Turning want to into will do

The role of future-oriented plans in exercise

Introduction

Planning for future physical activity
behavior is as critical for success as plan-
ning for a vacation. All of us to some
degree plan for the future. Sometimes
these plans are realized, other times they
are not. Critical to converting a dresm
into reality are strategies associared with
that plan. This article introduces the
psychological construet of furure-orient-
ed self-perceptians, or “pussible selves,”
and describes how possible selves are
related to exercise behavior. Specifically,
we cxamine how possible selves are
formed and haw they are linked with
exercise, and we discuss the importance
of associnted plans and acrivities neces-
gary to turn what we want to do into
whart we will do.

Most individuals have multiple possible selves,
representing a range of desires and dreams for
the future. Some possible selves are quite likely
to be realized, while others, such as winning the
lottery, are quite unlilkely to occur. Possible selves
that are well conceived, complex and accessible
to the individual are most likely to result in

behavior.

A few months ago, a group of
friends traveled to Greece for business
and pleasure. The travel partners
researched the islands they wanted to
visir, carefully planned how much lug-
gage they should bring (some were bet-
ter at this than others) and they made
plane, hotel and even taxi reservations.
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They checked the exchange rates and
weather reparts, and changed their plans
when necessary (flights berween Greek
islands are not entirely predictahle). The
purpose of this preparation was intended
to insure a smooth, enjoyable visit. In
the end, the trip was successful, in no
small part because of the group’s careful
planaing.

Planning for future activities facili-
1ates success. Why then, are we such
poor planners when it cormes to our
long-term physical activity behavior?
Planning to be active, particularly over
the long run, requires careful prepara-
tion. While we can'e predict the future,
we can all influence it by what we do
now. All of us, at some level, think
abour what we want to be like in our
adule and older
adulr years. We
want to be healthy,
a loving parent,
partner or grandpar-
ent, and we want to
be physically inde-
pendent and finan-
cially secure. How
do we reach those
desired furure
states? That is the
ropic we'll discuss in this article. We will
introduce a part of the self-concept
known as “possible sebves,” and shaw
how desired, and sometimes feared,
future stares can motivate our behavior.
Importantly, we'll discuss the need ro
develop plans and strategies to go along
with those possible selves. As the title

implies, behavior is not automatic. It
takes effort o turn what we want to do
into what we will do.

Perceptions of ourselves

How we think about aurselves and our
abilities — our perceptions — are con-
sistently linked with our actual behavior
{(Whaley, in press). The self-concept is a
term commonly used to define the total-
ity of the self, made up of past and pres-
ent experiences, as well as future desires.
Contained within the self-concept is the
evaluative component of the self,
ceferred to as self-esteem. Self-esteem is
multidimensional in nature, meaning
that individuals can have different per-
ceptions of themselves and their abilities
in various contexts. For example, we can
feel very pood about ourselves in a social
setring, while feeling much less positive
about our abilities in physical activity.
Self-esteem has become a buzzword in
our culture, implicated in everything
from academic performance to weight
control, teen pregnancy and sport partic-
ipation. Research supports the impor-
tance of self-esteem, with studies show-
ing links berween self-esteem and exer-
cise participation (Garcia & King, 1991)
and quality of life (Alfermann & Stoll,
2000). But orher equally important com-
ponents of the self have been shawn to
influence our behavior. It is important to
study various components of the self if
we are to rruly underseand why it s, for
example, some people seem ro be quite
adepr and comfortable participating in
physical activity, while orhers feel quite
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uncomfortable, even when they possess
the same amount of actual ability.

