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A B S T R A C T   

Personal goals are important for the construction and organization of episodic future thought. This study ex-
amines the impact of two future thinking perspectives on qualities of mental goal representations. Here, 142 
participants (Mage = 21.9 years) reported on the content and characteristics of five life goals either retrospec-
tively, imagining goals from the perspective of their 100-year-old self, or prospectively from the perspective of 
their current self. Results indicate that retrospectively reported life goals relied more on schematized knowledge, 
were dated to occur later in life, and were perceived as more self-concordant with increasing distance from the 
present. Independent of condition, more distant goals were rated as more difficult, less likely to occur, and were 
associated with lower self-efficacy. This study provides the first evidence that the point in life from which you 
consider your own future affects the qualities of mental goal representations, suggesting that retrospective future 
thinking serves as a form of psychological distancing.   

1. Introduction 

The ability to mentally travel forward in time to pre-experience an 
event is known as episodic future thinking (Atance & O'Neill, 2001). 
People think on average 59 times per day about the future, having future 
thoughts related to leisure activities, work, errands, and relationships 
(D'Argembeau et al., 2011). Thoughts about the future come to mind 
voluntarily and involuntarily (Berntsen & Jacobsen, 2008), serve 
different functions such as planning and decision making (D'Argembeau 
et al., 2011), and around half of these are related to personal goals (Cole 
& Berntsen, 2016). 

Within the last decade, personal goals and their role in the con-
struction and organization of future thoughts have received more 
attention (D’Argembeau, 2016). Goals are generally defined as “internal 
representations of desired states, where states are broadly construed as 
outcomes, events or processes” (Austin & Vancouver, 1996, p. 338). 
Studies comparing goal-related future thoughts to future thoughts not 
related to goals suggest that goal-related thoughts are more vivid, more 
frequently rehearsed, more emotionally positive, more intense, and are 
perceived as more important (Cole & Berntsen, 2016). Goal-related 
future thoughts are also associated with a stronger sense of autonoetic 
experience, the feeling of mentally pre-experiencing the future event 

(Lehner & D'Argembeau, 2016). These findings indicate that personal 
goals ease the construction of future thoughts (D'Argembeau & Mathy, 
2011) and that the construction of future thoughts is guided by more 
general autobiographical knowledge, such as personal goals (D’Ar-
gembeau, 2016). 

Building on this, Ernst et al. (2018) examined how specific charac-
teristics of goals affect the mental representation of goal-related future 
events. Focusing on different types of underlying motivation, they 
compared future events prompted by self-concordant goals versus future 
events prompted by non-self-concordant goals. Self-concordant goals 
are goals pursued because of own interest, enjoyment, and perceived 
importance whereas non-self-concordant goals are pursued due to 
external pressure and to avoid negative feelings. The authors found that 
self-concordant future events are associated with a stronger feeling of 
pre-experience, are more integrated with autobiographical knowledge, 
and are more emotionally positive and intense compared to future 
events related to non-self-concordant goals (Ernst et al., 2018). These 
findings provide evidence that not all personal goals are equal, but that 
specific goal characteristics such as motivation affect mental represen-
tations of future events (Ernst et al., 2018). 

One key feature of both past and future episodic thinking is our 
ability to traverse time (Suddendorf & Corballis, 1997). This ability 
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enables us to think about goals and events which we perceive to be 
psychologically close to our current self (i.e., self-concordant goals or 
events which may happen in the near future) and goals and events which 
are more psychologically distant (i.e., non self-concordant goals or 
events likely to happen in our distant future). Research demonstrates 
that as we think about autobiographical events that are more temporally 
distant from our immediate present, the characteristics of these events 
are altered: They come to mind with lower levels of sensory details 
(D’Argembeau & Van der Linden, 2004), increasing levels of personal 
importance (Addis et al., 2008; Berntsen & Bohn, 2010), and draw more 
on schematized knowledge (Berntsen & Bohn, 2010). While temporally 
remote future events are more concerned with relationships and goal- 
related knowledge, temporally close future events are more often 
related to current tasks and characterized as more specific and by low- 
level contextual details (D'Argembeau et al., 2011). The construal 
level theory of psychological distance proposed by Trope and Liberman 
(2003, 2010) may help account for how psychological distance alters the 
structure and organization of goal-related future thoughts. 

1.1. Construal level theory 

According to their theory, Trope and Liberman (2003, 2010) suggest 
that future events can be construed on a continuum of level of 
abstraction, ranging from low-level construals that include concrete and 
contextual features of the event (i.e., phoning my friend Sarah 
tomorrow) to high-level construals including general, decontextualized, 
and essential characteristics of the future event (i.e., staying in touch 
with a friend). It is assumed that with increases in distance, event rep-
resentations are construed at a higher level of abstraction and experi-
ence a change in subjective value, focusing on perceived meaning rather 
than concrete details. These general principles are assumed to hold not 
only for temporal distance but also for other dimensions of psychological 
distancing such as spatial distance (e.g., here versus somewhere else), 
social distance (e.g., self versus other), and hypotheticality (e.g., real 
versus imagined; likely versus unlikely) (Trope & Liberman, 2010). 
These different dimensions of distance are interrelated, sharing psy-
chological distance as one aspect of common meaning (Trope & Liber-
man, 2010). 

