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Gender and Orientations Toward the Future:
Links to Motivation

Barbara A. Greene'2 and Teresa K. DeBacker!

Literature on future orientation and motivation was examined for gender
differences. Research revealed gender differences from five theoretical ori-
entations: achievement motivation, future time orientation, possible selves,
expectancy-value, and social-cognitive. Some of those differences seemed best
explained in terms of generational differences in gender role expectations.
Gender differences were found in extension and density of future goals. Men
had further extension but fewer goals than women. Evidence suggested that
women’s future expectations have become more similar to men’s in the career
realm, although women also have maintained their focus on interpersonal
goals. An implication is that schools are a potentially powerful sociocultural
context that can encourage students to envision futures that are not constrained
by gender, race/ethnicity, or other stereotypes.
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Although much of the theory and research on motivation is concerned
with short-term striving (Raynor, 1970) and proximal goals (Manderlink
and Harackiewicz, 1984), there is a rich history of motivation research that
examines the role of people’s orientation toward the future (e.g., Gjesme,
1981a; Husman and Lens, 1999; Lens et al., 2001; Raynor, 1970). This re-
search has provided evidence that future-oriented motivation is related
to performance in the present (e.g., Gjesme, 1981a; Raynor, 1970), task
engagement and persistence (Lens ef al., 2001), and intrinsic motivation
(Manderlink and Harackiewicz, 1984). In other words, evidence suggests
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that future orientation can be a powerful motivator of current behavior.
There is also evidence, however, that future orientation can be detrimen-
tal to motivation when people are highly anxious about a future event and
more motivated to avoid failure than to experience success (Gjesme, 1983a,
1996). Indeed, there are a number of ways in which the relationship be-
tween future orientation and motivation can vary as a function of individual
characteristics (Gjesme, 1996).

In light of the evidence for potential benefits to intrinsic motivation and
achievement from future-oriented motivation and of the evidence for indi-
vidual differences, we examined gender differences in future orientation and
how those differences might be linked to motivation to learn. We suspected
that the same socialization forces that are believed to be responsible for sex
role prescriptions and commonly observed gender differences may operate
to produce gender differences in both the content of future goals and in
the extent to which individuals are oriented toward the future. As Wigfield
and Eccles (2002) noted, although there is evidence that sex differences in
achievement have declined in recent years, there are still differences in the
level of involvement of men and women in science and technology courses
and careers. Therefore our goal was to examine the research-based litera-
ture for patterns of gender differences in people’s representations of their
futures. Our hope was that this information would help inform the design of
interventions to increase the motivation to learn for both male and female
students.

This review is organized around five different theoretical perspectives
that have guided research on future-oriented motivation. We begin with
work that established the existence of sex differences in achievement mo-
tivation and life goals. We then describe research from the future orienta-
tion perspective advanced by Gjesme (1981a) and Nurmi (1991) and from
Raynor’s future time perspective (FTP) expansion of achievement motiva-
tion theory (Raynor, 1970). After we review the work on sex-related differ-
ences in future time orientation (FTO), we next examine the possible selves
literature (Knox et al., 2000; Marcus and Nurius, 1986). We then turn to
research from the expectancy-value framework and emphasize the work of
Eccles and her colleagues (e.g., Eccles et al., 1983; Wigfield and Eccles, 2002)
because that work was grounded in concerns about gender that were similar
to ours. The last body of research we examine is from the social cognitive
perspective on motivation (e.g., Bandura, 1986). Following a discussion of
the findings, we conclude with implications for educational practice. We at-
tempted to find all of the research from these five traditions that included
sex as a variable and that was reported in well-respected national and in-
ternational journals, but we realize that we likely missed a few important
pieces from this literature. Our intention is not to do a meta-analysis of
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sex-related differences nor is our goal to make a strong statement about
sex differences. Instead, we are more interested in what the findings suggest
about the larger sociocultural context in which representations of the future
develop.

EARLY RESEARCH ON ACHIEVEMENT MOTIVATION
AND GENDER

According to Atkinson (1974), achievement motivation is determined
by the strength of a person’s motive, or need, for success (Ms), the subjective
probability of success ( Ps), and the incentive value for achieving success (Is)
in a given situation. People high in Ms are energized to engage in activity
that likely results in success, but the effects of Ms are thought to be mediated
or offset by the values of Ps and I5. Similarly, the motive to avoid failure,
which is based on the extent to which people experience embarrassment or
shame as a result of failure, is influence by the probability of failure and the
incentive value of experiencing failure in a particular setting. Achievement
needs were measured in terms of responses to the Thematic Apperception
Task (TAT; Atkinson, 1974). The TAT involves asking people to tell a story
in response to pictures or verbal information. For achievement motivation
research, the story is then scored in terms of the achievement themes it
contains.

Horner (1974) discussed sex differences found in the early years of re-
search on achievement motivation. In that early work, Ms scores of men on
the TAT reliably increased in response to an experimental manipulation in-
tended to encourage Ms, whereas the scores of women were unaffected (e.g.,
McClellend et al., 1953, as cited in Horner, 1974). This suggested that women
had a lower motive to succeed than men. In a later study, however, Lesser
et al. (1963) demonstrated that the previous findings regarding differences
between men and women could be explained by women not identifying with
the intellectual pursuits encouraged in the TAT pictures.

In that Lesser et al. (1963) study, young women at an academically ex-
clusive high school for female students were separated into groups of high
academic achievers and low academic achievers. They found that responses
differed depending on whether participants were responding to pictures of
men or women. The achieving students were more likely to increase their
achievement motivation scores when a woman was depicted, whereas the
underachieving young women had their highest scores in response to pic-
tures of men. This finding suggested that achievement motivation for female
students is impacted by whether or not the students consider intellectual
achievement to be appropriate for women.
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Horner (1974) argued that the Lesser et al. (1963) study and other
similar work still did not fully explain sex-related differences in achieve-
ment motivation. She proposed that the concept of “a motive to avoid
success” was needed for a more complete understanding (Horner, 1974,
p- 91). She provided evidence that women show greater fear of success
than men. Furthermore, Horner found that, in competitive situations in-
volving men and women competing against one another, women with fear
of success perform more poorly than women without fear of success. On
the whole, Horner’s work was some of the first to offer competing interpre-
tations of sex-related differences found in the early work on achievement
motivation.

Another approach to studying gender differences in achievement mo-
tivation involves examining possible differences in long-term goals or life
plans. For instance, Astin and Nichols (1964) studied the life goals of high
achieving male and female students. Astin and Nichols surveyed 3,830 men
and 1,665 women, who were national merit scholars with high Scholastic
Aptitude Test (SAT) scores, about their career plans and related life goals.
Men reported more interest in careers in science and technology and more
concern with attaining prestige than did women. Men also expected to make
more money than women. Women reported more concern with obtaining
personal comfort and becoming altruistic. There were also sex-related dif-
ferences in the interactions between career and other life goals. For instance,
men who said they wanted to be medical doctors reported greater concern
for personal comfort than did women who said they wanted to be medical
doctors. It is interesting to note that these differences reflect the sex role
prescriptions of the 1960s, which are still detected today in concerns about
underrepresentation of women in science and technology careers (Wigfield
and Eccles, 2002).

