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Agenda

•
Definition of the ideal self 

•
Review

 of research on the ideal self 
•

M
easure of ideal self 

•
Im

pact of ideal self on change and 
developm

ent 
•

Future directions



W
hat is the ideal self?

•
A m

eaningful and inspiring personal vision […
] 

referred to by various nam
es in religious and 

philosophical literature across cultures–one’s 
North Star, Guiding Light, Calling, Noble 
Purpose, Dharm

a and Ideal Self, am
ong others. 

•
An im

age of the person you m
ost w

ant to be 
in the future.



W
hy the ideal self?

•
Source of direction, inspiration, and energy for 
change and developm

ent. 
•

Com
ponents: 

•
Purpose, m

eaning and calling 
•

Integration of various pertinent “selves” 
•

Personal and social identities  
•

Future and hope



Ideal Self is not identity

•
The ideal self, […

], is different from
 identity 

because it (1) is aspirational and m
ay include 

values that are aspirational as w
ell, (2) 

provides linkages am
ong various com

ponents 
of a person’s current and desired future selves 
and (3) incorporates the notions of calling and 
sense of purpose that could be distinct from

 
identity.



W
hat w

e know
 about the ideal self

•
Com

ponent of the self-system
 (Baum

eister, 1998; Higgins, 1989). 
•

The best of the possible selves: Captures our desires, values and 
goals (M

arkus &
 W

urf, 1986). 
•

Discrepancy betw
een ideal self and real self has been used to 

explain anxiety, depression and procrastination (Higgins, 1994; 
Carver &

 Scheier, 1990), playing a key role in self-regulation (Hoyle &
 

Sherrill, 2006). 
•

Plays a key role in self-regulation (M
arkus &

 Nurius, 1986; Higgins, 
1987).  

•
First discovery of the intentional change theory (Boyatzis &

 Akrivou, 
2006). 

•
Im

pacts w
ork engagem

ent and career retention in w
om

en (Buse &
 

Bilim
oria, 2014).



Prior research on ideal self

•
M

ost studies have focused on the em
otional and behavioral response (i.e. anxiety and 

depression) caused by its discrepancy to the real self (Higgins, 1984).  

•
Intentional Change Theory research (Boyatzis and Saatcioglu, 2007) has looked at it as part 
of ICT.  

•
W

hile som
e studies have included the ideal self—

or a contextualized version—
have not 

assessed its im
pact on em

ployee engagem
ent or w

ell-being.  

•
Strauss, Griffin, &

 Parker (2012) found that future w
ork self led to proactive behavior at 

w
ork. 

•
Boyatzis and Taylor developed the ideal self m

easure, w
hich w

as used in Buse (2012).  

•
Buse found that the ideal self im

pacted w
ork engagem

ent and career com
m

itm
ent.



Pertinent characteristics  
of the ideal self 

•
W

e all have an ideal self, but in individuals it varies 
in levels of understanding, clarity and ow

nership 
(Boyatzis &

 Akrivou, 2006). 
•

It is activated through clarity, m
eaningfulness and 

inclusion. 
•

Factors of M
easure (Boyatzis, Buse &

 Taylor, 2011) : 
–

Clarity of vision 
–

Energy linked to hope and m
eaningfulness of vision 

–
Breadth and inclusion 



Practicing 
B

eing a Leader

Experim
enting 

as a Leader

The Ideal 
Self

M
y Learning A

genda: 
B

uilding on Strengths 
W

hile R
educing G

aps

Trusting 
R

elationships 
that help, support, 

and encourage each 
step in the process

1st D
iscovery

3rd D
iscovery

5th D
iscovery

The R
eal 

Self

Strengths: 
W

here m
y 

“Ideal Self”  
A

nd 
“R

eal Self” 
are Sim

ilar

G
aps: 

W
here m

y 
“Ideal Self” 

and 
“R

eal Self” 
are D

ifferent

2
nd D

iscovery

4th D
iscovery

 
Intentional C

hange Theory —
 C

oaching Process

©
 B

oyatzis, R
.E

. (2006) “Intentional change theory from
 a com

plexity perspective.” Journal of M
anagem

ent D
evelopm

ent. 25(7): 607-623



Ideal Self M
easure  

(Boyatzis, Buse &
 Taylor, 2011)  

Ideal Self Q
uestionnaire:  

Instructions: Describe, in as m
uch detail as possible, your 

dream
s of your ideal life for 10 to 15 years from

 now
.  