Based on the assumptions of construal level theory (Trope & Liber-
man, 2010), experimentally manipulating psychological distance will 
affect the level of construal of mental goal representations. Manipulating 
social distance as one dimension of psychological distancing, Vasquez 
and Buehler (2007) investigated the effect of imagery perspective on 
achievement motivation. They found that participants who imagined 
the successful completion of a future task from a third-person perspec-
tive compared to a first-person perspective showed increased perceived 
achievement motivation (Vasquez & Buehler, 2007). Similarly, 
engaging in a third-person perspective was related to the perception of a 
past self as different from the current self (Libby & Eibach, 2002), led to 
forecasts of behavior and feelings being more closely related with 
propositional self-beliefs (Libby & Eibach, 2011), and changed the 
abstraction level of an imagined action (Libby et al., 2009). Further-
more, the manipulation of temporal distance was found to affect the 
appraisal of past and present selves (Wilson & Ross, 2001). In line with 
this, we propose that a novel experimental manipulation of psycholog-
ical distance will lead to similar changes in mental goal representations. 
Imagining one's future goals from a more psychologically distant 
perspective is expected to lead to mental goal representations that are 
constructed in higher-level terms, characterized as drawing more on 
schematized knowledge, being more temporally distant, and being 
perceived as more personally significant. 

1.2. The present study 

The present study aims to extend our knowledge of how personal 
goals and episodic future thinking are related by exploring whether a 

change in the temporal perspective with which one views their future 
influences the qualities of imagined personal goal representations. 
Usually, people imagine their future life goals prospectively (i.e., from 
the immediate present looking into the future). Here, we manipulated 
the direction of future thinking by asking participants either to imagine 
their future goals from a psychological near temporal perspective of 
their immediate present (prospective future thinking) or, to imagine 
being 100-years old and thinking back across their lives, imagining the 
goals they would have achieved, from a psychologically distant tem-
poral perspective (retrospective future thinking). 

Examining the effect of two future thinking perspectives on personal 
life goal qualities adds to the existing literature in a number of ways. 
First, previous research conceptualized goals in a variety of ways, such 
as current concerns (Klinger, 1975), personal strivings (Emmons, 1986), 
personal projects (Little, 1983), possible selves (Markus & Nurius, 
1986), life tasks (Cantor et al., 1987), and future aspirations (Kasser & 
Ryan, 1993). These goal concepts focus mostly on goals in the near 
future by asking participants to think of tasks, projects, or concerns they 
are currently having in mind or that do not specify a particular period. In 
contrast to this, thinking about one's goals retrospectively from the 
perspective of the 100-year-old self is assumed to activate an interval as 
long as a lifetime. Therefore, the present study highlights the role of 
long-term goals conceptualized as personal life goals. These personal life 
goals are described as future life experiences, including aspects such as 
activities, experiences, and relationships that may realistically happen 
in one's life (King et al., 1998). 

Secondly, this study investigates the effect of two future thinking 
perspectives on goal qualities. Previous research has already demon-
strated that manipulations of future thinking perspectives influence goal 
qualities: One can imagine the future by shifting from a first- to third- 
person perspective (Vasquez & Buehler, 2007) or by focusing on as-
pects of learning rather than performance in goal setting (Dweck & 
Leggett, 1988). Importantly, these future thinking perspective manipu-
lations may have emotional and cognitive benefits by allowing us to 
think about our own future in different ways. Retrospective future 
thinking differs from the previous manipulations as it prompts partici-
pants to take a step forward to their 100-year-old self. The aim of this 
study is to investigate if this manipulation allows participants to see the 
bigger picture, enabling reflection on what they really want to experi-
ence in life. 

Taken together, the study adds to the literature by investigating the 
shift of perspective on long-term goals and its effect on goal qualities. 
This will help to understand the relation of future thoughts and goal 
qualities, more specifically, how the way one thinks about the future 
affects qualities of personal life goals. 

Based on construal level theory (Trope & Liberman, 2010), we hy-
pothesized that retrospective future thinking serves as a form of psy-
chological distancing. If the manipulation is successful, we predict that 
changes in psychological distancing might systematically affect in-
dividuals' mental goal representations in three related ways. First, it was 
expected that goals reported in the retrospective condition are construed 
in more higher-level terms. Thus, they would draw more on schematized 
knowledge as indicated by a higher overlap with cultural life scripts than 
life goals reported prospectively. Cultural life scripts refer to culturally 
shared representations of an idealized life, consisting of predominantly 
positive important transitional events expected to happen in young 
adulthood (Berntsen & Rubin, 2004). Second, we expected differences in 
the temporal distribution of the goals reported across the two perspec-
tives. It was expected that retrospectively reported personal life goals 
would be dated to occur further into the future while being distributed 
more evenly across the life span than goals reported in the prospective 
condition (Trope & Liberman, 2010). Third, retrospectively reported 
personal life goals were expected to be perceived as more personally 
significant (Addis et al., 2008; Berntsen & Bohn, 2010) and self- 
concordant (Davis et al., 2016) than goals reported in the prospective 
condition. In addition, the potential effects of future thinking 
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perspective on personal life goal characteristics such as difficulty, like-
lihood, and self-efficacy were explored. 

To summarize, engaging in retrospective future thinking compared 
to prospective future thinking is assumed to shift from the current self 
with the focus on details to a more distant perspective reflecting on one's 
personal life goals, leading to more schematized, more distant, and more 
personally significant personal life goals. 

2. Method 

2.1. Participants 

Data were collected online from 142 young US participants. Of these, 
80 were female, 60 male, and 2 preferred not to say. Participants were 
between the ages of 18 and 25 (Mage = 21.9 years, SD = 1.58). The 
majority of participants (93.7%) reported having completed at least 12 
years of education. Overall, 56.3% identified as White, 14.8% as Black 
or African American, 9.9% as Asian, 8.5% as Hispanic, Latino or Spanish 
origin, 0.7% as American Indian or Alaska Native, 8.5% as bi-racial, and 
1.4% with another ethnic background. The average completion time for 
the study was 28.1 min (SD = 15.77) and participants were compensated 
with $3.5. The study was conducted in accordance with ethical guide-
lines and was reviewed by the Local Research Ethics Committee. The 
committee found that no scientific-ethical considerations spoke against 
the implementation of the study. 

