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We hypothesized that prospective changes in social identity that involve transitioning out
of a currently valued group would be associated with negative expectations regarding
future states, but that this effect would be mitigated among individuals who expect
to belong to a future in-group of similar importance. Consistent with predictions,
strongly identified young adults in two studies projected significantly lower selfesteem/psychological well-being in old age than weakly identified young adults. Critically,
however, this effect was fully attenuated if they expected to identify with their future
aged in-group when they were old. Study 2 showed that the capacity for projected
identification to buffer projected well-being among strongly identified young adults was
contingent on their membership in the future in-group being highly salient. Analyses of
participants’ written descriptions of old age (Study 1) and a valence manipulation (Study
2) indicated that these effects were not attributable to the anticipated valence of future
selves/states, but rather to the value placed on current and future group memberships.

Humans have a fundamental need to belong (Baumeister & Leary, 1995), which is met
not only by close interpersonal relationships but also by stable and enduring group
memberships (Brewer & Gardner, 1996). Belonging to groups can help individuals
satisfy other needs, both psychological (e.g., Brewer, 1991; Hogg & Abrams, 1993;
Tajfel & Turner, 1979) and material, and it is likely that the ability of collectives to
provide their members with benefits that they would have difficulty attaining on their
own played a significant role in the evolution of belongingness motives in the human
species (e.g., Brewer, 2004; Caporael, 2001; Wilson, 2007). Given the importance of
groups, prospective changes in group memberships may sometimes be threatening and
associated with negative expectations for the future, especially when they are involuntary
(e.g., Ellemers, 2003; Ethier & Deaux, 1994; Wohl & Branscombe, 2009). Critically,
however, whether changes involving particular group memberships are anticipated
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negatively is likely to depend on the extent to which individuals identify with the
groups in question and, in particular, the extent to which membership in one valued
group can be replaced by membership in another of similar value (e.g., Breakwell, 1986;
Jetten, O’Brien, & Trindall, 2002). As such, reactions to prospective changes in group
membership are likely to be influenced by an interplay between current and future
identities.

Current identities
In this research, we examined how levels of identification with a current social group
and anticipated levels of identification with a future in-group influence expectations
with regard to the future. We did so in the context of a biologically driven transition,
ageing, due to which humans face the (likely) prospect of shifting from membership
in one group (young adult) to another (older adult). On the basis of social identity/selfcategorization theory, we predicted that strongly identified young adults would report
significantly more negative expectations about the self in old age than those who
were weakly identified with the young adult age group. The social identity approach
highlights the fact that group memberships form a central component of individuals’
identities (Tajfel & Turner, 1979; Turner, Oakes, Haslam, & McGarty, 1994). Not all
group memberships form a social identity, but when people identify or self-categorize
with a group, membership therein becomes an important basis for positive self-regard
and psychological well-being (e.g., Bat-Chava, 1994; Branscombe, Schmitt, & Harvey,
1999; Branscombe & Wann, 1991; Leary, Tambor, Terdal, & Downs, 1995; Tajfel &
Turner, 1979); individuals feel good about themselves and their life circumstances in part
because they belong to this valued group. As such, life-changes that involve transitioning
away from or out of currently valued collectives are likely to be associated with negative
expectations for the future, particularly with regard to the self. To the extent that
membership in a particular group is a significant basis or foundation for positive selfregard in the present, a prospective transition into a different social category is likely
to be associated with negative expectations about one’s self-esteem and psychological
well-being in the future (i.e., after the transition occurs).
Prior research has observed evidence of negative psychological reactions to prospective, as well as actual, changes involving current group memberships. For instance,
research on organizational restructures and mergers has identified employees’ reluctance
to disband existing work-groups as a predictor of negative emotions, stress, and poorer
adjustment to new organizational structures (e.g., Haunschild, Moreland, & Murrell,
1994; Terry, Callan, & Sartori, 1996; Terry, Carey, & Callan, 2001; Van Knippenberg, Van
Knippenberg, Monden, & De Lima, 2002). Consistent with the social identity perspective
(see Branscombe, Ellemers, Spears, & Doosje, 1999), strongly identified group members
tend to respond more negatively than weak identifiers to the prospective loss of a group
membership in organizational contexts. As such, Jetten et al. (2002) observed that
identification with an existing work-group was associated with more negative feelings
regarding its upcoming restructure and integration with other groups (see also Jetten,
Spears, & Postmes, 2004).
Age groups differ in some important respects from many other social groups in
that age-based transitions are inevitable and unidirectional. Further, when one moves
between age groups, it is not because the group itself has ceased to exist or has
changed in its fundamentals, but rather because one has moved on or can no longer
claim membership. Although the boundaries of age-based groups are somewhat flexible,
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they are widely recognized at least as broadly defined categories (young adult, middleaged adult, older adult; e.g., Hummert, 1990), which are often demarked by life-events,
rules/laws, and social norms (e.g., reaching legal drinking age, starting a career or having
children, reaching retirement age, qualifying for ‘senior’s discounts’, etc.). As young
adults confront the prospect of ageing, they are faced with the fact that at some point,
whether they like it or not (i.e., regardless of levels of identification/self-categorization),
they are increasingly less likely to be categorized by others as belonging to their current
age group and ever more likely to be categorized as belonging to older adult categories.
To the extent that an age group membership forms an important social identity for
individuals, we expect that the prospective transition from this age group to another
will be associated with negative reactions to membership change.
Consistent with our contentions that age groups operate as collective identities1 and
that age-related transitions can be experienced negatively, Packer and Chasteen (2006)
found that young adults who rated themselves as strongly identified with their age group
(on a scale analogous to those used to measure identification with other social groups –
see Garstka, Branscombe, & Hummert, 1997) responded to thinking about themselves at
the age of 70 by expressing heightened negativity towards older adults. Weakly identified
young adults did not respond with heightened negativity, suggesting that they were not
as threatened by thoughts of leaving their current age group (Branscombe et al., 1999;
Snyder & Miene, 1994).