The follow
ing categories m

ay help stim
ulate your 

reflection. 
• Your passion, calling, and sense of purpose: 
• Your legacy: 
• Your values and philosophy: 
• Your dream

s, fantasies and aspirations: 
• How

 you feel about your future possibilities: 
• O

ther com
ponents or elem

ents of your dream
: 

Response: 1=Strongly Disagree, 2=Disagree, 3=Slightly 
Disagree, 4=Neither Agree nor Disagree, 5=Slightly Agree, 
6=Agree, 7=Strongly Agree 
IS1. I feel inspired by m

y vision of the future. 
IS2. M

y vision reflects m
any possibilities. 

IS3. M
y vision includes fun activities. 

IS4. M
y vision includes m

y w
ork in term

s of m
y jobs and 

career. 
IS5. M

y vision includes m
y fam

ily relationships.

IS6. I am
 excited about m

y vision. 
IS7. M

y vision includes leisurely activities. 
IS8. I feel hopeful about m

y vision. 
IS9. M

y vision includes m
y physical health. 

IS10. M
y vision includes m

y values and philosophy. 
IS11. I feel optim

istic about m
y vision. 

IS12. M
y vision includes m

y contributions to others and 
the com

m
unity. 

IS13. M
y vision includes relative priorities of things 

im
portant to m

e. 
IS14. M

y vision includes m
y intim

ate/love relationships. 
IS15. M

y vision includes m
y spiritual health. 

IS16. I have a clear vision of m
y desired future. 

IS17. M
y vision includes m

y desired legacy in life. 
IS18. M

y vision of the future reflects the things m
ost 

im
portant to m

e. 
IS19. M

y passion, calling, and sense of purpose are clear 
to m

e. 
IS20. I see m

any possibilities in m
y future.



PO
SSIB

LE C
O

A
C

H
IN

G
 Q

U
ESTIO

N
S

Ideal Self
R

eal Self
Learning A

genda
Experim

entation &
 

Practice
R

esonant R
elationships

••
If your life and w

ork w
ere 

ideal in 10-15 years, w
hat 

w
ould it look like?   

•
W

hat do you w
ish to be 

doing in 7-10 years from
 

now
?  

•
D

escribe the person you 
w

ould love to be?  
•

W
hat are your core values 

and long-held beliefs? 
•

W
hat situations and 

experiences give you the 
biggest energy boost?  

•
W

hat is your deep sense 
of purpose, passion or 
calling? 

•
W

hat is it that you think 
about w

hen you don’t 
have to think about 
anything? 

•
If you w

on 80 m
illion 

dollars or the equivalent 
after tax, how

 w
ould your 

w
ork or life change? 

••
W

hat feedback have you 
received that helped to 
reinforce your Ideal S

elf? 
••

W
hat com

m
on them

es do 
you see in feedback you 
have received over the 
last few

 years? 
••

W
hat stands out about 

your current strengths that 
w

ill help you m
ove tow

ard 
your personal vision? 

••
A

re there strengths that 
others see in you, that 
you don’t see in yourself? 
If so, w

hat are they? 
••

A
re you surprised by any 

of your feedback? 

•
A

re there gaps betw
een 

w
ho you are now

 and w
ho 

you w
ant to be in the 

future?  
••

W
hen you w

ere at your 
“best self”, w

hat w
ere you 

doing?   D
escribe the 

experience. 

••
W

ill your learning goals 
bring you closer to your 
Ideal S

elf and personal 
vision?  

•
A

re you building on your 
strengths w

ith these 
goals?  

•
H

ow
 w

ill you evaluate 
your progress? 

•
W

hat are you currently 
doing that interferes w

ith 
accom

plishing your 
goals? 

•
S

pecifically, w
hat actions 

are you excited to take to 
bring you closer to your 
Ideal S

elf? 
••

W
ill the action steps fit 

into the structure of your 
life? H

ow
? 

•
W

hat resources do you 
need to learn w

hat you 
w

ant to learn?

••
Tell m

e about your 
regular, m

onitored, 
intentional practice tow

ard 
your goals. 

•
S

hare w
ith m

e an 
experience or tw

o you had 
that brings you closer to 
your Ideal S

elf. 
••

H
ow

 did you use your 
strengths in these 
experiences? 

