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Future Work Selves:
How Salient Hoped-For Identities Motivate Proactive Career Behaviors

Karoline Strauss
University of Sheffield

Mark A. Griffin and Sharon K. Parker
University of Western Australia

The term future work self refers to an individual’s representation of himself or herself in the future that
reflects his or her hopes and aspirations in relation to work. The clearer and more accessible this
representation, the more salient the future work self. An initial study with 2 samples (N � 397; N � 103)
showed that future work self salience was distinct from established career concepts and positively related
to individuals’ proactive career behavior. A follow-up longitudinal analysis, Study 2 (N � 53),
demonstrated that future work self salience had a lagged effect on proactive career behavior. In Study 3
(N � 233), we considered the role of elaboration, a further attribute of a future work self, and showed
that elaboration motivated proactive career behavior only when future work self salience was also high.
Together the studies suggest the power of future work selves as a motivational resource for proactive
career behavior.
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The future is not a result of choices among alternative paths offered by
the present, but a place that is created—created first in the mind and
will, created next in activity. The future is not some place we are
going to, but one we are creating. The paths are not to be found, but
made, and the activity of making them changes both the maker and the
destination.

—John Homer Schaar

Historically, individuals’ career management and development
were considered to be the employer’s responsibility. However, the
changing nature of employment has led to a shift in responsibility
from employers to employees (Hall & Mirvis, 1995). Careers are
becoming discontinuous and “boundaryless” (Arthur & Rousseau,
1996), with more frequent periods of career transition and uncer-
tainty. For example, people more often move between firms rather
than remain in stable jobs (Pfeffer & Baron, 1988). As career paths
become less prescribed, individuals need to play an increasingly
active role in ensuring their employability throughout the course of
their career (Fugate, Kinicki, & Ashforth, 2004) and in achieving
jobs and careers in line with their values and current and future
needs (Ashford & Black, 1996; Dawis & Lofquist, 1984; Rous-
seau, Ho, & Greenberg, 2006).

The rise of nonlinear careers has led scholars to pay greater
attention to how individuals actively shape their own career future
(Seibert, Kraimer, & Crant, 2001; Tharenou & Terry, 1998).
Acknowledging the active role individuals play in organizations
breaks with the traditional conceptualization of employees as
“passive, reactive respondents to their context” (Parker, Bindl, &
Strauss, 2010, p. 828) and is part of a broader recognition of the
importance of individuals’ proactivity in the workplace (for re-
views, see Bindl & Parker, 2010; Crant, 2000; Frese & Fay, 2001;
Grant & Ashford, 2008; Parker et al., 2010). Examples of ways in
which individuals can proactively manage their future careers
include exploring options, setting goals, developing skills and
abilities, and accumulating experiences that will ensure their future
employability (Claes & Ruiz-Quintanilla, 1998). Such proactive
career behaviors have been shown to influence important
individual-level career outcomes, such as promotions and career
satisfaction (Seibert, Crant, & Kraimer, 1999; Seibert et al., 2001)
and, for those involved in job search, obtaining employment
(Brown, Cober, Kane, Levy, & Shalhopp, 2006; Saks & Ashforth,
1999).

The greater demands on individuals to manage their own careers
mean that it is increasingly important to understand how and why
people choose to engage in proactive career behaviors such as
building new networks or actively seeking out career advice.
Understanding what motivates such behaviors is important be-
cause these behaviors often have uncertain outcomes and can
involve image risks (Ashford, Blatt, & VandeWalle, 2003; Miller
& Jablin, 1991) or ego risks (Ashford & Cummings, 1983). Pro-
active career behaviors also require individuals to prioritize future
outcomes over short-term benefits (Parker & Collins, 2009) and
thus can be hard to justify in the present. For example, developing
skills not required in one’s current job can feel costly in the short
term.

We introduce the concept of the future work self to better
understand the motivation of proactive career behaviors. Drawing

Karoline Strauss, Institute of Work Psychology, University of Sheffield,
Sheffield, United Kingdom; Mark A. Griffin, School of Psychology, Uni-
versity of Western Australia, Crawley, Australia; Sharon K. Parker, Uni-
versity of Western Australia Business School, University of Western
Australia.

This article is based on Karoline Strauss’ doctoral dissertation, com-
pleted under the guidance of Mark Griffin and Sharon Parker. We are
grateful to Adam Grant, Otilia Obodaru, and Heather Vough for their
useful comments on an earlier draft of this paper.

Correspondence concerning this article should be addressed to Karoline
Strauss, Institute of Work Psychology, University of Sheffield, Mushroom
Lane, Sheffield S10 2TN, United Kingdom. E-mail: k.strauss@
sheffield.ac.uk

Journal of Applied Psychology © 2011 American Psychological Association
2011, Vol. ●●, No. ●, 000–000 0021-9010/11/$12.00 DOI: 10.1037/a0026423

1



on research concerning “possible selves” (Markus & Nurius,
1986), we define future work selves as representations of the self
in the future that encapsulate individually significant hopes and
aspirations in relation to work. Future work selves provide an
essential link between self-concept and behavior and function as
incentives for future behavior in relation to work (Markus &
Nurius, 1986). Like other possible selves, future work selves are
components of the dynamic self-system (Markus & Wurf, 1987);
they become relevant to individuals’ motivation and behavior
when they are an active part of individuals’ self-concept (Hoyle &
Sherrill, 2006; Markus & Nurius, 1986). Thus, we focus on the
salience of the future work self, which we propose is the quality
that determines its activation in the self-concept and hence its
effect on behavior. Future work self salience is the degree to which
the future work self is clear and easy to imagine for a person. We
also propose that the degree of elaboration of a future work self
further influences its motivational power. An elaborate future work
self is complex and contains multiple elements, which we suggest
generates openness to relevant information and feedback, thereby
prompting greater proactive career behavior.

Future Work Selves and the Importance of Salience

Future work selves are based on the concept of hoped for
possible selves, which are cognitive representations of who indi-
viduals hope to become in the future (Markus & Nurius, 1986).
Like other possible selves, future work selves are components of
the dynamic self-system, a constantly changing combination of
self-schemas or identities that influences self-regulation and
guides affect, information processing, and behavior (Hoyle &
Sherrill, 2006; Markus & Wurf, 1987). In contrast to the more
general concept of possible selves, future work selves are explic-
itly future focused, positive, and specific to work. We explain each
of these distinctive features next.

We propose that future work selves are future-oriented possible
selves. Not all possible selves are explicitly focused on the future
or on who an individual hopes to become. Possible selves can also
refer to selves we believe we could or should be now (Higgins,
1998; Ibarra, 1999). As we argue below, the explicit future-
orientation of future work selves enables individuals to take risks
and set more ambitious goals. Future work selves potentially
stretch individuals’ aspirations and broaden their creative thinking
about future possibilities, which better equips them to proactively
shape their career.

In their original conceptualization of possible selves Markus and
Nurius (1986) distinguished between positive, “hoped for” future
selves and negative, feared future selves. We define future work
selves to be positive for two reasons. First, we expect positive
future work selves to be more prevalent and more salient than
feared future selves because individuals have the desire to create
and maintain positive identities at work (Ashforth, 2001). Previous
research has found feared possible selves to be considerably less
prevalent than hoped for possible selves (Cross & Markus, 1991;
Markus & Nurius, 1986). Second, our conceptualization of future
work selves reflects the importance of positive reference values in
self-regulation. Self-regulation based on negative reference values
such as feared future selves has been suggested to be inherently
unstable and relatively rare (Carver & Scheier, 1981, 1990). Striv-
ing to avoid becoming one’s negative future self may lead to low

perceptions of goal progress and is likely associated with feelings
of threat, worry, and anxiety (Elliot, Sheldon, & Church, 1997).
Negative future work selves are less likely than positive future
work selves to keep the individual focused in a specific direction
(Elliot et al., 1997) and may thus be less effective in regulating
behavior.

The concept of a future work self is more specific than that of
a hoped for possible self because it explicitly concerns the future
self in the domain of work. Possible selves tend to be domain
specific and affect behavior in the area of individuals’ lives to
which they are linked. For example, salient academic possible
selves have been shown to be associated with higher levels of
academic initiative, higher test scores, and improved grades
(Oyserman, Bybee, & Terry, 2006). Salient health-related possible
selves in older women were linked to higher compliance with
cancer screening guidelines (Black, Stein, & Loveland-Cherry,
2001). Salient smoking-related possible selves have been found to
be associated with more defensive reactions to antismoking mes-
sages (Freeman, Hennessy, & Marzullo, 2001). In line with pre-
vious research the future work self is thus proposed as a possible
self specific to the context of work.

Although most people are likely to hold a future work self, or
are able to construct one, not all future work selves are a motiva-
tional resource. Previous research shows that individuals are able
to describe a range of specific possible selves when instructed to,
even if they have not given much previous thought to these
possible selves (King & Raspin, 2004; King & Smith, 2004). Thus,
most people are likely to hold a future work self, or are able to
construct one, but these representations are unlikely to be equally
motivating. We argue that salience is a key characteristic that is
likely to make future work selves effective in motivating proactive
career behaviors.

