optimistic peers when selecting goals to invest their self-regulatory resources and tend 

to expand their effort when circumstances become more favourable (Pavlova & 

Silbereisen, 2013). Studies have also demonstrated that optimists exhibited better recall 

of personally relevant information and flexible allocation of limited processing 

resources, which allowed them to benefit directly from the relevant information and 

indirectly by avoiding unnecessary depletion of precious resources to irrelevant 
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information; by doing so, optimists were able to conserve resources for other self-

regulatory activities (Abele & Gendolla, 2007). 

Altogether, these findings present a logical sequence in considering optimism as 

a viable mechanism in the relationship between possible selves and well-being, given its 

better self-regulatory efforts and persistence in goal pursuit. Research on optimism and 

goal pursuit has also established how optimism effectively balances goal conflict, which 

can help us understand how optimism can balance potentially competing possible selves 

and safeguard adult well-being. 

General Self-Efficacy as a Potential Mechanism Underlying the Influence of 

Possible Selves on Well-Being  

Another viable mechanism in the relationship between possible selves and well-

being is self-efficacy, given that it is intricately linked with possible selves (Markus & 

Nurius, 1986) and behavioural change (Bandura, 1994). While optimism is posited as a 

potential mediator via the related processes of effective goal pursuit and self-regulatory 

efforts, self-efficacy offers a complementary perspective. In particular, self-efficacy is 

more intimately linked with the execution of self-regulatory behaviours, in that highly 

self-efficacious people are more likely to perform these behaviours owing to their 

favourable appraisal of their abilities and the circumstances (de Souza et al., 2014). The 

following section will review evidence for the related processes by which self-efficacy 

could mediate the relationship between possible selves and well-being.  

Self-efficacy is defined as the belief in one’s capabilities to perform behaviours 

to achieve desired goals and outcomes (Bandura, 1994). According to the social 

cognitive theory (Bandura, 1991), people are governed by a self-regulation model of 

motivation and proactive action. They set goals that create discrepancies and undertake 
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action by deploying their resources and effort to attain their goals or reduce these 

discrepancies. While self-efficacy is typically viewed as context-specific, another body 

of socio-cognitive research has extended its conceptualisation to a more general level of 

functioning across various contexts or what is termed as general self-efficacy 

(Schwarzer & Jerusalem, 1995). General self-efficacy is conceptualised as a 

unidimensional construct and encompasses a global appraisal and belief in one’s 

abilities to deal with demands or challenges across a broad range of domains and 

situations (Luszczynska, Gutiérrez-Doña, & Schwarzer, 2005). Although it is more 

appropriate to apply context-specific self-efficacy in specific tasks or domains 

(Bandura, 1977), general self-efficacy is considered to be more appropriate in instances 

where behaviours or contexts are less specific (Luszczynska, Scholz, & Schwarzer, 

2005) or when assessing several behaviours concurrently (Luszczynska et al., 2004). In 

particular, when examining one’s beliefs and behaviours in coping with a multitude of 

challenges across diverse life domains, general self-efficacy has been established to be 

more appropriate (Luszczynska et al., 2004).  

An extensive body of research has documented links among general self-

efficacy and subjective well-being (e.g., Graves, 2003; Luszczynska, Gutiérrez-Doña, & 

Schwarzer, 2005; Moeini et al., 2008; Poyrazli et al., 2002; Scholz et al., 2002), 

psychological well-being (Moeini et al., 2008; Poyrazli et al., 2002; Yusoff, 2012), and 

physical well-being (Graves, 2003; Sheeran et al., 2016). A meta-analysis of 38 studies 

documented that interventions based on the social cognitive theory that targeted self-

efficacy and outcome expectancies yielded greater benefits for patients on their overall 

affect, actual physical outcomes, and quality of life (Graves, 2003). Another large-scale 

multicultural study with 8,796 adolescents and adults (47.2% men) from five countries, 

namely, Costa Rica, Germany, Poland, Turkey, and United States, demonstrated that 
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general self-efficacy was positively associated with optimism, self-regulation, self-

esteem and academic performance, and negatively associated with depression and 

anxiety (Luszczynska, Gutiérrez-Doña, & Schwarzer, 2005). In sum, extensive research 

has established that highly self-efficacious people tend to have a more favourable 

assessment of their cognitive and affective abilities and life circumstances, which in 

turn, enhances their overall health (de Souza et al., 2014; Knoll et al., 2005; Schwarzer 

et al., 2005). It also demonstrated the potential utility of a general self-efficacy 

perspective in estimating people’s sense of efficacy across different and interrelated 

aspects of their lives. 

Theoretical and empirical work has conceptualised linkages between possible 

selves and self-efficacy through the positive appraisal of one’s ability to surmount 

obstacles. This is aligned with Bandura’s (1997) assertion that people’s self-efficacy 

shapes their motivation and persistence in pursuing their possible selves, and that 

people’s sense of well-being is contingent on their optimistic appraisal of their self-

efficacy. Self-efficacy is theorised to be instrumental in regulating motivation in 

pursuing goals and managing stressors, demands and challenges (Bandura, 2001). 

Theoretical and empirical research corroborated that people high in self-efficacy 

confront difficult tasks as challenges and set higher goals with corresponding levels of 

goal commitment (Bandura, 1994). Once these goals are achieved, people high in self-

efficacy proceed to set more demanding goals for themselves (Bandura & Cervone, 

1986).  

Likewise, general self-efficacy influences cognitive appraisals of stressful events 

in that people high in self-efficacy tend to view stressful situations as challenges as 

opposed to threats (Schwarzer et al., 2005). This is supported by epidemiological study 

findings that perceived general self-efficacy appears to function as a personal coping 
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resource during distressful times (Knoll et al., 2005; Schwarzer et al., 2005) and is 

positively associated with effective stress coping (Knoll et al., 2005; Luszczynska, 

Scholz, & Schwarzer, 2005; Schwarzer et al., 2005). In a longitudinal study on 130 

tumour patients, a strong correlation between general self-efficacy and adaptive coping 

strategies emerged, which may be attributed to previous successful coping experiences 

and the belief in one’s ability to manage the current challenges (Schwarzer et al., 2005). 

Indeed, there is some evidence to suggest that having more positive possible selves may 

foster a greater sense of self-efficacy, which encourages people to believe that they can 

overcome present and future challenges (Penland et al., 2000). 

Emerging evidence suggests that self-efficacy might mediate the influence of 

possible selves on behaviour (e.g., Murru & Martin Ginis, 2010). Theoretical support 

for the role of self-efficacy in mediating possible selves and their outcomes stem from 

Maddux’s (2009) conceptualisation of a fifth pathway—in addition to Bandura’s (1989) 

four pathways—to enhance self-efficacy by imaginal experiences where people imagine 

themselves succeeding in situations. In particular, he asserted that people could 

strengthen their self-efficacy beliefs when they visualise themselves successfully 

confronting and overcoming challenges or effectively dealing with unpleasant 

situations. Engaging in this visualisation experience can augment self-efficacy through 

imbuing a sense of control and empowerment.  

From this perspective, adults who envision elaborate possible selves and 

detailed strategies to attain desired selves or overcome potential challenges may 

vicariously experience an elevation in their self-efficacy beliefs. This, in turn, increases 

their motivation and persistence to perform the behaviours to reach their goals and 

enhances their well-being. This was observed in the exercise domain, where several 

studies have supported the mediational role of self-efficacy in the relationship between 
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goal setting and exercise behaviour (Bandura, 1997). Murru and Martin Ginis (2010), 

for instance, demonstrated that planning self-efficacy mediated the influence of a 

possible selves intervention in increasing exercise behaviour. Specifically, participants 

in the possible selves intervention increased their planning self-efficacy and barrier self-

efficacy compared with the control group. The authors posited that the possible selves 

intervention might have increased participants’ planning self-efficacy and self-efficacy 

in overcoming the barriers to increasing their exercise behaviour (Murru & Martin 

Ginis, 2010). Other studies in the health domain have also linked exercise imagery to 

greater coping self-efficacy (Cumming, 2008). 

Self-efficacy may be a potential mediator, given that the successful execution of 

strategies to narrow the discrepancy between the current self and desired possible self is 

influenced by self-efficacy beliefs (Cross & Markus, 1991; Hoyle & Sherrill, 2006). 

This concords with evidence demonstrating that self-efficacy influences self-regulatory 

behaviour; that is, people high in self-efficacy tend to have better adaptive functioning 

and greater persistence in completing challenging tasks than people with lower self-

efficacy levels (Bandura, 1997). Bandura (1997) states that self-efficacy beliefs coupled 

with the value of the desired outcomes create the degree of effort people will invest to 

achieve the desired outcomes, persist and motivate themselves in the face of difficulties, 

and guide their decision-making. Studies have demonstrated that perceived self-efficacy 

in managing learning activities and achieving subject proficiency was instrumental in 

improving students’ academic aspirations and academic outcomes (Zimmerman et al., 

1992). Self-efficacy can also mediate the processes by which possible selves influence 

motivation and well-being through the positive appraisal of stressors as challenges. 

Bandura (1989) asserted that self-efficacy beliefs might influence people’s experience 

of stress in taxing situations, with highly self-efficacious people appraising obstacles as 
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challenges. In particular, self-efficacy influences one’s course of action and the effort, 

persistence, and resilience needed to deal with challenges, stressors, and demands 

(Bandura, 1997). In the context of possible selves, heightened self-efficacy may 

similarly engender persistence and task focus when confronted with challenges.   

Several studies have established that self-efficacy is linked to better decision-

making, problem-solving abilities, greater capacity to manage one’s resources 

effectively, and setting higher goals (Bandura, 1994; van Dinther et al., 2011). For 

instance, people with higher self-efficacy in fulfilling educational requirements and 

vocational roles tend to consider more career options, have a greater interest in their 

career choices, and display greater persistence in their chosen careers (Lent et al., 1993). 

The review of recent theoretical and empirical evidence helped explain why general 

self-efficacy may exert a meditational influence in the relationship between possible 

selves and well-being. 

Coping as a Potential Mechanism Underlying the Influence of Possible Selves on 

Well-Being  

Another modifiable personal strength that could play a mediating role in the 

relationship between possible selves and well-being is coping. As defined by Lazarus 

and Folkman (1984), coping refers to people’s cognitive and behavioural efforts in 

response to perceived stressors. The coping process involves a perceived stressor and a 

repertoire of strategies devised to manage the perceived stressor. Lazarus and Folkman 

(1984) conceptualised coping strategies as falling mainly under two categories of 

emotion- and problem-focused coping. Emotion-focused coping refers to the 

modulation of emotional responses (e.g., anger, anxiety, fear, excitement) to manage the 

perceived stressor, while problem-focused coping refers to responses formulated to 

confront the perceived stressor directly. Folkman (2011) confirmed that emotion-
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focused coping could be regarded as adaptive or maladaptive based on the stressful 

situation, and researchers should distinguish between these two types. In parallel, other 

researchers have grouped coping strategies under approach coping and avoidance 

coping. Fundamentally, approach coping focuses on dealing with the stressor and 

accompanying emotions and encompasses problem-focused coping and some emotion-

focused coping, while avoidance coping focuses on escaping the stressor and feelings of 

distress and encompasses largely emotion-focused coping (Carver & Connor-Smith, 

2010). However, avoidance coping tends to create the paradoxical effect of having more 

negative thoughts about the stressor and aggravated feelings of distress (Scott & House, 

2005) and is associated with abandoning goals undermined by the stressor (Carver et al., 

1989). 

Although possible selves are theorised to be involved in coping processes 

(Nurius, 1991), research has seldom investigated the associations between possible 

selves and coping. This is surprising given that theoretical and empirical work has 

established the pivotal role of coping in goal pursuit and well-being (e.g., Scheier & 

Carver, 2001; Wrosch, Scheier, Carver, & Schulz, 2003). In particular, adaptive coping 

may facilitate the adaptation process as it involves acknowledging that some existing 

goals are not realistic and that one should disengage from these goals or revise them 

into more tenable goals (Folkman, 2011). In other words, one may have to abandon 

previous possible selves (e.g., having biological children for childless couples, 

vacationing with ex-spouses for divorcees) that are no longer attainable as a means to 

adjust to changing life’s circumstances and losses and safeguard one’s well-being. This 

is aligned with empirical evidence supporting the links between coping, goals and well-

being, specifically, disengagement from unattainable goals, re-engagement in revised 

goals, and higher levels of well-being (Wrosch, Scheier, Carver, & Schulz, 2003). For 
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example, individuals may cope by disengaging from career goals and redirecting their 

focus to health or family goals after a health crisis, or people may shift their focus to 

personal or social goals after the dissolution of their marriage. Studies have identified 

that disengagement from unattainable goals was linked to higher well-being for people 

who experienced a divorce (Wrosch & Heckhausen, 1999) and women who were 

childless beyond the child-bearing age (Heckhausen et al., 2001). 

In parallel, recent research on coping attested to the central role of adaptive 

coping (e.g., disengaging from unattainable goals) in the links between goal pursuit and 

well-being. For instance, a study with 254 adults (177 women, M = 35.31 years, SD = 

15.04) demonstrated that those who adopted a flexible goal pursuit approach and coped 

by disengaging from unattainable goals had greater general well-being than those who 

persisted with the pursuit of unattainable goals (Hanssen et al., 2015). Research also 

corroborated that adults who used flexible and adaptive coping (cognitive reappraisal, 

acceptance of losses, lowering expectations or changing unattainable goals to make 

them more attainable) when faced with unattainable goals—due to increasing age, 

declining resources, losses and challenges—had higher levels of well-being (Loidl & 

Leipold, 2019). These associations were also observed in university student 

populations. A study with 115 university students (31% women, M = 19.35 years, SD = 

1.08, age range: 17–23) noted that students who disengaged from unattainable goals and 

focused on new goals reported greater subjective well-being (Wrosch, Scheier, Miller, 

et al., 2003).  

Age differences were also observed in the links between adaptive coping, 

general unattainable goals and well-being, with some evidence documenting that 

stronger links were observed for older adults. A study involving 702 adults (48.6% 

women, M = 50.98 years, SD = 18.54, age range: 18–84) revealed that the use of 
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flexible and adaptive coping to adjust to general unattainable goals tend to increase with 

age (r = .19, p < .001), positing differences in coping between different developmental 

age groups (Loidl & Leipold, 2019). Notably, the strength of the relationship between 

adaptive coping and well-being was greater for older adults compared with younger 

adults (r = .42, p < .001). In another study involving 120 adults (56% women) 

comprising 62 young adults (M = 22.47 years, SD = 2.91, age range: 19–35) and 58 

older adults (M = 69.67 years, SD = 7.78, age range: 55–89), older adults who 

abandoned unattainable goals were observed to have higher well-being only when they 

were able to redirect their focus to new goals (Wrosch, Scheier, Miller, et al., 2003). 

These findings aligned with studies with older populations (e.g., Scheier & Carver, 

2001, Wrosch, Scheier, Carver, & Schulz, 2003), with older adults tending to engage in 

more goal disengagement and focus on new goals than younger adults. Studies in the 

broader coping literature also noted that middle-aged adults tend to deploy more 

problem-focused coping strategies and emotion-focused engagement strategies than 

younger and older adults who prefer to use emotion-focused disengagement coping 

strategies to deal with highly emotionally charged interpersonal conflicts (Blanchard-

Fields et al., 2004). 

Research has indicated that possible selves are associated with different types of 

coping strategies. A study with 287 university students (202 women, M = 28.5 

years, SD = 10.1 for women, SD = 9.7 for men) noted that students with depressive 

symptoms tend to list fewer positive possible selves while students without depressive 

symptoms tend to list more positive possible selves (Penland et al., 2000). The study 

also detected that those with depressive symptoms with more negative possible selves 

tend to veer towards disengagement coping strategies. In contrast, those without 

depressive symptoms with more positive possible selves tend to veer towards 
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engagement coping strategies to cope with stressors. Similarly, a qualitative study with 

14 Chinese adults (eight women, M = 44 years, age range: 22–65) with a diagnosed 

mental health condition observed that participants tend to use emotion-focused and 

problem-focused coping strategies to achieve their expected selves (Tse et al., 2014). 

Barreto and Frazier’s (2012) study with 198 adults (aged from 18 to 84) noted that more 

than two-thirds of the participants had incorporated a stressful life event into their 

possible selves, and that these possible selves were positively associated with problem-

focused coping and self-efficacy. The authors posited that the integration of stressful 

life events into their possible selves functioned as a form of adaptive coping. Further 

analyses revealed that coping did not mediate the relationships between possible selves 

with integrated stressful life events, well-being, and life satisfaction. 

However, these studies did not examine associations between balanced possible 

selves and self-regulatory possible selves and examined only negative and positive 

possible selves. The indisputable role of coping cannot be emphasised enough in a 

context where adults continually revisit their future goals in response to challenges, 

opportunities, and life transitions experienced throughout their lives. This perspective 

combines accumulated research on the central role of goal pursuit in promoting and 

sustaining well-being (Wrosch & Scheier, 2020). Considering that goals can become 

unattainable or no longer desired, there is a need to regularly revise one’s goals to 

maintain one’s well-being (Carver & Scheier,1998, 2000; Wrosch & Heckhausen, 

1999). As noted above, much of the research in the wider literature has substantiated 

support for the role of adaptive coping in goal pursuit, specifically in revisiting, 

adapting and disengagement from unrealistic goals into more meaningful and attainable 

goals (Heckhausen et al., 2001; Wrosch & Heckhausen, 1999; Wrosch, Scheier, Carver, 

& Schulz, 2003). It is thus crucial to examine the role of coping and the potential 
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insights it can provide into the relationship between possible selves and adult well-

being.  

Taken together, while research has yielded findings supporting the associations 

among personal strengths, possible selves, and well-being, studies have not considered 

potential mediators in the relationship between possible selves and well-being. Amongst 

the few studies investigating personal strengths as potential mechanisms of possible 

selves (e.g., Murru & Martin Ginis, 2010), none of them has examined all three 

potential mediators—learned optimism, general self-efficacy, and coping—in a single 

study. Notably, a focus in this area would elucidate the mechanisms by which possible 

selves confer positive well-being outcomes. It is this direction that this study seeks to 

explore in the Singapore context.   

Gender Differences in Possible Selves  

An area of study that has received relatively less attention is the effect of gender 

on possible selves. Understanding the content (e.g., academic, career, interpersonal, 

health) and pattern of the possible selves in the local adult population is crucial as it 

reflects the direction of their goals and aspirations. Investigating gender differences in 

adult possible selves will elucidate a richer understanding of the pattern of possible 

selves. Importantly, uncovering demographic influences in possible selves is aligned 

with the notion of the person-activity fit for intervention success (Sheldon & 

Lyubomirsky, 2006) and is supported by the call for future research in this area (e.g., 

Norem & Chang, 2001; Oyserman et al., 2015; Strachan et al., 2017).  

Gender differences have been observed in possible selves, with findings 

indicating that men’s selves tend to be defined by separation and uniqueness while 

women’s selves tend to be defined by connections with others (Markus & Kitayama, 
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1991). However, the influence of gender in the construction of possible selves needs to 

be examined more closely, given its critical role in self-concept development 

(Hergovich et al., 2004). As conceptualised by Markus and Kitayama (1991), an 

independent self-construal stems from the belief that one is distinct from others, while 

an interdependent self-construal stems from the notion that one is related to a larger 

social whole. Therefore, people with a predominantly independent self-construal focus 

their efforts on establishing their individuality from others (Markus & Kitayama, 1991). 

In contrast, people with a largely interdependent self-construal focus their efforts on 

establishing and cultivating social relationships (Markus & Kitayama, 1991). These 

differentiations in self-construal underpin the variation in cognition, motivation, and 

behaviour (Henry & Cliffordson, 2013). Cross and Madson (1997) extended the self-

construal type with the argument that, in general, independent self-construal applies 

more to men while interdependent self-construal applies more to women. Eagly et al. 

(2000) similarly asserted that men and women differ in the content of their possible 

selves based on their perceived gender roles in society. This assertion has received 

empirical support, with some studies noting that the content of possible selves reflected 

gender stereotypes (Brown & Diekman, 2010). Knox (2006), for instance, demonstrated 

that females tend to focus more on interpersonal relationships with others and are more 

inclined to incorporate others’ expectations of them. 

Broadly, research has unravelled gender differences in the content of possible 

selves (e.g., Watt et al., 2012). A series of studies by Brown and Diekman’s (2010) 

examining gender differences in distal and near possible selves revealed gender 

differences in the content of distal possible selves (i.e., 10 to 15 years) though not in the 

content of near possible selves (i.e., one year). Men and women were also observed to 

integrate distal possible selves incongruent with traditional gender roles, such as women 
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expecting to care for their families and have successful careers and men expecting to 

have successful careers, provide financially, and care for their families.  

Given the limited studies examining gender differences in adult populations, we 

will also review research involving adolescent populations. A study with 738 university 

students (60% females, M = 21.6 years) noted that women identified more with arts and 

social sciences than men, who identified more with science, technology, and business 

(Lips, 2004). Another study with 713 university students (62.3% females, M = 19.8 

years) and 447 high school students (56.1% females, M = 16.7 years) observed that 

females tend to perceive their possible selves as less powerful and lower in status than 

males (Lips, 2004). In a qualitative study with 38 Latino adolescents, findings revealed 

that female adolescents tend to value academic possible selves while male adolescents 

tend to value occupational possible selves (Yowell, 2000). Finally, a study with 212 

adolescents (127 females, M = 16.4 years) detected gender differences in the content of 

feared possible selves and the likelihood of them becoming true (Knox et al., 2000). 

Specifically, female adolescents tend to report more feared possible selves in the 

interpersonal domain, while male adolescents tend to report more feared possible selves 

in the occupational domain. Female adolescents also tend to expect feared possible 

selves to become true compared with their male counterparts. However, no gender 

differences were present in hoped-for possible selves’ content and the likelihood of the 

latter becoming true. The mixed finding on the lack of gender differences in possible 

selves was also observed in a study with 81 gifted young adults (33 women; age range: 

24–28 years), which detected no gender differences in perceived support, science career 

possible selves, and perceptions of their science career (Buday et al., 2012). Similarly, 

in a study with 1,606 adolescents (52% females) examining the relationship between 

positive expected selves, balanced possible selves and negative health behaviours (e.g., 

ATTENTION: The Singapore Copyright Act applies to the use of this document. Library and Information Services Centre, National Institute of Education.



 

 62 
 

smoking, alcohol consumption), no gender differences were noted in the number of 

positive expected selves and balanced possible selves generated (Aloise-Young et al., 

2001).  

Similar to gender differences in the content of possible selves, studies have also 

noted gender differences in the number of strategies to achieve desired or avoid feared 

possible selves in studies with adolescents. For example, in Zhu and Tse’s (2015) study 

with 3,078 Hong Kong adolescents (46% females, M = 14.8 years, SD = 1.8), 

adolescents tend to generate more strategies to achieve their hoped-for selves than 

strategies to avoid their feared selves, with female adolescents reporting more strategies 

than their male counterparts. However, one of the limitations of this study is that it was 

part of a more extensive study assessing adolescents’ perceptions towards drug use, 

which may have influenced the envisioning of drug-related feared possible selves and 

their related strategies. Oyserman et al.’s (2011) study with 284 adolescents (49% 

females) living in predominantly disadvantaged communities similarly noted that male 

adolescents tended to generate fewer strategies than female adolescents.  

Other studies have examined gender differences in adolescents and university 

students as a moderator of possible selves. In Buday et al.’s (2012) study, as was 

mentioned earlier, gender was not demonstrated to moderate the mediating role of 

personal and career possible selves in the relationship between perceived support and 

science career perceptions for young adults. However, the study had a small sample 

size, which may have compromised the optimal power. Another study examining 1,148 

adolescents’ decisions to pursue cross-domain courses ascertained that while male 

adolescents’ self-concept and interest in mathematics influenced their decision to pursue 

advanced biology courses, female adolescents’ decisions to pursue mathematics and 

biology were not influenced by their self-concepts or interests (Nagy et al., 2006). 
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Overall, it appears that there are gender differences in possible selves, albeit with some 

conflicting findings. To date, research has primarily been limited to the adolescent 

population, and future research should systematically examine gender differences in the 

content and pattern of adult possible selves. Broadening the diversity of populations, 

specifically with an adult population, would glean further insights if the gender 

differences in the pattern of adult possible selves are distinctively different compared 

with research findings on adolescent possible selves.  

Age Differences in Possible Selves  

Several studies ascertained age differences in adult possible selves within 

developmental age groups, such as comparing younger adolescents with older 

adolescents or comparing younger older adults with older adults (Frazier et al., 2002; 

Smith & Freund, 2002; Zhu & Tse, 2015). In particular, age cohort differences in 

possible selves and associations with well-being indicators were observed. A study with 

151 older adults (36% men, M = 74.1 years, SD = 7.9, age range: 60–96) noted that 

hoped-for selves were frequently reported in the leisure, health, abilities/education 

domains while feared selves were frequently reported in the independence and physical 

functioning domains with age cohort differences (Frazier et al., 2002). Older seniors (80 

years and above) reported more health-related selves, while younger seniors (those in 

their 60s and 70s) reported more leisure selves, with age, gender and well-being 

indicators predicting possible selves in the health and leisure domains. Specifically, 

older adults who were male and had a higher quality of life in health tend to list more 

health-related possible selves. Notably, having higher emotional well-being and fewer 

physical limitations predicted fewer health-related possible selves and more leisure 

possible selves (Frazier et al., 2002). 
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Further support for age cohort differences came from a 4-year longitudinal study 

with 206 older adults (age range: 70–100+ years) where younger older adults (age 

range: 70–79 years) generated more hoped-for selves compared with older adults (age 

range: 80–100+ years) while no age group differences were observed for feared possible 

selves (Smith & Freund, 2002). The study also observed that older adults reported fewer 

social possible selves compared with younger older adults. Overall, possible selves were 

frequently reported in the domains of intrapersonal characteristics, health and 

relationships, with the majority of adults reporting at least one balanced possible self in 

the domains of health or personal characteristics (Smith & Freund, 2002). Likewise, the 

study highlighted that feared possible selves were frequently cited in the health 

domains, followed by the personal characteristics domain. In particular, having more 

health-related feared possible selves was linked with lower well-being as assessed by 

life satisfaction, subjective health and illnesses, while having more personal 

characteristics-related hoped-for selves was linked to higher subjective health (Smith & 

Freund, 2002). Similarly, Hoppmann et al.’s (2007) study with older adults (aged 72 

and above) observed that health-related hoped-for selves were negatively associated 

with positive affect, with further analyses indicating that functional health was 

positively associated with health-related hoped-for selves. Upon further investigation, 

Hoppmann et al. detected an association between a third variable, functional health, and 

positive affect. That is, older adults with poor health tended to have lower positive 

affect, which may be attributed to rumination over declining health (Hooker, 1992). 

Nonetheless, few studies (e.g., Dark-Freudeman & West, 2016) have examined 

age differences in possible selves across developmental age groups since Cross and 

Markus’s (1991) seminal paper. Evidence from the limited research has noted 

differences in the domains and number of possible selves described by different age 
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groups. In Cross and Markus’s study with 50 university students (25 men, age range: 

18–24 years) and 123 adults (34 men, age range: 18–86 years), significant age 

differences in possible selves were observed among the four age groups: young adults 

(n = 69, age range: 18–24 years), mature adults (n = 43, age range: 25–39 years), 

middle-aged adults (n= 30, age range: 40–59 years), and older adults (n = 31, age range: 

60 years and older). Specifically, older adults reported significantly fewer hoped-for and 

feared selves than younger adults, and distinct domains of possible selves were 

observed for different age groups. Mature adults reported fewer hoped-for possible 

selves in the family domain than young adults and middle-aged adults, and older adults 

reported the fewest hoped-for career possible selves and the most lifestyle possible 

selves. Physical feared selves were frequently reported across all age groups, with older 

adults reporting more physical and lifestyle feared selves, and fewer family feared 

selves than the other age groups. In contrast, middle-aged adults frequently reported 

material-related feared selves. Cross and Markus further investigated the relationship 

between life satisfaction and possible selves and noted no differences in life satisfaction 

across the different age groups. Notably, adults with lower life satisfaction reported 

more hoped-for intrapersonal possible selves, while adults with higher life satisfaction 

reported more hoped-for possible selves in various domains—career, family, and health. 

No significant differences were noted for feared possible selves, with adults in both life 

satisfaction levels frequently reporting feared physical possible selves (Cross & Markus, 

1991). 

Studies on possible selves have demonstrated that middle-aged adults tend to list 

more possible selves in the material domain (Cross & Markus, 1991), while older adults 

tend to list more possible selves in the health and social domains (Bolkan et al., 2015; 

Hoppmann et al., 2007; Smith & Freund, 2002). Health possible selves tend to be listed 
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more frequently as one progresses in age; that is, older adults tend to report more health 

possible selves than middle-aged adults, middle-aged adults tend to report more health 

possible selves than younger adults (e.g., Hooker & Kaus, 1994). A study with 171 

younger adults (n = 84, 62.7% women, M = 31.8 years, SD = 4.5, age range: 24–39) and 

middle-aged adults (n = 87, 64.4% women, M = 47.7 years, SD = 5.1, age range: 40–59) 

in the United States observed that middle-aged adults described more health possible 

selves than younger adults (Hooker & Kaus, 1994). The study noted that significantly 

more feared possible selves were reported than hoped-for possible selves in the health 

domain across both age groups. Perceived self-efficacy and the number of self-

regulatory activities were also observed to significantly predict health behaviours 

(Hooker & Kaus, 1994).  

On the contrary, recent studies have surfaced similarities in the domains of 

possible selves reported across age groups. A study with 249 participants comprising 

middle-aged adults (M = 54.84 years, SD = 7.24, age range: 40–64) and older adults 

(M = 73.47 years, SD = 5.66, age range: 65–90) revealed that middle-aged adults and 

older adults described similar numbers of health possible selves (Dark-Freudeman & 

West, 2016). The authors explained that the incongruence of the findings with earlier 

studies could be attributed to the increasing salience of health possible selves to middle-

aged adults and effective health promotion efforts in recent years. Notably, middle-aged 

and older adults with greater health efficacy reported better psychological well-being 

and poorer subjective well-being, with this relationship being more evident in older 

adults (Dark-Freudeman & West, 2016). In view of the inconsistent findings, the current 

research will investigate age and gender differences in the specific domains of possible 

selves reported. It will also examine gender differences in the number of balanced 

possible selves and self-regulatory strategies described.  
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Cultural Perspectives of the Role of Possible Selves in Adult Well-Being  

Cross-cultural research has underscored the instrumental role of culture in 

developing one’s self-concept, and the meaning one attaches to being a valuable 

member of society (Kitayama et al., 1997). The following section will review the 

limited cross-cultural research on possible selves to provide insights into the cultural 

differences implicated in well-being and possible selves processes. Researchers have 

maintained that people from individualistic Western cultures are likely to espouse 

independent self-construals, while people from collectivistic Asian cultures are likely to 

espouse interdependent self-construals (Heine et al., 1999; Markus & Kitayama, 1991). 

Individualistic cultures such as the United Kingdom and the United States value 

independence and differentiating oneself from others, while collectivistic cultures such 

as Singapore and Hong Kong value interconnectedness, social obligation, and social 

harmony (Heine et al., 1999). Research on possible selves to date has been 

predominantly conducted in the Western context (e.g., Knox et al., 2000; Ko et al., 

2014; Murru & Martin Ginis, 2010; Oyserman et al., 2002; Oyserman et al., 2004), with 

limited studies in the Asian context (e.g., Liau et al., 2016; Zhu & Tse, 2015). Possible 

selves researchers have similarly postulated that possible selves in the Western context 

espouse individualism whilst possible selves in the Eastern context espouse collectivism 

(Unemori et al., 2004).  

Recent research has demonstrated cross-cultural similarities and differences in 

possible selves. In a study on the possible selves of 192 university students from Turkey 

(n = 55, 38 females, M = 19.76 years, SD = 1.48, age range: 18–26, Serbia (n = 64, 61 

females, M = 19.75 years, SD = 1.04, age range: 19–23), and United Kingdom (n = 73, 

61 females, M = 19.59 years, SD = 1.77, age range: 18–30; Rathbone et al., 2016), 

cross-cultural similarities were observed in the content of possible selves generated, 
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with possible selves being frequently generated in the domains of personal 

characteristics (i.e., self-improvement), followed by career and family (i.e., parenthood 

and marriage). Cross-cultural differences were noted as well, in that United Kingdom 

students generated more self-improvement and marriage possible selves than Turkish 

students and generated fewer career possible selves than Turkish and Serbian students. 

It is noteworthy that students across the three cultures tend to generate specific possible 

selves rather than generalised possible selves, which is encouraging considering that 

specificity of possible selves is linked to greater motivational influence (e.g., 

Hoppmann et al., 2007; Hoyle & Sherrill, 2006). Contrary to the study hypothesis, no 

cultural differences were detected in the number of social possible selves and individual 

(e.g., personal characteristics) possible selves generated across collectivistic cultures 

(Turkey and Serbia) and individualistic cultures (United Kingdom; Rathbone et al., 

2016). In other Asian settings like Hong Kong, nascent research has begun to explore 

the general pattern of Hong Kong adolescents’ possible selves. Zhu and Tse (2015), for 

instance, documented that Hong Kong adolescents generated fewer interpersonal 

possible selves compared with European American adolescents (Knox et al., 2000; 

Oyserman et al., 2002), and consistent with previous research, Hong Kong adolescents’ 

possible selves frequently included career, educational, and general achievement 

domains. To our knowledge, no local studies have investigated the general pattern of 

possible selves of Singaporean adults.  

In light of the scarce literature on possible selves across cultures, studies on the 

adoption of approach personal goals or avoidance personal goals will be considered in 

an attempt to elucidate the relationship between cultural influences and possible selves. 

According to Elliot (1999), behaviour driven by approach motivations seeks to attain 

positive outcomes, while behaviour driven by avoidance motivations seeks to avoid 
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negative outcomes. Under this related literature on motivational processes, approach 

personal goals may be analogous to expected possible selves, while avoidance personal 

goals may be analogous to feared possible selves. Specifically, approach personal goals 

and expected possible selves share in common a motivation towards a desire to attain 

positive outcomes. In contrast, avoidance personal goals and feared possible selves 

share in common a motivation towards a desire to avoid negative outcomes.  

Understanding the cross-cultural literature on approach-avoidance personal 

goals in lieu of cross-cultural possible selves research may illuminate cultural-specific 

differences in possible selves. It is postulated that avoidance personal goals would be 

more instrumental in Asian cultures, with research documenting that the interdependent 

identity espoused in collectivistic cultures places greater emphasis on 

interconnectedness, social harmony, fulfilling social responsibilities and the avoidance 

of disappointing others (Heine et al., 1999; Markus & Kitayama, 1991). This 

observation is related to evidence that Asians may be more motivated by downward 

comparisons, which may reflect the prevailing cultural preference to avoid adverse 

outcomes (Lockwood, Marshall, & Sadler, 2005). Empirical evidence for this 

postulation can be gleaned from a cross-cultural study, where South Korean participants 

adopted more avoidance personal goals than their American counterparts (Elliot et al., 

2001). Similarly, other studies concluded that people from Western cultures prefer 

promotion strategies to achieve future success vis-à-vis people from Asian cultures who 

prefer prevention strategies to avert future failure (Lee et al., 2000). In addition, 

scholars have noted that people from Western cultures prefer to promote positive 

outcomes, while people from Asian cultures prefer to avoid adverse outcomes (Elliot et 

al., 2001).  
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This notion is concordant with the different perceptions of success and failure 

across diverse cultural contexts (Zhang & Cross, 2011). Researchers construed that East 

Asians are more motivated by self-improvement, while European Americans are more 

motivated by self-enhancement (Heine et al., 2001). This could stem from different self-

conceptions across cultures, in that Americans may perceive ability as fixed while East 

Asians may perceive ability as mutable, which would improve with increased effort and 

persistence (Chiu et al., 1997). A study by Endo and Meijer (2004; as cited in Zhang & 

Cross, 2011) demonstrated that European Americans find it easier to recall experiences 

of success compared with East Asians, who find it equally easy to recall experiences of 

failure and success. Other studies also noted that Americans tend to adopt a favourable 

perception towards success while Chinese tend to adopt a favourable perception towards 

failure and regard failure as an indication to persist in their efforts (Zhang & Cross, 

2011). This cultural emphasis on avoiding failure is also observed in the context of 

possible selves and well-being, with preliminary evidence substantiating the dominant 

role of negative emotions compared with positive emotions in promoting well-being in 

Asian contexts (Joshanloo & Weijers, 2014; Liau et al., 2016; Wirtz et al., 2009). This 

variation in the emotional experiences of successes and failures across cultures could 

influence subsequent self-regulatory efforts (Zhang & Cross, 2011), which underscores 

why consideration of the cultural context is important. Overall, findings on these related 

constructs underscore the need to explore the construction of possible selves and the 

manifestation of well-being in an Asian setting. 

In adopting a nuanced understanding of cultural variation in possible selves, 

several studies have detected differences in the strategies conceived to attain or avoid 

possible selves across cultural contexts. Theoretical and empirical evidence maintained 

that discrepancies between current and undesired selves are more motivating for people 
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from collectivistic cultures than for people from individualistic cultures (Cheung, 1997). 

Scholars contend that people from collectivistic cultures may experience greater 

negative outcomes for failing to avoid their undesired selves, while people from 

individualistic cultures may experience greater negative outcomes from failing to attain 

their desired selves (Cheung, 1997). In applying Higgins and Spiegel’s (2004) 

conceptualisation of self-regulation in the realm of possible selves, prevention-focused 

self-regulation may be conceived as enlarging the gap between current and feared selves 

and could be elicited when the likelihood of feared selves becoming true is more salient 

(Oyserman et al., 1995). It follows that Higgins and Spiegel’s (2004) conceptualisation 

of promotion-focused self-regulation may be conceived as narrowing the gap between 

current and hoped-for selves and could be elicited when the likelihood of hoped-for 

selves becoming true is more salient (Lockwood et al., 2004). Some evidence 

supporting this postulation can be substantiated from cross-cultural studies documenting 

cultural differences in the motivational influence of self-regulation strategies (e.g., 

Lockwood, Marshall, & Sadler, 2005). A small study with 81 Canadian students noted 

that Euro-Canadian university students (n = 23, 13 men, M = 20.57 years) were more 

motivated by promotion-focused strategies compared with Asian-Canadian university 

students (n = 58, 28 men, M = 20.21 years) who were more motivated by prevention-

focused strategies (Lockwood, Marshall, & Sadler, 2005). Another study documented 

that Hong Kong university students were more motivated by prevention-focused 

strategies than American students, who were more motivated by promotion-focused 

strategies (Lee et al., 2000).  

In considering the conceptual similarities between approach personal goals, 

promotion strategies, and hoped-for selves, and between avoidance personal goals, 

prevention strategies, and feared selves, and the finding that people from Asian cultures 
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tend towards avoidance personal goals and prevention strategies, it stands to reason that 

cultural differences may manifest in the structure of adult possible selves in the local 

context. To our knowledge, no local studies have examined the general pattern of 

possible selves of Singaporean adults. Understanding the general pattern of adult 

possible selves in Singapore marks the initial step in guiding the framework’s 

application in a multicultural adult population. Considering that the envisioning of 

possible selves is interwoven with the social context (Oyserman et al., 1995) and 

sociodemographic dimensions (Cross & Markus, 1991; Knox et al., 2000; Lips, 2004; 

Oyserman et al., 2004), it is critical to examine the general pattern of adult possible 

selves in Singapore’s rich socio-cultural context. 

Gaps in Possible Selves Research  

Although research in the possible selves field has increased in recent decades, 

there have been notable research gaps—as aforementioned—that the current study seeks 

to address. First, few studies have investigated the role of possible selves in adult well-

being, given the field’s predominant focus on the adolescent population. Several cross-

sectional (Bolkan et al., 2015; Cross & Markus, 1991; Dark-Freudeman & West, 2016; 

Frazier et al., 2002) and longitudinal (Smith & Freund, 2002) studies have detected age 

differences in possible selves and their associations with well-being. Age group 

differences were noted in studies with older adults. For instance, in Frazier and 

colleagues’ (2002) study with older adults to examine age group differences of seniors 

in their 60s, 70s and 80s—those with higher emotional well-being tend to have fewer 

health-related possible selves and more leisure possible selves. Similarly, in Smith and 

Freund’s (2002) study with older adults, higher well-being was related to fewer health-

related possible selves. 
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Relatedly, differences across developmental age groups surfaced as well. For 

instance, Cross and Markus’s (1991) seminal study revealed that older adults reported 

significantly fewer expected and feared selves than younger adults. Adults with more 

expected intrapersonal possible selves tend to have lower life satisfaction, while adults 

with more expected possible selves in the career, family and health domains tend to 

have higher life satisfaction. Similarly, other studies have noted age differences in the 

domains of possible selves, with middle-aged adults frequently listing material possible 

selves, and older adults frequently listing health and social possible selves (Bolkan et 

al., 2015; Hoppmann et al., 2007; Smith & Freund, 2002). People tend to describe more 

health possible selves as they age. That is, older adults tend to describe more health 

possible selves than middle-aged adults, and middle-aged adults tend to describe more 

health possible selves than younger adults (Hooker & Kaus, 1994). In addition, 

perceived self-efficacy was demonstrated to significantly predict health behaviours 

(Hooker & Kaus, 1994). Nevertheless, the effectiveness of health promotion efforts in 

recent years may have shaped the salience of health possible selves as recent studies 

observed that health possible selves were generated in similar frequency for middle-

aged and older adults (Dark-Freudeman & West, 2016).  

Moreover, with the introduction of a relatively new developmental period—

emerging adulthood (Arnett, 2004)—there is a need to explore the possible selves of 

this group of adults who are developmentally distinct from adolescents and young 

adults (Arnett, 2015), which may diverge from previous studies involving young, 

middle-aged, and older adults. Given the increasing interest in adult possible selves in 

recent years, the inclusion of emerging adults in examining the pattern of adult possible 

selves and their relations to well-being is in keeping with the advances in the possible 

selves field. Together, these studies provide important insights into age differences in 
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possible selves, particularly in health possible selves among middle-aged and older 

adults, thereby underlining the need to update the literature on possible selves, 

particularly in elucidating age differences in possible selves and the relationship 

between possible selves and adult well-being. 

Second, much uncertainty still exists about gender differences in the content and 

configuration of adult possible selves. While previous research appears to suggest 

gender differences in possible selves—albeit with conflicting findings—these 

observations seemed to be largely drawn from studies with adolescents. The influence 

of gender in the envisioning of adult possible selves needs to be explored, given its 

central role in self-concept development (Hergovich et al., 2004). In the few studies 

with adult populations, findings noted gender differences in the content of possible 

selves, which differed in their congruence with traditional gender roles depending on 

whether they were envisioned distally or proximally (Brown & Diekman, 2010). 

Moreover, an investigation of the gender differences in adult possible selves is 

necessary to glean insights into whether gender differences observed in adolescence 

continue into adulthood.  

Third, research on possible selves has been predominantly conducted in the 

Western context (e.g., Knox et al., 2000; Ko et al., 2014; Murru & Martin Ginis, 2010; 

Oyserman et al., 2002; Oyserman et al., 2004). There is a general lack of research in the 

study of possible selves in Asian cultural settings, with the exception of a few studies 

investigating the efficacy of the BPS interventions on well-being and optimism levels 

(e.g., Liau et al., 2016; Zhu & Tse, 2015). Of particular note here is the study by Liau et 

al. (2016) on the effectiveness of the BPS intervention on subjective well-being and 

optimism with older adolescents and young adults in the local context. They 

demonstrated that the BPS intervention significantly decreased negative affect, though 
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no significant improvements emerged for positive affect and optimism levels. The 

contrary findings to the evidence established in the possible selves literature 

underscored the importance of cultural contexts when applying constructs in an Asian 

setting (Liau et al., 2016). Particularly, how well-being is construed and manifested 

differs across cultures, specifically in that negative emotions rather than positive 

emotions may assume a more prominent role in promoting well-being in Asian cultures 

(Diener et al., 2009; Joshanloo & Weijers, 2014; Liau et al., 2016). The contradictory 

observations across cultures may underlie the limited applicability of the possible selves 

concept in local research on adult well-being.   

Fourth, despite research supporting the role of possible selves in adult well-

being (Frazier et al., 2007; Frazier et al., 2012; Frazier & Hooker, 2006), evidence 

supporting the relationship between possible selves (i.e., expected possible selves, 

feared possible selves, balanced possible selves, and self-regulatory possible selves) and 

well-being has been ambiguous. Overall, some studies noted that expected possible 

selves exerted greater motivational influence compared with feared selves, while other 

studies observed the reverse to be true. To illustrate, findings from some studies 

supported the position that expected possible selves exert greater motivational influence 

in improving academic outcomes (Anderman et al., 1999), physical health (King, 2001), 

and optimism (Meevissen et al., 2011; Peters et al., 2010; Sheldon & Lyubomirsky, 

2006). Contrastingly, evidence from studies in the health domain maintained that feared 

selves exert greater motivational influence than expected selves in sustaining healthy 

behaviours than expected selves (Dalley & Buunk, 2011; Hoyle & Sherrill, 2006; 

Penland et al., 2000).  

