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Future-oriented thought is a broad construct that characterize the ability to
generate mental representations of the future and project oneself into a variety
of hypothetical states. It is well established that the degree to which one is
focused more on the past, present, or future has a variety of implications
on psychological functioning. This study focuses on the relationship between
future-oriented thought and academic performance of students. To bridge
this gap, we conducted the first systematic review investigating the benefit of
future-oriented thought on promoting positive outcomes in academic settings.
Our systematic review comprised 21 studies (k = 21). Results identified a
clear relationship between future-oriented thought and positive outcomes
in academic settings. Furthermore, our systematic review reveals important
relationships between future-oriented thought and academic engagement, as
well as future-oriented thought and academic performance. Our findings suggest
that those who are more future-oriented demonstrate higher levels of academic
engagement compared to those who were less future-oriented. Our findings
suggest that probing and guiding students toward a future goal may increase their
academic engagement and performance.
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Introduction

Future-oriented thinking is a broad construct, which characterizes the various cognitive
capabilities employed to generate future states of thought and project oneself into a variety
of hypothetical scenarios in the future (Atance and O’Neill, 2005; Szpunar et al., 2014).
The ability to mentally project oneself into a desired future state—whether that be a mental
simulation as a keynote speaker or achieving a high distinction on a university assignment is
argued to be an important function in our capacities as human beings to set goals and guide
behavior (Stanescu and Iorga, 2015; Andre et al., 2018; Berkman, 2018).

Approaching goals with the future in mind has been found to increase the
perceived likelihood of goal-attainment and achievement. Szpunar and Schacter (2013)
demonstrated that repeated mental simulations of a future event increase individual
judgments toward the perceived likelihood that the event will take place. Importantly,
Oettinger and Mayer (2002) identified that an increase in the belief that a goal will
be attained has been found to be positively correlated with engagement and self-
efficacy; factors that have been consistently implicated in fostering positive academic
outcomes (Gerber et al, 2013; Dogan, 2015; Delfino, 2019; Foster et al., 2019).
Millions of people around the world will either begin or end their day setting
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a goal, or to some degree, envisioning what success looks like to
them. Given that goal attainment is situated in the future, and that
positive outcomes have been identified when approaching tasks
with the future in mind (Ernst et al., 2018), future-oriented thinking
is an important construct to unpack in greater depth.

There are two perspectives from which goal achievement can
be understood: (1) short-term (e.g., “this week I am going to study
for 2h per day”), and (2) long-term (e.g., “in 5 years’ time I will
be a registered psychologist”). In this context, the structure of
the goal, that is, short- or long-term, is referred to as temporal
distance, which is the time between the present-self and target
event (Stein et al,, 2018). Temporal distance is important when
considering the likelihood of goal self-congruence, which refers to
the degree to which one actively works toward achieving a goal,
which is consistent with the view that one holds of themselves
(Peetz et al., 2009; Ernst et al., 2018). It is argued that short-term
goals are often easier to establish than long-term goals, as short-
term goals require less cognitive input, such as implementation and
planning facilitated by the prefrontal cortex (Berkman, 2018), are
more concrete (i.e., grounded in the present), and are considerable
drivers of self-regulatory behavior, such that they contain more
instant motivational properties (i.e., gratification and reward) that
can be accessed earlier (Bulley et al., 2016).

However, long-term goals are situated at a greater temporal
distance, and thus typically more abstract—often requiring
greater effort to sustain goal-directed behaviors as the reward
of achievement is delayed (Bulley et al, 2016). Other factors
impacting long-term goals include goal self-congruence (Ernst
et al., 2018), implementation planning (Carraro and Gaudreau,
2011), and other psychosocial factors, such as motivation and
self-efficacy (Tindle et al., 2021). Self-concordant goals (i.e., goals
that are aligned with personal values) are argued to be more
effective than goals that are non-self-concordant, due to the
expectation that they are more likely to satisfy psychological needs
(Ernst et al,, 2018). Conversely, the degree to which a goal is
congruent with an individuals’ desired future state is critical when
considering engagement in the steps required to achieve a planned
goal (O’'Donnell et al., 2017).

