


 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



Western Europe, has radically influenced the position of Finnish women (Position of 
Women, 1984). Consequently, the fact that working outside the home is an essential part of 
anticipated life-span development for Finnish women is also reflected in girls' thinking about the 
future. 

In all, the results indicate that sex differences in adolescents' interests have their basis in 
the cultural context in which adolescents are living and in the related knowledge of anticipated 
life-span development. 

Family decision making. A number of studies show that parents' role in their children's 
decision making concerning the future varies to great extent across different cultures. For 
example, Poole, Sundberg, and Tyler (1982) found that American adolescents indicated the 
greatest degree of autonomy followed by Australians, whereas Indian adolescents showed least 
autonomy. On the contrary, Sundberg, Sharma, Rohila, and Wodtli's (1969) results showed that 
Indian adolescents also perceived their families as being more cohesive compared with American 
youths. Tall-man et al. (1983) found that Mexican families, compared with American, were more 
patriarchal in planning their adolescents' future, whereas the power related to the planning was 
more equally distributed across family members in the United States. These results are of more 
general interest because they suggest that the unit of planning for the future also changes across 
cultures: while in Western societies, planning for the future is mainly carried out by adolescents 
themselves, the whole family participates in more traditional types of society. Thus, in these 
societies, research into individual future planning may be an inadequate way of studying the 
whole issue of orientation to the future. 

 

RESEARCH ON PERTINENT TOPICS 

The review has so far concentrated on the development of future-oriented motivation, 
planning, and evaluation. However, research has also been carried out on pertinent aspects of 
adolescent development, such as identity formation and career decision making. A summary of 
some of the findings follow, in as far as they add to out knowledge about adolescents' future 
orientation. 

 

Identity Formation 

Research on identity development, in particular that based on the identity status approach 
(Marcia, 1980) and the more recent process approach (Bosma, 1985), is Closely related to the 
development of orientation to the future. In Marcia's (1980) model the identity status of 
adolescents, i.e., whether they are in the identity achievement, foreclosure, identity diffusion, or 
moratorium stage, is determined by three factors: (1) the content of commitment (e.g., 
vocational, ideological, and sexual orientation), (2) the amount of exploration in these areas, and, 
finally, (3) the strength of commitment to specific decisions (Bosma, 1985). In fact, each of these 

factors can be described in terms of future orientation. Content of commitment is closely 
related to that of future-oriented motivation. On the other hand, exploration is a perquisite of 
effective planning, because it provides knowledge about different alternatives for future life. 
Strength of commitment refers to the extent to which adolescents are motivated to realize their 
specific goals. Rappaport et al. (1985) found recently that the achievement and foreclosure 
groups, being characterized by high levels of commitment, generally scored more highly on 
measures of futurity than the diffusion and moratorium groups, showing a low level of 
commitment. 

Bosma (1985) reformulated Marcia’s structural approach and described identity 
formation as a developmental process. According to him, the content of commitment depends on 
personal needs and the opportunities offered by society. Therefore, commitment is not restricted 
to occupation, ideology, and sex, but can occur in any personally relevant areas. Bosma also 
suggests that, even though the strength of commitment varies developmentally, it is not always 
stronger in older adolescents than in younger ones. 

Bosma's (1985) results concerning identity formation are also similar to those reviewed 
here. He found, for example, that school, occupation, leisure-time activities, friendship, and 
parents were among the most important topics of exploration and commitment related to identity 
formation. Moreover, he showed that lack of interest in politics and ideological issues is striking 
among adolescents, even though these domains of life are expected to be one of the major topics 
of identity formation (Marcia, 1980). Sex differences found by Bosma (1985) were also similar 



to those reviewed here: females more often considered interpersonal areas to be important, 
whereas males highlighted school, occupation, politics, and money. Bosma also found that older 
subjects had stronger commitment than younger ones, but that the strength of commitment varied 
in different contents. However, no clear age differences were found with regard to the amount of 
exploration. This may be due to the fact that the youngest age group of Bosma's study consisted 
of 13- to 16-year-old adolescents who might be expected already to have begun their identity 
formation. 