Approximately two decades later, Fiorentine (1988) argued that
the evidence found for gender differences in values, such as women valu-
ing altruism and men valuing prestige in a career, was likely related to
differences in the traditional roles of men and women. He hypothesized
that, as the number of women working outside the home increased,
there would be increased convergence in the values of men and women.
He examined trends based on college freshmen sampled from 350 schools
from 1969 to 1984. The data showed that although women tended to show
greater valuing of status, recognition, and authority over the years, they did
not decrease in their valuing of altruistic pursuits. The data also showed
that the educational and career goals of women changed to match their
changing values. The longitudinal data additionally showed increased
congruity over time between the values and plans of both men and
women.
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The work reviewed above suggests that achievement motivation for
female students in the 1960s and 1970s might have been more constrained
by perceptions of acceptable sex roles than achievement motivation was for
male students. The study by Lesser et al. (1963) most clearly demonstrated
this, but the work of Horner (1974) also suggested that female students’
motivation for success was complicated by concerns that academic success
was (or was perceived by others to be) an inappropriate goal for women. The
research by both Astin and Nichols (1964) and Fiorentine (1988) suggested
that the future strivings of young women involve a concern for others, for
being altruistic, and for their personal careers and comforts. Compared to
men, women appeared more variant in their salient life goals (Fiorentine,
1988).

FUTURE TIME ORIENTATION AND FUTURE
TIME PERSPECTIVE

Although the work described above is broadly related to future striv-
ing, the next body of literature reviewed is specifically couched within the
frameworks of future time perspective (FTP) and future time orientation
(FTO), which directly measure people’s conceptions of the future. Accord-
ing to Husman and Lens (1999), FTP examines how people think about the
future. People are described in terms of how far into the future they typically
plan, the contents of their future imaginings, and the extent to which those
imaginings are realistic. These future conceptions are linked to goal setting
and to other important aspects of motivation, such as perceived instrumen-
tality (Husman and Lens, 1999). Perceived instrumentality is when a person
recognizes that the current endeavor supports, or is instrumental to, achiev-
ing a valued future goal. For academic learning, recognizing instrumental
situations is important for encouraging persistence in the face of challenge
or boredom (see Miller and Brickman, 2004).

In contrast to FTP, which is generally thought to be multidimensional
(that is, involving extension, density, and realism), FTO is viewed as a unidi-
mensional construct that describes the stable tendency or trait of individuals
to be oriented toward their future (Husman and Lens, 1999). Gjesme (1996)
noted that FTO is a stable characteristic that captures “a general capacity to
anticipate, shed light on, and structure the future” (p. 211) and the degree
to which individuals engage in such future-oriented cognitions. Husman and
Lens (1999) noted that most researchers tend to equate the concepts of FTP
and FTO as capturing the “tendency to focus on and to value the future”
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(p- 115). As one reads the literature it is often impossible to discern which
framework, that of FTP or FTO, is guiding a given study. Additionally,in some
cases it is obvious that authors are equating the two perspectives. Therefore,
in this section we review this literature using the terms used by the author
but we note here that we view the body of work as falling under the broader
rubric of FTO/FTP. This section begins with the work of Gjesme who has
been a prolific and influential researcher in the area of FTO and motivation
for more than 30 years.

Research on FTO/FTP in Relation to Gender and Culture

Research on FTO, Motives for Approaching Success and Avoiding Failure,
Perceived Instrumentality, and Sex-Related Differences

Gjesme (1979) examined the FTO of male and female sixth-grade stu-
dents in relation to sex, ability (divided into three levels), and achievement
motivation, defined in terms of orientation toward approaching success (two
levels) and toward avoiding failure (two levels). FTO was broken down into
scores on involvement (e.g., the extent to which individuals think about the
future), anticipation (e.g., the length of the anticipated extension into the fu-
ture), occupation (e.g., the degree to which individuals are preoccupied with
thinking about the future), and speed (e.g., the extent to which the future is
perceived as approaching rapidly).

Gjesme (1979) found that girls were higher than boys on total FTO,
anticipation, and occupation. Furthermore, for girls the highest FTO scores
were associated with high scores on motive for success and with low scores
on motive to avoid failure. Other variations in motives did not influence
girls’ FTO scores. Boys also had their highest scores on FTO when motive
for success was high and motive to avoid failure was low; but, interestingly,
their next highest mean occurred when both motives were low. Ability level
mattered more for girls. Girls with moderate ability were higher on FTO
than girls with lower ability.

In a later study of sixth-grade students, Gjesme (1983a) again exam-
ined how FTO and ability were related to orientations toward approaching
success and avoiding failure and to achievement motives when the degree
of perceived instrumentality of the current task was also measured. In this
study, FTO was measured with a single score on items that asked about the
extent of thought and concern given to the future. An interaction among
sex, ability, and FTO was found for both the motive to avoid failure and
the motive to approach success. Female students with low FTO and low
ability had considerably higher scores on motive to avoid failure than all
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the other combinations of sex, ability, and FTO. Gjesme also found that the
highest scores on motive to approach success were found with male students
of moderate ability and with female students of high ability. Additionally, it
was found that variation in perceived instrumentality was related to motives
only for female students. For female students with an orientation toward
success, achievement motivation was enhanced by the perception of instru-
mentality of current schoolwork. In general, the motivation of girls was more
affected by differences in ability and perceived instrumentality than was the
motivation of boys.

In another study by Gjesme (1983b) with sixth-grade students, worry
and emotionality were the dependent variables, whereas sex, ability, FTO,
perceived instrumentality, orientations toward approaching success and to-
ward avoiding failure, and achievement motives were the individual char-
acteristic variables. The boys again were less influenced by variation in per-
ceived instrumentality than were the girls, who had higher worry scores
when they also had lower perceived instrumentality. In general, as ability
went from low to high, worry scores went from high to low. The exception to
this pattern was for girls with high FTO. Girls with high FTO and high ability
had the lowest scores on worry, but there was no difference in worry scores
between girls of low and moderate ability. Again, girls were more affected
by differences in ability and perceived instrumentality than were boys.

Gjesme (1981b) also examined factors that influence perceived goal
distance (which is contrasted with actual distance in time) for male and
female students in seventh, eighth, and ninth grades. He found that FTO,
the importance of the goal, and perceived instrumentality were all related to
perceived goal distance, but there were also gender differences. For example,
with male students, when FTO was high, scores on perceived distance were
lower for an important goal that was near (e.g., only a month or several
months away) compared to when the goal was 1 year away. The opposite
was found for female students. When FTO was high for female students,
lower scores on perceived distance occurred for an important goal that was
1 year away. There were also interactions between sex and instrumentality;
however, there were no gender differences when the goal was either very
important or very unimportant.

More recent work by Halvari and colleagues examined FTO in the
domain of sport. For example, Halvari (1991) studied gender differences in
physical performance among 11- and 13-year-old students as a function of
goal distance and motives to achieve success and avoid failure. He found that
the motive to succeed was positively related to performance indices for both
male and female students when the goal was close. For male students high
on motive to succeed, there was a positive relationship between the quality
of their physical performance and their FTP when the goal was 1 year off,
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whereas for female students there were negative relationships at the 1-year
goal point. The most important difference was that, when the motive to
avoid failure was high, female students tended to decrease their effort as the
goal got closer, whereas male students increased their effort as the goal got
closer. This finding suggests that male students in this sample had a more
approach-oriented response to anxiety provoking situations than did female
students.