2.2. Materials 

2.2.1. Future thinking perspective 
To examine how the way a person reflects on their future affects 

personal life goal qualities, participants were randomly assigned to one 
of two perspective conditions; a retrospective and a prospective condi-
tion, described below. In both conditions, participants were asked to 
write down five personal life goals in the same order they came to mind, 
to give each personal life goal a short title that specified its content, and 
to indicate how old they are when the personal life goal was most likely 
to happen. The definition of personal life goals was partly based on the 
description by King et al. (1998). In the prospective condition, partici-
pants (n = 68) were asked to generate five personal life goals they would 
like to happen during their whole lifetime in the future. The instructions 
were as follows: 

Think for a moment about your future life experience. Consider your 
activities, experiences, and relationships - all aspects of your life as 
they may realistically be in the future. What life goals do you have in 
your life? Please think of five life goals that you would like to happen 
during your whole lifetime. 

In the retrospective condition, participants (n = 74) were asked to 
imagine themselves being 100-years old and to generate five personal 
life goals from this perspective that they had in their 100-year-old life. 
The instructions were based on the Retrospective Autobiographical 
Event Questionnaire (Roderer & Bohn, 2022) and were adjusted to the 
context of personal life goals. Instructions were as follows: 

People are getting older nowadays. It is no longer unusual to live to 
become a hundred years old. Imagine you are 100-years old and you 
are looking from this perspective back on your life. From this 
perspective of your 100-year-old self, think for a moment about your 
life experiences. Consider your activities, experiences, and relation-
ships - all aspects of your life as they may have realistically happened 
in your 100-year-old life. Think about the life goals of your life. What 
life goals did you have in your 100-year-old life? Please think of five 
life goals you had in your 100-year-old life. 

2.2.2. Goal content and scoring 
All reported personal life goals were coded for thematic content by 

the first author and an independent coder. Coders were blind to the 
perspective conditions and demographic characteristics of the partici-
pants. An initial content coding scheme consisting of 29 categories was 
developed using a data driven approach. Interrater agreement was high 
(Cohen's κ = 0.805) and disagreements were resolved by discussion. 
Following a procedure by Berntsen and Rubin (2004), personal life goals 
that did not correspond to a thematic category or that were mentioned 
by fewer than 4% of all participants were coded as “other”. This process 
led to 23 categories including “other”. 

To examine the potential overlap of personal life goal themes with 
the cultural life script, all personal life goals were coded according to the 
25 cultural life script categories of young US Americans (Rubin et al., 
2009). Personal life goals corresponding to cultural life script categories 
were labelled “scripted life goals”. Personal life goals that did not 
correspond to a life script category were labelled “non-scripted life 
goals”. Interrater agreement was high (Cohen's κ = 0.877) and dis-
agreements were resolved by discussion. 

2.2.3. Goal characteristics 
In order to examine the effect of future thinking perspective on 

personal life goals qualities, participants rated the characteristics of 
personal life goals on five measures. Firstly, participants were asked to 
assess self-concordance of their reported goals using the Self- 
Concordance Scale (Sheldon & Elliot, 1999). The scale consists of four 
items assessing both non-internalized reasons (“you pursue this goal 
because somebody else wants you to or because the situation demands 
it”; “you pursue this goal because you would feel ashamed, guilty, or 
anxious if you didn't”) and internalized reasons (“you pursue this goal 
because you really believe it's an important goal you have”; “you pursue 
this goal because of the fun and enjoyment that it provides you”) on a 9- 
point Likert scale (1 = not at all for this reason; 9 = completely for this 
reason). For each personal life goal, a self-concordance score was 
calculated by summing the internalized items and subtracting the non- 
internalized reasons. 

Furthermore, adapted from Sheldon and Kasser (1998), two addi-
tional questions assessed goal difficulty (“How hard do you think it is to 
achieve this goal?”) and self-efficacy (“To what extent do you feel you 
have the skills and resources necessary to attain this goal?”) and adapted 
from Kasser and Ryan (1993, 1996), two additional questions assessed 
goal likelihood (“How likely is it that this will happen in your future?”) 
and importance (“How important is this goal to you?”). These four 
questions were measured using a 7-point Likert scale (1 = not at all; 7 =
very much). 

2.3. Procedure 

The questionnaire was presented online using the survey platform 
Qualtrics and participants were recruited via Amazon's Mechanical 
Turk. To ensure high quality data, multiple attention checks were 
included within the questionnaire. In addition, strict exclusion criteria 
were set prior to data analyses, including passed attention checks, a 
completed questionnaire, completion time of at least eight minutes, and 
an indicated age between 18 and 25 years. Of 155 participants who 
completed the questionnaires and passed all attention checks, partici-
pants who completed the questionnaire in less than eight minutes (n =
7) or who took too long (extreme value with completion time > 3rd 
quartile +3*IQR, n = 1), or who did not meet the age criteria (n = 1) 
were excluded. The questionnaire consisted of multiple open text fields 
that required participants to provide keywords and short descriptions as 
answers. Participants who responded inappropriately (e.g., copying the 
same answer to all open text fields or who mentioned fewer than three 
life goals, n = 4) were also excluded. In total, data of 142 participants 
were analyzed. 

The study consisted of four parts. Following informed consent, 
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participants were first asked to provide demographical data including 
their age, gender, years of education, and ethnicity. In the second part, 
participants completed a number of individual difference measures 
followed by a short mood assessment. The results related to the indi-
vidual difference measures will be reported elsewhere. In the third part, 
participants were randomly assigned to one of the two future thinking 
perspectives and were asked to report on their five personal life goals (e. 
g., have a family). In the final part, participants reviewed each reported 
personal life goal and rated the characteristics of each personal life goal 
on five scales. Participants were also asked to generate one specific event 
that was closely related to each of the corresponding personal life goals 
(e.g., birth of first child) and to rate their phenomenological charac-
teristics on several scales. Results related to the specific events will be 
presented elsewhere. Before debriefing, a second mood assessment was 
implemented to control for possible influences the experimental 
perspective condition might have on mood. 