Future identities
Expectations regarding future states of the self may also be influenced by anticipated
levels of identification with groups into which individuals will transition. To the extent
that a prospective in-group is expected to be an important social identity and thus to
provide a future basis for positive self-regard, individuals are likely to anticipate having
higher levels of self-esteem and psychological well-being at that time. In particular,
expecting to identify with a future in-group may serve to buffer individuals who are
strongly identified with a current in-group against the deleterious effects of a prospective
shift from one group to the other. To the extent that individuals expect to transition from
one valued group membership to another of similar value, expectations regarding future
self-regard may remain positive and stable (see Breakwell, 1986; Jetten et al., 2002). As
such, we predicted that strongly identified young adults who believed that they would
also identify strongly with their age group as older adults would report significantly more
positive expectations about their future self-esteem and psychological well-being than
strongly identified young adults who thought that they would be weakly identified with
this future in-group.
A certain amount of research has examined the roles that alternate identities can play
in relation to shifts in group membership. For instance, Hirschman’s (1970) exit-voiceloyalty framework and Rusbult and Farrell’s (1983) investment model applied to group
contexts both attend to how the attractiveness of alternative collectives affects feelings

1 As

with any attribute (e.g., race, health, income), age can be perceived as a group membership or as a personal characteristic
(Simon, 1997; Simon & Hastedt, 1999). On the collective side, research suggests that age is a fundamental category shaping
social perceptions (e.g., Brewer, 1988), and that belonging to and identifying with age groups exerts psychological effects
analogous to other social groups, including effects on intergroup biases (Chasteen, 2005; Packer & Chasteen, 2006),
stereotype threat (Kang & Chasteen, 2009), and psychological well-being (Garstka, Schmitt, Branscombe, & Hummert,
2004).
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and behaviours with respect to a current in-group. In both cases, however, these models
focus on predicting individuals’ intentions to maintain (vs. leave/exit) a current group
membership (e.g., van Dam, 2005), and do not necessarily apply directly to involuntary
transitions. Nevertheless, the general pattern of findings in this literature suggests that
as the attractiveness of an alternative group membership increases, the importance of
maintaining a current membership decreases (e.g., Rusbult & Farrell, 1983; Rusbult,
Farrell, Rogers, & Mainous, 1988), consistent with the idea that replacing one valued
identity with another may mitigate the negative effects of membership change.
With regard to involuntary membership changes, Jetten et al. (2002) examined the
ability of a superordinate organization-level identity to buffer the effects of losing a
subordinate work-group identity in the context of an organizational restructuring. They
found that whereas identification with a subordinate work-group (which would be
disbanded) predicted more negative feelings regarding the restructuring, identification
with the organization as a whole (which would continue to exist) predicted more positive
feelings. They did not observe an interaction between organizational and work-group
identification, indicating that, at least in this case, identification with an alternate identity
did not buffer negative emotions associated with the prospect of losing a valued group
membership (i.e., work-group identification predicted negativity regardless of how much
individuals identified with the overall organization).2 It is important to note, however,
that in Jetten et al.’s (2002) study, the superordinate identity was held concurrently with
the subordinate identity, and as such was not a true replacement (rather one membership
continued while the other ceased). It is possible that an alternate group membership
may have greater capacity to buffer negative effects associated with prospective changes
in group membership if it is indeed a replacement at the same level of identity (e.g., a
new work-group in this case).