A future work self that is salient is one in which the image of the
hoped for future self is clear and easy to imagine for a person.
Salient identities are of high subjective importance in identifying
or defining the self and are of high situational relevance (Ashforth,
2001). They are chronically accessible, that is, they are easily
accessible in a person’s memory and thus frequently become
activated in the working self-concept, the “continually active,
shifting array of accessible self-knowledge” (Markus & Wurf,
1987, p. 306). Activated, salient possible selves organize and
energize individuals’ behavior aimed at bringing them about (Le-
ondari, Syngollitou, & Kiosseoglou, 1998). Like other mental
constructs, identities can become chronically accessible if they are
activated and used frequently (Bargh, 1982; Higgins, King, &
Mavin, 1982; Srull & Wyer, 1986). The salience of future work
selves thus develops over time as individuals think about their
hopes and aspirations for their future, observe role models (Ibarra,
1999), and consider who they might become.

The Motivational Role of Future Work Self Salience

Salient future work selves provide a motivational resource for
individuals. Oyserman and Markus (1990) argued that possible
selves constitute “motivational resources that individuals can use
in the control and direction of their own actions” (p. 122). They
motivate self-directed behaviors aimed at change and self-
development (Hoyle & Sherrill, 2006; Markus & Nurius, 1986).
By capturing an image of an individual’s hoped for future working
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life, a salient future work self provides a “compass” for individuals
(Fugate et al., 2004) as they navigate through the fog of multiple
career trajectories and enables them to align their job and their
career with their values.

Salient future work selves are a motivational resource because
they support the process through which self-set goals are defined
and help to generate strategies to maintain striving toward these
goals. We draw on three theoretical perspectives that help show
how future work selves create goals and motivate goal striving.

First, self-regulation theory suggests that by creating a discrep-
ancy between the current self and the ideal future self, future work
selves that are salient motivate anticipatory and future-oriented
behavior and enable people to work toward an imagined future. As
a cognitive representation of the ideal future, future work selves
convert possible future events into current goals. This form of
forethought is a core component of human agency. As Bandura
(2001) argued, in “this form of anticipatory self-guidance, behav-
ior is motivated and directed by projected goals and anticipated
outcomes rather than being pulled by an unrealized future state” (p.
7). When individuals compare their future work self with their
current self, they identify discrepancies that form the basis of
self-directed behavior to bring about their desired future. Through
creating discrepancies between the present and the future, future
work selves thus provide a mechanism through which individuals
shape their careers in accordance with their values and priorities.

A second theoretical perspective derives from theory concerning
the role of possible selves in identity construction (Dunkel, 2000;
Dunkel & Anthis, 2001). Future work selves allow individuals a
more playful and exploratory approach to their self-definition
(Ibarra, 1999, 2007). Future selves (and other possible selves) are
the elements of the self-concept that are likely to be most flexible
and adaptable. Individuals have considerable freedom to define
and redefine their future selves (Cross & Markus, 1991). Thus,
future work selves potentially stretch individuals’ aspirations and
broaden their creative thinking about future possibilities. Salient
future work selves thus create discrepancies that lead individuals
to actively strive for their best possible future in line with their
values rather than focus on what others expect them to do or what
a safe option might be.

The third explanatory process for the impact of salient future
work selves relates to research on future-oriented cognitive pro-
cesses (e.g., Gilbert & Wilson, 2007; Suddendorf, 2006; Sudden-
dorf & Corballis, 2007). Positive possible selves facilitate the
identification of future requirements through mental simulation of
the desired future (Kosslyn, 1987). This mental simulation enables
individuals to envision possibilities and generate plans to realize
these possibilities (Taylor, Pham, Rivkin, & Armor, 1998). This
process is facilitated by episodic prospection or “episodic future
thinking,” which refers to the “projection of the self into the future
to pre-experience an event” (Atance & O’Neill, 2001, p. 533; see
also Suddendorf & Corballis, 1997). The episodic future thinking
involved in contemplating one’s future work self is likely to make
predictions of the future more accurate, for example, by making
individuals more aware of situational constraints (Atance &
O’Neill, 2001). As a basis for mental simulation, a future work self
that is salient enables, for example, the identification of incongru-
ities between a person’s present abilities and the demands he or she
anticipates in his or her hoped for future (cf. Edwards, 1996). By
comparison of present skills and abilities with anticipated future

demands, gaps can be identified, which can motivate future-
oriented behaviors such as proactive skill development, the acqui-
sition of skills and knowledge required in the future, and proactive
feedback seeking.

In summary, a salient future work self generates a motivating
discrepancy, enables the exploration of new possibilities, and
invokes mental simulation of the future. In so doing, a salient
future work self can motivate behaviors that might otherwise be
hard to justify in the present, such as developing skills not required
in one’s current job. Importantly, the future work self must be
salient to influence motivation because it has to be activated in the
memory to direct attention to relevant situations. Information and
behavior related to a salient future work self will be more easily
learned, and the meanings attached to it will be more readily acted
out (Linville, 1987; Markus, 1977; Markus & Zajonc, 1985).

Future Work Self Salience and Its Distinctiveness
From Related Career Concepts

Salient future work selves are related to but distinct from exist-
ing career concepts. One of the most important concepts in the
career literature is career identity, which forms part of the multi-
dimensional construct of career commitment (Carson & Bedeian,
1994). In its original conceptualization, career commitment is
defined as “one’s attitude toward one’s profession or vocation”
(Blau, 1985, p. 278; cf. Carson & Bedeian, 1994). Career com-
mitment is characterized by “the development of personal goals,
the attachment to, identification with, and involvement in those
goals” (Colarelli & Bishop, 1990, p. 159). Career commitment can
prompt career-related behaviors because it directs a person’s effort
toward a particular set of career goals (Bhagat & London, 1999).
Career identity is a particularly relevant dimension of career com-
mitment that more specifically refers to the degree to which “one
defines oneself by work” (London & Noe, 1997, p. 62). Career
identity has been shown to relate to active career behaviors (Lon-
don, 1998; McArdle, Waters, Briscoe, & Hall, 2007). It is impor-
tant to distinguish future work self salience from the career identity
dimension of career commitment because both concepts are con-
cerned with identity.

Future work self salience is distinct from career commitment
and, more specifically, from career identity because is not confined
to the current job or profession (e.g., Blau, 1985, 1988). Related
concepts such as work commitment (Dubin & Champoux, 1975)
are distinct from future work self salience in that they emphasize
a person’s current experience of commitment, whereas salient
future work selves are explicitly focused on the future. They
capture individuals’ identification with imagined future working
lives; they provide an image of who the individual will become
that is discrepant from the present. As we have elaborated above,
this discrepancy created by the explicit future focus of a salient
future work self enables an orientation toward change and thus the
motivation of proactive career behaviors.

Future work selves are also distinct from specific motivational
career concepts, such as career aspirations. Career aspirations
reflect the desire to advance within one’s career (O’Brien, 1996).
Although future work selves can capture ideas of career advance-
ment, they are not restricted to formal career progression. A salient
future work self might involve images of macro role transitions,
such as transitions between different organizational, professional,
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or occupational roles (Louis, 1980). Yet a salient future work self
goes beyond being motivated to advance one’s career and further
contributes to proactive career behavior by tying an individual’s
self to the desired future.

Previous research on career management has incorporated a
number of future-oriented concepts in addition to the above career
concepts. The dominant focus has been individuals’ general ori-
entation toward the future (Jepsen, 1974; Super, 1974). For exam-
ple, the concept of future orientation refers to an individual’s
tendency to consider the future rather than the immediate out-
comes and reflects how much the individual is able to delay
gratification into the future (Strathman, Gleicher, Boninger, &
Edwards, 1994). Research shows that general future orientations
predict career-related outcomes, such as career decision making
(e.g., Diemer & Blustein, 2007; Marko & Savickas, 1998;
Savickas, Silling, & Schwartz, 1984), career development (Marko
& Savickas, 1998), and proactive career behaviors (Parker &
Collins, 2009). However, a general future orientation is distinct
from a salient future work self, which is more specifically focused
on one’s future work representations. We expect that future work
self salience not only orients individuals toward the future but also
prompts “personalized” career planning (Meara, Day, Chalk, &
Phelps, 1995, p. 259; see also Markus & Ruvolo, 1989) by involv-
ing the self into career-related goals.

In sum, future work selves are distinct from career commitment,
career aspirations, and future orientation, although these constructs
include some overlapping features. Because these concepts have
already been linked to career outcomes, it is important to show that
future work self salience not only is distinct but also predicts
variance in proactive career behavior beyond these established
antecedents. Because salient future work selves play a unique role
in discrepancy creation and mental simulation, as elaborated
above, we propose the following:

Hypothesis 1: Future work self salience is factorially distinct
from career commitment, career aspirations, and future ori-
entation.

Hypothesis 2: Future work self salience is related to proactive
career behavior after controlling for career commitment, ca-
reer aspirations, and future orientation.

Future Work Self Elaboration

Elaboration is another attribute of future work selves and refers
to the degree of detail and complexity in their cognitive represen-
tation. Elaboration can be inferred from the description (or narra-
tive) of the self (King & Raspin, 2004; King & Smith, 2004). More
elaborated identities have a larger and more diverse range of
features (Rosenberg, 1988, 1997; Rosenberg & Gara, 1985). Elab-
oration is similar to the concept of cognitive complexity, or the
number of units in a cognitive structure (Stryker & Serpe, 1994).
Elaboration and salience are related but distinct characteristics of
future work selves: “[A] narrative can be filled with rich detail—a
person may construct (or reconstruct) a quite elaborate description
of her life in the future—without having thought about it very
much for quite some time” (King & Raspin, 2004, p. 605).

