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We posit that, holding their accessibility constant, affective feelings are weighted more heavily in consumer decisions set in the

present than in equivalent decisions set at a more distant time (past or future). Results from four experiments show that (a) a nearer

future increases consumers’ relative preferences for affectively-superior options than cognitively-superior options, (b) a nearer future

also increases the influence of incidental moods on consumers’ evaluations; (c) consumers find the reliance on feelings more “natural”

in decisions set in a nearer future; and (d) a more recent past increases the influence of incidental moods on consumers’ evaluations

and willingness-to-pay.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Consumer judgments and decisions can be made either in a

more cognitive, reason-based manner (by assessing, weighing, and
combining attribute information into an overall evaluative judg-
ment) or in a more affective, feeling-based manner (by inspecting
one’s momentary feelings toward the options). An emerging body
of evidence suggests that the two modes of judgment and decision
may tap into two separate systems: a reason-based, analytical
system and a feeling-based affective system. However, the condi-
tions under which either system dominates are still unclear.

The present research suggests that, everything else equal, the
affective, feeling-based system is more likely to be engaged in
judgments and decisions that are set in the present than in similar
judgments and decisions that are set in the future or in the past. This
broad proposition generalizes the established finding that com-
pared to reason-based decisions, affect-based decisions tend to be
more myopic (Loewenstein 1996; Metcalfe and Mischel 1999;
Ariely and Loewenstein 2006). Previous explanations of this myo-
pia have focused on the differential accessibility of affective
feelings across time perspectives. Because the immediate feelings
that one experiences in relation to a present stimulus are more
accessible than those that one can only imagine in relation to a
future state of the world, the reliance on feelings in judgments and
decisions steers preferences toward myopic options that are imme-
diately rewarding compared to farsighted options that are superior
in the long-run (e.g., Mischel et al. 1989; Loewenstein 1996;
Metcalfe and Mischel 1999; Shiv and Fedorikhin 1999; Loewenstein
et al. 2001).

We agree that the differential accessibility of feelings is a
major contributor to the myopic tendencies of affect-based deci-
sions. However, we suggest that this phenomenon is only one facet
of a more general property of the affective system. We propose that
the affective system is inherently a decision-making system of the
present (Pham 2004; 2007). We derive this proposition from the
rationale that, as a remnant of our distant evolutionary past (Epstein
1994; Lieberman et al. 2002), the affective system was originally
meant to guide behavioral choices that our ancestors faced in their
immediate (i.e., present) environment (see Cosmides and Tooby
2000, Pham 2007). Because of its original emphasis on immediate
behavioral choices, the affective system has retained a distinctive
orientation toward the present. Our general thesis is thus that the
entire affective system of decision-making is more likely to be
engaged in judgments and decisions that are set in the present than
in similar judgments and decisions that are set in a more distant
time, whether in the future or in the past.

As an initial test of this general proposition, the present set of
studies tests the more specific hypothesis that, holding accessibility
of feelings constant, affective feelings are weighted more heavily in
consumers’ judgments and decisions that are set in the present than
in equivalent judgments and decisions that are set in the future or in
the past. The effect of time perspectives on consumers’ reliance
on the feeling-based vs. reason-based system in judgment and
decision making was tested in three separate marketing contexts,
including apartment choices, video game evaluations, and evalua-
tions of past vacations. In the first experiment, we demonstrate
that—when given a choice between two apartments, one that is
superior on the affective dimensions (e.g., breathtaking views) and

one that is superior on the cognitive dimensions (e.g., bigger rooms)
—consumers deciding for the immediate future tend to choose the
apartment that is superior on the affective characteristics, whereas
consumers deciding for the distant future tend to choose the
apartment that is superior on the cognitive characteristics. To
further demonstrate that consumers are more likely to use their
feelings as inputs in deciding about present events rather than about
distant events, we show in Experiment 2 that consumers’ incidental
moods (positive vs. negative) are more likely to influence their
decisions to rent a particular apartment when these decisions are
imminent than when the same decisions are remote. Hence, even
though their incidental feelings were equally accessible, consumers
are more likely to use their feelings as information under a present
orientation than a future orientation.

Providing more process-related evidence, Experiment 3 shows
that consumers find the reliance on feelings (as opposed to reasons)
more “natural” in decisions set in a near future than in decisions set
in a more distant future. These three experiments thus far have
focused on contrasting the influence of feelings on decisions for the
present vs. for the future. In the fourth and fifth studies, we also
demonstrate that consumers are more likely to rely on their feelings
in their evaluation for video games and their evaluation of past
vacation when prompted to think about the recent past than about
the distant past. Specifically, in Experiment 4, we conceptually
replicated Experiment 2 using past perspectives—we show that
consumers’ incidental moods (positive vs. negative) are more likely
to influence their evaluations of video games when these games
were produced recently than when the same games were produced
in the distant past. In Experiment 5, we found that students’
incidental moods were also more likely to influence their evalua-
tions of a recent spring break (recent past) than evaluations of spring
break two years ago (distant past). Importantly, results from these
studies emerge holding the affective experience constant and out-
side of the delay of gratification and self-control domains.

These findings suggest that—given two systems available for
decision making—consumers seem to shift the relative weights
they place on their affective vs. cognitive systems in assessing value
in judgments and decisions, using their feelings selectively depend-
ing on the time perspectives. In another related work, we examine
indirectly the relative engagement of the affective system under
present orientation through a well-known characteristic of the
affective system in valuation—the scope-insensitivity bias—in the
context of charitable donation, willingness-to-pay for music CDs,
and evaluations of past video games. This finding is further evi-
dence that affect is inherently a decision-making system of the
present.
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