With respect to goal achievement, previous work has
explored the relationship between goal-directed behaviors (such
as engagement and planning) and future-oriented thought in
a variety of settings, such as the workplace, health care, and
academia. Demonstrating that the degree to which an individual
is more oriented toward the future and less oriented toward
the past yields an array of positive outcomes (Andre et al,
2018; Crone et al,, 2020; Coughlin et al, 2022). It is argued
that future-oriented thought is beneficial within contexts that
require the individual to demonstrate behaviors that are congruent
with intended outcomes (Hoyle and Sherrill, 2006). An example
is engagement in academic settings, which Rissanen (2018)
identified to be a critical factor in promoting positive outcomes
(high grade-point average). Future-oriented thought is argued to
promote several adaptive functions that elicit engagement and
motivation in a variety of contexts. With respect to goal pursuit,
Duckworth et al. (2013) argued that future-oriented thought
provides an enhanced capability for strategic planning and acts as a
protective factor against goal-disengagement (giving up). Through
visualizing obstacles that may arise when pursuing a goal, the
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individual can implement solutions to overcome any obstacles that
may arise.

Markus and Nurius (1986) argued that the adaptive function
of future-oriented thought is that it promotes motivation. They
identified that through visualizing an optimal version of the self
(the best possible version oneself can become) and contrasting
this vision with a feared self (a self that one wishes never to
become), the individual demonstrates an increase in effort and
engagement toward tasks that contribute to the creation of the
optimal future self. Considering what has just been discussed, the
primary goal of this study is to assess whether future-oriented
thinking is advantageous in eliciting positive outcomes within
an academic setting. Importantly, because there is a range of
terminology in which researchers refer to when discussing future-
oriented thought, we think it is important to present and describe
these prior to unpacking future-oriented thought in further depth.
As such, an overview of future-oriented thought terminology and
construct definitions is provided below see Table 1.

Though various terminologies are utilized to characterize
future-oriented thought as discussed above, all of them prescribe
the ability to: (1) generate a mental representation of a desired
future state; (2) anticipate the likelihood of achieving desired future
state; (3) construct a goal to achieve desired future state; (4)
organize oneself to identify the steps needed in order to achieve
desired future state. All of which are argued to be adaptive functions
of future-oriented thought (Schacter et al., 2008, 2017; Szpunar and
McDermott, 2008; Anderson and Evans, 2015; Moustafa et al., 2018;
Hollis-Hansen et al., 2019; Moustafa and Morris, 2019).

When understanding the application of future-oriented
thought in an experimental setting, such as investigating the
utility of the construct in a motivational capacity, the literature
suggests that future-oriented thought is utilized in two beneficial
ways. First, it is utilized as a measure of orientation, that is, the
degree to which one is focused on the past, present or future. For
example, the Zimbardo Time Perspective Inventory (1999) is a
widely used inventory that assesses individual experiences of time.
This inventory has been utilized in research conducted by Adelabu
(2008) in effort to understand how individual tendencies to be
more past, present, or future-focused impacts college grade-point
average (GPA). Second, future-oriented thought can be delivered as
an intervention, such as, Mental Contrasting with Implementation
Intentions (MCII), which is developed by Kirk et al. (2012). The
MCII seeks to enhance an individual’s goal-setting capabilities
through visualizing an optimal future state, considering the steps
that are required to be taken to reach this state whilst contrasting
obstacles that may be presented along the way. For a more detailed
overview of interventions and inventories see Table 2.

With consideration to the broad nature of constructs relating to
future-oriented thought, it is important to convey key inventories
and interventions more which are widely recognized in this field. As
presented in Table 2, and discussed regularly throughout this paper,
the utility of the above-mentioned inventories is utilized to establish
baselines as to the degree to which one is future-oriented. Examples
include the Zimbardo Time Perspective Inventory (Zimbardo and
Boyd, 1999). Furthermore, the interventions discussed provide the
individual with the necessary capability to enhance the degree to
which one is future-oriented. Examples include the Possible Selves
Intervention (Oyserman and James, 2012).
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TABLE 1 Future-Oriented Thought: Constructs and Terminology.

Author/s

Lewin (1942)

Construct

Time perspective

10.3389/fpsyg.2023.1190546

Description

A cognitive bias toward a particular temporal state - i.e., a bias to be fixated on the
past, present or future

Nurmi (1991)

Future time perspective

An individual’s attitude toward the future

Duckworth et al. (2013)

Mental contrasting

A self-regulatory strategy for goal-pursuit situated in the future

Markus and Nurius (1986)

Possible selves

A future-oriented self-concept; characterized by a hoped for, feared, or ultimate self

Strathman et al. (1994)

Future consequences

The tendency of an individual to take into account the future consequences of his/her
behavior

Kappes et al. (2012)

Positive fantasies

Fantasies that are future-oriented, which depict the future as bright and easily attained

Mello and Worrell (2006)

Time attitude

Positive and negative attitudes which are oriented toward the past, present, or future

Bartels and Urminsky (2011)

Future Self-Continuity

The degree to which the individual feels connected with, and harmonious with their
desired future self

McGuire (1990)

Psychological Anticipation

A conceptual amalgamation of thoughts, beliefs, and knowledge of the future to

construct a proposition or evaluation as to the probability of a future outcome

Ruvolo and Markus (1992)

Possible Identities

A mental representation of something, or someone an individual can become

TABLE 2 Future-Oriented Thought: Inventories and Interventions.