Future work self elaboration is an additional motivational re-
source that can influence proactive career behavior. This argument

is based on self-complexity theory (Linville, 1982, 1985), which
proposes that if a person’s self-knowledge contains only a small
number of elements, the person’s overall self-appraisal is more
vulnerable to negative feedback regarding these elements. Nie-
denthal, Setterlund, and Wherry (1992) demonstrated that this
principle also applies to possible selves. They showed that indi-
viduals with more complex possible self systems showed less
intensive affective reactions to feedback regarding their future
goals. Those who had elaborate possible selves that were complex
and contained a range of different elements were less affected by
negative feedback. The degree of elaboration of future work selves
thus determines how individuals react to feedback from their
environment regarding these future selves. Stein (1994) showed
that individuals whose selves lack complexity reject threatening
information regarding elements of their self but those with elabo-
rate, complex selves are able to attend to this information. People
with less elaborate future work selves are thus more likely to
ignore information that contradicts their future work selves and
less likely to seek out advice or additional information on how to
bring about their future work selves. They will be less inclined to
plan for contingencies. In contrast, those with an elaborate future
work self can take in and consider information that threatens their
future work self.1

We propose that elaboration will influence proactive career
behaviors only if the future work self is salient. If an individual’s
future work self is an activated and clear aspect of the self-concept,
elaboration acts to strengthen its influence on proactive behavior.
Unless a future work self is an activated part of the self-concept,
it is unlikely to drive present behavior (Markus & Wurf, 1987).
The strategies of proactive career behavior require an individual to
be alert for relevant situational cues and to actively process career-
relevant information.

The hypothesis is as follows:

Hypothesis 3: Future work self salience and elaboration in-
teract to predict proactive behaviors. Specifically, future work
self elaboration is positively associated with proactive career
behavior only when future work self salience is high.

Method

We conducted three studies to investigate the relationship be-
tween future work self characteristics and individuals’ proactive
career behaviors.

In Study 1, we investigated the distinctiveness of future work
self salience relative to related career and future concepts, as well
as its incremental validity in predicting proactive career behaviors
(Hypothesis 1, 2). Study 1 has two parts. In an initial sample of
full-time employees (Study 1a), we considered future work self
salience over and above career commitment and future orientation.
In Study 1b, we replicated the findings of Study 1a in a sample of
doctoral students using shorter versions of our measures focusing
only on the key variables. In Study 2, using a subsample from
Study 3, we present a longitudinal test of the predictive power of
future work self salience over time (Hypothesis 2). In Study 3, we

1 This idea is consistent with research demonstrating that different
identity statuses (see Marcia, 1966) are associated with different identity
processing orientations (Berzonsky, 1988, 1989, 1992).
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explored the role of elaboration and investigated whether it inter-
acts with salience to predict proactive career behaviors (Hypoth-
esis 3).

Studies 1b, 2, and 3 were conducted with samples of doctoral
students because proactive career behavior is an important part of
an impending career transition. By developing their skills and
networks, gaining the experiences needed in their future employ-
ments, and planning for the next steps in their career, doctoral
students lay the groundwork for their subsequent employability in
highly competitive labor markets. In addition, doctoral students are
a prototypical example of today’s knowledge workers, typically
being more committed to their field of research and their commu-
nity of peers than to a specific organization (Keller, 1997). Doc-
toral students thus have the potential to provide an insight into the
behavior of knowledge workers across a variety of careers (Page,
1998).

Study 1

Study 1a Method

Procedure and participants. We recruited participants
through Qualtrics, a private research software company that pro-
vides an online recruiting system with access to panelists in
different countries who have previously agreed to be contacted to
participate in surveys. We recruited only panelists based in the
United States for this study. A random sample of participants
drawn from a pool of over fifty thousand eligible panelists was
sent an e-mail invitation to participate in a survey being conducted
as part of an independent research project on how people think
about their career and their future entitled “Thinking about your
future.” Participants were offered an incentive of $2.25 for filling
in the survey, which took 10 min to complete. The final sample
consisted of 397 participants in full-time employment. Participants
worked in a range of occupations, such as managerial professions,
administration and support, health and safety, engineering and
design, and retail and wholesale. The mean age was 42.7 years
(SD � 11.1), and the mean tenure in the current job was 8.8 years
(SD � 7.9). On average, participants worked 41.9 hr per week
(SD � 7.6). Of participants, 49.9% were female.

Measures. Unless stated otherwise, we used 5-point scales
for the measures described below, with scale anchors ranging from
1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree).

Future work self salience (� � .92). Participants were asked
to mentally travel into the future and to imagine the future work
self they hoped to become. To allow participants to identify the
future work self that is most salient to them, we did not specify a
particular time period. Keeping this mental image in mind, partic-
ipants then rated the salience of the future work self they imagined.
Items were adapted from King and colleagues’ (King & Patterson,
2000; King & Raspin, 2004; King & Smith, 2004) measure of
salience of possible selves, which consists of three items assessing
the salience of the imagined scenario. King and colleagues re-
ported reliabilities ranging from .65 to .83 for salience ratings of
currently held possible selves in the three studies cited above.
Showing the validity of their measure, which they predicted would
relate positively to individuals’ subjective well-being and personal
development, salience of possible selves was consistently related
to higher subjective well-being in samples of gay adults (King &

Smith, 2004), divorced women (King & Raspin, 2004), and par-
ents of a child with Down syndrome (King & Patterson, 2000). We
adapted the format of these items and changed one item slightly to
more directly reflect individuals’ future work self. The items were
“I can easily imagine my Future Work Self,” “The mental picture
of this future is very clear,” and “This future is very easy for me
to imagine.” To improve the internal reliability of the measure by
King and colleagues we included two additional items, which were
“I am very clear about who and what I want to become in my
future work” and “What type of future I want in relation to my
work is very clear in my mind.”

Future orientation (� � .81). Future orientation was as-
sessed with the Consideration of Future Consequences Scale de-
veloped by Strathman et al. (1994). The Consideration of Future
Consequences Scale has been shown to have two underlying
dimensions: concern with immediate consequences and concern
with future consequences (Joireman, Balliet, Sprott, Spangenberg,
& Schultz, 2008; Petrocelli, 2003). We used the five items of the
scale that assess concern with future consequences. An example
item is “I consider how things might be in the future, and try to
influence those things with my day-to-day behavior.” We included
an additional item (“The decisions I make today are based on what
I think might happen in the future”) to ensure complete coverage
of the concept.

Career identity. Our approach to measuring career identity
was twofold. First, we assessed career identity using Carson and
Bedeian’s (1994) four-item career identity subscale of their career
commitment measure. The career identity subscale assesses the
centrality of one’s career to a person’s self-definition. An example
item is “Having a career in my field is an important part of who I
am.” We opted not to use the career planning and career resilience
dimensions of Carson and Bedeian’s (1994) measure of career
commitment. The career planning dimension focused on behavior
that we were concerned overlapped with our dependent variable
(e.g., “I have created a plan for my development in this line of
work/career field”). The career resilience dimension goes beyond
the centrality of one’s career to one’s self. An example item from
this subscale is “Given the problems I encounter in this line of
work/career field, I sometimes wonder if I get enough out of it.”
We were concerned this dimension picks up problems and diffi-
culties encountered in one’s career, as well as questions of career
commitment. Thus, this dimension goes beyond identification with
one’s career, which was what we primarily wanted to distinguish
from future work self salience. We refer to the assessment of the
four career identity items as career identity (commitment) (� �
.84). Second we assessed the centrality of individuals’ career
relative to other competing areas of their life (Lobel, 1991). We
assessed this concept with the five-item Career Identity Salience
Scale developed by Lobel and St. Clair (1992; see also Smith
Major, Klein, & Erhart, 2002). Four items were rated on a 5-point
Likert scale ranging from 1 (Strongly disagree) to 5 (Strongly
agree). An example item is “The major satisfactions in my life
come from my job.” The fifth item requires participants to select
the response that most describes them and their day-to-day prior-
ities. Answer categories are “I am primarily a family person,” “I
am a family and career person but lean a bit more towards family,”
“I am a career and family person,” “I am a career and family
person but lean a bit more towards career,” and “I am primarily a
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career person.” We refer to this assessment as career identity
(salience) (� � .76).

Career aspirations (� � .77). Career aspirations were as-
sessed with the scale developed by O’Brien (1996). The Career
Aspirations Scale assesses a person’s drive for success and accom-
plishment in his or her chosen field. It has two underlying dimen-
sions, leadership and achievement aspirations and educational
aspirations. An example item is “I hope to move up through any
organization or business I work in.” Following recommendations
by Gray and O’Brien (2007), we used an eight-item version of the
scale. The scale anchors of the 5-point scale ranged from 1 (Not at
all true for me) to 5 (Very true for me).