Current research
We conducted two studies to investigate whether expecting to identify with a future
in-group reduces (buffers) the extent to which individuals who are strongly identified
with a current in-group negatively anticipate a prospective shift from one collective to
the other. We hypothesized that identifying with their current age group would not
preclude young adults from expecting to identify with another age group in the future
(see Bartels, Douwes, de Jong, & Pruyn, 2006; Iyer, Jetten, & Tsivrikos, 2008). As outlined
above, we predicted that current age group identification would be associated with more
negative expectations regarding future self-esteem and psychological well-being among
young adults who did not expect to identify with their age group when they reached
old age. Critically, however, we predicted that strongly identified young adults who did
expect to identify with their age group in old age would not be as negatively affected
by the prospect of ageing. Thus, evidence for a buffering effect would be provided in
the form of an interaction between current and projected identification, such that the
extent to which young adults’ expectations about self-regard in old age are negatively
affected as a function of identification with their current age group is contingent on their
expectations regarding future age group identification. Because individuals who were
weakly identified with their current age group were unlikely to be as negatively affected
2 Jetten

et al. (2002) did find some evidence that pre-restructure organizational identification buffered negative effects of
work-group identification on levels of identification with the organization after the restructuring took place.

418

Dominic J. Packer et al.

by a prospective transition (compared to strong identifiers), projected identification was
not hypothesized to play the same buffering role among these participants.

STUDY 1
Study 1 employed a correlational design in which young adults were directed to think
about the disadvantages they might experience in old age before completing measures
of current and projected age group identification, as well as projections of self-esteem
in old age. Participants also completed a measure of current self-esteem in order to
determine whether levels of current and projected identification would exert effects on
projected self-esteem above simply expecting to maintain similar levels of self-esteem
across the life-span (i.e., controlling for current self-esteem). Directing attention to
potential negative aspects of old age provided a conservative test of our hypotheses
in so far as highlighting disadvantages of a future group membership may exacerbate
negative self-related expectations for the future and reduce the power of the future
identity to play a buffering role. Importantly, however, if projected identification with
a future in-group exerts a buffering effect on projected self-esteem among strongly
identified young adults even after focusing on negative aspects of that category, it would
speak to the power of anticipating replacing one valued identity with another.

Method
Participants
Fifty-two undergraduate students (29 females, 23 males) at the University of Toronto
participated for extra course credit. The mean age of the sample was 18.69 years (SD =
1.45; range = 17–23).
Procedure
All participants were asked to spend 8 min writing a short essay about how they might be
disadvantaged in old age. Participants were instructed to ‘write down as many different
ways as you can think of that you may be disadvantaged because of your age when you
are an older adult’, and were prompted to consider a number of domains, including
their finances, social and romantic life, health and safety. Participants then completed
measures of current and projected self-esteem, as well as current and projected age
group identification. The order of measures was counterbalanced across participants.
Finally, participants provided demographic information and were debriefed.

Measures
Current and projected self-esteem
Modified versions of the Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale (Rosenberg, 1965) were used to
assess current and projected self-esteem. Both versions consisted of 10 items amended
to reflect current and anticipated future states (e.g., ‘I take a positive attitude toward
myself’, ‘I expect that I will take a positive attitude toward myself when I am an older
adult’). Participants responded to items on a scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7
(strongly agree), and negatively worded items were reverse scored such that higher
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overall scores reflected higher self-esteem. Inter-item reliability levels for both scales
were good (current ␣ = .91; projected ␣ = .91).