In a later study that also involved FTO and motives to achieve success
and avoid failure, Thomassen and Halvari (1996) examined achievement
motivation, involvement in sport competitions, and the perceived instru-
mentality of both academic and athletic tasks among high school students.
There was, again, a gender difference in regard to the motive to avoid failure.
For female students, there was a negative relationship between the motive
to avoid failure and involvement in sport. This pattern was not found in
the male sample. In addition, for female students, there was no correlation
between measures of perceived instrumentality of academic tasks and in-
volvement in sport; but for male students there was a negative relationship.
When compared to female students, male students involved in sports were
less likely to perceive academic tasks as instrumental to their future goals.

Halvari and Thomassen (1997) also found a gender effect for the motive
to avoid failure in their study of the sports-related FTOs of male and female
high school students involved in endurance sports. Female students were
higher on the motive to avoid failure than were male students. However,
this was the only gender effect found.

Summary of Gender Differences Found in Research by Gjesme, Halvari,
and Colleagues. It is somewhat difficult to interpret the pattern of gender
differences across Gjesme’s research because most of the sex-related dif-
ferences found were tied to complex interactions between FTO and other
student characteristics. One conclusion possibly drawn from Gjesme’s results
is that perceived instrumentality of an activity was more salient to female
students as a motivator than it was for male students (Gjesme, 1983a,b). We
could also say that ability and FTO interacted in different ways for male and
female students. However, we believe that the more important implications
of this work, that high FTO and perceived instrumentality are more benefi-
cial for motivation toward success and less beneficial for motivation toward
avoiding failure (Gjesme, 1996), apply to both male and female students.

Another interpretation of the findings regarding gender differences and
motives to approach success and avoid failure is that female students might
be more susceptible to negative performance stemming from the motiva-
tion to avoid failure. The three studies by Halvari and colleagues (Halvari,
1991; Halvari and Thomassen, 1997; Thomassen and Halvari, 1996) suggest
this most clearly, but at least one of Gjesme’s studies also provides evidence
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of this (Gjesme, 1983a). One interpretation of the Thomassen and Halvari
(1996) finding, that female students perceived both academic and sport in-
volvement as instrumental, is that young women are more likely to pursue
goals in multiple domains. This notion is consistent with findings reported by
Fiorentine (1988) and with arguments offered by Eccles (1987). This theme
is repeated in some of the research discussed below.

FTO Research That Examines Adolescents’ Future Plans,
Hopes, and Fears

Research on future orientation has often examined the ways in which
people describe what they believe the future holds for them. Typically, re-
searchers attempt to elicit plans, hopes, fears, and expectations regarding the
future from their study participants. The content and the extension in time
(i.e., short or long, near or distant) of people’s anticipated futures is then
measured. This work, which examines sociocultural phenomena in addition
to gender, is reviewed next.

Lamm et al. (1976) studied the FTO of lower and middle class West
German male and female students who were 14 and 16 years old. The ado-
lescents were asked about their future orientation in regard to the private
(e.g., family), career, and public service domains. Both density (the number
of hopes and fears reported) and extension (how far their thoughts extended
into the future) were measured. Additionally, they examined the degree of
optimism and pessimism shown by the adolescents in regard to their futures.

As predicted, in the career domain male students had greater density
and extension than female students. In the family domain, female students
had greater density than male students. Middle class female teens also had
greater extension than their male counterparts, whereas in the lower class
sample the young women had less extension than the young men. The young
women also noted more hopes and fears in regard to politics and environ-
ment than did the young men. Middle class and female youths had greater
density and extension in the public service domain than did lower class stu-
dents. Lower class young women were more optimistic about the future than
their middle class same-sex peers.

Lamm et al. (1976) suggested that the optimism of the lower class young
women indicated that these young women had less knowledge of the strug-
gles ahead of them than did the middle class young women. They wrote that
concerns about balancing career and family might be more salient for the
middle class women than the lower class women because the former are
likely striving for more challenging careers. We believe there is an equally
plausible alternative interpretation. Perhaps the lower class women were
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simply more accepting of the reality that they would have to work outside
of the home, and therefore failed to interpret career striving as a conflict-
invoking choice. From this perspective, being optimistic about one’s future
is an adaptive response to anticipated life demands, rather than evidence of
naiveté.

Seginer (1988) investigated the FTO of male and female Israeli Jewish
and Arab adolescents. She suspected there would be differences in FTO
because the two cultures are different in that the Israeli Jews are considered
“modern,” whereas the Israeli Arabs are considered to be “moving toward
Western-style modernity” (Seginer, 1988, p. 740). Although her study was
concerned with age differences as well as those related to gender and culture,
we focus only on the gender differences she found between the Jewish and
Arab adolescents.

The gender differences in FTO were in the salience of concerns across
different future life domains (Seginer, 1988). For Israeli Jews, male students
had greater saliency in regard to military service, work, and career, whereas
female students showed greater saliency in regard to marriage, family, and
concern for others. There were no gender differences in specificity of goals
for the Jewish sample. For the Israeli Arabs, female students were more
concerned with higher education, the self, and the welfare of other people,
whereas male students showed higher saliency in regard to “collective is-
sues” such as politics and economics. On the specificity dimension, female
students were more specific about hopes concerning higher education and
fears concerning career and work. Male students, in comparison, were more
specific about their fears related to the political and economic issues facing
Israel and Arabs in Israel.

Seginer (1988) explained her findings, in part, by arguing that the Israeli
women were more modern and Westernized, whereas the Arab women were
still striving toward modernity and focusing on higher education as an im-
portant avenue to this modern future. We thought it was interesting that all
four groups were concerned with unique issues.

In a later study of male and female adolescents from different cultural
groups in Israel, Seginer and Halabi-Kheir (1998) examined the density of
FTO across different life domains and compared Jewish and Druze adoles-
cents in grades 9 and 12. According to Seginer and Halabi-Kheir, the Druze
are socially and culturally similar to Arab Israelis, but—unlike the Arab
Israelis—are more politically aligned with Israeli Jews. Therefore, their cul-
tural characteristics overall are a unique mix that poses interesting questions
about adolescents who are approaching adulthood.

Seginer and Halabi-Kheir (1998) obtained density scores for future
hopes and fears related to both prospective life course and more existen-
tial issues, including personal issues, concern for others, and concern for the
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larger community. They found ethnic differences in both hopes and fears
across the different areas of future concern. Gender effects were examined
by separating out the two ethnic groups for analysis. In the Druze sample,
gender differences were found in hope and fear scores. Female students had
higher density scores in the domains of marriage, family, and educational
pursuits, whereas the highest density scores for male students were in the
areas of career and work. The male Druze students also had greater density
related to fears of problems within their community. In the Druze sample
there was also an age by gender interaction. The density scores of 12th-grade
female students demonstrated more concern with their future family than
with their family of origin, and the scores suggest that the older females
had more concern than younger females for the larger community welfare.
The older male Druze students showed higher density scores, compared to
younger males, in regard to higher education.

