
10/14/17

1

FUTURE
SELVES?

HOW CAN WE 
HELP OUR

Hal Hershfield

Gilbert & Wilson, 2007

How Often Do you Think About…

McGonigal et al., 2017

Rarely or 
Never

5 Years From Now?
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How Often Do you Think About…

McGonigal et al., 2017

Rarely or 
Never

10 Years From Now?

How Often Do you Think About…

McGonigal et al., 2017

Rarely or 
Never

30 Years From Now?
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Retirement Confidence Survey, 2016

Retirement Confidence Survey, 2016
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How do we think 
about the self 

over time?

TIME
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TIME

Reconsider a boy who 
starts to smoke, knowing 

and hardly caring that this 
may cause him to suffer 
greatly fifty years later. 

This boy does not identify 
with his future self. His 

attitude toward this future 
self is in some ways like 

his attitude to other 
people…

Do we think of 
the future self as 
another person?



10/14/17

6

Picture Your Birthday…

Pronin & Ross, 2006

You vs. Others Vs. Future You

Pronin et al., 2008

SELF > Other
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FUTURE SELF

Trustworthy

Very 
Unlike

Somewhat 
Unlike

Somewhat 
Like

Very 
Like

Ersner-Hershfield, Wimmer & Knutson  2009
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Soutschek et al., 2016
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“I come from the future.”

Do relationships 
with future selves 

matter?

Unconnected

Very close

Sawe, Sahoo, Hershfield, & Knutson, 2017

CURRENT 
SELF

FUTURE 
SELF
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Ersner-Hershfield, Wimmer & Knutson  2009
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How can we 
combat this 
tendency?
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www.flickr.com/photos/sdugas
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Hershfield, Cohen, & Thompson, 2012
van Gelder, Hershfield, & Nordgren, 2013

Dear Future Self…

Current
Self

in 
2 yrs

in 
4 yrs

in 
6 yrs

in 
8 yrs

in 
10 yrs

Hershfield, Greenberg, & Bartels, in prep
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We urge you to 
consider your long-
term interest and to 
start saving more now. 
After all, your long-
term well-being is at 
stake. Your decisions 
now will determine 
how much money is 
available to you 
when you retire.

We urge you to 
consider the 
responsibility you 
have to yourself in 
retirement and to start 
saving more now. After 
all, your “future self” 
is completely 
dependent on you. 
Your decisions now will 
determine how much 
financial security 
your future self can 
count on.

Bryan & Hershfield, 2012

Hershfield & Shah, in prep

Some Solutions
• Encourage pre-commitment
• Enhance vividness of future self
• Boost sense of similarity

–Write a letter
–Remind people of continuity

• Invoke sense of responsibility
• Draw on experiences with past self*
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MYSELF
MY 
FUTURE 
SELF

Icons in 8-11, 15 and 16 by Agarunov Oktay-Abraham

Can the future be 
too positive?

Paley, Hershfield, & Oettingen, in prep

MYSELF
MY 
FUTURE 
SELF

Icons in 8-11, 15 and 16 by Agarunov Oktay-Abraham