It has also been found that the influence of family relationships on adolescent identity 
formation is similar to their influence on orientation to the future. Since a number of reviews 
have been published on this topic (Grotevant & Cooper, 1986; Marcia, 1980; Waterman, 1982), 
only a brief summary of the findings follow. First, foreclosures (being low in exploration but 
high in commitment) seem to have closest relationships with their parents compared with other 
groups. There is considerable pressure and support for adolescent conformity to family values 
among foreclosure families (Marcia, 1980). Second, the parents of identity diffusion adolescents 
(lacking both exploration and commitment) have been characterized as indifferent, inactive, 
nonunderstanding, and negative (Waterman, 1982). These parents do not encourage adolescent 
participation, which is also reflected in the fact that adolescents are passive in family interaction 
(Grotevant & Cooper, 1986). Moratorium adolescents (showing high exploration but low 
commitment) seem to have an ambivalent relationship with their parents, whereas identity 
achievers (high exploration and high commitment) show positive but moderately ambivalent 
family relationships (Waterman, 1982). Both moratorium and identity achievement adolescents 
have been shown to be critical of their parents and also likely to report themselves as being in 
conflict with their family (Waterman, 1982). 

In sum, close parent-child relationships seem to increase the likelihood of early 
commitment in decisions concerning major developmental tasks. Research on adolescents' future 
orientation showed similar results (e.g., Nurmi, 1987b). Powers, Hauser, Schwartz, Noam, and 
Jacobson (1983) also found that adolescent ego development was most advanced when families 
presented a high level of noncompetitive sharing of perspectives or challenging behavior within 
the context of firm support. On the other hand, a critical attitude toward parents seems to 
increase the amount of exploration, perhaps because the parental model is found to be 
unsatisfactory. However, Cooper, Grotevant, and Condon (1983) and Bell and Bell (1983) 
reported results showing that disagreement with the mother and the father influence the 
adolescent child's exploration, ego development and positive self-regard in different ways. 

In all, research on identity formation provides a somewhat similar view to adolescent 
development as does research on future orientation. 

 

Career Decision Making 

It was shown earlier that two of the major topics of adolescents' future-oriented interests 
were occupation and education. It is not therefore surprising that vocational development has 
been conceptualized somewhat similarly to future-orientation (Harren, 1979; Heppner, 1978). 
For example, Harren (1979) described career decision making in terms of a four-stage sequential 
process: awareness, planning, commitment, and implementation. First, based on the awareness of 
his or her present level of success and satisfaction, the individual recognizes the need to explore 
alternatives and begin planning. Second, the planning stage consists of exploring task- and self-
related information and settling upon a specific alternative. Third, the individual incorporates and 
integrates commitment with his or her self-concept system and, simultaneously, exaggerates the 
positive aspect of the chosen alternative. Finally, during the implementation stage, the individual 
is inducted into the new context, then reacts to it and, finally, is assimilated into it. 

Taylor (1985) investigated the role of occupational and self-related knowledge in career 
development. She found, for example, that occupational knowledge and vocational self-concept 
crystallization influenced students' school-to-work transition: both the levels of occupational 
knowledge and the awareness of vocational abilities and interests predicted the extent to which 
students received job offers both before and after college graduation. Similarly, Neimeyer, 
Nevill, Probert, and Fukuyama (1985) found that highly integrated occupational schemata were 
associated with more effective vocational decision making. Taylor's (1985) results further 
indicated that occupational knowledge was related to increased exposure to job information 
provided by others. Self-concept crystallization, on the other hand, was related to different 
experimental activities relevant to the future occupation. 



Since research on career decision making has recently been reviewed elsewhere (Osipow, 
1983; Tinsley & Heesacker, 1984; Zunker, 1986), it is not discussed in detail here. However, 
findings do seem to give a view of adolescent development somewhat similar to the present 
review of adolescents' orientation to the future. For example, older adolescents have been shown 
to indicate more concern for vocational opportunities and information about careers than younger 
ones (Osipow, 1983). Females have been shown to score more highly than males on 
homemaking commitment and career commitment, and males have been shown to express 
stronger sentiment for combining home and career. On the other hand, boys and girls were not 
found to differ significantly in their actual knowledge about occupations (Tinsley & Heesacker, 
1984). Moreover, relatively more intelligent adolescents have been shown to plan more 
effectively in general than their less intelligent contemporaries (Osipow, 1983). 