In the Jewish data, gender differences in hope and fear scores were
much less pronounced than they were in the Druze sample. Although the
data from the Jewish students also followed traditional gender-role patterns,
those gender differences were less pronounced in their sample. In the Jewish
sample, age and gender did not interact. For both male and female students,
the older students were more focused on what Seginer and Halabi-Kheir
(1998) call the “transition to adulthood roles” (p. 322) such as school, military
service, and higher education. The focus on transition roles can be contrasted
with the Druze students’ focus on actual adult roles, such as marriage, family,
and career. That gender was less significant in the Jewish sample suggests
that gender differences may be disappearing in modern Western cultures
but remaining in more traditional cultures like that of the Druze in Israel.

Seginer (2000) also studied how FTO was affected by optimism and
pessimism among 11th-grade Israeli students. Her goal in this case was not
to highlight gender differences but to see how future oriented motivation
was potentially influenced by optimism and pessimism. However, she did
find one gender difference in relation to prospective military service. Young
men had higher FTO scores on exploration of and commitment to future
military service than young women. Social optimism was linked to the higher
exploration and commitment in the domain of military service.

Other work on FTO differences as a function of culture and gender has
also looked at how far into the future people extend their hopes and fears.
In a study of Australian, American, and Indian adolescents, Sundberg et al.
(1983) found interesting culture by gender interactions. They found that Aus-
tralian young women had the longest future time extension among women
and that Australians in general had longer extensions than Americans. In-
dian young women had the shortest overall time extension, but Indian men
had the longest among the entire sample. All the adolescents seemed aware
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of education, career, courtship, marriage, and parenting as important future
events. Western men were more focused on acquisitions, whereas Western
women were more focused on autonomy. This might reflect the reality that
women in Western cultures typically have to work harder at attaining au-
tonomy than do males. In India, autonomy was not a concern for either sex.
Sundberg et al. noted that this makes sense in a culture in which both men
and women tend to stay close to home.

In another cross-cultural study, Nurmi et al. (1994) studied FTO in
Australian and Finnish youths. These adolescents described goals and hopes
related to future occupation, education, family/marriage, leisure activities,
and property most often and in that order of frequency. Concerns noted
were most often related to future occupation, education, health, global is-
sues, and family/marriage. Female youths in both cultures noted more goals
related to future occupation and family than did men, whereas male youths
noted more goals related to leisure activities and property than did women.
In regard to concerns, the young Finnish women reported the most concerns
related to future education, and female students in both cultures had more
concerns about future occupation than did male students.

Nurmi et al. (1995) included Israeli youthsin their research to investigate
how developmental transitions and life/developmental tasks vary depend-
ing on societal constraints. In addition to coding future orientation for hopes
and concerns related to education, occupation, and family, they looked at
exploration (how often do you think about it?) and commitment (how deter-
mined are you?). The gender effect concerned how these variables related
to education. Specifically, Israeli youths showed the greatest gender differ-
ences in exploration and commitment, followed by Australian youth, who
also differed in exploration and commitment, and Finnish youth, who only
differed in exploration. Women in all three cultures had higher levels of ex-
ploration and commitment in regard to education when compared to men.
Finnish and Israeli women expressed more hopes and concerns related to
future education than did men from those countries.

In an earlier study, Nurmi (1987) examined the influence of home cul-
ture, defined in terms of emotional climate, on FTO of Finnish high school
students. He found interesting age by gender interactions in FTO from in-
terviews with male and female students in three different age brackets about
their hopes and fears related to their futures. Regardless of home culture,
female students in the two oldest groups had more hopes related to rela-
tionships with parents and more plans related to having a future family than
either younger female students or male students of all ages groups. Young
women in the oldest group also reported fear of war more frequently than
participants in any of the other groups. For male students, emotional climate
in the home interacted with fears for their future profession. Male students
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reporting a positive emotional climate were less likely to report fears than
those reporting a negative emotional climate. For future emotional expecta-
tions, male students in the younger group saw the future in a more negative
light than did female students of the same age. Nurmi concluded that the
sex differences that did exist were more pronounced with the older students,
suggesting that sex differences increased with age.

Although assessing emotional climate was one way to examine the in-
fluence of family on FTO, Nurmi and Pulliainen (1991) approached the in-
fluence of family in a different manner in their study with 11- and 15-year-old
male and female Finnish students. They sought to determine whether
parental behavior influences FTO differently depending on whether it arose
from authoritarian control or family discussions. The findings were based on
interviews with the adolescents regarding their hopes, goals, aspirations, and
their interactions with parents. Hopes for a future family were positively
correlated with frequency of family discussions for both male and female
students, although female students more often reported hopes for a future
family. Female students also mentioned more hopes related to leisure than
did male students. Male students extended further into the future than did
female participants, and there was a positive correlation between parental
control and future extension. This relationship was not found for female
students.

In a recent study, Nurmi and Salmela-Aro (2002) examined how de-
pressive symptoms and work status might impact the development of goals
for young adults making the transition from school to work. Finnish young
adults were measured on depressive symptoms, personal goals, and work
status over three time periods. Only one sex-related difference was found.
At time two, men’s self-related goals were predicted by having been unem-
ployed at time one, whereas women’s self-related goals at time two were
predicted by having been underemployed (or employed in something unre-
lated to their prior education) at time one. Importantly, the general pattern
of relationships was similar for men and women in this sample.

The work described thus far in this section on FTP/FTO was largely done
by Nurmi or his colleagues and involved high school students as participants.
All of the work examined gender in interaction with other sociocultural vari-
ables. The last three studies reviewed in this section focus more exclusively
on gender differences in FTO among college students.

Zaleski (1987) examined goal importance, expectancy, and conflict
among men and women in a university setting. The behavioral variables
of interest were effort and persistence. He additionally looked at satisfac-
tion related to goal striving. The variables were examined in relation to goals
that were a week away, a month away, a year away, 10 years away, and over
one’s lifetime.
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Expectancy was positively related to all three of the dependent vari-
ables. Conflict was most problematic for effort but also problematic for sat-
isfaction. Importance was critical for both effort and satisfaction. Reported
goal importance was slightly higher for women than men. More variance
in persistence was explained for men when the goal became more proxi-
mal, but the opposite was true for women (Zaleski, 1987). This suggests that
once women set long-term goals they are persistent in their attempts to reach
those goals. Men appear more persistent when they are pursuing short-range
rather than long-range goals. This is consistent with the finding by Gjesme
(1981Db) that girls with high FTO had lower perceived goal distance with a
more distant goal, and the finding by Halvari (1991) that women decreased
their goal striving as goal attainment approached whereas men increased
their goal striving.

Greene (1990) used structured interviews with high school and college
students to examine density, spontaneous extension, and constrained exten-
sion of expected future events. Previously devised event codes were used
to capture future goals in four major categories: achievement, relational,
experiential, and existential. Men and women did not differ on the density
variable. They had similar numbers of expected events, but male students
projected further into the future than female students and were more likely
to suppose that their events would be evenly distributed throughout their
future lives. Female students put as much emphasis on future professional
and material achievement as did male students, but they were more likely
to expect a 5-10-year break in their careers for raising children. A general
finding was that among the older adolescents, men and women had similar
life course expectations, and their expectations more often conformed to
cultural norms when compared to younger adolescents.