Moreover, despite the theoretical position that balanced possible selves—

comprising a matching expected self and feared self in the same domain—is associated 
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with greater social well-being (Ko et al., 2014) and motivation to exercise (Murru & 

Martin Ginis, 2010), support for this assertion is not univocal. In Yang and Noels’s 

(2013) study, academic balanced possible selves were associated with greater well-

being while intrapersonal balanced possible selves were associated with poorer well-

being, postulating the interplay of other factors. In parallel, evidence from some studies 

supported the theoretical position that self-regulatory possible selves—possible selves 

that incorporate strategies for goal attainment (Markus & Nurius, 1986; Oyserman et al., 

2004)—exert greater motivational influence on one’s behaviour (Murru & Martin Ginis, 

2010), and well-being (Oyserman et al., 2004; Oyserman & James, 2009) than possible 

selves with no behavioural strategies. Due to the limited number of studies examining 

self-regulatory possible selves and adult well-being, we considered studies examining 

self-regulatory possible selves and increasing physical activity. However, the evidence 

has been ambiguous (Murru & Martin Ginis, 2010; Strachan et al., 2017). As a result, 

the contradictory findings on the relationship between possible selves—notably, the 

different types of possible selves—and adult well-being (Dalley & Buunk, 2011; 

Gonzales et al., 2001; Oettingen et al., 2001), and the lack of accurate comparisons 

between studies given that most studies do not systematically examine all four types of 

possible selves, have impeded the application of the possible selves concept in 

advancing adult well-being research. 

Finally, despite the burgeoning literature on what possible selves do, 

comparatively little attention has been given to articulating the underlying processes by 

which possible selves exert their influence on motivation, behaviour and well-being 

(Hoyle & Sherrill, 2006). Researchers in the possible selves field have begun exploring 

whether personal strengths such as self-efficacy play a potential mediating role in the 

relationship between possible selves and well-being. Research on personal strengths as 
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potential mediators is essential because personal strengths can be strengthened to build 

human capacity and enhance well-being (Bandura, 2008). This is contrasted against the 

prevailing focus on pathology in the psychology field, as asserted by Bandura (2008), 

“Our psychological discipline is infected with a negativity bias that manifests itself in 

diverse forms across virtually every sphere of human functioning.” (p. 4). Overall, 

evidence for personal strengths (general self-efficacy, coping and learned optimism) as 

potential mediators, as detailed above, underscores the role of personal strengths in 

enhancing adult well-being. 

A Proposed Conceptual Framework for Understanding Possible Selves and Well-

Being 

We conclude this chapter by describing the proposed conceptual framework, 

which integrates emerging theoretical possible selves research with recent evidence on 

the mediating effects of personal strengths in enhancing well-being in the context of 

possible selves. This framework builds on Cross and Markus’s (1991) original assertion 

that possible selves bring about behavioural change through behavioural self-regulation, 

and is supported by evidence that envisioning possible selves, particularly with self-

regulation strategies, yield greater well-being (Hoyle & Sherrill, 2006; Oyserman & 

James, 2008). In acknowledging the unique motivational influence of the different types 

of possible selves on adult well-being as evinced in the literature, this framework 

holistically examines expected selves, feared selves, balanced possible selves, and 

strategies for expected and feared selves, respectively.  

The conceptual framework is underpinned by possible selves theory and 

combines perspectives from social cognitive theory and positive psychology. The 

inclusion of personal strengths—learned optimism, general self-efficacy, and coping—

in the proposed conceptual framework as potential mediators is in tandem with recent 
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advances in the possible selves field whilst also heeding the call by researchers for 

studies to segue into uncovering the potential underlying processes. In particular, we 

adopt Maddux’s (2009) assertion that envisioning one’s successes in managing 

challenges can bolster one’s self-efficacy beliefs through promoting a greater sense of 

control and empowerment. Simply put, we propose that from this perspective, adults 

who generate possible selves and accompanying detailed strategies would likely 

vicariously experience an elevation in their general self-efficacy beliefs. This may be 

accompanied by an increase in persistence to execute the behaviours to attain their 

possible selves and improved well-being. We also embrace Markus and Nurius’s (1986) 

conceptualisation that possible selves exert motivational influence through the belief 

that the current self can be changed, which in turn increases one’s optimism. This 

perspective combines cumulative evidence supporting the effectiveness of the BPS 

intervention—in increasing optimism and well-being—with conceptual similarities 

between the two constructs in their future orientation or focus on future expectancies 

(Carver et al., 1994). Finally, we adopt Nurius’s (1991) stance that possible selves are 

involved in the coping processes, in conjunction with established evidence in the 

broader literature on the dominant role of coping in goal pursuit and well-being (Scheier 

& Carver, 2001; Wrosch, Scheier, Carver, & Schulz, 2003). This perspective elaborates 

on Nurius’s initial assertion with preliminary evidence specifying links between 

possible selves and coping, broadly grouped into engagement coping and 

disengagement coping (Penland et al., 2000). 

The framework views adult well-being as comprising two distinct 

conceptualisations of well-being as discussed above, i.e., subjective well-being and 

psychological well-being (Lent, 2004). It encapsulates Diener et al.’s (2003) theoretical 

formulation of subjective well-being as encompassing positive affect, reduced negative 
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affect, and life satisfaction. It also adopts Ryff’s (1995) conceptualisation of 

psychological well-being as the pursuit of goals to actualise one’s potential. Figure 1 

outlines the proposed conceptual framework of the underlying processes between 

possible selves and well-being.  
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Figure 1 

Proposed Conceptual Framework for the Mediating Role of Personal Strengths in the 

Relationship between Possible Selves and Well-Being 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Predictor Variables 

Mediators 

Learned Optimism 
Measured by the 
Learned Optimism 
Test (LOT; Seligman, 
2006) 

Possible Selves  
• Expected Selves 
• Feared Selves  
• Balanced Possible 

Selves  
• Strategies for 

Expected Possible 
Selves 

• Strategies for 
Feared Possible 
Selves 

Measured by the 
Possible Selves 
Questionnaire (PSQ; 
Cross & Markus, 1991; 
Oyserman et al., 2004; 
Oyserman & Markus, 
1990a) 

Subjective  
Well-Being 
Measured by the 
Satisfaction with Life 
Scale (SWLS; Diener 
et al., 1985) and the 
Scale of Positive and 
Negative Experience 
(SPANE; Diener & 
Biswas-Diener, 2009) 

General  
Self-Efficacy 
Measured by the 
General Self-Efficacy 
Scale (GSE; 
Schwarzer & 
Jerusalem, 1995) 
 

Psychological Well-
Being  
Measured by the 
Flourishing Scale 
(FS; Diener & 
Biswas-Diener, 2009) 

Criterion 
Variables 

Sociodemographic 
Factors (Covariates) 
• Gender 
• Age 

Coping  
Measured by the 
Coping Strategies 
Inventory Short-Form 
(CSI-SF; Addison et 
al., 2007) 

Underpinning theoretical frameworks: social cognitive theory, positive psychology  
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Research Questions and Hypotheses 

While the research questions were derived from existing research findings and 

gaps, we developed the initial hypotheses for the relationships between possible selves 

and personal strengths based on theoretical and related empirical work. This is in light 

of the limited research directly investigating the relationships between the different 

types of possible selves and personal strengths. For instance, the few studies examining 

the relationships between possible selves and coping tend to focus on participants with 

depressive symptoms (e.g., Penland et al., 2000) or diagnosed mental health conditions 

(e.g., Tse et al., 2014). Little is known about the associations between possible selves 

and coping in the context of adult well-being, without a focus on psychopathology. 

Moreover, few studies (if any) have examined all three types of possible selves 

(expected selves, feared selves, balanced possible selves) and the strategies for expected 

selves and feared selves together in the same study. Thus, the present study is largely 

exploratory in nature, as reflected in the hypotheses, in light of the limited research 

examining the associations between the different types of possible selves and personal 

strengths. 

 Informed by conceptual and empirical developments in the possible selves field 

and driven by the need to address knowledge gaps as well as the dearth of evidence 

supporting the application of the possible selves concept with Singaporean adults, the 

current research set out to answer some key questions, as briefly encapsulated below.  

Research Question 1: What are the relationships between possible selves, 

well-being (i.e., subjective well-being, psychological well-being), and personal 

strengths (i.e., general self-efficacy, coping, learned optimism)? 
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While there is still considerable ambiguity concerning the associations between 

the different types of possible selves and well-being, in general, the evidence seemed to 

suggest that possible selves and their strategies relate positively to well-being (Hoyle & 

Sherrill, 2006; Ko et al., 2014; Markus & Nurius, 1986; Penland et al., 2000). 

Theoretical evidence has suggested the implication of possible selves in optimism, 

coping and self-efficacy processes (Markus & Nurius, 1986; Nurius, 1991). 

Specifically, extensive research has been published on the efficacy of possible selves 

interventions in increasing optimism levels (King, 2001; Meevissen et al., 2011). Initial 

studies have posited links between possible selves and self-efficacy (Murru & Martin 

Ginis, 2010) and coping strategies (Penland et al., 2000; Tse et al., 2014). In contrast to 

the ambiguity in evidence documenting the links between possible selves, personal 

strengths and well-being, there is strong evidence underscoring the salubriousness of 

personal strengths on one’s well-being.  

Hypothesis 1a: Expected possible selves are positively correlated with well-being.  

Hypothesis 1b: Feared possible selves are negatively correlated with well-being.  

Hypothesis 1c: Balanced possible selves are positively correlated with well-being.  

Hypothesis 1d: Strategies to attain or avoid possible selves are positively correlated 

with well-being.  

Hypothesis 1e: Possible selves are correlated with general self-efficacy.  

Hypothesis 1f: Possible selves are correlated with coping. 

Hypothesis 1g: Possible selves are correlated with learned optimism.  

Hypothesis 1h: General self-efficacy is positively correlated with well-being.  

Hypothesis 1i: Coping is positively correlated with well-being. 
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Hypothesis 1j: Learned optimism is positively correlated with well-being.  

Research Question 2: What are the relationships between possible selves 

and well-being (i.e., subjective well-being, psychological well-being) within specific 

domains of possible selves? 

The specific domains for the respective research questions are based on existing 

research findings and gaps. For example, for Research Question 2, the specific domains 

of interest are intrapersonal, interpersonal, career, and health domains, based on 

previous research findings (e.g., Cross & Markus, 1991; Frazier et al., 2002; Yang & 

Noels, 2013). The specific domains are categorised according to Oyserman and 

colleagues’ (Burbidge, 2019; Oyserman, 2004; Oyserman & Markus, 1990a) 

instructions for the PSQ and comprise seven domains: academic, career, interpersonal, 

extracurricular, intrapersonal, health and lifestyle. These studies have also used the 

PSQ, which comprises the seven domains. In studies where there is a need to reflect 

specific domains to better meet the profile of the research participants, new domains 

may be added. For instance, in Yang and Noels’s (2013) study on adjustment in 

international students, two categories of migration and language were added to better 

reflect the sample’s profile.  

Overall, studies noted that possible selves in the intrapersonal domain were 

associated with lower psychological well-being (Yang & Noels, 2013) and life 

satisfaction (Cross & Markus, 1991), while possible selves in the career, family and 

health domains were associated with higher life satisfaction (Cross & Markus, 1991). 

Nevertheless, findings have been inconsistent as other studies reported that having 

fewer health possible selves was associated with higher emotional well-being and 

physical functioning (Frazier et al., 2002).  
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Hypothesis 2a: Having more expected possible selves in the intrapersonal domain is 

negatively correlated with well-being.  

Hypothesis 2b: Having more expected possible selves in the career, interpersonal or 

health domains is positively correlated with well-being.  

Hypothesis 2c: Having more feared possible selves in the intrapersonal, career, 

interpersonal or health domains is negatively correlated with well-being.  

Hypothesis 2d: Having more balanced possible selves in the intrapersonal domain is 

negatively correlated with well-being.  

Research Question 3: Are there gender differences in the number and 

domains of possible selves? 

Theoretical evidence and a few empirical investigations noted that the content of 

possible selves generally reflected perceived gender roles in society, with women 

focusing on interpersonal relationships and men focusing on career goals (Brown & 

Diekman, 2010; Knox, 2006). Nevertheless, research on gender differences has been 

largely limited to the content of possible selves, and little is known about gender 

differences in the configuration of possible selves, particularly for adults.  

Hypothesis 3a: Men and women should generate similar numbers of expected possible 

selves. 

Hypothesis 3b: Men and women should generate similar numbers of feared possible 

selves. 

Hypothesis 3c: Men and women should generate similar numbers of balanced possible 

selves. 
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Hypothesis 3d: Men and women should generate similar numbers of strategies to attain 

or avoid possible selves. 

Hypothesis 3e: Women should generate more interpersonally-themed possible selves 

while men should generate more career-themed possible selves. 

Research Question 4: Are there age differences in the number and domains 

of possible selves? 

Few studies have examined age differences in possible selves across 

developmental age groups since Cross and Markus’s (1991) study, which noted that 

older adults listed fewer hoped-for and feared possible selves than younger adults.  

Studies found that middle-aged adults frequently reported material or lifestyle possible 

selves compared with younger and older adults (Cross & Markus, 1991). Some studies 

have observed that older adults frequently reported health possible selves (Bolkan et al., 

2015; Hoppmann et al., 2007; Smith & Freund, 2002), with earlier studies noting that 

health possible selves tend to be listed more frequently as one ages (Hooker & Kaus, 

1994). However, recent studies noted that health possible selves were similarly salient 

across all age groups (Dark-Freudeman & West, 2016), which may be due to increased 

national health promotion efforts in recent years.  

In determining the age groups for emerging adulthood, young adulthood, and 

middle adulthood, we took reference from Gideon’s (2008) adult development age 

ranges, where the age periods for adulthood are defined as follows: young adulthood 

(between 18 and 40 years old), middle adulthood (between 40 and 65 years old), and 

late adulthood (66 years and above). This age cut-off between young adults and middle-

aged adults, that is, young adulthood ends at 39 years old, and middle-age adulthood 

begins at 40 years old, aligns with studies examining age differences in possible selves 
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(e.g., Cross & Markus, 1991; Dark-Freudeman & West, 2016; Hooker & Kaus, 1994). 

We also referenced Arnett’s (2015) theory of emerging adulthood, where the period of 

emerging adulthood is defined as between 18 and 25 years old. Thus, in the present 

study, we defined emerging adults as between the age of 21 and 25 years old, young 

adults as between the ages of 26 and 40 years old, and middle-aged adults as between 

the ages of 41 and 66 years old. 

Hypothesis 4a: Emerging, young and middle-aged adults should generate similar 

numbers of expected possible selves.  

Hypothesis 4b: Emerging, young and middle-aged adults should generate similar 

numbers of feared possible selves.  

Hypothesis 4c: Emerging, young and middle-aged adults should generate similar 

numbers of balanced possible selves.  

Hypothesis 4d: Emerging, young and middle-aged adults should generate similar 

numbers of strategies to attain or avoid possible selves. 

Hypothesis 4e: Emerging, young and middle-aged adults should generate similar 

numbers of health possible selves. 

Hypothesis 4f: Middle-aged adults should generate more lifestyle possible selves than 

emerging and young adults. 

Research Question 5: Are there gender differences in personal strengths 

and well-being?  

In light of the critical role of age and gender in constructing one’s envisioned 

future selves (Cross & Markus, 1991; Hergovich et al., 2004), there is a need to 

examine age-specific and gender-specific differences in personal strengths and well-
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being more closely. Thus, research questions 5 and 6 were developed to examine age 

and gender differences in personal strengths and adult well-being.  

Findings from several large-scale studies have noted a lack of gender differences 

in positive affect (e.g., Zuckerman et al., 2017) and life satisfaction (e.g., Batz-

Barbarich et al., 2018). Nevertheless, a few studies have detected gender differences in 

well-being, albeit with small effect sizes, with men reporting lower satisfaction (Wood 

et al., 1989) or higher satisfaction than women (Pinquart & Sörensen, 2001). Studies on 

gender differences in general self-efficacy noted that men reported slightly higher 

general self-efficacy (Löve et al., 2012; Scholz et al., 2002; Wang et al., 2019), or 

similar levels of general self-efficacy than women (Tong & Song, 2004). While 

previous studies noted that women tend to use more emotion-focused coping than men 

(Tamres et al., 2002), findings were less consistent on whether men used more problem-

focused coping than women (Stone & Neale, 1984; Tamres et al., 2002). Previous 

studies have detected marginal, though discrepant, gender differences in optimism, with 

some studies noting that men were slightly more optimistic than women (Bjuggren & 

Elert, 2019; Fosnaugh et al., 2009; Glaesmer et al., 2012) and other studies noting the 

reverse observation (Hinz et al., 2017; Yue et al., 2017). 

Hypothesis 5a: Men and women should report similar levels of well-being.  

Hypothesis 5b: Men and women should report similar levels of general self-efficacy.  

Hypothesis 5c: Women should utilise more emotion-focused coping strategies while 

men should utilise more problem-focused coping strategies.   

Hypothesis 5d: Men and women should report similar levels of optimism. 

Research Question 6: Are there age differences in personal strengths and 

well-being?  
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Studies on well-being have demonstrated the stability of well-being throughout 

much of adulthood, with declines observed for older adults (Baird et al., 2010; Butkovic 

et al., 2020; Chen, 2001; Diener & Suh, 1997; Hansen & Slagsvold, 2012). 

Nevertheless, other studies have noted alternative patterns of age and well-being, such 

as the U-shaped pattern with middle-aged adults experiencing sharp declines in well-

being (Blanchflower & Oswald, 2008). Large-scale studies detected either no 

associations between age and general self-efficacy (Schwarzer et al., 1997) or negligible 

associations (Scholz et al., 2002). Previous studies have observed that young adults tend 

to use more avoidance coping than middle-aged and older adults (Meléndez et al., 

2012), while middle-aged adults tend to use more problem-focused coping (Blanchard-

Fields et al., 2004) or engagement coping (Loidl & Leipold, 2019) than young adults. 

Research has supported the positivity bias, in that people tend to process positive 

information as they progress in age (Carstensen & Mikels, 2005; Mather & Carstensen, 

2005; Reed et al., 2014). 

Hypothesis 6a: Emerging, young and middle-aged adults should report similar levels of 

well-being.  

Hypothesis 6b: Emerging, young and middle-aged adults should report similar levels of 

general self-efficacy.  

Hypothesis 6c: Middle-aged adults should utilise more engagement coping strategies 

than emerging and young adults.    

Hypothesis 6d: Middle-aged adults should report higher levels of optimism than 

emerging and young adults.   
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Research Question 7: Do personal strengths (i.e., general self-efficacy, 

coping, learned optimism) mediate the relationship between possible selves and 

well-being? What is the nature of this mediation?  

While comparatively fewer studies have explored the relations between possible 

selves and self-efficacy, nascent investigations suggest that possible selves may confer 

positive outcomes through self-efficacy (Murru & Martin Ginis, 2010). Related research 

supporting the efficacy of possible selves in enhancing optimism levels puts forward its 

potential as an underlying process (King & Raspin, 2004; Markus & Nurius, 1986). 

While theoretical evidence posited the involvement of possible selves in coping 

processes (Nurius, 1991), research has yet to explore this line of inquiry. Emerging 

investigation elucidating the relations between possible selves and personal strengths 

may provide the necessary insights for future exploration. 

Hypothesis 7a: General self-efficacy should mediate the relationship between possible 

selves and well-being in the positive direction.  

Hypothesis 7b: Coping should mediate the relationship between possible selves and 

well-being in the positive direction.  

Hypothesis 7c: Learned optimism should mediate the relationship between possible 

selves and well-being in the positive direction. 

In sum, this section has critically reviewed the theoretical and empirical 

literature on the role of possible selves and personal strengths in adult well-being and 

the interplay between possible selves, sociodemographic dimensions, and personal 

strengths. The current research describes the state of research and identifies major gaps 

in research to date. In so doing, it hopes to contribute to and inform emerging work in 

the Asian context.  
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Chapter 3 

Methodology 

 

 This chapter outlines the methodology designed to address the substantive-

methodological gaps encapsulated in the research questions. It describes the sampling 

design, participants, measures, data collection procedures, and the data analytic strategy 

to address the hypothesised relationships among possible selves, personal strengths, 

well-being, and sociodemographic variables in the study.  

Participants 

The sample encompasses two populations with different age ranges, comprising 

university students and working adults. University students were recruited via 

convenient sampling from intact classes at a local university who were training to 

become beginner teachers and undergraduates who took the courses as electives. 

Working adults were recruited from the community via community organisations (e.g., 

social service agencies, religious organisations) through personal contacts and snowball 

sampling. The study required all participants to be 21 years and older, and fluent in 

English. Participants were screened and excluded if they were below 21 years old, and 

could not read and understand English. 

Participant Characteristics 

A total of 269 participants were recruited for the study. Six individuals did not 

complete the questionnaire. One person did not provide responses to the Possible Selves 

Questionnaire, while five persons did not provide responses to the Learned Optimism 

Test. The final study sample comprised 263 adults (198 women, 65 men), ranging in 
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age from 21 to 66 years (M = 31.13 years; SD = 8.27; one respondent with undisclosed 

age). Participants comprised working adults (55.9%) and university students (44.1%). 

Participants were predominantly Chinese (79.8%), followed by Malay (13.3%), Indian 

(4.9%), and other ethnicities (1.9%). Most of the respondents have attained degree 

qualifications (36.5%), followed by postgraduate diplomas or degree qualifications 

(26.2%), secondary and post-secondary qualifications (19.0%), and diploma 

qualifications (18.3%). Among the students (excluding working adults who were 

pursuing part-time postgraduate studies), most of them were pursuing their studies full-

time (99.1%; one respondent with undisclosed enrolment status) and were in their fourth 

year of university (40.5%; five respondents did not indicate their enrolment year; see 

Table 1 for the sociodemographic characteristics of the sample). 
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Table 1  

Sociodemographic Characteristics of Participants (N = 263) 

Category n Percentage (%) 
Gender  
     Female 
     Male 
Ethnicity  
    Chinese 
    Malay 
    Indian 
    Others 

 
198 
65 
 
210 
35 
13 
5 

 
75.3 
24.7 
 
79.8 
13.3 
4.9 
1.9 

Age 
     Emerging Adults (21–25 years) 
     Young Adults (26–40 years)  
     Middle-aged Adults (41–66 years)  

 
78 
153 
32 

 
29.7 
58.2 
12.2 

Employment Status  
     University Students  
     Working Adults  

 
116 
147 

 
44.1 
55.9 

Enrolment Year (n = 116) 
     Year 1 
     Year 2 
     Year 3 
     Year 4 
     Not Available 

 
22 
14 
28 
47 
5 

 
19.0 
12.1 
24.1 
40.5 
4.3 

Highest Qualifications Attained 
    Postgraduate diploma or degree 
    Bachelor’s degree 
    Diploma 
    Secondary and post-secondary 

 
69 
96 
50 
48 

 
26.2 
36.5 
19.0 
18.3 
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Procedures  

Research ethics approval to conduct the study was obtained from the Nanyang 

Technological University (NTU) Institution Review Board (IRB) prior to data 

collection (see Appendix A). Participants were informed of the purpose of the study, the 

voluntary nature of their participation, the anonymity and confidentiality of their 

responses, and their option to withdraw from the study at any time, in written or online 

formats. Informed consent was obtained before enrolment into the research study (see 

Appendix A). Participants were assured that no individual would be identified in any 

published data. Participants completed a set of online questionnaires on possible selves, 

personal strengths and well-being, as well as demographic information (see Appendix 

B).  

In addition to the online version, university students were given an additional 

option to complete the questionnaire's pen-and-paper version. University students 

completed the set of questionnaires within or outside of curriculum time, depending on 

prior arrangements made with the course instructors. Working adults completed the set 

of questionnaires in their own time. On average, participants took an estimated 20 min 

to complete the questionnaires.  

Measures 

As briefly described below, all the instruments used in this study were self-

report questionnaires (see Appendix C).  

Possible Selves 

The Possible Selves Questionnaire (PSQ; Cross & Markus, 1991; Oyserman et 

al., 2004; Oyserman & Markus, 1990a) was used to assess participants’ expected selves 

and feared selves by asking them to describe their possible selves. The PSQ is an open-
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ended survey with a specified time point (i.e., next year). Participants were asked to list 

at least three expected selves after being given the following instruction:  

“Who will you be next year? Each of us has some image or picture of what we 

will be like and what we want to avoid being like in the future. Think about next 

year—imagine what you’ll be like and what you’ll be doing next year. In the 

boxes below, write what you expect you will be like and what you expect to be 

doing next year. Write at least three expected goals.” 

Thereafter, participants were asked to provide information on their feared selves 

using the following instruction: 

“In addition to expectations and expected goals, we all have images or pictures 

of what we don’t want to be like; what we don’t want to do or want to avoid 

being. First, take a minute to think about ways you would not like to be next 

year—things you are concerned about or want to avoid being like. Write those 

concerns or selves to-be-avoided in the space below. Write at least three 

concerns or to-be-avoided selves.” 

Responses to the expected selves and feared selves were counted and coded 

according to Oyserman and colleagues’ instructions (Burbidge, 2019; Oyserman, 2004; 

Oyserman & Markus, 1990a). Each expected self was categorised under one of the 

seven categories: achievement-academic, achievement-job, interpersonal-general, 

interpersonal-extracurricular activities, personality traits, physical/health-related and 

material/lifestyle. Likewise, each feared self was subsumed under one of the seven 

categories: achievement-academic, achievement-job, interpersonal-general, 

interpersonal-extracurricular activities, intrapersonal/personality traits, physical/health-

related and material/lifestyle. 
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Participants were also asked whether they had conceived strategies to attain their 

expected possible selves and to describe these strategies if they had, using the following 

instruction:  

“In the space next to each expected goal, mark NO (✔) if you are not currently 

working on that goal or doing something about that expectation, and mark YES 

(✔) if you are currently doing something to get to that expectation or goal. For 

each expected goal that you marked “YES”, use the space to write in what you 

are doing this year to attain that goal. Use the first space for the first expected 

goal, the second space for the second expected goal and so on.”   

Similarly, participants were asked whether they had conceived strategies to 

avoid their feared possible selves and to describe these strategies if they had, using the 

following instruction:  

“In the space next to each concern or to-be-avoided self, mark NO (✔) if you 

are not currently working to avoid that concern or to-be-avoided self, and mark 

YES (✔) if you are currently doing something so that this will not happen next 

year. For each concern or to-be-avoided self that you marked “YES”, use the 

space to write what you are doing this year to reduce the chances that this will 

describe you next year. Use the first space for the first concern, the second space 

for the second concern and so on.”   

Balanced possible selves, which comprise an expected self and a corresponding 

feared self, were coded and counted based on Oyserman and colleagues’ instructions 

(Oyserman et al., 2004; Oyserman & Markus, 1990a). To illustrate, a participant with 

two expected selves and three matching feared selves would be given a balance score of 

two.  
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In examining self-regulation in possible selves, Oyserman and colleagues (2004) 

developed a coding system based on the count of strategies described by participants to 

attain their expected selves or avoid their feared selves. These strategies were counted 

according to Oyserman et al.’s (2004) instructions. For example, a participant who 

described the strategies, “snack less, less sugar drink and do more work out” for the 

expected self of “I expect to lose some weight” would have three strategies for this 

expected self. The number of strategies for expected selves for this participant would be 

based on the count of strategies for all the envisioned expected selves (“I expect to 

getting [sic] my own place” “I expect to look for a partner”). This method is deployed 

similarly in coding the strategies described for feared selves. For example, a participant 

who described the strategies, “making a plan on not to procrastinate, reading on self-

management techniques” for the feared self of “avoid being overwhelmed with work 

and struggling to meet deadlines”, would have two strategies for this feared self. The 

number of strategies for feared selves for this participant would be based on the count of 

strategies for all the envisioned feared selves (“being in toxic circles of friends”, “being 

a ‘YES’ person and acceding to all requests”).  

Coding for the domains of expected and feared possible selves and the number 

of strategies reported for expected and feared possible selves was undertaken by three 

coders comprising the researcher and two registered social workers unfamiliar with the 

purpose of the study. A training session was conducted with the two coders prior to the 

coding session. The study adopted Bujang and Baharum’s (2017) guidelines on the 

minimum sample size required for calculating Cohen’s kappa agreement. Based on a 

pre-specified power at 80% with the alpha set at .05 using a two-sided tail test and a 

rating of seven categories, the recommended minimum sample size was 46. In testing 

for coding reliability, approximately 20% (n = 60) of the possible selves responses were 
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randomly selected and coded by the three coders, with each pair of coders coding 10% 

of the responses. Disagreements were discussed within each pair of coders until a 

consensus was reached. Coding for the remaining data sets was undertaken by the 

researcher.  

The open-ended possible selves survey method with the specified chronological 

time point was chosen based on evidence supporting its well-established applicability 

with the adult population (Dunkel & Anthis, 2001; Oyserman & Fryberg, 2006; Packard 

& Conway, 2006). As advocated by researchers in the possible selves field, it is 

important to critically examine the chosen methodology while considering its strengths, 

limitations, and implications (Packard & Conway, 2006). Regarding the time frame of 

assessment, narrative reviews have highlighted the different reference points of possible 

selves measures (Oyserman & Fryberg, 2006; Packard & Conway, 2006). For example, 

some measures refer to an abstract time point (e.g., the future) or a developmental time 

point (e.g., as an adult). In contrast, other measures specify a chronological time point 

(e.g., in one year’s time, in five years’ time) (Oyserman & Fryberg, 2006). While there 

is a dearth of studies comparing participants’ responses across different reference points 

(Oyserman & Fryberg, 2006), one rare study by Oyserman and Markus (1990a) on 

adolescent delinquency observed that using a specific chronological time point (i.e., 

“next year”) yielded richer responses, which were more significantly associated with 

delinquency, compared to using a developmental time point (i.e., “as an adult”).  

Nevertheless, some temporal distance may be needed for gender differences to 

emerge in specific populations. For instance, Brown and Diekman’s (2010) study with 

college students on gender differences in the content of distal possible selves (i.e., 10 to 

15 years) and near possible selves (i.e., one year) detected gender differences in distal 

possible selves but not near possible selves. Given that the sample is not limited to only 
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university student participants, having a specific time point may be more appropriate to 

elicit richer and heterogeneous responses. Future studies may consider stipulating 

specific reference points of a nearer timeframe when measuring expected selves (e.g., 

“next year”) and a time frame that is set further in the future when measuring hoped-for 

selves (e.g., “in 10 years’ time”). 

Studies have also documented that close-ended surveys may influence the 

number and range of possible selves endorsed by young adults, given that they are still 

exploring various possible identities (Dunkel & Anthis, 2001). Dunkel and colleagues 

observed that university students who used the close-ended method endorsed more 

possible selves than university students who used the open-ended method (Dunkel, 

2000; Dunkel & Anthis, 2001). Given that the sample consisted predominantly of 

emerging and young adults, an open-ended format would yield a more accurate measure 

of their possible selves. Relatedly, the literature on the number of possible selves to be 

listed varies from two (Zhu & Tse, 2015), three (Oyserman & Markus, 1990a) to all 

possible selves imagined (Cross & Markus, 1991). In considering the varying number of 

possible selves across studies, participants were asked to list at least three possible 

selves envisioned. 

The PSQ was chosen for its appropriateness in addressing the research questions 

and application with the study sample, as well as its good psychometric properties. The 

PSQ demonstrated good test-retest reliability in a study with 63 university students, 

with most students generating two out of three previously envisioned expected possible 

selves (90%) and feared possible selves (74%). Notably, a sizeable minority was able to 

generate all three previously generated expected possible selves (45%) and feared 

possible selves (25%) over a three-week interval (Oyserman & Markus, 1990a). Studies 

also documented high inter-rater reliability for the PSQ in university student samples 
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and adult samples. This was demonstrated in a study with 154 university students, with 

Cohen’s kappa values averaging .96 for responses from European-American, Chilean, 

and Japanese-American student cultural contexts and .92 for responses from the 

Japanese cultural context (Unemori et al., 2004). In a study with 171 young and middle-

aged adults, the inter-rater reliability was perfect (Cohen’s κ = 1; Hooker & Klaus 

1994). 

General Self-Efficacy 

The General Self-Efficacy Scale (GSE; Schwarzer & Jerusalem, 1995) was used 

to assess participants’ general self-efficacy. The GSE was revised from the original 

GSE created by Jerusalem and Schwarzer in 1979. The 10-item GSE assesses overall 

self-beliefs in managing challenges faced. Participants were asked to rate their 

responses to the items (e.g., “I can always manage to solve difficult problems if I try 

hard enough”) using a 4-point Likert scale (from 1 = “not at all true” to 4 = “exactly 

true”). The GSE score is computed by summing all the item responses. Higher scores on 

the GSE indicate greater perceived general self-efficacy.  

The GSE was chosen for its validity and reliability with adults across different 

cultures. Extensive studies have documented excellent psychometric properties of the 

GSE, with internal consistency reliabilities ranging from .75 to .91 (Scholz et al., 

2002). In an updated study on the psychometric properties of the GSE involving 19,120 

participants (9,198 females, 7,243 males, and 2,679 gender not specified, M = 25 

years, SD = 14.7) from across 25 countries, confirmatory factor analyses substantiated 

the unidimensionality of the GSE (GFI = .98, AGFI = .97, RMR = .03, and RMSEA = 

.05; Scholz et al., 2002). The same study documented that the GSE has high internal 

consistency reliability of α = .86 (Scholz et al., 2002). Additionally, good test-retest 

reliability was established in various studies. In Schwarzer and Schröder’s (1997) study 
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with 246 adult patients, the GSE demonstrated good test-retest reliability of r = 0.67 

over 6 months after surgery. 

Coping 

The Coping Strategies Inventory-Short Form (CSI-SF; Addison et al., 2007) was 

administered to assess participants’ coping thoughts and behaviours. It comprises 16 

items, with four items corresponding to each of the four coping strategies: problem-

focused engagement, emotion-focused engagement, problem-focused disengagement, 

and emotion-focused disengagement. The CSI-SF was shortened from the original 78-

item Coping Strategies Inventory questionnaire (CSI; Tobin et al., 1989). As with the 

original CSI, the CSI-SF assesses coping strategies on whether they fall under 

engagement (actively deals with the problem) or disengagement coping (avoids the 

problem, which can lead to negative long-term consequences) and whether they are 

problem-focused (relates to the management of the stressor) or emotion-focused (relates 

to the regulation of one’s emotions arising from the stressor). Participants were asked to 

rate the frequency of using each coping strategy using a 5-point Likert scale (from 1= 

“never” to 5 = “almost always”). The CSI-SF categorises coping strategies under two 

categories: engagement or disengagement, and problem-focused or emotion-focused. 

There are four subscales in the CSI-SF: problem-focused engagement (PFE), problem-

focused disengagement (PFD), emotion-focused engagement (EFE), and emotion-

focused disengagement (EFD). Each subscale is characterised by two dimensions: 

actively resolving problems and altering one’s cognitions under PFE; expressing 

emotions and seeking support from others under EFE; the avoidance of thinking about 

the problem and wishing it would go away under PFD; and self-criticism and 

withdrawing from social interactions under EFD.  
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The present study primarily focused on scores from the first-tier subscales of 

engagement versus disengagement, in which higher Total Engagement scores 

correspond to more behaviours undertaken to address the stressor. In contrast, higher 

Total Disengagement scores correspond to more behaviours undertaken to avoid the 

stressor. However, in light of the need to delve further into the initial findings and 

previous studies suggesting a four-factor model consistent with the four subscales (e.g., 

Addison et al., 2007; Speyer et al., 2016), data from the second-tier subscales would 

also be included in the present study’s supplementary analyses. Adequate to good 

internal consistency for the CSI-SF was demonstrated in prior studies. In Addison et 

al.’s (2007) study with 5,302 African American adults (65% females, age range between 

35 and 84 years), the Cronbach’s alphas for the second-tier subscales of PFE, EFE, 

PFD, and EFD obtained were .67, .72, .60, and .58, respectively, while the Cronbach’s 

alphas for the first-tier subscales of engagement and disengagement were .70 and .59, 

respectively. 

Learned Optimism  

The Learned Optimism Test (LOT; Seligman, 2006) was used to assess 

participants’ learned optimism. It comprises 48 items (e.g., “A friend thanks you for 

helping him/her get through a bad time”) depicting hypothetical situations where 

participants choose one of the two responses presented that they are likelier to have 

(e.g., “I enjoy helping him/her through tough times”, “I care about people”). The LOT 

assesses three dimensions of explanatory style, namely, permanence, pervasiveness and 

personalisation. Permanence is the perception of how long positive or negative events 

last, whether they are perceived to be stable or unstable. Pervasiveness is the attribution 

of positive and negative events to global or specific factors. This dimension examines 

people’s tendency to catastrophise negative events. Personalisation is the attribution of 
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positive and negative events to internal or external factors and examines people’s level 

of ownership for events. According to Seligman (2006), people with an optimistic 

explanatory style are likely to attribute stable, global and internal factors for good 

events, and unstable, specific and external factors for bad events. High scores for the 

LOT indicate a high level of optimism. Few studies examining learned optimism have 

used the LOT, given that it can be a lengthy questionnaire. In fact, some studies 

examining learned optimism have used scales measuring dispositional optimism, such 

as Scheier and Carver’s (1985) Life Orientation Test (e.g., Tariq & Zubair, 2015). Prior 

research has indicated good test-retest reliability for the LOT. Aydin (1985; as cited in 

Akca, 2011) reported that the LOT demonstrated good test-retest reliability over 4 

months (r = .83). 

As the scoring for the LOT is relatively complex compared with the other scales 

used in the present study, a detailed scoring key has been provided (see Appendix D). 

The following section details the formula for deriving the overall optimism score. Each 

of the 48 questions falls under one of the three dimensions of learned optimism: 

permanence, pervasiveness and personalisation. These dimensions are further 

segmented into six components, namely, Permanence Good (PmG) and Permanence 

Bad (PmB); Pervasiveness Good (PvG) and Pervasiveness Bad (PvB); and 

Personalisation Good (PsG) and Personalisation Bad (PsB). Each component is 

measured by eight questions with two responses that correspond to a score of 0 or 1. 

These components and their questions are: 

1. Permanence Good (PmG) comprising questions 2, 10, 14, 15, 24, 26, 38, and 40.  

2. Permanence Bad (PmB) comprising questions 5, 13, 20, 21, 29, 33, 42, and 46. 

3. Pervasiveness Good (PvG) comprising questions 6, 7, 28, 31, 34, 35, 37, and 43. 
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4. Pervasiveness Bad (PvB) comprising questions 8, 16, 17, 18, 22, 32, 44, and 48.  

5. Personalisation Good (PsG) comprising questions 1, 4, 11, 12, 23, 27, 36, and 45. 

6. Personalisation Bad (PsB) comprising questions 3, 9, 19, 25, 30, 39, 41, and 47. 

To illustrate, summing the following items: 1, 4, 11, 12, 23, 27, 36, and 45 

would yield a score for the component, Personalisation Good (PsG). These items 

measure whether participants attribute positive events to internal or external factors and 

the level of ownership assumed for these events. For example, in question 36, 

participants were asked to imagine a scenario where they had a wonderful time at a 

party. If they chose the response, “I was friendly” instead of “Everyone was friendly”, 

they would have chosen the more optimistic response, which would contribute 1 point 

towards their PsG score. The inverse is true had they selected the latter option, which 

would contribute 0 points to their PsG score. This scoring process is performed for the 

remaining components, e.g., PmG etc. The combination of scores would yield an overall 

optimism score as calculated from the following formula: 

1. Total Bad event score (TbS): PmB + PvB + PsB  

2. Total Good event score (TgS): PmG + PvG + PsG 

3. Overall Optimism score: TgS - TbS 

High overall optimism scores denote high optimism, while low overall optimism 

scores denote high pessimism. Participants with an overall optimism score above eight 

would indicate that they are very optimistic. Participants with an overall optimism score 

ranging from 3 to 8 would reflect their moderate optimism. Finally, participants with an 

overall optimism score ranging from 1 to 2 would indicate that they are moderately 

pessimistic, while scores ranging from 0 and below would indicate that they are very 

pessimistic. 
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The study would also include participants’ hope scores as derived from the LOT 

based on Seligman’s (2006) assertion that “No other single score is as important as your 

hope score.” (p. 49). The hope score is dependent on the two dimensions of 

pervasiveness and permanence in explaining negative events, and is computed by 

adding the PvB score to the PmB score. Low hope scores denote hopefulness, while 

high hope scores denote severe hopelessness. People who attribute permanent and 

universal reasons for bad events tend to face difficulties dealing with life’s challenges 

(Seligman, 2006). Participants with an overall hope score between 0 and 2 would 

indicate that they are very hopeful. Participants with an overall hope score ranging from 

3 to 8 would reflect their average to moderate hopefulness. Finally, participants with an 

overall hope score ranging from 9 to 11 would indicate that they are moderately 

hopeless, while scores ranging from 12 to 16 would indicate that they are severely 

hopeless. Distinguishing between the overall learned optimism score and the hope score 

is important because these two scores are computed differently. The learned optimism 

score depends on scores from all the three dimensions of permanence, pervasiveness 

and personalisation for good events and bad events. In comparison, the hope score 

depends on the two dimensions of pervasiveness and permanence for bad events only. 

However, few studies have examined learned optimism using the LOT, and we are not 

aware of any studies examining the hope score as measured by the LOT subscales. 

Nevertheless, including the hope score in the analyses would offer nuanced insights into 

the dimensions of learned optimism.  

As the subscales assessing the three dimensions of explanatory style would be 

included in the supplementary analyses intended to delve further into the profile of 

personal strengths in the sample, a detailed description of the subscales and the meaning 

of their respective scores is warranted to aid a better understanding of these analyses. 
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Subsumed under each dimension are two components assessing people’s style for 

explaining good and bad events. Generally, the optimistic explanatory style is the 

reverse for explaining good and bad events across the dimensions, specifically: the 

attribution of permanent reasons for good events and the attribution of temporary 

reasons for bad events; the attribution of universal causes for good events and the 

attribution of specific causes for bad events; and the attribution of internal causes for 

good events and the attribution of external causes for bad events. 

Encompassed under the dimension of permanence are the two components of 

Permanence Good (PmG) and Permanence Bad (PmB). This dimension assesses 

people’s attribution for events, specifically, whether they believe the causes to be 

transient or enduring. High PmG scores denote an optimistic style of explaining good 

events (e.g., tendency to attribute permanent reasons for positive events). In contrast, 

low PmG scores denote a pessimistic style of explaining good events (e.g., tendency to 

attribute temporary reasons for positive events). Conversely, high PmB scores denote a 

pessimistic style of explaining bad events (e.g., tendency to attribute permanent reasons 

for bad events), while low PmB scores denote an optimistic style of explaining bad 

events (e.g., tendency to attribute temporary reasons for bad events). 

Subsumed under the dimension of pervasiveness are the two components of 

Pervasiveness Good (PvG) and Pervasiveness Bad (PvB). This dimension assesses 

people’s explanation of events, specifically, whether they believe the causes to be 

universal or specific. High PvG scores denote an optimistic style of explaining good 

events (e.g., tendency to attribute universal reasons for positive events). In contrast, low 

PvG scores denote a pessimistic style of explaining good events (e.g., tendency to 

attribute specific reasons for positive events). In contrast, high PvB scores denote a 

pessimistic style of explaining bad events (e.g., tendency to attribute universal reasons 
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for bad events), while low PvB scores denote an optimistic style of explaining bad 

events (e.g., tendency to attribute specific reasons for bad events). 

Finally, the two components of Personalisation Good (PsG) and Personalisation 

Bad (PsB) fall under the dimension of personalisation. This dimension assesses people’s 

explanation of events, specifically, whether they believe the causes to be internal or 

external. According to Seligman (2006), people who tend to attribute internal reasons 

for bad events may experience low self-esteem, given their tendency to blame 

themselves for negative events. High PsG scores denote an optimistic style of 

explaining good events (e.g., tendency to attribute internal reasons for positive events), 

while low PsG scores denote a pessimistic style of explaining good events (e.g., 

tendency to attribute external reasons for positive events). Conversely, high PsB scores 

denote a pessimistic style of explaining bad events (e.g., tendency to attribute internal 

reasons for bad events) and low self-esteem, while low PsB scores denote an optimistic 

style of explaining bad events (e.g., tendency to attribute external reasons for bad 

events) and high self-esteem. Table 2 outlines the descriptions of the LOT subscales and 

the meaning of their respective scores. 
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Subjective Well-Being 

In assessing participants’ subjective well-being, this study adopted Diener and 

colleagues’ conceptualisation of subjective well-being as comprising positive affect, the 

absence of negative affect, and life satisfaction (Diener et al., 2003). 

Positive Affect and Negative Affect. The Scale of Positive and Negative 

Experience (SPANE; Diener et al., 2009) was administered to assess participants’ 

positive and negative feelings. It comprises 12 items, with half of the items evaluating 

positive experiences and the remaining half evaluating negative experiences. The 

SPANE assesses a wide range of positive and negative feelings, and other feeling states 

like “interest, flow, positive engagement, and physical pleasure” (Diener et al., 2010, p. 

146). Participants were asked to recall their experiences over the past month and to rate 

their responses to the items (e.g., “pleasant”, “contented”) on a 5-point Likert scale 

(from 1 = “very rarely or never” to 5 = “very often or always”). Scores for the positive 

experiences scale (SPANE-P) and the negative experiences scale (SPANE-N) are 

summed individually. High scores for SPANE-P and SPANE-N indicate high positive 

feelings and high negative feelings, respectively. The overall score for the scale or 

affect balance (SPANE-B) is calculated by deducting the negative scale score from the 

positive scale score, with high scores for SPANE-B reflecting high affect balance.  