Proactive career behavior (� � .92). Proactive career behav-
ior was operationalized by combining 12 items from Bachman,
O’Maley, and Johnston (1978) and Penley and Gould (1981).
These items have previously been combined by Claes and Ruiz-
Quintanilla (1998) to form a measure of proactive career behavior.
Four types of proactive career behavior were assessed. Proactive
skill development was assessed with three items from Penley and
Gould (1981). Networking was assessed with two items from
Penley and Gould, supplemented by an additional new item so that
each proactive career behavior would be assessed with a minimum
of three items. Career consultation and career planning were as-
sessed with three and four items, respectively, taken from Bach-
man et al. (1978). Items were reworded to reflect present rather
than past behavior (e.g., “I have made my supervisor aware of my
work aspirations and goals” was reworded to “I make my super-
visor aware of my work aspirations and goals.”) Confimatory
factor analyses in Mplus (Muthén & Muthén, 2004) with maxi-
mum likelihood estimation showed that a five-factor structure in
which factors representing the four subscales were specified to
load onto a higher order proactive career behavior factor provided
a reasonable fit to the data, �2(61) � 311.47, comparative fit
index (CFI) � .91, root-mean-square error of approximation
(RMSEA) � .10, standardized root mean square residual (SRMR)
� .07, which was superior to a one-factor model, �2(65) � 944.06,
CFI � .70, RMSEA � .18, SRMR � .09; ��2(4) � 632.59. Factor
loadings are shown in the Appendix.

Demographics. Demographic variables collected included
participants’ age, gender, occupation, working hours, and tenure in
the current job.

Study 1a Results and Discussion

To assess the distinction between future work self salience and
other career-related measures (Hypothesis 1), we tested the factor
structure of the measures using the two-stage process proposed by
Gerbing and Hamilton (1996; see also Hurley et al., 1997). This
process involves dividing the sample randomly in half and, in the
first step, conducting an exploratory factor analysis to identify the
underlying factor structure of the data. In the second step, a
confirmatory factor analysis is conducted on the remaining sample
to cross-validate the factor structure obtained in the exploratory
factor analysis. We used SPSS 18 to randomly split the sample in
half and perform an exploratory factor analysis with principle axes
extraction and varimax rotation on one half of the sample. The
exploratory factor analysis revealed a seven-factor solution that
corresponded with following proposed factors: future work self
salience, future orientation, career identity (commitment), and two

factors each reflecting career identity (salience) and career aspira-
tions. The eigenvalues for the seven factors were 6.34, 2.58, 2.17,
1.79, 1.10, 3.31 and 1.48. This factor structure supported the
distinctiveness of the future work self salience scale (all five items
loaded on this factor with loadings less than .40 on any other
factor), but several items from the other scales did not load cleanly
on their designated factor. In particular, two items of the career
identity (salience) scale and three items of the career aspirations
scale showed loadings smaller than .40 on their designated factor
or cross-loadings larger than .40. These items were excluded from
the subsequent analyses, resulting in a five-factor solution with
only one factor reflecting career aspirations and career commit-
ment (salience), respectively. Item loadings were all above .60,
and no cross-loadings were above .30.

To cross-validate this factor structure we then used Mplus
(Muthén & Muthén, 2004) to conduct a confirmatory factor anal-
ysis (CFA) with maximum likelihood estimation on the remaining
items using the other half of the sample, as recommended by
Gerbing and Hamilton (1996). This five-factor CFA model showed
an adequate fit to the data, �2(220) � 469.26, CFI � .90,
RMSEA � .07, SRMS � .08. In this model all factor loadings
were above .49. Item loadings are shown in Table 1.

Using the full sample, we then conducted a series of confirma-
tory factor analyses using Mplus (Muthén & Muthén, 2004) with
maximum likelihood estimation to assess the discriminant validity
of the constructs. The results are shown in Table 2. We first
estimated a five-factor model treating future work self salience,
career identity (commitment), career identity (salience), future
orientation, and career aspiration as separate constructs. This
model provided a reasonably good fit to the data, �2(220) �
530.42, CFI � .93, RMSEA � .06, SRMR � .06, and a signifi-
cantly better fit than other models. These included a one-factor
model, ��2(10) � 2,228.41, p � .05; a two-factor model with
future work self salience items loading onto the first factor and
career identity (commitment), career identity (salience), future
orientation, and career aspiration items loading onto the second
factor, ��2(9) � 1,487.95, p � .05; a two-factor model with future
work self salience and career identity (commitment) items loading
onto the first factor and career identity (salience), future orienta-
tion, and career aspiration items loading onto the second factor,
��2(9) � 1,680.43, p � .05; and a two-factor model with future
work self salience and future orientation items loading onto the
first factor and career identity (commitment), career identity (sa-
lience), and career aspiration items loading onto the second factor,
��2(9) � 1,454.36, p � .05. There was also a three-factor model
with future work self salience and future orientation items each
loading on one factor and career aspiration, career identity (com-
mitment), and career identity (salience) items loading onto the
third factor, ��2(7) � 1,055.81, p � .05; and there was a four-
factor model with future work self salience, future orientation, and
career aspiration items each loading onto one factor and career
identity (commitment) and career identity (salience) items loading
onto the fourth factor, ��2(4) � 471.87, p � .05. We concluded
that future work self salience, future orientation, career identity
(commitment), career identity (salience), and career aspirations
were distinct factors. This provided support for Hypothesis 1.

Means, standard deviations, and zero-order correlations of the
study variables are shown in Table 3. Future work self salience
was significantly correlated with future orientation (r � .42, p �
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.001), career identity (commitment) (r � .32, p � .001), and career
aspirations (r � .24, p � .001) but not with career identity
(salience) (r � �.02, p � .77). Consistent with Hypothesis 2,
future work self salience was positively correlated with proactive
career behavior (r � .41, p � .001), as were future orientation,
career identity (commitment), and career aspirations (r � .58, p �
.001; r � .44, p � .001, and r � .57, p � .001, respectively).
Career identity (salience) unexpectedly showed a small negative
correlation with proactive career behavior (r � �.10, p � .05) and
was not significantly related to the other study variables.

To test the incremental validity of future work self salience (Hy-
pothesis 2), we conducted hierarchical regression analyses (see Table
4). We considered age and job tenure to be potential confounds and
added them as control variables in our analyses. Age is a potential
confound because of age-related differences in future-oriented moti-
vation (e.g., Nurmi, 1992). High job tenure may indicate limited job
mobility (e.g., Ellemers, de Gilder, & van den Heuvel, 1998; Green-
haus, Parasuraman, &Wormley, 1990; Ng, Eby, Sorensen, & Feld-
man, 2005) and may thus be associated with low future work self

salience as well as low levels of proactive career behavior, constitut-
ing a further potential confound. Consistent with the hypothesis,
future work self salience was significantly related to self-rated pro-
active career behavior (� � .11, p � .01), after controlling for age, job
tenure, future orientation, career identity (commitment), career iden-
tity (salience), and career aspirations.

Due to the deletion of two items based on the exploratory factor
analysis, the career identity (salience) scale primarily captured the
centrality of family life to a person’s self-definition. The centrality
of the family role relative to the career role to a person’s self-
definition was not significantly related to the other study variables.
This measure was not included in the studies reported below.

Having provided initial support for Hypotheses 1 and 2, we
sought to replicate these findings among the sample of doctoral

2 We present Study 1a first to provide a clear justification for the
shortened versions of the measures used in Studies 1b, 2, and 3. However,
this study occurred later in the chronology.

Table 1
Item Loadings for Five-Factor Model (Study 1a)

Item
FWS

salience
Future

orientation
Career identity
(commitment)

Career identity
(salience)

Career
aspirations

This future is very easy for me to imagine. .90
The mental picture of this future is very clear. .89
I can easily imagine my Future Work Self. .88
I am very clear about who and what I want to become in my

future work. .78
What type of future I want in relation to my work is very clear in

my mind. .75
I consider how things might be in the future, and try to influence

those things with my day-to-day behavior. .60
Often I engage in a particular behavior in order to achieve

outcomes that may not result for many years. .68
I am willing to sacrifice my immediate happiness or well-being in

order to achieve future outcomes. .58
I think it is important to take warnings about negative outcomes

seriously even if the negative outcome will not occur for many
years. .50

I think it is more important to perform a behavior with important
distant consequences than a behavior with less-important
immediate consequences. .58

The decisions I make today are based on what I think might
happen in the future. .72

Having a career in my field is an important part of who I am. .85
This career field has a great deal of personal meaning to me. .89
I strongly identify with my chosen career line. .84
I do not feel “emotionally attached” to this career field. (recoded) .59
The major satisfactions in my life come from my family. (recoded) .86
The most important things that happen to me involve my family.

(recoded) .95
Select the response which best describes you and your day-to-day

priorities. (“I am primarily a career person” to “I am primarily a
family person”) .56

I hope to become a leader in my career field. .78
When I am established in my career, I would like to manage other

employees. .83
When I am established in my career, I would like to train others. .67
I hope to move up through any organization or business I work in. .75
I think I would like to pursue graduate training in my occupational

area of interest. .56

Note. FWS � future work self.
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students (Study 1b). This is the context of the subsequent studies
in which we more rigorously tested Hypothesis 2 (Study 2) and
Hypothesis 3 (Study 3).2

Study 1b Method

Procedure and participants. Data were collected from a
sample of 103 doctoral students at a leading Australian university
who participated in a web survey following an e-mail invitation.
Of those responding, 52.9% were female and 80.4% were in the
first, second, or third year of their degree.3 Participants were
between 21 and 60 years old.

Measures. We used 5-point scales for all measures described
below, with scale anchors ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5
(strongly agree).

Future work self salience (� � .89). As in Study 1a, partic-
ipants were asked to mentally travel into the future and, keeping
the mental image of their future self in mind, rate the salience of
the future work self they imagined. The three items with the
highest factor loadings in Study 1a were retained. These items had
been adapted from King and colleagues’ (King & Patterson, 2000;
King & Raspin, 2004; King & Smith, 2004) measure of salience of
possible selves. Table 5 shows the factor loadings for these items
in a CFA analysis of all independent variables in the study.