3. Results 

A total of 708 personal life goals were reported. Of these, 339 were 
reported by participants in the prospective condition, and 369 in the 
retrospective condition (one person in the prospective condition 
mentioned one past life goal and one person could not think of a fifth life 
goal). Participants in the two perspective conditions did not differ with 
regards to gender (χ2(2) = 2.27, p = .322, V = 0.126), age (t(140) =
− 0.37, p = .709, d = 0.063), years of education (t(140) = 0.28, p = .781, 
d = − 0.045), ethnicity (χ2(6) = 1.85, p = .933, V = 0.114), and 
completion time (t(140) = − 1.23, p = .220, d = 0.206). Further, the two 
perspective conditions did not differ on the final mood rating at the end 
of the study, t(128.38) = − 1.12, p = .264, d = 0.190. Demographic 
characteristics, completion time, and mood rating of the two perspective 
conditions are presented in Table 1. 

First, the content of all personal life goals and their overlap with the 
cultural life script will be described. Second, the expected age at the 
occurrence of the personal life goals that are expected to happen in the 
future will be examined by focusing on the distance of the goals from the 
present and where they are located across the life span distribution. 
Finally, the effect of the two future thinking perspectives on character-
istics of the future life goals will be investigated. The first set focuses on 
nominal or categorical analyses of goal content, treating personal life 
goals and their corresponding categories as independent units, and the 
second set focuses on multilevel modelling analyses of the goal char-
acteristics. Data were analyzed using IBM SPSS Statistics 27, according 

to the recommendations of Field (2017). 

3.1. Life goal content and life script overlap 

Overall, the five most frequently mentioned personal life goals were 
settle on career (13.5%), having children (11.9%), college (10.4%), mar-
riage (10.2%), and buying property (9.7%). The category settle on career 
summarizes goals that are related to getting a job in general or one's 
dream job, starting out within a specific profession or becoming self- 
employed, as well as having a career. The category having children 
consists of goals such as having a baby and starting a family. The content 
category college combines goals focusing on getting back to school, 
getting accepted to college, and graduating from college. The category 
marriage describes goals related to getting married and marrying the 
love of one's life. The fifth most common category buying property 
summarizes an individual's goal to buy a house, an apartment or a home. 

Of the 23 personal life goal categories, eight categories overlapped 
with categories of the cultural life script obtained by Rubin et al. (2009). 
These included settle on career, having children, college, marriage, retire-
ment, fall in love/ relationship, leave home/ move, and grandchildren. 
Personal life goals that were mentioned by at least 4% of all participants 
but did not correspond to cultural life script categories were buying 
property, traveling, buying possessions, financial success, creating art, life 
enrichment, financial stability, support others, health, get a pet, doctoral 
degree, leisure/ sport activities, gain knowledge, and social connection. A 
one-sample Chi-square test showed that a significantly larger proportion 
of personal life goals were scripted (54.8%) than non-scripted (45.2%), 
χ2(1) = 6.53, p = .011. The category other consisted of only 3.8% of all 
reported personal life goals, reflecting a high agreement of the partici-
pants' personal life goals overall. 

Table 2 shows the personal life goal categories for both prospective 
and retrospective conditions as well as the means and standard deviation 
of age at estimated occurrence per personal life goal category. In both 
perspective conditions, the five most frequently reported personal life 
goal categories were the same, however, their order differed slightly (see 
Table 2). A Chi-square goodness of fit test showed that the participants 
in the prospective condition mentioned a significantly higher frequency 
(79.2% vs 20.8%) of personal life goals related to creating art (e.g., paint, 
write a book) (χ2(1) = 8.17, p = .004), and a significantly lower fre-
quency (25.0% vs 75.0%) of personal life goals related to retirement 
(χ2(1) = 6.00, p = .014) than the participants in the retrospective con-
dition. Where appropriate, t-test were conducted to investigate differ-
ences of expected age of the personal life goal categories between the 
two perspective conditions. Participants in the prospective condition 
expected personal life goals related to college to be experienced signifi-
cantly later in life, t(71) = 4.37, p < .001, d = 1.026, and personal life 
goals related to traveling significantly earlier in life, t(39) = − 2.13, p =
.040, d = 0.674, than the participants in the retrospective condition. In 
all other categories, the expected ages of the personal life goals and 
number of mentioned personal life goals did not differ significantly 
between the two perspective conditions, ps > 0.059. 

Comparing the frequency of scripted goals in the two perspective 
conditions showed a strong association between the two conditions and 
whether personal life goals were scripted, χ2(1) = 4.34, p = .037, V =
0.078. Providing support for our hypothesis that retrospectively re-
ported personal life goals are more schematized, participants in the 
retrospective condition mentioned significantly more personal life goals 
corresponding to a cultural life script category than in the prospective 
condition (58.5% vs 50.7%). 

3.2. Life span distribution 

The analyses reported above included all reported personal life goals, 
whereas the following analyses will focus on future life goals. Future life 
goals are personal life goals that are expected to happen in the same year 
of the participant's current age or later in life. Due to the nature of the 

Table 1 
Demographic characteristics, completion time and mood rating of participants 
in prospective condition and retrospective condition.   

Prospective Retrospective 

M SD M SD 

Age 21.94 1.66 22.04 1.51 
Years of education 14.56 3.22 14.41 3.06 
Completion time in minutes 26.45 13.91 29.71 17.27 
Mood rating 4.07 5.24 4.97 4.20       

n % n % 
Gender     

Female 37 54.4 43 58.1 
Male 29 42.6 31 41.9 
Prefer not to say 2 2.9 0 0 

Ethnicity     
American Indian or Alaska Native 0 0 1 1.4 
Asian 8 11.8 6 8.1 
Black or African American 9 13.2 12 16.2 
Hispanic, Latino or Spanish origin 6 8.8 6 8.1 
White 39 57.4 41 55.4 
Some other origin 1 1.5 1 1.4 
More than one choice 5 7.4 7 9.5  
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task, participants in the retrospective condition that reported personal 
life goals from the perspective of their 100-year-old self, indicated a 
significantly higher frequency of personal life goals that had already 
happened in their past based on their current age (13.1%), compared to 
participants in the prospective condition that were asked to think about 
their personal life goals in the future, χ2(1) = 47.57, p < .001, V = 0.260. 

