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A B S T R A C T

People with low global self-esteem tend to have more negative self-evaluations and experience less positive
affect than do individuals with high self-esteem. However, they appraise themselves better when thinking about
the distant future than about the near future. The aim of this study was to determine if temporal distance in
thinking about one's own future is also related to better affect in individuals with low global self-esteem. In Study
1 (N=177), wherein participants envisioned their future selves while comparing it with their present selves,
people with low global self-esteem appraised themselves better in the distant than in the near future, and ex-
perienced, as a result, better mood and had higher state self-esteem. In Study 2 (N=169), in which participants
assessed their future selves with no reference point, individuals with low self-esteem had better self-appraisals in
the distant than in the near future. However, future thinking had no impact on their affect. These results sug-
gested that the increased distance in thinking of one's own future is related to a better mood and more positive
self-feelings among individuals with low self-esteem, but only when assessing their future self by comparing it to
their present self.

1. Introduction

Global self-esteem is mostly understood as a generalized attitude or
affect towards oneself (Baumeister, 1998; Rosenberg, 1965), and is
considered a highly stable trait that plays a central role in self-struc-
tures (Orth, Robins, & Widaman, 2012; Tesser & Martin, 2006;
Trzesniewski, Donnellan, & Robins, 2013). This central role manifests
in how people differ in the way they think, evaluate themselves, and
react to emotional self-relevant experiences according to their global
(trait) self-esteem. Individuals with high self-esteem (HSE) perceive and
evaluate themselves more positively than do people with low self-es-
teem (LSE) in almost all aspects of functioning (Campbell, Rudich, &
Sedikides, 2002; Sinha & Krueger, 1998). They also have a tendency to
experience positive affect more frequently and negative affect less fre-
quently (Orth et al., 2012; Pelham & Swann Jr, 1989; Watson, Suls, &
Haig, 2002), have higher life satisfaction, and are happier than are
people with LSE (Diener & Diener, 1995; Lyubomirsky, Tkach, &
DiMatteo, 2006).

Individuals with HSE react to positive results, such as success or
positive feedback, with increased self-appraisals, mood, and positive
feelings towards the self. Meanwhile, persons with LSE react to such
events with various feelings—while they sometimes might experience

satisfaction (Brown, 2010), they can also experience anxiety or an in-
crease in negative thoughts concerning the self (Heimpel, Wood,
Marshall, & Brown, 2002; Wood, Heimpel, Newby-Clark, & Ross, 2005).
They also have a tendency to reject positive feedback or success at the
cognitive level, perceiving it as not representative of the self or attri-
buting it to external sources (Jussim, Yen, & Aiello, 1995).

People also react differently to failures according to their level of
self-esteem. Persons with HSE respond to failures in a self-protecting
way, attributing the failure to external factors or focusing on their own
strengths, which allow them to sustain their mood and self-esteem ef-
fectively (Dodgson & Wood, 1998; VanDellen, Campbell, Hoyle, &
Bradfield, 2011). By contrast, among individuals with LSE, failures
result in a lowering of mood and state self-esteem. Their self-evaluation
also drops, even in areas not directly related to the subject of the failure
(Brown, 2010; Brown & Dutton, 1995). Furthermore, instead of pro-
tecting their mood, individuals with LSE might act in a way that leads to
its further decrement (Smith & Petty, 1995), which might be reinforced
by the belief that their negative mood is normal and acceptable
(Heimpel et al., 2002; Mayer & Stevens, 1994).

Taken together, the above results indicate that affective and cog-
nitive responses to events concerning the self are in many respects
consistent with an individual's self-esteem (Swann Jr., Rentfrow, &
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Guinn, 2002; Wood et al., 2005). What is obviously beneficial for in-
dividuals with HSE might create an internal barrier to improving self-
image and affect among individuals with LSE. This can create a vicious
circle, with low self-esteem driving down an individual's efficiency both
in the achievement (see Brockner & Hulton, 1978) and interpersonal
domains. Research on social relations indicates that a decrease in the
quality of social bonds as a result of low self-esteem predicts health
problems, which reciprocally leads to the further lowering of self-es-
teem (Stinton et al., 2008).

Nevertheless, when considering the beneficial consequences of a
positive self-image and the power of egotistical drives, it can be pre-
sumed that individuals with LSE do want to appraise themselves posi-
tively (Sedikides, Gaertner, & Toguchi, 2003; Taylor & Brown, 1988).
However, to fulfill that desire, they seem to require conditions favor-
able to increasing their need for a positive self-evaluation and to as-
certain their own potential for improvement (Brown, Farnham, & Cook,
2002). Potentially, thinking about one's future can create these condi-
tions by inspiring people to think about possible, future improvements
and positive changes in the self.

1.1. The future self and current affect

When thinking about their past, people tend to recall both positive
and negative experiences. Sometimes, they even downgrade their past
selves to put their present state in a better light (Wilson & Ross, 2001).
When imagining the future, however, most people seem to focus on
positive scenarios (Newby-Clark & Ross, 2003; Robinson & Ryff, 1999).
It manifests in that appraisals of one's future self improves as the future
temporal distance considered increases (Heller, Stephan, Kifer, &
Sedikides, 2011; Kanten & Teigen, 2008; Lachowicz-Tabaczek & Bajcar,
2017; Weinstein, 1980).