Future orientation (� � .72). Future orientation was as-
sessed with two items from the Consideration of Future Conse-
quences Scale by Strathman et al. (1994) that showed the highest
factor loadings in Joireman et al. (2008). We included an addi-
tional item, “I consider how things might be in the future, and try
to influence those things with my day-to-day behavior.”

Career identity (commitment) (� � .81). We used the three
items capturing career identity from Carson and Bedeian’s Career

Commitment Scale that showed the highest factor loadings in the
original study by Carson and Bedeian (1994). These items also
show the highest factor loadings in Study 1a. An example item is
“Having a career in my field is an important part of who I am.”

Proactive career behavior (� � .89). Proactive career behav-
ior was measured with the same scale as described in Study 1a,
with one minor adjustment. We dropped the item with the lowest
factor loading assessing career planning in Study 1a (see the
Appendix), so that each type of proactive career behavior was
assessed with three items.

Demographics. Demographic variables collected included
participants’ age, gender, and year of study.

Study 1b Results and Discussion

To assess the discriminant validity of the constructs, we con-
ducted a series of confirmatory factor analyses using Mplus
(Muthén & Muthén, 2004) with maximum likelihood estimation,
as in Study 1a. The results are shown in Table 6.

We first estimated a three-factor model treating future work self
salience, career identity (commitment), and future orientation as
separate constructs. This model provided a reasonably good fit to
the data, �2(24) � 46.85, CFI � .94, RMSEA � .10, SRMR �
.07, and a significantly better fit than other models. These models
included a one-factor model, ��2(3) � 169.45, p � .05; a two-
factor model with future work self salience items loading onto the
first factor and career identity (commitment) and future orientation
items loading onto the second factor, ��2(2) � 43.35, p � .05; a
two-factor model with future work self salience and career identity
(commitment) items loading onto the first factor and future orien-
tation items loading onto the second factor, ��2(2) � 172.22, p �
.05; and a two-factor model with future work self salience and
future orientation items loading onto the first factor and career
identity (commitment) items loading onto the second factor,
��2(2) � 73.23, p � .05. Future work self salience, career identity
(commitment), and future orientation appear to be distinct factors.
Item loadings are shown in Table 5.

Means, standard deviations, and zero-order correlations of the
study variables are shown in Table 7. For theoretical reasons, age
and the year of study were included in the analyses as control
variables. Age is a potential confound because more mature stu-
dents may perceive future time in their career as limited (Nurmi,
1992). They are thus likely to have less salient future work selves
and may take less action to shape their future career. Year of study
may also potentially have confounding effects, because as doctoral
students progress in their studies their future work self is likely to
become more salient (for example, through increased exposure to
role models). They are also likely to increasingly engage in pro-
active career behaviors as their job search becomes more imma-
nent. Future work self salience was significantly correlated with
future orientation (r � .31, p � .01), although it did not signifi-
cantly correlate with career identity (commitment) (r � .09, p �
.39). Future work self salience was significantly correlated with
proactive career behavior (r � .31, p � .01), as were career

3 Doctoral programs in Australia usually require a minimum of 3 years.
The mean time to completion across a cross-section of universities is just
under 4 years (Bourke, Holbrook, Lovat, & Farley, 2004).

Table 2
Model Comparison for Confirmatory Factor Analyses (Study 1a)

Model �2 df CFI RMSEA SRMR

Five-factor model 530.42 220 .93 .06 .06
Two-factor modela 2,018.37 229 .60 .14 .12
Two-factor modelb 2,210.85 229 .55 .15 .15
Two-factor modelc 1,984.78 229 .60 .14 .13
Three-factor modeld 1,586.23 227 .69 .12 .11
Four-factor modele 1,002.29 224 .82 .09 .08
One-factor model 2,758.83 230 .43 .17 .15

Note. df � degrees of freedom; CFI � comparative fit index; RMSEA�
root-mean-square error of approximation; SRMR � standardized root
mean square residual.
a Future work self salience items loading onto the first factor; career
identity (commitment), career identity (salience), future orientation, and
career aspiration items loading onto the second factor. b Future work self
salience items and career identity (commitment) items loading onto the
first factor; career identity (salience), future orientation, and career aspi-
ration items loading onto the second factor. c Future work self salience
items and future orientation items loading onto the first factor; career
identity (commitment), career identity (salience), and career aspiration
items loading onto the second factor. d Future work self salience and
future orientation items each loading on one factor; career aspiration,
career identity (commitment), and career identity (salience) items loading
onto the third factor. e Future work self salience, future orientation, and
career aspiration items each loading onto one factor; career identity (com-
mitment) and career identity (salience) items loading onto the fourth factor.
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identity (commitment) and future orientation (r � .48, p � .001;
r � .69, p � .001, respectively).

To test the incremental validity of future work self salience, we
conducted hierarchical regression analyses (see Table 8). Consis-
tent with Hypothesis 2, future work self salience was significantly
related to self-rated proactive career behavior (� � .15, p � .05),
after controlling for career identity (commitment) and future ori-
entation, as well as age and year of study.

In sum, like Study 1a, Study 1b provides evidence of the
distinctiveness of future work self salience from related career
concepts, as well as some initial support for the link between the
salience of future work selves and individuals’ efforts to proac-
tively shape their future career.

Study 2

The cross-sectional findings of Studies 1a and 1b provide initial
support for the relationship between future work self salience and
proactive career behavior. In Study 2 we tested this relationship
more rigorously by employing a two-wave longitudinal design.

Study 2 Method

Procedure and participants. Data were collected from a
sample of 53 doctoral students at a large, research-intensive uni-
versity in England who participated in a web survey at Time 1 and
6 months later at Time 2. This time frame was appropriate because
there was sufficient time for individuals to display change in their
level of proactive behavior (see, e.g., Kossek, Roberts, Fisher, &
Demarr, 1998). An e-mail invitation was sent to all doctoral
students registered at the university at the time via a centrally
managed e-mail distribution list. Some students might not have
received the e-mail (e.g., it went to their spam box), so we cannot
be precise about the final response rate. Assuming that all doctoral
students registered at the university at the time of the study were
successfully contacted, our sample represents 14% of all students.
The present study is based on participants who responded at both
time points. Of the respondents, 69.8% were female. Participants
were between 21 and 61 years old. The majority of respondents
(77.4%) were in the first, second, or third year of their doctoral
degree.4

We compared participants in the longitudinal sample to partic-
ipants who responded only at Time 1 on key study variables.
Relative to participants in the cross-sectional sample, participants
in the longitudinal sample reported higher levels of future work
self salience, F(1, 313) � 7.79, p � .01. Differences in proactive
career behaviors were not significant. The potential bias of this
longitudinal sample is discussed as a limitation below.

Measures. We used 5-point scales for all measures described
below, with scale anchors ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5
(strongly agree). The measures for future orientation (Time 1: � �
.83; Time 2: � � .72) and career identity (commitment) (Time 1:
� � .88; Time 2: � � .88) were the same as those used in Study
1b. However, because the longitudinal design increased the de-
mand on participants, we used shorter scales for future work self
salience and proactive career behavior.

Future work self salience (Time 1: � � .87; Time 2: � � .84).
As in Study 2, participants were asked to mentally travel into the
future and to imagine their hoped for future self. Keeping this
mental image in mind, participants then rated the mental clarity
and accessibility of the future work self they imagined. We used
the two items adapted from King and Smith’s (2004) measure of
salience of possible selves that showed the highest factor loadings
in Study 1b. The two items were “The mental picture of this future
is very clear” and “This future is very easy for me to imagine.”

Proactive career behavior (Time 1: � � .85; Time 2: � � .80).
Proactive career behavior was measured with the three items with
the highest factor loadings assessing career planning adopted from
Penley and Gould (1981), which we used in the previous studies.

Demographics. Demographic variables collected included
participants’ age, gender, and year of study.

4 Doctorates in the United Kingdom usually take a minimum of 3 years.
Average time-to-completion rates vary by funding body. Eighty percent of
research council-funded students, who make up around 30% of doctoral
students, finish within 4 years of study. (Higher Education Funding Coun-
cil for England, 2005). For the remaining 70% of students, completion
times are likely to be longer (Powell & Green, 2007).

Table 3
Means, Standard Deviations, and Zero-Order Correlations (Study 1a)

Variable M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

1. Age 42.67 11.06 —
2. Gender 1.50 0.50 .06 —
3. Tenure in current job 8.79 7.92 .37��� �.01 —
4. Weekly working hours 41.88 7.63 .09 �.07 .00 —
5. Career identity (commitment) 3.61 0.87 .11� .02 .10 .05 —
6. Future orientation 3.63 0.61 �.01 �.01 .02 .09 .24��� —
7. Future work self salience 3.78 0.83 .09 �.00 .03 .09 .32��� .42��� —
8. Career identity (salience) 1.97 0.82 �.07 �.05 �.06 �.01 .06 �.09 �.02 —
9. Career aspirations 3.18 1.00 �.31��� �.08 �.09 .06 .32��� .26��� .24��� �.01 —

10. Proactive career behavior 3.51 0.68 �.14�� .00 �.05 .08 .44��� .58��� .41��� �.10� .57���

Note. N � 370–397.
� p � .05. �� p � .01. ��� p � .001.
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Study 2 Results and Discussion

Means, standard deviations, and zero-order correlations of the
study variables are shown in Table 9. The zero-order correlations
between future work self salience and proactive career behavior
were significant at Time 1 (r � .38, p � .01), and at Time 2 (r �
.40, p � .01). Although there was a significant zero-order corre-
lation between Time 1 future work self salience and proactive
career behavior at Time 2 (r � .39, p � .01), Time 1 proactive
career behavior was not significantly correlated with future work
self salience assessed at Time 2.