Current and projected age group identification
Ten items from the Age Group Identification Scale (Garstka et al., 1997) assessed
participants’ identification with their current age group (e.g., ‘I value being a member
of my age group’) and anticipated levels of identification with their future age group
(e.g., ‘I expect that I will be proud to be a member of my age group when I am an
older adult’). Participants were provided with age-ranges for each category, and were
informed that people between the ages of 17 and 25 are typically considered to belong
to the young adult category and people over the age of 60 to belong to the older adult
category. Responses were made on a scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly
agree), and inter-item reliability levels for both scales were acceptable (current ␣ = .91;
projected ␣ = .84).

Results and discussion
Descriptive statistics and bivariate correlations are presented in Table 1. Levels of current
and projected identification were uncorrelated (r(51) = .17, p = .22), indicating that
identifying with their current age group did not preclude young adults from expecting
to identify with an older adult in-group in the future. Participants’ estimates of their
future self-esteem were strongly associated with current levels of self-esteem (r(51) =
.64, p < .001); as such, we controlled for current self-esteem in subsequent analyses to
determine whether our identity variables exerted effects beyond expecting to maintain
similar levels of self-esteem over time.3
Hierarchical regression analysis was used to test predictions; all variables were
mean centred, current self-esteem was entered as a control variable in step 1, current
identification and projected identification were entered in step 2, and their two-way
interaction term was entered in step 3. Current and projected identification exerted
independent and opposite main effects on projected self-esteem (R2 = .10, p = .01):
overall, current age group identification was negatively associated with estimates of selfesteem in old age (␤ = −0.29, p < .01), whereas anticipated levels of future identification
were marginally positively associated with this same estimate (␤ = 0.21, p = .056).
Critically, however, the predicted interaction between current and projected identification was significant (R2 = .07, p < .01; ␤ = 0.26, p < .01; see Figure 1).
We decomposed the interaction by testing the relationships (simple slopes) between
current identification and projected self-esteem among participants who expected to
experience low versus high levels of identification with their future in-group (1 SD below
and above the mean, respectively). Among participants who anticipated low levels of
future identification, there was a strong negative relationship between current age group
identification and estimates of future self-esteem (␤ = −0.59, p < .001). However, this
relationship was completely attenuated among young adults who expected to identify
strongly with their future in-group (␤ = −0.06, p = .66). Thus, as predicted, the extent to
3 In

this and the subsequent study, analyses omitting current self-esteem as a control variable yielded an identical pattern of
results.

420

Dominic J. Packer et al.

Table 1. Descriptive statistics and bivariate correlations (Study 1)

young adults’ expectations about future self-regard were negatively affected as a function
of identification with their current age group was contingent on their expectations
regarding future age group identification. High levels of identification with their current
in-group only appeared to have a negative effect on projected self-esteem among young
adults who did not have a concomitant expectation of future in-group identification; in
contrast, strongly identified young adults who believed that they would identify strongly
with their age group when they were old did not project lower levels of self-esteem than
weakly identified young adults.
We posited that observing this pattern of results despite focusing participants on
negative aspects of old age would provide particularly strong evidence for the power of
an anticipated identity to buffer against a transition involving a currently valued group
membership. However, it is possible that those participants who anticipated identifying
with their future age group had less negative expectations regarding old age in general,
and that the observed buffering effect on projected self-esteem was due to a general sense
of optimism among these participants, rather than the result of an anticipated identity

Projected self-esteem

7

6

5

4
Low projected ID (–1 SD )
High projected ID (+1 SD )
3

High (+1 SD )
Low (–1 SD )
Current identification (ID)

Figure 1. Two-way Current Identification × Projected Identification interaction predicting projected
self-esteem (Study 1).
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per se. The fact that we observed a buffering effect controlling for levels of current selfesteem hints that it was likely not due to an optimistic bias; however, in order to address
this possibility with more rigour, we had independent coders rate participants’ written
descriptions of old age in terms of their overall negativity (0 = no negativity to 4 = a
great deal of negativity). Inter-rater reliability was good (r = .91, p < .01), and the mean
level of negativity was 2.37 (SD = 1.13). The valence of participants’ essays was not
associated with projected identification (r(51) = −.12, p = .41) or projected self-esteem
(r(51) = .05, p = .76), and controlling for essay valence did not alter the interactive
effect of current and projected identification on projected self-esteem described above.
This suggests that strongly identified young adults who expected to identify with their
future in-group did not project higher self-esteem because they were more optimistic
about what their overall life circumstances would be like at that time, but rather because
they anticipated replacing one important group membership with another.
The correlational design of Study 1 did not allow us to fully disentangle the nature of
the relationships between current identification, projected identification, and projected
self-esteem. We have argued that expecting to identify with a future in-group exerts a
positive and ultimately a protective effect on the level of self-regard or well-being that
individuals expect to experience in the future. However, this study cannot rule out
alternate causal patterns, the most plausible of which might suggest that anticipating
high levels of well-being in old age increases individuals’ feelings of identification with
their future age group. As a result, one might hypothesize an interaction between
current identification and projected self-esteem, such that strongly identified young
adults may expect to feel identified with their future in-group (i.e., to transfer their
identification from their current to their future group) to a greater extent if they
anticipate experiencing high relative to low levels of self-esteem in old age. Examination
of this alternate possibility revealed a non-significant interaction predicting projected
identification from current identification and projected self-esteem (␤ = 0.15, p = .11);
however, examination of the simple slopes showed that current age group identification
did indeed positively predict projected identification among participants who anticipated
high (␤ = 0.41, p < .05) but not low (␤ = 0.10, p = .54) levels of self-esteem in
old age.