The SPANE has demonstrated good internal consistency and adequate temporal 

reliability (Diener et al., 2010). In a study with 689 university students across six 

different universities across the United States and Singapore (468 female, 175 male, one 

undisclosed gender), the Cronbach’s alphas for SPANE-P, SPANE-N, and SPANE-B 

were .87, .81, and .89, respectively, while the temporal stabilities over a one-month 

period for SPANE-P, SPANE-N, and SPANE-B were .62, .63, and .68, respectively 

(Diener et al., 2010). 
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Life Satisfaction. The Satisfaction with Life Scale (SWLS; Diener et al., 1985) 

was deployed to measure participants’ overall assessment of their life satisfaction 

(Diener et al., 1985). It comprises five positively phrased items (e.g., “In most ways my 

life is close to my ideal”), which are rated on a 7-point Likert scale (from 1 = “strongly 

disagree” to 7 = “strongly agree”). The SWLS score is computed by summing all the 

item responses. Higher scores on the SWLS denote greater life satisfaction, while lower 

scores on the SWLS indicate lower life satisfaction. Extensive studies have widely 

supported the validity of the SWLS. A meta-analysis of 62 studies, yielding 76 

Cronbach’s alphas, established the SWLS to have high mean internal consistency (α = 

.78; Vassar, 2008). Likewise, in a study with 151 university students, the SWLS 

demonstrated good internal consistency (α = .84) and good test-retest reliability over 

one month (r = .80; Steger, Frazier et al., 2006). 

Psychological Well-Being  

 The current study adopted the conceptualisation of psychological well-being 

formalised by prominent theorists, in which it is construed as a pursuit of goals and 

meaningful life to fulfil one’s potential (Ryan & Deci, 2000; Ryff, 1995). The 

Flourishing Scale (FS; Diener et al., 2009) was administered to assess participants’ 

psychological well-being. The FS comprises eight items and assesses important facets 

of human functioning, such as having a meaningful and purposeful life, supportive 

relationships with others, and personal competence. Participants were asked to rate their 

responses to the items (e.g., “I am engaged and interested in my daily activities”) using 

a 7-point Likert scale (from 1 = “strongly disagree” to 7 = “strongly agree”). High FS 

scores reflect greater perceived well-being in various domains of functioning. Good 

internal consistency for the FS was demonstrated in prior research. In the 

abovementioned study by Diener et al. (2010), the FS demonstrated good internal 
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consistency reliability of α = .87 and good temporal reliability of r = .71 over one 

month (Diener et al., 2010).  

Data Analysis Plan  

Preliminary analyses of the data were performed using the statistical analysis 

package IBM SPSS Statistics version 27.0 to check the reliability of the measures and 

examine the data’s distributional properties (means, standard deviations, skewness, and 

kurtosis) and identify outliers. Descriptive statistics were performed to present the 

sociodemographic characteristics of the study sample. Cohen’s kappa coefficients were 

calculated to assess the inter-rater reliability for coding the domains of expected and 

feared possible selves, as well as the number of strategies listed for expected and feared 

possible selves.  

The present study also assessed the utility of the measures with adults in the 

local context. Structural equation modelling (SEM) and confirmatory factor analysis 

(CFA) were performed with IBM SPSS Amos Version 26.0, using the maximum 

likelihood estimation. In assessing the overall model fit, the global fit index—the model 

chi-square—is used where lower chi-square values and higher p-values (i.e., p > .05) 

indicate better model fit. Considering the sensitivity of the chi-square statistic to sample 

sizes, some researchers (e.g., Hair et al., 1996) have asserted that the level of acceptance 

for the absolute fit index of the model chi-square (p > .05) is not applicable for large 

study samples (i.e., more than 200).  

Kline (2016) recommended that other fit indices—comparative fit index (CFI; 

Bentler, 1990), Tucker-Lewis index (TLI), standardised root mean squared residual 

(SRMR), and a root-mean-square error of approximation (RMSEA; Steiger, 1990)—be 

reported with the chi-square statistic to provide a complete view of the goodness of fit. 
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Other researchers have similarly observed that while the chi-square statistic is used in 

the evaluation of the overall test of good model fit, it is susceptible to sample size and 

advocated for other fit indices to be considered as well (Bentler & Bonett, 1980; Byrne, 

1994; Kline, 2016).  

On the range of approximate fit indices indicating acceptable model fit, Hu and 

Bentler’s (1999) recommended thresholds are the most cited in research. However, 

Kline (2016) asserted that Hu and Bentler’s (1999) recommended combination in 

evaluating an acceptable model fit as having indices of CFI ≥ .95 and SRMR ≤ .08 was 

not supported in simulation studies (e.g., Fan & Sivo, 2005; Yuan, 2005). Fan and Sivo 

(2005) cautioned against the use of this combination and advised the use of multiple fit 

indices in assessing model fit. Kline (2016) recommended that in reporting model fit, 

the model test statistic and the three fit indices, RMSEA, CFI and SRMR, should be 

reported.  

Kline (2016) stated that CFI > .90 and TLI > .95 indicate good fit. Fabrigar et al. 

(1999) maintained that RMSEA values below 0.05 indicate good or close fit, values 

between 0.05 and 0.08 indicate acceptable or fair fit, values between 0.08 and 0.10 

indicate marginal or mediocre fit, and values above 0.10 indicate poor fit. Hu and 

Bentler (1999) stated that while SRMR values above .06 indicate poor fit, SRMR values 

between .06 to .11 can be acceptable, depending on whether the other indices fall within 

the acceptable range. In examining the factorial validity of the scales in the current 

study, the following fit indices and their respective cut-off criteria for a good fit 

between the sample data and the hypothesised model were deployed to assess model fit. 

Evaluations of a good model fit are indicated by CFI > .90, SRMR < .08 and RMSEA < 

0.08 (Browne & Cudeck, 1993; Kline, 2016). Standardised factor loadings of the items 

were used to evaluate model fit.  
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The data was analysed to check the reliability and validity of the measures with 

the study sample, specifically, using the variance-covariance matrix to evaluate whether 

the measures fit the original model structures (e.g., unidimensional or 

multidimensional). Model estimates were made using the maximum likelihood 

procedure and assessed for acceptability. Mediational analyses were performed to assess 

whether personal strengths (general self-efficacy, coping and learned optimism) played 

a mediating role in the relationship between possible selves and well-being. One 

mediation model was established to test the hypotheses for expected, feared and 

balanced possible selves, and strategies generated to attain and avoid expected and 

feared possible selves, respectively. To test whether personal strengths mediated the 

relationship between possible selves and well-being, we performed SEM to assess 

overall model fit and calculate the direct and indirect effects. All SEM analyses were 

performed using IBM SPSS Amos 26.0. Indirect effects were tested using bootstrap 

estimates based on 5,000 samples and the bias-corrected percentile method (Preacher & 

Hayes, 2008). An indirect effect is assessed to be statistically significant by the 

bootstrapping method if zero does not fall within the 95% confidence interval. 

Standardised coefficients were used across all models.  

The data were further analysed for correlations between personal strengths 

(general self-efficacy, coping and learned optimism), possible selves and well-being, 

using a series of Pearson product-moment correlations (RQ1). A second set of analyses 

would be conducted within specific domains of possible selves to examine the 

relationship between possible selves (expected, feared and balanced possible selves) and 

well-being, using a series of Pearson product-moment correlations (RQ2). 

Broadly, gender and age differences in the number of possible selves were 

analysed using a series of independent samples t-tests and one-way analysis of variance 
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(ANOVA), respectively. Specifically, we examined gender differences in the structure 

of possible selves, that is, the total number of expected, feared and balanced possible 

selves as well as the total number of strategies for expected and feared possible selves, 

using a series of independent samples t-tests (RQ3). We also examined age 

differences—comparing amongst emerging, young, and middle-aged adults—in the 

structure of possible selves using a series of one-way ANOVA (RQ4).  

A second set of analyses was performed to examine gender and age differences 

in the domains of expected, feared and balanced possible selves reported. We examined 

gender differences in the seven possible selves domains using a 2 x 2 crosstabulation 

table where we identified participants who had mentioned a possible self in a specific 

domain of possible selves and participants who had not. A series of separate chi-square 

analyses were performed to examine gender differences for expected, feared and 

balanced possible selves (RQ3). Similarly, age differences—comparing between 

emerging, young and middle-aged adults—in the seven possible selves domains were 

examined using a 3 x 2 crosstabulation table where we identified participants who had 

mentioned a possible self in a specific domain of possible selves and participants who 

had not. A series of separate chi-square analyses were performed to examine age 

differences for expected, feared and balanced possible selves (RQ4). 

Gender and age differences in personal strengths and well-being were analysed 

using a series of independent samples t-tests and one-way ANOVA, respectively. We 

examined gender differences in subjective well-being measures comprising life 

satisfaction, positive affect and absence of negative affect, and psychological well-being 

using a series of independent samples t-tests (RQ5). We also examined age 

differences—comparing among emerging, young and middle-aged adults—in subjective 

and psychological well-being measures using a series of one-way ANOVA (RQ6).   
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In order to reduce the dimensionality of the data analysed in the mediation 

models, the observed variables of satisfaction with life, positive affect, negative affect, 

and psychological well-being were used to estimate the latent variable, well-being. In 

other words, well-being will be measured by the scales, SWLS, SPANE and FS. This is 

a theory-guided approach to reduce the complexity of the interactions and compare 

simpler mediation models. Gender and age were included in the mediation model as 

covariates because of their potential covariance, as noted in previous possible selves 

research (Hoppmann et al., 2007; Ko et al., 2014).  

Concluding Remarks 

           This chapter outlined the sampling design and intended participants, the study 

procedures, the sociodemographic profile of the participants, the measures used and 

their psychometric properties. The following chapter will describe the detailed data 

analyses and results.  
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Chapter 4 

Results 

 

The current research seeks to examine the general pattern of adult possible 

selves, the associations between adult possible selves and well-being, and the potential 

underlying mechanisms of possible selves, using a cross-sectional, quantitative study. In 

so doing, it aims to illustrate the potential of the possible selves construct as an 

alternative in understanding and enhancing adult well-being. We counter that an 

application of the possible selves approach to well-being research is not tenable without 

first elucidating the content and structure of adult possible selves, and the processes 

implicated in well-being. Thus, this chapter presents results from the present study and 

is organised to address the research questions outlined in Chapter 1. First, we will 

examine the relationships among possible selves, personal strengths, and well-being. 

Second, we will examine in detail the structure and content of the different types of 

possible selves (expected, feared, and balanced possible selves) and the strategies 

reported for expected and feared possible selves in the study sample, with a particular 

focus on illuminating gender and age differences. Finally, we will investigate whether 

personal strengths (general self-efficacy, coping and learned optimism) mediate the 

relationship between possible selves and well-being.  

Confirmatory Factor Analyses 

Table 3 depicts the means, standard deviations, range, and internal consistencies, 

as well as the range and means of CFA factor loadings for the study scales and 

subscales. All the scales demonstrated adequate to good internal consistency.  
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Satisfaction with Life Scale 

Fit indices for the one-factor model suggested that the one-factor model fitted 

the data, with the CFI at .978, the TLI at .955, the SRMR being less than .06, and the 

RMSEA at .112 (Table 4). All standardised factor loadings were statistically significant 

(p < .001) and in the expected direction and ranged from .67 to .89 (Figure 2). 

According to Hair et al. (2010), factor loadings should be above .5, while factor 

loadings above .7 are considered good. However, Hair et al. (2010) asserted that factor 

loadings above .4 are considered acceptable for samples above 200. 

We took reference from previous studies that have allowed error covariance 

between items 4 and 5 to improve the fit indices for the SWLS (e.g., Jovanović, 2019) 

and followed standard modification indices procedures (Figure 3). As a result, the final 

model yielded improved model fit indices, with the CFI at .963, the TLI at .953, the 

SRMR at .052, and the RMSEA at .066 (Table 4).  
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Figure 2 

Confirmatory Factor Analysis for the Satisfaction with Life Scale  

 

Note. The coefficients presented are standardised factor loadings. All factor loadings are 

significant (p < .001). 
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Figure 3 

Confirmatory Factor Analysis for the Satisfaction with Life Scale with Correlated Errors 

 

Note. Confirmatory factor analysis of the single-factor model Satisfaction with Life 

Scale, with correlated errors between items 4 and 5. The coefficients presented are 

standardised factor loadings. All factor loadings are significant (p < .001).  
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General Self-Efficacy Scale 

Fit indices for the one-factor model indicated that the one-factor model fitted the 

data, with the CFI at .903, the TLI at .875, the SRMR being less than .06, and the 

RMSEA falling below .10 (Table 4). All standardised factor loadings were statistically 

significant (p < .001) and in the expected direction and ranged from .46 to .75 (Figure 

4). These findings are comparable with studies examining the psychometric properties 

of the GSE in the Asian cultural context (Barahona et al., 2018).   

In improving the model fit indices, we followed standard modification indices 

procedures. We referred to the modification indices and allowed error correlations 

between items 4 and 5, and items 1 and 6, which were added sequentially to the model 

(Figure 5). The final model yielded improved model fit indices, with the CFI at .976, 

the TLI at .968, the SRMR at .042, and the RMSEA at .050 (Table 4).  
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Figure 4 

Confirmatory Factor Analysis for the General Self-Efficacy Scale  

 

Note. The coefficients presented are standardised factor loadings. All factor loadings are 

significant (p < .001). 
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Figure 5 

Confirmatory Factor Analysis for the General Self-Efficacy Scale with Correlated Errors 

 

Note. Confirmatory factor analysis of the single-factor model General Self-Efficacy 

Scale, with correlated errors between items 4 and 5, and items 1 and 6. The coefficients 

presented are standardised factor loadings. All factor loadings are significant (p < .001). 

 

Scale of Positive and Negative Experience 

Fit indices for the two-factor model with the loading of the positive and negative 

experiences on the two correlated factors indicated a better fit with the data than the 

one-factor model. CFA results supported the two-factor model, with the CFI at .933, the 

TLI at .917, the SRMR being less than .06, and the RMSEA at .087 (Table 4). The 

standardised factor loadings were all statistically significant (p < .001) and in the 

expected direction and ranged from .66 to .83 and from .36 to 85 for the positive factor, 

SPANE-P and negative factor, SPANE-N, respectively (Figure 6). For SPANE-N, the 
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item with the lowest factor loading is “angry”. The latent variables, SPANE-P and 

SPANE-N, were strongly correlated (r = -.67).  

In the literature on emotion research, the circumplex model of affect 

conceptualises affective states as a product of the combination of the two systems of 

valence (i.e., from pleasant to unpleasant) and arousal (i.e., from low arousal to high 

arousal; Posner et al., 2008). The scale developers, Diener et al. (2009), included items 

to reflect these two dimensions of valence and arousal, which captured general positive 

feelings (i.e., positive, good, pleasant) and negative feelings (i.e., negative, bad, 

unpleasant) as well as specific positive feelings (i.e., happy, joyful, contented) and 

negative feelings (i.e., sad, afraid, angry). In examining SPANE’s psychometric 

properties, Diener et al. (2010) noted that “angry” and “afraid” had the lowest item-total 

correlations and explained that the specific items measuring specific negative feelings, 

while necessary, might not adequately reflect the full spectrum of negative feelings. 

Thus, despite the low factor loading of the item “angry”, it still comprises an essential 

aspect of the SPANE-N factor, and there is a theoretical basis for its retention. 

These findings are comparable with studies examining the psychometric 

properties of the SPANE in other Asian contexts (Li et al., 2013; Sumi, 2014; Tong & 

Wang, 2017). Consistent with other studies that examined error covariance to improve 

the fit indices for the SPANE (Li et al., 2013; Tong & Wang, 2017), we referred to the 

modification indices and only allowed the covarying of error terms that comprise the 

same factor, i.e., error terms between items 8 and 9 (Figure 7). The final model yielded 

improved model fit indices, with the CFI at .943, the TLI at .928, the SRMR at .052, 

and the RMSEA at .081 (Table 4).  

 

 

ATTENTION: The Singapore Copyright Act applies to the use of this document. Library and Information Services Centre, National Institute of Education.



 

 125 
 

Figure 6 

Confirmatory Factor Analysis for the Scale of Positive and Negative Experience 

 

Note. The coefficients presented are standardised factor loadings. All factor loadings are 

significant (p < .001). 
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Figure 7 

Confirmatory Factor Analysis for the Scale of Positive and Negative Experience with 

Correlated Errors 

 

Note. Confirmatory factor analysis of the two-factor model Scale of Positive and 

Negative Experience, with correlated errors between items 8 and 9. The coefficients 

presented are standardised factor loadings. All factor loadings are significant (p < .001). 

 

Flourishing Scale 

Fit indices for the one-factor model indicated that the one-factor model fitted the 

data, with the CFI at .959, the TLI at .943, the SRMR being less than .06, and the 

RMSEA falling below .10 (Table 4). The standardised factor loadings were all 
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statistically significant (p < .001) and in the expected direction and ranged from .57 to 

.77 (Figure 8). These findings are comparable with studies examining the psychometric 

properties of the FS (e.g., Didino et al., 2019; Hone et al., 2014; Tong & Wang, 2017).  

Consistent with studies that have allowed error covariance to improve the fit 

indices for the FS (Didino et al., 2019; Hone et al., 2014; Tong & Wang, 2017), we 

referred to the modification indices and allowed error correlations between items 3 and 

4, and between items 1 and 2, which were added sequentially to the model (Figure 9). 

As a result, the final model yielded improved model fit indices, with the CFI at .978, the 

TLI at .965, the SRMR at .035, and the RMSEA at .064 (Table 4).  

 

Figure 8 

Confirmatory Factor Analysis for the Flourishing Scale 

 

Note. The coefficients presented are standardised factor loadings. All factor loadings are 

significant (p < .001). 
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Figure 9 

Confirmatory Factor Analysis for the Flourishing Scale with Correlated Errors 

 

Note. Confirmatory factor analysis of the one-factor model Flourishing Scale, with 

correlated errors between items 3 and 4, and items 1 and 2. The coefficients presented 

are standardised factor loadings. All factor loadings are significant (p < .001). 

 

Coping Strategies Inventory–Short Form  

Confirmatory factor analysis was conducted to evaluate whether the two-factor 

model or the four-factor model of the 16-item Coping Strategies Inventory–Short Form 

fitted the data. The two-factor model refers to the first-tier coping scales of Total 

Engagement and Total Disengagement, while the four-factor model refers to the 

second-tier subscales of Problem-Focused Engagement (PFE), Emotion-Focused 

Engagement (EFD), Problem-Focused Disengagement (PFD), and Emotion-Focused 

Disengagement (EFD).  
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Fit indices for the two-factor model indicated a poor fit of the two-factor model 

with the data, with the CFI at .53, the SRMR being more than .06, and the RMSEA 

being more than .10 (Table 4). The standardised factor loadings ranged from .02 to .89, 

and not all standardised factor loadings were statistically significant (p < .001; Figure 

10).  

Similarly, results of the confirmatory factor analysis for the four-factor model 

indicated a poor fit with the data, with the CFI at .73, the SRMR being more than .06, 

and the RMSEA being more than .10 (Table 4). The standardised factor loadings ranged 

from .10 to .92, and all standardised factor loadings were statistically significant (p < 

.001), except for one item under the second-tier EFD subscale (“I try to spend time 

alone”; Figure 11). The current study findings are consistent with findings from other 

studies examining the psychometric properties of the 16-item CSI-SF.  

In Speyer et al.’s (2016) study ascertaining the reliability and validity of the 16-

item CSI-SF across 13 countries, results from the exploratory factor analysis indicated 

that dropping two items from the EFD subscale—“I try to spend time alone” and “I 

keep my thoughts and feelings to myself”—resulted in a more reliable and valid four-

factor structure. Fit indices from the confirmatory factor analysis of the modified 14-

item CSI-SF from Speyer et al.’s (2016) study were similar to the fit indices from 

Addison et al.’s (2007) study on a modified 15-item CSI-SF, in which one of the two 

items as mentioned above, “I keep my thoughts and feelings to myself” was dropped 

from the EFD subscale in the 16-item CSI-SF.  

Considering previous research findings on the psychometric properties and the 

poor fit indices for the 16-item CSI-SF in the current study, two items with the lowest 

factor loadings—“I try to spend time alone” and “I keep my thoughts and feelings to 

myself”—at .10 and .14, respectively, were dropped as per Speyer et al.’s (2016) 
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recommendations, resulting in a modified 14-item CSI-SF. Results from the second set 

of confirmatory factor analyses on the modified 14-item CSI-SF are presented in Table 

4. Fit indices for the two-factor 14-item CSI-SF indicated a poor fit of the two-factor 

model with the data, with the CFI at .6, the SRMR value above .06, and the RMSEA 

being above .10 (Table 4). The standardised factor loadings ranged from .02 to .94, and 

not all standardised factor loadings were statistically significant (p < .001; Figure 12).  

Conversely, results of the confirmatory factor analysis for the four-factor model 

of the 14-item CSI-SF indicated a marginal fit with the data, with the CFI at .84, the 

SRMR at .072, and the RMSEA at .093 (Table 4). The standardised factor loadings 

ranged from .30 to .99, and all standardised factor loadings were statistically significant 

(p < .001; Figure 13). The current study findings are consistent with findings from other 

studies assessing the psychometric properties of the 16-item CSI-SF.  
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Figure 10 

Confirmatory Factor Analysis for the Two-Factor 16-Item Coping Strategies Inventory-

Short Form 

 

Note. The coefficients presented are standardised factor loadings. Not all standardised 

factor loadings are statistically significant (p < .001). 
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Figure 11 

Confirmatory Factor Analysis for the Four-Factor 16-Item Coping Strategies Inventory-

Short Form 

 

Note. The coefficients presented are standardised factor loadings. All standardised 

factor loadings were statistically significant (p < .001), with the exception of one item 

under the second-tier EFD subscale (“I try to spend time alone”). 
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Figure 12 

Confirmatory Factor Analysis for the Two-Factor 14-Item Coping Strategies Inventory-

Short Form 

 

Note. The coefficients presented are standardised factor loadings. Not all standardised 

factor loadings are statistically significant (p < .001). 
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Figure 13 

Confirmatory Factor Analysis for the Four-Factor 14-Item Coping Strategies Inventory-

Short Form 

 

Note. The coefficients presented are standardised factor loadings. All standardised 

factor loadings are statistically significant (p < .001). 

 

Confirmatory factor analyses and internal consistency reliability analyses were 

conducted to assess the psychometric properties of the measures used in the study. The 

results from the analyses provide empirical support for their use as adequate measures 

of subjective and psychological well-being, general self-efficacy, and coping. As the 

four-factor model of the 14-item CSI-SF yielded adequate psychometric properties, all 

further analyses in the study were conducted with this version. Overall, the present 

study findings are comparable with findings documented in other studies (e.g., Addison 
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et al., 2007; Diener et al., 2009; Diener et al., 2010; Scholz et al., 2002; Speyer et al., 

2016; Steger et al., 2006; Vassar, 2008). 

  

ATTENTION: The Singapore Copyright Act applies to the use of this document. Library and Information Services Centre, National Institute of Education.



 

 136 
 

Research Question 1: What are the relationships between possible selves, 

well-being (i.e., subjective well-being, psychological well-being), and personal 

strengths (i.e., general self-efficacy, coping, learned optimism)? 

A series of Pearson product-moment correlations were conducted to examine the 

relationships within possible selves, i.e., among expected, feared, and balanced possible 

selves, and strategies generated for expected and feared possible selves (Table 5).  

Overall, statistically significant relationships emerged among the possible selves 

variables. Expected possible selves were significantly correlated with all the possible 

selves variables. Specifically, expected possible selves were positively correlated with 

feared possible selves, r(261) = .66, p < .001, balanced possible selves, r(261) = .12, p = 

.048 as well as strategies for expected possible selves, r(261) = .30, p < .001 and feared 

possible selves, r(261) = .24, p < .001, and total strategies reported, r(261) = .33, p < 

.001. Feared possible selves were significantly correlated with strategies for expected 

possible selves, r(261) = .13, p = .04 and feared possible selves, r(261) = .27, p < .001 

and total strategies reported, r(261) = .23, p < .001. No significant correlations were 

noted between feared possible selves and balanced possible selves, r(261) = .06, p = 

.36. 

Strategies for expected possible selves were significantly correlated with 

strategies for feared possible selves, r(261) = .42, p <.001, and total strategies reported, 

r(261) = .86, p <.001. No significant correlations were noted between strategies for 

expected possible selves and balanced possible selves, r(261) = .04, p = .49. Strategies 

for feared possible selves were significantly correlated with total strategies reported, 

r(261) = .83, p <.001. No significant correlations were noted between strategies for 

expected possible selves and balanced possible selves, r(261) = .09, p = .14. 
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Relationship between Possible Selves and Well-Being  

The second set of analyses examined the relationships between possible selves 

and well-being variables (psychological well-being, subjective well-being as measured 

by satisfaction with life, positive feelings, negative feelings, and affect balance) and 

personal strengths variables (general self-efficacy, coping, and learned optimism; Table 

5). We have also included participants’ hope scores as derived from the LOT. The hope 

score is dependent on the two dimensions of pervasiveness and permanence in 

explaining negative events, with low hope scores denoting hopefulness.  

We did not find evidence supporting a positive relationship between the number 

of expected possible selves and all the well-being variables. Likewise, no relationship 

was found between the number of balanced possible selves and all the well-being 

variables. Hence, Hypotheses 1a and 1c were not supported.  

In contrast, a significant and positive correlation was observed between the 

number of feared possible selves and the frequency of negative feelings experienced. 

Feared possible selves were significantly and positively correlated with the frequency of 

negative feelings experienced, r(261) = .13, p = .03. No significant correlations were 

found between feared possible selves and the remaining well-being variables. Hence, 

Hypothesis 1b was partially supported.   

Consistent with our expectations, strategies for expected possible selves were 

positively correlated with psychological well-being, r(261) = .17, p = .007. No 

significant correlations were found between strategies for expected possible selves and 

the remaining well-being variables. Conversely, strategies for feared possible selves 

were associated with several subjective and psychological well-being variables. 

Significant and positive correlations were found between strategies for feared possible 
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selves and satisfaction with life, r(261) = .12, p = .047, frequency of positive feelings 

experienced, r(261) = .13, p = .03, and psychological well-being, r(261) = .25, p < .001. 

Total strategies reported for expected and feared possible selves were positively 

correlated with the frequency of positive feelings experienced, r(261) = .12, p = .045, 

and psychological well-being, r(261) = .25, p < .001. Hence, Hypothesis 1d was 

partially supported.  

Results of the Pearson’s correlations between measures of subjective well-being 

components (satisfaction with life, positive feelings, negative feelings, and affect 

balance) and psychological well-being corroborated findings documented in other 

studies (e.g., Diener et al., 2010), in that all the subjective well-being and psychological 

well-being variables were significantly and positively correlated with one another.  

  

ATTENTION: The Singapore Copyright Act applies to the use of this document. Library and Information Services Centre, National Institute of Education.



 

 139 
 

 

 

  

T
ab

le
 5

  
 

In
te

rc
or

re
la

tio
ns

 fo
r P

os
si

bl
e 

Se
lv

es
 a

nd
 W

el
l-B

ei
ng

 (N
 =

 2
63

) 

V
ar

ia
bl

e 
1 

2 
3 

4 
5 

6 
7 

8 
9 

10
 

11
 

1.
Ex

pe
ct

ed
 P

os
si

bl
e 

Se
lv

es
  

- 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
2.

Fe
ar

ed
 P

os
si

bl
e 

Se
lv

es
  

.6
6*

**
 

- 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

3.
St

ra
te

gi
es

 fo
r E

xp
ec

te
d 

Po
ss

ib
le

 S
el

ve
s 

.3
0*

**
 

.1
3*

 
- 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

4.
St

ra
te

gi
es

 fo
r F

ea
re

d 
Po

ss
ib

le
 S

el
ve

s 
.2

4*
**

 
.2

7*
**

 
.4

2*
**

 
- 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

5.
To

ta
l S

tra
te

gi
es

 
.3

3*
**

 
.2

3*
**

 
.8

6*
**

 
.8

3*
**

 
- 

 
 

 
 

 
 

6.
B

al
an

ce
d 

Po
ss

ib
le

 S
el

ve
s 

.1
2*

 
.0

6 
.0

4 
.0

9 
.0

8 
- 

 
 

 
 

 
7.

Sa
tis

fa
ct

io
n 

w
ith

 L
ife

 
-.1

2 
-.0

2 
.0

2 
.1

2*
 

.0
8 

-.0
3 

- 
 

 
 

 
8.

Po
si

tiv
e 

Fe
el

in
gs

 
.0

2 
.0

2 
.0

8 
.1

3*
 

.1
2*

 
-.0

03
 

.5
6*

**
 

- 
 

 
 

9.
N

eg
at

iv
e 

Fe
el

in
gs

 
.1

0 
.1

3*
 

.0
6 

.0
6 

.0
7 

.0
1 

-.3
5*

**
 

-.5
2*

**
 

- 
 

 
10

.A
ff

ec
t B

al
an

ce
 

-.0
4 

-.0
6 

.0
2 

.0
5 

.0
4 

-.0
1 

.5
3*

**
 

.8
9*

**
 

-.8
6*

**
 

- 
 

11
.P

sy
ch

ol
og

ic
al

 W
el

l-B
ei

ng
 

.0
4 

.0
2 

.1
7*

* 
.2

5*
**

 
.2

5*
**

 
.0

1 
.6

6*
**

 
.5

9*
**

 
-.4

4*
**

 
.6

0*
**

 
- 

 *p
 <

 .0
5.

 *
*p

 <
 .0

1.
 *

**
p 

< 
.0

01
. 

 

ATTENTION: The Singapore Copyright Act applies to the use of this document. Library and Information Services Centre, National Institute of Education.



 

 140 
 

Relationships between Possible Selves and Personal Strengths   

Using a series of Pearson product-moment correlations, the third set of analyses 

examined the relationships between possible selves and personal strengths (Table 6). 

The number of expected, feared or balanced possible selves was not associated with 

general efficacy, coping or learned optimism. The number of strategies for expected and 

feared possible selves was not associated with learned optimism.  

Conversely, significant and positive relationships were found between strategies 

for feared possible selves and general self-efficacy, r(261) = .20, p < .001, and 

engagement coping, r(261) = .24, p < .001. Hypothesis 1e was supported.  

The number of strategies reported for expected or feared possible selves was 

related to personal strengths variables. A significant and positive relationship was found 

between strategies for expected possible selves and engagement coping, r(261) = .16, p 

= .009. The overall number of strategies for expected and feared possible selves was 

significantly and positively correlated with engagement coping, r(261) = .23, p < .001, 

and negatively correlated with the dimension of hope, r(261) = -.12, p = .048. Adults 

with more strategies generated for expected and feared possible selves tend to use more 

engagement coping and report higher levels of hopefulness. Hence, Hypothesis 1f was 

partially supported, while Hypothesis 1g was not supported.  
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Relationships between Personal Strengths and Well-Being  

Using a series of Pearson product-moment correlations, the fourth set of 

analyses examined the relationships between personal strengths and well-being (Table 

7). Significant correlations were observed for all the personal strengths and well-being 

variables, except for the correlation between engagement coping and the frequency of 

negative feelings experienced, r(261) = -.12, p = .054. Significant relationships were 

noted between general self-efficacy and all the well-being variables, specifically, 

satisfaction with life, r(261) = .37, p < .001, frequency of positive feelings experienced, 

r(261) = .37, p < .001, frequency of negative feelings experienced, r(261) = -.29, p < 

.001, affect balance, r(261) = .38, p < .001, and psychological well-being, r(261) = .56, 

p < .001. Hence, Hypothesis 1h was supported.  

Correlational analyses indicated significant and positive associations between 

engagement coping and all the well-being variables—with the exception of the 

frequency of negative feelings experienced—specifically, satisfaction with life, r(261) = 

.46, p < .001, frequency of positive feelings experienced, r(261) = .42, p < .001, affect 

balance, r(261) = .32, p < .001, and psychological well-being, r(261) = .51, p < .001.  

Likewise, disengagement coping was noted to be correlated with all the well-

being variables, specifically, satisfaction with life, r(261) = -.22, p < .001, frequency of 

positive feelings experienced, r(261) = -.19, p = .002, frequency of negative feelings 

experienced, r(261) = .44, p < .001, affect balance, r(261) = -.35, p < .001, and 

psychological well-being, r(261) = -.27, p < .001. Thus, Hypothesis 1i was partially 

supported considering the non-significant correlation between engagement coping and 

the frequency of negative feelings experienced.  
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Finally, significant relationships were noted between learned optimism and all 

the well-being variables, specifically, satisfaction with life, r(261) = .17, p = .007, 

frequency of positive feelings experienced, r(261) = .22, p < .001, frequency of negative 

feelings experienced, r(261) = -.27, p < .001, affect balance, r(261) = .28, p < .001, and 

psychological well-being, r(261) = .28, p < .001. Hence, Hypothesis 1j was supported.  
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Relationship between Possible Selves and Coping Subscales  

In addition to the above analyses, we conducted supplementary analyses to 

explore the relationships between possible selves and the second-tier coping subscales 

to examine potential nuances given the relative complexity of the coping construct 

examined in the present study compared with the unidimensional general self-efficacy 

(Table 8). The second-tier coping subscales comprise problem-focused engagement 

(PFE), emotion-focused engagement (EFE), problem-focused disengagement (PFD) and 

emotion-focused disengagement (EFD).  

The number of expected possible selves or feared possible selves was not 

associated with the second-tier coping subscales. A significant and positive relationship 

was noted between the number of balanced possible selves and emotion-focused 

engagement, r(261) = .13, p = .04. 

As with the previous analyses, significant relationships emerged mostly with the 

number of strategies reported and the coping styles, predominantly, with engagement 

coping styles. The number of strategies reported for expected possible selves was 

positively correlated with emotion-focused engagement, r(261) = .14, p = .02, and 

emotion-focused disengagement, r(261) = .17, p = .007. The number of strategies 

reported for feared possible selves was significantly and positively correlated with 

problem-focused engagement, r(261) = .25, p < .001, and emotion-focused engagement, 

r(261) = .14, p = .03. The overall number of strategies for expected and feared possible 

selves was significantly and positively correlated with problem-focused engagement, 

r(261) = .21, p < .001, and emotion-focused engagement, r(261) = .16, p = .008.  
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Relationship between Possible Selves and Learned Optimism Subscales  

The second set of supplementary analyses was conducted to explore the 

relationships between possible selves and the learned optimism subscales to examine 

potential nuances in the relationship between possible selves and the three dimensions 

of learned optimism: permanence, pervasiveness, and personalisation. Specifically, a set 

of analyses was conducted for the subscales measuring the dimensions of learned 

optimism: permanence (PmB, PmG), pervasiveness (PvB, PvG), personalisation (PsB, 

PsG), and how people explain good events (Total Good) and bad events (Total Bad; 

Table 9).  

The number of expected and balanced possible selves was not associated with 

all the dimensions of learned optimism. The number of feared possible selves was 

positively correlated with Personalisation Bad, r(261) = .13, p = .04. That is, people 

with more feared possible selves were more likely to internalize bad events or blame 

themselves for negative events. No significant correlations were found between feared 

possible selves and the remaining learned optimism dimensions.  

The number of strategies for expected possible selves was negatively correlated 

with Permanence Bad, r(261) = -.12, p = .047. Specifically, people with more strategies 

to achieve their expected possible selves were less likely to believe that bad events in 

their lives would persist. Similarly, the overall number of strategies for expected and 

feared possible selves was negatively correlated with Permanence Bad, r(261) = -.13, p 

= .03. 

However, this relationship was not borne out in the number of strategies for 

feared possible selves. No significant correlations were found between the strategies 
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reported for expected and feared possible selves, and the remaining learned optimism 

dimensions.   
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Collectively, the findings described above not only lend empirical evidence for 

the relationship between possible selves and well-being, but also support for the 

relationship between possible selves and personal strengths. We summarise our findings 

in five parts.  

First, we examined the relationships between possible selves and well-being. 

Adults with more strategies for expected possible selves reported higher levels of 

psychological well-being. Likewise, adults with more strategies for feared possible 

selves reported greater overall well-being, as manifested in more frequent experiences 

of positive feelings, higher levels of satisfaction with life and psychological well-being. 

No associations were noted between expected, feared and balanced possible selves with 

well-being.  

Second, we examined the relationships between possible selves and personal 

strengths. Adults with more strategies for expected possible selves reported using more 

engagement coping, while adults with more strategies for feared possible selves 

reported higher levels of general self-efficacy and used more engagement coping. No 

associations were noted between the number of expected, feared, and balanced possible 

selves with the personal strengths variables (general self-efficacy, coping, and learned 

optimism). 

Third, we described correlational results between personal strengths and well-

being. General self-efficacy was associated with all the indicators of well-being 

examined in the present study, as manifested in greater satisfaction with life, more 

frequent experiences of positive feelings, less frequent experiences of negative feelings, 

and higher levels of psychological well-being. Similarly, engagement coping was 

associated with greater satisfaction with life, more frequent experiences of positive 

feelings, greater affect balance, and greater psychological well-being. In contrast, 

ATTENTION: The Singapore Copyright Act applies to the use of this document. Library and Information Services Centre, National Institute of Education.



 

 151 
 

disengagement coping was associated with lower subjective well-being as reflected by 

lower satisfaction with life, less frequent experiences of positive feelings, less affect 

balance and more frequent experiences of negative feelings, as well as lower 

psychological well-being. Learned optimism was associated with higher levels of well-

being, as evinced by greater satisfaction with life, more frequent experiences of positive 

feelings, less frequent experiences of negative feelings, greater affect balance, and 

greater psychological well-being.  

Fourth, we conducted supplementary analyses on the relationships between 

possible selves and coping subscales. Having more possible selves and strategies is 

generally associated with the use of more engagement coping. Specifically, adults with 

more balanced possible selves employed more emotion-focused engagement 

coping. Adults with more strategies for expected possible selves preferred to use more 

emotion-focused engagement, and surprisingly, more emotion-focused disengagement 

in coping. Notably, strategies for feared possible selves were the only possible selves 

variable with positive associations with both problem-focused engagement and 

emotion-focused engagement.  

Finally, we conducted supplementary analyses on the relationships between 

possible selves and learned optimism subscales. Adults with more feared possible selves 

were more likely to blame themselves for bad events. In contrast, adults with more 

strategies for expected possible selves exhibited a more optimistic way of explaining 

bad events, specifically, in believing that bad events are temporary. No associations 

were noted for expected and balanced possible selves or strategies for feared possible 

selves and the dimensions of learned optimism.   

Taken together, these findings note that possible selves, particularly strategies 

for expected and feared possible selves, bear salubrious relations to well-being and 
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personal strengths. The diversity of well-being and personal strengths constructs with 

which different possible selves constructs are associated reflects the unique 

motivational influence of possible selves on well-being.  
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Research Question 2: What are the relationships between possible selves 

and well-being (i.e., subjective well-being, psychological well-being) within specific 

domains of possible selves? 

Description of Domain-Specific Possible Selves  

This section will present descriptive statistics before we delve into the nuances 

in the abovementioned relationships to elucidate how domain-specific possible selves 

may differentially relate to well-being variables. Before presenting the examples and 

frequencies of the domain-specific possible selves described in the study, we would like 

to restate the process of envisioning the possible selves and generation of strategies. 

Participants were asked to list at least three expected possible selves and three feared 

possible selves. They were also asked whether they had any strategies to attain their 

expected possible selves or avoid their feared possible selves and to list these strategies 

if they had.  

The data across all the listed possible selves were aggregated to provide each 

participant with the following scores: the number of expected possible selves, the 

number of feared possible selves, the number of balanced possible selves, the number of 

strategies to attain expected possible selves, the number of strategies to avoid feared 

possible selves, the domains of expected possible selves, the domains of feared possible 

selves, and the domains of balanced possible selves. Analyses for these aggregated 

numbers of expected, feared, and balanced possible selves as well as the strategies 

generated for expected and feared possible selves were presented in the earlier sections 

and would be presented in the subsequent sections on gender and age differences.  

Each expected possible self and feared possible self was categorised under one 

of the seven domains: Achievement-Academic (hereafter referred to as “Academic”), 
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Achievement-Job (hereafter referred to as “Career”), Interpersonal-General (hereafter 

referred to as “Interpersonal”), Interpersonal-Extracurricular (hereafter referred to as 

“Extracurricular”), Intrapersonal/Personality Traits (hereafter referred to as 

“Intrapersonal”), Physical/Health-related (hereafter referred to as “Health”), and 

Material/Lifestyle (hereafter referred to as “Lifestyle”). Cohen’s kappa coefficients 

were calculated for the coding of the domains of expected and feared possible selves, as 

well as the number of strategies reported for expected and feared possible selves. 

Disagreements were discussed between each pair of coders until a consensus was 

reached. Inter-rater reliability was high across all the domains of expected and feared 

possible selves, with Cohen’s κ ranging from .92 to 1.00 and .95 to 1.00, respectively. 

Agreement between coders was also high for the number of strategies for expected and 

feared possible selves, with Cohen’s κ ranging from .95 to 1.00 and .95 to 1.00, 

respectively. Table 10 presents selected examples of expected and feared possible 

selves, while Table 11 presents selected examples of balanced possible selves described 

by the participants. 
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Table 10  

Domains and Examples of Expected Possible Selves and Feared Possible Selves 

Domain Expected Possible Selves  Feared Possible Selves  
Academic 
Relates to school and 
achievement-related 
activities. 
 
 
 

“I expect to graduate.”  
Strategy: “Staying in school, 
maintaining my GPA.” 
(Female, 23 years old) 

 “I want to avoid failing my master's 
degree.”  
Strategy: “I plan to have regular 
study time with another student as 
an accountability partner.” 
(Female, 33 years old) 
 

Career 
Relates to work and 
job-related activities. 
 
 
 
 
 

“I expect to be a more competent 
counsellor.”  
Strategy: “I plan to apply at least 
one new thing each session.”  
(Female, 27 years old) 

“Giving up on my dreams.”  
Strategy: “Attending training to 
improve my skills as a yoga teacher. 
Practice teaching and getting 
comfortable with teaching yoga to 
children and adults.” 
(Female, 33 years old) 
 

Interpersonal 
Relates to 
relationships with 
family, friends, and 
other social 
relationships. 
 

“I expect to be more open and 
honest in my relationships with 
friends.”  
Strategy: “Daily introspection.”  
(Male, 47 years old) 

“Being in toxic circles of friends.”  
Strategy: “Deleting toxic people 
from social media, pulling myself 
out from any social group that has 
negative vibes.” 
(Female, 38 years old) 
 

Extracurricular 
Relates to 
extracurricular 
activities such as 
sports clubs. 
 

“I expect to be retired from my 
sport.”  
Strategy: “Give my best and finish 
up the season for 2019.” 
(Male, 28 years old) 
 

“I want to avoid being burn out and 
lose motivation for floorball.” 
Strategy: Nil. 
(Female, 23 years old) 

Intrapersonal 
Relates to personality 
characteristics. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

“I expect to be better prepared in 
adulting.”  
Strategy: “I plan to chat with more 
people older than me who have gone 
through what I am about to 
experience to gain advice or insights 
on what I can expect.”  
(Male, 24 years old) 
 

“I want to avoid being soft-spoken 
and being scared to speak my 
views.”  
Strategy: “I start to make it a point 
to listen and share or say at least one 
view that I have.” 
(Female, 33 years old) 

Health 
Relates to physical 
health and 
appearance. 
 
 

“I expect to be a healthier version of 
myself.”  
Strategy: “To go to the gym 
regularly and eat healthier.” 
(Female, 32 years old) 

“Health. Sleeping after 12 
midnight.”  
Strategy: “Set alarm to rest at 
10:30pm. And chart it down.” 
(Female, 58 years old) 
 

Lifestyle 
Relates to hobbies, 
money and living 
situation. 

“I expect to have a lifestyle closer to 
nature.” 
Strategy: “I plan to plant more.”  
(Female, 41 years old) 

“I want to avoid spending too much 
time on the internet.”  
Strategy: “I plan to engage in more 
meaningful activities.”  
(Male, 53 years old) 
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Table 11 

Domains and Examples of Balanced Possible Selves 

Domain Balanced Possible Selves 
Academic 
Relates to school and 
achievement-related 
activities. 
 

“I expect to graduate by next 
year.”  
“I want to avoid not graduating.” 
(Female, 24 years old) 

“Graduate with masters.” 
“Not doing well for my studies.” 
(Male, 36 years old) 

Career 
Relates to work and job-
related activities. 

“I expect to be working in a 
different environment which 
allows me to have more of a 
work life balance.” 
“Being too stressed out with my 
work.” 
(Female, 29 years old) 
 

“Working as a counsellor.” 
“Being jobless.” 
(Male, 24 years old) 
 

Interpersonal 
Relates to relationships 
with family, friends, and 
other social 
relationships. 
 
 
 

“I expect to return to work after 
my studies and be able to juggle 
both full time work and care of 
baby.” 
“I want to avoid being a parent 
who is preoccupied with work 
and not present for my child.” 
(Female, 30 years old) 
 

“I expect to have more time with 
my family.” 
“Being too busy for my family.”  
(Male, 26 years old) 
 

Extracurricular 
Relates to 
extracurricular activities 
such as sports clubs. 
 

“Expect to continue playing 
floorball competitively.” 
“I want to avoid being burn out 
and lose motivation for 
floorball.” 
(Female, 23 years old) 
 

“Win a medal.” 
“Being teamless in volleyball.” 
(Male, 24 years old) 
 

Intrapersonal 
Relates to personality 
characteristics. 
 
 
 

“Kinder to myself.” 
“I want to avoid beating myself 
up for every little mistake I 
make.” 
(Female, 31 years old) 
 
 

“Next year, I expect to be 
happy.” 
“Next year, I want to avoid being 
hyper critical about myself.” 
(Male, 28 years old) 
 

Health 
Relates to physical 
health and appearance. 
 
 

“I expect myself to be more 
active physically and fall sick 
lesser.” 
“I want to avoid falling sick so 
often.” 
(Female, 22 years old) 
 

“I expect to be more physically 
fit.” 
“I want to avoid being fat and 
unfit.” 
(Male, 42 years old) 
 

Lifestyle 
Relates to hobbies, 
money and living 
situation. 