To test Hypothesis 2, we conducted a hierarchical regression
analysis with proactive career behavior at Time 2 as the dependent
variable. As in Study 1b, we controlled for age and the year of
study for theoretical reasons. Age and year of study were entered
in Step 1, proactive career behavior assessed at Time 1 was entered
in Step 2, and career identity (commitment) at Time 1 and future
orientation at Time 1 were entered in Step 3, before future work
self salience at Time 1 was entered in the final step. The results are
shown in Table 10. As predicted, future work self salience at Time
1 significantly predicted proactive career behavior at Time 2 (� �
.31, p � .05), after controlling for proactive career behavior at
Time 1 and after controlling for Time 1 career identity (commit-

ment) and future orientation. Hypothesis 2 was thus supported with
a more rigorous study design that included change over time in
proactive career behavior. A test for a lagged effect of proactive
career behavior on future work self salience was not significant
(� � �.06, p � .71).

This longitudinal finding provides support for the idea that
salient future work selves form the basis of proactive career
behavior. Moreover, it suggests the power of future work self
salience in promoting later proactive career behavior over and
above career identity (commitment) and future orientation. Neither
career identity (commitment) nor future orientation had lagged
effects on proactive career behavior.

Study 3

Thus far, we have provided support for our hypotheses regard-
ing the motivating power of future work self salience, but we have
not considered the role of elaboration. In this study, we investi-
gated whether and how future work self salience and elaboration
interact to predict proactive career behaviors, while controlling for
career identity (commitment) and future orientation.

Table 4
Hierarchical Regression Analysis Predicting Proactive Career Behavior (Study 1a)

Variable

Step 1 Step 2 Step 3

� t � t � t

Age �.14 �2.82�� �.04 �1.08 �.06 �1.40
Job tenure .00 0.02 �.04 �0.99 �.04 �0.94
Future orientation .43 11.72��� .39 9.97���

Career identity (commitment) .24 6.35��� .23 5.86���

Career identity (salience) �.07 �2.06� �.08 �2.24�

Career aspirations .34 8.51��� .33 8.27���

Future work self salience .11 2.74��

R2 .02 .56 .57
�R2 step .54��� .01��

F 3.61� 77.63��� 68.82���

Note. N � 370.
� p � .05. �� p � .01. ��� p � .001.

Table 5
Item Loadings for Three-Factor Model (Study 1b)

Item Future work self salience Career identity (commitment) Future orientation

I can easily imagine my Future Work Self. .78
The mental picture of this future is very clear. .90
This future is very easy for me to imagine. .87
Having a career in my field is an important part of who I am. .73
This career field has a great deal of personal meaning to me. .78
I strongly identify with my chosen career line. .79
I consider how things might be in the future, and try to

influence those things with my day-to-day behavior. .68
Often I engage in a particular behavior in order to achieve

outcomes that may not result for many years. .67
The decisions I make today are based on what I think might

happen in the future. .70
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Study 3 Method

Procedure and participants. Study 3 was based on data
collected at Time 1 of Study 2. This sample was the larger
cross-sectional sample, consisting of 233 doctoral students. Of the
respondents, 59.4% were female. Participants were between 21
and 61 years old. The majority of respondents (75.2%) were in the
first, second, or third year of their degree.

Measures. The measures for future orientation (� � .78),
career identity (commitment) (� � .89), and proactive career
behavior (� � .86) were the same as in Study 1b. We again used
5-point scales, with scale anchors ranging from 1(strongly dis-
agree) to 5 (strongly agree).

Demographics. Demographic variables collected included
participants’ age, gender, and year of study.

Future work self salience (r � .77). As in Study 2, partici-
pants also rated the mental clarity and accessibility of their future
work self with the two items that showed the highest factor
loadings in Study 1b. As above we used 5-point scales, with scale
anchors ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree).

Future work self elaboration. Participants wrote a short
description of their future work self. They wrote this narrative after
being asked to mentally travel into the future and to imagine their
future work self and rating the salience of this image. Examples of
future work self narratives high and low in elaboration are shown
below. A similar procedure has been used to collect narratives of

individuals’ life goals (King & Smith, 2004). The narratives in our
study were on average 60 words long (SD � 40.44), ranging from
1 to 364 words.

The narratives were then independently rated with regard to
their degree of elaboration by two industrial and organizational
psychology graduates who were trained as raters using data from
a pilot study. As described above, elaboration refers to the com-
plexity of the future work self narrative. Elaboration was assessed
as a single dimension and rated on a 5-point scale ranging from 1
(not at all elaborate) to 5 (very elaborate). Narratives were coded
as high in elaboration if they covered a variety of different ele-
ments of the future work self. Elements could focus exclusively on
a person’s working life or also take more general aspects into
account. This dimension goes beyond how detailed the narrative is,
with future work self narratives containing information on more
different elements of the future self—such as the type of job the
future self will have or the type of person the future self will
be—being rated as more elaborate. This is consistent with Rosen-
berg’s conceptualization of elaborate identities as being those with
a larger and more diverse range of features (Rosenberg, 1988,
1997; Rosenberg & Gara, 1985). Raters were blind to levels of
participants’ future work self salience and proactive career behav-
ior.

As proposed by Hayes and Krippendorff (2007), we used Krip-
pendorff’s alpha as a measure of interrater reliability (Krippen-
dorff, 1970, 2004). As opposed to many other measures of inter-
rater reliability, Krippendorff’s alpha reliability accounts for
chance agreement and calculates disagreements instead of correct-
ing percentage agreements (for a discussion of different indices of
interrater reliability, see, e.g., Hayes & Krippendorff, 2007; Lom-
bard, Snyder-Duch, and Campanella Bracken, 2002). Krippen-
dorff’s alpha was .82, which was above the cutoff of .70 recom-
mended by Krippendorff (2004). The elaboration ratings were thus
averaged over the two raters. Elaboration ratings were, not sur-
prisingly, significantly related to the length of the narrative (r �
.61, p � .001; see Table 11). This is consistent with previous
content analyses of possible self narratives. King and colleagues
(King & Raspin, 2004; King & Smith, 2004) similarly reported
correlations of .51 to .70 between the length of possible self
narratives and their content-analytic measure of elaboration. We
therefore controlled for length of narratives in order to ensure we
did not confound length with elaboration.
An example of a future work self narrative high in elaboration is
shown below.

Table 6
Model Comparison for Confirmatory Factor Analyses (Study 1b)

Model �2 df CFI RMSEA SRMR

Three-factor model 46.85 24 .94 .10 .07
Two-factor modela 90.20 26 .83 .16 .11
Two-factor modelb 219.07 26 .48 .27 .19
Two-factor modelc 120.08 26 .75 .19 .17
One-factor model 216.30 27 .37 .29 .21

Note. df � degrees of freedom; CFI � comparative fit index; RMSEA�
root-mean-square error of approximation; SRMR � standardized root
mean square residual.
a Future work self salience items loading onto the first factor; career
identity (commitment) and future orientation items loading onto the second
factor. b Future work self salience items and career identity (commit-
ment) items loading onto the first factor; future orientation items loading
onto the second factor. c Future work self salience items and future
orientation items loading onto the first factor; career identity (commitment)
items loading onto the second factor.

Table 7
Means, Standard Deviations, and Zero-Order Correlations (Study 1b)

Variable M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6

1. Gender 1.54 0.50 —
2. Age 35.68 10.60 �.02 —
3. Year of study 2.29 1.22 �.12 .31�� —
4. Career identity (commitment) 4.00 0.71 .08 .16 �.17 —
5. Future orientation 3.79 0.74 .01 .04 �.15 .36��� —
6. Future work self salience 3.98 0.91 �.09 .18 �.01 .09 .31�� —
7. Proactive career behavior 3.72 0.69 .08 �.10 �.27�� .48��� .69��� .31��

Note. N � 92.
�� p � .01. ��� p � .001.
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I can see myself working in a research center doing investigation
related to materials science. I am supervising several postgraduate
students [. . .], but I am actually a really cool person to work with. My
students get time, attention, advice and freedom to think and do. My
research is going quite well, I have been publishing interesting results
on a regular basis and presenting my work in international confer-
ences that make me travel a lot [. . .]. I keep contact with research
groups in different countries and develop good projects together. I am
trying to build a prestigious career to keep a good image of scientists
of my country. I have a fulfilling and well balanced life. I am happy!
[. . .]

This future work self is highly elaborate because it covers
multiple dimensions of the future self, such as the type of person
the future self will be (“cool person to work with”), different
elements of the role (supervision, dissemination, collaboration), as
well as more relational aspects of the role as teacher. In contrast,
the example below shows a future work self narrative low in
elaboration that has only two dimensions: becoming a hydroge-
ologist and achieving a high level position.

I am looking forward to carry [ing] out my job when I have graduated
from the University of [. . .] as an Environmental Hydrogeologist.
And also I want to be at the top position of my Department (Director
General).