STUDY 2
In Study 2, we expanded our dependent measure to form a broader index of anticipated
well-being by including items related to anticipated life-satisfaction and depressed
emotion in addition to projected self-esteem. In order to better understand the pattern
of relationships among variables, we also employed an experimental design. We
conjectured that in order for a prospective group membership to function as a viable
replacement for a currently valued identity, it would be necessary for individuals (as
in the first study) to mentally embed themselves in the future group. According to
self-categorization theory, even among members who report being strongly identified
with a social group, in any given situation it is necessary that they self-categorize as a
member for the identity to exert effects on cognition and behaviour (e.g., Turner et al.,
1994; see also Brewer, 1991). When an individual’s membership in a particular social
group is highly salient, their connection to and the norms associated with that group
shape their social perceptions (e.g., stereotypes and intergroup biases; e.g., Turner et al.,
1994), self-conceptions (e.g., Onorato & Turner, 2004), and behaviours (e.g., Wellen,
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Hogg, & Terry, 1998). When the same individual’s membership in that group is less
salient, perceptions, self-conceptions, and behaviours are more likely to be shaped by
self-categorization in other groups or at a personal level of identity.
We reasoned that just as a current collective identity needs to be salient in order to
exert influence, it would be necessary to make membership in a future group salient
in order for anticipated feelings of identification to exert buffering effects on projected
well-being. As such, after participants in Study 2 completed measures of current and
projected age group identification embedded among other questionnaires, we randomly
assigned them to conditions that varied the salience of their membership/categorization
in the future in-group. Participants were directed to either (a) write about what they
thought their old age might be like (high salience) or (b) write about what they thought
their lives might be like next year (low salience). We hypothesized that compared
to weak identifiers, strongly identified young adults in both conditions would tend to
project lower levels of well-being in old age. However, we predicted that this would
be moderated by a three-way Salience × Current Identification × Projected Identification
interaction, such that projected identification would buffer projected well-being among
strongly identified young adults only if their future membership in the older adult
category was highly salient, thereby attenuating the negative relationship between
collective identification and projected well-being as in Study 1.
The second study was also designed to provide a stronger test of the (lack of) valence
effects observed in Study 1. Rather than coding the valence of participants’ written
descriptions, we crossed the salience manipulation described above with a valence
manipulation that instructed participants to focus on (a) positive or (b) negative aspects
of their lives. Consistent with the results of the previous study and with our contention
that it is the expectation of being able to replace one valued group membership with
another rather than their valence that buffers projected self-regard/well-being in the
face of a prospective transition, we predicted that the valence manipulation would not
moderate the buffering effect of projected identification among strongly identified young
adults (for whom the future membership was highly salient).

Method
Participants
One hundred and twenty-seven undergraduates (82 females, 45 males) at the University
of Toronto participated for extra course credit. Two participants over the age of 30 were
removed, leaving a sample with a mean age of 18.75 years (SD = 1.50; range = 17–25).

Procedure
At the beginning of each session, participants completed measures of current age group
identification, projected future identification, and current self-esteem embedded among
a number of other scales. Participants were then randomly assigned to one of four
conditions in a 2 (Salience (of future group membership): high vs. low) × 2 (Valence:
positive vs. negative) between-subjects design. Participants were instructed to ‘Consider
your life as an older adult [next year]. Please write a description of what your life
might be like. Focus as much as possible on positive (negative) aspects, and the good
(bad) things you expect when you are old [next year]’. Following the 8 min writing
task, participants completed a wider array of items assessing anticipated well-being
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in old age, including estimates of future self-esteem, life-satisfaction, and depressed
emotion. Finally, participants provided demographic information and were debriefed by
the experimenter.

