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This paper studies corrective strategies for the “illusion of delayed incentives,” the phenomena that money-for-effort transactions that

are unattractive in the present appear attractive when they are in the future.  We show not only that people discount money and effort

to different degrees, but also that the discounting of effort can be corrected. We suggest that expending effort at the time of choice

debiases the excessive discounting of future effort, particularly when the current effort is of a congruent type of future effort. A range

of debiasing mechanisms are described, including change of temporal construal, increase of perceived value of future effort, “no-

effort” heuristic induced by fatigue, and reduction in the subjective temporal distance. We discuss the results and implications of an

experiment designed to test our hypotheses.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Individuals often need to choose between options that trade off

money with effort. For instance, a student could choose from two
summer jobs, one which pays more but involves a lot of effort, and
another which pays less but is relatively easy. A shopper could buy
a do-it-yourself piece of furniture and assemble it at home, or
purchase a fully assembled piece. Choices like these can be mod-
eled in a multi-attribute context as a simple tradeoff between the
extra effort required for one option and the additional cost of the
other option (Payne, 1982).This trade-off approach not only applies
to situations in which the choice and subsequent purchase are
relatively concurrent, but also those purchase with a temporal delay
after choice.

Past research shows that the evaluation of Effort–Money
transactions (e.g.., working in exchange for money) depends on
whether the transaction is immediate or delayed (Lynch and
Zauberman, 2005, Soman, 1998, 2004). Soman (2004) showed that
receiving monetary reward conditioning on performing efforts
might appear attractive when both the effort and money are in the
future, but unattractive when both are imminent. Soman (1998)
refers to the perceived attractiveness of the delayed transaction as
an ‘‘illusion,’’ suggesting that it is a bias. He proposes that when the
transaction is in the future, effort gets discounted to a greater degree
than the monetary reward. Consequently, transactions that appear
attractive from a temporal distance start appearing increasingly
unattractive as the temporal distance decreases. Following Soman
(1998), we refer to this phenomenon as the “illusion of delayed
incentives.” Soman (2004) studied the problem in a multi-attribute
product context and further suggested that the degree of discounting
is the highest for the effort attribute, and lower for the quality and
price attributes. He found preference reversals between such pairs
of products as a function of the temporal perspective of the deci-
sion-maker.

Given the illusion of delayed rewards, what can individuals do
to minimize this bias? In this research, we ask two questions: (1)
How can the illusion of delayed incentives be corrected? (2) What
debiasing and rebiasing mechanisms are involved in these correc-
tions.

The extent to which cognitive strategies can improve reason-
ing and correct biases is a source of debate (Larrick, 2004).
Although people recognize and correct their bias, some raise
questions about whether people can truly debias themselves
(Kahneman, 2003). One goal of studying biases is not only to
demonstrate irrationality, but to help people make better decisions
(Larrick, 2004). This paper offers a first step of corrective strategies
for intertemporal preference reversals arising out of different dis-
counting of effort and money.

The present research shows not only that people discount
different attributes separately, but also that discounting of one
attribute could be corrected singly. We show preference reversals
using correcting strategies and proposed four potential reasons of
such debiasing or rebiasing effects. Besides common debiasing and
rebiasing strategies, we further suggest unbiasing strategies (chang-
ing an external factor which eliminates the bias) as an alternative
correcting method applicable for bias intervention.
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