The recent models and results concerning vocational development were found to be 
similar to those concerning adolescents' orientation to the future. However, although career 
decision making plays an important part in orientation to the future, it is only one aspect of a 
complex process in which people individually cope with different developmental tasks. 

 

ADOLESCENT PROBLEM BEHAVIOR AND ORIENTATION TO THE FUTURE 

Although the majority of adolescents were shown to be motivated to plan their future, 
there is, however, a group of young people who are not interested in major developmental tasks. 
Nurmi (1989b), for example, found that 16% of 11- and 15-year-olds did not mention topics 
related to future occupation or education when they were interviewed about their future goals 
and plans. Even though it is a minority group, it is an important one, because its members may 
manifest other types of problem behavior as well, such as delinquency, problems in school and 
drug use. A summary of research on the relationship between adolescent problem behavior and 
future orientation follows. 

Trommsdorff and Lamm (1980) reviewed research about delinquents' future orientation 
and concluded that the findings are contradictory. According to theory, the stereotype delinquent 
who ignores the possible future consequences of his or her present behavior, acts more 
impulsively and is less inclined in delay of gratification has been found to be difficult to 
establish. However, research does seem to suggest that the future orientation of delinquents is 
less optimistic (Rychlack, 1973; Trommsdorff & Lamm, 1980), less structured (Trommsdorff & 
Lamm, 1980), less extended (Black & Gregson, 1973; Siegman, 1961) and more oriented toward 
private concerns (Trommsdorff & Lamm, 1980) compared with normal adolescents. However, as 
the results are correlational by nature, it is impossible to know whether less extended, less 
structured, and less pessimistic future orientation increases the likelihood of delinquent behavior 
or vice versa. For example, general pessimism and present orientation may be followed by 
behavior which is not influenced by possible negative consequences. Another possibility is that 
being labelled as delinquent, and the related life context, provide a basis for pessimism and short 
temporal extension. 

A few studies have looked at how institutionalization, a typical life situation for 
delinquents, influences adolescents' orientation to the future. Trommsdorff and Lamm (1980), for 
example, suggested that the temporarily institutionalized person's orientation to the future 
reflects the fact that a new beginning must be made following release: imprisoned delinquents 
noted more fears pertaining to family life and personal development and more hopes pertaining 
to occupation compared with a sample of normal individuals. One typical problem of 
institutionalized delinquents may be that the time for solving different age-specific 
developmental tasks, such as future education, occupation, and marriage, has passed by the time 
of their release. This may cause extra problems for them as they try to begin a normal adult life. 

Landau (1969) also found that the date of release was a significant boundary for the 
inmate's future orientation: the nearer it was, the less extended was the future orientation. This 
corresponds with the findings reviewed here suggesting that anticipated life-span events provide 
a basis for future-oriented interests and plans. Furthermore, Landau (1976) showed that the 
closer the prisoner is to his release, the greater the similarity between him and 
noninstitutionalized people. 

Little research has been carded out on the relationship between future orientation and 
other types of problem behavior. Trommsdorff (1986) found that drug-using delinquents were 
more pessimistic than nonuser delinquents. Gilchrist and Schinke (1987) recently reviewed 
studies showing that adolescents who postpone sexual activity tend to have better developed 
problem-solving and decision-making skills and future orientation. Moreover, young people who 



experience heterosexual and contraceptive problems appear to have a limited sense of options, 
poor self-understanding, and strong denial that pregnancy is a possible consequence of their 
behavior. However, as these results are based on correlational procedures, it is also possible that 
the life context of adolescents showing problem behavior influences their orientation to the 
future. For example, although Mindick, Oskamp, and Berger (1977) showed that people who 
suffer contraceptive failures exhibit shorter temporal extension than a control group, they further 
suggest that differences in future orientation are more likely to be due to changes in life context 
after the experience of being pregnant than to a general attitude toward the future. 

