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SPECIAL SESSION SUMMARY

Understanding the Evaluation of Future Events: The Impact of Psychological Characteristics
Both of the Events and of the Evaluators

Jane E.J. Ebert, University of Minnesota

SESSION OVERVIEW
Most decisions consumers make have some form of time

component, such as choosing between a cheeseburger (to satisfy a
short-term craving) or a granola bar (in line with their long-term diet
choice), deciding whether to pay for the gym monthly or yearly,
buying financial investment products with delayed returns, or
deciding how frequently to visit the dentist to ensure healthy teeth
into old age. Intertemporal choice research helps us understand
consumer behavior in such decisions. Most mainstream research in
this area has focused on measuring the rates at which people tend to
discount the future. However, in recent years a renewed interest in
understanding the psychological processes underlying discounting
has developed (e.g. Liberman & Trope, 1998; Metcalfe & Mischel,
1999; Ebert, 2001; Frederick, Loewenstein and O’Donoghue, 2002).
The papers in this session contribute novel work of this type
focusing on psychological characteristics of the events to be evalu-
ated (paper 1), of the evaluators themselves (paper 3) and on the
interplay between the two (paper 2). In addition, each of these
papers does much to help contextualize and provide external
validity for this area of research both by the stimuli and methods
used (e.g., using behavioral measures and manipulations based on
everyday situations) and in the concepts examined, (i.e., the feasi-
bility, desirability and motivational impact of future rewards and
important individual differences such as IQ and impatience).

EXTENDED ABSTRACTS

“Value From Highlighting Time-Appropriate Outcomes”
Nidhi Agrawal and Yaacov Trope, New York University
Suppose you were to buy a product and you find an option that

is both desirable and feasible. How can the value of this dominant
option change as a function of time? We draw on Construal Level
Theory (CLT) to suggest that time can influence the value of the
dominant option depending on the aspects emphasized in the
decision making process. We contend that emphasizing temporally
appropriate (vs. inappropriate) aspects of the event in decision-
making will enhance (vs. decrease) the value of the choice.

Construal level theory (CLT) suggests that peoples’ mental
representation of future events changes as a function of temporal
distance (Trope and Liberman 2002). As temporal distance in-
creases, the events are more likely to be represented in terms of
super-ordinate goals focusing on desirability aspects of an event
rather than sub-ordinate dimensions like means and the feasibility
of reaching a desired end-state. Hence, in the distant future, desir-
ability concerns are primary whereas feasibility concerns play a
secondary role. In the near future, feasibility concerns are primary
where as desirability concerns take on a secondary role (Liberman
and Trope 1998).

We suggest that when people emphasize time appropriate
aspects in the decision process, they associate higher value with
their choice. When making a choice in the distant future, emphasiz-
ing desirability aspects in the decision making process, will en-
hance value, since desirability aspects are primary concerns in the
distant future. Emphasizing feasibility concerns, which are second-
ary in the distant future, will decrease the value of the chosen option,
even if the option were a dominant choice. When making a choice
in the near future context, feasibility concerns are primary and

highlighting these primary feasibility concerns should result in
increased value. On the other hand, highlighting desirability con-
cerns that are secondary in the near future should decrease the value
that is associated with the option. In sum, people should value their
choice more when they rely on temporally appropriate aspects in
their decision-making. In three studies, we find that emphasizing
time appropriate dimensions enhances the value, whereas empha-
sizing time inappropriate dimensions dilutes the value associated
with the choice.

In study 1, we primed participants to emphasize either desir-
ability or feasibility related information in their decision-making.
The participants then chose one out of three alternatives, to be
available either in the near or distant future. All participants chose
the one dominant alternative and then were asked to evaluate it. Our
results show that participants valued their choice more in the distant
future when they emphasized desirability rather than feasibility.
Participants, who made the choice in a near future context, associ-
ated greater value with their choice when they emphasized feasibil-
ity rather desirability.