Exercise/Inventory Author Type Description Item example
Zimbardo Time Zimbardo and Boyd Inventory Widely used questionnaire designed to “Iam able to resist
Perspective Inventory, (1999) measure experiential dimensions of temptations when I know
ZTPL time - such as tendency to focus on the there is work to be done.”
past, present, or future
Mental Contrasting with Kirk et al. (2012) Exercise/intervention | Facilitates the conversion of thoughts “i.e., if obstacle, then goal-directed
Implementation about desired futures into goals; action”
Intentions, MCII Implementation intentions link
obstacles to specific actions that
overcome them
Consideration of Future Strathman et al. (1994) Inventory The scale measures the extent to which “I consider how things might
Consequences Scale people consider the future and be in the future, and try to
immediate consequences of their influence those things with
behaviors my day-to-day behavior.”
Possible Selves Oyserman and James Exercise/Intervention | An Intervention in which participants “What is the likelihood
(2012) write down about themselves in their that you will get a good GPA?”
best possible future, and assess the Participants responded on a scale
likelihood of attaining such future ranging
from 1 = very unlikely to 7 = very
likely.
The Adolescent Time Mello et al. (2008) Inventory A 30-item scale used to measure “Overall,
Inventory adolescents’ attitudes toward the past, I feel happy about what I am doing
present, and future right now,”/(“I wish that I did not have
the past that I had,”
Future Time Perspective Husman and Shell (2008) | Inventory A 16-item inventory that assesses the “What will happen in the future is an
Connectedness Scale contingent or instrumental connection important consideration in
between current behavior and future deciding what action to take now”
goal achievement

An Argument for Relevance

An important context in which future-oriented thinking is
argued to be beneficial is that of academic settings, specifically,
middle-school, high-school and higher education such as university
(Bowles, 2008; Rieckmann, 2012; Landau et al., 2014, 2017).
Although the motivational function of future-oriented thinking
has been explored in other settings such as the workplace (Gupta
etal, 2012) and in health (Cross and Sheffield, 2019), the academic

Frontiersin Psychology

setting is a unique context, in that not only are students navigating
the complexities of identity exploration in mid-late teenage years
through to emerging adulthood, but it is also a time that is sensitive
for career consideration and pursuit (Arnett et al., 2014; Shulman
etal, 2015). As participation to learn in an academic environment
is self-directed, factors such as attitude (Madrazo, 2021), choice
of best study strategy (De Beni and Moe, 2003), engagement
(Chishima and Wilson, 2021), self-esteem (Kinik and Odaci,
2020) and self-regulation (Clark et al., 2021) are of considerable
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importance to when considering the practical implications of
future-oriented thought in the academic context.

Correlates of academic performance

Within the academic context, Tindle et al. (2021) found
psychological well-being to be significantly correlated to with
academic performance. Specifically, it was identified as a critical
factor in fostering self-efficacy and motivation. According to
findings from the Lamb et al. (2020), positive outcomes in academic
settings are linked to several important psychosocial factors.
Namely, a sense of purpose and self-efficacy. These factors have
not only been identified to be an interpersonal competency of the
student, however reciprocal to student-teacher interactions in both
high-school and university settings (Hagenauer et al,, 2015; Kim
etal, 2018; Liand Yang, 2021). These findings are corroborated by
Robbins et al. (2004), who conducted a meta-analysis of 109 studies
that investigated psychosocial predictors of academic performance.
A student’s belief in their academic ability was identified as the most
powerful predictor of positive outcomes.

Furthermore, key statistics from the Education Opportunity
in Australia Report (2015) highlight that 40.5% of male and
41.4% of female high-school students reported lower levels of self-
efficacy compared to same aged peers. With consideration to the
aforementioned, it is worthwhile considering the current efforts
within the field of future-oriented thinking and contrasting findings
in order to assess the efficacy of future-oriented thinking within an
academic context.