Greene and Wheatley (1992) compared college and noncollege men
and women in terms of their future expectations for the self. They found
that male students extended further into the future than did female stu-
dents. Although men and women reported similar numbers of future events,
women mentioned more family-related future events than men. They also
found that for women, but not for men, extension in the distant future was
related to reasoning ability and lower levels of current feelings of distress.

The major gender difference reported by Greene and Wheatley (1992)
was that women anticipated future adult transitions in closer proximity to
the present and in closer proximity to one another. Men anticipated that
employment would closely follow education but then projected marriage
into the more distant future and parenthood further removed from marriage
compared to women. In other words, women anticipate a number of major
life events happening in a relatively brief window of time, whereas men
anticipate a more relaxed trajectory of future events. An implication of these
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findings is that feelings of distress, which were higher for women, might be
related to anxiety about the need to accomplish many major adult goals in
a short period of time. The finding that less distress was related to greater
extension adds support to this conclusion.

Summary of Research on FTO/FTP in Relation to Gender and Culture

Several conclusions can be drawn from the literature reviewed in the
previous section. The cross-cultural work reviewed tends to support the
assertion by Nurmi et al. (1995) that people’s FTPs are shaped by the con-
straints that their cultural circumstances impose on them. All of the studies
that examined sociocultural variables in addition to gender (e.g., SES or class,
family interactions, and cultural differences) found interactions. Seginer’s
studies (Seginer, 1988; Seginer and Halabi-Kheir, 1998) show that gender
differences, which themselves are culturally derived, are further impacted
by cultural differences within a society such as Israel. Although the FTP
patterns for male and female Israeli Jews looked similar to those patterns
found in other western societies, they were indeed quite different for male
and female Israeli Arabs. Cultural factors do, as the research just reviewed
demonstrates, impact the content and extension of people’s FTO/FTP.

Other gender differences are inferred from the findings reviewed in
this section. First, women have more varied content in their representations
of the future than do men, but men have their fewer goals more evenly
dispersed throughout their FTP. In general, female students imagined their
futures in terms of combinations of higher education, career, family, and
leisure activities, whereas male students imagined only one or two pursuits
for their futures.

Both men and women have both strengths and potential weaknesses in
their FTOs. Interestingly, the weakness in the FTO of each gender could be
off-set by adopting the aspects of the other gender’s FTO that are associ-
ated with strength. For example, male students could benefit by increasing
the variety of domains reflected in their FTO. A greater diversity of goals
would likely enhance resiliency in the event that one goal pursuit is derailed
or delayed. Female students, on the other hand, would likely benefit from
increasing the extension in time of their FTOs and the dispersion of goals
within their FTOs.

In sum, there are patterns of differences found when the FTOs of men
and women are compared. Moreover, other sociocultural variables add to
the complexity in those patterns. As seen in the next section on possible
selves, culture not only impacts people’s views of what they will be doing
and when, but also of who they think they will be in the future.
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RESEARCH ON POSSIBLE SELVES

Marcus and Nurius (1986) proposed that people develop and maintain
representations of themselves in the future. These mental representations
are thought to contain both desired future selves and feared future selves. To
the extent that we value and desire the positive or hoped-for possible selves,
we should adjust our behavior to increase our chances of realizing those
selves. To the extent that we are repelled by the negative or feared possible
selves, we should devise behavioral patterns that decrease our chances of
realizing those feared selves. In other words, the choices we make in the
present are based on our desire to develop toward the person we hope to
become and away from the person we fear becoming. In this section, we
first look at some of the work on possible selves that is not tied to academic
learning, then we present the work that haslinked possible selves to academic
motivation and achievement.

Knox et al. (2000) studied gender differences in the possible selves of
high school students. The participants completed the Hoped-For Possible
Selves Questionnaire and the Feared Possible Selves Questionnaire. They
also rated the extent to which they thought they would experience particular
possible selves and the affective saliency of the possible selves.

Knox et al. did not find gender differences related to the number of
hoped-for or feared possible selves; however, they found that female stu-
dents had higher ratings of saliency on their hoped-for self and higher rat-
ings of likelihood on the feared self compared to male students. There were
also differences in the category frequencies of possible selves. For hoped-for
possible selves, the young men noted occupations first, then relationships,
whereas for young women it was the other way around. For feared possible
selves, young men noted physical illness and/or death and general failure. For
young women, the most feared possible selves were related to relationships
and then physical illness and/or death.

Segal et al. (2001) examined the Anticipated Life History (ALH) nar-
ratives of students attending a 4-year college and a community college for
information related to future possible selves. The narratives were scored to
yield measures of the following five characteristics of possible selves: psycho-
logical complexity, life role complexity, mutuality of relationships, resolution
of conflicts, and altruism.

Consistent with the recent work described in previous sections, Segal
et al. (2001) found that women had more words in their narratives about
relationships, but men and women were the same in the number of words
about future careers and work life. Although there were a number of other
life events that were similar for male and female college students, women
were more likely to include the following life events in the narratives of their
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possible futures: career, marriage, children, divorce, and death of a spouse.
The authors also found that the gender variable reliably predicted scores
on psychological complexity, life role complexity, and resolution of conflicts
with women scoring higher on each dimension. Segal et al. also reported
differences between the samples of college students. Women in the 4-year
college sample were higher on the psychological complexity measure than
women in the community college sample. Men in the 4-year college sam-
ple were higher on the career measure than men in the community college
sample.

Instead of examining gender as the sociocultural variable, Kao (2000)
examined the influences of stereotypes about racial and ethnic groups on
the possible selves of adolescents from different groups. Kao conducted
focus groups and personal interviews with high school students who were
either Asian, Black, Hispanic, or White. She elicited from the students their
views on their group’s and the other groups’ academic performance. She
found that the Black, Hispanic, and Asian students were aware of stereo-
types about their academic performance (or their job prospects, in the case
of Hispanics), and that this awareness was reflected in their possible selves.
For instance, Black students focused most on how to avoid the stereotype
of school failure, which Kao argued was their feared possible self. Asians,
on the other hand, focused most on meeting high expectations for academic
success, a positive possible self. The Hispanic youths were more concerned
about avoiding a life of manual labor, as that was the feared possible self
thought to be consistent with the stereotype associated with Hispanics. These
findings strike us as consistent with the other findings, including gender ef-
fects, indicating that future orientations are shaped by the constraints the
dominant culture imposes on the possibilities imagined by adolescents (e.g.,
Nurmi et al., 1995).

Day et al. (1994) conducted a study in which they attempted to change
the imagined possible selves of Mexican American elementary students
so that their possible selves would less likely reflect negative stereotypes
about current academic selves and future occupational selves. They also
wanted to see whether the possible selves intervention would help students
see a contingent path between the current academic self and the future
self.