“More financially independent.” 
“Not saving my income.” 
(Female, 22 years old) 
 

“Working and saving up money.” 
“Spending money on 
unnecessary items/things.” 
(Male, 34 years old) 
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For the overall sample, out of the seven possible selves domains, the most 

frequently reported expected possible selves were in the domains of health (23.7%), 

lifestyle (20.3%), and career (17.9%; see Table 12). For feared possible selves, the most 

frequently reported possible selves were in the domains of intrapersonal (29.0%), health 

(26.7%), and interpersonal (16.8%). Balanced possible selves were most frequently 

reported in the domains of health (39.7%), intrapersonal (20.6%) and career (13.2%). 

  

Table 12 

Frequency of Possible Selves Reported Across Domains 

 
Domains 

Expected 
Possible Selves 

Feared 
Possible Selves 

Balanced 
Possible Selves 

Academic  61 (7.0%) 31 (3.7%) 17 (5.5%) 
Career 156 (17.9%) 107 (12.7%) 41 (13.2%) 
Interpersonal  127 (14.6%) 142 (16.8%) 35 (11.3%) 
Extracurricular  9 (1.0) 3 (0.4%) 3 (1.0%) 
Intrapersonal 135 (15.5%) 245 (29.0%) 64 (20.6%) 
Health 207 (23.7%) 225 (26.7%) 123 (39.7%) 
Lifestyle 177 (20.3%) 91 (10.8%) 27 (8.7%) 
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Relationships between Domain-Specific Expected Possible Selves and Well-Being 

A series of Pearson product-moment correlations were undertaken to investigate 

the relationships between domain-specific possible selves and well-being. The 

correlation coefficients for the intercorrelations between the number of domain-specific 

expected, feared, and balanced possible selves with well-being variables are presented 

in Tables 13, 14, and 15, respectively.  

Consistent with our expectations, having more expected possible selves in the 

intrapersonal domain was significantly and negatively correlated with well-being, 

specifically, satisfaction with life, r(261) = -.13, p = .03, and psychological well-being, 

r(261) = -.16, p = .0097 (Table 13). Hence, Hypothesis 2a was supported. However, no 

significant correlations were found between expected possible selves in the remaining 

domains and well-being. Thus, Hypothesis 2b was not supported.  

 

Table 13  

Intercorrelations for Expected Possible Selves and Well-Being within Domains  

(N = 263) 

Domains of Expected 
Possible Selves    

Satisfaction 
with Life 

Positive 
Feelings 

Negative 
Feelings 

Affect 
Balance  

Psychological 
Well-Being 

1. Academic  .03 .01 -.06 .04 .01 
2. Career .10 .02 -.06 .04 .12 
3. Interpersonal  .11 .06 .06 .00 .06 
4. Extracurricular  -.05 -.02 .05 -.04 -.03 
5. Intrapersonal -.13* -.09 .11 -.12 -.16** 
6. Health -.07 -.02 -.001 -.01 -.07 
7. Lifestyle -.07 .05 -.02 .04 .04 

 
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001. 
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Relationships between Domain-Specific Feared Possible Selves and Well-Being 

As expected, having more feared possible selves in the interpersonal, 

intrapersonal and health domains was significantly associated with well-being. No 

significant correlations were noted for career-related feared selves. 

Having more interpersonal feared selves was positively correlated with the 

frequency of negative feelings experienced, r(261) = .13, p = .03, and negatively 

correlated with affect balance, r(261) = -.12, p = .046. 

Similarly, having more intrapersonal feared selves was negatively correlated 

with well-being, specifically, the frequency of positive feelings experienced, r(261) = -

.14, p = .02, and affect balance, r(261) = -.12, p = .048. 

While having more health-related feared selves was significantly correlated with 

well-being, the directionality ran counter to our expectations. Having more health-

related feared selves was positively correlated with the frequency of positive feelings 

experienced, r(261) = .22, p < .001, and affect balance, r(261) = .19, p = .002 (Table 

14). Hence, Hypothesis 2c is partially supported.  
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Table 14  

Intercorrelations for Feared Possible Selves and Well-Being within Domains (N = 263) 

Domains of Feared 
Possible Selves    

Satisfaction 
with Life 

Positive 
Feelings 

Negative 
Feelings 

Affect 
Balance  

Psychological 
Well-Being 

1. Academic  .05 .01 .07 -.03 .03 
2. Career .01 -.05 .02 -.04 .05 
3. Interpersonal  -.05 -.09 .13* -.12* -.09 
4. Extracurricular  -.05 .05 .01 .02 .02 
5. Intrapersonal -.06 -.14* .06 -.12* -.11 
6. Health .06 .22** -.11 .19** .09 
7. Lifestyle .01 .07 -.06 .07 .09 

 
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001. 

 

Relationships between Domain-Specific Balanced Possible Selves and Well-Being 

Consistent with our expectations, having more intrapersonal balanced possible 

selves was negatively correlated with well-being, specifically, satisfaction with life, 

r(261) = -.12, p = .049, affect balance, r(261) = -.12, p = .049, and psychological well-

being, r(261) = -.13 p = .04 (Table 15). Hence, Hypothesis 2d was supported.  

 

Table 15  

Intercorrelations for Balanced Possible Selves and Well-Being within Domains  

(N = 263) 

Domains of Balanced 
Possible Selves    

Satisfaction 
with Life 

Positive 
Feelings 

Negative 
Feelings 

Affect 
Balance  

Psychological 
Well-Being 

1. Academic  .01 -.01 .03 -.02 .05 
2. Career -.02 -.03 -.01 -.02 .05 
3. Interpersonal  .12 .01 .08 -.04 -.02 
4. Extracurricular  -.05 .05 .01 .02 .02 
5. Intrapersonal -.12* -.11 .11 -.12* -.13* 
6. Health .04 .10 -.10 .11 .05 
7. Lifestyle -.05 .01 -.09 .06 .06 

 
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001. 
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Relationships between Domain-Specific Possible Selves and Personal Strengths  

Considering that research questions for the relationships between possible 

selves, personal strengths and well-being were based on existing research findings and 

gaps, research questions were not developed for the relationships between domain-

specific possible selves and personal strengths. Nevertheless, in addition to the above 

analyses, we conducted supplementary analyses to explore whether domain-specific 

possible selves related differentially to personal strengths using a series of Pearson 

product-moment correlations. The correlation coefficients for the intercorrelations 

between domain-specific expected, feared, and balanced possible selves with personal 

strengths variables are presented in Tables 16, 17, and 18, respectively.  

Having more expected possible selves in the career domain was positively 

correlated with general self-efficacy, r(261) = .15, p = .01, and negatively correlated 

with disengagement coping, r(261) = -.17, p = .005. In line with the earlier findings on 

the links between intrapersonal expected selves and poorer well-being, having more 

expected possible selves in the intrapersonal domain was negatively correlated with 

general self-efficacy, r(261) = -.14, p = .02, and positively correlated with 

disengagement coping, r(261) = .20, p = .001 (Table 16). 
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Table 16  

Intercorrelations for Expected Possible Selves and Personal Strengths within Domains 

(N = 263) 

Domains of Expected 
Possible Selves    

General  
Self-Efficacy 

Engagement 
Coping 

Disengagement 
Coping 

Learned 
Optimism 

 
Hope 

1. Academic  .08 -.08 .01 -.02 .03 
2. Career .15* .11 -.17** -.05 .04 
3. Interpersonal  -.01 .09 -.01 .10 -.04 
4. Extracurricular  -.05 .04 -.04 .05 -.03 
5. Intrapersonal -.14* -.07 .20** -.10 .08 
6. Health -.05 -.02 .05 .01 .02 
7. Lifestyle .03 .01 -.03 .08 -.10 

 
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001. 

 

Having more feared possible selves in the academic domain was positively 

correlated with disengagement coping, r(261) = .12, p = .046 (Table 17).  
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Table 17  

Intercorrelations for Feared Possible Selves and Personal Strengths within Domains  

(N = 263) 

Domains of Feared 
Possible Selves    

General  
Self-Efficacy 

Engagement 
Coping 

Disengagement 
Coping 

Learned 
Optimism 

 
Hope 

1. Academic  .01 -.05 .12* -.11 .09 
2. Career .05 .05 -.07 -.03 -.09 
3. Interpersonal  -.05 -.001 .02 .03 .04 
4. Extracurricular  .04 .04 .01 .06 -.02 
5. Intrapersonal -.07 -.04 .10 -.05 .02 
6. Health .07 .06 -.07 .00 .02 
7. Lifestyle .05 -.04 -.01 .08 -.02 

 
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001. 

Having more balanced possible selves in the career domain was positively 

correlated with engagement coping, r(261) = .12, p = .046. In echoing earlier findings 

on the relations between intrapersonal balanced selves and poorer well-being, having 

more balanced possible selves in the intrapersonal domain was positively correlated 

with disengagement coping, r(261) = .15, p = .01 (Table 18). 

 

Table 18 

Intercorrelations for Balanced Possible Selves and Personal Strengths within Domains 

(N = 263) 

Domains of Balanced 
Possible Selves    

General  
Self-Efficacy 

Engagement 
Coping 

Disengagement 
Coping 

Learned 
Optimism 

 
Hope 

1. Academic  .04 -.001 .04 -.09 .05 
2. Career .03 .12* -.08 -.07 .08 
3. Interpersonal  -.04 .09 .01 .11 .02 
4. Extracurricular  .04 .04 .01 .06 -.02 
5. Intrapersonal -.08 -.04 .15* -.06 .04 
6. Health -.01 .07 -.01 .03 -.02 
7. Lifestyle .01 -.10 -.06 .08 -.09 

 
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001. 
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Taken together, the findings in this section illuminated the relation of 

intrapersonal possible selves to well-being. Specifically, adults who described more 

intrapersonal expected selves reported poorer well-being, as manifested in lower 

satisfaction with life and psychological well-being. This pattern was similarly observed 

for feared selves, with adults who described more intrapersonal feared selves reporting 

less frequent experiences of positive feelings and less affect balance. Unsurprisingly, 

adults with more intrapersonal balanced possible selves also reported lower satisfaction 

with life, less affect balance and poorer psychological well-being.  

It is noteworthy that the deleterious links associated with intrapersonal possible 

selves were not limited to well-being. Findings revealed that adults with more 

intrapersonal expected selves reported lower general self-efficacy and employed more 

disengagement coping. Likewise, adults with more intrapersonal balanced possible 

selves reported using more disengagement coping. 

With the exception of intrapersonal expected selves, expected possible selves 

generally relate to higher levels of well-being and engagement coping. Adults with 

more career expected selves reported higher levels of general self-efficacy and 

employed less disengagement coping. Similarly, adults with more balanced career 

possible selves employed more engagement coping. 

Feared possible selves were generally associated with poorer well-being and 

disengagement coping. Findings indicated that envisioning more interpersonal feared 

selves was associated with poorer well-being, in the form of more frequent experiences 

of negative feelings and less affect balance. In addition, adults with more academic 

feared selves reported using more disengagement coping. Nevertheless, a notable albeit 

unexpected association emerged between envisioning health-related feared selves and 
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greater well-being as denoted by more frequent experiences of positive feelings and 

greater affect balance. 
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Research Question 3: Are there gender differences in the number and domains of 

possible selves? 

Gender Differences in the Number of Possible Selves 

We examined the structure of possible selves; specifically, the number of 

expected, feared, and balanced possible selves, as well as the number of strategies to 

attain and avoid expected and feared possible selves, respectively, for men and women 

using a series of independent samples t-tests (Table 19).  

There were no significant gender differences noted in the number of expected 

possible selves, women (M = 3.33, SD = .50) and men (M = 3.26, SD = .64), t(261) = 

0.93, p = .36, or in the number of feared possible selves, women (M = 3.22, SD = .44) 

and men (M = 3.18, SD = .58), t(261) = 0.48, p = .63, or in the number of balanced 

possible selves, women (M = 3.69, SD = 1.78) and men (M = 3.51, SD = 1.51), t(261) = 

0.73, p = .47. Hence, Hypotheses 3a, 3b and 3c were supported, respectively.  

Further, there were no significant gender differences observed in the number of 

strategies for expected possible selves, women (M = 3.69, SD =1.78) and men (M = 

3.51, SD = 1.51), t(261) = 0.73, p = .47, or in the number of strategies for feared 

possible selves, women (M = 2.88, SD = 1.58) and men (M = 2.66, SD = 1.61), t(261) = 

0.96, p = .34, or in the total number of strategies, women (M = 6.57, SD = 2.84) and 

men (M = 6.17, SD = 2.60), t(261) = 1.0, p = .32. Thus, Hypothesis 3d was supported. 
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Table 19 

Means, Standard Deviations, and Independent Samples t-test for Possible Selves by 

Gender (N = 263) 

 Women 

(n = 198) 

Men 

(n = 65) 

   

Possible Selves M SD M SD t(261) p Cohen’s d 

Expected Possible Selves 3.33 0.50 3.26 0.64 0.93 .36 0.13 

Feared Possible Selves  3.22 0.44 3.18 0.58 0.48 .63 0.07 

Strategies for Expected 

Possible Selves  

3.69 1.78 3.51 1.51 0.73 .47 0.10 

Strategies for Feared 

Possible Selves 

2.88 1.58 2.66 1.61 0.96 .34 0.14 

Total Strategies for 

Expected and Feared 

Possible Selves 

6.57 2.84 6.17 2.60 1.0 .32 0.14 

Balanced Possible Selves  1.19 0.90 1.14 0.79 0.43 .67 0.06 

 
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001. 

 

Gender Differences in the Content of Possible Selves 

In examining the gender differences in the seven possible selves domains, we 

used a 2 x 2 matrix to identify participants who had mentioned a possible self in a 

particular domain and participants who had not. Next, a series of separate chi-square 

analyses were performed to examine gender differences in expected, feared, and 

balanced possible selves (Tables 20, 21, and 22, respectively). 

Significant gender differences were detected for expected possible selves in the 

lifestyle domain, where proportionately more women mentioned expected possible 

selves about lifestyle than men, χ2(1, N = 263) = 4.75, p = .03. More than half (54%) of 

women reported lifestyle expected selves compared with men (38.5%; Table 20). No 
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significant gender differences emerged in the remaining domains of expected possible 

selves.  

 

Table 20  

Frequencies and Chi-Square Results for Domains of Expected Possible Selves by 

Gender (N = 263) 

 Women 
(n = 198) 

Men 
(n = 65) 

  

Domains n % n % χ2 p 
Academic  36 18.2 18 27.7 2.71 .10 
Career 102 51.5 30 46.2 0.56 .45 
Interpersonal  79 39.9 29 44.6 0.45 .50 
Extracurricular  5 2.5 4 6.2 1.95 .16 
Intrapersonal 80 40.4 21 32.3 1.36 .24 
Health 132 66.7 44 67.7 0.02 .88 
Lifestyle 107 54.0 25 38.5 4.75* .03 

 
*p < .05. 

 

Significant gender differences emerged in the academic domain, where 

proportionately more men (18.5%) mentioned feared academic possible selves than 

women (8.1%), χ2(1, N = 263) = 5.54, p = .02 (Table 21). No significant gender 

differences were noted in the remaining domains of feared possible selves.  
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Table 21 

Frequencies and Chi-Square Results for Domains of Feared Possible Selves by Gender  

(N = 263) 

 Women 
(n = 198) 

Men 
(n = 65) 

  

Domains n % n % χ2 p 
Academic  16 8.1 12 18.5 5.54* .02 
Career 77 38.9 18 27.7 2.66 .10 
Interpersonal  92 46.5 23 35.4 2.44 .12 
Extracurricular  2 1.0 1 1.5 0.12 .73 
Intrapersonal 130 65.7 36 55.4 2.22 .14 
Health 127 64.1 42 64.6 0.01 .95 
Lifestyle 60 30.3 19 29.2 0.03 .87 

 
*p < .05. 

 

No significant gender differences surfaced in the domains of balanced possible 

selves (Table 22). Overall, men and women did not differ in the number of expected, 

feared, or balanced possible selves generated in the domains of career and relationship. 

Hence, Hypothesis 3e was not supported.  
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Table 22 

Frequencies and Chi-Square Results for Domains of Balanced Possible Selves by 

Gender (N = 263) 

 Women 
(n = 198) 

Men 
(n = 65) 

  

Domains n % n % χ2 p 
Academic  9 4.5 7 10.8 3.32 .07 
Career 35 17.7 6 9.2 2.65 .10 
Interpersonal  28 14.1 6 9.2 1.05 .31 
Extracurricular  2 1.0 1 1.5 0.12 .73 
Intrapersonal 45 22.7 11 16.9 0.98 .32 
Health 88 44.4 29 44.6 0.00 .98 
Lifestyle 17 8.6 10 15.4 2.46 .12 

 

In sum, findings did not reveal gender differences in the general structure of 

possible selves (the number of expected, feared, and balanced possible selves) and 

strategies for expected and feared possible selves. However, gender differences were 

noted within the domains of possible selves. Specifically, lifestyle expected selves were 

frequently mentioned by women, while academic feared selves were frequently 

mentioned by men.  
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Research Question 4: Are there age differences in the number and domains 

of possible selves? 

Age Differences in the Number of Possible Selves  

Next, we examined the pattern of possible selves; specifically, the number of 

expected, feared, and balanced possible selves as well as the number of strategies to 

attain and avoid expected and feared selves, respectively, for emerging, young, and 

middle-aged adults using a series of one-way ANOVA (Table 23).   

As elaborated previously, in the present study, we took reference from Gideon’s 

(2008) adult development age ranges and Arnett’s (2015) emerging adulthood age 

ranges. In addition, we also examined the age ranges used in possible selves research 

(e.g., Cross & Markus, 1991; Dark-Freudeman & West, 2016; Hooker & Kaus, 1994). 

We thus grouped the participants into the following mutually exclusive age categories: 

emerging adults (21 to 25 years old), young adults (26 to 40 years old) and middle-aged 

adults (41 to 66 years old). We retained one male participant aged 66 years as separate 

analyses conducted without his inclusion yielded the same findings.  

There were no significant age differences observed in the number of expected 

possible selves, F(2, 260) = 2.32, p = .10, or in the number of feared possible selves, 

F(2, 260) = 2.21, p = .11, or in the number of balanced possible selves, F(2, 260) = 

2.86, p = .06. Hence, Hypotheses 4a, 4b and 4c were supported, respectively. 

Further, there were no significant age differences detected in the number of 

strategies reported for expected possible selves, F(2, 260) = 0.43, p = .65, or in the 

number of strategies for feared possible selves, F(2, 260) = 0.41, p = .66 (Table 23). 

Thus, Hypothesis 4d was supported.  
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Taken together, these results suggest that emerging, young, and middle-aged 

adults envision similar numbers of expected, feared, and balanced possible selves, and 

generate similar numbers of strategies for expected and feared possible selves.    

 

Table 23 

Means, Standard Deviations, and One-Way Analysis of Variance for Possible Selves by 

Age (N = 263) 

 Emerging 
Adults 

(n = 78) 

Young  
Adults 

(n = 153) 

Middle-aged 
Adults 

(n = 32) 

   

Possible Selves M SD M SD M SD F p η2 
Expected Possible 
Selves 

3.40 0.49 3.25 0.57 3.41 0.50 2.32 .10 .018 

Feared Possible 
Selves  

3.24 0.46 3.16 0.47 3.34 0.55 2.21 .11 .017 

Balanced Possible 
Selves  

1.33 0.85 1.16 0.90 0.91 0.73 2.86 .06 .022 

Strategies for 
Expected Possible 
Selves  

3.54 1.41 3.73 1.79 3.50 2.06 0.43 .65 .003 

Strategies for Feared 
Possible Selves 

2.69 1.48 2.87 1.49 2.94 2.18 0.41 .66 .003 

Total Strategies for 
Expected and Feared 
Possible Selves 

6.23 2.32 6.59 2.76 6.44 3.82 0.44 .64 .003 

 
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001. 

 

Age Differences in the Content of Possible Selves  

In examining age differences in the seven possible selves domains, a series of 

chi-square test of independence analyses were conducted with expected, feared and 

balanced possible selves (Tables 24, 25, and 26, respectively). Post hoc tests were 

conducted for statistically significant omnibus chi-square tests using a cellwise post hoc 
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analysis outlined by MacDonald and Gardner (2000) using a Bonferroni-adjusted alpha 

level of analysis where the Type 1 error rate is distributed over the possible post hoc 

comparisons. MacDonald and Gardner (2000) stated that the adjusted residual approach 

with the Bonferroni adjustment provides good control of the Type 1 error rate. As there 

are six comparisons for the domain-specific expected, feared and balanced possible 

selves, the two-tailed Bonferroni-adjusted p-value required to test for significance is 

.05/6, or .008. Nevertheless, given the conservativeness and the weak statistical power 

of the Bonferroni correction, it is possible for the results to reveal significant overall 

chi-square analysis yet yield non-significant post hoc results.  

Chi-square analyses indicated age differences in career expected selves, χ2 

(2, N = 263) = 7.51, p = .02, with post hoc analyses indicating that career expected 

selves were described less frequently by emerging adults (37%), p = .006. In contrast, 

around half of the young adults (56%) and middle-aged adults (56%) described career 

expected selves. 

Age differences were observed for intrapersonal expected selves, χ2 (2, N = 263) 

= 14.58, p < .001, with post hoc analyses indicating that intrapersonal expected selves 

were described more frequently by emerging adults (55%), p < .001. Conversely, young 

adults (33%) and middle-aged adults (22%) listed intrapersonal expected selves less 

frequently (Table 24).  
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Table 24  

Frequencies and Chi-Square Results for Domains of Expected Possible Selves by Age 

(N = 263) 

 Emerging 
Adults 

(n = 78) 

Young  
Adults 

(n = 153) 

Middle-aged 
Adults 

(n = 32) 

  

Domains n % n % n % χ2 p 
Academic  20 25.6 30 19.6 4 12.5 2.59 .27 
Career 29 37.2 85 55.6 18 56.3 7.51* .02 
Interpersonal  37 47.4 62 40.5 9 28.1 3.54 .17 
Extracurricular  6 7.7 2 1.3 1 3.1 6.38* .04 
Intrapersonal 43 55.1 51 33.3 7 21.9 14.58*** <.001 
Health 44 56.4 109 71.2 23 71.9 5.54 .06 
Lifestyle 38 48.7 73 47.7 21 65.6 3.49 .17 

 
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001. 

 

Unsurprisingly, age differences were noted for academic feared selves, χ2 (2, N = 

263) = 10.60, p = .005, with post hoc analyses indicating that academic feared selves 

were described more frequently by emerging adults (19%), p = .003, and less frequently 

by young adults (9%) and middle-aged adults (0%).  

Likewise, age differences were observed for extracurricular feared selves, χ2 

(2, N = 263) = 7.20, p = .03, with post hoc analyses indicating that extracurricular 

feared selves were described more frequently by emerging adults (4%), p = .007, and 

none were listed by young and middle-aged adults.  

Similar to the previous finding on career expected selves, age differences 

emerged for career feared selves, χ2 (2, N = 263) = 8.46, p = .02, with post hoc analyses 

indicating that career feared selves were described less frequently by emerging adults 

(23%), p = .004. This is to be contrasted with the higher frequency of career feared 

selves described by young adults (43%) and middle-aged adults (38%). 
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  Findings on the age differences for intrapersonal feared selves echoed the 

previous finding on intrapersonal expected selves, χ2 (2, N = 263) = 10.23, p = .006, 

with post hoc analyses indicating that intrapersonal feared selves were described more 

frequently by emerging adults (77%), p = .003, and less frequently by young adults 

(56%), p = .003. Post hoc analyses for lifestyle feared possible selves yielded non-

significant results, despite the significant overall chi-square analysis (Table 25). 

 

Table 25  

Frequencies and Chi-Square Results for Domains of Feared Possible Selves by Age  

(N = 263) 

 Emerging 
Adults 

(n = 78) 

Young  
Adults 

(n = 153) 

Middle-aged 
Adults 

(n = 32) 

  

Domains n % n % n % χ2 p 
Academic  15 19.2 13 8.5 0 0.0 10.60** .005 
Career 18 23.1 65 42.5 12 37.5 8.46* .02 
Interpersonal  39 50.0 64 41.8 12 37.5 1.98 .37 
Extracurricular  3 3.9 0 0.0 0 0.0 7.20* .03 
Intrapersonal 60 76.9 85 55.6 21 65.6 10.23** .006 
Health 44 56.4 106 69.3 19 59.4 4.11 .13 
Lifestyle 15 19.2 52 34.0 12 37.5 6.32* .04 

 
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001. 

 

As with the earlier finding on extracurricular feared selves, age differences 

surfaced for extracurricular balanced possible selves, χ2 (2, N = 263) = 7.20, p = .03, 

with post hoc analyses indicating that extracurricular balanced possible selves were 

described more frequently by emerging adults (4%), p = .007, and young and middle-

aged adults listed none.  
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Intrapersonal domain was the only domain where age differences were observed 

across all expected, feared and balanced possible selves. Results revealed age 

differences for intrapersonal balanced possible selves, χ2 (2, N = 263) = 14.88, p < .001, 

with post hoc analyses indicating that intrapersonal balanced possible selves were 

described more frequently by emerging adults (36%), p = .003, and less frequently by 

young adults (16%) and middle-aged adults (9%; Table 26). 

As expected, emerging, young and middle-aged adults described similar 

numbers of health-related expected, feared or balanced possible selves, supporting 

Hypothesis 4e. However, contrary to expectations, emerging, young and middle-aged 

adults described similar numbers of expected, feared or balanced possible selves in the 

lifestyle domain. Hence, Hypothesis 4f was not supported. 

 

Table 26  

Frequencies and Chi-Square Results for Domains of Balanced Possible Selves by Age  

(N = 263) 

 Emerging 
Adults 

(n = 78) 

Young  
Adults 

(n = 153) 

Middle-aged 
Adults 

(n = 32) 

  

Domains n % n % n % χ2 p 
Academic  7 9.0 9 5.9 0 0.0 3.22 .20 
Career 11 14.1 28 18.3 2 6.3 3.11 .21 
Interpersonal  14 18.0 18 11.8 2 6.3 3.20 .20 
Extracurricular  3 3.9 0 0.0 0 0.0 7.20* .03 
Intrapersonal 28 35.9 25 16.3 3 9.4 14.88*** <.001 
Health 30 38.5 71 46.4 16 50.0 1.77 .41 
Lifestyle 7 9.0 17 11.1 3 9.4 0.29 .87 

 
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001. 
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In summary, the present study findings indicated that emerging adults, young 

adults, and middle-aged adults described similar numbers of expected, feared, and 

balanced possible selves, and strategies for expected and feared possible selves. As 

expected, significant age differences emerged in the domains of possible selves. While 

some domain-specific age differences reflected the developmental trajectory 

characteristic of their cohort, other domain-specific age differences were less expected. 

For instance, academic feared selves, and extracurricular feared and balanced possible 

selves were frequently described by emerging adults and are developmentally 

appropriate given that most of the emerging adults in the sample are currently studying. 

Of particular interest were the significant age differences observed in the career and 

intrapersonal domains. Emerging adults described more intrapersonal expected, feared, 

and balanced possible selves, while young and middle-aged adults described more 

career expected and feared possible selves. As expected, health-related expected, feared, 

and balanced possible selves were frequently envisioned across all age groups. Notably, 

no age differences were noted for the number of lifestyle-related expected, feared or 

balanced possible selves described.  
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Research Question 5: Are there gender differences in personal strengths 

and well-being?  

Gender Differences in Well-Being 

We also examined gender differences in the measures of subjective well-being 

(life satisfaction, positive feelings, absence of negative feelings) and psychological 

well-being using a series of independent samples t-tests (Table 27).  

There were no significant gender differences demonstrated in satisfaction with 

life, women (M = 24.65, SD = 6.14) and men (M = 23.46, SD = 5.73), t(261) = 1.37, p = 

.17, or in the frequency of positive feelings experienced, women (M = 22.10, SD = 3.95) 

and men (M = 21.68, SD = 4.18), t(261) = 0.74, p = .46, or in the frequency of negative 

feelings experienced, women (M = 16.33, SD = 3.49) and men (M = 15.75, SD = 3.91), 

t(261) = 1.13, p = .26, or in affect balance, women (M = 5.77, SD = 6.53) and men (M = 

5.92, SD = 6.99), t(261) = -0.16, p = .87. Further, no significant gender differences 

emerged for psychological well-being, women (M = 44.62, SD = 6.39) and men (M = 

44.89, SD = 5.54), t(261) = -0.31, p = .76. Hence, Hypothesis 5a was supported.  

 

Table 27 

Means, Standard Deviations, and Independent Samples t-test for Well-Being by Gender 

(N = 263) 

 Women 
(n = 198) 

Men 
(n = 65) 

   

Well-Being M SD M SD t(261) p Cohen’s d 
Satisfaction with Life 24.65 6.14 23.46 5.73 1.37 .17 0.20 
Positive Feelings  22.10 3.95 21.68 4.18 0.74 .46 0.11 
Negative Feelings  16.33 3.49 15.75 3.91 1.13 .26 0.16 
Affect Balance  5.77 6.53 5.92 6.99 -0.16 .87 0.02 
Psychological Well-Being 44.62 6.39 44.89 5.54 -0.31 .76 0.05 

 
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001. 
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Gender Differences in Personal Strengths 

We also examined gender differences in the measures of personal strengths, 

namely, general self-efficacy, coping and learned optimism using a series of 

independent samples t-tests (Table 28). No significant gender differences were noted for 

general self-efficacy, women (M = 30.07, SD = 4.10) and men (M = 30.77, SD = 3.38), 

t(261) = -1.24, p = .22. Thus, Hypothesis 5b was supported.  

Conversely, the present results indicated gender differences in coping for the 

first-tier subscale, Total Engagement, women (M = 28.56, SD = 4.22) and men (M = 

26.35, SD = 4.13), t(261) = 3.68, p <.001, and the second-tier subscale, Emotion-

Focused Engagement, women (M = 14.22, SD = 3.06) and men (M = 11.77, SD = 3.09), 

t(261) = 5.58, p < .001. Compared with men, women tend to use more engagement 

coping strategies, specifically, emotion-focused engagement. There were no gender 

differences observed for the other first-tier subscale, Total Disengagement, women (M 

= 17.50, SD = 3.50) and men (M = 17.31, SD = 3.44), t(261) = 0.39, p = .70, and the 

remaining second-tier scales, Problem-Focused Engagement, women (M = 14.34, SD = 

2.31) and men (M = 14.48, SD = 2.36), t(261) = -0.73, p = .47, Problem-Focused 

Disengagement, women (M = 11.09, SD = 2.59) and men (M = 10.95, SD = 2.60), 

t(261) = 0.37, p = .71, and Emotion-Focused Disengagement, women (M = 6.41, SD = 

1.85) and men (M = 6.35, SD = 2.07), t(261) = 0.20, p = .84. Thus, Hypothesis 5c was 

partially supported.  

No significant gender differences emerged for the overall optimism score, 

women (M = -0.61, SD = 4.08) and men (M = -0.89, SD = 3.90), t(261) = 0.49, p = .63. 

Thus, Hypothesis 5d was supported.  
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However, gender differences were detected for the dimension of personalisation: 

Personalisation Bad, women (M = 5.04, SD = 1.45) and men (M = 5.51, SD = 1.30), 

t(261) = -2.33, p = .02, and Personalisation Good, women (M = 2.36, SD = 1.35) and 

men (M = 3.08, SD = 1.27), t(261) = -3.75, p < .001. Lower scores for Personalisation 

Bad reflect a more optimistic explanatory style, with scores between 5 and 6 denoting 

low self-esteem. Conversely, higher scores for Personalisation Good reflect a more 

optimistic explanatory style, with scores of 2 and 3 denoting very pessimistic and 

moderately pessimistic, respectively. Compared with women, men were less optimistic 

in explaining negative events and tended to attribute internal factors to bad events. In 

contrast, women were less optimistic in explaining positive events and tended to 

attribute external factors to good events than men. 

No gender differences were noted for the dimension of permanence: 

Permanence Bad, women (M = 3.14, SD = 1.39) and men (M = 3.15, SD = 1.53), t(261) 

= -0.09, p = .93, and Permanence Good, women (M = 4.82, SD = 1.27) and men (M = 

4.62, SD = 1.32), t(261) = 1.14, p = .26, or for the dimension of pervasiveness: 

Pervasiveness Bad, women (M = 3.27, SD = 1.44) and men (M = 3.46, SD = 1.35), 

t(261) = -0.96, p = .34, and Pervasiveness Good, women (M =3.64 , SD = 1.55) and men 

(M = 3.54, SD = 1.32), t(261) = 0.48, p = .63. Likewise, there were no gender 

differences observed for the total scores: Total Bad Event score, women (M = 11.44, SD 

= 2.70) and men (M = 12.12, SD = 2.48), t(261) = -1.80, p = .07, and Total Good Event 

score, women (M = 10.83, SD = 2.70) and men (M = 11.23, SD = 2.39), t(261) = -1.07, 

p = .28. Further, the present study examined gender differences in the hope score, given 

Seligman’s (1991) assertion that the latter may be the most crucial score in the Learned 

Optimism Test as it measures participants’ hope when faced with negative events. 
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Results indicated no gender differences in the hope score, women (M = 6.40, SD = 2.25) 

and men (M = 6.62, SD = 1.98), t(261) = -0.68, p = .50.  
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Table 28 

Means, Standard Deviations and Independent Samples t-test for General Self-Efficacy, 

Coping and Learned Optimism by Gender (N = 263) 

 Women 
(n = 198) 

Men 
(n = 65) 

   

Personal Strengths M SD M SD t(261) p Cohen’s d 
General Self-Efficacy  30.07 4.10 30.77 3.38 -1.24 .22 -0.18 
Coping 
Problem-Focused 
Engagement  

 
14.34 

 
2.31 

 
14.58 

 
2.36 

 
-0.73 

 
.47 

 
-0.21 

Emotion-Focused 
Engagement 

14.22 3.06 11.77 3.09 5.58*** <.001 0.80 

Total Engagement 28.56 4.22 26.35 4.13 3.68*** <.001 0.53 
Problem-Focused 
Disengagement 

11.09 2.59 10.95 2.60 0.37 .71 0.05 

Emotion-Focused 
Disengagement  

6.41 1.85 6.35 2.07 .20 .84 0.03 

Total Disengagement 17.50 3.50 17.31 3.44 .39 .70 0.06 
Learned Optimism 
Permanencea Bad  

 
3.14 

 
1.39 

 
3.15 

 
1.53 

 
-0.09 

 
.93 

 
0.01 

Pervasivenessb Bad 3.27 1.44 3.46 1.35 -0.96 .34 0.14 
Personalisationc Bad 5.04 1.45 5.51 1.30 -2.33* .02 0.33 
Total Badd  11.44 2.70 12.12 2.48 -1.80 .07 0.26 
Permanence Good 4.82 1.27 4.62 1.32 1.14 .26 0.16 
Pervasiveness Good 3.64 1.55 3.54 1.32 0.48 .63 0.07 
Personalisation Good 2.36 1.35 3.08 1.27 -3.75*** <.001 0.54 
Total Goode 10.83 2.70 11.23 2.39 -1.07 .28 0.15 
Total Optimism Score -0.61 4.08 -0.89 3.90 0.49 .63 0.07 
Hope Score 6.40 2.25 6.62 1.98 -0.68 .50 0.10 

 
Note. aPermanence: High PmB scores denote a pessimistic style of explaining bad 

events, while low PmB scores denote an optimistic style of explaining bad events. High 

PmG scores denote an optimistic style of explaining good events while low PmG scores 

denote a pessimistic style of explaining good events. bPervasiveness: High PvB scores 

denote a pessimistic style of explaining bad events, while low PvB scores denote an 

optimistic style of explaining bad events. High PvG scores denote an optimistic style of 

explaining good events while low PvG scores denote a pessimistic style of explaining 

good events. cPersonalisation: High PsB scores denote a pessimistic style of explaining 
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bad events, while low PsB scores denote an optimistic style of explaining bad events. 

High PsG scores denote an optimistic style of explaining good events while low PsG 

scores denote a pessimistic style of explaining good events. dHigh Total Bad scores 

reflect a very pessimistic explanatory style, while low Total Bad scores reflect a very 

optimistic explanatory style. eHigh Total Good scores reflect a very optimistic 

explanatory style, while low Total Good scores reflect a very pessimistic explanatory 

style.  

*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001. 
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Together, the results in this section contribute important insights into gender 

differences in personal strengths and well-being. In line with expectations, the present 

study did not find evidence supporting gender differences in subjective well-being, 

psychological well-being, and general self-efficacy. However, the present study 

findings revealed gender differences in coping, with partial support for the study 

hypothesis. While women reported using more engagement coping—particularly 

emotion-focused engagement—than men, men did not report using more problem-

focused coping than women. Another notable finding was that while there were no 

significant gender differences observed for the overall optimism score, gender 

differences emerged in the dimension of personalisation. Specifically, men were less 

optimistic than women in explaining bad events, with a tendency to blame themselves 

for bad events. Conversely, women were less optimistic than men in explaining good 

events, with a tendency to attribute external factors to good events.  
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Research Question 6: Are there age differences in personal strengths and 

well-being?  

Age Differences in Well-Being 

Next, a series of one-way ANOVA were used to examine age differences in the 

measures of subjective well-being (life satisfaction, positive feelings, absence of 

negative feelings) and psychological well-being (Table 29).  

Significant age differences were observed in the frequency of experiencing 

negative feelings, F(2, 260) = 3.58, p = .03. A Tukey post hoc test revealed that 

emerging adults (M = 17.09, SD = 3.93, p = .02) reported experiencing negative feelings 

more frequently than young adults (M = 15.78, SD = 3.47). There were no significant 

differences between emerging adults and middle-aged adults (p = .29), and between 

young adults and middle-aged adults (p = .96). No significant age differences were 

noted for the remaining well-being measures, i.e., satisfaction with life, frequency of 

positive feelings experienced, and psychological well-being. Hence, Hypothesis 6a was 

partially supported.   
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Table 29 

Means, Standard Deviations, and One-Way Analysis of Variance for Well-Being by Age  

(N = 263) 

 Emerging 
Adults 

(n = 78) 

Young  
Adults 

(n = 153) 

Middle-aged 
Adults 

(n = 32) 

   

Well-Being M SD M SD M SD F p η2 
Satisfaction with Life 23.96 6.78 24.56 5.72 24.34 5.87 0.25 .78 .002 
Positive Feelings 21.64 4.26 22.29 3.86 21.44 4.04 1.04 .35 .008 
Negative Feelings 17.09 3.93 15.78 3.47 15.97 3.02 3.58* .03 .027 
Affect Balance 4.55 6.90 6.52 6.56 5.47 6.03 2.34 .10 .018 
Psychological Well-
Being 

43.38 6.97 45.41 5.57 44.41 6.58 2.84 .06 .021 

 
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001. 

 

Age Differences in Personal Strengths  

We also examined age differences in the measures of personal strengths, 

namely, general self-efficacy, coping and learned optimism using a series of one-way 

ANOVA (Table 30). Results revealed age differences in general self-efficacy, F(2, 260) 

= 4.54, p = .01. A Tukey post hoc test indicated that middle-aged adults (M = 

31.56, SD = 4.23, p = .02) reported significantly higher general self-efficacy than 

emerging adults (M = 29.27, SD = 4.03). There were no statistically significant 

differences between middle-aged adults and young adults (p = .32) or between young 

adults and emerging adults (p = .07). Hence, Hypothesis 6b was not supported. 

Results revealed that emerging, young and middle-aged adults differed in their 

coping approaches, with significant differences noted for the first-tier subscale of Total 

Disengagement, F(2, 260) = 6.49, p = .002. A Tukey post hoc test revealed that 

emerging adults (M = 18.38, SD = 3.60, p = .002) deployed significantly more 

disengagement coping than middle-aged adults (M = 15.88, SD = 3.20). There were no 
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statistically significant differences between emerging adults and young adults (p = .06) 

or between middle-aged adults and young adults (p = .08). No significant age 

differences were observed for the first-tier subscale of Total Engagement. 

Supplementary analyses revealed further age differences in the following second-tier 

subscales: 

• Problem-Focused Engagement, F(2, 260) = 3.59, p = .03. A Tukey post hoc test 

revealed that middle-aged adults (M = 15.22, SD = 2.77, p = .02) deployed 

significantly more problem-focused engagement coping than emerging adults 

(M = 13.95, SD = 2.50). There were no statistically significant differences 

between middle-aged adults and young adults (p = .21) or between young adults 

and emerging adults (p = .24). 

• Emotion-Focused Engagement, F(2, 260) = 4.12, p = .02. A Tukey post hoc test 

indicated that young adults (M = 13.86, SD = 3.03, p = .01) and emerging adults 

(M = 13.76, SD = 3.57, p = .04) deployed significantly more emotion-focused 

engagement coping than middle-aged adults (M = 12.09, SD = 3.12). There were 

no statistically significant differences between emerging adults and young adults 

(p = .97). 

• Emotion-Focused Disengagement, F(2, 260) = 9.69, p < .001. A Tukey post hoc 

test revealed that emerging adults (M = 6.99, SD = 1.92) deployed significantly 

more emotion-focused disengagement coping than young adults (M = 6.32, SD = 

1.77, p = .03) and middle-aged adults (M = 5.31, SD = 1.96, p < .001). In turn, 

young adults used more emotion-focused disengagement coping than middle-

aged adults (p = .01). 
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Notably, middle-aged adults tend to use more problem-focused engagement 

coping than emerging adults, while emerging and young adults tend to use more 

emotion-focused engagement coping than middle-aged adults. Hence, Hypothesis 6c 

was not supported. 

Significant age differences surfaced for the overall optimism score, F(2, 260) = 

3.65, p = .03, favouring middle-aged adults. A Tukey post hoc test indicated that 

middle-aged adults (M = 1.06, SD = 3.06) had higher optimism levels than young adults 

(M = -0.81, SD = 3.96, p = .04) and emerging adults (M = -1.14, SD = 4.36, p = .02). 

There were no statistically significant differences between emerging adults and young 

adults (p = .82). A similar pattern surfaced in explaining good events, F(2, 260) = 

5.98, p = .003, favouring middle-aged adults. A Tukey post hoc test revealed that 

middle-aged adults (M = 12.38, SD = 2.34) had higher optimism levels than young 

adults (M = 10.81, SD = 2.66, p = .01) and emerging adults (M = 10.56, SD = 2.49, p = 

.003). There were no statistically significant differences between emerging adults and 

young adults (p = .77). Supplementary analyses revealed further age differences in the 

following second-tier subscales: 

• Pervasiveness Good, F(2, 260) = 4.15, p = .02. A Tukey post hoc test noted that 

middle-aged adults (M = 4.28, SD = 1.20, p = .01) tend to believe that positive 

events will enhance other aspects of their lives compared with young adults 

(M = 3.46, SD = 1.62). There were no statistically significant differences 

between emerging adults (M = 3.65, SD = 1.27) and middle-aged adults (p = 

.11), and young adults (p = .61), respectively.  

• Personalisation Good, F(2, 260) = 5.16, p = .006. A Tukey post hoc test 

indicated that middle-aged adults (M = 3.25, SD = 1.55) tend to attribute internal 

factors to positive events compared with young adults (M = 2.46, SD = 1.35, p = 
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.01) and emerging adults (M = 2.40, SD = 1.24, p = .01). There were no 

statistically significant differences between emerging adults and young adults 

(p = .93). 

Partial support for the positivity bias was observed, in that middle-aged adults 

had higher levels of optimism than emerging and young adults, and a more optimistic 

style of explaining positive events than young adults. Further analyses of the 

dimensions of optimistic explanatory style demonstrated that middle-aged adults had a 

more optimistic style of explaining good events in the dimensions of pervasiveness and 

personalisation. That is, they tend to believe that good events will uplift other aspects of 

their lives and attribute internal reasons to these events. Thus, Hypothesis 6d was 

supported. 
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Table 30 

Means, Standard Deviations, and One-Way Analysis of Variance for General Self-

Efficacy, Coping and Learned Optimism by Age (N = 263) 

 Emerging 
Adults 

(n = 78) 

Young  
Adults 

(n = 153) 

Middle-aged 
Adults 

(n = 32) 

   

Personal Strengths M SD M SD M SD F p η2 
General Self-
Efficacy 

29.27 4.03 30.46 3.74 31.56 4.23 4.54* .01 .034 

Coping  
Problem-Focused 
Engagement  

 
13.95 

 
2.50 

 
14.46 

 
2.08 

 
15.22 

 
2.77 

 
3.59* 

 
.03 

 
.027 

Emotion-Focused 
Engagement 

13.76 3.57 13.86 3.03 12.09 3.12 4.12* .02 .031 

Total Engagement 27.71 4.79 28.32 3.91 27.31 4.80 1.02 .36 .008 
Problem-Focused 
Disengagement 

11.40 2.84 10.99 2.53 10.56 2.15 1.32 .27 .010 

Emotion-Focused 
Disengagement  

6.99 1.92 6.32 1.77 5.31 1.96 9.69*** <.001 .069 

Total 
Disengagement 

18.38 3.60 17.31 3.35 15.88 3.20 6.49** .002 .048 

Learned Optimism  
Permanence Bad  

 
2.92 

 
1.37 

 
3.25 

 
1.43 

 
3.13 

 
1.50 

 
1.41 

 
.25 

 
.011 

Pervasiveness Bad 3.62 1.44 3.21 1.42 3.09 1.23 2.61 .08 .020 
Personalisation Bad 5.17 1.57 5.16 1.38 5.09 1.33 0.03 .97 .000 
Total Bad  11.71 2.90 11.62 2.59 11.31 2.44 0.25 .78 .002 
Permanence Good 4.51 1.22 4.89 1.28 4.84 1.37 2.30 .10 .017 
Pervasiveness 
Good 

3.65 1.27 3.46 1.62 4.28 1.20 4.15* .02 .031 

Personalisation 
Good 

2.40 1.24 2.46 1.35 3.25 1.55 5.16** .006 .038 

Total Good 10.56 2.49 10.81 2.66 12.38 2.34 5.98** .003 .044 
Total Optimism 
Score 

-1.14 4.36 -0.81 3.96 1.06 3.06 3.65* .03 .027 

Hope Score 6.54 2.28 6.46 2.18 6.22 2.00 0.25 .78 .002 
 
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001. 