Future-oriented findings

Most of the research that have taken place over the last
twenty years in this field have explored the utility of future-
oriented thinking with an emphasis on goal-directed behaviors,
investigating contexts in which future-oriented thinking can
enhance self-efficacy (McMichael et al., 2022), increase individual
engagement (Gupta and Bakker, 2020), as well as establish goal
self-congruence (Henry, 2020). The literature suggests that up until
this point, “Possible Selves” or “Best Possible Selves” is the most
widely researched future-oriented cognitive phenomena within
an academic context. Though similar, “Possible Selves” or “Best
Possible Selves” differ from an intervention based perspective. In
other words, Possible Selves, developed by Markus and Nurius
(1986) characterize the mental representations that one can create
which demonstrate their ultimate, most successful and hoped for
self, or their most feared self. However, Best Possible Selves is
delivered as an intervention. Developed by King (2001), it is
an activity in which participants are instructed to write about
themselves in the future, imaging that everything has worked out
in the best possible way.

Several key aspects remain consistently discussed and interest
researchers when investigating the motivational properties of
future-oriented thought. These are (1) salience (how vivid mental
representations of the future are); (2) relevance (does the mental
representation contribute to an outcome that is personally
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meaningful to the individual); (3) organization (does the mental
representation contain fundamental aspects of goal pursuit, such as
planning and preparation) (Nurmi, 1991). For example, the salience
of the future was measured in a longitudinal study by McMichael
et al. (2022) who explored changes in how vivid college students
perceived their future over time, specifically at the start, and end
of their degree, and the impacts that changes in future vividness
had on academic performance. It was identified that those who
maintained a clear vision of what their college graduation, and life
after graduation would look like demonstrated stronger belief in
their academic capabilities, in turn, leading to a better overall GPA,
when compared to those who displayed less future vividness.

Further, Oyserman et al. (2006) explored the plausibility
of possible selves impelling goal-directed behavior within a
classroom setting; finding that unless linked with realistic strategies,
visualizing an academically successful possible self is not enough to
elicit behaviors congruent with an ideal self. It was identified that
those who implemented strategies in line with their ideal academic
self (such as class preparation and study) resulted in improved
academic initiative and test scores. Interestingly, a subsequent
yet unexpected finding that emerged from the experimental
group was in relation to class absence. When compared with a
control group, absence from school reduced when compared with
baseline attendance.

Future-orientated thinking as a mechanism
for motivation

When in pursuit of a goal, or in circumstances where positive
outcomes are determined by the contribution of individual effort—
that is, how well one performs on a university assignment, or
overall Grade Point Average (GPA) upon graduation, is often
determined by the level of engagement, and how aligned the
individuals’ behaviors are to the intended outcome (Miller and
Brickman, 2004). The academic context in this instance presents an
important opportunity to discuss the relevance of future-oriented
thought in relation to goal-directed behavior and self-congruence
with respect to degree attainment. A unique aspect of pursuing
a degree in academia, whether that be an undergraduate, post-
graduate diploma or finishing high school is recognized in delays of
reward or gratification (also known as delayed gratification). Being
recognized as a key contributor to sustained effort, Berkman (2018)
suggests that reward and recognition are not typically realized in
academia for years due to the typical length of university degrees.
In Australia, this can be upwards of four years for an undergraduate
degree (Study Australia, 2022). Thus, stagnation in effort and
performance, or withdrawal from study is common, especially
amongst 18-25 year old individuals. This is attested by recent
research investigating drop-out rates in Australia, which indicated
that 1 in 5 undergraduate students drop out of university (Shipley
and Ian, 2019; Lamb et al., 2020).

With this in mind, critical voices have pursued a more
in-depth understanding of the behavioral and motivational
impact of future-oriented thought in academia specifically, and
across several life domains including tertiary settings, health,
and the workplace. For example, when examining visualizations
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of possible future selves on self-efficacy and engagement in
university students, those who maintained a representation of
a successful future demonstrated an increase in self-efficacy
and engagement when compared with those who maintained a
representation of a general future failure toward their degree (de
Place and Brunot, 2020). Along these lines, Andre et al. (2018)
explored the relationship between motivation and future-oriented
thought across education, the workplace, and in health related
outcomes. When examining the difference between those who
demonstrated a domain specific future-time orientation with those
who express more general future-time orientations, significant
differences in behavioral outcomes were identified. Specifically,
with respect to the educational domain, those who demonstrated
specific future-time orientations (a specific outcome or goal
related to their degree) when compared those who demonstrated
general future-time orientations (non-specific outcomes) exerted
greater effort and course work performance (Andre et al,
2018).