In all, these results seem to suggest that adolescents showing a variety of problem 
behavior see their future differently from their contemporaries. However, some of these 
differences seemed to be consequences rather than causes of problem behavior. An interesting 
approach to this issue of causality was put forward recently by Trommsdorff (1986). She 
suggested that delinquents' thinking about the future may be part of developmental cycles that 
are reinforced as different types of global strategy. Pessimistic future orientation, for example, 
influences adolescents' environmental conditions in a way that also reinforces original negative 
anticipations. In this case, pessimistic, less extended, and less structured future orientation 
assumes self-fulfilling qualities. 

 

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS 

 

Adolescents' Orientation to the Future 

 

The review showed that the content and temporal extension of adolescents' interests and 
goals variously reflect expected life-span development, characterized in life-span approach as 
developmental tasks (Havighurst, 1948/1974), normative life-tasks (Dittmann-Kohli, 1986) or 
"milestone events" (Lessing, 1972), and their "normative time-table" (Bengtson & Black, 1973). 
Moreover', as adolescents grow older, they first become interested in the developmental tasks of 
late adolescence (education) and then in tasks of early adulthood (future occupation and family) 
(Nurmi, 1989a). However, irrespective of their age, young people were interested in the life 
events they expected to be actualized at the end of the second and the beginning of the third 
decade of life. It therefore follows that younger adolescents' thinking extends further into the 
future measured by years compared with relatively older ones. Interestingly enough, it has 
recently been shown that only few adolescents extend their thinking to events expected to be 
realized after the age of 30 (Nurmi, 1989b). Consequently, an important task for future research 
would be to study how orientation to the future develops during early adulthood, after the 
expected realization time of the goals set during adolescence has passed by. Nurmi (1989e) 
recently reported preliminary data showing that, while interests in future education and family 
decrease during early adulthood, those relating to work and property do not. Moreover, in middle 
age, people seem to become increasingly interested in their children's future and their own health 
preoccupies them in old age. 

Adolescents' fears and worries relating to the future, on the other hand, concerned threats 
related to the fulfillment of the major normative life-tasks (unemployment, divorce), non-
normative life-events related to their parents' family (death and divorce of parents), and global 
historical events (nuclear war). 

The review also revealed that, although children in their early teens already have basic 
planning skills (Oppenheimer, 1987), the levels of planning, realization, and knowledge 
concerning the future increase with age up to the early 20s. Since differences in cognitive skills 
measured by intelligence tests seem to explain only a small proportion of individual variance in 
planning activity, it was suggested that changes in life-span-related opportunities for meaningful 
planning are also responsible for the increase in planning for the future during adolescence. 
Similarly, Cantor and Kihlstrom (1987) discussed the importance of the careful analysis of the 
life context to which individuals apply their intelligence. Future research, therefore, could well 
investigate the development of planning for the future taking into account changes in planning 
skills, the level of knowledge of specific life domains, and changes in contextual factors. The 
studies which were reviewed covering the third process, evaluation, revealed that adolescents' 
thinking about the future becomes more internal with age. Boys in particular become more 
optimistic, whereas girls showed a tendency to become more pessimistic. Experiencing more 
challenges, responding less positively to challenge, and simultaneous negative self-appraisal 



seem to render girls more susceptible to anxiety, and thus to depressive affect, in adolescence 
(review: Petersen, 1988). One source for the increased amount of challenge for girls may be the 
conflict in the modern female role between achievement pressures in the areas of both future 
family and occupation. However, since only a few studies have investigated the development of 
causal attributions and affects concerning the future, there is an evident need for future research 
on this topic. 

The review also showed that a number of factors in the life context, such as family 
relationships, sex roles, and socioeconomic status, influenced adolescents' orientation to the 
future. The level of parental control and the goals they have concerning their children's future 
were found to influence adolescents' future-oriented interests. Moreover, parents seem to provide 
a model for how adolescents plan to solve different developmental tasks, in particular that of 
intimacy. Parental support was found to increase adolescents' optimism and internality 
concerning the future. On the other hand, the effects of sex roles and socioeconomic status were 
interpreted as being due to the differences in anticipated life span development between the 
subgroups compared. For example, it was suggested that adolescents with high socioeconomic 
status extend further into the future than those with a low socioeconomic background because of 
differences between the groups in the expected time of realization of the principal developmental 
tasks (Boocock, 1978). Similarly, it appears that the sex differences in adolescents' interests, and 
how far into the future they extend, are due to the differences in boys' and girls' anticipated life-
span development. 