Day et al. (1994) found that students did tend to change their possible
selves to include some of the nonstereotyped careers that they were exposed
to during the intervention. They also showed increased knowledge of how to
be a good student and how academics are linked to future success. Gender-
stereotyped occupations as hoped-for possible selves were also found. Both
before and after the intervention, female students were more likely than
male students to note nurse and teacher as hoped-for possible selves, and
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male students were more likely than female students to note police officer
as a hoped-for possible self.

Markus and her colleagues conducted several studies that provided sup-
port for links between possible selves and academic performance. For exam-
ple, Ruvolo and Markus (1992) examined how the possible selves of college
women were related to their performance on cognitive tasks. Across three
studies they found that having a possible self that included success was re-
lated to performance on the tasks. Cross and Markus (1994) examined how
self-schemas for present day problems and possible selves worked together
to enhance or hinder problem solving performance. Their data supported the
interpretation that possible selves provide the positive self-concept needed
to negotiate the contingent path from the present self-schema to the strate-
gies required for being effective on the task.

Lips (1995) also examined self-schemas for current and possible selves
and studied how these operated in relation to the math/science domains.
She found that college women who identified themselves with math/science
domains were more likely to take courses in those domains and were more
likely to identify with attributes characteristic of those domains (e.g., ana-
lytical, bright, mathematical, systematic), even if they did not yet have ex-
tensive experience in the domains. In a second study, Lips found that male
and female college students did not differ on the assessment of self-schema
for math/science assessment, meaning that men and women were relatively
equally distributed into positive and negative self-schemas for math/science.
She found that positive self-schemas were again related to course enroll-
ment and that confidence in selecting a career involving math/science was
related to having a positive self-schema. This study, like the work of Cross
and Markus (1994), suggests how current and future self-schemas might re-
late to one another, though Lips did not directly measure possible selves.

Finally, Anderman et al. (1999) studied relations between the current
and future academic and social selves of seventh-grade students and changes
in grade-point average (GPA). GPA was predicted from both present-self in-
dices of academic and social self-concept and future-self indices of academic
and social self-concept. They found that the best predictors of present-self
GPA were having a current positive academic self-concept and being female.
The best predictors of future-self GPA were positive academic future self
and being female.

Summary of Research on Possible Selves

When gender differences were found in research on possible selves,
the pattern of differences was consistent with the work from the FTO/FTP
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frameworks. In the studies where participants reported the nature of their
possible selves, female students were more likely to emphasize interpersonal
relationships than were male students (Knox et al., 2000; Segal et al., 2001).
Additionally, Segal et al. found that women had more complexity in their
possible selves. This is consistent with previously discussed findings (e.g.,
Fiorentine, 1988; Thomassen and Halvari, 1996). The research on race and
ethnic group differences in possible selves was also similar to findings from
the FTO literature. The data strongly suggest that people’s representations of
themselves in the future are influenced by culturally determined perceptions
of what is expected of them based on gender and/or racial/ethnic member-
ship. However, Kao (2000) demonstrated that sometimes adolescents view
the stereotype as a challenge to overcome rather than a limitation to accept.

Gender differences were much less clear in the academic domain of pos-
sible selves. Perhaps gender is not a variable that encourages or discourages
positive academic future selves. We agree with Anderman et al. (1999) that
there has been little work on how possible-self variables are related to aca-
demic motivation and achievement. The work of Markus and her colleagues
is the exception. A theory that has extensively examined future-oriented
variables in relation to academic motivation is the expectancy-value theory
(Eccles, 1984; Eccles et al., 1983; Wigfield and Eccles, 2002).

EXPECTANCY-VALUE THEORY

Eccles and colleagues have used an expectancy-value framework to
study the influence of psychological and developmental factors on academic
task choice and performance. In their model, an orientation toward the
future is incorporated in the construct of expectancy and in their concep-
tualization of values, particularly attainment and utility value (Eccles, 1984;
Eccles et al., 1983; Wigfield and Eccles, 2002). Expectancies are influenced by
past achievement outcomes but also by the individuals’ interpretation of past
outcomes, perceived ability for the task, and perception of the task, particu-
larly task difficulty. Expectancies are related to task choice and performance
in a number of achievement domains including mathematics (Eccles, 1984;
Eccles et al., 1983; Feather, 1988; Greene et al., 1999; Meece et al., 1990),
science (DeBacker and Nelson, 1999, 2000; Greenfield, 1997; Kahle et al.,
1993; Nolen and Haladyna, 1990; Sullins et al., 1995), English (Eccles et al.,
1983, 1993; Feather, 1988; Wigfield et al., 1991, 1997), instrumental music
and sports (Eccles et al., 1983, 1993; Wigfield et al., 1991, 1997).

Research has yielded somewhat inconsistent findings of gender differ-
ences in expectancy for success. Early studies showed female students had
lower expectancies of success than male students across a variety of age levels
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and in regard to a diversity of tasks (Frieze et al., 1978). More recently, stud-
ies in the math domain showed male students had higher perceived ability or
self-efficacy (both variables being proxies for expectancy) than female stu-
dents (Eccles, 1984; Eccles et al., 1983, 1993; Miller et al., 1996; Pajares, 1996;
Wigfield, 1994; Wigfield and Eccles, 1992). Greene et al. (1999) found that,
in required math classes, male students had higher perceived math ability
than female students, but this was not true in elective math classes.

A number of studies found gender differences in perceived ability in sci-
ence (Catsambis, 1995; DeBacker and Nelson, 2000; Kahle and Lakes, 1983;
Lee and Burkam, 1996; Simpson and Oliver, 1990; Steinkamp and Maehr,
1984; Weinburg, 1995). Moreover, Sullins et al. (1995) found that expectancy
variables discriminated between biology majors and nonmajors for women,
but not for men; and predicted intent to enroll in future courses for women,
but not for men. Investigations that included the domains of mathematics,
English, sports, and instrumental music showed gender differences in per-
ceived ability and perceived task difficulty in line with gender stereotypes
regarding these domains; that is, male students had higher expectancies than
female students in math and sports, whereas female students had higher ex-
pectancies than male students in English and music (Eccles et al., 1983, 1993;
Wigfield et al., 1991, 1997). These gender differences were detected as young
as the first grade, and appeared to increase with age.

Some studies indicate that female students have lower expectancies for
success than male students on novel tasks (Dweck and Bush, 1976; Dweck
and Gilliard, 1975; Frieze et al., 1978; Parsons and Ruble, 1977), but not on
familiar tasks (Frieze et al., 1978; Kimball, 1989; Parsons and Ruble, 1977).
When researchers attempted to distinguish between generalized expectan-
cies (e.g., will you do well in your next math class?) and specific expectancies
(e.g., will you do well on the math test on Friday?), female students scored
lower on generalized expectancies but not on specific expectancies (Frieze
et al., 1978). Similarly, Eccles et al. (1983) reported no gender differences
in expectancies for success in the current math class, but found that male
students had higher expectancies than female students for success in future
math classes.