In studies 2 and 3, we primed participants to be in either a
“Why” or a   “How” mindset. “Why” mindsets direct attention
towards desirability concerns where as “How” mindsets draw
attention towards feasibility. Participants then made choices in the
near or distant future context. The choice set up was such that all
participants chose the one dominant alternative and were then asked
to evaluate their chosen option. We find that participants who made
a choice in the distant future context valued their choice more when
they paid attention to desirability rather than feasibility. On the
other hand, participants who made a choice in the near future
context valued their choice more when they focused on feasibility
rather than desirability.
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“The Motivational Force of Future Rewards: Differences
between Explicit and Implicit Valuations for Future and

Uncertain Rewards”
Jane E.J. Ebert, University of Minnesota

Drazen Prelec, MIT
In many decisions consumers make, they appear to place much

more value on short-term than on long-term desires (i.e., they show
high discounting of the future). They choose unhealthy foods and
skip a session at the gym despite resolutions to eat healthily and
exercise regularly. They procrastinate at work, invest insufficiently
or fail to take preventative health measures, like visiting the dentist
regularly.

The reasons for such pervasive myopia in consumers’ lives are
only partially understood. We know that immediate concerns or
desires (e.g., eating a cheeseburger) can exercise a uniquely pow-
erful hold on people’s attention (Mischel & Baker, 1975) and are
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especially potent when visceral needs are heightened (e.g., the
person is hungry). While this pull of the present can account for
much discounting, studies without an immediate option still show
high discounting, demonstrating a lack of attraction or “motiva-
tional force” of the future. Psychologically, this lack of motiva-
tional force of the future is less well understood, but is possibly
largely explained by a perception of the future as relatively “unreal”
relative to the present. Early researchers suggested that people
perceive the distant future as remote, pallid, and uncertain, relative
to a more arousing, vivid and predictable near future (Rae, 1834;
Böhm-Bawerk, 1889), and recent empirical evidence shows that
temporally distant events are indeed construed more abstractly than
are proximal events (Liberman and Trope, 1998).

Conventional measures of consumers’ discount rates seem to
correspond with consumers’ myopic behaviors. Ask people to
choose between a reward of $100 now and $120 in a year and most
will choose the current reward. This choice implies a discount rate
of at least 20%–surprisingly high compared to typical rates of return
on invested money of, say, 1 to 8%. However, even though such
discount rate estimates are high, we suspect that these “explicitly”
obtained estimates might be underestimates of discount rates “im-
plicitly” implied by consumers’ behaviors.

The distinction between such implicit and explicit discount
rates hinges on whether an intertemporal tradeoff that is logically
present in a decision is also psychologically the focal point of
attention. For example, a choice between $100 now and $120 in one
year’s time forces attention on both present and future options, i.e.,
on the intertemporal trade-off. In contrast, a decision, e.g., to go to
a restaurant this evening, also logically involves an intertemporal
trade-off, because if the money is spent tonight than some other bit
of future consumption will have to be sacrificed. Here, however, the
focus is only on the present event. The future event is, at best,
peripheral in attention for the decision. The lack of attention to the
future in many decisions such as this is likely to be augmented by
the “unreal” or uncertain nature of the future. We suspect that this
lack of attention to the future in many real behaviors and decisions
might account in large part for the low motivational force of the
future. However, conventional explicit measures, that compel some
attention to the future, seem unlikely to fully capture this lack of
motivational force. Thus we expect implicit discount rates to be
considerably higher than explicit discount rates.

It may be difficult to design a measure to capture value due to
lack of motivational force. In our first study we attempt to do this,
i.e., to obtain an implicit rate of discounting based on the motiva-
tional force of the future. In addition we test our hypothesis that our
obtained implicit discount rates will be higher than more conven-
tionally obtained explicit rates.

In a second study we attempt to compare the motivational
force of a future reward with that of an uncertain one. Finding a
similar difference between explicit and implicit valuations for both
future rewards and for uncertain rewards would fit with research
suggesting that temporally distant and uncertain events may be
psychologically similar (e.g., Prelec & Loewenstein, 1991; Keren
& Roelefsma, 1995), where temporal distance and uncertainty may
each convey a sense of psychological distance (Ekman & Lundberg,
1971).

In line with our hypothesis we find that implicit valuations are
considerably smaller (and discount rates considerably larger) than
are explicit valuations (and discount rates) for both temporally
distant and for uncertain rewards. Moreover, while explicit valua-
tions for future and uncertain rewards differed, implicit valuations
of future and uncertain rewards were more similar to each other.
These results have several implications. They suggest: 1) that it may
be possible to obtain valuations of rewards that capture the motiva-

tional force of a reward; 2) that conventional explicit discount rates
for future rewards may underestimate discount rates implied by
actual behavior, at least where behavior is motivationally based;
and 3) these results are consistent with research suggesting future
and uncertain events may be psychologically similar in some
respects (here similar in motivational force, while less similar in
more cognitive evaluations).