Measures
Current self-esteem (␣ = .91), current identification (␣ = .93), and projected identification (␣ = .86) were assessed prior to condition assignment using the same scales as in
Study 1.

Projected well-being
Projected levels of well-being in old age were assessed using the 10 modified selfesteem items from Study 1, as well as five anticipated life-satisfaction items adapted from
Diener, Emmons, Larsen, and Griffin’s (1985) Satisfaction With Life Scale (e.g., ‘I expect
that I will be satisfied with my life when I am an older adult’; 1 = strongly disagree,
7 = strongly agree). Participants also rated the likelihood that they would experience
feeling ‘depressed’, ‘sad’, and ‘blue’ when they were older adults (scale from 1 = not
at all likely to 7 = extremely likely). A principle components analysis indicated that all
items loaded on to a dominant first component accounting for 42% of the variance.4
More importantly, the projected self-esteem, life-satisfaction, and depressed emotion
subscales were substantially correlated with one another (rs > .45, ps < .001), and
separate analyses on each revealed highly similar patterns of results. As such, in reported
analyses, we combined all three types of items (with negatively worded items reverse
scored) into a composite projected well-being index, which exhibited good internal
reliability (␣ = .90).

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
Data from one participant who was an outlier on projected well-being ( > 3 SD from
the mean) were excluded from analyses. Descriptive statistics and bivariate correlations
from the remaining participants are presented in Table 2. In this study, levels of current
identification and estimates of future identification were positively correlated (r(123) =
.46, p < .01), once again indicating that identifying with their current age group did not
preclude young adults from expecting to identify with their future age group; indeed it
made it more likely in this sample. Participants’ estimates of their future well-being were
strongly associated with current levels of self-esteem (r(123) = .49, p < .001); as such,
we again controlled for current self-esteem in all tests of predicted effects.
Hierarchical regression analysis was used to test predictions; continuous variables
were mean centred, and the condition variables were effects coded (Salience: −1 =
low, 1 = high; Valence: −1 = negative, 1 = positive). As in Study 1, current and
projected identification exerted independent and opposite main effects, with current

4 This

analysis revealed other components with eigenvalues above 1.0; however, each accounted for little additional variance
and the scree-plot revealed a single sharp ‘elbow’ after extraction of the first component. Examination of these other
components indicated that they accounted primarily for variance associated with reverse-coded items, and thus likely reflected
a methodological artifact rather than the construct of interest (i.e., projected well-being).
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Table 2. Descriptive statistics and bivariate correlations (Study 2)

identification negatively predicting (␤ = −0.29, p < .001) and projected identification
positively predicting (␤ = 0.34, p < .001) estimates of well-being in old age. There was
also a main effect of the valence manipulation (␤ = 0.15, p < .04), such that participants
who focused on positive elements in their lives anticipated higher levels of well-being
in old age (M = 5.28, SD = 0.78) than participants who focused on negative elements
in their lives (M = 5.10, SD = 0.82).5
Only one higher-order interaction was statistically significant: as we had predicted,
there was a three-way interaction between salience (high vs. low), current identification
and projected identification (␤ = 0.16, p < .02). We decomposed the three-way
interaction by examining main and interactive effects of current and projected identification separately within salience conditions. Consistent with the social identity/selfcategorization perspective, there was evidence for a buffering effect of anticipated
identification only among participants for whom membership in the future category
was highly salient (see Figure 2). Among participants who had written about themselves
in the near future (i.e., next year), there were independent main effects of current
identification (␤ = −0.30, p < .01) and future identification (␤ = 0.35, p < .01), but
these were not qualified by a significant interaction (␤ = −0.10, p = .18). As such in this
condition, current identification was a significant negative predictor of future well-being
among individuals who anticipated both low and high levels of future identification
(ps < .05). The absence of an interaction in this condition indicates that if a future
group membership was low in salience, expecting to identify with that future in-group
did not buffer estimates of future well-being among individuals who were strongly
identified with their current group. In contrast, the two-way current identification-byprojected identification interaction analogous to that observed in Study 1 was significant
among participants who had written about themselves in old age (␤ = 0.26, p < .03).
Examination of the simple slopes within this condition revealed that among participants
who anticipated low levels of future identification (1 SD below the mean), there was
a strong negative relationship between current age group identification and estimates
5 Given