Moreover, the importance of the socio-cultural context in
student motivation and achievement has been demonstrated by
Worrell et al. (2021). They have highlighted that future-orientation
acts as a protective factor to students raised in households of neglect
and deprivation. Future-orientation was identified to provide
a robust foundation of self-efficacy when considering attitudes
toward the future, supporting motivation to study. The socio-
cultural context has been implicated in previous works conducted
by Engin (2020), who undertook a descriptive assessment of
a cohort of 60 students. Findings demonstrated that students
who were raised in households with fathers who attained a high
level of education exhibited more engagement and higher self-
efficacy.

The current study

Although future-oriented thinking has been positively
implicated in academic outcomes (Oyserman et al., 2006, 2015;
de Place and Brunot, 2020; Chishima and Wilson, 2021), to
what degree more broadly future-oriented thinking facilitates
positive outcomes in academia remains to be investigated. In
other words, a broad consensus has yet to be reached as to the
functional benefit of future-oriented thinking, and the impact
that future-oriented thinking has on positive outcomes such
as engagement and performance (GPA) within an academic
setting. Moreover, findings in this field remain disconnected, such
that, to date only a handful of studies have sought to integrate
prior findings (Andre et al, 2018; Loveday et al, 2018). To the
best of our knowledge, no reviews have attempted to synthesize
literature on future-oriented thinking in relation to positive
outcomes more broadly within an academic setting. As such, this
systematic review will, for the first time, seek to combine and
contrast the findings of future-oriented thinking in relation to
positive outcomes in an academic setting. In doing so, we posit the
following question: Does future-oriented thinking promote positive
outcomes in an academic setting? In the hopes of endorsing the
utility of future-focused practices in academia, and goal attainment
more broadly.

Frontiersin Psychology

10.3389/fpsyg.2023.1190546

Method

Literature search, study selection and
inclusion criteria

Comprehensive literature search procedures were undertaken
on all major databases such as PsychINFO and EBSCOhost,
utilizing a combination of search terms such as “future thought
AND academic outcomes” or “engagement AND possible selves AND
academic outcomes AND academic performance.” Literature search
parameters required the search to: (1) yield articles published
after the year 2000; (2) were written in English; (3) were peer
reviewed; (4) were not books, theses, or book chapters. Searches
were expanded to include articles on Google Scholar as well as
backward citation searching through included texts for any articles
that may have been missed in primary search.

Study selection and inclusion criteria

The criteria for inclusion/exclusion for each stage were
developed prior to beginning the initial search. A three-stage
method was employed to determine eligibility based on specified
inclusion/exclusion criteria at each stage. That is, Title screen,
Abstract screen, and Full-text screen, with consideration to an
immediate removal of duplicates prior to screening. Inclusion
into this systematic review required studies to meet all of the
following criteria: (a) the study be quantitative and not qualitative;
(b) the dependant variable (DV) was academic outcome related;
(c) a variation of future-oriented thought was an independent
variable (IV); (d) at least one general measure of future-oriented
thought is utilized, such as the Zimbardo Time Perspective
Inventory (Zimbardo and Boyd, 1999), Consideration of Future
Consequences Scale (Strathman et al, 1994), or Future Time
Orientation Scale (Gjesme, 1975). Moreover, further consideration
was provided to the time orientation of the future-oriented
variable, such that, a future component must be included,
and either a baseline measure or control group is present. As
our research sought to identify studies that explored positive
outcomes related to academia, the parameters for variables related
to academic outcomes required a positive outcome. That is,
an observable behavior such as class attendance, contribution,
homework hours completed, initiative etc; or an observable
performance related measure, such as (GPA) that is favorable in an
academic context.

Further requirements were that the experiment was conducted
on non-clinical samples, that is, mentally healthy individuals
(e.g., students). Studies which considered clinical samples were
excluded as symptoms may pose as extraneous variables, which
may affect efficacy of the intervention potentially confounding
results (Ewert and Sibthorp, 2009). With respect to all research
articles, 2,699 were imported into EndNote Reference Manager.
Upon importing them, 50 articles were excluded immediately
due to being identified as duplicates; 2,649 article titles were
scanned, 2,569 articles were excluded due to titles not matching
criteria, exclusion was based on either not being an experiment
of interest or simply demonstrating a one-keyword similarity to
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the search term. Of the 80 articles remaining, abstracts were
scanned for consideration of a quantitative aspect; a future-oriented
component; and a positive academic outcome, 66 articles were
excluded due to not meeting criteria. Subsequently, 7 articles
were identified via google scholar and included in the systematic
review. Twenty articles remained for Full-text review—all 21
articles matched the pre-determined search criteria and were
consequently included into this systematic review. The above-
described process was informed by Moher et al. (2009) the
preferred process for reporting items for Systematic Reviews and
Meta-Analysis (PRISMA); a 27-item checklist utilized in order
to improve transparency in systematic reviews (see Figure | for
PRISMA flow-process).

