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Michelangelo described sculpting as freeing a figure already hidden in the stone. Caryl Rusbult and colleagues used the image to describe how close

partners help each other become who they hope to be — not by reshaping them, but by seeing and affirming the ideal self that is already there.

F R O M  B L O C K  T O  F I G U R E

A C T U A L  S E L F
Who I am now, ideal still hidden

P E R C E I V I N G

sees who I hope to be

S C U L P T I N G
Everyday affirmation at work

A F F I R M I N G

treats me as that person

I D E A L  S E L F
Who I hope to become

"I saw the angel in the marble and carved until I set him free."

Popularly attributed to Michelangelo — the metaphor behind the theory

How Sculpting Works Model adapted from Drigotas et al. (1999)

S T E P  1

Perceptual Affirmation

The partner sees the person in

line with their ideal self — their

hopes, strengths and potential.

S T E P  2

Behavioural Affirmation

The partner acts in line with that

view — creating chances, offering

encouragement and treating the

person as capable.

S T E P  3

Movement Toward the
Ideal

Over time, the person's skills,

habits and sense of self shift closer

to who they want to become.

S T E P  4

Personal & Couple
Wellbeing

Growth feeds back into the

relationship, linked with greater

satisfaction and stability.

Three Ways a Partner Can Shape Us Not all influence helps us grow

T H E  M I C H E L A N G E L O  E F F E C T

Affirming the Ideal

Sculpting toward the person's own ideal self.

Growth feels supported and self-chosen.

T H E  P Y G M A L I O N  P A T T E R N

Sculpting to Your Ideal

Shaping them toward the partner's ideal instead.

Can feel controlling, even when kindly meant.

D ISAFF IRMAT ION

Holding Them in Place

Responses that block movement toward the ideal.

Growth stalls; the relationship can suffer.

Evidence & Everyday Practice What the research suggests, and how to use it

W H A T  T H E  R E S E A R C H  S H O W S

1 Affirmation predicts growth. In dating and married couples, people whose

partners affirmed their ideal selves moved closer to those ideals over time.

2 Growth benefits the couple. Moving toward the ideal self was linked with

greater relationship satisfaction and a lower likelihood of breaking up.

3 Similarity helps. Partners who already resemble someone's ideal self find it

easier to bring that self out.

4 It's not only romantic. The same process can occur between close friends

and family.

P U T  I T  I N T O  P R A C T I C E

Ask, don't assume
Find out who they hope to become — their ideal, not yours for them.

Notice small steps
Name effort and progress out loud, not just big achievements.

Make room for change
Offer time, practical help or encouragement.

Let go of old stories
People outgrow earlier versions of themselves. Update your view.

R E F L E C T  O N  Y O U R S E L F

Who do I hope to become? Who in my life seems to bring that version of me

out?

R E F L E C T  O N  S O M E O N E  C L O S E

What does someone I love hope for themselves? How could I affirm that this

week?
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Encouraging growth, even small steps
Seeing them as capable before they do
Responding to who they're becoming

Pushing goals the person doesn't share
Praising only the changes the partner wants
"Improving" them against their own values

Doubting or dismissing their goals and hopes
Holding them to an outdated version of
themselves
Leaving growth unseen or unsupported