 

Taken together, these results contribute to research on age differences in well-

being and personal strengths. As expected, no age differences were observed in life 
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satisfaction, frequency of positive feelings experienced, and psychological well-being. 

However, age differences were noted for negative feelings, with emerging adults 

experiencing negative feelings more frequently than young adults.   

Unexpectedly, age differences were also observed in general self-efficacy, with 

middle-aged adults reporting higher levels of general self-efficacy than emerging 

adults. Findings also surfaced age differences in overall disengagement coping, with 

emerging adults using more disengagement coping than middle-aged adults. In 

particular, the use of emotion-focused disengagement was observed to diminish with 

age. That is, emerging adults tend to use more emotion-focused disengagement than 

young adults and middle-aged adults, and young adults tend to use more emotion-

focused disengagement than middle-aged adults.  

While emerging adults used more disengagement coping than middle-aged 

adults, contrary to expectations, middle-aged adults were not observed to use more 

engagement coping than young and emerging adults. Engagement coping was employed 

by all age groups, in that middle-aged adults deployed more problem-focused 

engagement than emerging adults, while emerging and young adults deployed more 

emotion-focused engagement than middle-aged adults. 

In line with expectations, findings supported age differences in overall 

optimism, with middle-aged adults exhibiting higher optimism levels than emerging and 

young adults. In addition, middle-aged adults tend to adopt an optimistic explanatory 

style in explaining good events and believe that positive events will uplift other aspects 

of their lives, compared with young adults. They also tend to attribute positive events to 

internal factors, compared with emerging and young adults. Collectively, these findings 

lend some empirical support for the positivity bias.   
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Research Question 7: Do personal strengths (i.e., general self-efficacy, 

coping, learned optimism) mediate the relationship between possible selves and 

well-being? What is the nature of this mediation?  

To test the central hypothesis that personal strengths (general self-efficacy, 

coping and learned optimism) would mediate the relationship between possible selves 

and well-being, we performed mediation analyses using SEM with IBM SPSS Amos 

26.0, and calculated the direct and indirect effects. The significance of the indirect 

effects for the mediation model was assessed using bootstrapping with 5,000 resamples 

that denotes confidence intervals across the indirect effect and the bias-corrected 

percentile method (Preacher & Hayes, 2008). An indirect effect was assessed to be 

statistically significant by the bootstrapping method if zero does not fall within the 95% 

confidence intervals. Standardised coefficients were used in the model. 

Underpinned by a theory-guided approach to reduce the complexity of the 

interactions and compare a simpler mediation model, the observed variables of 

satisfaction with life, positive feelings, negative feelings, and psychological well-being 

were used to estimate the latent variable, well-being. This reduces the dimensionality of 

the data analysed in the mediation model. SEM was used in the latent variable analysis 

to model the latent construct, well-being, using the measures: SWLS, SPANE-P, 

SPANE-N, and FS (Figure 14). The CFA measurement model demonstrated an 

excellent fit to the data: χ2(1, N = 263) = 2.17, p = .14; TLI = .981, CFI = .997, SRMR = 

.013, and RMSEA = .067.  

  

ATTENTION: The Singapore Copyright Act applies to the use of this document. Library and Information Services Centre, National Institute of Education.



 

 193 
 

Figure 14 

CFA Measurement Model of the Latent Variable, Well-Being 

 

Note. CFA measurement model of the latent variable, well-being, with the measures: 

Satisfaction with Life Scale, SPANE-P, SPANE-N, and Flourishing Scale. The 

coefficients presented are standardised factor loadings. All factor loadings are 

significant (p < .001). 

 

Preliminary Analyses for Conducting SEM 

The results from the a priori specifications, which included the three mediators, 

general self-efficacy, coping, and learned optimism, yielded poor modification indexes. 

Considering that the measure of learned optimism may not be culturally sensitive to 

adequately capture optimism in the current sample—with the overall sample mean 

reflecting high levels of pessimism—a bi-dimensional measure to assess both optimism 

and pessimism levels may better assess these variables in the current sample. 

Modification indices were used in the process of model re-specifications, and learned 

optimism was excluded from the final structural model.   

ATTENTION: The Singapore Copyright Act applies to the use of this document. Library and Information Services Centre, National Institute of Education.



 

 194 
 

The final structural model demonstrated a marginal fit to the data: χ2(29, N = 

263) = 103.94, p < .001; TLI = .768, CFI = 0.914, SRMR = .058, and RMSEA = .099. 

The structural model controlled for gender and age because of their potential 

covariance, as documented in the possible selves literature (Hoppmann et al., 2007; Ko 

et al., 2014). The correlations among the predictors (expected, feared and balanced 

possible selves, strategies for expected and feared possible selves, age and gender) were 

added to the model. There were no correlations added between the two mediators 

(general self-efficacy and engagement coping) in the model. 

Strategies for feared possible selves were significantly and positively associated 

with general self-efficacy and engagement coping at ß = .26 and ß = .21, respectively. 

General self-efficacy and engagement coping were significantly and positively 

associated with well-being at ß = .47 and ß = .45, respectively. Age was significantly 

and positively associated with general self-efficacy, ß = .16. Gender was significantly 

and negatively associated with engagement coping, ß = -.21. The proportion of the total 

variance in well-being as explained by the structural model is 46%. This is contributed 

by the set of predictors, which included the two mediators (general self-efficacy and 

engagement coping), the different types of possible selves (expected, feared and 

balanced possible selves as well as their strategies), and demographic variables (age and 

gender). Whilst not explored in the current study, future investigations should explore 

the invariance of the main paths in the final structural model between age groups and 

gender in light of the study’s focus on age and gender differences in the key study 

constructs. 

Mediating Roles of General Self-Efficacy and Engagement Coping in the 

Relationship between Possible Selves and Well-Being 
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A bias-corrected 95% confidence interval indicated significant indirect effects 

from strategies for feared possible selves to well-being through general self-efficacy and 

engagement coping. The direct effect of general self-efficacy on well-being was 

significant, β = .47, p = .001, 95% CI [.144, .537]. Likewise, the direct effect of 

engagement coping on well-being was significant, β = .45, p = .001, 95% CI [.102, 

.449]. The indirect effect of strategies for feared possible selves that had direct effects 

on general self-efficacy and engagement coping (β = .26 and β = .21, respectively), 

which in turn predicted well-being was significant (β = .47 and β = .45, respectively; 

see Table 31). 

  The indirect effects of general self-efficacy and engagement coping as mediators 

were only observed in the relationship between strategies for feared possible selves and 

well-being. The indirect effects observed for the remaining possible selves variables and 

well-being were not significant. The standardised path coefficients for the hypothesised 

mediator model are presented in Figure 15. Hence, Hypotheses 7a and 7b were partially 

supported, while Hypothesis 7c was not supported.  
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Figure 15 

Structural Model Predicting Adult Well-Being 

 

Note. This structural model predicts adult well-being from adult possible selves 

strategies, with the mediating effects of general self-efficacy and engagement coping. 

Standardised path coefficients are presented in the model. Gender is a dummy variable 

coded as ‘1’ for males and ‘0’ for females.   

*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.  
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Summary of Hypotheses Testing Results  

All the hypotheses and their results are summarised in Table 32. Together, these 

results provide important insights into the pattern of adult expected, feared, and 

balanced possible selves as well as the strategies generated for expected and feared 

possible selves across age and gender dimensions. The present findings indicated a lack 

of age and gender differences in the configuration of possible selves. That is, similar 

numbers of expected, feared, and balanced possible selves, and strategies for expected 

and feared possible selves were envisioned across gender and age.  
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Table 32  

Summary of Hypotheses Testing Results  

Hypothesis Result  

RQ1: What are the relationships between possible selves, personal strengths, and 
well-being?  

H1a: Expected possible selves are positively correlated with 
well-being.  

Not supported. 

H1b: Feared possible selves are negatively correlated with well-
being.  

Partially supported. 

H1c: Balanced possible selves are positively correlated with 
well-being.  

Not supported. 

H1d: Strategies to attain or avoid possible selves are positively 
correlated with well-being.  

Partially supported. 

H1e: Possible selves are correlated with general self-efficacy.  Supported. 

H1f: Possible selves are correlated with coping. Partially supported. 

H1g: Possible selves are correlated with learned optimism.  Not supported.  

H1h: General self-efficacy is positively correlated with well-
being.  

Supported. 

H1i: Coping is positively correlated with well-being. Partially supported. 

H1j: Learned optimism is positively correlated with well-being.  Supported. 

RQ2: What are the relationships between possible selves and well-being within 
specific domains of possible selves? 

H2a: Having more expected possible selves in the intrapersonal 
domain is negatively correlated with well-being.  

Supported. 

H2b: Having more expected possible selves in the career, 
family or health domains is positively correlated with well-
being.  

Not supported. 

H2c: Having more feared possible selves in the intrapersonal, 
career, family or health domains is negatively correlated with 
well-being.  

Partially supported. 

H2d: Having more balanced possible selves in the intrapersonal 
domain is negatively correlated with well-being. 

Supported. 
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Table 32  

Summary of Hypotheses Testing Results (Continued) 

Hypothesis Result  

RQ3: Are there gender differences in the number and domains of possible selves? 

H3a: Men and women should generate similar numbers of 
expected possible selves. 

Supported. 

H3b: Men and women should generate similar numbers of 
feared possible selves. 

Supported. 

H3c: Men and women should generate similar numbers of 
balanced possible selves. 

Supported. 

H3d: Men and women should generate similar numbers of 
strategies to attain or avoid possible selves. 

Supported. 

H3e: Women should generate more interpersonally-themed 
possible selves while men should generate more career-themed 
possible selves. 

Not supported. 

RQ4: Are there age differences in the number and domains of possible selves? 

H4a: Emerging, young and middle-aged adults should generate 
similar numbers of expected possible selves.  

Supported.  

H4b: Emerging, young and middle-aged adults should generate 
similar numbers of feared possible selves.  

Supported.  

H4c: Emerging, young and middle-aged adults should generate 
similar numbers of balanced possible selves.  

Supported.  

H4d: Emerging, young and middle-aged adults should generate 
similar numbers of strategies to attain or avoid possible selves. 

Supported.  

H4e: Emerging, young and middle-aged adults should generate 
similar numbers of health possible selves. 

Supported.  

H4f: Middle-aged adults should generate more lifestyle 
possible selves than emerging and young adults. 

Not supported.  
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Table 32  

Summary of Hypotheses Testing Results (Continued) 

Hypothesis Result 

RQ5: Are there gender differences in personal strengths and well-being? 

H5a: Men and women should report similar levels of well-
being.  

Supported.  

H5b: Men and women should report similar levels of 
general self-efficacy.  

Supported.  

H5c: Women should utilise more emotion-focused coping 
strategies while men should utilise more problem-focused 
coping strategies.   

Partially supported.  

H5d: Men and women should report similar levels of 
optimism. 

Supported.  

RQ6: Are there age differences in personal strengths and well-being? 

H6a: Emerging, young and middle-aged adults should 
report similar levels of well-being. 

Partially supported.  

H6b: Emerging, young and middle-aged adults should 
report similar levels of general self-efficacy.  

Not supported.  

H6c: Middle-aged adults should utilise more engagement 
coping strategies than emerging and young adults.    

Not supported.  

H6d: Middle-aged adults should report higher levels of 
optimism than emerging and young adults.   

Supported.  

RQ7: Do personal strengths mediate the relationship between possible selves and 
well-being? What is the nature of this mediation? 

H7a: General self-efficacy should mediate the relationship 
between possible selves and well-being in the positive 
direction.  

Partially supported. 

H7b: Coping should mediate the relationship between 
possible selves and well-being in the positive direction.  

Partially supported. 

H7c: Learned optimism should mediate the relationship 
between possible selves and well-being in the positive 
direction. 

Not supported.  

 

Nevertheless, the present findings lend further evidence supporting gender and 

age differences in the content of possible selves envisioned. Lifestyle expected selves 
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were frequently mentioned by women, while academic feared selves were frequently 

mentioned by men, an expected finding considering that most male participants are 

currently studying. Notably, intrapersonal concerns were more salient for emerging 

adults, while career concerns were more salient for young and middle-aged adults. As 

expected, health concerns were frequently listed by emerging, young, and middle-aged 

adults, while lifestyle concerns were unexpectedly common across all age groups. The 

present findings provide initial empirical support for a positive relationship between 

strategies for expected and feared possible selves and well-being. Specifically, 

describing more strategies for expected possible selves was positively associated with 

higher levels of psychological well-being. Likewise, describing more strategies for 

feared possible selves was positively associated with higher levels of satisfaction with 

life, frequency of positive feelings experienced, and psychological well-being. 

Moreover, generating more strategies for expected and feared possible selves was 

positively associated with personal strengths, as manifested in higher levels of 

engagement coping and general self-efficacy. Conversely, having more feared possible 

selves was associated with more frequent negative feelings experienced. 

The current study elucidated the complexity of the possible selves—well-being 

relationship by examining links between domain-specific possible selves and well-

being. Of particular note here is that having more feared possible selves across various 

domains was significantly and negatively correlated with well-being, except for health-

related possible selves. Specifically, having more interpersonal feared selves was 

associated with more frequent negative feelings experienced and less affect balance, and 

having more intrapersonal feared selves was associated with less frequent positive 

feelings experienced and less affect balance. However, one unanticipated finding was 

the positive associations between having more health-related feared selves and 
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experiencing more frequent positive feelings and greater affect balance. It is noteworthy 

to mention that having more intrapersonal expected, feared, and balanced possible 

selves was consistently and negatively associated with well-being.  

The present findings provided preliminary evidence supporting the positive 

associations between strategies for expected and feared possible selves and personal 

strengths. Specifically, having more strategies for expected possible selves was 

associated with more engagement coping, and having more strategies for feared 

possible selves was associated with higher levels of engagement coping and general 

self-efficacy. 

As for the exploration of personal strengths (general self-efficacy, coping and 

learned optimism) as potential mediators in the relationship between possible selves and 

well-being, we found initial evidence supporting the mediational influence of general 

self-efficacy and engagement coping. The next chapter, therefore, moves on to discuss 

these results in detail and their implications. 
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Chapter 5 

Discussion 

 

The intent of this research study was to examine the pattern of adult possible 

selves across age and gender dimensions, demonstrate the relationships between 

possible selves and well-being, and explore the role of personal strengths as potential 

underlying mechanisms of adult possible selves. We attempted to do this by proposing a 

refined conceptual model that draws on decades of theoretical and empirical research 

and builds on recent contributions by other possible selves researchers who have begun 

exploratory work in articulating the underlying processes of possible selves. In this 

section, we first discuss the major study findings as related to the literature on age and 

gender differences in the pattern of adult possible selves, the relationship between adult 

possible selves and well-being by illuminating how different types of possible selves 

(expected, feared and balanced possible selves) and their strategies may differentially 

relate to well-being, and elaborate on these nuances by further examining these 

relationships within specific possible selves domains.  

We also discuss the pertinent findings and conclusions derived from the study’s 

central aims as related to the incipient body of literature on the underlying processes by 

which possible selves confer well-being benefits. We go on to discuss the potential 

theoretical implications and areas for future research, revisiting how recent advances in 

the possible selves research have underpinned the lines of inquiry and refined the 

proposed conceptual model for this study, and how an elucidation of the underlying 

processes of possible selves reflects a logical next step in advancing the theory. We then 

describe the potential practical implications that may be considered by policymakers 
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and other stakeholders in complementing existing broad-based mental health promotion 

and prevention efforts to address adult mental health and well-being issues. Finally, we 

conclude with a discussion of the limitations of the study and recommendations for 

future research. This chapter is structured thematically according to the research 

questions outlined in Chapter One, which were formulated to address knowledge gaps 

in the possible selves research and the lack of evidence supporting the theoretical and 

practical applications of possible selves with the local adult population. 
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Research Question 1: What are the relationships between possible selves, 

well-being (i.e., subjective well-being, psychological well-being), and personal 

strengths (i.e., general self-efficacy, coping, learned optimism)? 

Relationships between Possible Selves and Well-Being   

Relationships between Expected and Feared Possible Selves, and Well-Being  

Overall, the pattern of Pearson product-moment correlations between possible 

selves and well-being demonstrated an association between possible selves—and their 

related strategies—with well-being. The differences in their associations are crucial in 

elucidating the processes by which adult well-being is maintained. Contrary to 

expectations, the present study did not find a significant relationship between expected 

possible selves and all the well-being variables. In contrast, a significant relationship 

emerged between feared possible selves and well-being, albeit in the form of more 

frequent experiences of negative feelings. That is, adults with more feared possible 

selves reported frequent experiences of negative feelings.  

In the literature, there are surprisingly few studies examining the associations 

between possible selves and negative affect (Penland et al., 2000; vanDellen & Hoyle, 

2008). vanDellen and Hoyle’s (2008) study demonstrated that participants who utilised 

more behaviours to widen the gap between their current selves and feared possible 

selves experienced a greater reduction in their negative affect. vanDellen and Hoyle 

asserted that envisioning possible selves alone is not as effective in regulating one’s 

behaviours to reduce the discrepancy between the current self and possible selves as 

generating related strategies.  

Some evidence for this perspective can be found in Plimmer and Schmidt’s 

(2007) postulation that highly salient feared selves can dampen effective functioning 
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when they are regarded as unavoidable and are not counterbalanced with their 

equivalent expected possible selves. Highly salient feared possible selves, in this 

instance, would have the counterproductive effect of undermining people’s focus, 

performance and well-being (Csikszentmihalyi, 1988). To build on Plimmer and 

Schmidt’s (2007) assertion, rather than the lack of counterbalancing influence of 

expected possible selves, we posit on the basis that envisioning highly salient feared 

possible selves without related strategies might be detrimental to one’s well-being, 

particularly in the Asian context.  

In adopting a broader perspective on the relationship between feared possible 

selves and negative affect, it may be necessary to situate this observation in the wider 

research documenting the cultural emphasis on avoiding failures, with negative 

emotions—as opposed to positive emotions—assuming a more dominant role in adult 

well-being in Asian contexts (Diener et al., 2009; Joshanloo & Weijers, 2014; Liau et 

al., 2016). Studies have documented cultural differences in motivation, with Asians 

tending to be more motivated by self-improvement and the avoidance of failures, and 

European Americans tending to be more motivated by self-enhancement and successes 

(Heine et al., 2001; Zhang & Cross, 2011). With the cultural variation in the perceptions 

towards successes and failures, which in turn shapes subsequent self-regulatory efforts 

(Zhang & Cross, 2011), the assertion to adopt a more nuanced understanding of the 

possible selves construct and well-being in their cultural manifestations cannot be 

overemphasised. 

Considering the cultural emphasis on the prominent role of negative affect (e.g., 

Diener et al., 2009; Joshanloo & Weijers, 2014; Liau et al., 2016), the avoidance of 

failures rather than the pursuit of success and self-enhancement (Heine et al., 2001; 

Zhang & Cross, 2011), and the adoption of avoidance personal goals (e.g., Elliot et al., 
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2001; Lockwood, Marshall, & Sadler, 2005) in the Asian context, we surmise that 

feared possible selves and their related strategies might correspondingly carry more 

weight in influencing adult well-being processes. It stands to reason that in a culture 

where greater emphasis is placed on avoidance personal goals and avoiding adverse 

outcomes, it can be dispiriting when envisioning a feared possible self that is perceived 

as immutable and unavoidable. It would naturally follow that people with envisioned 

feared selves perceived to be unavoidable may experience a sense of dread and feel 

trapped in their current circumstances, thus, eroding their well-being. Some evidence 

for this postulation can allude from the present study findings on the positive 

association between the number of feared possible selves and the frequency of negative 

feelings experienced. Notably, negative feelings were the only well-being variable to 

yield significant associations with feared possible selves. 

A possible explanation for this finding might be that envisioning feared possible 

selves without strategies may reflect the perspective that people feel trapped by these 

images and cannot envisage clear pathways to avoid them. This could be related to the 

perceived likelihood of avoiding these feared possible selves, which could differ across 

domains. Some evidence supporting the association between negative feelings 

experienced and feared possible selves can be gleaned from Plimmer’s (2001; as cited 

in Plimmer & Schmidt, 2007) work on career-related possible selves, where he 

instructed clients to generate reasons against the realisation of the envisioned feared 

possible selves to assuage anxieties and unpleasant thoughts associated with feared 

possible selves. This would align with the results on the differential relationships 

observed between domain-specific feared possible selves and well-being, which we will 

discuss in the following section.  
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Another plausible explanation for the lack of associations between the number 

of expected and feared possible selves with well-being variables—with the exception of 

the association between negative affect and feared possible selves—might be the lack of 

variability in the number of possible selves generated. Participants were asked to 

provide at least three expected possible selves and three feared possible selves in the 

present study. The majority of the participants did so, with the minority of participants 

generating fewer or more than three expected possible selves and three feared possible 

selves.   

Relationships between Balanced Possible Selves and Well-Being  

Balanced possible selves are theorised to provide stronger motivation compared 

with either expected possible selves or feared possible selves (Oyserman & Markus, 

1990b) due to their additive effect (Hoyle & Sherrill, 2006) or their ability to tap on two 

distinct motivational systems (Higgins, 1998). The finding that balanced possible selves 

were not associated with well-being is important as it lends some support to the 

conceptually distinct ways in which expected and feared possible selves function in 

relation to well-being outcomes. It also adds to incipient research findings on the lack of 

association between balanced possible selves and greater behavioural motivation 

(vanDellen & Hoyle, 2008) and well-being (Yang & Noels, 2013). This finding 

underlines the need to revisit the prevailing notion that expected and feared possible 

selves work in complementary ways to confer greater motivation to execute behaviours 

in yielding desired outcomes and well-being (Frazier et al., 2002; Hoyle & Sherrill, 

2006; Oyersman & Fryberg, 2006; Oyserman & Markus, 1990b), particularly in 

examining the manifestations of balanced possible selves in non-Western cultures.   

Researchers have theorised that the rationale for the greater motivation 

conferred by balanced possible selves lies in their ability to tap on two distinct 
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motivational systems (Higgins, 1998) and, by that accord, expand the repertoire of 

behaviours to draw from, in attaining or avoiding their expected or feared selves, 

respectively (Hoyle & Sherrill, 2006). Therefore, the participants may likely have 

generated more feared possible selves or strategies for feared possible selves. However, 

the observation that the average number of expected possible selves and their related 

strategies is more than the average number of feared possible selves and their related 

strategies, respectively, weighs against this interpretation. Thus, it can be reasonably 

surmised that envisioned feared possible selves and their related strategies might have 

greater elaboration and detail than envisioned expected selves and their respective 

strategies.  

A possible explanation for the lack of relationship between balanced possible 

selves and well-being might be that feared possible selves and their related strategies are 

more salient to adults in an Asian context than expected possible selves and related 

strategies. Naturally, this attenuates the ability to tap on two distinct motivational 

systems, given that the avoidance motivational system exerts significantly greater 

influence on well-being than the approach motivational system. This line of reasoning is 

convergent with emerging evidence on the differential linkages between balanced 

possible selves and well-being, with some studies noting a negative association between 

well-being and balanced possible selves in the intrapersonal (Yang & Noels, 2013) and 

health domains (Smith & Freund, 2002).  

In addition, having balanced possible selves may be more prevalent in the 

Western context than the Asian context, given the equal emphasis given to self-

enhancement in the former setting (Unemori et al., 2004). Unemori and colleagues 

opined that balanced possible selves might exert greater motivational influence in 

Western contexts because they are underpinned by mutually reinforcing influences to 
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achieve success and avoid potential failures, which preserves and enhances a positive 

view of self. In contrast, the notion of balanced possible selves may not be as culturally 

motivating in the Asian context given the following cultural preferences: greater 

cultural emphasis on the avoidance of failures rather than self-enhancement (Heine et 

al., 2001; Zhang & Cross, 2011); preference towards utilising prevention-focused 

strategies to avert potential failures rather than promotion-focused strategies to achieve 

future success (Elliot et al., 2001; Lee et al., 2000); and the dominant role of negative 

emotions rather than positive emotions in promoting well-being (Diener et al., 2009; 

Joshanloo & Weijers, 2014; Liau et al., 2016). In essence, with a greater cultural 

emphasis on interconnectedness, social harmony, and social responsibilities (Heine et 

al., 1999; Markus & Kitayama, 1991), downward comparisons may exert a greater 

motivational influence in the Asian context (Lockwood, Marshall, & Sadler, 2005). 

In elucidating the cultural differences in the pattern of possible selves, Unemori 

and colleagues (2004) conceptualised the construct of matched possible selves, where 

negatively-phrased expected possible selves are matched with a feared possible self in 

the same domain. This is contrasted against pairing a positive possible self with a 

negative possible self in the case of balanced possible selves (Oyserman & Markus, 

1990b). Unemori and colleagues observed a cultural effect in the frequency of balanced 

possible selves and matched possible selves described. Specifically, university students 

from Asian cultures described balanced possible selves less frequently than matched 

possible selves (e.g., “expect to fail exams” and “fear failing exams”). Conversely, 

university students from Western cultures described balanced possible selves (e.g., 

“expect to get a good GPA” and “fear failing exams”) more frequently than matched 

possible selves. Having explored the cultural differences in the content and 

configuration of balanced possible selves, the authors have called for future research to 
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delve into the relationships comparing domain-specific balanced possible selves and 

matched possible selves in relation to outcomes such as motivation, using a revised 

coding scheme. 

Alternatively, the lack of association between balanced possible selves and well-

being may be attributed to the opposing effect of domain-specific balanced possible 

selves on well-being. Specifically, balanced possible selves in some domains may 

negatively relate to well-being, while balanced possible selves in other domains may 

positively relate to well-being. This is partially supported by results from the present 

study, which demonstrated that having more intrapersonal balanced possible selves was 

significantly and negatively correlated with well-being, specifically, satisfaction with 

life (r = -.12, p = .049), affect balance (r = -.12, p = .049), and psychological well-being 

(r = -.13, p = .04). While further analyses revealed marginally significant and positive 

associations between interpersonal balanced possible selves and satisfaction with life 

(r = .12, p = .056), and between health balanced possible selves and affect balance (r = 

.11, p = .07), we caution against drawing any inferences from these results. 

Notwithstanding the low evidential value of the associations between balanced possible 

selves in non-intrapersonal domains and well-being, these findings hint at the possibility 

of a differential, domain-specific relationship between balanced possible selves and 

well-being.  

These tentative findings suggest the adoption of a domain-specific perspective 

when examining links between balanced possible selves and well-being, particularly in 

the Asian context. Further research is needed to explore how domain-specific balanced 

possible selves relate to well-being. If future studies yield similar findings, we shall be 

confronted with the possibility that balanced possible selves confer well-being benefits 

differentially, depending on their domains, in Asian contexts. Nevertheless, considering 
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the limited studies on the content and configuration of possible selves in the Asian 

cultural context, these results need to be interpreted with caution. 

Finally, a plausible explanation for the incongruence of findings in the present 

study—a reflection of the ambiguity of evidence in the literature on balanced possible 

selves—may be the inherent challenges in coding expected and feared possible selves as 

equivalent envisioned selves. For example, Smith and Freund (2002) illustrated that a 

person who envisioned himself as independent might not have the equivalent feared self 

of not wanting to be a dependent person and may include other aspects. They argue, in 

essence, that balanced possible selves should be assessed and rated from the 

participants’ perspective. Having dealt with the question of whether there are unique 

associations between expected, feared and balanced possible selves, and well-being, we 

now move on to discuss whether possible selves with linked strategies selves relate to 

heightened well-being. 

Relationships between Strategies for Expected and Feared Possible Selves, and Well-

Being 

In line with expectations, strategies for expected possible selves and feared 

possible selves were positively associated with well-being. That is, possible selves that 

embody self-defining goals with incorporated strategies for goal attainment (or goal 

avoidance) were related to well-being. The pattern of associations indicated that adults 

with more strategies to attain expected possible selves or avoid feared possible selves 

tend to have higher levels of well-being. Specifically, adults with more strategies for 

expected possible selves tend to have greater psychological well-being. In comparison, 

adults with more strategies for feared possible selves tend to have greater satisfaction 

with life and more frequent experiences of positive feelings, in addition to greater 

psychological well-being. These findings are consistent with theoretical and empirical 
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research supporting the benefits conferred by possible selves with strategies in the form 

of greater motivation and better self-regulatory behaviour as they incorporate more 

immediate goals (Markus & Nurius, 1986) or behavioural strategies (Oyserman, 2015).  

Relating the finding that strategies for feared possible selves relate to greater 

subjective and psychological well-being to the earlier observation that envisioning 

feared possible selves relates to more frequent experiences of negative feelings, we 

propose that merely envisioning feared possible selves without linked strategies may 

inadvertently evoke a sense of dread, exacerbate unpleasant feelings and compromise 

well-being. Simply put, we surmise that the very act of generating strategies to avoid 

feared possible selves, particularly in Asian contexts where prevention-focused 

strategies are generally preferred over promotion-focused strategies (Lee et al., 2000; 

Lockwood, Marshall, & Sadler, 2005), could have a positive influence on people's 

subjective and psychological well-being. Further analyses, as elaborated and discussed 

in the forthcoming sections, will attempt to delve into the plausible explanations for this 

salubrious relationship between strategies for expected and feared possible selves and 

well-being. 

On a more granular level, in differentiating the associations between strategies 

for expected and feared possible selves with well-being, we draw from Lee et al.’s 

(2000) and Lockwood, Marshall, and Sadler’s (2005) findings documenting that people 

from Asian cultures tend to be more motivated by prevention-focused strategies 

compared with promotion-focused strategies. It is reasonable, therefore, that strategies 

to attain expected possible selves may be less salient in Asian contexts and hence may 

not be as intricately linked to one’s subjective experience of well-being. This stands in 

contrast to the salience of strategies to avoid feared possible selves in Asian contexts, 

given that they may be more closely implicated in the well-being processes.  
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This finding resonates with research documenting cultural differences in the 

strategies generated for expected and feared possible selves, with findings (Lee et al., 

2000; Lockwood, Marshall, & Sadler, 2005) demonstrating that students from Asian 

cultures tend to be more motivated by prevention-focused images while students from 

Western cultures tend to be more motivated by promotion-focused images. This 

concords with research documenting the role of emotional experiences or perceptions of 

successes and failures in influencing subsequent self-regulatory efforts (Zhang & Cross, 

2011) or generating strategies to attain successes or avoid failures, which underscores 

why consideration of the cultural context is essential. When expected selves are 

perceived to be more salient, more effort may be expended to narrow the discrepancy 

between the current self and the expected self, in the form of promotion-focused 

regulation or strategies to attain the expected self. Correspondingly, when feared selves 

are perceived to be more salient, more efforts may be invested to widen the discrepancy 

between the current self and feared self, in the form of prevention-focused strategies 

generated or strategies to avoid the feared self (Lockwood et al., 2004; Oyserman et al. 

1995). 

As postulated by the present study, cultural differences in the emotional 

experiences of successes and failures, the salience of expected and feared possible 

selves, and the motivational preference towards promotion- or prevention-focused role 

models may be borne out in the content of strategies generated and their differential 

relationship with well-being. For example, people who are more motivated by 

promotion-focused role models such as the image of a successful graduate with a high 

GPA may generate strategies such as allocating more time to study and setting up a 

study group to accelerate their learning goals. Conversely, people who are more 

motivated by prevention-focused role models such as the image of a university student 
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dropout would be more inclined to conceive strategies such as cutting down on 

socialising and social media, and devote more time to studying. This aligns with Norem 

and Chang’s (2001) assertion to consider the intricacies of cultural differences and the 

distinct manifestations of psychological constructs when examining well-being. Of 

particular note is the need to pay attention to the differential emotional experiences of 

failure and successes, and the meaning of well-being in the Asian context. 

Relationships between Possible Selves and Personal Strengths  

Our findings noted a lack of significant associations between expected, feared 

and balanced possible selves, and personal strengths variables, in line with expectations. 

Conversely, the pattern of associations demonstrated that adults with more strategies for 

expected and feared possible selves tend to report higher levels of personal strengths. 

Specifically, strategies for expected and feared possible selves were positively 

associated with engagement coping, while strategies for feared possible selves were 

positively associated with general self-efficacy and hopefulness. 

Despite the proliferation of possible selves studies over the past 3 decades, there 

have been few empirical investigations into the associations between possible selves 

and personal strengths. Thus, it is in response to calls by possible selves researchers to 

investigate the processes by which possible selves exert their influence on positive 

outcomes (e.g., Hoyle & Sherrill, 2006) that formed the basis for this exploratory study. 

Nevertheless, comparisons cannot be drawn with previous studies as they had either 

focused on participants with mental health issues (e.g., Penland et al., 2000; Tse et al., 

2014) or had focused on the efficacy of possible selves as an intervention to increase 

personal strengths (e.g., Carrillo et al., 2019; Loveday et al., 2016). Thus, while we 

developed the initial hypotheses for the relationships between possible selves and 

personal strengths on the basis of theoretical and related empirical work, findings from 
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the present study underline the need for a more nuanced approach in exploring how 

possible selves relate to personal strengths. 

It is noteworthy that while there were no associations of expected, feared and 

balanced possible selves with the personal strengths variables, significant associations 

were observed for strategies for expected and feared possible selves. A likely 

explanation may be that the source of motivational influence lies not in solely 

describing expected or feared possible selves but rather in envisioning rich and 

elaborate possible selves as reflected in the strategies generated (Oyserman et al., 2004). 

When envisioned possible selves are accompanied by detailed and linked behavioural 

strategies, they are theorised to confer greater motivational influence (Oyserman et al., 

2004). In the same regard, we expect possible selves with strategies to associate with 

positive well-being outcomes and personal strengths. Support for this postulation comes 

from theoretical and empirical research indicating that possible selves with detailed, 

concrete and linked behavioural strategies engender greater self-efficacy or coping to 

attain or avoid their expected or feared possible selves, respectively (Murru & Martin 

Ginis, 2010; Nurius, 1991). Thus, the lack of associations between expected, feared and 

balanced possible selves with personal strengths may be attributed to the abstract nature 

of envisioned possible selves without strategies. 

Relationships between Possible Selves and Coping  

The findings of this study noted that strategies for both expected and feared 

possible selves were positively associated with engagement coping. That is, adults who 

generated more strategies to attain expected selves or avoid feared possible selves 

reported higher levels of engagement coping. These findings contribute to the research 

on the relation of possible selves to coping strategies. Specifically, it extended the work 

of Penland and colleagues (2000) on the associations between coping strategies and 
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university students with depressive symptoms, with an examination into adult well-

being—and not the absence or presence of pathology—and the strategies generated for 

expected and feared possible selves. Penland et al. had observed that university students 

with depressive symptoms with more negative possible selves tend to adopt 

disengagement coping, while those without depressive symptoms with more positive 

possible selves tend to adopt engagement coping when dealing with stressors. 

The finding on the associations between strategies for expected and feared 

possible selves lends empirical support to the theorised role of possible selves in coping 

processes (Nurius, 1991) and complements research in the wider body of empirical 

work on the established links between goal pursuit and well-being (e.g., Scheier & 

Carver, 2001; Wrosch, Scheier, Carver, & Schulz, 2003). A reasonable explanation 

might be an overlap of the possible selves strategies generated and engagement coping 

strategies. To illustrate, the strategies generated for expected and feared possible selves 

by the participants may have encompassed emotion-focused and problem-focused 

engagement coping strategies as well (e.g., “I plan to think all positive things despite 

bad situations.” “I learn and practise relaxation techniques.” “I try to be calm when I 

meet something annoying and deal with somebody I don’t really want to talk to.” “I 

plan not to overthink and calm myself down and speak slower.” “I have been reading 

self-help books to hone my coping skills. I have also taken a more proactive approach to 

meet my fears.” “Being more aware of my stress triggers and choosing to manage my 

stress differently (e.g., exercise).”  This translates to a more expansive repertoire of 

coping strategies that the participants can draw from when managing future stressors.  

This perspective combines accumulated research on the central role of goal 

pursuit in promoting and sustaining well-being (Folkman, 2011). Considering that goals 

can become unattainable or no longer desired, there is a need to continually revise one’s 
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goals to maintain one’s well-being (Carver & Scheier, 1998, 2000; Wrosch & 

Heckhausen, 1999). As noted above, much of the research in the wider literature 

substantiates support for the role of adaptive coping in goal pursuit, specifically in 

revisiting, adapting and disengagement from unrealistic goals into more meaningful and 

attainable goals (Heckhausen et al., 2001; Wrosch & Heckhausen, 1999; Wrosch, 

Scheier, Carver, & Schulz, 2003). It is thus crucial to explore the role of coping and the 

potential insights it can offer into the relations between possible selves and adult well-

being. These findings accentuate the pivotal role of coping in a context where adults are 

continually revisiting their future goals to adapt to challenges, opportunities, and life 

transitions. 

Relationships between Possible Selves and General Self-Efficacy  

Strategies for feared possible selves were also positively associated with general 

self-efficacy. That is, adults who generated more strategies to avoid feared possible 

selves reported higher levels of general self-efficacy. A plausible explanation for this 

finding may lie in Maddux’s (2009) conceptualisation of imagined experiences as a 

mode to increase self-efficacy. In particular, visualising that one can effectively 

confront and overcome anticipated difficulties engenders a greater sense of control and 

empowerment. Thus, it stands to reason that from the lens of social cognitive theory, 

envisioning elaborate feared possible selves, that is, possible selves with detailed 

strategies, to manage difficulties to avoid the actualisation of their fears, may 

vicariously boost their perceived self-efficacy. Specifically, when participants envision 

their feared possible selves and are asked to describe what they are doing to avoid them, 

they engage in an imaginal experience where they conceive strategies to overcome 

anticipated difficulties. This creates clearer pathways in avoiding their feared selves, 

which engenders a greater sense of control and empowerment.  
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The utility of envisioning possible selves in enhancing self-efficacy has been 

demonstrated in Murru and Martin Ginis’s (2010) study, where envisioning possible 

selves increased participants’ self-efficacy in overcoming challenges to improve their 

exercise behaviour. The instructions used in the possible selves intervention were 

generally similar to the set of instructions provided to participants in the current study, 

albeit with bespoke health- and exercise-themed questions, where participants were 

asked to envision hoped-for and feared possible selves in 5 to 10 years’ time, as healthy 

and active individuals, and as unhealthy and inactive individuals, respectively. Unlike 

Murru and Martin Ginis’s study, however, the current research is not a randomised 

controlled experimental design, so conclusions on the directionality cannot be drawn. 

This perspective combines accumulated research on the links between exercise 

imagery and greater coping self-efficacy in the broader literature on exercise behaviour 

(Cumming, 2008). Cumming demonstrated that participants who envisioned exercise 

techniques were more confident in performing exercise behaviours, while participants 

who imagined having improved appearance and health reported greater coping efficacy 

in exercise adherence. That is, they were more confident in executing their exercise 

behaviours even in demanding situations. Nevertheless, the current study did not assess 

two aspects of the envisioning exercise, which renders the proposed explanation of 

envisioning possible selves with strategies as an imagined experience speculative. These 

two aspects comprise the elaborateness of the strategies generated for possible selves as 

underpinned by the level of detail and concreteness of the strategies generated 

(Oyserman et al., 2004) and participants’ imagery ability. 

Relationships between Possible Selves and Learned Optimism 

The present study demonstrated that strategies for feared possible selves were 

inversely related to the LOT-measured hope scores, in which lower hope scores denote 
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higher levels of hopefulness. Adults who generated more strategies for feared possible 

selves reported higher levels of hope. The hope score taps on the two dimensions of 

pervasiveness and permanence in explaining bad events. Seligman (2006) underlined 

the importance of hope, insofar as stating that, “No other single score is as important as 

your hope score.” (p. 49). He explained that when people attribute temporary and 

specific reasons to unpleasant events, that epitomises someone with hope. Specifically, 

believing that an unpleasant event will pass and that it happened because of specific 

reasons imbues a sense of hopefulness. The counter to this stance in explaining bad 

events is attributing enduring and universal reasons for their occurrence, which 

Seligman coined as the “practice of despair.” (p. 48).  

A possible explanation for this finding may be that when instructed to describe 

the strategies to avoid their feared possible selves from becoming a reality, participants 

may be primed to believe that they can do something to prevent their fears from 

actualising, which engenders an increased sense of control and empowerment. The 

notion that it is within the participants’ control to avoid their fears may be implied in the 

PSQ instructions: “Am I doing something to avoid this? “If yes, what I am doing now to 

avoid being that way next year?” This sense of control may be reflected in the 

strategies, which generally contain behavioural strategies. 

A second plausible explanation may be that participants who perceive their 

feared possible selves to have temporary and specific reasons may find it easier to 

generate more concrete strategies to prevent their fears from actualising. For instance, 

participants who listed their career-related feared possible selves as being jobless 

generated strategies such as “Focusing on my goal as a counsellor.” “Applying for jobs, 

searching for possible jobs to apply for.” “Took on part-time jobs that can be extended 

to a full-time role. Finding out information online about companies.” In other domains, 
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participants who listed their interpersonal-related feared possible selves as not wanting 

to be in toxic relationships or friendships generated strategies such as “Re-evaluating 

the relationships that I have with people in my life and assessing the interactions and 

impact that they may have on my well-being.” “Deleting toxic people from social 

media, pulling myself out from any social group that has negative vibes.” “Engaging in 

fewer ‘catch-ups’.” Nevertheless, the interpretation of these findings is limited by the 

study’s cross-sectional design, so the precise relationships among possible selves 

strategies, engagement coping, general self-efficacy, and hope remain to be elucidated. 

Despite these limitations, these associations are promising in substantiating that 

possible selves with strategies have beneficial links with well-being as reflected in 

higher levels of general self-efficacy beliefs, engagement coping and hope.  

Relationships between Personal Strengths and Well-Being  

Findings from the present study, which we briefly recount and discuss below, 

concur with the literature on personal strengths and well-being. These results support 

positive associations between general self-efficacy and well-being, as expected. General 

self-efficacy was related to higher levels of satisfaction with life, frequent experiences 

of positive feelings, less frequent experiences of negative feelings, and higher levels of 

psychological well-being. These findings converge with the impressive body of research 

establishing strong links between general self-efficacy and subjective well-being (Capri 

et al., 2012; Luszczynska, Gutiérrez-Doña, & Schwarzer, 2005; Moeini et al., 2008; 

Scholz et al., 2002), psychological well-being (Moeini et al., 2008; Yusoff, 2012). 

In line with expectations, findings supported positive associations between 

engagement coping and well-being. Engagement coping was associated with greater 

levels of satisfaction with life, more frequent experiences of positive feelings, more 

affect balance, and higher levels of psychological well-being. Conversely, 
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disengagement coping was related to lower subjective well-being as reflected by lower 

levels of satisfaction with life, less frequent experiences of positive feelings, less affect 

balance and more frequent experiences of negative feelings, and poorer psychological 

well-being. These results concur with the extensive evidence supporting the role of 

coping in well-being. Specifically, these findings converged with meta-analytical 

findings (Credé & Niehorster, 2012; Penley et al., 2002), supporting the salubrious 

association between problem-focused engagement and positive functioning and well-

being outcomes. Overall, these findings contribute to the literature that approach 

coping—comprising mostly problem-focused engagement and emotion-focused 

engagement—confers positive outcomes for one’s well-being (Ben-Zur, 2002; Carver & 

Connor-Smith, 2010).  

This is to be contrasted with findings corroborating the deleterious association 

between disengagement coping (e.g., problem-focused disengagement, emotion-focused 

disengagement) and poorer well-being outcomes (Penley et al., 2002). The present 

study findings lend further evidence supporting the links between avoidance coping—

comprising mostly problem-focused disengagement and emotion-focused 

disengagement—and aggravated feelings of distress and undermined well-being (Ben-

Zur, 2002; Carver & Connor-Smith, 2010). The findings also corroborated links 

between disengagement coping and poorer well-being outcomes (Penley et al., 2002). 

Findings from the present study also provided evidence supporting positive 

associations between learned optimism and well-being. Learned optimism was related 

to greater satisfaction with life, more frequent experiences of positive feelings, less 

frequent experiences of negative feelings, greater affect balance, and higher levels of 

psychological well-being. These findings concord with the unequivocal body of 

evidence linking optimism—whether conceptualised as dispositional or explanatory—to 
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positive well-being outcomes (Carver et al., 2010; Schulman, 1999; Segerstrom & Nes, 

2006; Seligman, 2011). To date, research on optimism and well-being has focused 

primarily on dispositional optimism, with relatively little attention paid to explanatory 

optimism. The present findings contribute further evidence concerning the links 

between explanatory optimism and well-being, particularly in the use of the learned 

optimism measure to assess the three dimensions of permanence, pervasiveness, and 

personalisation (Seligman, 2011). Overall, findings from the present study demonstrate 

the utility and potential applicability of well-being and personal strengths constructs in 

an Asian context.  
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Research Question 2: What are the relationships between possible selves 

and well-being (i.e., subjective well-being, psychological well-being) within specific 

domains of possible selves? 