Results

Synthesis of findings

The dependent variable required for inclusion was a measure
of a positive academic outcome, such as attendance, engagement,
or performance (GPA). Of the 21 included studies, 12 studies
emphasized solely performance, such as outcome measures
related to GPA or scorecard average. The remaining nine
studies emphasized a blend of engagement and performance
related outcomes, such as outcomes related to class attendance,
participation, reduced absent days, as well as increased language
abilities. Based on assessment of the papers included in the
systematic review, key findings were grouped into two main
categories, enabling readers to draw clear, concise, and meaningful
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insights as to the practical implications of findings. These
categories are as follows: (1) inventories and academic outcomes,
comprising 10 independent studies and (2) interventions and
academic outcomes, comprising 11 independent studies. For a
summary of key findings relating to inventories and academic
outcomes see Table 3 below. Furthermore, for a summary of key
findings relating to interventions and academic outcomes see
Table 4.

Discussion

The aim of this systematic review was to critically assess and
disseminate current efforts in this field with the intention of
drawing relevant and actionable insights regarding the relationship
between future-oriented thinking and academic performance.
Accordingly, above Table 4 provides a succinct overview of
the key findings from each of the 21 studies included in
this review. What can be drawn from the above findings are
critical indicators that emphasize the efficacy of future-oriented
thought as a competency that can be developed and employed
in a variety of manners. In line with expectations, there is a
considerable evidence that suggests exploring alternative methods
of engagement such as future-oriented thought can increase the
likelihood of positive academic outcomes in primary, secondary
and tertiary settings.

Although research in this context has produced positive
findings (Barber et al, 2009; Andretta et al, 2014; King,
2016; Crone et al, 2020; Mazzetti et al, 2020; Coughlin
et al, 2022), a broad consensus as to the functional benefit
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TABLE 3 Future-oriented thought: inventories and academic outcomes.

Author Construct/Inventory Outcome

Adelman et al. Academic Performance

(2017)

Future Self-Continuity

10.3389/fpsyg.2023.1190546

Finding

Findings outline that future-oriented thought may have positive
effects through altering temporal focus (attention) from present state
to a more future-focused state resulting in a demonstration of higher
self-control

Adelabu (2008) Time Perspective Academic Performance

Findings indicate that those who demonstrate greater future
orientation academically outperformed those who are less
future-oriented

Andretta et al. Time Attitude Profiles

(2014)

Academic Performance and Engagement

Adolescents who demonstrated a positive/optimistic future outlook
performed better than adolescents who demonstrated a
negative/pessimistic future outlook

Barnett et al. (2020) Time Perspective Academic Performance

Future time perspective was found to increase academic engagement
and GPA in a sample of college students after one semester, but not
two semesters. Findings may indicate that the distance between the
self and academic goal may demotivate. Robust planning and goal
settings aligned with a positive future self may circumvent this

Coughlin et al. Academic Performance

(2022)

Future-Oriented Thought

Semantic prospection was identified to be most beneficial when
comparing mean mathematic grades of students. Authors suggest
that greater temporal distancing from goal may contribute to this
finding

HOI‘SU“(IHS]\O{: '(\ﬂd
Zimitat (2007)

Future Time Perspective Academic Engagement

Future time perspective was a significant predictor of academic
engagement and intentions toward study. Such that, those who
future-focused demonstrated deeper approaches to learning

King (2016) Time Perspective Academic Performance

Findings indicate that engagement was strongly associated with
academic performance. Positive future and past time perspectives
were identified to moderate the relationship between engagement
and dissatisfaction

Mazzetti et al. Academic Performance

(2020)

Future-Oriented Thought

Learning strategies were found to be more successful when students
reported higher levels of academic self-efficacy and future
orientation. Learning strategies positively influenced GPA

Peters et al. (2005) Future Consequences Academic Performance

General well-being and academic GPA was assessed utilizing the
Consideration of Future Consequences Scale. Peters et al. (2005)
identified that those who reported higher on the Consideration of
Future Consequences Scale reported having regular sleep schedules,
better quality nights of sleep and higher GPA than those who
reported lower on the Consideration of Future Consequences Scale

Shell and Husman
(2001)