One component of the self that is
critical ro understanding behavior is
known as self-schema (Markus, 1977).
Self-schema has 1o do with the large
amount of informarion we are constantly
receiving ahout ourselves. This informa-
tion comes from people (feedback from
others), objects (the impact of a ball on
a racquer) or our own bodies {our hearts
beating faster when we exercise}. The
brain has to sort out all this information,
coding and organizing it in a way that
makes action possible. According to
Marleus, we do this by creating packets
of informarion abour the self that she
refers to as sel-schemas. Self-schemas
are cognitive generalizations abour the
self that relate to attributes or behaviors
we consicer very descriptive of us and
very important to our self-concept. We
can have multiple schemas, such as exer-
ciser, basketball player and poet.
Iimportantly, the presence of a schema
for a behavior is considered critical o
future participation in rhat activity
(Cross & Markus, 1994). In this way,
schemas serve as the foundation for rep-
resentations of oneself in the future.
These future-oriented self-conceprions
have been labeled “possible selves”

(Markus & Nurius, 1986).

Possible selves

Possible selves are images thart include
scripts (mental representations of
events), plans and hehavioral control
strategies for achieving a goal (Aloise-
Young, Hennigan & Leong, 2001). They
are distiner from the construct of poals,
which Sheldon and Emmons {1993)
have described as behavior stated in
intentional terms. An illustration of this
difference can be seen in an individual
who wants to find ways to become
active. She may set a specific goal to
meet those objectives; say, to exercise
three times per week. In contrast, her
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possible self about exercise might be
something like, “to be an active person.”
This possible self serves as a blueprint
for achieving her goals. tt will indicate
pathways, provide a means o an end
and answer the question “how do [ get
there? General goal serting rarely pro-
vides such guidance and eypically only
answers the question “what do | want!™
Possible selves allow an individual ra
“put herself into” both approaching and
realizing the goal. In this way, possible
selves work to facilitate the goal- setting
process and subsequent behavior.

Possible selves are related to a vari-
ety of behaviars, from pfedicting risky
behaviors in adolescenrs (Stein, Roeser
& Markus, 1998) o deécisions related o
exercise (Whaley, 2001). Possible selves
can be positive, hoped-for-imapes of the
self one strives to achieve (to be healthy;
to win the lottery), or negative, feared
images the individual desires to avoid {to
be dependent on others; ro be homeless).
Mot individuals have multiple possible
selves, representing a range of desires and
dreams for the furure. Some possible
selves are quite likely 1o be realized,
while others, such as winning the lotrery,
are quite unlikely to occur. Possible
selves that are well conceived, complex
and accessible to the individual are mose
likely to result in behavior {Stein &
Markus, 1996). For example, an individ-
ual with a possible self of being a healihy
older person should have associated with
that self a variety of strategies and plans
in place ro help insure that possible sell
becomes a reality. These plans are
referred to as self-requlatory strategies and
include such rhings as the importance
attached to a possible self, how capable
an individual feels of achieving (or
avoiding) a possible self, or actual goals
and plans specific to that self. In addition
to these strategies, possible selves contain
an emotional component that further
sttengrhens the link between motivation
and behavior.

One of the strongest emotions asso-
ciated with motivation and behavior is
fear, and this emotion is the basis of
feared possible selves. However, fear is
typically motivational only when people
feel as though they have an effective
strategy for coping (Aloise-Young et al.,
2001). Many behavioral patterns con-
tain the fear of a negative outcome, such
as failing a class, paired wich a desired
outcome (learning the material and
making a good grade). Various coping
strategies (atrending class and studying)
are designed to realize the desired goal
while simultanesusly avoiding what
could happen. Thus, feared selves alone
may not be as strongly linked to behav-
ior for two reasons: (a) fear has a disor-
ganizing effect on behavior and is less
likely to promote a reasoned course of
action, and (b) steategies aimed at
avoiding an undesirable outcome tend to
be less effective than those developed
toward achieving a desired goal (Alaise-
Young et al., 2001). Instead, feared pos-
sible selves combined with desired goals
{hoped-for selves) are most amenable to
behavior change.