The life span distribution of future life goals by their expected age of 
occurrence for the prospective and retrospective condition is displayed 
in Fig. 1. The figure illustrates that the life span distribution of future life 
goals followed a similar pattern in both perspective conditions: Most 
future life goals were expected to occur between participantś current age 
and 35 years, forming a bump with a peak in the age bracket 25 to 30 

years. A small number of future life goals were expected to happen be-
tween the ages of 35 and 65, and almost none were reported in later life. 
Focusing on future life goals reported in later life, a Chi-square test of 
independence indicated no significant association between the 
perspective conditions and whether life goals were dated to occur before 
or after 77 years of age, the life expectancy in the US (Murphy et al., 
2021), χ2(1) = 2.01, p = .157, V = 0.055. Thus, participants in the 
retrospective condition (1.3%) and prospective condition (0.3%) dated a 
similar number of life goals beyond the age of 77 years. However, the life 
span distributions also differ between the two perspective conditions. 
The percentage of future life goals dated to occur between the current 
age of the participants and age 30 compared to future life goals dated to 

Table 2 
Frequencies of personal life goal categories and their estimated age at occurrence (means and standard deviations) for prospective condition and retrospective 
condition.  

Life Goal Category Prospective (n = 68) Retrospective (n = 74) 

Mentions Age Mentions Age 

n % M SD n % M SD 

Settle on career*  45  66.18  28.33  6.62  51  68.91  30.10  8.58 
College*  39  57.35  25.46  3.36  35  47.30  21.94  3.51 
Buying property  35  51.47  29.20  4.14  34  45.94  29.65  8.64 
Having children*  34  50.00  30.06  6.72  51  68.91  29.96  6.67 
Marriage*  30  44.11  27.75  3.54  42  56.76  28.62  11.65 
Traveling  24  35.30  30.71  7.07  17  22.97  36.29  9.78 
Creating art  19  27.94  26.74  8.69  5  6.77  30.80  8.29 
Buying possessions  15  22.06  27.40  10.93  13  17.57  24.15  8.08 
Financial stability  13  19.12  28.15  4.93  6  8.11  33.67  13.78 
Financial success  11  16.17  31.27  6.74  15  20.27  32.80  9.16 
Fall in love/relationship*  10  14.70  27.10  7.28  8  10.81  23.50  2.98 
Life enrichment  10  14.70  26.44  7.07  14  18.91  34.93  21.11 
Support others  8  11.76  34.13  7.55  7  9.46  31.43  12.80 
Health  7  10.29  25.86  8.73  6  8.11  27.17  13.85 
Retirement*  6  8.82  54.17  8.61  18  24.32  59.94  10.91 
Leave home/ move*  6  8.82  24.83  1.60  6  8.11  28.33  6.15 
Social connection  4  5.88  26.00  2.83  2  2.70  24.00  1.41 
Get a pet  4  5.88  27.50  2.89  4  5.41  23.67  2.52 
Doctoral degree  4  5.88  28.75  4.35  3  4.05  25.33  0.58 
Grandchildren*  2  2.94  72.50  17.68  5  6.77  56.00  7.11 
Leisure/ sport activities  1  1.47  25.00   6  8.11  31.67  9.44 
Gain knowledge  1  1.47  26.00   5  6.77  24.80  11.12 
Other  11  16.18  29.64  16.30  16  21.62  27.25  16.56 
Total N  339     369    

Note. Life goal categories overlapping with a life script category by Rubin et al. (2009) are denoted with *. 
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occur above the age of 30 was significantly higher in the prospective 
condition (79.9%) than in the retrospective condition (62.9%), χ2(1) =
23.28, p < .001, V = 0.188. This is illustrated by a higher peak of future 
life goals in young adulthood and a flatter decrease of future life goals in 
middle adulthood in the prospective condition than in the retrospective 
condition. Overall, the graph demonstrates that the future life goals in 
the retrospective condition are distributed more widely across the life 
span. 

3.3. Distance from present 

Based on all personal life goals that were expected to happen in the 
future, the distance from the present was calculated by subtracting the 
participant's current age from the expected age of the personal life goal. 
For example, if a participant's current age is 20 years and she expects a 
personal life goal to happen at the age of 30, the distance from the 
present is 10 years. A series of t-tests demonstrated that the distance 
from the present differed significantly between the two perspective 
conditions for personal life goals 3, 4, and 5 (ps < 0.050), but not for 
personal life goals 1 and 2 (ps > 0.556). Fig. 2 illustrates this finding, as 
the participants in the retrospective condition (right panel) expected 
their third, fourth, and fifth personal life goal to happen significantly 
later in life than participants in the prospective condition (left panel). 

3.4. The effect of future thinking perspective on goal characteristics: 
multi-level modelling 

In the analyses outlined above, the majority of which utilize nominal 
data categories, the personal life goals are treated as independent units. 
These analyses are important as they allow a comparison of the findings 
of this study to existing literature within this field (e.g., Grysman et al., 
2015). However, as all participants reported five personal life goals, the 
data structure of the data collected is hierarchical, and because the 
personal life goals are nested within each participant, the personal life 
goals themselves are not statistically independent units. 