Future Time Perspective Academic Engagement

Results identified that having a greater future time perspective plays
a pivotal role in motivating academic achievement

of future-oriented thought within academic settings has yet
to be reached. In other words, to date there had been no
effort to combine and contrast findings in this field with
the sole intention of reaching such a conclusion. To address
the central aim, we critically reviewed the literature and
identified studies for inclusion into the review. Only studies
that emphasized academic outcomes were included in the
review. Through a stringent inclusion protocol, 21 high-quality
studies were included, and data was extracted from each study.
After reviewing 21 independent studies, our primary finding is
that the degree to which an individual is future-oriented has
direct implications on their levels of engagement, and overall
performance within an academic setting. Building on a previous
meta-analysis by Kooij et al. (2018), the current study extends
these findings by assessing the efficacy of future-oriented thought
in promoting positive outcomes in academia whilst considering
conditions in which future-oriented thought is proven to be
more beneficial.

Frontiersin Psychology

Future-oriented thought: inventories and
academic outcomes

Ten independent studies were included to assess whether
individual levels of future-oriented are correlated to positive
academic outcomes. Consequently, it was identified that those
who have higher levels of future orientation demonstrated greater
levels of classroom attendance, engagement, GPA, and hours of
study completed. This suggests that individuals who are oriented
toward the future are likely to demonstrate positive outcomes in
academic settings.

Future-oriented thought: interventions and
academic outcomes

Eleven independent studies were included to assess whether
the application of inventories found to increase levels of future
orientation were also successful in increasing positive academic
outcomes. Findings indicate that the utility of interventions
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TABLE 4 Future-Oriented Thought: Interventions and Academic Outcomes.

Author Construct/Intervention Outcome

Barnett et al. (2019) Possible Selves

Engagement

Academic Performance and

10.3389/fpsyg.2023.1190546

Finding

Students were instructed to participate in a future possible
selves exercise. Those who received a letter from an
unsuccessful future possible self, demonstrated a decrease in
outcome expectancies. Potentially causing learned helplessness.
Findings suggest that engaging with positive future possible
selves may lead to an increase in self-esteem/agency to attain a
higher GPA

Chishima and Wilson
(2021)

Future Self-Continuity

Academic Engagement

The authors demonstrate that engaging with a future self
through a letter exchange, students increased their engagement
in career and course planning

Clark et al. (2021) Mental Contrasting

Academic Engagement

Academic application (study time) was assessed through mental
contrasting and a control condition with a sample of Australian
University students. Over four weeks, those in the mental
contrasting condition significantly increased amount of hours
studied per week when compared with control

Crone et al. (2020) Psychological Anticipation

Academic Performance

Anticipation of a future success was investigated in order to
identify if it yielded positive academic outcomes. Findings
suggest that anticipating future successes increases engagement
through intentions

Duckworth et al. (2013) Mental Contrasting

Academic Performance

Primary school students instructed on how to engage in mental
contrasting with implementation intentions demonstrated
greater class engagement, higher report card grades and a
reduction in class absences when compared with control
condition

Gollwitzer et al. (2011) Mental Contrasting

Academic Performance

Mental Contrasting was taught to a sample of US middle school
children from low-income neighborhoods. After two weeks,
students achieved higher grades when compared with baseline
performance. Suggesting that mental contrasting in beneficial
in eliciting positive academic outcomes

Kappes et al. (2012) Positive Fantasies

Academic Performance

Kappes et al. investigated whether positive fantasies alone are
enough to increase educational outcomes in vocational courses.
Findings demonstrated that simply thinking positively about
ones future resulted in poorer educational outcomes

Koul et al. (2017) Possible Selves

Academic Engagement

Results indicated that students who held a future possible self
that represented growth were more inclined to engage in
mastery orientation

Landau et al. (2017) Possible Identities

Academic Engagement

Results demonstrated that students who engaged in creating an
academically successful possible future self, and creating
metaphors associated with the future self, reported higher levels
of academic engagement

Landau et al. (2014) Possible Identities

Academic Engagement

Results demonstrated that students who engaged in creating an
academically successful possible future self, and creating
metaphors associated with the future self, reported higher levels
of academic engagement

to increase the degree to which one is future-oriented yields
positive outcomes in academic settings. Broadly speaking, as an
individual’s orientation toward the future increases, so too does
their academic performance.