Hoped-for selves and behaviar
Positive, hoped-for selves are significant
motivators for future behaviars. An
important funcrion for hoped-for selves
is the chance to “test out” desired roles
{Whaley, in press). For instance, an
individual who halds a hoped-for self as
an exerciser may be motivated to attend
firness classes in order to test out that
possible self. As she begins to feel more
comfortable at this role, she will take on
the exerciser identity and further focus
her hehavior by making plans for con-
tinuing her activity even when other
activities come up that might interfere
with her exercise (bad weathes, time
constraints). This commitment differs
from simply setting poals in that she is
making exercise a part of her life racher
than simply a parr of her day. Thus, from
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a motivational stance, it is a good idea
to have richly detailed possible selves
that effectively combine hoped-for,
anticipated selves that are important o
that individual.
Research has shown that individu-
als across age groups can identify and
“articulate possible selves important to
them {Crass & Markus, 1991; Whaley,
2001). Cross and Markus {1991} found
that young acules, aged 18-24, had a
greater number of possible selves and
indicated that they felt more capable of
realizing or avoiding their possible selves
than older adules, aged 60 and older.
The youngest group also reported the
fewest number of actions taken to realize
their most important hoped-for self. In
contrast, older adulis had fewer selves
but devoted more energy to those possi-

An individual who holds a hoped-for self as an
exerciser may be motivated to attend fitness
classes in order to test out that possible self. As
she begins to feel more comfortable at this role,
she will take on the exerciser identity and further
focus her behavior by making plans for continuing
her activity even when other activities come up
that might interfere with her exercise.

ble selves, suggesting thac possible selves
may serve a much greater motivational
function with age. Hooker (1992) exam-
ined the differences in possible selves
between college students and older
adults and found that older adulrs were
more likely to have possible selves in the
health domain than college students.
Both Cross and Markus (1991} and
Hooker and Kaus (1994} found that
young, middle-aged and older adults
most often cited feared selves in the
health domain and were more likely 1o
have feared health-relared selves than
hoped-for health-related selves. Hooker
(1992) offered the explanation that

24 vol20.MNo.3

health is a concemn for all individuals
but becomes increasingly incorporated

into the self as the individual ages.
Thus, older adults are more likely to
have hoped-for and feared health-related
possible selves, and are more likely to
engage in health protective behaviors as
a way of achicving those selves. Of
course, being physically active is one
way of helping an individual achieve
henlth-related selves.

The physical domain

Recent research on possible selves has
heen extended to the physical domain
{Whaley, 2001). The study examined
the possible selves of middle-aged
women acrosgs 4 range of exereise behav-
iors — from inactive to long-term exer-
cisers — and found that exercisers dif-
fered from non-
exercisers in both
the content of pos-
sible selves and the
plans for achieving
or avoiding them.
Specifically, non-
exercisers cited
hoped-for and
feared possible
selves relating to
body image more
often than exercis-
ers. For non-exercisers, a common
hoped-for self was “to become a trim, fit
person” while a common feared self was
“to avoid being a person with too much
fat.” In contrast, many exercisers cited a
physical hoped-for self paired with a
health-related feared self. For this group,
a common hoped-for self was “to be fic
as [I] grow oldes” while a common feared
self was “to avoid getting sick.” The link
between the hoped-for and feared selves
of the non-exercisers often lacked the
planning component that the exercisers
exhibited, furning a desired furure state
into a wish. Consider the following
example, which compares the hoped-for

and feared self of an exerciser with a
non-exerciser. The words in parentheses
have been added to illustrate how the
twa possible selves appear to be related:

Exerciser: “I want to remain active
{in order to prevent?) becoming
overweight and having health
problems.”

Non-gxerciser: “1 want to be a
healthy adulc (but?) [ don't want
to be overweighr in five years.”