the small magnitude of the difference between valence conditions, we ran a separate ANCOVA testing the effect of the
valence manipulation controlling only for current self-esteem. In this analysis, the main effect of valence was not statistically
significant (F(1,121) = 2.26, p = .135), indicating that the significant effect in the regression was only observed when
controlling for variance associated with other variables. This finding should, therefore, be treated with caution.
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Figure 2. Three-way Salience × Current Identification × Projected Identification interaction predicting
projected well-being (Study 2).

of future well-being (␤ = −0.40, p < .02). However, this relationship was completely
attenuated among young adults who expected to identify strongly with their future ingroup (1 SD above the mean; ␤ = 0.12, p = .58). Thus, expecting to identify with a
future age group buffered projected well-being among strongly identified young adults
only when the future categorization was highly salient. In other words, it appears that it
was indeed necessary to mentally embed oneself within the future in-group to reap the
protective benefits of projected identification.
These effects were not moderated by the valence manipulation (␤ = −0.01, p = .88),
and additional targeted analyses examining the potential influence of valence highlighted
two important things. First, thinking about a negative rather than a positive old age
did not trigger more negative expectations regarding future well-being among strongly
identified young adults (i.e., there was no valence × current identification interaction
within the high salience condition: ␤ = 0.05, p = .69). This suggests that it was
not negative circumstances associated with a future group membership that reduced
projected well-being as a function of current in-group identification. Second, thinking
about a positive rather than a negative old age did not augment the buffering capacity of
projected identification (i.e., there was no valence × current identification × projected
identification interaction within the high salience condition: ␤ = 0.04, p = .76). This
indicates that it was not positive valence associated with a future group membership
that helped strongly identified young adults generate or maintain positive expectations about future well-being, but rather the value placed upon membership in that
prospective in-group. The lack of valence effects in both studies is consistent with
the identity perspective we have outlined, which posits that it is identifying and
expecting to identify with social groups per se, and not their valence of these groups’
circumstances, that affects expectations about future self-esteem and psychological
well-being.