To account for the hierarchical data structure in our analyses of 
condition on goal characteristics, multilevel modelling analysis methods 
were employed. Two-stage multilevel models were constructed, 
including 656 future life goals (level 1) nested within 141 participants 
(level 2). In total, six separate models were conducted to predict the 
effect of perspective condition on outcome of distance from present and 
the five goal characteristics (self-concordance, difficulty, likelihood, 

importance, self-efficacy). Step-wise models were utilized and built up 
with a maximum likelihood estimation method, starting with a random 
intercept model (Model 1) to assess intraclass correlation. Next, a level-1 
predictor (distance from present) and a level-2 predictor (perspective 
condition) were added as fixed effects to the model (Model 2). Both 
predictors were added for all outcome variables with the exception of 
distance from present. A random slope for the effect on the goal-varying 
level-1 predictor was added to Model 2, if it significantly improved the 
model fit. Lastly, cross-level interactions between the two fixed effects 
were included (Model 3). 

Model 2 and Model 3 included the predictor condition (prospective 
= 0; retrospective = 1) and for the five goal characteristics the predictor 
distance from present (continuous; grand mean centered). Model fit was 
assessed hierarchically by comparing the decrease in − 2 log likelihood 
(− 2LL) when adding parameters (for example, predictors, random 
slopes, or interactions). Model 2 without random slope is interpreted for 
distance from present, difficulty, and self-efficacy and with random 
slope for likelihood (covariance structure: UN). Model 3 without random 
slope is interpreted for the variable self-concordance and with random 
slope (covariance structure: VC) for the variable importance. Table 3 
displays the model with best model fit for each outcome variable. The 
results from all models and associated syntax for the multi-level model 
analyses can be found in supplementary materials. 

3.4.1. Distance of life goal from the present 
Perspective condition significantly predicted the distance of future 

life goals from the present (see Table 3, column 2). The intercept (b =
10.55) represents the predicted value of distance from present for the 
retrospective condition. It symbolizes that participants in the retro-
spective condition dated their personal life goals on average 10.55 years 
into the future. The estimated regression coefficient of the perspective 
condition (b = − 3.50) represents the average difference between the 
perspective conditions. Participants in the prospective condition ex-
pected their personal life goals to happen on average 3.5 years closer to 
the present than the participants in the retrospective condition. This 
supports our hypothesis that retrospectively reported future life goals 
are expected later in life compared to future life goals reported 
prospectively. 

3.4.2. Life goal characteristics 
Multi-level modelling investigating the effect of perspective condi-

tion on goal self-concordance demonstrated that condition moderates 
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the effect of distance from present on self-concordance. A Condition ×
Distance From Present interaction significantly predicted self- 
concordance (see Table 3, column 6). Follow-up analyses indicated 
that distance from present was positively associated with self- 
concordance in the retrospective condition, b = 0.079, t(295.127) =
3.127, p = .002, but not in the prospective condition, b = − 0.012, t 
(336.593) = − 0.316, p = .753. This interaction suggests that with 
increasing distance from the present, the self-concordance rating 
increased in the retrospective condition but not in the prospective 
condition. 

Participants also rated each reported personal life goal on the four 
characteristics of importance, difficulty, perceived self-efficacy, and 
likelihood. Supporting our hypothesis, an effect of perspective condition 
on goal importance was also observed, in the form of a Condition ×
Distance From Present interaction (see Table 3, column 7). Follow-up 
analyses indicated that distance from present had a significantly nega-
tive relationship with importance for participants in the prospective 
condition, b = − 0.020, t(335.145) = − 2.691, p = .007, but not in the 
retrospective condition, b = 0.004, t(284.725) = 0.793, p = .428. This 
interaction suggests that with increasing distance from the present, the 
importance ratings decreased in the prospective condition but not in the 
retrospective condition. 

Significant main effects of distance from present but not for 
perspective condition were observed for the goal characteristics diffi-
culty, self-efficacy, and likelihood. With increasing distance from the 
present, personal life goals were rated as more difficult, lower on self- 
efficacy, and as less likely (see Table 3, columns 3–5). There was a 
tendency that perspective condition predicted likelihood, F(1, 139.601) 
= 3.920, p = .050, b = − 0.327, suggesting that participants in the 
retrospective condition tended to rate the likelihood of personal life goal 
occurrence higher than participants in the prospective condition. 

4. Discussion 

In this study, we explored whether a change in future thinking 
perspective affects the qualities of mental representations of personal 
life goals. The experimental manipulation of the perspective from which 
individuals think about their future i.e., thinking forwards from a 
perspective perceived as psychologically close to the current self vs. 
thinking backwards from a perspective perceived as psychologically 
more distant to the current self resulted in a change in the temporal 

organization and characteristics of goal-related future thought. Sup-
porting construal level theory in goal-related future thought, the find-
ings demonstrate that thinking about the future from a more distant 
temporal perspective was associated with goals that were dated across a 
wider lifespan and were reported with more higher-level construal 
features such as drawing more on schematized knowledge and higher 
levels of self-concordance across the lifespan. The findings provide 
experimental evidence to suggest that modification of psychological 
distancing based on changing the temporal perspective from which we 
view our lives can be used as a tool to narrow and expand our mental 
horizon (Trope & Liberman, 2010). Several findings support our 
assumption that retrospective future thinking serves as a form of psy-
chological distancing. 

First, examining the content of personal life goals and specifically 
their overlap with cultural life scripts provided evidence that the future 
thinking perspective one engages in affects the level of life goal con-
strual. Overall, personal life goals reported in the two future thinking 
perspectives were similar, as indicated by the same top-five life goal 
categories, and with more than half of all personal life goals overlapping 
with the cultural life script. Given that cultural life scripts represent a 
schema of the most important events an individual is likely to experience 
within a lifetime (Berntsen & Rubin, 2004), an overlap with personal life 
goals points towards a congruence between the cultural expectations of 
what a person will experience and what a person actually wants to 
experience in their lifetime. However, differences in the content of 
personal life goals obtained between the two future thinking perspec-
tives highlight the effect of temporal perspective on the level of goal 
construal. Participants in the prospective condition reported more goals 
related to creating art, fewer goals related to retirement, expected goals 
related to college to happen later in life and goals related to traveling 
earlier in life than participants in the retrospective condition. Further-
more, personal life goals reported in the retrospective condition relied to 
a larger extent on cultural life scripts than personal life goals in the 
prospective condition. This supports our hypotheses that personal life 
goals reported retrospectively are construed in more higher-level terms, 
tapping more into general schematized knowledge such as life scripts 
than personal life goals reported prospectively. 