•
A

s you w
ere im

plem
enting 

and practicing aspects 
from

 your learning 
agenda, how

 did it feel? 
••

W
here w

ill your “safe” 
practice settings be? 

••
D

o you feel your practice 
is bringing you closer to 
your Ideal S

elf or personal 
vision?  

••
W

ho is helping you w
ith 

your personal and 
professional 
developm

ent? 
••

W
ho offers you em

otional 
support? 

••
W

ho provides you w
ith 

opportunities  that 
“stretch” you? 

••
W

ho is your “truth teller”? 
••

W
ho confirm

s and affirm
s 

your identity and sense of 
self? 

••
W

ho helped you the m
ost 

in your life to becom
e w

ho 
you are or get to w

here 
you are? 

••
W

ho is on your P
ersonal 

B
oard of D

irectors? H
ow

 
does each person support 
your learning? 

•
H

ow
 can you engage 

these trusted individuals 
to help you get closer to 
your Ideal S

elf? 
•



Tem
poral im

pact on the ideal self

•
A static conceptualization of the ideal self does not 
adequately capture how

 the ideal self m
ight evolve.  

•
People’s aspirational w

ork identities m
ay change 

throughout their careers, and their personal identities 
m

ay change throughout their life.  
•

A static m
odel does not explain how

 changes in the 
com

ponents w
ould lead to a revision of the ideal self.



Discovery of m
y uniqueness

•
Tim

e and experiences provides m
ore insight into 

m
y uniqueness. 

•
Role of coaching and relationships for feedback 
about the discovery of m

y ideal self and m
y real 

self. 
•

Through iterative interactions, our im
plicit 

know
ledge about ourselves is m

ade explicit. 
•

W
hat is the possible im

pact that m
y uniqueness 

can have on an organization?



Theoretical Im
plications

•
The m

ost m
eaningful dream

s w
e hold, positively im

pact our 
engagem

ent and perform
ance at w

ork, as w
ell as our general w

ell-
being. 

•
Em

ployee engagem
ent has alw

ays been proposed to be about aligning 
em

ployee needs and goals w
ith the tasks of their tasks at w

ork. This 
study provides evidence for this proposition. 

•
Em

ployees w
ho are able to see links betw

een their jobs and their 
desired future are better organizational citizens, perform

 better in 
their task expectations, and have better m

anagerial reputations. 
•

Furtherm
ore, these em

ployees generally feel better about their 
relationships at w

ork. 
–

Directionality of this relationship is not clear. 
–

Do the positive em
otions generated from

 the ideal self lead to better 
relationships (em

otional contagion), or do better relationships help 
em

ployees dream
 and find links betw

een their w
ork and desired future?



Theoretical im
plications

•
Finally, w

ork relationships provide a context for 
feedback w

here one can identify progress 
tow

ards the ideal self, as w
ell as feedback for 

learning and further form
ulation of one’s ideal 

self (Boyatzis, 2006; Kram
, 1996).  

–
Points to the pow

erful role of the interplay 
betw

een the ideal self and w
ork relationships in 

helping people develop and self-actualize.



Practical Im
plications

•
Talking about an em

ployee’s future can have 
substantial beneficial for both em

ployees and 
the organization.  
–

Lim
itations tow

ards this alignm
ent: 

•
Job roles and m

anagem
ent  

•
Em

ployees w
ho have not really thought about their 

ideal self 

•
ICT has substantial prom

ise to help in this 
alignm

ent.



Future Directions
•

Better understand how
 em

ployees align their w
ork and their ideal self (i.e. 

expand job role-breadth, find avenues of alignm
ent, visualize grow

th in org.). 
•

Experim
ental design study to test an ideal self intervention on engagem

ent, 
w

ell-being and perform
ance. 

•
Help to further understand the m

echanism
s of the im

pact of em
ployee ideal self  

•
Im

pact boundaries of em
ployee ideal self on engagem

ent, w
ell-being and 

perform
ance 

•
Is there a difference in im

pact on high perform
ers? Low

 and average perform
ers? 

•
Testing the im

pact of the supervisor relationship in em
ployee ideal self. 

•
Im

pact on intent to leave or turnover  
•

Im
pact of w

ork experience on self-aw
areness and developm

ent of ideal self. 
•

Im
pact of ideal self developm

ent on recruitm
ent, training, turnover and 

perform
ance.



Thank you!!!!