Description of Domain-Specific Possible Selves  

In the overall sample, we observed that expected possible selves were frequently 

reported in the health, lifestyle, and career domains, while feared possible selves were 

frequently reported in the intrapersonal, health, and interpersonal domains. In terms of 

balanced possible selves, the most commonly reported balanced possible selves were 

health-related, intrapersonal-related and career-related. Health was the only domain that 

emerged with the most frequently reported expected and feared possible selves. This is 

consistent with recent research findings highlighting the salience of health possible 

selves and attributing this phenomenon to the increasing efforts in global health 

promotion efforts in recent years (Dark-Freudeman & West, 2016). At the national 

front, the salience of health concerns may be due in part to the intensification and 

scaffolding of health promotion and prevention initiatives introduced by the Health 

Promotion Board over the years. Notably, in their digital transformation efforts, such as 

the introduction of mobile phone applications to support health initiatives such as the 

annual National Steps Challenge1 or the introduction of symbols to indicate healthier 

dining options.2 All of which reinforces the message that health should be prioritised 

and that regardless of people’s individual physical fitness and health levels, and lifestyle 

patterns, there are suitable activities they can engage in to improve their health 

(Wyman, 2021). 

 
1 More information on the National Steps Challenge initiative can be found here: 
www.healthhub.sg/programmes/124/community-challenge 
2 More information on the introduction of symbols to denote healthier dining options can be found here: 
www.hpb.gov.sg/healthy-living/food-beverage/healthier-dining-programme 
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Findings on the salience of career and lifestyle concerns, which were gathered 

from the frequency of expected possible selves reported in these domains (i.e., the top 

three frequently reported domains for expected possible selves are health, lifestyle, and 

career), are consistent with several local surveys and studies highlighting concerns over 

work and finances (Cigna, 2019; Willis Towers Watson, 2018). Specifically, these 

domains aligned with findings from national and international surveys with adults 

voicing concerns over work stressors, with women articulating their desire for more 

flexible working arrangements (Cigna, 2019). This is in addition to financial stressors, 

expressed by two-thirds of the adults who were not confident in their financial 

preparedness for retirement (Cigna, 2019).  

Pertaining to the content of feared possible selves, most adults reported fears in 

the intrapersonal, health, and interpersonal domains. These findings echoed concerns 

surfaced by local adults over the salience of higher financial burdens and work-related 

concerns owing in part to increased caregiving and financial responsibilities for their 

children and ageing parents (Ang, 2015; Cigna, 2019). Moreover, these domains reflect 

the normative adult developmental stages, with participants articulating concerns over 

future parenthood and current parenting challenges, relationships with significant 

others, and preparation for life stage events (e.g., marriage, home purchase, 

parenthood).    
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Relationships between Domain-Specific Expected Possible Selves and Well-Being  

The finding that having more expected possible selves in the intrapersonal 

domain is negatively correlated with satisfaction with life and psychological well-being 

is consistent with findings from Cross and Markus’s (1991) seminal study where adults 

with lower life satisfaction across different age groups reported more intrapersonal 

hoped-for possible selves compared with adults with higher life satisfaction who listed 

more diverse hoped-for possible selves in domains such as career, family or health. 

Cross and Markus contended that adults with high life satisfaction were not encumbered 

by a sense of dissatisfaction with self and could pursue other possible selves in other 

diverse domains.  

A reasonable explanation for the negative correlation between intrapersonal 

expected possible selves and well-being might be that these possible selves may be 

harder to attain compared with possible selves in other domains and may generate more 

negative emotions as a result. Broadly, as asserted by theorists such as Higgins (1987), 

Carver and Scheier (1998), and Duval and Wicklund (1972) in their respective self-

discrepancy theories, perceived discrepancies between their current self and their 

desired self engender positive or negative emotions, and function as motivation to 

approximate this desired self. This means that the discrepancy between the current self 

and the intrapersonal expected possible self generates negative emotions, which in turn 

motivates the person to alleviate these negative feelings by either modifying one’s 

current behaviour to attain it or by modifying the possible self, such that it is more 

attainable (Bak, 2015). For the former pathway, conceiving more detailed and concrete 

strategies would function towards the likelier attainment of the desired intrapersonal 

possible self. 
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However, separate analyses between possible selves and personal strengths 

revealed that intrapersonal expected possible selves were positively correlated with 

lower general self-efficacy and greater disengagement coping. That is, adults with more 

intrapersonal expected possible selves tend to have lower general self-efficacy and use 

more disengagement coping strategies. Taken together, it may be conceivably 

postulated that amongst the seven domains of possible selves, intrapersonal expected 

possible selves may be more vulnerable to negative emotions arising from the perceived 

discrepancy as described previously and the lack of concrete pathways to attain it. In 

particular, their abstract nature may render them more challenging to devise more 

explicit routes with concrete behavioural strategies compared with expected possible 

selves in other domains. 

The level of abstraction appears evident in the intrapersonal expected possible 

selves envisioned by the participants (e.g., “I expect to be living a happy and fulfilling 

life.” “I expect to be more confident when speaking in front of a crowd.” “Be more 

mature and act more like an adult.” “Rational and able to control feelings as well as able 

to accept life challenges.” “Better prepared in ‘adulting’.” “To be kinder towards 

myself.” “Happier and learn to cherish what I have.”). For instance, it may be 

comparatively easier to generate strategies to attain the health-related expected possible 

self of “I want to be healthier and fitter”, such as going to the gym thrice weekly. At the 

same time, it may be more challenging to generate strategies to attain the intrapersonal-

related expected possible self of “I expect to be more joyful”. With fewer linked 

behavioural strategies generated and an amorphous pathway to attain their intrapersonal 

possible selves, participants may feel less self-efficacious—as evident from the negative 

correlation with general self-efficacy—and may turn to disengagement coping to 

alleviate their negative emotions. Further disentangling how other self-processes could 
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play in the relationship between intrapersonal expected possible selves and poorer well-

being marks an important area for future research. 

While there is a lack of evidence outlining the pattern of intrapersonal selves and 

how they relate to well-being in younger adult populations, there is some related 

empirical evidence from studies with older adults (e.g., Smith & Freund, 2002). Smith 

and Freund demonstrated that older adults (70 years and above) with more intrapersonal 

hoped-for possible selves reported higher scores on subjective measures of physical 

health and underlined the need for these observations to be compared with younger 

adults. Findings from the present study contribute to the limited research on the links 

between adult possible selves in specific possible selves domains and well-being. Future 

studies, which take into account the domains of possible selves, will need to be 

undertaken to discern the nuances in the relationship between domain-specific possible 

selves and well-being. This is particularly pertinent since the possible selves construct is 

not a monolithic construct, and a more granular examination is called for.  

Relationships between Domain-Specific Feared Possible Selves and Well-Being  

Our results indicate that having more intrapersonal feared possible selves 

negatively correlates with well-being, specifically, positive affect and affect balance. 

That is, adults with more intrapersonal feared possible selves reported less frequent 

experiences of positive feelings and reduced affect balance. This finding is similar to 

the earlier observation that adults with more intrapersonal expected possible selves 

reported lower satisfaction with life and psychological well-being. The positive 

association between intrapersonal possible selves and poorer well-being accords with 

previous studies (e.g., Cross & Markus, 1991; Yang & Noels, 2013). This relationship 

was similarly observed in the interpersonal domain, where adults with more 
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interpersonal feared possible selves reported lower well-being, as manifested in more 

frequent experiences of negative feelings and reduced affect balance.  

Building on the assertion made in the earlier section, feared possible selves in 

specific domains—intrapersonal and interpersonal—may be more vulnerable to lower 

well-being due in part to the perceived discrepancy and the lack of concrete pathways to 

avoid them. The abstract nature of intrapersonal feared selves may render it more 

challenging to envisage detailed and concrete behavioural strategies. Some examples of 

participants’ intrapersonal feared selves without related strategies include: “Being 

negative about things outside my control.” “Being self-conscious.” “Refusing to seek 

mental help.” “Being scared of standing up for myself.” “Having too many negative 

thoughts that reduce my confidence and self-esteem.” In the case of interpersonal feared 

possible selves, there may be a diminished sense of control in avoiding these selves 

considering that they tend to be contingent on other people’s behaviours. Some 

examples of participants’ interpersonal feared selves without related strategies include: 

“I want to avoid being a parent who is preoccupied with work and not present for my 

child.” “Having problems with my family.” “Quarrelling with my mom.” “I want to 

avoid quarrelling with my family.” “I want to avoid returning to toxic and unhealthy 

relationships.” 

This is in contrast to feared possible selves in the health domain, which may not 

be perceived as a threat to one’s well-being in the current sample comprising 

predominantly healthy adults, unlike previous studies with older adult samples (Smith 

& Freund, 2002). These feared possible selves might also be relatively easier to 

generate concrete strategies for, as there is a greater sense of personal control over 

modifying one’s current behaviour. This perceived ease in devising strategies may enact 

clearer pathways in avoiding these feared selves (e.g., “Working out three times a 
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week” to avoid the feared self of putting on weight, “Gaining more flexibility. 

Attending physiotherapy. Insured myself in case of accidents” to avoid the feared self of 

getting physical injuries), which in turn, improves well-being.  

This may explain the presence of a significant relationship between having more 

health-related feared possible selves and higher levels of well-being. That is, adults who 

described more feared possible selves in the health domain reported a higher frequency 

of positive feelings and affect balance. This observation diverges from previous studies 

noting either a lack of association or a negative association between health-related 

feared possible selves and well-being. For instance, Cross and Markus’s (1991) 

observed no associations between having more health-related feared possible selves and 

life satisfaction levels. While other studies with older adults reported that envisioning 

more health-related feared possible selves was associated with poorer life satisfaction 

(Smith & Freund, 2002) and lower positive affect (Hoppmann et al., 2007), which may 

be attributed to rumination over declining physical health. 

A possible explanation for this finding might be found in Hooker’s (1994) 

assertion that the content of frequently reported health feared possible selves in older 

adults embody themes of ageing and declines in health and physicality, risks of having 

physical illnesses, deteriorating health, losing mental health capacities and 

independence (e.g., Smith & Freund, 2002). This is contrasted with the content of 

health-related possible selves generated by younger and middle-aged adults, which tend 

to be less oriented towards ageing and declining health concerns but towards enhancing 

one’s physical fitness, physical appearance, and overall health. In balancing losses in 

later life, older adults may be more inclined towards possible selves oriented towards 

minimising losses (Heckausen, 1997) and focus on possible selves geared towards 

health prevention rather than health promotion (Bolkan et al., 2015). This is supported 
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by the literature on health role models, in which younger adults perceive healthy role 

models to be more effective in motivating their health behaviours while older adults 

perceive both healthy and unhealthy models to be effective in motivating their health 

behaviours (Lockwood, Chasteen, & Wong, 2005).    

Thus, while health concerns are salient for younger and middle-aged adults alike 

because of their relatively healthier status compared with older adults in other possible 

selves studies, their health-related concerns are likely to be geared towards health 

enhancement as opposed to health prevention or ageing-related health concerns (e.g., 

disease maintenance, adherence to medication for treating hypertension, 

hypercholesterolemia, etc.). These health-enhancement concerns are reflected in the 

content of health-related feared possible selves described by the participants (e.g., “I 

want to avoid gaining weight.” “I want to avoid being fat and unfit.” “I want to avoid 

eating unhealthy food excessively.” “I want to avoid feeling sleepy all the time.” “I 

want to avoid falling sick so often.”). In fact, there was only one disease-related health 

feared possible self in the entire sample, which was described by a middle-aged man 

(“Don’t want pre-diabetes to worsen.”). 

Relationships between Domain-Specific Balanced Possible Selves and Well-Being  

In line with predictions, having more intrapersonal balanced possible selves is 

negatively correlated with well-being, as manifested in lower satisfaction with life, 

reduced affect balance, and lower psychological well-being. This finding converges 

with Yang and Noels’s (2013) observation where international university students with 

more intrapersonal balanced possible selves reported poorer well-being in the form of 

sociocultural difficulties. This finding coalesces earlier observations on the associations 

between intrapersonal expected and feared possible selves with lower satisfaction with 

life and psychological well-being, and reduced positive affect and affect balance, 
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respectively. It is reasonable, therefore, that with the negative associations between 

intrapersonal expected and feared possible selves and well-being, having balanced 

possible selves in this domain would yield an additive effect, albeit in undermining 

one’s well-being. 

While balanced possible selves are conceptualised to confer greater benefits 

through their additive effect (Hoyle & Sherrill, 2006), it may be worthwhile to 

investigate whether the additive effect works universally across all domains. This may 

illuminate some of the mixed findings documented in the literature on balanced possible 

selves. In particular, future research can extend our understanding of the 

conceptualisation of balanced possible selves in the Asian context, with a focus on 

extricating domain-specific nuances. A likely explanation for this finding may be that 

envisioning both intrapersonal expected and feared selves evokes intense, unpleasant 

feelings, particularly if participants do not see clear and plausible pathways to attain or 

avoid their intrapersonal expected or feared selves, respectively. However, the present 

study did not examine whether fewer strategies were generated for intrapersonal 

possible selves, so this question remains unanswered. 

Another plausible explanation might be that as the intrapersonal domain 

encompasses personality traits, intrapersonal-related concerns might have permeated 

other life domains. This postulation draws from the broader literature on the role of 

personality traits in predicting various life outcomes (e.g., Roberts et al., 2007). Roberts 

and colleagues’ meta-analytical study on 34 prospective, longitudinal studies 

documented robust evidence that specific personality traits predict a multitude of life 

outcomes in the areas of mortality, marital outcomes, educational and occupational 

attainment. In addition, describing more intrapersonal possible selves may reflect a 

persistent preoccupation with aspects of themselves that they are not happy with and 
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wish to change (Cross & Markus, 1991). To illustrate, one participant with the 

intrapersonal feared self of, “I want to avoid being a ‘YES’ person and acceding to all 

requests” described her career feared self, “I want to avoid being overwhelmed with 

work and struggling to meet deadlines”, and interpersonal feared self, “I want to avoid 

being in toxic circles of friends.” In this example, it may be conceivable that the 

participant’s fears of being unassertive may underpin fears in the career and 

interpersonal domains, as manifested in being unable to reject work requests or requests 

to socialise in unhealthy friendships. However, this remains a conjecture as interviews 

would be necessary to investigate this hypothesis.   

In light of age-related differences in domain-specific possible selves, post hoc 

analyses were conducted using hierarchical multiple regression analyses to check 

whether the associations still hold after controlling for age. Age was used as a 

continuous variable in the post hoc analyses. As gender differences were only noted for 

academic feared possible selves and lifestyle expected possible selves amongst all the 

domains of expected, feared and balanced possible selves, and no significant 

associations were noted between academic and lifestyle possible selves and all the well-

being variables, gender was not included as a control variable in the post hoc analyses. 

Most of the significant associations remained even when controlling for age, though 

most associations involving intrapersonal possible selves did not hold. Age was entered 

in the first step of hierarchical multiple regression, and only the results for the second 

block of regression analyses with the addition of the respective domain-specific possible 

selves are included in the following section. 

Frequency of Negative Feelings Experienced.  

• Consistent with earlier findings, the associations between domain-specific 

possible selves and the frequency of negative feelings remained significant. 
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After the entry of interpersonal feared selves at Step 2, the total variance 

explained by the model as a whole was statistically significant and explained 

3.4% of the variance in frequency of negative feelings experienced. 

Interpersonal feared selves made a significant unique contribution in predicting 

the frequency of negative feelings experienced.   

Frequency of Positive Feelings Experienced. 

• All the associations between domain-specific possible selves and the frequency 

of positive feelings remained significant. After the entry of intrapersonal feared 

selves at Step 2, the total variance explained by the model as a whole was 

marginally significant and explained 2.3% of the variance in the frequency of 

positive feelings experienced. Intrapersonal feared selves significantly predicted 

the frequency of positive feelings experienced. 

• Overall, the model with health feared selves and age was statistically significant 

and explained 4.8% of the variance in the frequency of positive feelings 

experienced. Health feared selves significantly predicted the frequency of 

positive feelings experienced: 

Affect Balance. 

• Amongst all the associations between domain-specific possible selves and affect 

balance, only the association with health feared selves remained significant. 

Overall, the model with health feared selves and age was statistically significant, 

and explained 4.3% of the variance in affect balance. Health feared selves made 

a unique significant contribution in predicting affect balance. 
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• The model with interpersonal feared selves and age was statistically significant 

and explained 2.6% of the variance in affect balance. However, interpersonal 

feared selves were not found to significantly predict affect balance. 

• Similarly, the model with intrapersonal feared selves and age was statistically 

significant and explained 2.4% of the variance in affect balance. Nevertheless, 

intrapersonal feared selves were not found to significantly predict affect balance. 

• Likewise, the model with intrapersonal balanced possible selves and age was 

statistically significant and explained 2.3% of the variance in affect balance. 

Intrapersonal balanced possible selves were also not found to significantly 

predict affect balance. 

Psychological Well-Being.  

• In contrast to earlier findings, intrapersonal balanced possible selves and age 

were not found to explain a significant proportion of variance in psychological 

well-being.  

Satisfaction with Life.  

• Contrary to earlier findings, intrapersonal expected selves and age were not 

found to explain a significant proportion of variance in satisfaction with life. 

• Likewise, intrapersonal balanced possible selves and age were not found to 

explain a significant proportion of variance in satisfaction with life. 

Broadly, findings from the post hoc analyses supported all the significant 

associations between possible selves in the health, intrapersonal and interpersonal 

domains for the frequency of positive and negative feelings experienced. Notably, all 

the well-being associations involving health possible selves remained significant. 

However, most of the significant associations involving intrapersonal possible selves 
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did not remain for the well-being variables of affect balance, psychological well-being 

and satisfaction with life. A plausible explanation for this finding could be that while no 

significant age differences were noted for affect balance, satisfaction with life, and 

psychological well-being scores, significant age differences were observed for 

intrapersonal expected, feared and balanced possible selves. Post hoc analyses indicated 

that intrapersonal possible selves were described less frequently as one progressed in 

age, with intrapersonal possible selves being described most frequently by emerging 

adults, followed by young adults and least frequently by middle-aged adults. This 

discrepancy could be attributed to the differential relationship between intrapersonal 

possible selves and the well-being variables for different developmental age groups.  

Supplementary analyses using split file analyses were conducted to investigate 

these relationships separately across the three age groups. Findings supported this 

postulation, with significant associations observed for satisfaction with life and 

psychological well-being. No significant findings emerged for affect balance, which 

could be due to the weak negative associations with affect balance as noted earlier, 

which was coincidentally the same for interpersonal feared selves, intrapersonal feared 

selves, and intrapersonal balanced possible selves at r = -.12. Significant and negative 

correlations were noted between satisfaction with life and intrapersonal expected selves, 

and between satisfaction with life and intrapersonal balanced selves for young adults. 

Likewise, a significant and negative correlation emerged between psychological well-

being and intrapersonal balanced selves for young adults. 

In contrast, no significant associations with satisfaction with life and 

psychological well-being were noted for intrapersonal expected and balanced selves for 

emerging and middle-aged adults. Thus, while intrapersonal possible selves were 

generally related to lower well-being across all the three age groups, this relationship 
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was significantly more pronounced in young adults. Nevertheless, further research is 

needed to investigate the nuances in the relationship between intrapersonal possible 

selves and well-being for young adults. Possible explanations for the age differences in 

domain-specific possible selves—particularly in the intrapersonal domain—and the 

well-being implications will be discussed in the forthcoming section. Taken together, 

these findings provide important insights supporting the theoretical perspective that 

possible selves exert their influence within domains (Markus & Ruvolo, 1989), in 

addition to exerting their influence via their configuration (e.g., number of expected, 

feared and balanced possible selves, and linked strategies).  
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Research Question 3: Are there gender differences in the number and 

domains of possible selves? 

Gender Differences in the Number of Possible Selves  

Results from the series of independent samples t-tests conducted revealed that 

men and women generated similar numbers of expected possible selves, feared possible 

selves, and balanced possible selves, as expected. One of the aims of the current study 

was to broaden the diversity of the population studied, considering that research on 

gender differences in the number of possible selves and the strategies generated had 

been primarily limited to the adolescent population. These findings contribute to the 

literature by comparing gender differences in adult possible selves with findings on 

adolescent possible selves. The lack of gender differences in the number of expected, 

feared and balanced possible selves generated corroborates findings from studies with 

adolescents (Aloise-Young et al., 2001).  

Findings of the present study noted a lack of significant gender differences in the 

number of strategies generated to attain expected possible selves or avoid feared 

possible selves. Indeed, while previous studies with adolescents have surfaced gender 

differences in the number of strategies generated by adolescents, with male adolescents 

generating fewer strategies than female adolescents (Oyserman et al., 2011; Zhu & Tse, 

2015), this finding was not observed in the current adult sample. A possible explanation 

for these discrepant findings across the adult and adolescent samples might be that 

adolescent studies were predominantly studied in the context of academic and 

delinquent possible selves (e.g., Oyserman et al., 2011), while the present study 

examined adult possible selves across diverse domains. Thus, the comparatively fewer 

strategies generated by adolescents in these studies may be specific to these domains.  

ATTENTION: The Singapore Copyright Act applies to the use of this document. Library and Information Services Centre, National Institute of Education.



 

 240 
 

Nevertheless, another study with adolescents on a wider range of possible selves 

domains revealed gender differences in the strategies generated, with girls generating 

more possible selves strategies than boys (Zhu & Tse, 2015). A possible explanation for 

this may be that the gender effect observed in the adolescent population is reflective of 

the developmental stage, with adolescent females being more likely to describe 

elaborate possible selves with strategies. This may be attributed to their tendency to 

engage in self-reflection (Johnson & Whisman, 2013), experience earlier brain 

maturation patterns (Lim et al., 2013), and be more future-oriented in their expectations 

than adolescent males (Honora, 2002).  

Gender Differences in the Content of Possible Selves  

Contrary to the study hypothesis that women should generate more 

interpersonally-themed possible selves while men should generate more career-themed 

possible selves, no evidence of this pattern was observed. However, results from the 

series of chi-square analyses indicated gender differences in other possible selves 

domains. While this finding may be suggestive of a potential shift in the perception of 

gender-normative roles, or what constitutes role-congruent behaviours (e.g., men 

assuming the role of the financial provider and women assuming the caregiver role for 

the family), this is unlikely to be an accurate reflection of the situation in the local 

context. Local research and reports on gender role perspectives highlight that women 

continue to shoulder most caregiving and household responsibilities, despite the shift 

from traditional single-earner households to dual-earner households (Shah, 2021; Tang, 

2016). What is apparent from these studies are the stressors from balancing the multiple 

roles assumed by women and navigating work-family conflict (Tang, 2016). Gender-

normative roles and a traditional stance on women being the carers of the family 

continue to be entrenched not only by Asian societies (Tang, 2016) but also by the 
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women who internalise role-congruent behaviours and who evaluate themselves 

according to these gender norms (Tang & Tang, 2001). As Wood and Eagly (2009) 

articulated, men and women who adhere to gender-normative roles or role-congruent 

behaviours tend to receive positive evaluations by others.   

Indeed, relating the finding on the lack of gender differences in the interpersonal 

and career domains with gender differences noted in the lifestyle domain—with women 

listing more lifestyle-related expected possible selves than men—it can be reasonably 

assumed that being able to care for and financially provide for the family, are as salient 

to women as they are to men. This priority is manifested in the frequency of expected 

selves listed in the lifestyle domain (e.g., finances, living situation, hobbies, having a 

balanced life) compared with men, with emerging themes of concerns over balancing 

work and family demands, and the desire to dedicate more time to self-care and 

hobbies. This was evident in the current study where mostly female participants 

reported expected and feared possible selves relating to work-life balance while still 

expecting to provide for their families financially (e.g., “I expect to have more work-life 

balance.”, “I expect to maintain a work-life balance while earning comfortably for my 

family and myself.” “Work-life balance and have time to do my own things such as 

hobbies.” “I expect to have more planned time for my own self-care.”). There was a 

prevailing sense of desiring a better work-life balance, specifically in carving out more 

time for their family while meeting work demands and, for some, carve out a successful 

professional career. It is, thus, not surprising that challenges in balancing conflicts 

arising from work and family were one of the sources of poor mental health for women 

in Singapore (Tang, 2016). 

Finally, the lack of gender differences in the interpersonal and career domains of 

possible selves could be accounted for, in part, by the temporal distance needed for 
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gender differences to emerge. This finding accords with Brown and Diekman’s (2010) 

study on gender differences in distal possible selves (i.e., 10 to 15 years) and near 

possible selves (i.e., one year), where gender differences were present in the content of 

distal possible selves but not present in near possible selves. In addition, gender 

differences were noted in the academic domain, with men mentioning more fears about 

academic-related feared possible selves than women. The salience of academic-related 

concerns is unsurprising considering that proportionately more men were students 

(57%) compared with women (40%) and is reflective of concerns over their 

undergraduate or postgraduate studies.  
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Research Question 4: Are there age differences in the number and domains 

of possible selves? 

Age Differences in the Number of Possible Selves  

In line with expectations, results from the series of one-way ANOVA indicated a 

lack of age differences in the numbers of expected, feared and balanced possible selves 

generated or in the number of strategies developed for expected or feared possible 

selves. This finding diverges from studies with older adult populations and adolescent 

populations (e.g., Cross & Markus, 1991; Dark-Freudeman & West, 2016; Hooker & 

Kaus, 1994). Generally, in studies examining age differences in possible selves, older 

adults tend to describe fewer expected and feared possible selves than middle-aged or 

young adults because they are at a stage where some possible selves may have to be 

abandoned (Markus & Herzog, 1991) due to fewer opportunities, changing 

circumstances and salient health concerns. Some possible selves researchers conjectured 

that it might be the adaptive process of whittling down from a diverse range of 

domains—and the possible selves within these domains—to selected domains that 

optimises the efforts to attain or avoid the possible selves in these domains (Freund & 

Baltes, 2000). 

A possible explanation may be that the finding could be an artefact of the age 

composition of the sample, given that the study sample comprised emerging, young, 

and middle-aged adults. Age differences might be more marked if older adults were 

included in the study sample, given that older adults may be restrained by declining 

health and resources and may have to discard unattainable possible selves as a means to 

focus on attainable possible selves (Cross & Markus, 1991; Hooker, 1992; Markus & 

Herzog, 1991; Smith, 2001; Smith & Freund, 2002). Another possible explanation for 

the lack of age differences in the number of possible selves generated might be that 
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when participants were asked to provide at least three expected and three feared 

possible selves, the majority of the participants did so. While some participants 

described more (or less) than three possible selves, they were in the minority.  

However, there are too few empirical investigations into age differences in the 

configuration of possible selves across developmental age groups (e.g., Cross & 

Markus, 1991; Dark-Freudeman & West, 2016; Hooker & Kaus, 1994), which are 

related to this new finding. Studies examining age differences in possible selves have 

generally focused on examining age differences within developmental age groups. That 

is, comparing differences between younger adolescents and older adolescents (Zhu & 

Tse, 2015) or comparing differences between younger older adults and older adults 

(Frazier et al., 2002; Smith & Freund, 2002). Findings from these studies have 

highlighted age cohort differences in the number and domains of possible selves. Smith 

and Freund’s (2002) study with older adults, for instance, noted that while younger 

older adults (age range: 70–79 years) listed more hoped-for selves than older adults (age 

range: 80–100+ years), the number of feared possible selves listed did not differ across 

groups. 

Apart from a few studies examining age differences in possible selves across 

developmental age groups (e.g., Cross & Markus, 1991; Dark-Freudeman & West, 

2016; Hooker & Kaus, 1994), there is a general lack of research in this area. Thus far, 

the evidence from these studies has similarly documented differences in the number and 

domains of possible selves generated by different age groups (Cross & Markus, 1991; 

Dark-Freudeman & West, 2016; Hooker & Kaus, 1994). Cross and Markus’s (1991) 

seminal study documented that fewer hoped-for and feared possible selves were listed 

as age increased. Similarly, Dark-Freudeman and West (2016) noted that older adults 

described fewer hoped-for and feared possible selves than younger adults. While Cross 
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and Markus had examined a significant and negative correlation between age—as a 

continuous variable—and the number of hoped-for possible selves and feared possible 

selves, respectively, they did not indicate whether there were differences between 

specific age groups. Likewise, comparisons cannot be drawn from Dark-Freudeman and 

West’s (2016) study findings as they did not include middle-aged adults. Nevertheless, 

in ascertaining whether the finding that fewer expected and feared possible selves hold 

for the present study, supplementary correlational analyses indicated that this pattern 

was not observed in the present study.  

As both studies did not include balanced possible selves in their analyses, we 

turn to studies investigating age differences within developmental age groups. In Frazier 

et al.’s (2000) longitudinal study with older adults, balanced possible selves were listed 

more frequently in physical and family domains as age progresses. Frazier and 

colleagues further distinguished between physical and health domains, with the former 

relating to physical disabilities and the latter relating to maintaining one’s health and 

specific illnesses. We conducted supplementary correlational analyses—with age as a 

continuous variable—to ascertain whether similar age differences were observed in the 

current study. Findings revealed that the number of balanced possible selves described 

significantly diminished as age progressed, with further domain-specific analyses 

indicating that this age-related pattern was only observed for intrapersonal balanced 

possible selves. 

In sum, age differences were noted in the overall number of balanced possible 

selves when using age as a continuous variable, with age differences emerging at the 

domain level; specifically, a decline in intrapersonal balanced possible selves described 

as age progresses. This corresponds to the finding that emerging adults described 

intrapersonal balanced possible selves more frequently than young and middle-aged 
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adults. Thus, in addition to examining a general trend in the number of balanced 

possible selves described with age, it may be worthwhile to illuminate the specific 

domains reflecting these age-related differences. Elucidating the dynamic nature of the 

configuration and content of possible selves will help us better understand the concerns 

salient to different age groups and how these may relate to the maintenance of well-

being across adulthood. 

Age Differences in the Content of Possible Selves  

Results from the series of chi-square analyses supported age differences in the 

frequency of domain-specific expected, feared and balanced possible selves. However, 

while some domain-specific age differences reflected the developmental trajectory of 

their cohort, other domain-specific age differences were unanticipated. For comparison 

purposes, in the overall sample, the most frequently reported expected possible selves 

were about health (23.7%), lifestyle (20.3%), and career (17.9%), while the most 

frequently reported feared possible selves pertain to intrapersonal (29.0%), health 

(26.7%), and interpersonal (16.8%) concerns. The most frequently reported balanced 

possible selves were about health (39.7%), intrapersonal (20.6%) and career (13.2%). 

Age-related differences were noted in the academic and extracurricular domains, with 

emerging adults frequently mentioning academic feared possible selves, and 

extracurricular feared and balanced possible selves. This is unsurprising considering 

that most emerging adults in the sample are currently studying and are exposed to 

increased opportunities for participation in clubs and societies over the course of their 

study.   

Age Differences in Career Possible Selves  
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Surprisingly, the results of this study noted significant age differences in the 

career and intrapersonal domains. While emerging adults described more intrapersonal 

expected, feared and balanced possible selves, young and middle-aged adults described 

more career expected and feared possible selves. This finding suggests that for 

emerging adults, their predominant concern for their envisioned future selves relates to 

expectations and concerns in developing their intrapersonal qualities. Whereas for 

young and middle-aged adults, their primary concern for their envisioned future selves 

pertained to career expectations and concerns. These observations are likely to be a 

reflection of the developmental concerns characteristic of their cohort as most of the 

emerging adults are studying, so career concerns may not be as salient compared to 

younger and middle-aged adults.  

These results resonate with findings from local and global studies highlighting 

work-related concerns expressed by working adults (Cigna, 2019; Willis Towers 

Watson, 2018) and concerns over employment uncertainty reported by middle-aged 

adults (Cigna, 2019). As detailed by Erikson’s (1968) psychosocial theory of 

development, middle-aged adults prioritise their careers and families as they resolve the 

psychosocial crisis of generativity versus stagnation. For young adults, their 

developmental focus should be on establishing close and significant relationships with 

others as they resolve the psychosocial crisis of intimacy versus isolation. Nevertheless, 

interpersonal concerns were similarly salient to young adults and emerging adults, with 

about 40% of young adults and close to 50% of emerging adults describing 

interpersonal expectations and fears.  

With the prominence of career possible selves for middle-aged and young 

adults, we conducted supplementary correlational analyses to examine how the frequent 

mention of career possible selves relates to well-being. Findings indicated a significant 
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and positive correlation between career expected possible selves and the frequency of 

positive feelings experienced and psychological well-being, respectively, for middle-

aged adults. No significant associations were noted for young or emerging adults.  

Age Differences in Intrapersonal Possible Selves  

The prominence of intrapersonal concerns as reflected in the expected, feared, 

and balanced possible selves envisioned by emerging adults lends credence to Arnett’s 

(2004) theory of emerging adulthood. Arnett’s conceptualisation of emerging adulthood 

describes this developmental stage as embodying the defining characteristics of 

heightened identity exploration, intense self-focus, and an unwavering belief that many 

envisioned future possibilities are possible. In particular, the prominence of 

intrapersonal concerns for emerging adults may be attributable in part to their continued 

exploration of identity issues (Arnett, 2000; Marcia, 2002). Identity development 

theorists have recognised that issues of identity continue beyond adolescence, with 

Marcia (2002) stating that identity issues are revisited as one resolves psychosocial 

crises at each subsequent developmental stage.  

Emerging adulthood theorists contend that the areas for identity exploration 

pertain primarily to career, romantic relationships, and worldviews (Arnett, 2000). It 

may be possible that emerging adults describe career concerns less frequently because 

these vocational aspirations and fears are explored over the course of charting their 

educational trajectories. This contrasts with young and middle-aged adults who may 

have resolved their identity issues and can move on to addressing other developmental 

challenges and demands in other spheres such as career and family. As emerging adults 

may view their roles in work and relationships as less enduring than young and middle-

aged adults with established work and relationship commitments, they may perceive 

that they still have time to explore a range of possibilities.  
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The salience of intrapersonal concerns to emerging adults may be attributable in 

part to the greater degree of freedom from roles and responsibilities, given that they are 

less restrained by their parents or teachers (Arnett, 2007). The relative independence 

from not having assumed more enduring roles and responsibilities in work and 

relationships accords them with a rare, albeit unstructured, period to focus on 

themselves (Arnett, 2007). This is cast against the backdrop that they recognise the 

ephemeral nature of this period in exploring diverse identities and roles. Arnett (1997, 

1998) stated that the concerns of emerging adults do not pertain to career, marriage or 

parenthood but rather to individualistic concerns. Specifically, the development of 

intrapersonal qualities and gaining financial independence.  

These individualistic concerns are reflected in surveys with nationally 

representative samples of Singaporean youths, defined as persons between the ages of 

15 and 34 years by the National Youth Council. Gaining financial independence was 

embodied in the form of having a place of their own (70%) and earning more money 

(46%) in the NYS 2016 (National Youth Council, 2018). These priorities espouse 

Arnett’s (1998) notion of emerging adults’ desire to become self-sufficient and 

independent individuals. In the present study, these concerns manifest in the domain of 

intrapersonal possible selves, particularly in developing desired intrapersonal qualities 

as a conduit to achieving independence. This notion of being prepared for adulting is 

articulated in some of the participants’ expectations: “Better prepared in ‘adulting’.”–

Male, 24 years old; “Be more mature and act more like an adult.”–Female, 24 years old. 

With the prominence of intrapersonal possible selves for emerging adults, 

supplementary correlational analyses were conducted to examine age-related 

differences in how intrapersonal possible selves relate to well-being. Incipient evidence 

indicates that having more intrapersonal possible selves is associated with poorer well-
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being (Yang & Noels, 2013) and life satisfaction (Cross & Markus, 1991). Findings 

from the present study revealed a significant and negative association between 

intrapersonal possible selves and well-being for young adults. Specifically, 

intrapersonal expected possible selves were significantly and negatively correlated with 

satisfaction with life and psychological well-being, respectively, while intrapersonal 

feared possible selves were significantly and negatively correlated with psychological 

well-being for young adults. Intrapersonal balanced possible selves were also 

significantly and negatively correlated with satisfaction with life and psychological 

well-being, respectively, for young adults. Surprisingly, no significant associations were 

noted for emerging or middle-aged adults. A possible explanation for this could be that 

while intrapersonal possible selves were frequently mentioned by emerging adults, there 

could be a lack of variability within the group. In contrast, the larger variability for 

young adults may have surfaced the significant links with well-being. 

This suggests that while intrapersonal possible selves are salient for emerging 

adults, these expectations and concerns may not be contributing significantly to their 

well-being. It may be that emerging adults are cognizant of the cultural norms and 

expectations that they have this dedicated time-out period or moratorium (Marcia & 

Josselson, 2013) to continue their extended identity and role exploration. Arnett (2007) 

argued that most emerging adults adapt to the normative challenges of their 

developmental age group and experience higher levels of well-being. Indeed, Arnett’s 

assertion is partially supported by findings from this study. Apart from experiencing 

more frequent negative feelings, findings indicated that emerging adults do not differ 

from young and middle-aged adults in other measures of well-being.   

Conversely, for some young adults, it may be possible that there is a sense that 

time is running out and that they are falling behind their peers who have moved on to 
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other spheres in their life, such as establishing a career or settling down in a committed 

relationship. This finding accords with previous studies noting a negative association 

between intrapersonal possible selves and well-being (e.g., Cross & Markus, 1991; 

Yang & Noels, 2013), which some possible selves researchers have attributed to a 

preoccupation with aspects of themselves that they wish to change (Cross & Markus, 

1991). 

Age Differences in Health Possible Selves  

In line with expectations, health concerns were prominent across all age groups, 

with no age differences noted in the frequency of expected, feared and balanced 

possible selves described in this domain. This concords with recent observations on the 

salience of health possible selves across age groups (Dark-Freudeman & West, 2016) 

and diverges from earlier observations that the frequency of describing health possible 

selves increases with age (e.g., Hooker & Kaus, 1994). The present study findings lend 

empirical support to Dark-Freudeman and West’s assertion that the salience of health 

possible selves may be attributed to the heightened focus on health promotion and 

prevention, and corresponding efforts in implementing broad-based and bespoke health 

initiatives in recent years. Furthermore, the intensification of health promotion efforts is 

likely accelerated by the digital transformation in the health sector with the adoption of 

health technologies by the government and the healthcare sector.  

Age Differences in Lifestyle Possible Selves  

Contrary to expectations, age differences did not emerge in the number of 

lifestyle possible selves mentioned. This finding conflicts with Cross and Markus’s 

(1991) seminal study on age differences in the content of possible selves, which noted 

that middle-aged adults tend to generate more possible selves in the lifestyle/material 
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domain. Across the entire sample, lifestyle expected possible selves were frequently 

described, indicating the salience of lifestyle concerns across the age groups. This 

resonated with the prominence of financial issues reported by adults of different ages, 

albeit in different forms. Findings from national surveys highlighted the material-related 

aspirations of Singaporean youths (emerging and young adults) in the NYS 2016, with 

material-related concerns emerging as prioritised life goals (National Youth Council, 

2018). Emerging and young adults expressed concerns over earning more money in 

their current or future jobs, while concerns over increasing financial burdens in 

supporting their children and parents took centre stage for middle-aged adults (National 

Youth Council, 2018; Cigna, 2019). Financial worries also emerged as a prominent 

concern, with adults expressing a lack of confidence in their financial preparedness for 

retirement (Cigna, 2019). 

Supplementary correlational analyses were conducted to examine age-related 

differences in how lifestyle possible selves related to well-being. Findings revealed a 

significant and positive association between lifestyle feared possible selves and 

psychological well-being for middle-aged adults. However, no significant associations 

were noted for the other age groups. This suggests that while lifestyle-related possible 

selves are salient across ages, their relationship to well-being manifest differently across 

age groups. A possible explanation for this may be that most middle-aged adults enjoy a 

greater degree of autonomy and control in their lives while bearing greater 

responsibilities compared to their young adulthood years. They are continually in a 

balancing act to fulfil the multiple roles and responsibilities at work and home. Salient 

concerns for this developmental age group pertain to their caregiving roles and financial 

responsibilities for their parents and children (Ang, 2015; Cigna, 2019).  
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From the possible selves perspective, middle-aged adults’ lifestyle feared 

possible selves might function as a motivational influence for them to invest more effort 

and resources to avoid these fears as a means to continue providing financially for their 

dependents. Furthermore, middle-aged adults have the advantage of drawing from their 

developed sense of identity (Lachman & Betrand, 2001), greater sense of control, and 

repertoire of effective coping strategies to mitigate these challenges (Aldwin & 

Levenson, 2001). Some evidence for this may be gleaned from related findings in this 

study, with middle-aged adults reporting higher levels of general self-efficacy and 

problem-focused engagement coping than emerging adults, as well as higher optimism 

levels than younger and emerging adults. Moreover, being more cognizant of their 

feared selves and conceived strategies to avoid them may imbue a greater sense of well-

being. Thus, most middle-aged adults may experience these envisioned fears not as 

insurmountable difficulties but rather as negotiable challenges. 

In addition, the content of lifestyle FPS also differed between emerging and 

young adults versus middle-aged adults. The majority of young adults’ lifestyle feared 

selves related to financial insecurity (e.g., “being overly stressed about money”, 

“earning less”, “having no savings”, “not being able to pay off my debt incurred last 

year”) and financial spending habits (e.g., “overspending”, “spending money 

unnecessarily”, “taking Grab too often”). In contrast, middle-aged adults’ lifestyle 

feared selves related to hobbies and leisure activities, with most of them expressing 

concerns over spending too much time on the phone, internet, or playing games. Only 

two middle-aged participants described financial-related concerns (“I want to avoid 

being in debt”, “I want to avoid shopping unnecessarily”). Thus, a plausible explanation 

could be that concerns over wanting to utilise one’s leisure time in a more fulfilling 
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manner may reflect that middle-aged adults had less pressing financial concerns but 

would like to be in more control of their leisure activities. 

Age Differences in Interpersonal Possible Selves  

Interpersonal concerns were frequently mentioned across all age groups, with no 

age differences noted in the frequency of expected, feared and balanced possible selves 

in this domain, as expected. Supplementary correlational analyses were conducted to 

examine age-related differences, with findings indicating a positive association between 

interpersonal possible selves and well-being for young and middle-aged adults, and an 

inverse association between interpersonal possible selves and well-being for emerging 

adults. For young adults, interpersonal expected possible selves were significantly and 

positively correlated with greater satisfaction with life and psychological well-being, 

respectively, while interpersonal feared possible selves were significantly and positively 

correlated with more frequent positive feelings experienced. For middle-aged adults, 

interpersonal feared possible selves were significantly and positively correlated with 

more frequent positive feelings experienced and greater affect balance, respectively. 

Conversely, for emerging adults, interpersonal feared possible selves were significantly 

and positively associated with more frequent negative feelings experienced. 

These findings suggest that interpersonal possible selves relate to greater well-

being for young and middle-aged adults. A possible explanation for this may be that 

young adults and middle-aged adults are likely to be in committed and stable romantic 

relationships, with some having entered marriage and parenthood. Compared with 

emerging adults, young and middle-aged adults are likely to have gained more 

experience and confidence in navigating interpersonal issues with their romantic 

partners, family members, and colleagues. This finding aligns with Erikson’s 

developmental stage of young adulthood, where young adults are focused on resolving 
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the psychosocial crisis of intimacy versus isolation. It may be possible that the positive 

association with well-being is reflective of the successful resolution of this psychosocial 

stage, with most young adults associating interpersonal expectations and fears with 

positive well-being. In articulating their interpersonal expectations and fears, they may 

gain greater clarity into their life’s priorities and recalibrate their energy and resources 

to meet their interpersonal needs. These concerns are captured in some of the 

participants’ interpersonal feared possible selves (e.g., “I want to avoid being a parent 

who is preoccupied with work and not present for my child.”–Female, 30 years old; 

“Being a mother who is always yelling or losing her temper.”–Female, 32 years old; “I 

want to avoid not having time for my husband.”–Female, 31 years old; “Being too busy 

for my family.”–Male, 26 years old). 

While middle-aged adults bear heavier work and familial responsibilities, they 

are likely to be at their peak in career and financial capability (Lachman, 2004). This 

greater sense of control and autonomy may translate to improved interpersonal 

functioning arising from increased confidence in managing relationship roles and 

responsibilities. This notion is reflected in the present study findings, with middle-aged 

adults demonstrating higher levels of general self-efficacy than emerging adults and 

deploying more problem-focused engagement coping than young and emerging adults. 

This finding resonates with Butkovic and colleagues’ (2020) observation that while 

middle-aged adults have a lower need for relatedness than emerging adults, their need 

for relatedness was positively associated with life satisfaction. Moreover, articulating 

their interpersonal feared possible selves may function as a guide to better realign their 

resources with relational priorities (e.g., “I want to avoid spending less quality time with 

family.”–Female, 44 years old; “Throwing temper at my kids.”–Female, 45 years old). 
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Given that emerging adults are still exploring their identity and potential career 

and relationship roles, it is unsurprising to find that their interpersonal fears relate to 

poorer well-being (Arnett, 2007). In tandem with their intense identity explorations, 

emerging adults’ romantic relationships may be similarly characterised by greater 

uncertainty and less commitment as they work on resolving more pressing intrapersonal 

issues. On a levitous note, the transient and ambiguous nature of romantic relationships 

in emerging adulthood has been caricatured in popular culture in the form of the social 

media relationship status, “It’s complicated.” 

In addition to romantic relationships, emerging adults may experience friction 

with their parents as they assert their need for independence and autonomy. Hendry and 

Kloep’s (2010) qualitative study, for instance, documented tensions arising from 

conflicts between emerging adults’ desire for autonomy and parental ambivalence in 

encouraging their children’s independence, including differing parental views on their 

transitional path to adulthood. Emerging adults face a conundrum, in that not following 

parental advice and an over-reliance on parental advice were similarly regarded as a 

reflection of their lack of maturity and justification for continued parental involvement 

(Hendry & Kloep, 2010). Studies have demonstrated that parents’ reluctance to 

encourage their children’s independence engenders lower levels of autonomy in 

emerging adults (Seiffge-Krenke, 2006), which may have inadvertently fostered a 

disinclination towards assuming adult responsibilities (Arnett, 2004). This is best 

encapsulated by Hendry and Kloep’s (2010) assertion that, “The ambivalence of parents 

seems to be matched by the ambivalence of emerging adults themselves.” (p. 830). The 

tension between desiring greater autonomy whilst still being dependent on their parents 

is reflected in some of the participants’ feared interpersonal selves, with parental or 

familial conflicts being mentioned more frequently by emerging adults (e.g., “Conflicts 
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with my parents.”–Female, 25 years old; “I want to avoid quarrelling with my family.”–

Female, 23 years old; “I want to avoid being angsty around my family.”–Female, 21 

years old; “Being rude to my family.”–Female, 22 years old; “I want to avoid being 

distant with my family.”–Female, 21 years old). 