Gender differences were found in regard to all three aspects of valu-
ing proposed in the expectancy-value model (Eccles et al., 1983; Eccles and
Wigfield, 1995). Some evidence indicates that, as early as the middle school
years, male students perceived math courses as being greater in utility value
than did female students (Fennema and Sherman, 1977, 1978). This was
found for both basic and advanced mathematics courses (Eccles et al., 1983).
Moreover, male students rated future goals as more important in their de-
cisions to enroll in mathematics courses than did female students, implying
greater perceived utility value of math (Eccles et al., 1983). Feather (1988)
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found gender differences in subjective valuing of math and English among
college students. Using a measure of value that included aspects of attain-
ment, utility, and intrinsic value as described by Eccles et al. (1983), he found
that men reported higher valuing of math, and women reported higher valu-
ing of English.

Using a measure of subjective valuing that tapped attainment and util-
ity value, Eccles and colleagues (Eccles et al., 1993; Wigfield et al., 1997)
reported gender differences in subjective valuing of reading, instrumental
music, and sports in children as young as first grade. Girls were higher in
subjective valuing of reading and instrumental music, whereas boys were
higher in subjective valuing of sports. These differences were in line with
sex role stereotypes and were stable over a 3-year time period. Interest-
ingly, these investigations did not find gender differences in subjective valu-
ing of mathematics. Similarly, no gender differences in utility, attainment,
or intrinsic value were found in studies of high school students enrolled
in math (Greene et al., 1999) or science (DeBacker and Nelson, 2000)
classes.

In an investigation of course enrollment patterns, Eccles (1984) found
that subjective task valuing mediated gender differences in both intention
to take advanced courses in English and math, and in actual enrollment
in advanced math courses. It appears that, for young men, task valuing is
more closely related to performance history than it is for young women.
For example, among young men, past performance was the sole predictor
of enrollment in advanced math classes. Among young women, past perfor-
mance predicted enrollment in advanced math classes, but subjective task
valuing was a second important unique predictor. Female students who val-
ued math were more likely to enroll in advanced math classes regardless
of performance history than those who did not value math. Feather (1988),
using path analysis, found that subjective valuing of English mediated the
relationship between sex of students and enrollment in English courses. Sim-
ilarly, valuing of math mediated the relationship between sex of student and
enrollment in math courses, although the mediating role of perceived math
ability was greater.

Summary of Research on the Expectancy-Value Model

As noted, the expectancy-value model includes two separate constructs
that are characterized, at least in part, by an orientation to the future. These
are expectancies for success at a task and perceived value of the achievement
domain. The research literature reveals a record of gender differences in
relation to these constructs. These gender differences appear to parallel
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changes in sex role stereotyping that have occurred at a societal level over
the past several decades.

Boys and men often have higher expectancy for success than girls and
women, although this may be partly explained by historical conceptions of
genderroles and by the particular sex role stereotype attached to the achieve-
ment domain. Studies conducted in the 1970s showed a general pattern of
lower expectancies in female students, regardless of age or achievement do-
main (Frieze et al., 1978). Work done later in the 1980s and 1990s revealed a
somewhat different pattern, reporting higher expectancies for men in male-
stereotyped achievement domains such as math (Eccles, 1984; Eccles et al.,
1983, 1993; Miller et al., 1996; Pajares, 1996; Wigfield, 1994; Wigfield and
Eccles, 1992), science (DeBacker and Nelson, 1999, 2000; Greenfield, 1997,
Kahle et al., 1993; Nolen and Haladyna, 1990; Sullins et al., 1995), and sports
(Eccles et al., 1983, 1993; Wigfield et al., 1991, 1997), and reporting higher
expectancies for women in female-stereotyped achievement domains such
as English (Eccles et al., 1983, 1993; Feather, 1988; Wigfield et al., 1991, 1997),
and music (Eccles et al., 1983, 1993; Wigfield et al., 1991, 1997).

In addition to the probable mediating role of gender stereotypes in
these findings, methodological features of the investigations perhaps influ-
enced whether gender differences were found. For instance, evidence sug-
gests that women’s reports of expectancy of success are influenced by the
novelty/familiarity of the achievement task (Dweck and Bush, 1976; Dweck
and Gilliard, 1975; Frieze et al., 1978; Kimball, 1989; Parsons and Ruble,
1977) and by the specificity/generality of the context about which they were
reporting expectancies (Eccles et al., 1983; Frieze et al., 1978). To the extent
that studies presented female students with novel tasks, or asked about rel-
atively generalized expectancies, girls’ and young women’s expectancies of
success may have been underestimated.

The pattern of gender differences in subjective valuing also parallels
historical changes in sex role conceptions. Findings that male students value
math more than female students were published in the 1970s and 1980s
(Eccles et al., 1983; Feather, 1988; Fennema and Sherman, 1977, 1978). In
the 1990s researchers were still reporting differences that reflected gender-
stereotyped attitudes about some achievement domains, with girls/young
women reporting higher valuing of English, reading, and music, and boys/
young men reporting higher valuing of sports (Eccles et al., 1993; Wigfield
etal.,1997). The most recent investigations, however, were no longer report-
ing gender differences in valuing of math (Eccles et al., 1993; Greene et al.,
1999; Wigfield et al., 1997), or of science (DeBacker and Nelson, 2000).

To the extent that gender differences exist in values, task choices, and
achievement, Eccles (1984, 1987; Eccles et al., 1990; Wigfield and Eccles,
2002) has argued that they are related to gender role socialization. Different
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socialization experiences are thought to lead boys and girls, men and women,
to hold different values and different value hierarchies. Because of these
differences in values, male and female students differ in the extent to which
they ascribe attainment and utility value to particular activities and tasks.
These differences in values are thought to lead to differences in task choice
and performance outcomes.

SOCIAL COGNITIVE RESEARCH ON PERCEIVED
INSTRUMENTALITY

Expectancy-value theory incorporates a future orientation in the guise
of values. In social cognitive theory, future orientation is embodied in the
notion of perceived instrumentality. Social cognitive theory (Bandura, 1986;
Schunk, 1989) seeks to explain human behavior in terms of goals, expecta-
tions, and outcomes. Most of human behavior is thought to be goal directed.
Actions that are believed to move the individual closer to a personally rele-
vant goal, and that result in favorable outcomes, are likely to be performed.
Actions that are believed to interfere with goal attainment, or that result in
unfavorable outcomes, are likely to be avoided.

As noted throughout this review, a number of theorists have suggested
that personally valued future goals play an important role in motivation by
adding self-relevant incentive value to the current task (e.g., Marcus and
Nurius, 1986; Miller and Brickman, 2001, 2004; Nuttin, 1985; Raynor and
Entin, 1982). Our focus in this section is on the research on gender differ-
ences found in future goals or in perceived instrumentality, which has been
conducted within the framework of social cognitive theory.

In empirical studies of the role of future goals in achievement motiva-
tion, essentially the same construct has variously been referred to as future
consequences (Miller ez al., 1996), perceived instrumentality (DeBacker and
Nelson, 1999, 2000; Husman and Lens, 1999; Miller et al., 1999; Van Calster
et al., 1987), or future goals (Greene et al., 1999). We prefer the term per-
ceived instrumentality because it most closely communicates what the scales
used in these studies are actually measuring. Items used in these investiga-
tions ask students to report the extent to which they perceive the current task
or learning context as instrumentally related to a future goal. Note that stu-
dents are not asked what particular future goal(s) they are pursuing. In the
review that follows, we consistently use the term perceived instrumentality
to refer to this construct.