GENERAL DISCUSSION
Consistent with prior research suggesting that collective changes and transitions can
be particularly problematic when a group forms a valued part of an individual’s current
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identity (e.g., Jetten et al., 2002; Packer & Chasteen, 2006; Wohl, Branscombe, & Reysen,
2010), strongly identified young adults in the current studies projected significantly lower
self-esteem and well-being in old age than weakly identified young adults. However,
in both studies, this negative effect was buffered by projected levels of identification
with a future in-group. As such, those strongly identified young adults who anticipated
identifying with their future older adult in-group did not expect to have lower selfesteem or psychological well-being in old age, suggesting that prospective transitions
are anticipated negatively to the extent that a currently valued identity is thought to be
irreplaceable. Importantly, Study 2, which varied the salience of participants’ future aged
identities, indicated that projected identification only exerted a buffering effect among
individuals who had for the moment mentally embedded themselves within the future
in-group.
The experimental design of Study 2 is important not only because it illuminates something about the conditions under which projected identification may exert protective
effects, but also because it helps to disentangle the nature of the relationships between
current identification, projected identification and projected well-being. The alternate
interpretation raised in Study 1, which suggested that high levels of projected wellbeing may influence the extent to which individuals anticipate transferring collective
identification from a current to a future in-group, is ruled out in Study 2 by the fact
that current and projected identification were measured prior to the manipulation that
affected their interactive relationship with projected well-being. In other words, the
temporal order of measures in Study 2 logically precluded the manipulation from enabling
projected well-being to exert an enhancing effect on the relationship between current
and projected identification. That said, we believe that in reality these relationships are
likely to be bidirectional, such that just as expecting to identify with a group has positive
effects on well-being, expecting to have good psychological well-being at a particular
time in life may very well have positive effects on feelings of anticipated identification
with relevant social groups.
We find it particularly interesting that the valence of the aged selves envisioned
by participants (coded in Study 1 and manipulated in Study 2) did not account for
the ageing-related diminution in self-esteem/well-being expected by strongly identified
young adults or for the buffering effect of projected identification. In both cases, it
appears that it was the psychological state of identifying or expecting to identify with
groups rather than the valence of future states that mattered. This is not to suggest that
the valence of thoughts about future life circumstances is unimportant (e.g., see Markus
& Nurius, 1986); however, the current studies illustrate that over and above positive
or negative expectations regarding what life will be like in the future, concerns about
prospective changes in group membership have important and specific consequences
for expectations regarding future well-being.
Although we are certainly not the first to suggest it (e.g., see Breakwell, 1986; Jetten
et al., 2002), as far as we know this is the first empirical demonstration showing
that a prospective change that involves transitioning out of a currently valued group
membership is anticipated less negatively if individuals expect to replace it with another
membership of similar importance. We believe that the buffering effect observed in the
current studies is likely to extend to other types of social groups and to other forms
of social identity change because the variables at work are psychological and generally
thought to apply across group contexts. It will be important in future research to explore
the boundaries of this phenomenon, and it is interesting in this regard that Jetten et al.
(2002) did not find evidence that identification with a superordinate (organization level)
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group buffered against the upcoming disbanding of a subordinate (work-group) identity.
One possible inference to be tested in future research is whether it is necessary that
individuals expect to replace a valued group membership with one at the same level of
identity in order for projected identification to serve a buffering role.
We have suggested that because membership in valued groups provides a basis for
positive self-regard, prospective transitions in which individuals will leave a current
collective and shift to another are associated with negative expectations regarding
future self-esteem and associated indices of psychological well-being. If, however,
individuals anticipate possessing a future social identity that can provide a replacement
foundation for positive self-regard, prospective transitions are anticipated less negatively.
As a general model, this is an adequate account for our observed effects; however,
further research is required to specify more precisely the mechanisms that underlie
the relationships between current/projected identification and projected self-regard.
For instance, individuals derive positive self-regard from group memberships, in part,
because collectives provide a means of satisfying a basic human need for affiliation or
belonging (e.g., Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Leary et al., 1995). The thought of leaving
a group which currently satisfies this need may be experienced as threatening, a threat
which may be mitigated if one expects to satisfy this need elsewhere in the future.
Individuals facing a social identity transition may also experience threat to the extent
that it is expected to be associated with a great deal of change. Recent research has
found that actual transitions into new groups are facilitated (e.g., members identify
more strongly with the new group) when the novel identity is perceived as compatible
with existing identities (Iyer, Jetten, Tsivrikos, Postmes, & Haslam, 2009). The less
a current in-group and a different future in-group are believed to have in common,
the more threatening a transition between them is likely to seem. Further, individuals’
expectations regarding how identified they will be with a prospective in-group are likely
to be affected by the prospective group’s perceived compatibility with existing valued
identities. To the extent that this is the case, it will be important to investigate reasons
why, for instance, some young adults might perceive their current age group identity
as incompatible versus compatible with future age group identities (e.g., ‘young and
old exist at opposite ends of the life-span’ vs. ‘both groups will contain members of my
generation’).
Similarly, other research indicates that perceptions of personal continuity (continuity
in identity) over time are an important predictor of psychological well-being (e.g.,
Chandler & Proulx, 2008). Sani, Bowe, and Herrera (2008) recently extended this finding
to collective contexts, showing that perceived continuity in the traditions and history of
one’s social groups exerts a positive effect on social well-being. In the case of age-related
transitions, ageing may be experienced as threatening if it is perceived as disrupting a
sense of continuity in one’s personal or social identities (i.e., ceasing to be the same
person in terms of personal characteristics or collective allegiances). At the same time,
however, believing that there is likely to be continuity in a currently valued social identity
despite leaving it oneself (e.g., ‘young adults will still be hip when I am old’) may also
heighten the threat associated with a prospective transition by highlighting the losses
that may accompany social identity change.
Conclusion
Consistent with prior research, the current studies found that a prospective change in
social group membership was associated with lowered expectations regarding future selfesteem and psychological well-being among individuals who were strongly (vs. weakly)
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identified with their current collective. These studies further indicated, however, that the
future appeared less dim if one thought about a future social category that was expected
to be of similar identity value. From one perspective, the shift in allegiance anticipated
by some strong identifiers might be regarded as fickle; however, it is fully consistent with
conceptions of humans as a species concerned with the continued satisfaction of their
belonging-related needs (Baumeister & Leary, 1995), and is likely an adaptive response
to the inevitable changes and transitions experienced throughout life.
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