Nearly all age-related differences in the frequency of domain-specific possible 

selves mentioned were from emerging adults. Notably, the intrapersonal domain was the 

most frequently mentioned domain out of the seven possible selves domains by 

emerging adults. Taken together, these findings lend further empirical support to 

Arnett’s assertion that emerging adults is a distinct developmental group. Results from 

the present study update the literature on age differences in domain-specific possible 

selves, and underscore the salience of health and lifestyle concerns across all age 

groups. In the section that follows, we will discuss gender and age differences in well-

being and personal strengths.   
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Research Question 5: Are there gender differences in personal strengths 

and well-being?  

Gender Differences in Well-Being  

Results from the series of independent samples t-tests did not detect gender 

differences in the three components of subjective well-being (life satisfaction, positive 

affect and absence of negative affect) and psychological well-being, as expected. This 

finding aligns with the lack of gender differences in positive affect as documented in 

large-scale studies such as Zuckerman et al.’s (2017) study with an internationally 

representative sample from over 150 countries. Nonetheless, the same global study 

documented gender differences in negative affect, with women reporting higher levels 

of negative affect than men, an observation that was not observed in the present study.  

Notably, the lack of gender differences in life satisfaction reflects the 

incongruent findings on life satisfaction across several large-scale studies and meta-

analyses, with some studies indicating that men have lower life satisfaction than women 

(Wood et al., 1989), and other studies indicating that men have higher life satisfaction 

than women (Pinquart & Sörensen, 2001), though with small effect sizes 

(Cohen’s ds ranging from 0.03 to 0.08; Batz-Barbarich et al., 2018; Pinquart & 

Sörensen, 2001). For instance, findings from Batz-Barbarich et al.’s (2018) meta-

analytic study documented a lack of gender differences in life satisfaction. The study 

used four methods to detect publication bias, and only the trim-and-fill method 

(Borenstein et al., 2009) revealed the presence of publication bias. After adjustment, 

gender differences were revealed, with men having higher life satisfaction than women. 

Batz-Barbarich and colleagues concluded that the effect size for gender differences is 

near negligible (d = 0.03) and cautioned that the other three methods had failed to detect 
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the presence of publication bias, maintaining that there are no gender differences in life 

satisfaction.  

Gender Differences in Personal Strengths  

Gender Differences in General Self-Efficacy 

Results from the present study indicated a lack of gender differences in general 

self-efficacy, as hypothesised. In the literature on general self-efficacy, studies have 

documented either similar levels of general self-efficacy across gender (Tong & Song, 

2004) or that men reported slightly higher general self-efficacy than women (Löve et 

al., 2012; Scholz et al., 2002; Wang et al., 2019).  

Gender Differences in Coping 

Findings from the present study revealed significant gender differences in 

coping for the first-tier subscale, engagement coping, and the second-tier subscale, 

emotion-focused engagement, with women tending to utilise more emotion-focused 

engagement and overall engagement coping than men. This finding partially supported 

the hypothesis that women tend to deploy more emotion-focused coping strategies 

while men tend to deploy more problem-focused coping strategies.   

In particular, the coping strategies endorsed by women reflected an engagement 

coping style in modifying the stressful situation or their emotional responses to the 

stressor. Some of these engagement coping strategies include active confronting, 

seeking social support and advice, positive appraisal, and expressing emotions. This is 

contrasted with disengagement coping, which involves avoiding stressors and the 

emotional responses to stressors. Extensive literature has documented that people who 

use more engagement coping tend to be more effective in managing stressors, have a 
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greater sense of control, and are less vulnerable to the negative emotional responses 

from the stressors (Fortes-Ferreira et al., 2006). 

These analyses suggest gender differences in coping, which accords with the 

wider literature on stress and coping (e.g., Matud, 2004; Tamres et al., 2002). In 

particular, this finding aligns with meta-analytic findings demonstrating that women 

tend to engage in more coping strategies than men, with the strongest effects observed 

for emotional coping strategies, specifically, seeking emotional support to cope with a 

range of stressors, ruminating and engaging in positive self-talk (Tamres et al., 2002). 

However, further analyses revealed that stress appraisal might moderate this 

relationship, with women using more coping strategies when they perceive greater 

threat or experience considerable distress from the stressors. Nevertheless, results from 

the present study corroborate Tamres et al.’s (2002) finding that contrary to the older 

coping literature (e.g., Stone & Neale, 1984), men did not report using more problem-

focused coping than women.  

Gender Differences in Learned Optimism 

While no gender differences were noted in the overall learned optimism scores, 

significant gender differences were observed in the learned optimism subscales. 

Significant gender differences were noted in the dimension of personalisation, with men 

tending to explain bad events less optimistically than women. Nevertheless, the mean 

scores for women and men in explaining bad events on the personalisation dimension 

were 5.04 and 5.51, respectively, reflecting low self-esteem. That is, both men and 

women in the study tended to attribute internal factors for negative events, with men 

being more likely to espouse this less optimistic explanatory style than women. 

Conversely, women were less optimistic than men in explaining good events and tend to 

attribute external reasons for good events. However, the mean scores for men and 
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women in explaining good events on the personalisation dimension were 3.08 and 2.36, 

respectively, denoting a moderate to high level of pessimism. Seligman (2006) asserted 

that a tendency towards self-blame for adverse events might engender lower self-

esteem, while a tendency to blame external circumstances for bad events safeguards 

one’s self-esteem. These findings contribute to the literature on gender differences in 

optimism by adopting a granular examination of gender differences along the 

dimensions of explanatory style.  

Given the limited studies examining self-blame attributions in healthy adult 

populations, we will review studies involving clinical populations. Studies on affective 

disorders have documented associations among a global tendency towards self-blame, 

depressed moods, and greater distress (Zahn et al., 2015). As Janoff-Bulman (1979) 

conceptualised, there are two types of self-blame. Behavioural self-blame is an adaptive 

response that focuses on one’s behaviours, while characterological self-blame is a 

maladaptive response that focuses on one’s character. Studies suggest that 

characterological self-blame was associated with greater psychological distress and 

heart disease symptoms in the long term (Harry et al., 2015). In a recent systematic 

review of 15 articles on self-blame attributions of adult patients, both types of self-

blame were positively associated with distress, anxiety, and depression (Jannati et al., 

2020). 

While the present study did not examine self-blame attributions —whether the 

internalisation of the blame focuses on one’s character or behaviours—these findings 

provide a starting point to illuminate self-blame attributions from the explanatory style 

perspective. For example, it may be possible that someone with a tendency to self-

blame for negative events, and attribute permanent and universal causes to these events 

may exhibit characterological self-blame as characterised by Janoff-Bulman. While 
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these findings offer insights into the gender differences in explanatory style by 

demonstrating men’s tendency to blame themselves for bad events and attribute external 

reasons for good events, further research is needed to clarify associations between the 

dimensions in explanatory style and self-blame attributions. 

Overall, these findings reflect nuanced gender differences in optimism, albeit in 

the explanatory style dimensions, with men adopting a relatively optimistic explanatory 

style in explaining good events (i.e., attribute internal causes for good events) and 

women having a relatively optimistic explanatory style in explaining bad events (i.e., 

attribute external reasons for bad events). It needs to be emphasised that these gender 

differences are relative, given that the mean scores for men and women fall within the 

low optimism range for this dimension. Nevertheless, these findings underscore the 

complexity of gender differences in optimism and accord with the literature 

documenting incongruent gender differences. Most studies have demonstrated a gender 

gap in optimism, with men being slightly more optimistic than women (Bjuggren & 

Elert, 2019; Fosnaugh et al., 2009; Glaesmer et al., 2012), although the gender 

differences detected were marginal. The reverse was documented in other studies where 

women were more optimistic than men (Hinz et al., 2017; Yue et al., 2017). This 

discrepancy in findings may be due in part to the measures used, that is, whether they 

were assessing dispositional or state optimism. 

While measures of dispositional and state measures have been deployed in 

studies examining gender differences, measures assessing dispositional optimism tend 

to be more commonly used. In particular, the Revised Life Orientation Test (Scheier & 

Carver, 1992) emerged as the predominant measure of dispositional optimism. This is 

due in large part to its brevity and strong psychometric properties—including those of 

its adapted versions across different cultures—as well documented over the past 3 
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decades. In contrast, measures assessing attributional style tend to be less commonly 

deployed owing to their length and open-ended structure, such as the Attributional Style 

Questionnaire (ASQ; Peterson et al., 1982).  

Given that the ASQ is more commonly used in studies examining explanatory 

styles, it would be useful to discuss how the LOT compares to the ASQ in the following 

paragraphs. Both the ASQ and the Learned Optimism Test (LOT) measure explanatory 

styles according to Seligman’s (1998) theorised dimensions of permanence (stable 

versus unstable), pervasiveness (global versus specific) and personalisation (internal 

versus external). The ASQ presents participants with 12 hypothetical events, of which 

half the events would have positive outcomes and the remaining half would have 

negative outcomes. Then, participants are asked to provide causal explanations for these 

events and rate them using a 7-point Likert scale on the dimensions assessing the degree 

the causes are regarded as internal (versus external), stable (versus unstable), and global 

(versus specific).  

However, studies using the ASQ tend to involve university samples and hospital 

patients, given that close supervision is necessary to complete the measure satisfactorily 

(Dykema et al., 1996). Comparatively, fewer studies have used the ASQ with general 

populations. In addition, whilst the ASQ has been used to assess attributional styles, 

studies have noted poor internal consistencies for the ASQ dimensions (Tennen & 

Herzberger, 1986; Peterson & Villanova, 1988). In response, Peterson and Villanova 

(1988) developed a new measure, the Expanded Attributional Style Questionnaire, 

which included 24 hypothetical bad events, an increase from the initial six bad events in 

the ASQ. However, while the reliabilities of the three dimensions have improved—

rendering the Expanded Attributional Style Questionnaire a better measure—this is at 

the cost of a lengthier questionnaire and greater response burden. 
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The LOT presents participants with 48 hypothetical events where they choose 

one of the two responses they are likelier to have. Each of these responses falls under 

one of the three dimensions of learned optimism: permanence, pervasiveness and 

personalisation. In addition to assessing the three dimensions of explanatory styles for 

positive events and negative events and an overall optimism score, the LOT also yields 

an overall hope score. It is a relatively newer instrument designed to assess optimism 

with a lower respondent burden. The LOT is relatively easier to complete with a lower 

response burden. Participants need not generate their own responses and rate the latter 

according to the three dimensions, unlike the ASQ. This may also accord the LOT 

greater accuracy in assessing the dimensions of their chosen responses.   

Nevertheless, the use of dispositional optimism measures in studies examining 

optimism-based interventions may seem out of step with the advancement in theory and 

research on optimistic attributional style as a predictor of well-being (Cheng & 

Furnham, 2001; Gordeeva & Osin, 2011) and suitability in assessing changes in 

optimism levels from optimism interventions (Malouff & Schutte, 2017). Researchers 

have increasingly recognised that measures assessing dispositional optimism may not 

accurately reflect changes in optimism levels from optimism interventions such as the 

best possible self intervention (Malouff & Schutte, 2017). Indeed, larger effect sizes 

were detected for intervention studies using expectancy measures (e.g., comparative 

optimism measures where participants were asked whether they are likely to encounter 

a hypothetical situation) than trait measures. Future studies examining relationships 

between possible selves and optimism may consider using measures assessing 

optimistic attributional style. 
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Research Question 6: Are there age differences in personal strengths and 

well-being? 

Age Differences in Well-Being  

With the exception of the frequency of negative feelings experienced—with 

emerging adults experiencing negative feelings more frequently than young adults—no 

age differences were observed in the other well-being measures. In addition, results 

from the series of one-way ANOVA conducted detected no significant differences 

between emerging and middle-aged adults, or between young and middle-aged adults. 

This finding aligns with research documenting the stability of life satisfaction 

throughout much of adulthood, with declines observed for older adults in their 70s and 

beyond (Baird et al., 2010; Butkovic et al., 2020; Diener & Suh, 1997; Hansen & 

Slagsvold, 2012).  

Nevertheless, research has illuminated the complexity of the relationship 

between age and well-being, with some studies yielding contradictory findings on the 

relationship between age and well-being. In particular, some studies noted an inverse 

relationship between age and subjective well-being as measured by life satisfaction and 

positive feelings (Freund & Baltes, 1998), while others have demonstrated a negative 

association between age and well-being in older adults in their 60s (Chen, 2001).  

In underlining the intricate links between age and well-being, other studies have 

observed a non-linear pattern in the age–well-being relationship. Blanchflower and 

Oswald (2008), for instance, have documented a U-shaped pattern of well-being, with 

middle-aged adults experiencing steep declines in life satisfaction before improving 

towards older adulthood. However, Mroczek and Spiro’s (2005) longitudinal study with 

middle-aged and older men documented an increase in well-being throughout middle 
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adulthood with declines in life satisfaction experienced around the start of older 

adulthood. These contradictory findings may be reflective of the contextual factors—

including cultural influences—involved in how well-being changes across age (Baird et 

al., 2010), which would need to be explored in future research.   

This finding lends empirical support to Arnett’s conceptualisation of emerging 

adults as a distinct development age group from young adults and contributes to the 

literature on age differences in adult well-being. Studies on the well-being of emerging 

adults demonstrated improving overall mental health and well-being for emerging 

adults (Schulenberg & Zarrett, 2006). Nevertheless, the extensive literature on well-

being has primarily focused on age differences amongst young, middle-aged and older 

adults (e.g., Prenda & Lachman, 2001) as well as within older adult cohorts (e.g., Chen, 

2001), with little attention accorded to adult developmental age differences in well-

being between emerging adults and young adults. For instance, Prenda and Lachman’s 

(2001) finding on the positive association between age and well-being excluded 

emerging adults. On the other hand, Butkovi et al.’s study (2020) included emerging 

adults comprising university students in their 20s and middle-aged adults in their 40s 

but excluded young adults. 

Butkovi et al.’s recent study (2020) demonstrated similar life satisfaction levels 

between emerging adults and middle-aged adults and detected no evidence supporting 

declining life satisfaction for middle-aged adults. Nevertheless, some divergence 

surfaced with studies documenting higher psychological well-being in emerging adults 

compared with middle-aged adults (Butkovic et al., 2020). Butkovic and colleagues 

observed that emerging adults—comprising a sample of university students—reported 

higher psychological well-being as measured by the Basic Psychological Needs Scale 

(BPNS; Ryan & Deci, 2000), specifically in the needs for autonomy and relatedness 
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than middle-aged adults. The authors surmised that these psychological needs are better 

fulfilled in the sample of university students who may enjoy relatively more freedom in 

charting their life’s directions and have more opportunities to establish close friendships 

and relationships with new groups of people. 

A possible explanation for the higher frequency of negative feelings experienced 

by emerging adults in the present study may be related to their extensive social media 

use and patterns of interactions on these platforms. According to the NYS 2016, 42% of 

Singaporean youths (between 15 and 34 years old) reported spending ten or more hours 

a week on online activities, an increase from 35% in 2013, with most of the youths 

(90%) accessing social networking sites (National Youth Council, 2018). While meta-

analytical studies have documented negative associations between excessive social 

media use and mental health and well-being outcomes (Huang, 2020; Marino et al., 

2018), future studies exploring how social media use relates to well-being for emerging 

and young adults, will need to be undertaken. 

Age Differences in Personal Strengths 

Age Differences in General Self-Efficacy 

Contrary to the study hypothesis, age differences were observed in general self-

efficacy, with middle-aged adults reporting higher levels of general self-efficacy than 

emerging adults. No significant age differences were noted between middle-aged adults 

and young adults or between young adults and emerging adults. This finding diverges 

from theoretical and empirical findings that general self-efficacy is not age-dependent 

(Scholz et al., 2002; Schwarzer et al., 1997). Scholz et al.’s (2002) large-scale, multi-

cultural study involving 13,098 participants detected a negligible correlation between 

general self-efficacy and age (r  = .07). Likewise, Schwarzer et al. (1997) multi-cultural 
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study involving 1,682 participants did not detect associations between general self-

efficacy and age.  

A possible explanation might be the strong correlations between general self-

efficacy and coping strategies as documented in the literature (Freire et al., 2020; 

Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). Freire et al.’s (2020) study observed that university students 

who deployed more problem-focused and emotion-focused engagement coping 

strategies exhibited higher general self-efficacy than their peers who deployed less 

engagement coping strategies or more emotion-focused engagement, specifically, in the 

form of seeking social support. Findings from the present study lend some credence to 

this postulation. While emerging adults deployed more emotion-focused engagement 

than middle-aged adults, they also gravitated towards deploying more overall 

disengagement coping. Thus, emerging adults’ overall reliance on disengagement 

coping and emotion-focused engagement may have attenuated their flexibility in 

deploying more strategies, which may have affected their appraisal of their general self-

efficacy (Freire et al., 2020). In contrast, middle-aged adults’ use of more problem-

focused engagement coping and less disengagement coping, compared with emerging 

adults, may have fostered a flexible coping profile, as reflected in higher levels of 

general self-efficacy. Nevertheless, future studies should examine adult developmental 

age differences in general self-efficacy and how these relate to coping strategies. 

Age Differences in Coping  

Results from the present study demonstrated age differences in coping. Overall, 

the findings observed a declining tendency to deploy emotional coping as age 

progresses, with emerging adults and young adults using more emotion-focused 

engagement than middle-aged adults. This pattern was similarly observed for emotion-

focused disengagement, with emerging adults deploying more emotion-focused 
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disengagement than young and middle-aged adults, and young adults deploying more 

emotion-focused disengagement than middle-aged adults. Overall, the findings 

supported a preference for emotion-focused coping with young adults and aligned with 

the literature demonstrating young adults’ preference towards emotional coping 

(Meléndez et al., 2012). 

The finding that emerging adults tend to utilise more disengagement coping 

strategies is consistent with studies demonstrating that young adults tend to use more 

avoidance coping than middle-aged and older adults (Meléndez et al., 2012). A possible 

explanation for emerging adults’ tendency towards emotion-focused coping may lie in 

how they relate to the world and others as digital natives, with technology and 

connectedness embedded in their lives from a young age. In particular, their preference 

for emotion-focused coping may reflect this pattern of communication in how they 

relate to their friends and family. The notion that emerging adults and young adults are 

constantly connected is echoed in findings from the NYS 2016, where most participants 

reported spending the bulk of their time on social networking sites (90%; National 

Youth Council, 2018). 

Contrary to expectations, middle-aged adults did not report using more overall 

engagement coping. Specifically, middle-aged adults utilised more problem-focused 

engagement than emerging adults, while emerging and young adults utilised more 

emotion-focused engagement than middle-aged adults. The finding that middle-aged 

adults deployed more problem-focused engagement coping lends further support to 

previous research indicating that middle-aged adults tend to employ problem-focused 

coping strategies compared with young adults (Blanchard-Fields et al., 2004). However, 

the finding that young adults deployed more emotion-focused engagement strategies 

deviates from Blanchard-Fields et al.’s (2004) finding that young adults tend to use 
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more emotion-focused disengagement strategies. This could be attributed to the range of 

domains covered by the present study compared to a sole focus on the interpersonal 

domain in Blanchard-Fields et al.’s study. 

The finding that middle-aged adults utilised more problem-focused engagement 

coping than emerging adults resonates with research in the wider literature on stress and 

coping. Loidl and Leipold (2019), for instance, demonstrated that the use of flexible and 

adaptive coping in adjusting to general unattainable goals increased with age, with 

stronger relationships between adaptive coping and well-being noted for older adults 

compared with younger adults. Thus, a plausible explanation for middle-aged adults’ 

preference for problem-focused engagement coping may stem from needing to balance 

their multiple caregiver and provider roles and responsibilities in which they would 

need to swiftly and proactively address emerging problems. Coupled with the 

observation that middle-aged adults tend to have a greater sense of control (Aldwin & 

Levenson, 2001; Lachman, 2004; Lachman & Weaver, 1998), it is unsurprising that 

problem-focused engagement coping is their preferred mode of dealing with stressors.  

Nevertheless, findings from the present study reflected the state of ambiguity on 

age differences in the coping literature. Earlier studies documented that older adults 

tend to utilise less problem-focused coping as they age (e.g., Carver & Connor-Smith, 

2010; LaChapelle & Hadjistavropoulos, 2005), while recent studies noted an absence of 

age differences in problem-focused coping (e.g., Meléndez et al., 2012). It is 

noteworthy and encouraging that emerging adults, young adults and middle-aged adults 

utilise engagement coping strategies, regardless of whether they are problem-focused or 

emotion-focused, given the established links between engagement coping and greater 

psychological well-being (Dijkstra & Homan, 2016). Preliminary evidence provided by 
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Dijkstra and Homan suggests that the relationship between engagement coping and 

psychological well-being is via a heightened sense of control.  

Age Differences in Learned Optimism  

Results from the present study revealed significant age differences in the overall 

optimism levels and explanatory style for explaining positive events, favouring middle-

aged adults. These findings lend partial support for the positivity bias, with middle-aged 

adults exhibiting higher levels of optimism than younger and emerging adults, and a 

more optimistic style of explaining positive events than emerging and young adults. 

Significant age differences in the dimensions of optimistic explanatory style also 

emerged, with middle-aged adults exhibiting an optimistic attributional style in the 

pervasiveness and personalisation dimensions compared with young adults and 

emerging adults. Specifically, middle-aged adults tend to believe that positive events 

will improve other aspects of their lives and attribute internal factors to their 

occurrence.  

This age-related difference in optimism levels may be explained by the 

positivity effect, defined as a tendency to pay attention to and remember positive 

information as age progresses (Carstensen & Mikels, 2005; Mather & Carstensen, 

2005). This is attributed partly to a heightened awareness of one’s mortality as one 

progresses in age, fostering a shift towards prioritising one’s emotional well-being 

(Reed & Carstensen, 2012). Evidence supporting the positivity effect can be drawn 

from Reed et al.’s (2014) meta-analytic review of 100 studies demonstrating that older 

adults tend to process positive information while younger adults exhibited a reverse 

pattern, with a tendency towards processing negative information. 
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The findings on age and gender differences in adult possible selves contribute to 

a better understanding of the pattern of adult possible selves and alignment with the 

person-activity fit for intervention success (Sheldon & Lyubomirsky, 2006). In addition, 

understanding the configuration and content of adult possible selves in the context of 

age and gender differences in personal strengths contributes to the body of well-being 

research. Meta-analytic studies on positive psychology interventions (e.g., the best 

possible self intervention) documented that positive well-being outcomes conferred by 

these interventions increase with age (Sin & Lyubomirsky, 2009). As more practitioners 

introduce interventions to improve adult well-being, exploring differences in these 

constructs along age and gender dimensions is essential. Next, we discuss the study 

findings examining whether personal strengths mediate the relationship between 

possible selves and well-being. 
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Research Question 7: Do personal strengths (i.e., general self-efficacy, 

coping, learned optimism) mediate the relationship between possible selves and 

well-being? What is the nature of this mediation? 

Thus far, the findings presented aimed to describe the pattern of possible selves 

along gender and age dimensions, and examine the nature of possible selves and their 

relation to subjective and psychological well-being among local adults. Much of the 

current landscape on possible selves research has focused on describing the content of 

possible selves, investigating the relationship between possible selves and a myriad of 

outcomes, and comparing the unique motivational influences of the different types of 

possible selves on various outcomes. Yet, there have been few investigations into the 

underlying processes by which possible selves confer their salutary effects. In 

examining the mediational processes of possible selves, the present research intends to 

contribute to the emerging body of literature by elucidating the intricacies embedded in 

the linkages between adults’ motivational self-system and well-being. Specifically, 

investigating the potential mediational role of modifiable personal strengths can 

illuminate how adults navigate opportunities, challenges, and evolving life 

circumstances, all of which are essential in understanding adult mental health and well-

being.   

We sought to investigate three personal strengths (general self-efficacy, coping 

and learned optimism) as mediators linking possible selves and well-being by applying 

structural equation modelling to the study data. However, results from the a priori 

specifications yielded poor modification indexes. This may be attributed to the study's 

lack of culturally-sensitive measures in assessing optimism in an Asian context, with 

the overall sample mean reflecting high pessimism levels as captured by the LOT in the 

current sample. Thus, learned optimism was excluded from the final structural model in 
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the model re-specification process. Results from the SEM analyses provide tentative 

evidence that general self-efficacy and engagement coping may explain why adults with 

more strategies for feared possible selves experience improved well-being. However, 

this finding was not borne out for the remaining possible selves variables (i.e., expected, 

feared and balanced possible selves, and strategies for expected possible selves). 

Nevertheless, this finding with an Asian adult sample resonates with incipient evidence 

supporting the mediational processes of self-efficacy in the influence of possible selves 

on behaviour (e.g., Murru & Martin Ginis, 2010). Given that the mediating role of 

general self-efficacy and engagement coping was only observed in the relationship 

between strategies for feared possible selves and well-being, the following section will 

discuss possible explanations for this relationship. 

Relationship between Strategies for Feared Selves and Well-Being Versus Other 

Possible Selves Variables 

As detailed earlier under the first research question, strategies for feared selves 

were positively correlated with well-being, manifested in greater satisfaction with life, 

more frequent positive feelings experienced, and greater psychological well-being. 

Strategies for expected selves were positively correlated with psychological well-being 

but not with the remaining well-being variables. The remaining possible selves 

variables (expected selves, feared selves, balanced possible selves) were not associated 

with well-being. Theoretical and empirical research posits that attaining possible selves 

is optimal when elaborate, proximal goals are linked to these possible selves (Markus & 

Ruvolo, 1989; Oyserman, 2015; Oyserman et al., 2004). That is, possible selves with 

detailed, concrete and linked behavioural strategies may engender a greater increase in 

self-efficacy to execute the behaviours to attain or avoid their expected or feared 

possible selves, respectively. The lack of elaborate, proximal goals may explain why 
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general self-efficacy was not found to mediate the relationship between feared, expected 

and balanced possible selves and well-being. It may be likely that these envisioned 

possible selves were abstract and lacked elaboration. Without the clarity of detailed, 

linked behavioural strategies, the salutary influence of these envisioned possible selves 

on well-being might have been attenuated. 

Nevertheless, no mediating effect was found for the relationship between 

strategies for expected selves and well-being. Given the lack of studies examining 

strategies for expected and feared selves and well-being, we can draw insights from 

related studies highlighting the pivotal role of prevention-focused strategies in Asian 

contexts (Lee et al., 2000; Lockwood, Marshall, & Sadler, 2005), as compared with 

promotion-focused strategies. Promotion-focused strategies and strategies for expected 

possible selves share in common a motivation towards a desire to attain positive 

outcomes. Conversely, prevention strategies and strategies for feared possible selves 

share in common a motivation towards a desire to avoid negative outcomes. 

Some evidence for a general cultural preference to avoid adverse outcomes 

(Lockwood, Marshall, & Sadler, 2005) can be found in Elliot et al.’s (2001) cross-

cultural studies involving participants from individualistic cultures (e.g., United States) 

and collectivistic cultures (e.g., South Korea, Russia). Elliot and colleagues (2001) 

noted that South Korean participants adopted more avoidance goals—behaviour 

motivated to avoid undesirable outcomes—than their American counterparts. 

Nevertheless, while avoidance goals were associated with poorer subjective well-being 

for the American participants, this was not observed for the South Korean or Russian 

participants.  

Given that collectivistic countries foster the adoption of avoidance goals (i.e., 

culturally favourable to avoid negative outcomes), the adoption of more avoidance 
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goals would not undermine subjective well-being (Elliot et al., 2001). While the 

evidence suggests that avoidance goals are unrelated to subjective well-being, it has not 

demonstrated a positive association with subjective well-being (Elliot et al., 2001). It 

may be likely that while having avoidance personal goals—analogous to the concept of 

feared possible selves—allows one to avoid negative outcomes, it may not be enough to 

improve one’s well-being. Instead, the increase in subjective and psychological well-

being may stem from the strategies generated to avoid these negative outcomes. Some 

evidence to suggest this comes from the present study findings where feared possible 

selves are unrelated to well-being, but strategies for feared possible selves are positively 

related to well-being. 

In sum, the relationship between possible selves and positive psychological 

well-being and life satisfaction has been documented in the literature (Cross & Markus, 

1991; Ryff, 1991; Smith & Freund, 2002). This has spurred possible selves researchers 

(e.g., Hoyle & Sherrill, 2006; Murru & Martin Ginis, 2010) to embark on nascent 

research to unravel the mechanisms in this relationship. However, few studies have 

included possible selves strategies when examining this relationship. The present study 

contributes to the burgeoning possible selves literature with new evidence regarding the 

underlying processes by which possible selves relate to well-being. Our results 

demonstrated that people with more strategies for their expected and feared selves 

experienced greater subjective and psychological well-being than people with fewer 

strategies for their expected and feared selves. More specifically, strategies for expected 

selves were positively associated with psychological well-being, while strategies for 

feared selves were positively associated with psychological well-being, satisfaction with 

life, and the frequency of positive feelings experienced.  
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Mediating Role of Engagement Coping and General Self-Efficacy in the 

Relationship between Possible Selves and Well-Being 

The present study findings underscore that engagement coping and general self-

efficacy partially explained the relationship between possible selves strategies and well-

being. That is, people with more possible selves strategies tend to engage in more 

engagement coping and have a greater belief in their ability to deal with challenging 

demands across a range of situations or life domains. In turn, these two personal 

strengths—engagement coping and general self-efficacy—translate into greater well-

being. This section discusses the finding that engagement coping and general self-

efficacy are mediators in the relationship between possible selves and well-being before 

discussing how these two mediators may work collectively to elicit greater well-being.  

This salubrious relationship is partially explained by the use of engagement 

coping in dealing with stressors and challenges in avoiding their feared selves. That is, 

engagement coping partially mediates the relationship between strategies for feared 

possible selves and well-being. It is not inconceivable that in generating more strategies 

to avoid feared selves, participants may have also generated engagement coping 

strategies. This may have imbued the participants with increased confidence in their 

ability to cope with stressors to avoid their feared selves. In turn, they may experience a 

heightened sense of well-being compared to those who have listed fewer strategies to 

avoid their feared selves. This finding accords with evidence from previous studies 

documenting the relationship between possible selves and coping processes. Barreto and 

Frazier’s (2012) study, for instance, noted that possible selves with integrated stressful 

life events were positively associated with problem-focused coping.  

Having discussed the mediating role of engagement coping in the relationship 

between possible selves and well-being, we will now consider the finding that the 
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relationship is also partially explained by general self-efficacy. A plausible explanation 

for this finding could be that conceiving strategies to avoid feared possible selves—

which involves imagining one’s fears and plausible strategies to overcome anticipated 

challenges—may have strengthened one's general self-efficacy beliefs.  

In echoing the postulations of several authors (e.g., Markus & Nurius, 1986; 

Oyserman et al., 2006) that the motivational influence of possible selves is contingent 

on people’s confidence in performing the behaviours congruent with their self-concept, 

our findings indicate that adults with more strategies for feared possible selves were 

more likely to exhibit higher general self-efficacy while also deploying more 

engagement coping in managing stressors. This perspective concurs with Bandura’s 

(1989) social cognitive theory, which states that self-efficacy and outcome expectations 

converge to influence behaviours. That is, people initiate and maintain changes in 

behaviour when they feel that they are capable of executing the behaviour and expect 

the behaviour to yield the desired outcome. Bandura (1999) asserts that in working 

towards envisioned future goals, people are guided by the appraisal of their capabilities 

to achieve these longer-term envisioned goals in conjunction with more proximal goals, 

their outcome expectations and the value attached to these outcomes, and their 

assessment of the perceived challenges or opportunities. Bandura (1989) states that 

there are five basic capabilities implicated in this process: symbolise, plan alternative 

strategies, learn through vicarious experience, self-regulate, and self-reflect.  

This finding may lend tentative empirical support to Maddux’s (2009) 

conceptualisation of a fifth pathway—in addition to Bandura’s (1989) four pathways—

in enhancing self-efficacy through imagined experiences, that is, imagining that they 

have successfully managed the challenges. Maddux theorised that imagining that one 

can successfully overcome potential challenges can be viewed as an imagined 
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experience that can raise self-efficacy beliefs. This elevated sense of general self-

efficacy may be accompanied by a more favourable assessment of their cognitive and 

affective abilities and appraisal of circumstances and challenges, which improves their 

well-being (Knoll et al., 2005; Schwarzer et al., 2005; Souza et al., 2014). They are also 

likely to cognitively appraise stressful situations and difficulties as challenges rather 

than threats (Bandura, 1994; Schwarzer et al., 2005), thus improving their subjective 

well-being. This perspective concords with epidemiological research documenting the 

instrumental role of perceived general self-efficacy as a personal coping resource during 

distressful times (Knoll et al., 2005; Schwarzer et al., 2005) with positive associations 

documented with effective stress coping (Knoll et al., 2005; Luszczynska, Scholz, & 

Schwarzer, 2005; Schwarzer et al., 2005).  

Indeed, the findings from the present study resonate with the nexus of literature 

on general self-efficacy and coping, with indisputable evidence demonstrating the 

established links between general self-efficacy and adaptive coping strategies (Knoll et 

al., 2005; Schwarzer et al., 2005). Studies documented that adults with higher self-

efficacy tend to deploy adaptive coping strategies, while their less self-efficacious 

counterparts tend to deploy less adaptive coping strategies such as denial and self-blame 

(Schwarzer et al., 2005). This echoes Bandura’s (1997) assertion that highly self-

efficacious people acknowledge their ability to manage difficulties, take advantage of 

opportunities, and resolve problems. Evidence from Schwarzer et al.’s (2005) 

longitudinal study demonstrated that coping strategies evolve with time, with less self-

efficacious adults deploying less adaptive coping strategies compared to highly self-

efficacious adults over 6 months after major surgery.  

Other researchers have posited that coping functions as a conduit for the salutary 

influence of personal strengths on well-being (Ben-Zur, 2002; Knoll et al., 2005). Ben-
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Zur (2002), for instance, demonstrated that adults with higher levels of mastery reported 

greater positive affect and lesser negative affect, and this relationship was mediated by 

problem-focused coping. Studies with university students noted that coping strategies 

predicted higher levels of general self-efficacy, specifically, two engagement coping 

strategies—problem-solving and emotional expression—and a disengagement coping 

strategy, social withdrawal (Morales-Rodríguez & Pérez-Mármol, 2019). Similarly, 

other studies documented positive associations between engagement coping (e.g., active 

coping, positive appraisal, seeking emotional support) and higher general self-efficacy 

(Bodys-Cupak et al., 2016).  

In addition, participants might have also described engagement coping strategies 

while conceiving strategies for their feared possible selves. This may have inadvertently 

increased the repertoire of engagement coping strategies, which raised well-being 

levels. The expanded repertoire of coping strategies may have fostered greater 

confidence in managing the perceived challenges and successfully avoiding these feared 

possible selves. This perspective concords with the observation that strategies for feared 

possible selves were positively associated with general self-efficacy and engagement 

coping. While statistically significant relationships were observed for problem-focused 

engagement and emotion-focused engagement, the strength of the relationship was 

stronger for problem-focused engagement and strategies for feared possible selves, r = 

.25, p < .001, compared with emotion-focused engagement, r = .14, p = .03.  

The heightened levels of general self-efficacy imbued after conceiving strategies 

for feared possible selves and the increased repertoire of engagement coping may have 

boosted participants’ motivation and persistence in executing the behaviours to avoid 

their feared possible selves. In turn, these beliefs in their abilities to perform the 

behaviours necessary to avoid their fears and effectively cope with stressors manifest in 
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the form of higher well-being levels. In confronting stressors, people with high general 

self-efficacy tend to invest more effort and persist in their goals, owing to their 

confidence to cope with diverse and demanding circumstances (Luszczynska, Scholz, & 

Schwarzer, 2005; Schwarzer & Jerusalem, 1995).  

Nevertheless, there have been few empirical investigations into the links 

between possible selves and coping processes (e.g., Barreto & Frazier, 2012; Penland et 

al., 2000; Tse et al., 2014), and further investigation is warranted to tease apart the 

intricately linked connections amongst strategies for feared possible selves, general self-

efficacy and coping. Overall, these findings suggest that engagement coping and general 

self-efficacy may work synergistically to foster a favourable appraisal of one's ability to 

overcome perceived challenges, cope with stressors and successfully avoid their feared 

selves. Consequently, this elevated belief in overcoming the challenges and coping with 

the stressors engenders greater subjective and psychological well-being. 

These findings lend preliminary empirical support to the theorised links between 

self-efficacy and possible selves (Markus & Nurius, 1986) and the conceptualisation 

that possible selves are implicated in coping processes, thereby underscoring the 

potential of possible selves as a conduit to cope with life transitions, challenges and 

opportunities (Nurius, 1991). A closer examination of the relations between general 

self-efficacy and engagement coping with the self-regulatory aspects of possible selves 

is a logical next step in articulating the processes by which self-motivational systems 

confer salutary well-being outcomes. Having discussed the interplay of general self-

efficacy, engagement coping and possible selves in adult well-being, we now turn our 

attention to plausible reasons why learned optimism was not found to mediate the 

processes between possible selves and well-being. 
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Mediating Role of Learned Optimism in the Relationship between Possible Selves 

and Well-Being  

Contrary to expectations, our findings did not support the hypothesised role of 

learned optimism in mediating the relationship between all the possible selves variables 

and well-being. Researchers have conjectured that envisioning one’s possible selves 

may increase one’s optimism in surmounting the perceived challenges and effectively 

executing the behaviours needed to achieve one’s goals (Scheier & Carver, 1985). 

Several authors have postulated that possible selves exert motivational influence due in 

part to the belief that the current self is malleable and that possible selves offer an 

opportunity for people to change their current circumstances (Lee & Oyserman, 2009; 

Markus & Nurius, 1986). In turn, this enhances their sense of optimism and fosters 

greater well-being (King & Raspin, 2004; Markus & Nurius, 1986). Numerous meta-

analytic reviews have established the efficacy of envisioning one’s best possible self in 

boosting optimism levels (Carrillo et al., 2019; Loveday et al., 2016; Malouff & 

Schutte, 2017). However, the present study’s preliminary finding runs counter to 

theoretical and related empirical evidence, and there are several possible explanations 

for this result. 

Considering the distinct pathways by which expected and feared possible selves 

exert their motivational influence (Hoyle & Sherrill, 2006; Oyserman & Markus, 

1990b), and the differential role of expected and feared possible selves in various 

outcomes as noted by incipient evidence (e.g., Hoppmann et al., 2007), it is likely that 

these differential processes extend to the influence on optimism as well. That is, 

envisioning possible selves may imbue a greater sense of optimism because people 

believe they can improve their circumstances (Lee & Oyserman, 2009; Markus & 

Nurius, 1986). On the other hand, envisioning hard-to-attain or hard-to-avoid possible 
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selves may engender feelings of helplessness when the difficulties are perceived to be 

too much for one to overcome realistically. In a way, these envisioned possible selves 

would have a dampening effect on people’s optimism, with the belief that the odds are 

stacked too high against them to manage the obstacles and improve their current 

circumstances realistically. This is because, without a clear pathway to attain or avoid 

their possible selves, people may not feel confident that they can successfully attain or 

avoid their possible selves, thus undermining their well-being. In contrast to the 

incipient literature on the efficacy of possible selves interventions in increasing 

optimism levels, there is a notable lack of studies investigating the mediating role of 

optimism in the relationship between possible selves and well-being. As such, there 

seem to be no related studies to draw comparisons with. 

Another plausible explanation for this finding is that the measure used to assess 

optimism levels may not be culturally sensitive for assessing optimism levels in an 

Asian sample. Our results noted high levels of pessimism in the study sample, with the 

overall mean learned optimism scores of the participants (M = - 0.68, SD = 4.03) 

denoting high pessimism according to the cut-off scores, with scores ranging from 0 and 

below indicating that participants were very pessimistic (Seligman, 2011). This 

observation corroborates with the formulation that Asians tend to espouse a self-critical 

stance with a heightened attentiveness to negative self-information (Chang, 2008). 

Indeed, studies have demonstrated positive associations between a self-critical stance 

and a pessimistic bias (Chang et al., 2001).  

Considering the likelihood that adults in the local context may reflect a similar 

stance, the use of a bi-dimensional measure to assess both optimism and pessimism as 

independent dimensions, such as the Optimism and Pessimism Scale (OPS; Dember et 

al., 1989) might have been more sensitive in assessing levels of optimism and 
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pessimism. This is supported by studies demonstrating the good psychometric 

properties and the two-factor structure of the OPS (Dember et al., 1989; Xia et al., 

2016). It is noteworthy that Xia and colleagues observed stronger associations were 

between stress and the presence of pessimism rather than between stress and the 

absence of optimism in a sample of Chinese adults. This concurs well with Chang’s 

(1996) earlier findings, where despite Asian Americans’ higher pessimism levels, they 

did not report lower optimism levels than their Caucasian American counterparts. 

Corroborating this observation are findings by Lee and Seligman (1997), who 

documented cultural differences in pessimism levels, with mainland Chinese students 

reporting higher pessimism than Chinese American students, who in turn reported 

higher pessimism than their Caucasian American counterparts. 

Research in the wider self-discrepancy literature indicated that the gap between 

current and undesired selves is more salient to people from Asian cultures and 

significantly predicted social anxiety (Hardin & Leong, 2005) and depressive symptoms 

(Cheung, 1997). Hardin and Leong (2005) demonstrated that the gap between current 

and undesired selves significantly predicted pessimism for people from Asian cultures, 

which dovetails with Cheung’s (1997) assertion that failure to avoid undesired selves is 

perceived more unfavourably than failure to achieve desired selves in Asian cultures. 

However, despite this finding, they observed that Asian participants exhibited 

comparable levels of optimism and depressive symptoms as their Western counterparts. 

Nevertheless, some researchers have posited that pessimism functions 

differently for people from Asian cultures, highlighting that it may perform an adaptive 

function (Chang, 1996; Chang et al., 2001; Hardin & Leong, 2005). Chang (1996) 

demonstrated that greater levels of pessimism were positively associated with problem-

solving behaviour for people from Asian cultures, which concurred with Norem and 
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Chang’s (2001) conceptualisation of pessimism as a cognitive strategy to deal with 

anticipated negative situations. Taken together, these findings underscored the 

importance of examining pessimism in future research, particularly in elucidating the 

relationships between possible selves and well-being in an Asian context.    

In sum, these findings provided empirical support for the theoretical perspective 

and emerging evidence that possible selves with strategies confer greater well-being 

benefits compared with possible selves without strategies (Murru & Martin Ginis, 2010; 

Oyserman et al., 2004). We propose a perspective that feared possible selves confer 

positive well-being outcomes when accompanied by related strategies and may 

undermine well-being when envisioned without strategies in an Asian context. Findings 

from the present study provided initial empirical support for the mediating role of 

general self-efficacy and engagement coping in the relationship between possible selves 

and well-being. Notably, these findings contribute to incipient evidence supporting the 

theorised implication of self-efficacy (Markus & Ruvolo, 1989; Ruvolo & Markus, 

1992) and coping (Nurius, 1991) in the possible selves processes.  

Limitations and Directions for Future Research  

Despite the promise of these initial findings in elucidating the relationships 

among possible selves, personal strengths, and well-being, the current research findings 

need to be considered in light of the study limitations. Below we discuss the limitations 

and routes for future research emerging from this exploratory study.  

First, the present study is cross-sectional, which precludes the ability to draw 

inferences about the causal linkages between possible selves and well-being, and the 

role of personal strengths in mediating this relationship. While the findings provided 

preliminary evidence supporting the linkages between specific types of possible selves, 
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subjective and psychological well-being, and personal strengths, further research is 

needed to ascertain the distinct pathways by testing the mediation model in more 

diverse adult samples and cultural contexts. As alluded previously, experimental 

studies, quasi-experimental or longitudinal studies are needed to establish temporal 

linkages between envisioning possible selves and well-being, to draw firmer 

conclusions about the role of personal strengths as underlying mechanisms by which 

possible selves confer salutary influence on well-being. 

Second, while the current study comprised working adults and university 

students, it still relied on convenience sampling, thus limiting the generalisability of the 

findings to the general adult population. This may also give rise to potential clustering 

effects. Future studies involving convenience samples from different settings should 

manage potential clustering effects through research design or data analytical methods. 

In addition, examining these associations in a representative sample of adults is needed 

to establish the pattern of possible selves, provide confirmatory evidence for the 

relationship between possible selves and well-being, and the mediating influence of 

general self-efficacy and engagement coping in this relationship. In particular, future 

research examining these relations in a more diverse adult population, with the inclusion 

of older adults, would be beneficial in investigating whether these observations still 

hold.    

Third, while the current study counted the number of strategies to attain or avoid 

possible selves as per Oyserman et al.’s (2004) proposed alternative approach for 

research examining possible selves strategies, we did not determine whether the 

strategies were concrete or abstract. Further research is needed to investigate the 

elaborateness of the strategies generated for possible selves to ascertain whether the 

relationship between possible selves and well-being is underpinned by the level of detail 
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and concreteness of the strategies generated (e.g., Oyserman et al., 2004). This is to 

ascertain whether the associations observed for possible selves strategies are attributed 

to their level of elaborateness, given that possible selves with detailed, concrete and 

linked behavioural strategies are theorised to provide a less ambiguous pathway in 

attaining or avoiding their possible selves (Oyserman et al., 2004).    