Study details
In study 1, 171 participants worked for as long as they wished

on a tedious task (counting the instances of a 5-letter series in other
syntax) in return for a reward for perfect accuracy. They completed
two such tasks: the first (baseline) task offered an immediate reward
of $2 for a correct answer; the second task (experimental) offered
a reward that varied according to one of five experimental condi-
tions: 3 “calibration” conditions (Immediate $2, Immediate $10 and
Immediate $25) and two future reward conditions (Far $25 and
Very far $25). Immediate rewards were given to participants
immediately after the session, while Far and Very Far rewards were
to be mailed in 3 and 12 months time respectively. In addition,
participants in the Far and Very Far conditions provided their
present value of either $25 cash in 3 months or $25 in 12 months
(respectively) as a measure of explicit discounting. We compared
participants implicit and explicit “present values” for the future
rewards by comparing the time actually spent on the task with an
estimate of time spent corresponding to their explicit value (esti-
mated using a regression based on participants’ values of times
spent in the calibration conditions). There were significant differ-
ences for both future reward conditions, with a particularly strong
effect for the 12 month delayed reward, where the actual time spent
was less than that estimated based on participants’ explicit present
values. These and other analyses suggest that implicit discount rates
obtained based on participants’ behavior, and reflecting the motiva-
tional force of a future event, are much greater than discount rates
obtained explicitly.

Study 2 was identical, except that the conditions were: 3
calibration conditions (Immediate $1, Immediate $10, Immediate
$25) and 3 experimental conditions ($25 in 12 months, a 10%
chance of $25, and a 60% chance of $25). The results were very
similar to those in study 1. The actual time spent for all three
experimental conditions was considerably less than that estimated
based on the same participants’ explicit values.
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“Intelligence and Discounting”
Shane Frederick, MIT

Considerable evidence has suggested a link between cognitive
ability and the discount rate applied to future rewards. For example,
Mischel and colleagues have found that willingness to delay grati-
fication increases with both age and intelligence, and that it predicts
subsequent academic achievement. (See, e.g. Mischel & Metzner,
1962). The relation between IQ and discounting is also suggested
by the finding that consumers with high income have lower imputed
discount rates than consumers with low income (if one further
assumes the well established, albeit modest, correlation between
income and IQ).

However, the reasons for the relation between IQ and dis-
counting are unclear. Some have postulated that those with low
discount rates become smarter (e.g. by foregoing fun events to
spend time studying), while others have postulated that the effects
can be explained by differences in cognitive representations (smarter
people are better able to imagine future outcomes and those out-
comes are thereby endowed with a sufficient sense of reality to
support a preference for a larger, but delayed reward). Others have
postulated that people of higher IQ live in more benign environ-
ments and are, correspondingly, more confident that future rewards
will actually be delivered. Still others have speculated that smarter
people can better summon the “will” to override impulses to settle
for the smaller more immediate reward.

In a series of studies involving college students, I measure the
relation between IQ (as measured by a 12 item test), and various
hypothetical and real indices of discounting, including choices
between smaller proximate rewards and larger delayed rewards,
willingness to wait (in days) to receive a discount on a high
definition television set, and willingness to pay (in dollars) to
accelerate airline travel or the shipping of a desired book. By many
(but not all) of these measures, students with higher cognitive
ability are more patient (their imputed discount rates are lower).

Cognitive ability, however, is just one factor that affects
impatience levels. Thus, I contrast the specific effects of cognitive
ability with other moderators of impatience, including experimen-
tal manipulations, where impatience is temporarily induced in some
respondents by asking them to wait for a desired event (e.g. the
scratching off a lottery ticket or the opening of a bag of candy). For
the dependent variables that were shared across studies, I compare
and contrast the differences in effects between temporary experi-
mentally manipulated impatience levels and “stable” or “inherent”
(i.e. IQ related) impatience levels. I also show that while IQ is
positively correlated with behavioral measures of patience (e.g.
whether one prefers $400 in ten years over $100 now) it is not
correlated with self expressed measures of patience (e.g. the degree
to which respondents endorse the statement “I am more patient than
other people my age”). Indeed, by such “self-report” measures of
patience, smarter respondents are somewhat more impatient.
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