Finally, although adolescents from a number of cultures seem to agree about two main 
domains of their interests, future work and education, consistent cross-cultural differences were 
also found: adolescents from Anglo-American cultures are relatively more interested in leisure 
activities and personal happiness, adolescents from countries with a high rate of urbanization 
seem to be relatively more interested in future education and career, whereas adolescents from 
traditional cultures are most concerned about topics related to their parents' family. It was also 
interesting to note that, in traditional societies such as India and Mexico, parents and family 
participate in the planning of adolescents' future to a greater extent than in Anglo-American 
cultures. 

 

Theoretical Framework 

In this review, orientation to the future was described in terms of three processes, 
motivation, planning activity, and evaluation. People first set goals based on comparison between 
their motives and values and their expectations concerning the future. Second, they must work 
out how to realize these goals, which is typically done by means of planning. Third, people 
evaluate the possibility of achieving their goals and actualizing the plans they have constructed. 
Causal attributions and affects concerning the future were thought to play an important part in 
this evaluation. Orientation to the future was also described from a contextual point of view. It 
was suggested that normative life events and their timetable provide the context in which 
people's future-oriented goals and interests develop arid that life-span-related changes in action 
opportunities were the basis of the development of future-oriented plans and strategies. 
Moreover, it seems that standards and deadlines for the successful solution of life-tasks may 
spark off the evaluation process involved in orientation to the future. These contextual influences 
are seen as being mediated by cultural knowledge about anticipated life-span development. The 
basic processes in the development of orientation to the future in family context were also 
described. It was suggested that, by setting normative standards, tutoring, and providing role 
models and support, parents influence their children's future orientation. 

This framework differs in a variety of ways from existing ones in this research field 
(reviews: Hoornaert, 1973; Rakowski, 1979, de Volder, 1979). Earlier research typically 
described future-orientation in terms of intraindividual properties. Efforts were made to establish 
its antecedents (e.g., Klineberg, 1967) and consequences (Agarwal, Tripathi, & Srivastava, 1983; 
Gjesme, 1981). The main focus of this trait-theoretical approach was the investigation of 
individual differences in interest in the future and in how far into the future thinking extends, and 
so on. Moreover, orientation to the future was described in terms of this specific research field 
which was not associated with general psychological theory (Hoornaert, 1973; de Voider, 1979). 
By way of contrast, future orientation is now placed in the context of modern psychological 
concepts, such as goals, plans, schemata, attributions, and affects. It is described as a process 
consisting of different substages rather than individual traits. Furthermore, emphasis is placed on 
the role of contextual factors, such as age-related life-tasks, action opportunities, and 



developmental standards, in the development of future orientation. The application of this 
theoretical approach provided the opportunity to reinterpret the research field and to find a 
straightforward pattern of results not afforded by earlier reviews (Rakowski, 1979; de Voider, 
1979). The framework also facilitated comparison of research on future orientation with other 
pertinent areas, such as the development of planning skills, identity formation, and career 
decision making. For example, describing orientation to the future in terms of goal-setting, 
planning, and evaluation in different domains of life helped to identify connections between 
future orientation and identity formation as well as some similarities in the two research fields. 
Finally, an attempt was made to describe the development of orientation to the future in a family 
context. Although the developmental processes involved in the model are relatively general, the 
framework was useful in interpreting results concerning the development of adolescents' future 
orientation and in suggesting directions for future research. The nature of development has been 
discussed earlier (Trommsdorff, 1983, 1986), but no similar systematic description has been 
presented. 

Although this approach is a general framework rather than a model that can be tested in 
one or two studies, two types of evidence for its construct validity already exist. Nurmi (1989c) 
recently used confirmatory factor analysis to illustrate that the model consisting of three latent 
constructs, motivation, planning, and evaluation, fitted the covariance matrix of seven observed 
variables based on interview data about adolescents' 

goals and hopes. The present review also provided some evidence of construct validity 
(Nunnally, 1978): the variables that were related to the same theoretical construct showed a 
similar pattern of results, in particular in relation to one major variable, age. 