To date, only a few studies have examined the level of detail and concreteness of 

possible selves strategies (e.g., Oyserman et al., 2004, Oyserman et al., 2006) due in 

part to the extensive self-regulation coding procedure formulated by Oyserman et al. 

(2004). In recognising the effortful undertaking involved in the self-regulation coding 

procedure, Oyserman et al. (2004) proposed an alternative and straightforward coding 

approach adopted by most studies examining possible selves strategies (e.g., Oyserman 

et al., 2011). Other studies have relied on yet another alternative method for assessing 

the quality of the strategies by coding whether they are concrete or abstract, as 

demonstrated in Zhu and Tse’s (2015) study.  

Fourth, while studies on possible selves typically ask participants to list down a 

specific number of possible selves, this may have limited the variability in the number 

of possible selves generated. The literature on the number of possible selves to be 

generated varies from two (Hoppmann et al., 2007; Smith & Freud, 2002; Zhu & Tse, 

2015), three (Oyserman & Markus, 1990a) or up to three (Bolkan et al., 2015), to all 

possible selves imagined (Cross & Markus, 1991). For example, Zhu and Tse (2015) 

asked participants to list two hoped-for selves and two feared selves, while the PSQ 

measure (Cross & Markus, 1991; Oyserman et al., 2004; Oyserman & Markus, 1990a) 

accords spaces to list up to four expected selves and four feared selves. Despite the 

questionnaire’s instructions to list a certain number of possible selves, significant 

gender differences were still noted in the number of possible selves listed (Zhu & Tse, 
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2015). Likewise, significant age-related differences were noted in Smith and Freud’s 

study, where younger seniors generated significantly more hoped-for selves than older 

seniors, though no differences were noted for feared selves.   

Studies examining age cohort differences in possible selves tend to deploy a 

face-to-face interview method where participants were asked to describe as many 

expected and feared selves as they could (Frazier et al., 2002). In considering the 

varying number of possible selves across studies, participants in the present study were 

asked to generate at least three expected selves and three feared selves. Nevertheless, 

the lack of variability in the number of expected and feared possible selves might 

partially explain the absence of associations between the number of expected and feared 

possible selves with most of the well-being and personal strengths variables. Thus, 

future studies may consider not specifying the number of expected and feared selves to 

allow for potential variability in the number of possible selves described by the 

participants.   

Fifth, measures of participants’ imagery ability would need to be included in 

future studies investigating possible selves from the social cognitive theory, that is, 

whether envisioning possible selves with strategies increases general self-efficacy 

through imagined experiences (Maddux, 2009). Rathbone et al. (2016), for instance, 

assessed participants’ envisioned possible selves images on several dimensions such as 

vividness, positivity, frequency of imagery, and temporal distance from the current self, 

by instructing them to retain the envisioned images in their mind as they rated the 

quality of the images generated using a questionnaire developed by the authors.  

Sixth, while results from the internal consistency reliability analyses for the 

measures used in the present study converged with findings demonstrated in other 

studies (e.g., Addison et al., 2007; Diener et al., 2009; Diener et al., 2010; Scholz et al., 
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2002; Speyer et al., 2016; Steger et al., 2006; Vassar, 2008), the model fit indices for 

some measures were less consistent. This suggests that the marginal model fit indices 

for some measures may reflect the presence of possible dimensionality issues, as 

articulated by Schmitt (1996). Several authors (Schmitt, 1996; Stanley & Edwards, 

2016) have posited that when a model demonstrates a marginal fit in the presence of 

acceptable reliability assessments, this might reflect the possibility that the construct 

may assume more than one construct. Future research is needed to explore whether the 

measures used in the present study manifest culturally sensitive multidimensionality in 

the local context.  

Relatedly, while previous studies have allowed errors to correlate for the 

measures used in the present study (e.g., Didino et al., 2019; Hone et al., 2014; 

Jovanović, 2019; Li et al., 2013; Tong & Wang, 2017), there seems to be no consistent 

pattern observed. For instance, while the error correlations for the FS overlapped with 

other studies (Hone et al., 2014; Tong & Wang, 2017), there was no clear pattern of 

correlation noted. As the improvement of the model fit was conducted post hoc, in line 

with the previous studies investigating the psychometric properties of the measures with 

populations in different cultural contexts (e.g., Didino et al., 2019; Tong & Wang, 

2017), there is a need to elucidate and strengthen the basis for the pattern of error 

covariances observed. 

Finally, as mentioned earlier, considering the low optimism levels in the study 

sample, using a bidimensional scale to assess the constructs of optimism and pessimism 

may have been more appropriate in detecting culturally specific differences. Insofar as 

cultural considerations are concerned, future research should consider factors that 

underpin well-being by investigating the cultural manifestations and experience of well-

being, including cultural norms for positive and negative emotions, to accurately 
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explore the construction of possible selves and the manifestation of well-being in an 

Asian setting. 

Studies have described cultural variation in the experience of successes and 

failures, with a cultural emphasis on avoiding failure in the Asian context as opposed to 

achieving success (Zhang & Cross, 2011), and in the motivational influence of self-

regulation strategies, with greater motivation conferred by prevention-focused strategies 

than promotion-focused strategies in Asian cultures (Lee et al., 2000; Lockwood, 

Marshall, & Sadler, 2005). Emerging evidence in the international (Diener et al., 2009; 

Joshanloo & Weijers, 2014; Wirtz et al., 2009) and local literature (Liau et al., 2016) 

substantiating the dominant role of negative emotions in Asian contexts warrant a 

nuanced, culturally-sensitive approach to examining well-being. With the burgeoning 

research on well-being and evidence supporting cultural differences, it may be 

opportune for the field to consider a more tenable perspective that not all negative 

emotions are regarded negatively across cultures (Diener et al., 2018; Eid & Diener, 

2001).   

Relatedly, while self-report measures of subjective and psychological well-being 

have demonstrated good test-retest reliabilities over a month (Diener et al., 2010; 

Schimmack & Oishi, 2005; Steger et al., 2006; Vassar, 2008)—with good convergent 

validity established amongst the scales (Diener et al., 2009)—several prominent well-

being researchers have advocated for the inclusion of more objective and novel 

measures such as neuroimaging to complement self-report well-being measures (Diener 

et al., 2018).  
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Implications for Theory and Research  

Despite these limitations, findings from the present study offer unique insights 

into the role of possible selves and personal strengths in adult well-being. In this 

section, we discuss the theoretical and practical implications of the findings. 

First, these findings contribute to the incipient body of literature by elucidating 

the relationships between the different types of adult possible selves and well-being in a 

single study. The present study offers further empirical evidence supporting the 

theoretical position that possible selves with strategies confer greater well-being 

outcomes, compared with either expected selves or feared selves. These preliminary 

findings may help explain the inconsistencies observed across studies where specific 

types of possible selves are typically studied separately.  

Second, these findings contribute to the nascent work of other researchers (e.g., 

Murru & Martin Ginis, 2010) who have begun exploring the underlying processes by 

which possible selves confer positive outcomes. Possible selves researchers (e.g., Hoyle 

& Sherrill, 2006) have called for the field to focus on unravelling these mechanisms as 

the next step in advancing the possible selves theory. Moreover, an investigation of 

modifiable personal strengths as potential mediators could harness their potential in 

enhancing adult well-being. Of noteworthy mention is the quintessential role of 

modifiable personal strengths as potential mediators in the proposed conceptual model, 

which is intended to complement the predominantly pathological stance in addressing 

adult mental health and well-being concerns. 

Third, findings from the present study contribute to evidence in applying the 

possible selves perspective in understanding adult well-being. Considering that adult 

possible selves are continually being revisited and adapted to meet challenges, 
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opportunities and transitions throughout adulthood (Cross & Markus, 1991; Frazier et 

al., 2007), understanding the motivational self-systems of adults as they navigate their 

developmental goals is pivotal in advancing knowledge about the complex processes 

implicated in adult well-being. In particular, this study contributes to the literature on 

age differences in possible selves by mapping the pattern of possible selves across 

different development age groups (e.g., Cross & Markus, 1991; Dark-Freudeman & 

West, 2016; Hooker & Kaus, 1994). This complements the work on examining age 

cohort differences in possible selves, particularly in older adults (e.g., Bolkan et al., 

2015; Hoppmann et al., 2007; Smith & Freund, 2002). Notably, the inclusion of 

emerging adults as a distinct developmental stage is in step with the advancements in 

human developmental theories and the adoption of this relatively new developmental 

period by other disciplines (Arnett, 2007, 2015). 

Fourth, the present findings contribute to the limited evidence on gender 

differences in adult possible selves. By examining gender differences in an adult 

population, the study offers valuable insights into whether the gender differences noted 

in the pattern of adolescent possible selves are similarly observed in adult possible 

selves. Findings from this study indicated no gender differences in the number of 

expected, feared or balanced possible selves envisioned or the number of strategies 

described. While these findings align with some studies involving university students 

and adolescents (Aloise-Young et al., 2001; Buday et al., 2012), they contradict findings 

from other adolescent studies (Oyserman et al., 2011; Zhu & Tse, 2015). Further 

research is required to clarify the divergent findings across adult and adolescent samples 

and ascertain whether the differences reflect the domains examined—given the 

predominant focus on academic and delinquency domains in adolescent studies—or the 

different motivational self-systems in different developmental stages. 
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Moreover, the observation that women did not report more interpersonally-

themed possible selves and men did not report more career-themed possible selves may 

be reflective of the need to balance multiple roles assumed by women as they manage 

work-family demands (Tang, 2016). When juxtaposed with the finding that women 

described more lifestyle-related possible selves than men, it may be likely that being in 

a position to provide care and financial support to the family is as much prioritised by 

women as they are by men. In addition, articulated future-oriented concerns about 

desiring more work-life balance and dedicating more time for self-care align with 

reports foregrounding challenges in balancing work-family demands as one of the main 

stressors for women in Singapore (Tang, 2016).  

Implications for Practice 

While it is beyond the scope of the current study to extrapolate these findings to 

practical applications, we believe that these findings provide a starting point to consider 

the potential applications of the possible selves construct in addressing adult well-being 

issues.  

First, articulating the general pattern of adult possible selves along age and 

gender dimensions in Singapore marks an initial first step in the potential application of 

the possible selves concept in understanding adult well-being in the local context. 

Understanding adults’ envisioned future expectations and fears, and the strategies 

conceived to attain or avert these envisaged future states, accords us with a better 

understanding of the linkages between adult motivational self-systems and adult well-

being. The findings on the relationships between possible selves and well-being offer 

significant potential in unravelling the complexities surrounding adult mental health and 

well-being, and are promising in their potential as a means to improve adult well-being.  
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In particular, findings from this exploratory study extend the local research base 

on possible selves, which has begun investigating the efficacy of the best possible self 

(BPS) intervention on well-being with students from institutes of higher learning (e.g., 

Liau et al., 2016). Furthermore, considering that feared possible selves and their related 

strategies emerged with the most significant relationships with well-being, there may be 

grounds to explore the potential applications of other possible selves interventions in 

complementing existing applications of the BPS intervention. 

Second, these findings provide preliminary support for the application of 

envisioning possible selves in complementing existing mental health and well-being 

promotion efforts. Currently, the BPS intervention is the most widely deployed possible 

selves intervention, despite having demonstrated contradictory findings when applied in 

the local context (e.g., Liau et al., 2016). While the present study provides some clarity 

into the incongruent findings on the application of the BPS intervention with local 

samples (e.g., Liau et al., 2016), it also offers the possibility of integrating self-

regulatory possible selves (possible selves with strategies) into existing possible selves 

interventions and tailoring them for a culturally bespoke approach. For instance, in 

considering the application of possible selves interventions, practitioners may consider 

instructing participants to provide detailed and concrete strategies during the 

envisioning exercise. Practitioners may also work with clients to enact elaborate and 

clear pathways to attain or avoid their expected and feared possible selves, respectively.  

Third, practitioners may consider the potential incorporation of the possible 

selves envisioning exercise as a single, brief intervention to improve adult well-being. 

Some evidence for this potential application may be gleaned from Murru and Martin 

Ginis’s (2010) study. They had demonstrated the utility of a single, brief possible selves 

intervention by asking participants to envision their hoped-for and feared possible 
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selves in improving positive behavioural outcomes. Further research investigating the 

potential application of a brief possible selves envisioning exercise may consider using 

a randomised controlled experimental study design to ascertain its effectiveness in 

promoting adult well-being. 

Finally, workplaces may benefit from a better understanding of employees’ 

envisioned career expectations and fears in relation to their well-being, which is 

essential in crafting meaningful policies. Information from these measures will 

complement existing organisational tools such as employee engagement surveys 

designed to foster an engaged workplace culture, and optimise employee productivity, 

satisfaction and well-being. It makes sense then to supplement existing organisational 

strategies with measures assessing employees’ envisioned career-related expectations 

and fears, and how they relate to their subjective and psychological well-being. 

Prominent well-being researchers (e.g., Diener et al., 2018) have advocated for the 

inclusion of well-being measures as part of a multi-method assessment in assessing 

holistic, subjective well-being.  

For middle-aged employees, their prioritised concerns may relate to greater 

financial burdens, work-related stressors, and caregiving burdens (Ang, 2015; Cigna, 

2019), and a more targeted approach in supporting and engaging them is crucial in 

promoting their well-being. Conversely, younger employees who are still learning the 

ropes in their fledgling careers may envision vastly different career aspirations and 

fears. How these career-related concerns relate to their well-being may be starkly 

different from that of middle-aged employees. Beyond the costs of rudimentary human 

resource management support and practices, as manifested in poor employee morale, 

non-existent engagement and an unproductive workforce, there is a cost to the mental 

and well-being of working adults and their families. 

ATTENTION: The Singapore Copyright Act applies to the use of this document. Library and Information Services Centre, National Institute of Education.



 

 296 
 

With the evolving demographic profile of societies worldwide, including 

Singapore, characterised by declining birth rates and an ageing population, there is an 

urgency to redesign workplace policies and practices to safeguard the mental health and 

well-being needs of different segments of the working adult population. In addition, 

findings from international and local studies have pushed well-being concerns to the 

forefront (Cigna, 2019), with low levels of well-being cutting across wellness domains 

in family, finances, physical, social and work. In particular, findings from national-level 

surveys underlining working adults' poorer mental health and well-being compared with 

the general population (Health Promotion Board, 2012) spotlight an utmost concern for 

national-level policies and organisational-level policies to prioritise their resources to 

confront.  

Conclusion  

Our intent is for findings from this study to contribute to the evidence on the 

relevance of the possible selves construct in understanding adult well-being in an Asian 

context. Specifically, we intend for findings from the present study to contribute to the 

knowledge base on the general pattern of adult possible selves along age and gender 

dimensions, and the relationships between possible selves and well-being in adults. The 

applicability of the possible selves construct to adult well-being research can illuminate 

how adults maintain their well-being as they navigate life transitions, challenges and 

opportunities, and become the selves they strive to become. It is the intent of the present 

research to contribute to recent advances in the possible selves research and lend 

preliminary empirical support for the theorised mechanisms of possible selves (e.g., 

Markus & Ruvolo, 1989; Nurius, 1991; Ruvolo & Markus, 1992) by elucidating the 

mediating role of general self-efficacy, coping and learned optimism, in subjective and 

psychological well-being. 
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Interest in the advancement of the possible selves theory and the practical 

applications of its interventions has been burgeoning in recent years (e.g., Dunkel & 

Kerpelman, 2006) in tandem with the exponential increase in well-being research (e.g., 

Diener et al., 2018). Our findings underscore the need to adopt the possible selves 

approach to better understand the manifestation of adult well-being as embodied within 

Asian cultures.  

More work is needed to delve into the predominant role of negative feelings in 

Asian contexts and their relationship with perceived and experienced well-being. This 

converges with incipient evidence suggesting that temporary negative feelings can be 

beneficial on a personal and interpersonal level as they encourage people to adopt a 

more cautious, deliberate and thoughtful approach in certain situations (Diener et al., 

2018; Gruber et al., 2011). This is intricately tied to cultural influences on well-being, 

with Diener (2013) asserting that culture shapes what people consider pivotal to their 

well-being. Essentially, people enjoy high levels of well-being when they possess 

qualities regarded as valuable and important from their cultural norms. Prominent well-

being theorists have called for more investigations into well-being in different contexts 

owing to differences in the cultural values and norms of well-being (e.g., Diener et al., 

2018). 

The research questions in this study were formulated to elucidate the 

relationship between possible selves and well-being, with the intent to consider its 

potential applicability in complementing broad-based mental health and well-being 

efforts. The lines of inquiries pursued in this study and the theoretical and empirical 

work underpinning the research embody this sentiment. We believe that the possible 

selves concept offers immense potential for policymakers and other stakeholders in 

supporting their efforts to enhance adult mental health and well-being. Imbuing a sense 
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of confidence in people’s ability to take on envisaged challenges or opportunities in the 

future may attenuate some of the stressors embedded in the salient concerns expressed 

by adults over future uncertainties—a recurring concern for nearly a decade (National 

Youth Council, 2018). 

Our hope is that the current research has contributed to advances in the possible 

selves research by delving into an investigation of personal strengths as underlying 

processes of possible selves in conferring positive well-being outcomes. As such, we 

intend for the findings from this exploratory study to be a springboard for further 

research into adult well-being from the possible selves perspective, while leaning on an 

enduring line from Epictetus, “Tell yourself first of all what kind of person you want to 

be, and then act accordingly in all that you do.” (p. 193).  
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Appendix A 

Questionnaires Used in the Present Research  
Demographics Form 

 
This questionnaire asks you about yourself. There are NO right or wrong answers. We would 
like you to answer all questions as accurately and honestly as you can. Your responses will be 
kept strictly confidential. This means that no one in your educational institution or work 
organisation will know the answers you have given.  
 
Please DO NOT write your name on the questionnaire. Give only ONE answer for each 
question. 
 
Put a tick  in the appropriate box. 

Employment Status:  
1.  Student  
2.  Full-time Employment    
3.  Part-Time Employment     
4.  Homemaker  
5.  Unemployed 

 
Name of Educational Institution (if you are currently a student): ______________________ 
 
Year (if you are currently a student): 1.  Year 1      2.  Year 2    3.  Year 3    4.  Year 4                             
 
Enrolment (if you are currently a student):  1.  Full-time Student    2.  Part-time Student  
 
Your Age: _______ years old 
 
Gender:     1.  Male            2.   Female  
 
Ethnic Group:  1.  Chinese    2.  Malay    3.  Indian 4.  Others                             
 
Citizenship:    1.  Singaporean       2.  Permanent Resident 3.  Foreigner 
 
Highest Level of Education Attained: 

1.  Lower Secondary Qualification 
2.  Secondary Qualification  
3.  Post-Secondary Qualification (Non-Tertiary)  

     [e.g., GCE ‘A’ Level, ITE Nitec or Higher Nitec Certification or Equivalent] 
4.  Polytechnic Diploma  
5.  Bachelor’s Degree  
6.  Postgraduate Diploma/ Certificate Qualification (Excluding Master’s and Doctorate) 
7.  Master’s Degree and Doctorate or Equivalent  

 
Housing Type: 

1.  1-Room HDB Flat  
2.  2-Room HDB Flat 
3.  3-Room HDB Flat  
4.  4-Room HDB Flat          
5.  5-Room HDB and Executive Flats  
6.  Condominiums and Other Apartments  
7.  Landed Properties        
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Possible Selves Questionnaire 
 
Who will you be next year? Each of us has some image or picture of what we will be like and 
what we want to avoid being like in the future. Think about next year—imagine what you’ll be 
like, and what you’ll be doing next year.  
 

1. In the boxes below, write what you expect you will be like and what you expect to be 
doing next year. Write at least THREE expected goals. 

 
2. In the space next to each expected goal, mark NO (✔) if you are not currently working 

on that goal or doing something about that expectation, and mark YES (✔) if you are 
currently doing something to get to that expectation or goal. 
 

3. For each expected goal that you marked YES, use the space to write in what you are 
doing this year to attain that goal. Use the first space for the first expected goal, the 
second space for the second expected goal and so on.    
 

 
Next year, I EXPECT to be 

Am I doing 
something 
to be that 

way?  

If yes, 
What I am doing now or plan to do, to 

be that way next year 

 NO YES  

Example 1: I expect to be more active 
and have better physical health.   

 ✔  Example 1: I plan to jog or cycle at 
least twice a week for at least 30 
minutes.  

Example 2: I expect to have more work-
life balance.  

 ✔ Example 2: I plan to leave my office by 
6:30pm at least four days in a week.  

(P1)  
 
 

   
 
 
 

(P2) 
 

   
 
 
 

(P3) 
 
 

   
 
 
 

(P4) 
 
 

   
 
 
 

(P5) 
 

   
 
 
 

(P6) 
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In addition to expectations and expected goals, we all have images or pictures of what we don’t 
want to be like; what we don’t want to do or want to avoid being. First, think a minute about 
ways you would NOT like to be next year—things you are concerned about or want to avoid 
being like.  
 

1. Write those concerns or selves to-be-avoided in the lines below. Write at least 
THREE concerns or to-be-avoided selves. 

 
2. In the space next to each concern or to-be-avoided self, mark NO (✔) if you are not 

currently working to avoid that concern or to-be-avoided self, and mark YES (✔) if 
you are currently doing something so that this will not happen next year. 
 

3. For each concern or to-be-avoided self that you marked YES, use the space to write 
what you are doing this year to reduce the chances that this will describe you next year. 
Use the first space for the first concern, the second space for the second concern and so 
on.    
 

 
Next year, I want to AVOID 

Am I doing 
something 
to avoid 

this?  

If yes, 
What I am doing now to avoid being 

that way next year 

 NO YES  
Example 1: I want to avoid falling sick so 
often. 

 ✔  Example 1: I plan to go for my flu 
vaccination by next month, and have a 
healthier diet. 

Example 2: I want to avoid being 
ineffective at my work. 

 ✔ Example 2: I plan to improve my skills 
and knowledge by attending courses.   

(P1)  
 
 

   
 
 
 

(P2) 
 

   
 
 
 

(P3) 
 
 

   
 
 
 

(P4) 
 
 

   
 
 
 

(P5) 
 

   
 
 
 

(P6) 
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General Self-Efficacy Questionnaire 
 
CIRCLE the number that best describes you. 
 

 1 

Not at all 
true 

2 

Hardly 
True 

3 

Moderately 
True 

4 

Exactly 
True 

1. I can always manage to solve difficult problems 
if I try hard enough. 

1 2 3 4 

2. If someone opposes me, I can find the means 
and ways to get what I want. 

1 2 3 4 

3. It is easy for me to stick to my aims and 
accomplish my goals. 

1 2 3 4 

4. I am confident that I could deal efficiently with 
unexpected events. 

1 2 3 4 

5. Thanks to my resourcefulness, I know how to 
handle unforeseen situations. 

1 2 3 4 

6. I can solve most problems if I invest the 
necessary effort. 

1 2 3 4 

7. I can remain calm when facing difficulties 
because I can rely on my coping abilities. 

1 2 3 4 

8. When I am confronted with a problem, I can 
usually find several solutions. 

1 2 3 4 

9. If I am in trouble, I can usually think of a 
solution. 

1 2 3 4 

10. I can usually handle whatever comes my way. 1 2 3 4 
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Coping Strategies Inventory Short-Form  
 
CIRCLE the number that best describes you.  
 

 1 

Never 

2 

Seldom 

3 

Sometimes 

4 

Often 

5 

Almost 
Always 

1. I make a plan of action and follow it. 1 2 3 4 5 

2.  I look for the silver lining or try to look on 
the bright side of things.  

1 2 3 4 5 

3. I try to spend time alone.  1 2 3 4 5 

4. I hope the problem will take care of itself.  1 2 3 4 5 

5. I try to let my emotions out.  1 2 3 4 5 

6. I try to talk about it with a friend or family.  1 2 3 4 5 

7. I try to put the problem out of my mind.  1 2 3 4 5 

8. I tackle the problem head on.  1 2 3 4 5 

9. I step back from the situation and try to put 
things into perspective.  

1 2 3 4 5 

10. I tend to blame myself.  1 2 3 4 5 

11. I let my feelings out to reduce the stress.  1 2 3 4 5 

12. I hope for a miracle.  1 2 3 4 5 

13. I ask a close friend or relative that I respect 
for help or advice.  

1 2 3 4 5 

14. I try not to think about the problem.  1 2 3 4 5 

15. I tend to criticize myself.  1 2 3 4 5 

16. I keep my thoughts and feelings to myself.  1 2 3 4 5 
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Flourishing Scale  
 
Below are eight statements with which you may agree or disagree. Using the 1–7 scale below, 
indicate your agreement with each item by CIRCLING that response for each statement. 
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e 

D
is

ag
re

e 

Sl
ig

ht
ly

 D
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A
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 A
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1. I lead a purposeful and meaningful life. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

2. My social relationships are supportive and 
rewarding. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

3. I am engaged and interested in my daily 
activities. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

4. I actively contribute to the happiness and 
well-being of others. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

5. I am competent and capable in the 
activities that are important to me. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

6. I am a good person and live a good life. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

7. I am optimistic about my future. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

8. People respect me. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
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Satisfaction with Life Scale  
 
Below are five statements that you may agree or disagree with. Using the 1–7 scale below, 
indicate your agreement with each item by CIRCLING that number on your response sheet.   
 
Please be open and honest in your responding. 
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1. In most ways my life is close to my ideal. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

2. The conditions of my life are excellent.  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

3. I am satisfied with my life. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

4. So far, I have gotten the important things I 
want in life.  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

5. If I could live my life over, I would change 
almost nothing.  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
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Scale of Positive and Negative Experience 
 
Please think about what you have been doing and experiencing during the past 4 weeks. Then 
report how much you experienced each of the following feelings, using the scale below. For 
each item, select a number from 1 to 5, and CIRCLE that number on your response sheet.  

 
 Very Rarely 

or Never 
Rarely Sometimes Often Very Often 

or Always 

Positive 1 2 3 4 5 

Negative 1 2 3 4 5 

Good 1 2 3 4 5 

Bad 1 2 3 4 5 

Pleasant 1 2 3 4 5 

Unpleasant 1 2 3 4 5 

Happy 1 2 3 4 5 

Sad 1 2 3 4 5 

Afraid 1 2 3 4 5 

Joyful 1 2 3 4 5 

Angry 1 2 3 4 5 

Contented 1 2 3 4 5 
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Learned Optimism Test  
 
Read the description of each situation. You have probably not experienced some of the 
situations, but that should not matter. Perhaps neither response will fit but go ahead and choose 
the cause likelier to apply to you. Take as much time as you need to answer each of the 
questions. There are no right or wrong answers.  
 
You may not like the way some of the responses sound, but do not choose what you think you 
should say or what would sound right to other people; choose the response you would be likelier 
to have.  
 
TICK only ONE response for each question. 
 
1.  The project you are in charge of is a great success.  
 ☐ I kept a close watch over everyone's work. 
 ☐ Everyone devoted a lot of time and energy to it. 
 
2.  You and your spouse (boyfriend/girlfriend) make up after a fight.  
 ☐ I forgave him/her. 
 ☐ I'm usually forgiving. 
 
3.  You get lost driving to a friend's house.  
 ☐ I missed my turn. 
 ☐ My friend gave me bad directions. 
 
4. Your spouse (boyfriend/girlfriend) surprises you with a gift.  
 ☐ He/she just got a raise at work.  
 ☐ I took him/her out to a special dinner the night before. 
 
5.  You forget your spouse's (boyfriend's/girlfriend's) birthday.  
 ☐ I'm not good at remembering birthdays.  
 ☐ I was preoccupied with other things. 
 
6.  You get a flower from a secret admirer.  
 ☐ I am attractive to him/her.  
 ☐ I am a popular person. 
 
7.  You run for a community office position and win.  
 ☐ I devote a lot of time and energy to campaigning. 
 ☐ I work very hard at everything I do. 
 
8.  You miss an important engagement.  
 ☐ Sometimes my memory fails me.  
 ☐ I sometimes forget to check my appointment book. 
 
9.  You run for a community office position and you lose.  
  ☐ I didn't campaign hard enough. 
 ☐ The person who won knew more people. 
 
10.  You host a successful dinner.  
 ☐ I was particularly charming that night.  
 ☐ I am a good host. 
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11.  You stop a crime by calling the police.  
 ☐ A strange noise caught my attention.  
 ☐ I was alert that day.  
 
12.  You were extremely healthy all year.  
  ☐ Few people around me were sick, so I wasn't exposed.  
 ☐ I made sure I ate well and got enough rest. 
 
13.  You owe the library ten dollars for an overdue book.  
 ☐ When I am really involved in what I am reading, I often forget when it’s due. 
 ☐ I was so involved in writing the report that I forgot to return the book. 
 
14.  Your stocks make you a lot of money.  
  ☐ My broker decided to take on something new.  
 ☐ My broker is a top-notch investor. 
 
15.  You win an athletic contest.  
  ☐ I was feeling unbeatable.  
 ☐ I train hard. 
 
16.  You fail an important examination.  
  ☐ I wasn't as smart as the other people taking the exam.  
 ☐ I didn't prepare for it well. 
 
17.  You prepared a special meal for a friend and he/she barely touched the food.  
  ☐ I wasn't a good cook.  
 ☐ I made the meal in a rush. 
 
18.  You lose a sporting event for which you have been training for a long time.  
  ☐ I'm not very athletic.  
 ☐ I'm not good at that sport. 
 
19.  Your car runs out of gas on a dark street late at night.  
  ☐ I didn't check to see how much gas was in the tank.  
 ☐ The gas gauge was broken. 
 
20.  You lose your temper with a friend.  
  ☐ He/she is always nagging me.  
 ☐ He/she was in a hostile mood. 
 
21.  You are penalized for not returning your income-tax forms on time.  
 ☐ I always put off doing my taxes.  
 ☐ I was lazy about getting my taxes done this year. 
 
22.  You ask a person out on a date and he/she says no.  
 ☐ I was a wreck that day.  
 ☐ I got tongue-tied when I asked him/her on the date. 
 
23.  A game-show host picks you out of the audience to participate in the show.  
  ☐ I was sitting in the right seat.  
 ☐ I looked the most enthusiastic. 
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24.  You are frequently asked to dance at a party.  
  ☐ I am outgoing at parties.  
 ☐ I was in perfect form that night. 
 
25.  You buy your spouse (boyfriend/girlfriend) a gift and he/she doesn't like it.  
 ☐ I don't put enough thought into things like that.  
 ☐ He/she has very picky tastes. 
 
26.  You do exceptionally well in a job interview.  
 ☐ I felt extremely confident during the interview.  
 ☐ I interview well. 
 
27.  You tell a joke and everyone laughs.  
 ☐ The joke was funny.  
 ☐ My timing was perfect. 
 
28.  Your boss gives you too little time in which to finish a project, but you get it finished 
 anyway.  
  ☐ I am good at my job.  
 ☐ I am an efficient person. 
 
29.  You've been feeling run-down lately.  
 ☐ I never get a chance to relax.  
 ☐ I was exceptionally busy this week. 
 
30.  You ask someone to dance and he/she says no.  
  ☐ I am not a good enough dancer.  
 ☐ He/she doesn't like to dance. 
 
31.  You save a person from choking to death.  
  ☐ I know a technique to stop someone from choking.  
 ☐ I know what to do in crisis situations. 
 
32.  Your romantic partner wants to cool things off for a while.  
  ☐ I'm too self-centred.  
 ☐ I don't spend enough time with him/her. 
 
33.  A friend says something that hurts your feelings.  
 ☐ She always blurts things out without thinking of others. 
 ☐ My friend was in a bad mood and took it out on me. 
 
34.  Your employer comes to you for advice.  
  ☐ I am an expert in the area about which I was asked.  
 ☐ I am good at giving useful advice. 
 
35.  A friend thanks you for helping him/her get through a bad time.  
 ☐ I enjoy helping him/her through tough times.  
 ☐ I care about people. 
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36.  You have a wonderful time at a party.  
  ☐ Everyone was friendly.  
 ☐ I was friendly. 
 
37.  Your doctor tells you that you are in good physical shape.  
 ☐ I make sure I exercise frequently.  
 ☐ I am very health-conscious. 
 
38.  Your spouse (boyfriend/girlfriend) takes you away for a romantic weekend.  
  ☐ He/she needed to get away for a few days. 
 ☐ He/she likes to explore new areas. 
 
39.  Your doctor tells you that you eat too much sugar.  
 ☐ I don't pay much attention to my diet.  
 ☐ You can't avoid sugar, it's in everything. 
 
40.  You are asked to head an important project.  
 ☐ I just successfully completed a similar project. 
 ☐ I am a good supervisor. 
 
41.  You and your spouse (boyfriend/girlfriend) have been fighting a great deal.  
  ☐ I have been feeling cranky and pressured lately.  
 ☐ He/she has been hostile lately. 
 
42.  You fall down a great deal while skiing.  
  ☐ Skiing is difficult.  
 ☐ The trails were icy. 
 
43.  You win a prestigious award.  
 ☐ I solved an important problem.  
 ☐ I was the best employee. 
 
44.  Your stocks are at an all-time low.  
  ☐ I didn't know much about the business climate at the time.  
 ☐ I made a poor choice of stocks. 
 
45.  You win the lottery.  
  ☐ It was pure chance.  
 ☐ I picked the right numbers. 
 
46.  You gain weight over the holidays and you can't lose it.  
  ☐ Diets don't work in the long run.  
 ☐ The diet I tried didn't work. 
 
47.  You are in the hospital and few people come to visit.  
  ☐ I'm irritable when I am sick.  
 ☐ My friends are negligent about things like that. 
 
48.  They won't honour your credit card at a store.  
 ☐ I sometimes overestimate how much money I have.  
 ☐ I sometimes forget to pay my credit-card bill. 
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Appendix B 

Participant Information Sheet  
 

Please read this information sheet carefully. 
Note to participant: 
My name is Magdalene Ong. I am a Doctor of Philosophy (Education) student at the National 
Institute of Education (NIE), Nanyang Technological University (NTU) under the supervision 
of Associate Professor Dr Chong Wan Har. I would like to seek your cooperation in completing 
this set of surveys as part of my thesis. 
 
Before you participate, the study will be explained to you and you may ask questions about the 
study. If you agree to participate in the study, please sign and return the attached Informed 
Consent Form to the investigators promptly. This Participant Information Sheet is for your 
retention.  
 
Title of the study: 
The Role of Personal Strengths in the Relationship between Possible Selves and Well-Being 
 
Purpose of the study: 
The purpose of this study is to better understand adults’ possible selves and personal strengths, 
and how these are related to their well-being. 
 
Procedure for the study: 
Participants will complete a set of questionnaires. It will take each participant no more than 45 
minutes to complete the survey.  
 
Your rights as a participant: 
Your participation in this study is entirely voluntary. Your questions about this study will be 
answered clearly and to your satisfaction. In the event of any new information becoming 
available that may be relevant to your willingness to continue in this study, we will inform you 
in a timely manner. By agreeing to participate in the study, you do not waive any of your rights 
to revoke your consent and withdraw from the study at any time without penalty. 
 
Benefits for participants: 
This study has no direct benefit to you as a participant. However, the information gathered from 
this research may be beneficial to help to understand the mental health and well-being of adults. 
 
Possible risks for participants: 
This study has been reviewed and approved by University’s Institutional Review Board. There 
are no anticipated risks associated with participating in this study.  
 
Confidentiality of participants: 
Information collected for this study will be kept confidential. Only the student researcher and 
the research supervisor will have access to the information gathered from the set of 
questionnaires. Study codes will be used on data documents and no identifying information will 
be used. Data files and computerised records will be password protected. Demographic 
information sheets will be removed from the surveys after we receive them. Digital copies of 
the data will be computed and kept for 10 years. Physical copies of the data documents (e.g., 
surveys) will be securely stored in locked locations and kept for 10 years. Data collected are the 
property of Nanyang Technological University and National Institute of Education. In the event 
of any publication regarding this study, your identity will remain confidential. All personal data 
collected as part of the study shall be managed in accordance to the Personal Data Protection 
Act (PDPA).  
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Investigator(s) of study:  
 

Name Role Email Phone 
Associate Professor  
Dr Chong Wan Har 

Principal 
Investigator / 
Supervisor 

wanhar.chong@nie.edu.sg (65) 6790-3227 

Ms Magdalene Ong 
 

Co-Investigator nie16magd1009@e.ntu.edu.sg (65) 9828-4881 

 
 
Further questions on the study:  
If you have further questions about the study, do contact the investigators (contact details 
provided above).  
 
Should you have questions on participants' rights in the study, please contact: 
NTU-Institutional Review Board 
Research Integrity and Ethics Office 
62 Nanyang Drive 
N1.2-B1-02A 
Singapore 637459 
Email: irb@ntu.edu.sg 
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Informed Consent Form 
 
Title of study: 
The Role of Personal Strengths in the Relationship between Possible Selves and Well-Being 
 
 
Investigator’s statement: 
I, the undersigned, certify to the best of my knowledge that the participant signing this informed 
consent form had the study fully explained and clearly understands the nature, risks and benefits 
of participating or allowing himself/herself to participate in the study. In addition, they also 
understand that all personal data collected as part of the project shall be managed in accordance 
to the Personal Data Protection Act (PDPA). 
 

Name of investigator:  

Signature of investigator:  
 

Date:  
 

 
 
 
Participant’s particulars (please enter all the required information): 
I hereby give consent to participate in the proposed research study. I have read the nature, risks 
and benefits of the study, and I fully understand them. I also understand that all personal data 
collected as part of the study shall be managed in accordance to the Personal Data Protection 
Act (PDPA). 
 

Name:  

Contact no.:  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

ATTENTION: The Singapore Copyright Act applies to the use of this document. Library and Information Services Centre, National Institute of Education.



 

 361 
 

Appendix C 

Ethics Approval Letters from Nanyang Technological University  

Institutional Review Board 
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Appendix D 

Scoring Keys for the Learned Optimism Test 

 
1.  The project you are in charge of is a great success. (PsG) 

 A. I kept a close watch over everyone's work. (1) 

 B. Everyone devoted a lot of time and energy to it. (0) 

 

2.  You and your spouse (boyfriend/girlfriend) make up after a fight. (PmG) 

 A. I forgave him/her. (0) 

 B. I'm usually forgiving. (1) 

 

3.  You get lost driving to a friend's house. (PsB) 

 A. I missed my turn. (1) 

 B. My friend gave me bad directions. (0) 

 

4. Your spouse (boyfriend/girlfriend) surprises you with a gift. (PsG) 

 A. He/she just got a raise at work. (0) 

 B. I took him/her out to a special dinner the night before. (1) 

 

5.  You forget your spouse's (boyfriend's/girlfriend's) birthday. (PmB) 

 A. I'm not good at remembering birthdays. (1) 

 B. I was preoccupied with other things. (0) 

 

6.  You get a flower from a secret admirer. (PvG) 

 A. I am attractive to him/her. (0) 

 B. I am a popular person. (1) 

 

7.  You run for a community office position and win. (PvG) 

 A. I devote a lot of time and energy to campaigning. (0) 

 B. I work very hard at everything I do. (1) 

 

8.  You miss an important engagement. (PvB) 

 A. Sometimes my memory fails me. (1) 

 B. I sometime forget to check my appointment book. (0) 
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9.  You run for a community office position and you lose. (PsB) 

  A. I didn't campaign hard enough.(1) 

 B. The person who won knew more people. (0) 

 

10.  You host a successful dinner. (PmG) 

 A. I was particularly charming that night. (0) 

 B. I am a good host. (1) 

 

11.  You stop a crime by calling the police. (PsG) 

 A. A strange noise caught my attention. (0) 

 B. I was alert that day. (1) 

 

12.  You were extremely healthy all year. (PsG) 

  A. Few people around me were sick, so I wasn't exposed. (0) 

 B. I made sure I ate well and got enough rest. (1) 

 

13.  You owe the library ten dollars for an overdue book. (PmB) 

 A. When I am really involved in what I am reading, I often forget when it’s due. (1) 

 B. I was so involved in writing the report that I forgot to return the book. (0) 

 

14.  Your stocks make you a lot of money. (PmG) 

  A. My broker decided to take on something new. (0) 

 B. My broker is a top-notch investor. (1) 

 

15.  You win an athletic contest. (PmG) 

  A. I was feeling unbeatable. (0) 

 B. I train hard. (1) 

 

16.  You fail an important examination. (PvB) 

  A. I wasn't as smart as the other people taking the exam. (1) 

 B. I didn't prepare for it well. (0) 

 

17.  You prepared a special meal for a friend and he/she barely touched the food. (PvB) 

  A. I wasn't a good cook. (1) 

 B. I made the meal in a rush. (0) 
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18.  You lose a sporting event for which you have been training for a long time. (PvB) 

  A. I'm not very athletic. (1) 

 B. I'm not good at that sport. (0) 

 

19.  Your car runs out of gas on a dark street late at night. (PsB) 

  A. I didn't check to see how much gas was in the tank. (1) 

 B. The gas gauge was broken. (0) 

 

20.  You lose your temper with a friend. (PmB) 

  A. He/she is always nagging me. (1) 

 B. He/she was in a hostile mood. (0) 

 

21.  You are penalized for not returning your income-tax forms on time. (PmB) 

 A. I always put off doing my taxes. (1) 

 B. I was lazy about getting my taxes done this year. (0) 

 

22.  You ask a person out on a date and he/she says no. (PvB) 

 A. I was a wreck that day. (1) 

 B. I got tongue-tied when I asked him/her on the date. (0) 

 

23.  A game-show host picks you out of the audience to participate in the show. (PsG) 

  A. I was sitting in the right seat. (0) 

 B. I looked the most enthusiastic. (1) 

 

24.  You are frequently asked to dance at a party. (PmG) 

  A. I am outgoing at parties. (1) 

 B. I was in perfect form that night. (0) 

 

25.  You buy your spouse (boyfriend/girlfriend) a gift and he/she doesn't like it. (PsB) 

 A. I don't put enough thought into things like that. (1) 

 B. He/she has very picky tastes. (0) 

 

26.  You do exceptionally well in a job interview. (PmG) 

 A. I felt extremely confident during the interview. (0)  

 B. I interview well. (1) 
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27.  You tell a joke and everyone laughs. (PsG) 

 A. The joke was funny. (0) 

 B. My timing was perfect. (1) 

 

28.  Your boss gives you too little time in which to finish a project, but you get it  finished   

 anyway. (PvG) 

  A. I am good at my job. (0) 

 B. I am an efficient person. (1) 

 

29.  You've been feeling run-down lately. (PmB) 

 A. I never get a chance to relax. (1) 

 B. I was exceptionally busy this week. (0) 

 

30.  You ask someone to dance and he/she says no. (PsB) 

  A. I am not a good enough dancer. (1) 

 B. He/she doesn't like to dance. (0) 

 

31.  You save a person from choking to death. (PvG) 

  A. I know a technique to stop someone from choking. (0) 

 B. I know what to do in crisis situations. (1) 

 

32.  Your romantic partner wants to cool things off for a while. (PvB) 

  A. I'm too self-centred. (1) 

 B. I don't spend enough time with him/her. (0) 

 

33.  A friend says something that hurts your feelings. (PmB) 

 A. She always blurts things out without thinking of others. (1) 

 B. My friend was in a bad mood and took it out on me. (0) 

 

34.  Your employer comes to you for advice. (PvG) 

  A. I am an expert in the area about which I was asked. (0)  

 B. I am good at giving useful advice. (1) 

 

35.  A friend thanks you for helping him/her get through a bad time. (PvG) 

 A. I enjoy helping him/her through tough times. (0) 

 B. I care about people. (1) 

 

ATTENTION: The Singapore Copyright Act applies to the use of this document. Library and Information Services Centre, National Institute of Education.



 

 372 
 

36.  You have a wonderful time at a party. (PsG) 

  A. Everyone was friendly. (0) 

 B. I was friendly. (1) 

 

37.  Your doctor tells you that you are in good physical shape. (PvG) 

 A. I make sure I exercise frequently. (0) 

 B. I am very health-conscious. (1) 

 

38.  Your spouse (boyfriend/girlfriend) takes you away for a romantic weekend. (PmG) 

  A. He/she needed to get away for a few days. (0) 

 B. He/she likes to explore new areas. (1) 

 

39.  Your doctor tells you that you eat too much sugar. (PsB) 

 A. I don't pay much attention to my diet. (1) 

 B. You can't avoid sugar, it's in everything. (0) 

 

40.  You are asked to head an important project. (PmG) 

 A. I just successfully completed a similar project. (0) 

 B. I am a good supervisor. (1) 

 

41.  You and your spouse (boyfriend/girlfriend) have been fighting a great deal. (PsB) 

  A. I have been feeling cranky and pressured lately. (1) 

 B. He/she has been hostile lately. (0) 

 

42.  You fall down a great deal while skiing. (PmB) 

  A. Skiing is difficult. (1) 

 B. The trails were icy. (0) 

 

43.  You win a prestigious award. (PvG) 

 A. I solved an important problem. (0)  

 B. I was the best employee. (1) 

 

44.  Your stocks are at an all-time low. (PvB) 

  A. I didn't know much about the business climate at the time. (1) 

 B. I made a poor choice of stocks. (0) 
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45.  You win the lottery. (PsG) 

  A. It was pure chance. (0) 

 B. I picked the right numbers. (1) 

 

46.  You gain weight over the holidays and you can't lose it. (PmB) 

  A. Diets don't work in the long run. (1) 

 B. The diet I tried didn't work. (0) 

 

47.  You are in the hospital and few people come to visit. (PsB) 

  A. I'm irritable when I am sick. (1) 

 B. My friends are negligent about things like that. (0) 

 

48.  They won't honour your credit card at a store. (PvB) 

 A. I sometimes overestimate how much money I have. (1) 

 B. I sometimes forget to pay my credit-card bill. (0) 
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