Drawing on existing theoretical approaches on the mechanisms of
thinking about the future, it is reasonable to expect that focusing on the
future at different temporal distances might have influences not only on
future self-appraisals but also on currently experienced affect. An image
of one's future self might activate various possible representations of the
self related to one's wishes and goals (Markus & Wurf, 1987) that have
not been realized yet but could be fulfilled in the future. This might
create hopes for development and improvements (e.g., through con-
victions such as “I can be a different, better person in the future”)
leading to a rise in their current affect.

Focusing on a more distant future self might also lead to a feeling of
lack of continuity in one's self-image (Hershfield, 2011), which can
have positive impact on the present affect by allowing individuals to
emotionally distance themselves from the currently experienced stress
and negative emotions (Ranney, Bruehlman-Senecal, & Ayduk, 2017).

Thinking of different temporal representations of the self also acti-
vates temporal comparisons. According to the assumptions of temporal
self-appraisal theory (TSA), temporal comparisons might have similar
consequences to social comparisons (Wilson & Ross, 2001)—that is,
with one subject of the comparison being perceived as better, and the
other being viewed in a less positive light. Studies have indicated that
having a more negative assessment of one's past self might enhance
one's perception of the present self (Wilson & Ross, 2001). However, the
present self might be viewed in a less favorable light when compared
with a highly positive image of one's future self, especially a self viewed
at a greater future distance (the near future self is usually perceived as
an element of the present self; see Wilson, Buehler, Lawford, Schmidt, &
Yong, 2012). The consequences of such temporal comparisons for cur-
rent affect might depend on how much the individual cares for their
present self.

1.2. Self-esteem and consequences of thinking about the future

In most situations, both LSE and HSE individuals (Lachowicz-
Tabaczek & Bajcar, 2017; Stephan, Sedikides, Heller, & Shidlovski,

2015), along with people with depression (Sokol & Serper, 2017), ex-
hibit more positive predictions concerning their future self with in-
creasing temporal distance. The results of research on how HSE and LSE
individuals appraise themselves in the near and distant future also
make it reasonable to claim that the tendency for LSE individuals to
appraise their distant future self as better than their near future self is
highly consistent. Specifically, regardless of the method used for ap-
praising their future self (i.e., by comparing it to the present self or to
other people, or with no point of reference), LSE individuals tend to
appraise themselves better in the distant than in the near future. Ad-
ditionally, this occurred regardless of the dimensions on which the
appraisal was made, namely, on specific dimensions of the self (e.g.,
achievements or social competencies) or on general traits (e.g., con-
scientiousness). By contrast, among HSE individuals, this effect oc-
curred only when they appraised themselves on general dimensions
(Lachowicz-Tabaczek & Bajcar, 2017). Taking into account the above-
mentioned mechanisms of thinking of the future, we predict that the
process of envisioning the distant future (as compared to the near fu-
ture) will be especially beneficial for LSE individuals and might lead not
only to better future self-appraisals but also higher current mood and
positive feelings towards the self.

Possibly, the perceived discontinuity between the present and dis-
tant future self allows LSE individuals to think of their current, less
positive self-appraisals as non-permanent and susceptible to possible
improvement. This possibility would make the perspective regarding
the fulfillment of the representations of possible, desired selves (Markus
& Wurf, 1987) more plausible, which should have a positive effect on
their current mood and temporary feelings towards the self. The per-
ception of the present self-image as non-permanent may be less desir-
able for HSE individuals, as they may be mostly interested in main-
taining their current positive self-view in the future.

Drawing on the assumptions of TSA theory (Wilson et al., 2012), we
might also predict that temporal comparisons between the current and
future self are more beneficial for LSE individuals, especially when the
future distance is high. Whereas a very positive appraisal of one's dis-
tant future self might be threatening to the positive current self-image
of HSE individuals, those with LSE might obtain emotional benefits
from such appraisals by thinking about possible changes to aspects of
their current condition that they are unsatisfied with.

1.3. The present research

The present research builds on the results of prior studies con-
cerning the relationship between self-esteem and thinking about one's
future self, which have suggested that the more distant the future
imagined, the better LSE individuals appraise their future self
(Lachowicz-Tabaczek & Bajcar, 2017). However, as in another study
that considered the role of self-esteem in assessing one's future self
(Stephan et al., 2015), the focus of this previous study was on the in-
fluence of thinking about one's future on the cognitive-evaluative pro-
cesses involved in making self-appraisals. Therefore, the present study
sought to determine if the relationship between future temporal dis-
tance and current affect—including mood and current feelings towards
the self (i.e., state/momentary self-esteem)—is moderated by level of
global self-esteem. Relying on the mechanisms described earlier and the
consequences of thinking about the future, we hypothesized that only
LSE individuals would have a significantly better mood and higher state
self-esteem when thinking about the distant future (as compared to
thinking about the near future). We also assumed that this relationship
between future temporal distance and affect in LSE individuals will be
mediated by their future self-appraisals.

In both studies, we tested the same model of the assumed re-
lationships between the analyzed variables (Fig. 1) by using two dif-
ferent methods of appraising the future self. In the first study (Study 1),
the appraisals were made in comparison with the present state (which
we termed comparative future self-appraisals). In the second (Study 2),
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