In addition to changes in goal content, retrospective future thinking 
was found to modify temporal distance as one dimension of psycho-
logical distancing more concretely. In both perspective conditions, most 
future life goals were expected to occur between participantś current age 

Table 3 
Model parameters and goodness of fit of multilevel model with best model fit for the outcome variables.   

Model 2 Model 3 

Distance Difficulty Self-efficacy Likelihood Self-concordance Importance 

Regression coefficients (fixed effects) 
Intercept 10.55*** (0.72) 5.01*** (0.12) 5.58*** (0.13) 5.64*** (0.12) 7.65*** (0.51) 5.93*** (0.11) 
Distance  0.02*** (0.01) − 0.01** (0.00) − 0.03*** (0.01) 0.08** (0.03) 0.00 (0.00) 
Condition − 3.50** (1.01) 0.02 (0.16) − 0.17 (0.19) − 0.33† (0.17) − 0.15 (0.73) 0.05 (0.16) 
Interaction     − 0.09* (0.05) − 0.03* (0.01)  

Variance components (random effects) 
Residual 94.33*** (5.89) 2.41*** (0.15) 1.12*** (0.07) 1.19*** (0.08) 25.11*** (1.57) 0.88*** (0.06) 
Intercept 15.41** (4.55) 0.41*** (0.12) 0.99*** (0.15) 0.76*** (0.13) 12.68*** (2.23) 0.63*** (0.10) 
Slope    0.00 (0.00)  0.00* (0.00) 
Covariance    0.02* (0.01)    

Model summary 
Deviance 4923.45 2519.12 2166.34 2184.29 4144.84 2014.29 
Number of estimated parameters 4 5 5 7 6 7 

Note. Standard errors are presented in parentheses. 
† p ≤ .10. 
* p < .05. 
** p < .01. 
*** p < .001. 
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and the age of 35, while only a few future life goals were expected to 
happen between the ages of 35 and 65, and almost none later in life. 
Examining the frequency of life goals dated to occur after age 77, which 
is the life expectancy at birth in the US in 2020 (Murphy et al., 2021), 
showed that in both perspective conditions, participants mentioned 
extremely few life goals. Strikingly, almost 80% of all prospectively 
reported future life goals were expected in young adulthood before age 
30, whereas retrospectively reported life goals were distributed more 
widely across the life span. A closer inspection of the five personal life 
goals showed that the third, fourth, and fifth goal were expected to 
happen significantly later in life in the retrospective perspective. This 
suggests that thinking retrospectively about one's goals extends the time 
interval one has in mind, especially when reflecting on more than two 
goals. In accordance with this, retrospectively reported future life goals 
were expected to happen on average 10.5 years into the future, 3.5 years 
later than prospectively reported future life goals. The finding that 
prospectively reported future life goals occur approximately seven years 
in the future replicates previous research investigating the temporal 
distribution of possible selves. In several studies, future self-images of 
young adults were dated around seven years (Rathbone et al., 2016), on 
average 6.35 years (Chessell et al., 2014), and within the next five to ten 
years from the present (Salgado & Berntsen, 2018). Combining the 
findings of both possible selves and prospectively imagined future life 
goals might suggest that thinking prospectively about the future from a 
perspective that is psychologically close to the current self, forms our 
natural mode of thinking about the future. This may be functionally 
adaptive for planning and decision making (Schacter, 2012), especially 
for goals or events expected to happen in the near future. Even though 
participants in both perspective conditions were asked for goals ex-
pected across a whole lifetime, only participants in the retrospective 
condition were more likely to date their goals across the entire life span. 
Changing one's perspective from the natural mode of prospective future 
thinking towards a retrospective mode might be a helpful manipulation 
in individuals who are seeking to think about more higher-order con-
ceptual goals which may be more meaningful in the context of their 
wider life-story (Singer et al., 2013). The finding that changes in future 
thinking perspective leads to changes in temporal distance supports our 
main assumption that retrospective future thinking serves as a form of 
psychological distancing. 

Thirdly and contrary to our hypotheses, changes in the perceived 
meaning were not affected by future thinking perspective, but instead 
moderated by temporal distance. This is in line with previous research 
on episodic future thinking, demonstrating that mental representations 
of more distant events tend to highlight the personal meaning of events 
(Addis et al., 2008; Berntsen & Bohn, 2010). More specifically, we found 
that individuals rated their goals in the near future similarly on self- 
concordance and importance, but with increasing distance from the 
present as less important in the prospective condition and as more self- 
concordant in the retrospective condition. One potential interpretation 
is that individuals of both perspective conditions reported future life 
goals that are highly important and self-concordant to them, but in the 
prospective condition more so for near-future goals (e.g., getting a pet) 
and in the retrospective condition more for distant goals (e.g., grand-
children). However, in both perspective conditions, the content of the 
personal life goals was similar. Therefore, an alternative interpretation 
might be that the perception of meaning rather than the content of the 
goals changes with increasing temporal distance. Imagining the goals 
from a psychologically distant temporal perspective (retrospectively) 
might lead individuals to perceive future goals that are more distant 
from their immediate present with an increased level of self- 
concordance and a high level of importance. 