Findings are fairly consistent in regard to sex differences in relationships
between perceived instrumentality and achievement tasks in that, in three
out of four studies, women scored higher on instrumentality scores. Greene
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et al. (1999) reported that female high school students had higher scores
on instrumentality than male students in both required and elective math
classes. Similarly, Miller et al. (1996) reported higher instrumentality scores
for female high school students. DeBacker and Nelson (2000) reported that
female high school science students had higher scores on instrumentality
than males. On the other hand, DeBacker and Nelson (1999) did not find
gender differences in instrumentality among high school science students.

In the science domain, instrumentality was related to cognitive strategy
use for male students but not for female students, and related to a measure of
general effort for female students but not for male students (DeBacker and
Nelson, 1999). Path analyses, modeling the relationship between instrumen-
tality and both math achievement and reported effort, revealed no gender
differences (Greene et al., 1999). Perceived instrumentality mediated the
relationship between perceived ability and both math achievement and re-
ported effort for both men and women. Similarly, in a study of the predictive
relationships between goals and achievement outcomes, Miller ez al. (1996)
found that although perceived instrumentality was an important additional
predictor of self-regulation, effort, deep strategy use, and achievement after
learning and performance goals, there were no gender differences in regard
to these relationships.

Summary of Research From the Social Cognitive Perspective

It is difficult to discern a clear pattern in regard to gender differences on
the basis of the studies just reported. We resist writing off these inconsistent
findings as artifacts of imprecise measurement, developmental change, or
cohort effects because there was a fair degree of consistency in how instru-
mentality was operationalized and measured, because the age of students
was similar across studies, and because data were collected for the various
studies within a relatively narrow window of time. More work is needed
to determine whether there are systematic gender differences in the per-
ceived instrumentality of various academic tasks and domains, and what
other variables may be influencing gender differences.

CONCLUSIONS

The work reviewed here illustrates that orientation to the future is con-
ceptualized and measured in a number of different ways by different re-
searchers. In all of these forms, conceptions of the future were found to play
an important motivational role in regard to current strivings. Additionally,
across all five theoretical perspectives, gender differences were found.
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One main conclusion that is drawn from the research from all five frame-
works is that the contents of people’s imaginings of the future are strongly
influenced by sociocultural factors, such as sex role prescriptions and other
norms and expectations that mark the particular context in which one lives.
Research findings indicate that the future imaginings of men and women dif-
fer in ways that reflect the nature of sex role stereotypes that predominated
at the time and place the research was conducted. There is also evidence
that peoples’ future orientations reflect the roles and possibilities defined
for them by their culture. We believe the research reviewed here shows the
importance of studying differences in FTP as they are embedded in the larger
sociocultural context.

In regard to gender differences, evidence from a variety of research
traditions suggests that women pursue a greater diversity of goals compared
to men. This finding probably reflects the change in women’s roles that has
marked Western societies in recent decades. Women continue to hold goals
for marriage and family, yet it is also commonplace for them to pursue goals
related to employment or a career, especially in modern Western cultures.
In contrast, societal expectations for the male role have changed less dra-
matically and this may explain, in part, why men remain heavily focused on
sex-typed goals related to employment and financial security.

The potential advantage of simultaneously pursuing multiple goals
across a variety of domains is that it may offer a certain amount of resiliency
in the face of blocked or frustrated pursuit of individual goals. For men, who
may be pursing a smaller number of goals that cluster within a smaller num-
ber of domains, there is higher risk that some or many of their salient goals
will be simultaneously blocked, leaving men more psychologically vulnera-
ble. As we argued earlier, if men were to increase the number of domains
in which they are pursuing goals, they might experience greater resiliency in
the face of life’s inevitable setbacks.

On the other hand, from our review it appears that men have an advan-
tage in that they perceive a longer time frame for achieving their major life
events when compared to women. Women might be at risk for experiencing
more conflict among their goals due to perceiving a relatively short time
frame within which a number of major life goals must be attained. It is likely
that women would benefit from increasing their anticipated time frame for
achieving their life goals. We suspect that one explanation for the finding
of female students being more likely to withdraw from goal pursuit when
attainment is near (Halvari, 1991; Zaleski, 1987) is the anxiety of coping
with simultaneous major life events. In addition, the motivation of girls and
women seems more impeded by negative affect related to fear of failure
compared to the motivation of boys and men (Gjesme, 1983a; Halvari, 1991;
Halvari and Thomassen, 1997; Thomassen and Halvari, 1996). It is possible
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that fear of failure increasingly impedes motivation as goal attainment draws
near. In fact, we suspect that both of these explanations hold for different
individuals.

In an attempt to integrate the findings discussed in this review and
propose educational implications, we suggest that future orientation im-
pacts achievement motivation in the following manner. Task engagement
is critical for academic achievement. Perceived instrumentality enhances
the likelihood that students will become engaged in academic tasks (Miller
et al., 1999). The more future goals learners identify with, and the more
clearly those goals are articulated, the greater the potential for enhanced
engagement through the influence on perceived instrumentality (Miller and
Brickman, 2004).

Teachers and other significant adults can play an important role in the
personal development of students both by helping them envision a vari-
ety of future goals and/or possible selves, and by helping them recognize
contingent paths between future goals and current tasks. We believe it is
important to recognize that schools are a potentially powerful sociocultural
influence on pupils. As such, schools can encourage students to envision fu-
ture selves that are not constrained by stereotypes associated with gender,
race/ethnicity, or socioeconomic status. By challenging stereotypes in imag-
ined future selves, while also supporting students’ expectancies for success,
schools can help learners develop more goals across a variety of domains,
thus creating more opportunities for adding incentive value to school tasks.
Moreover, we believe that to the extent that learners imagine positive future
selves across a variety of domains, they are more likely to experience both
increased resiliency and a more full and rewarding life.

Perceived instrumentality is dependent upon recognition of the con-
tingent relationships between current school tasks and valued future goals.
Teachers can help students see instrumental connections between current
schoolwork and future occupations to enhance their motivation to learn.
We believe it is also important to encourage students to develop rewarding
hobbies and interests, as these can add incentive value to current academic
tasks as well. We recognize that schoolwork is not always intrinsically moti-
vating for some learners. Educators can enhance the possibility that students
identify with academic tasks by helping them to develop clear and realistic
future goals across a variety of domains, to clearly envision pathways to goal
attainment, and to see that current tasks bear an instrumental relationship to
one or more future goals (Bandura, 1986; Miller and Brickman, 2001, 2004).
In this way, more students will more often make the self-determined choice
to strive toward academic achievement.

Given the evidence that socialization influences conceptions of the
future, we are optimistic about the potential efficacy of motivation
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interventions aimed at helping learners develop clear and realistic future
possible selves. We believe that future research efforts should focus on these
types of interventions. For instance, we need more research on how to en-
courage and support children and teens in developing challenging yet real-
istic future goals. We also need research on how to help students recognize
contingent paths to valued future goals and to develop concrete, realistic,
and yet flexible plans for goal attainment. We also need more work examin-
ing the consequences of students becoming committed to future goals that
are unlikely to attain.
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