Overall effects of future-oriented thought on
academic outcomes

With regard to the overall effect of future-oriented thought
on academic outcomes, the findings of our systematic review
support the use of future-oriented thought practices within
academic settings in order to promote positive outcomes. This
position is supported through consistent evidence identified
collectively, and at intervention and inventory group levels

Frontiersin Psychology 08

demonstrating the positive outcomes discussed. The overall
effect in the present study indicates that when considering
desired outcomes in academic environments, such as primary
school, high-school, as well as tertiary settings, specifically in
relation to engagement (class attendance; contribution; homework
completion; and study hours) as well as performance (overall
Grade Point Average) collectively, greater future orientation is
indicative of positive outcomes in academic settings. The function
that future-oriented thought serves from a behavioral perspective
can be argued to be related to increases in effective decision
making and interpersonal organization. In other words, when
increases of future orientation were identified, so too were
levels of classroom engagement as well as increases in hours of
study. Previous research conducted by De Beni and Moe (2003)
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exploring imagery and rehearsal suggest that this perspective
is plausible.

The current results provide further empirical support for
future-oriented thought as a mechanism for facilitating behaviors
congruent with desired outcomes. The current systematic review
also considered the varying outcomes each study investigated which
formed subgroups within our systematic review, performance
related (GPA) and outcomes related to engagement; critically
informing whether the degree to which one is more future-
oriented is indicative of desirable outcomes such as performance, or
engagement. In contrast to previous meta-analysis studies (Andre
et al,, 2018; Kooij et al., 2018; Loveday et al., 2018), the current
study provides an important contribution to the understanding
as to the benefit of future-oriented thought in promoting positive
outcomes within an academic setting. Our intentions of exploring
future-oriented thought in academic settings was to elucidate the
adaptive functions of future-oriented thought in eliciting behaviors
congruent with desired outcomes in academic contexts, such
as outcomes related to engagement. Facilitating future-oriented
thought has the potential to increase student capabilities to succeed
in their chosen degree. By doing so, we extended the theoretical
understanding of the ability for future-oriented thought to promote
positive outcomes.

Conclusion

It was posited at the beginning of this study that future-oriented
thought has been identified to be related to broadly positive
outcomes more in everyday life, and specifically within academic
contexts. However, there are no prior investigations identifying
whether future-oriented thought is beneficial in academic settings.
In the present study, we found evidence that suggests future-
oriented thought is indeed beneficial when seeking to enhance
student engagement and performance within the academic
environment. With regard to engagement, we found that those
who demonstrated greater future orientation displayed greater
levels of engagement when compared to baseline measures. With
regard to performance, we found that those who are more future-
oriented displayed greater GPA when compared against baseline
measures. In conclusion, the present study offers important insights
when considering strategies that may increase the level of student
engagement and performance within academia.

Implications

We can conclude from this systematic review is the efficacy
of future-oriented thought in an academic setting, as evidenced
by the positive outcomes discussed, such as, student engagement
and improvements in GPA. The variety of future-oriented thought
interventions presented above (see future-oriented thought:
inventories and interventions) can be pragmatically utilized to form
a robust approach to improving academic outcomes of students at
risk of failure. In order to increase the degree to which one is more
future-oriented in the classroom, the interventions discussed in this
review, such as mental contrasting with implementation intentions
(Kirk et al., 2012), or possible selves (Oyserman and James, 2012),
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were shown to be useful in pragmatically implementing on either at
individual or group levels. Education providers that wish to take a
more engaged approach to improve academic outcomes of students
at risk of failure may consider this systematic review as a case study.
With respect to the findings of this review, contrasting a chosen
academic path to the way in which one constructs their future
may lead to an increase in classroom attendance, engagement,
participation, as well as improvements in GPA.

Limitations and future directions

This study is not without limitations. Firstly, statistical
heterogeneity is one of the primary threats to meta-analyses,
however, as noted by Higgins (2008) it is to be expected when
dealing with differences in data. This was specifically evident in
studies that assessed similar outcomes utilizing different future-
oriented measures. However, all reasonable steps were taken in
this instance to ensure heterogeneity was assessed appropriately.
Secondly, although the number of included studies in this
systematic review was limited to 20, several studies were not able
to be included due to an inability to contact authors to discuss
information about these studies.

An interesting, unexplored, and potentially meaningful line
of inquiry that has been identified upon the completion of the
current systematic review is the utility of future-oriented thought
in undergraduate degrees, and specifically, as an intervention for
undergraduate students who have been identified to be at risk of
failure or who are stagnating in performance. Given the identified
efficacy of future-oriented thought in this study, it would be
beneficial to explore how these populations perceive their future,
and whether increasing the degree to which one is future-oriented
is indicative of increased levels of motivation, in-turn lifting
student engagement.
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