Overall, the obtained changes in life goal qualities by shifting tem-
poral perspective support construal level theory (Trope & Liberman, 
2010). Following the assumption that temporal distance affects the way 
we construct future thoughts (Trope & Liberman, 2010), La Corte and 
Piolino (2016) highlight in their neurocognitive model the role of 

personal semantics with increasing distance from the present for the 
construction of episodic future thoughts. Based on findings of patients 
with semantic dementia, semantic knowledge seems to be crucial for the 
construction of future self-representations (Duval et al., 2012; Viard 
et al., 2014). Considering retrospective future thinking as a perspective 
psychologically more distant to the present self, the construction of 
retrospectively reported life goals might rely to a large degree on per-
sonal semantics, explaining the construction in higher-level terms as 
indicated by the overlap with schematized knowledge and increasing 
self-concordance. 

Exploratory analyses showed that with increasing distance from the 
present, independent of future thinking perspective, personal life goals 
were rated as more difficult, as less likely to occur, and self-efficacy was 
perceived as lower. Assuming that more distant goals are represented in 
higher-level terms (Trope & Liberman, 2010), we replicated previous 
research that showed that higher-level strivings tended to be more 
difficult (Emmons, 1992). Our finding that likelihood decreases for more 
distant goals contrasts with previous research that found that the esti-
mated probability to achieve a goal remained stable with increasing 
time (Zaleski, 1987). The result that self-efficacy changes with changes 
in temporal distance supports previous research that proximal goals in 
addition to a distal goal are more likely than distal goals alone to 
enhance self-efficacy (Latham & Seijts, 1999). 

4.1. Limitations and future directions 

This is one of the first studies examining the effect of a shift in future 
thinking perspective on goal-related future thoughts (Roderer & Bohn, 
2022), opening up several considerations for future research. Shifting 
from the current self thinking about your life in the future to thinking 
back across your life from the perspective of the 100-year-old self as one 
form of psychological distancing might be seen as a combination of the 
dimensions temporal distancing, hypotheticality, and social distancing. 
The present findings suggest that altering the temporal perspective leads 
to changes in temporal distancing. Assuming that dimensions of psy-
chological distancing are associated (Trope & Liberman, 2010), future 
research might investigate how the manipulation of temporal perspec-
tive might also be associated with changes on other dimensions. 

Extending the findings of the present study on mental goal repre-
sentations, future research might consider investigating how future 
thinking perspective affects qualities of other forms of future pro-
spections, for example, long-term goals vs short-term goals, future 
episodic thoughts or prospective memory. Furthermore, implementing 
additional coding schemes to assess level of abstraction as one charac-
teristic of construal level might be beneficial for future research. Here, 
we focused on schematized knowledge measured as the overlap with the 
cultural life script, however, what is considered as specific or abstract 
highly depends on the operationalization of level of construal (Rathbone 
et al., 2016). Moreover, future studies utilizing retrospective future 
thinking might directly ask participants to indicate whether a reported 
goal happened in their past or is expected in their future. Here, it was not 
possible to differentiate goals dated to occur at the same age at partic-
ipantś current age as either past or future goal. Similarly, future studies 
might ask participants who expect their life goals to happen in the near 
future (e.g., within the same year of the participantś current age) to 
indicate the expected date of occurrence more specifically (days, weeks, 
months). 

The study investigates a novel way to think about our own personal 
future using a retrospective perspective. One strength of the study is the 
comparison of retrospective to prospective future thinking, based on the 
view that the prospective future condition represents the perspective we 
usually take when considering future goals, events, and behaviors 
(Salgado & Berntsen, 2018; Szpunar et al., 2014). The results demon-
strate that thinking back across our lives from a temporally distant 
perspective influences the characteristic of future goals relative to our 
usual prospective perspective. However, it is now important for future 
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research to further investigate the boundaries and mechanisms behind 
the observed effects. While the results are in line with our hypothesis, 
one could argue that the observed effects on goal characteristics related 
to distance from present might emerge from differences in the empha-
sized timespan in the instructions (whole lifetime in the prospective 
condition vs. 100-years old in the retrospective condition) rather than 
from a shift in the temporal perspective (prospective vs retrospective). 
Assuming that the instructions in the prospective condition prompted 
participants to think of a lifespan similar in length to the life expectancy 
of 77 years in the US (Murphy et al., 2021), this would be a considerably 
shorter interval to date one's life goals in than the specified lifetime of 
100 years as instructed in the retrospective perspective. However, 
investigating the frequency of life goals dated to occur after age 77 
showed that in both perspective conditions, participants dated 
extremely few goals in the span between 77 and 100 years. It is 
important for future research to investigate systematically the effects of 
varying temporal distances on retrospectively reported goals across both 
short term (i.e. weeks, months, years) and long term (i.e., average cur-
rent life-expectancy, subjective life-expectancy, and actuarial life- 
expectancy, see Rodemann and Arigo (2018)) perspectives. 

One could speculate that engaging in different future thinking per-
spectives might serve as an additional psychological tool within coun-
selling and organizational contexts where reflecting on one's personal 
future or future work goals is of interest. Here, altering the psychological 
distance in the form of retrospective future thinking from which one 
considers one's future goal attainment could be used to allow individuals 
to take a step back to see the bigger picture. This might allow individuals 
to focus on long-term goals across their whole lifespan rather than 
focusing on the details and focus on goals of value and contextual 
relevance within their natural, psychologically closer mental horizon. 
Moreover, engaging in a perspective that is more distant to the current 
self but closer to the self in the future might, for example, enhance the 
decision to save more money for retirement (Macrae et al., 2017) and 
help to decide whether to take one action or not (Valenti et al., 2011). 

4.2. Conclusion 

In conclusion, the present study extends our knowledge of the rela-
tion between personal goals and episodic future thinking by demon-
strating that the future thinking perspective an individual engages in 
affects qualities of goals. Reflecting on one's future life goals retro-
spectively from the perspective of the 100-year-old self leads to life goals 
construed in higher-level terms. This provides evidence that retrospec-
tive future thinking serves as one form of psychological distancing which 
influences the temporal organization and characteristics of life goals. 
Engaging retrospectively in a psychologically more distant future 
thinking perspective may boost conceptually higher-order goals that are 
more meaningful for longer time intervals. 
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