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Abstract
A fast-growing body of evidence suggests that people have
difficulties in envisioning how their future selves will look like
and behave. So, what determines that one’s future self feels
like a dissimilar stranger or exactly the same person? Here, we
review relevant work and propose a three-factor framework in
an effort to organize and highlight important findings. Our
review suggests that who we are, what dimension we focus on,
as well as the cognitive and affective states we are in, impact
the way we envision our future self being similar or different
from our current self. We conclude with remaining questions
that are yet to be explored.
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Introduction
Will you crave sushi tomorrow as much as you do now?
How will you behave on your next birthday? Will your
deepest values change over the next decade? People
spend a lot of time thinking about their future selves

[1,2] and with good reasons. Predictions we make about
who we will be and how we will feel in the future are
powerful decision drivers [3].

Sometimes there are profound disconnects in the way
we think about our current and future selves. For
example, when allocating money to different targets,
people’s propensity to give money to their future selves
and others decreases similarly across temporal and social
distance [4]. Likewise, people apply the same set of
Current Opinion in Psychology 2022, 43:266–270
criteria (e.g. how much one deserves or needs money)
to determine the resources they should allocate to their
future selves and to unknown others [5]. Although
recent findings show that the ventromedial prefrontal
cortex (vmPFC) d a brain region associated with self-

referential judgments d is crucial for present and
future self-knowledge [6], several functional magnetic
resonance imaging (fMRI) studies show that, when
thinking about their future self, people’s brain activa-
tion patterns are more similar to the patterns observed
when they think about others than when they think
about their current self [7,8]. Whereas we tend to be
more generous to our future selves than to others overall
[5], the person we will be in the future can feel like a
complete stranger (see the book chapter by Hershfield
and Bartels [9] for a review).

At other times, we have tremendous difficulties envi-
sioning that our future selves will react, think, or behave
differently than our current self. For example, research
on empathy gaps shows that when people are not
currently experiencing pain, cold, hunger, or a powerful
emotion, they have a hard time imagining themselves
feeling any different in the future [ [10] for review]. For
example, toddlers and adults alike consistently base
their choices of future food and entertainment on their
current levels of hunger or boredom [11]. Similarly,

research on the end of history illusion shows that peo-
ples’ preferences, values, and traits often change more
than what they imagine [12,13].

The way we think about our current and future selves
has profound and well-documented consequences. On
the one hand, perceiving one’s future self as a totally
different person can lead to impatient decision-
making such as foregoing larger monetary rewards for
immediate smaller gains [14,15], less ethically sound
decisions [16], and poor choices such as smoking and

overspending [9]. On the other hand, a failure to
anticipate that one’s preferences or state of mind are
likely to change over time can also lead to poor de-
cisions d from maintaining magazine subscriptions
that we rarely read [17] and overpaying for future
experiences we will not enjoy [12] to engaging in
(unprotected!) sex we thought we would never have
on the first date [18].
www.sciencedirect.com
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So, what determines that one’s future self feels like a
stranger or a clone? As summarized in Figure 1, we
propose three broad factors: (i) who makes the predic-
tion; (ii) what aspect of the self they focus on; and (iii)
the affective and cognitive states they are in when
making predictions.
Who: individual differences
Personality traits
A growing body of work reveals robust associations be-
tween people’s personality and their propensity to
perceive their future selves as being similar to their
present selves. For instance, individuals are more likely

to envision their future self will change (for the better!)
when they feel they are currently lacking a desirable
trait. In fact, around the globe, people who are lower in
extraversion, agreeableness, conscientiousness, and
emotional stability are more likely to want to improve on
these dimensions in the future [19]. Specific traits can
also play a role. Optimists are more likely to think that
their future self will improve [20,21], whereas high self-
esteem individuals are less likely to imagine changingd
because they want to maintain their positive self-image
[22].