Research has indicated thac possible

selves are mare likely to be realized
when they are tied to current idenrities
{Stein & Markus, [996) because those
passible selves include more strategies
and procedures needed to achieve a
desired stare (Cross & Markus, 1991).
The quotes illustrate that the exerciser's
hoped-for self is to remain active, while
the non-exerciser’s haped-far self is to be
healthy, implying that she currently does
not see herself as healthy. The exerciser
sees her possible self of remaining active
as a way to avoid the undesired self of
becoming overweight, and exercise is
the way to accomplish that goal. The
non-exerciser wants to be healthy, bue
the connection between being healthy
and being active is not present. lnsread,
this person tries to connect being
healthy with not being overweight,
which is a negative role she is trying o
avoid. As previously mentioned, possible
selves affard opportunivies o “iry out”
roles and eventually develop identities;
therefore, with the non-exercisers, it is a
matter not only of motivation but of
framing their possible selves in such a
way that they are more likely to be real-
ired. [n the above example, the exerciser
knows what it took to ger in shape and
realizes what it will take to actain her
future exercise goals based on past expe-
riences and accomplishments. The non-
exerciser needs help in developing that
same sort of plan to achieve her hoped-
for selves and ro avoid feared selves.
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Future physical activity

How can we use possible selves to help
us better prepare for our physical activity
hehavior in the future? A starting point
comes from the model pictured on this
page (Whaley, in press). Beginning with
Boxes (1a) and {1b) at the left side of
the diagram, the prerequisites for possi-
ble selves are the physical ability to
exercise and a self-schema for exercise
behavior. Fortunately, most of us have
the physir;al ability to do some sorr of
physical activity. While it is true chat
the more physically active you are the
more benefits you accrue, even low to
maderate intensity exercise, such as
walking, will result in health benefits. If
you see yourself as an exerciser and
believe this is an important part of your
identity, then the schema portion of the
madel is fulfilled. But what if you don't
have this schema? A potential reason
may be an issue of language, Some adult
and older adult women may not relate to
the label of exerciser (Whaley &
Ebbeck, in press). These individuals see
an exerciser as someone who Is more fit,
exercises more frequently or is simply
younger than they are. This clearly
should not be the case. But even with all
the gains recognized by women in the
sport world, we continue to underesti-
mace our abilities and perceive ourselves
1o be less capable and less competent in
physical endeavors than males de.
Strategies that may be helpful include
putting a label on your activity behavior
that is comfortable for you, such as
active individual, and of embracing your
athlerie self instead of minimizing it. For
those trying to add a new exerciser
schema, it should help ro go through the
formal steps someone would take when
embracing any new identity. You might,
for example, purchase the attire, learn
the language, imagine yourself success-
fully pursuing physical activity and rely
on others, such as friends and family,
who reinforce your identity as an exer-
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ciser. These steps should help vou estab-
lish an exerciser schema.

Once a schema is present, the model
predicts thae future-oriented conceptions
consistent wich that identity will be
formed (Box 2). For an exerciser, an
example would be to have a possible self
as "a healthy older adult.” Most of us have
that type of possible self. What we rend o
lack are the goals and strategies that
enable that behavior to be realized (Box
3). Once we have a fully developed action
plan in place, the inevitable result will be
physical activity behavior (Box 4). But
how do we develop those action plans?
What if the appropriate possible selves are
not accessible because we haven't made
the link hetween our current self (exercis-
er, nan-exerciser) and our furure self
(healthy, independent adult}? Those
issues are addressed in Box 5 and Circle 6.

A key issue in establishing the
strategies and plans needed to develop
possible selves is one of perceived com-
petence (Box 3). Perceived comperence
can be defined as having confidence in

your ability to be successful in physical
tasks and behaviors. The lines connect-
ing this box with Boxes 2, 3 and 4
implies that feeling competent is impor-

tant in developing possible selves and,
through further defining one’s possible
selves and the plans associated with
them, we can increase our perceptions of
competence. Circle 6 represents strate-
gies that can be used to support and
encourage perceptions of and actual
comperence. For example, look for social
support, pasitive feedback and encour-
agement from others, and offer them the
same. Exercise classes should teach an
individual how to set appropriate and
sensible goals and to use positive self-
talk and imagery to help “fill out” one’s
possible selves. These skills and tech-
niques have been found to effectively
influence the behavior of athleres in
sport contexts, and should be no less
effective in exercise contexts. -

The best way to illustrate this model
is ro rerurn to the opening image of rak-
ing a vacation, Think of schema as the
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