The conceptualization presented here also proved useful in reviewing studies on 
adolescents' future orientation and planning. Since the framework facilitates the organization of 
earlier research, contrary to some previous reviews (Rakowski, 1979; de Volder, 1979), a 
number of consistent findings emerged. For example, by emphasizing the importance of the 
content of goals and expectations as indicators of future-oriented motivation, it was possible to 
bring out consistent similarities in adolescents' orientation to the future across different studies 
applying slightly different methods. Moreover, evident developmental changes in adolescents' 
future-oriented interests were found. Emphasizing the role of anticipated life-span development 
in the formation of future-oriented goals made it easier to understand why extension, when 
measured as years from the time of the study, decreased with age. It also made it possible to put 
forward preliminary explanations for differences in adolescents' future orientation in relation to 
sex, socioeconomic status, and culture. For example, the review showed that differences in 
temporal extension between adolescents with high and low socioeconomic status are due to the 
differences in their anticipated life-span development. Based on the contextual approach, it was 
also suggested that any increase in planning for the future with age may reflect changes in the 
planning context rather than the development of planning skills. Conceptualizing evaluation in 
terms of causal attributions and affects also provides the basis for understanding that both 
internality and optimism seem to show similar developmental patterns. The model also predicted 
the importance of self-esteem to causal attributions, which was found in a few studies (Nurmi, 
1989d; Plante, 1977). The traditional approach characterizing future orientation as a personality 
trait does not serve to explain these findings (de Voider, 1979). 

Although the framework presented is a general approach rather than a specific model, it is 
possible to set out a number of hypotheses, the validity of which can be tested. First, the results 
showed that adolescents' future-oriented goals and their temporal extension reflected expected 
life-span development. This could be further tested by comparing two groups of adolescents 
living in cultural settings which differ radically in relation to anticipated life-span development. 
If it was found that future-oriented goals and related temporal extension were similar despite the 
evident differences in anticipated life-span development, it would mean the model was flawed. 

Second, any relevant change in knowledge concerning the anticipated life-span 
development might be expected to be followed by changes in specific goals. For example, 
providing adolescents with forecasts about the future development of labor markets should 
influence their vocational goals. On the other hand, any increase in people's self-esteem, due to 
therapeutic interventions, for example, should be followed by more internal beliefs in their own 
influence over their future. 

Third, although adolescents' interests and goals were shown to reflect expected life-span 
development, earlier research did not provide data about the extent to which contextual factors 
influence the development of planning and evaluation. However, on the basis of the theoretical 



framework, it might be expected that age-related changes in action opportunities, for instance 
those concerning educational choices, influence future planning irrespective of changes in 
individual planning skills. This type of increase in the level of planning, which is due to 
contextual changes, should occur relatively rapidly in any specific domain of life, and there 
should be no similar increase in relation to other domains. Moreover, if normative standards for 
solving age-specific developmental tasks apply, adolescents who have not succeeded in realizing 
a specific developmental task at certain ages might be expected to display increasing anxiety and 
decreasing self-esteem. This is a somewhat similar phenomenon to the moratorium state in 
identity formation literature (Marcia, 1980). 

Next, evident changes in the content of future-oriented goals are likely during early 
adulthood as age-specific developmental tasks change. Nurmi (1989e) recently presented 
preliminary data showing that changes in adults' interests with age also reflect age-related life-
tasks. 

Finally, the developmental aspects of the framework can be tested by investigating the 
extent to which adolescents' goal-setting is based on goals, values, and standards that are typical 
of their parents, the extent to which parents' knowledge of different domains of life is associated 
with adolescents' skills and coping resources, and the extent to which parental support is related 
to adolescents' evaluation of their future. By contrast, other relationships between future 
orientation and the different dimensions of family interaction would discredit the model. One 
example would be if parental support were shown to correlate positively with either the level of 
adolescents' goals or the complexity of their plans without any association with causal 
attributions and affects. 
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