Implicit theories of change
People’s beliefs about human nature greatly influence

how they perceive their future selves. Research on im-
plicit theories [23] shows that some people tend to
believe that their personalities, values, and abilities are
Figure 1

Main factors that influence whether one’s future self feels sim
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fixed (entity theorists), whereas others believe that these
attributes are malleable (incremental theorists). Entity
theorists expect their future selves to be similar to the
present ones, whereas incremental theorists expect their
future selves to be different from the present ones [24].
Likewise, people who hold a linear theory of change
expect their future self to change slowly and in a linear
fashion, continuing the trends in the past. In contrast,

individuals who hold an implicit nonlinear theory of
change expect people to change constantly and in a cir-
cular fashion [i.e. reversing the trend; [25]].

Vividness of mental imagery
Research suggests that there are important individual
differences in people’s ability to conjure detailed mental
images [26]. People with a stronger ability to vividly
imagine themselves in the future feel more similar to
their future self and experience a higher sense of self-
continuity through time [27,28]. Note that the tempo-
ral extension of the self-concept does not require richly
detailed images of the self in time. Halilova et al. [29]
showed that despite her lifelong episodic memory

impairment, HC, an amnesic person, showed biases in
temporal self-appraisal. For example, HC displayed the
end of history illusion, believing that her personality had
changed in the past but would change little in the future.

Cultural and social differences
Western cultures often emphasize stability and estab-
lished patterns of change in the future (e.g. life is
ilar or dissimilar. Italics indicate open research questions.
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constantly improving). For example, Canadian teens
predict that happy people are less likely to become
unhappy in the future (and vice versa) than their
Chinese counterparts d a difference explained by
their cultural stability beliefs [30]. In contrast, Eastern
cultures often emphasize change and reversals of
trends (e.g. life will take a turn in the opposite di-
rection). For instance, Japanese people exhibit greater

instability in their self-concept (e.g. personality traits)
over multiple assessments than American people d a
difference potentially explained by cultural differences
in the way one values identity change throughout adult
life [31].

Socioeconomic factors, which affect one’s opportunities,
have also been related to future-self perceptions. Higher
socioeconomic status drives people to imagine their
future self more vividly and more favorably, whereas
lower socioeconomic status individuals fail to see their

future self as similar to the present, possibly because of a
sense of instability caused by their precarious situation
[32].
What: focus of the future-self projection
Self-relevance
The extent to which people perceive continuity be-
tween their present and future self depends on which
aspects of their identity they consider as most defining
[33]. We all assume multiple social identities to define
ourselves: we can be a researcher, a parent, a football
enthusiast [34]. And the more central an identity is to
our core self, the more we perceive any change as a
disruption to our self-continuity. In turn, we are less
likely to entertain the possibility of changing on this
dimension. For example, people have a harder time
imagining that their moral values and personality would

change than their preferences [12,35,36].

Desirability
The desirability of change is another important factor in
determining whether people feel close or distant from
their future selves. Most people tend to view their life as
constantly improving [37,38]. We believe that we
become more authentic over the years [39e41], and
positive changes are often perceived as a ‘self-discovery’
and a revelation of one’s true self [35,42]. As a result,
whether people contemplate core (e.g. moral values) or
peripheral (e.g. seasoning preferences) aspects of their
identity, they feel more similar to their future selves

when potential changes are desirable. People consider
their personality strengths less malleable than their
personality weaknesses [43]. Individuals’ levels of
neuroticism, extraversion, and conscientiousness (the
most desirable Big Five traits) relate more strongly to
their change goals than their agreeableness and open-
ness to experience [44]. In line with these findings,
Current Opinion in Psychology 2022, 43:266–270
longitudinal studies show that most people over-
estimate how much they will self-improve over the next
year, but underestimate the less desirable changes they
will go through [45].