Study 3 Results and Discussion

Table 11 shows the means, standard deviations, and zero-order
correlations of the study variables. As in Study 1b and 2, age and
the year of study were included in the analyses as control variables
for theoretical reasons. Future work self elaboration was signifi-
cantly correlated with proactive career behavior (r � .13, p � .05),
as was future work self salience (r � .28, p � .001). The length of
the narrative was not significantly correlated with proactive career
behaviors (r � �.01, p � .86). As discussed above, salience and
elaboration are two distinct, yet related, qualities of a future work
self. In line with this argument, the relationship between future
work self elaboration and future work self salience was small,
albeit positive and significant (r � .17, p � .01).

The proposed moderation effect was tested in a regression
analysis, controlling for age, year of study, career identity (com-
mitment), and future orientation. Consistent with Hypothesis 3
there was a near-significant interaction between future work self
elaboration and future work self salience (� � .11, p � .06; see
Table 12). The interaction is depicted in Figure 1. Variables have
been mean-centered, and lines display values one standard devia-
tion above and below the mean. Figure 1 shows that future work
self elaboration has a positive effect on proactive career behavior

Table 8
Hierarchical Regression Analysis Predicting Proactive Career Behavior (Study 1b)

Variable

Step 1 Step 2 Step 3

� t � t � t

Age �.02 �9.19 �.14 �1.81 �.17 �2.17�

Year of study �.26 �2.47� �.10 �1.24 �.09 �1.21
Career identity (commitment) .28�� 3.52 .28 3.69���

Future orientation .58��� 7.58 .53 6.72���

Future work self salience .15 1.99�

R2 .05 .55 .56
�R2 step .49��� .02�

F 3.53� 28.34��� 24.23���

Note. N � 92.
� p � .05. �� p � .01. ��� p � .001.

Table 9
Means, Standard Deviations, and Zero-Order Correlations (Study 2)

Variable M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

1. Gender 1.70 0.46 —
2. Age 29.91 8.51 �.09 —
3. Year of study 2.49 1.22 �.14 .21 —
4. Career identity (commitment) Time 1 3.98 0.89 �.03 �.18 .10 —
5. Career identity (commitment) Time 2 3.93 0.77 .13 �.12 .11 .57 —
6. Future orientation Time 1 3.44 0.89 �.08 �.06 �.11 .10 .26 —
7. Future orientation Time 2 3.62 0.68 .09 �.07 �.16 .18 .29� .53��� —
8. Future work self salience Time 1 3.64 0.92 .17 �.04 �.19 .26 .16 .34� .36�� —
9. Future work self salience Time 2 3.71 1.04 .02 �.02 �.02 .17 .21 .38�� .41�� .45�� —

10. Proactive career behavior Time 1 3.09 0.93 .02 �.13 .15 .15 .11 .52��� .34�� .38�� .26 —
11. Proactive career behavior Time 2 3.67 0.84 .18 �.15 .00 �.03 .17 .23 .56�� .39�� .40�� .50���

Note. N � 53.
� p � .05. �� p � .01. ��� p � .001.
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only when future work self salience is high. The simple slope for
elaboration was statistically significant and positive when salience
was one standard deviation above the mean (slope � .15, t � 2.36,
p � .05) but was not significantly different than zero when
salience was one standard deviation below the mean (slope �
�.01, t � �0.14, p � .05). These results support the hypothesis
that future work selves must be salient for elaboration to have a
positive association with proactive career behavior.

Discussion

We introduced the future work self as an important element of
individuals’ attempts to actively shape their future work lives. We
suggested future work self salience is an especially important con-
struct in the context of today’s careers, which are increasingly dis-
continuous and boundaryless, thereby requiring individuals to take a
proactive role in shaping and managing their career. In the short term,
proactive career behaviors can be associated with costs and risks, thus
presenting motivational challenges for these behaviors.

Drawing on self-regulation theory and research on episodic
prospection, we proposed that the more an individual holds a clear
and accessible view of the future self at work, the more this will
create a discrepancy that motivates proactive behavior. Our studies
provided good initial evidence for this proposition. In Studies 1a
and 1b, future work self salience explained variance in proactive

career behaviors over and above career identity (commitment) and
career aspirations (Study 1a), and over and above a general ten-
dency to focus on long-term rather than short-term consequences
of one’s behavior (future orientation). In Study 2, individuals’
future work self salience predicted an increase in proactive career
behavior over a period of 6 months.

Our study also showed the potential motivating power of future
work self elaboration. In Study 3, we showed that elaboration was
significantly related to proactive career behavior when future work
self salience was high. The elaboration of the future work self narra-
tive served as a measure of the complexity of a future work self,
which we suggested would enable individuals to accommodate feed-
back and new information which is critical in the proactive behavior
process (Frese & Fay, 2001). As predicted, more elaborate future
work selves appeared to be important for motivating future-oriented
behaviors, albeit only if a person already has a salient view of his or
her future work self. This is consistent with the idea that future work
self salience directs individuals toward situations and information
relevant to their future work self, while future work self elaboration
enables them to consider information about potential obstacles.

Theoretical Implications

Our research shows the potential motivational impact of a
salient future work self over and above concepts typically consid-

Table 10
Hierarchical Regression Analysis Predicting Proactive Career Behavior at Time 2 (Study 2)

Variable

Step 1 Step 2 Step 3 Step 4

� t � t � t � t

Age �.15 �1.15 �.10 �0.78 �.13 �1.00 �.16 �1.34
Year of study .00 0.03 �.02 �0.18 �.01 �0.06 .07 0.52
Proactive career behavior Time 1 .42 3.49�� .46 3.16�� .37 2.63�

Career identity (commitment) Time 1 �.15 �1.16 �.21 �1.70
Future orientation Time 1 �.01 �0.05 �.03 �0.23
Future work self salience Time 1 .31 2.36�

R2 �.01 .16 .15 .21
�R2 step .17�� .02, p � .51 .07�

F 0.68, p � .51 4.60�� 3.00� 3.64��

Note. N � 53.
� p � .05. �� p � .01.

Table 11
Means, Standard Deviations, and Zero-Order Correlations (Study 3)

Variable M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

1. Gender 1.59 0.49 —
2. Age 30.31 7.89 .04 —
3. Year of study 2.61 1.26 �.05 .21�� —
4. Career identity (commitment) 3.38 0.81 .04 �.04 �.10 —
5. Future orientation 3.69 0.87 �.07 �.18�� �.18�� .23��� —
6. Length of future work self narrative 60.05 40.44 �.01 �.10 �.13� .10 .07 —
7. Future work self elaboration 3.09 0.96 .09 �.14� �.18�� .20�� .26��� .61��� —
8. Future work self salience 3.44 1.00 .08 .09 �.11 .21�� .12 .05 .17�� —
9. Proactive career behavior 3.37 0.60 .09 �.19�� �.15� .31��� .46��� �.01 .13� .28���

Note. N � 233.
� p � .05. �� p � .01. ��� p � .001.
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ered in the career literature. Importantly, for individuals’ career
management to be guided by future work selves it is not enough to
have an image of one’s ideal future. This image needs to reflect a
core identity that is easily accessible in the working memory.
Having an accessible representation of an ideal future self appears
to give meaning to future-focused behaviors that would otherwise
be challenging in the short term. This may be because the discrep-
ancy between one’s ideal and current self motivates these behav-
iors, because these representations stimulate more playful and
hence creative thinking about the future, and/or because the mental
stimulation of the desired future prompts envisioning and planning
to achieve this future.

Although research is now needed on exactly which of these mech-
anisms, or indeed other possible mechanisms, explain the motiva-
tional power of future work selves, our studies at least suggest the
theoretical value of considering possible selves as a motivational
resource in proactive career management. We offer a novel perspec-
tive in the career management domain by explicitly integrating self-

regulation theory and research on future-oriented cognition in consid-
ering how proactive career behaviors are motivated. We also offer a
novel perspective to possible selves research, which primarily focuses
on how identities at work are constructed or negotiated and how they
provide or shape meaning (e.g., Ibarra, 1999), rather than how these
identities motivate behavior.

Our findings have implications for motivating proactive behaviors
beyond those in the career domain. Research on proactive behavior
has focused extensively on self-efficacy as a driver of proactive
behavior (e.g., Frese, Garst, & Fay, 2007; Kanfer, Wanberg, &
Kantrowitz, 2001; Morrison & Phelps, 1999; Parker, Williams, &
Turner, 2006), on what Parker et al. (2010) referred to as “can do”
pathways in their model of proactive motivation. However, consider-
ably less research has considered why people are proactive, the
“reason to” pathway (Parker et al., 2010). The present paper suggests
future work selves as a reason to behave proactively. This is in line
with theoretical arguments for the role of identity in the motivation in
proactive behavior (Parker et al., 2010). Drawing on self-
determination theory (Deci & Ryan, 2000), Parker et al. proposed
that, over and above finding a proactive behavior enjoyable or iden-
tifying with its value individuals engage in proactive action because
the proactive behavior is fundamental to their identity. Yet very little
research has considered how these identity-related processes operate.
The current study provides support for the role that future-oriented
identity plays in the motivation of proactive behavior; it suggests that
one reason for people behaving proactively is their salient future work
self.