Temporal distance
Not surprisingly, people are more likely to imagine being
different in 20 years than in two years. Temporal dis-
tance increases people’s tendency to make observer-
like, abstract observations [46], and this principle ap-
plies to how they imagine their future selves [47]. From

a neural perspective, judgments about our distant future
seem to be subject to ‘temporal self-compression.’ In a
recent study, participants considered their future selves
at different time points, while undergoing fMRI. Neural
patterns in the medial prefrontal cortex, a brain region
related to self-representations, were more differentiated
between present and close (versus distant) future
selves. Like objects become less clear when far away,
future selves become hard to distinguish [48].

Research on empathy gaps, which typically focuses on

predictions that are very close in time, provides
converging evidence for the role of temporal distance.
When asked about how their future selves will feel and
behave a few hours or days from now, people have a hard
time imagining any change at all. For example, people in
neutral affective states fail to see how alluring hunger,
nicotine craving, and sexual arousal will shape their
preferences moments later [see the article by Mrkva et
al. [49] for a recent discussion]. We note, however, that
no research has investigated how temporal distance
moderates the magnitude of empathy gaps.
When: states at the time of projection
Affect
Our current affective states play an integral role in how
we form predictions about our future selves. Imagine

being asked what your life will look like in 6 months,
either after a party with friends or after filing your tax
returns. Positive emotions tend to broaden one’s scope
of attention [50], making our future self more acces-
sible. Blouin and Pychyl [28] found that positive affect
correlates with the feeling that the future self is an
extension of the present self, whereas negative affect
predicts perceived dissimilarity. Similarly, growing evi-
dence shows that stress, especially at high levels, im-
pairs the episodic system that supports mental time
travel [51]. People who are currently experiencing high

stress levels (i.e. negative arousal) have a more chal-
lenging time contemplating their future selves [52].

Concept salience
The activation of cognitive concepts can impact future
self-connectedness [53]. For example, right after inter-
acting with an aged version of themselves in virtual
www.sciencedirect.com
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reality, participants feel more similar to their future
selves, exhibiting a lower discount of future rewards and
higher motivation for long-term planning [16,54]. In
contrast, priming temporal landmarks such as the New
Year or one’s birthday increases the perceived gap be-
tween participants’ current self and their (improved!)
future self [55]. The potential flipside of these effects
(e.g. seeing one’s current self in the mirror; priming the

notion that time flows continuously) remains to be
tested.
Conclusion
This brief review aimed to organize the complex and

competing forces that make us feel similar or dissimilar
to our future selves. We believe that the who, what, and
when framework we presented can advance scientific
research on self-continuity by (a) highlighting the core
findings and empirical gaps in each line of research and
(b) generating novel hypotheses about interactive ef-
fects within and across different lines of research.

As summarized in Figure 1, different factors have
received different levels of attention. Most research
focuses on individual differences in the way people

perceive their future selves (i.e. who), and more work is
needed to uncover how situational differences
(i.e. when) shape how we feel and behave toward the
person we will become. Besides, future research should
investigate whether situational effects known to foster
perceptions of dissimilarity can be flipped to promote a
sense of similarity (and vice versa). For example, does
priming the notion that time flows continuously (the
opposite of priming temporal landmarks) lead to an
effect in the opposite direction?

In addition, we need to understand better the unique

contribution of the different factors. For example, do
cultural and socioeconomic factors still relate to self-
continuity perception once individual differences in im-
plicit theories of change or optimism are accounted for?
Similarly, future studies should examine how the different
factors interact with one another. For example, does
temporal distance magnify the effects of current affective
states? How much change do people predict for undesir-
able aspects of their personality (increased dissimilarity)
when these dimensions also define their identity
(increased similarity)? Determining which factors are ad-

ditive and which factors interact in more complex ways
represents exciting avenues for future research.

Researchers in all areas of psychology are currently
investigating what makes people feel connected to their
future selves and how to increase this sense of connec-
tion. We hope that our contribution will help these in-
dependent lines of research to coalesce into a coherent
and organized corpus of knowledge that will help people
www.sciencedirect.com
make better decisions for the person they will soon
become.
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