Our findings are also in line with recent theory and evidence
suggesting the importance of an image of the desired future as
providing a reason to be proactive. Griffin, Parker, and Mason
(2010) found that leaders’ vision prompted efficacious individuals
to increase their level of proactive work behaviors, such as intro-
ducing new work methods, over time. Griffin et al. suggested that
a clear leader vision provides a discrepancy between the status quo
and the future, which helps to motivate change-oriented behaviors.
Future work selves similarly might create a discrepancy between
the present and individuals’ own personal future. This personal
vision is likely to be more central than a leader’s vision, as the
proactive outcomes we consider are more self-oriented, involving

Table 12
Hierarchical Regression Analysis Predicting Proactive Career Behavior (Study 3)

Variable

Step 1 Step 2 Step 3 Step 4 Step 5

� t � t � t � t � t

Age �.17 �2.50� �.10 �1.74 �.11 �1.81 �.13 �2.11� �.12 �1.92†

Year of study �.12 �1.79 �.05 �0.76 �.05 �0.87 .04 �0.59 �.04 �0.69
Career identity (commitment) .38 6.37��� .38 6.39��� .35 5.71��� .35 5.76���

Future orientation .22 3.78��� .23 3.84��� .20 3.32�� .19 3.27��

Length of future work self narrative �.06 �1.09 �.11 �1.50 �.14 �1.90†

Future work self elaboration .07 0.92 .07 0.98
Future work self salience .14 2.32� .15 2.05�

Future Work Self Salience 	 Elaboration .11 1.94†

R2 .05 .27 .28 .30 .31
�R2 step .22��� .00 .02� .01†

F 5.94�� 20.98��� 17.04��� 13.45��� 12.39���

Note. N � 233.
† p � .06. � p � .05. �� p � .01. ��� p � .001.

Figure 1. Interaction between future work self (FWS) salience and elab-
oration (Study 3).
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individuals’ proactive efforts to develop themselves (e.g., their
skills, knowledge, and capabilities) rather than change the work
environment per se. The motivational role of an individual’s per-
sonal vision—or the future work self—is a “reason to” pathway
that has not yet been explored.

Of practical significance, our research has suggested features of
future work selves that are effective in the motivation of proactive
career management. Future work selves are more closely linked to
agentic efforts to shape one’s future if they can be easily accessed
in the working memory and if they are complex, highly elaborate
images. These findings suggest the importance of cultivating sa-
lient and elaborate future work selves through career development
initiatives, such as career counseling. Early in their career, indi-
viduals often use role models to construct their ideal and possible
future selves (Gibson, 2003; Ibarra, 1999; Markus & Nurius,
1986). But our findings suggest that for these representations to
significantly impinge on proactive career behavior, they must be
salient and elaborate. One could imagine various interventions to
boost these attributes. For example, asking people to generate
future work selves might enhance salience, whereas elaboration
might be enhanced by getting individuals to brainstorm other
elements of their future work selves that they might consider.

In addition, it is possible that leaders can also play an important
role in cultivating their staff’s salient future work selves. Leaders
have a strong influence on employees’ self-views (e.g., Eden,
1992) and can potentially nourish and inspire future work selves
by expressing high expectations and confidence in the employee’s
ability and potential (Lord, Brown, & Freiberg, 1999).

Study Limitations and Future Research

Data in three of our four studies were collected from samples of
doctoral students, which constitute an appropriate sample for our
studies, as we have argued above. However, the characteristics of
these samples might also limit the generalizability of our findings.
First, proactive career behaviors are likely to be particularly fre-
quent in this population. Building networks and developing career
management skills are competencies that doctoral students are
expected to develop during the course of their PhD degree pro-
gram. In addition, doctoral students are facing a career transition
and often take part in career development activities (e.g., doctoral
consortia), which may lead to a higher level of proactive career
behaviors and to more salient and elaborate future work selves.
Nonetheless, despite these limitations of the samples used, it is
important to observe that the ratings of proactive career behaviors
in our sample were similar in range to the ones reported by Claes
and Ruiz-Quintanilla (1998), who used the same scales in organi-
zational settings. It may be that future work self salience plays a
particularly important role when individuals are at critical career
transition points. Future research with different samples is needed
to establish the generalizability of our findings.

A further limitation is the range restriction in the longitudinal
sample in Study 2. Participants who responded at both time points
initially reported higher levels of future work self salience. Al-
though it is not surprising that those with salient future work selves
were more inclined to respond to the survey at both time points, the
longitudinal sample may thus not be representative for the general
population of doctoral students. However, any range restriction is
unlikely to have inflated the findings reported in our study. Indeed,

including respondents with low future work self salience and low
proactive career behavior would provide greater variance and
hence potentially a stronger effect. Nevertheless, further research
in samples with a greater range of future work self salience is
needed to investigate generalizability.

Our studies also relied on self-report data, with the exception of
the measure of elaboration of future work selves, which was
reliably rated by two independent raters. Because one of our
studies was longitudinal and therefore examined within-person
differences in self-reported proactivity at two time points, this
controlled for some of the problems of self-reported behaviors
(e.g., any self-report biases would likely apply at both times).
Nevertheless, we recommend that future research go further to
consider externally rated proactive career behaviors.

The use of a two-item measure to operationalize future work self
salience in Studies 2 and 3 constitutes a further limitation of this
paper. We chose the two items with the highest factor loadings in
Study 1b to reduce the survey demand on study participants.
Future research may employ the more comprehensive five-item
measure used in Study 1b to assess future work self salience.
However, in Study 1b the correlations of the two-item version with
the three- and five-item versions of the measure were r � .98, p �
.001 and r � .94, p � .001, respectively. The high convergence of
the shorter and longer versions of the scales suggests that similar
results would likely have been obtained with either version. We
also used a shortened measure to assess proactive career behavior
in Study 2. Convergence between the shorter and longer versions
of the scale was high in Studies 1a, 1b, and 3. Nevertheless, future
research should employ comprehensive measures of proactive
career behavior.

Drawing on self-regulation theory and research on episodic
prospection, we suggest theoretical mechanisms that may link
future work selves to proactive behavior. We recommend further
research to explicitly test these mechanisms. We also recognize
that future work selves vary in their attributes beyond salience and
elaboration. We focused on the latter because theory identifies
these attributes as critical (Markus & Wurf, 1987), but other
attributes, such as level of positivity or attributions of control,
might also influence the extent to which future work selves func-
tion as a motivational resource.

A further avenue of research concerns the effect of future work
selves on affective outcomes. Goals representing core values and
enduring interests of the self are associated with higher satisfaction
when achieved (Sheldon & Elliot, 1998, 1999). Because future
work selves reflect individuals’ authentic values and interests,
striving to attain a future work self may in itself be associated with
a sense of authenticity and satisfaction. On the other hand, poten-
tial negative effects also should be considered. King and Raspin’s
(2004) research on “lost” future selves showed that a salient image
of the self one “might have been” can result in lowered life
satisfaction and meaning in life. Similarly, realizing that a salient
future work self will not become reality could threaten a person’s
subjective well-being and potentially their career commitment.
Our study suggested that future work self elaboration might po-
tentially protect individuals from this process, as it enables them to
consider information that is inconsistent with their desired future
and maintain elements of their future work self even if other
elements are threatened. Nevertheless, potential downsides to sa-
lient future work selves should be considered.
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Finally, we focused here on future work selves at an individual
level, or in terms of characteristics that differentiate a person as an
individual from other individuals. Future work selves can also
potentially be considered at other levels of the self-concept
(Brewer & Gardner, 1996; Lord et al., 1999). One could consider
future work selves at the collective level, that is, individuals’
representations of their group or organization in the future that
reflects their hopes and aspirations (cf. Gioia & Thomas, 1996).
Shaping collective future work selves might be an especially
important mechanism through which leader vision influences em-
ployees’ behavior (Lord et al., 1999; Stam, van Knippenberg, &
Wisse, 2010; Strauss, Griffin, & Parker, 2009). One could also
consider future work selves on the level of the relational self
(Brewer & Gardner, 1996), reflecting representations of hoped for
role relationships (Sluss & Ashforth, 2007). As Lord et al. (1999)
stated, “Possible selves tied to improved role relationships—being
respected by superiors and colleagues or loved and understood by
one’s spouse—can motivate continued efforts at maintaining or
improving social relations” (p. 179). Relational future work selves
may be a fruitful mechanism to explore for research investigating
how individuals actively shape and improve their networks and
dyadic relationships.
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Appendix

Factor Loadings for Proactive Career Behavior Items (Study 1a)

Item
Career

planning
Proactive skill
development

Career
consultation

Network
building

1. I am planning what I want to do in the next few years of my career. .80
2. I am thinking ahead to the next few years and plan what I need to do for my career. .84
3. I engage in career path planning. .72
4. I have recently begun to think more about what I would like to accomplish in my

work during the next year or two. .65
5. I develop skills which may not be needed so much now, but in future positions. .62
6. I gain experience in a variety of areas to increase my knowledge and skills. .79
7. I develop knowledge and skill in tasks critical to my future work life. .85
8. I seek advice from my supervisor(s) or colleagues about additional training or

experience I need in order to improve my future work prospects. .78
9. I initiate talks with my supervisor about training or work assignments I need to

develop skills that will help my future work chances. .82
10. I make my supervisor aware of my work aspirations and goals. .72
11. I am building a network of contacts or friendships with colleagues to obtain

information about how to do my work or to determine what is expected of me. .89
12. I am building a network of contacts or friendships to provide me with help or

advice that will further my work chances. .87
13. I am building a network of colleagues I can call on for support. .85

Loading of subscale factor on higher order proactive career behavior factor .75 .75 .79 .80
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