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Six studies examined the influence of induced positive affect on consumers’ willingness to wait for rewards. Two studies showed that

participants in positive affect were more likely than those in neutral affect to choose a mail-in rebate for a larger amount of money

over a smaller instant rebate, but only when the reward differences were moderate (not small). Two showed that positive-affect

participants do not discount the value of delayed (versus immediate) outcomes as much as controls do (i.e., they show less "present

bias"). And two studies examined possible cognitive processes involved in this effect.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Individuals frequently make choices requiring self-control,

some of which involve a trade-off between taking an immediate
small gain, versus taking a delayed larger gain. Although the basic
principles that may underlie the effect that we study apply to many
kinds of self-control, in this article we address the phenomenon of
intertemporal choice–perceived differences in the value of rewards
over time.

How to reduce impulsivity and increase self-control has been
of interest to researchers in several fields. The literature shows that
self-control can be enhanced through cognitive processes that relate
to ways of thinking about situations and options. For example,
thinking about one’s action at a higher level, in terms of its
consequences and implications, can enhance self-control (Fujita et
al. 2006; Vallacher and Wegner 1989). Also, research has shown
that focusing on other, non-consumatory, aspects of tempting
stimuli can increase delay-of-gratification in children (e.g., Mischel,
Shoda, and Rodriguez 1989).

Interestingly, the affect literature suggests that positive affect
has an influence on thinking that is compatible with what has just
been described as conducive to improved self-control–increased
cognitive flexibility, resulting multiple ways of thinking about
stimuli and situations, and broadened scope of cognition (e.g.,
Fredrickson and Branigan 2005; Isen and Daubman 1984; Kahn
and Isen 1993; Staw and Barsade 1993; Isen 2007 for discussion).
For example, a series of studies shows that positive affect leads to
more flexible categorization–multiple aspects of situations and
ways of categorizing considered–but at the same time with more
typical ways of categorizing not lost. In addition, research has
shown that positive affect improves problem solving, including
medical decision making (e.g., Estrada, Isen, and Young 1997), by
facilitating flexible and integrative thinking. Additionally, positive
affect has been shown to influence the way people construe present
and future rewards. For example, individuals in a positive state are
able to see how present situations are linked to possible future
outcomes, and to their own effort (Erez and Isen 2002). Thus, when
there is a trade-off between short-term rewards and long-term
gains, they are willing to forgo present enjoyment in favor of long-
term gains (e.g., Isen and Reeve 2005; Gervey, Igou, and Trope
2005).

Concerning intertemporal choices, researchers interpret a
person’s loss of self-control or impulsive behavior as based on a
human tendency to value immediate rewards over delayed future
rewards (i.e., “present-biased preferences” or “hyperbolic dis-
counting”). That is, people discount the value of rewards set to take
place in the future, and the discounting rate is greater for shorter
time horizons than for longer time horizons (e.g., Frederick,
Loewenstein, and O’Donoghue 2002). Recent research suggests
that an individual’s mindset or level of construal influences these
present-biased preferences, such that construing a situation at a
high level (or an abstract mindset) leads to long-term thinking and
greater self-control, and thus to a decreased level of present bias
(Fujita et al. 2006; Malkoc, Zauberman, and Bettman 2007).

Because positive affect has been shown to facilitate flexible
thinking and the ability to conceptualize situations in such high-
level ways, and thus to facilitate self-control, we propose that
positive affect will influence self-control in the specific domain of

intertemporal choices. We test this idea using a delay-of-gratifica-
tion paradigm suited to adult consumers, and temporal-discounting
paradigms that assess change in value with delay, and willingness-
to-pay to expedite delivery. Specifically, we propose that people in
positive affect will be more likely than those in neutral affect to
think of the intertemporal choice situation with a long-term per-
spective, and thus to be more willing to wait for more desirable later
outcomes that are at least moderately better than the available
immediate outcome, and to show decreased present bias. In addi-
tion, we examine some possible underlying mechanisms by which
positive affect influences consumers’ self-control in such
intertemporal choices.

Studies 1 and 2 investigated the impact of positive affect,
induced in two different ways, on participants’ choices between an
instant rebate returning a smaller amount of money and a mail-in
rebate returning a larger amount of money. The results revealed that
individuals in the positive-affect conditions were more likely than
those in the neutral-affect conditions to choose the mail-in rebate,
especially when the difference between the instant and mail-in
rebates was moderately large (but not when the difference was
small). In addition, for people in whom positive affect had been
induced, compared to controls, the rebates appeared to be cognitively
represented in a less vivid (“cooler”) way.

Studies 3 and 4 tested whether positive affect leads to de-
creased present-biased preference, by examining participants’ will-
ingness to pay. In Study 3, participants indicated how much they
would pay for a product if they received it immediately versus one
month later. Overall, participants were willing to pay less for the
delayed product than for the product immediately (i.e., present
bias), but the willingness-to-pay decreased less in the positive-
affect condition than in the neutral. In Study 4, participants were
asked how much they would pay for expediting delivery of their
product by 3 or 10 days. Again, overall, participants were willing to
pay more per day to expedite the delivery over a shorter delay than
over a longer delay, showing present bias, but the decrease in daily
premiums was less in the positive-affect condition.

Studies 5 and 6 investigated some possible cognitive pro-
cesses involved in this effect. Study 5, using the Behavior Identifi-
cation Form developed by Vallacher and Wegner (1989), to exam-
ine whether induced positive affect can foster a higher level of
thinking, found that individuals in positive affect, compared to
control-affect participants, were more likely to think of behaviors
at a high level. Study 6 investigated the level of thinking in terms of
time perspective orientation. Past research suggests that a future-
oriented time perspective is related to pursuing future, long-term,
rather than short-term, present-oriented, goals. Time orientation, as
reflected by the Future-Time-Perspective scale (Carstensen and
Lang 1996), was more future-oriented among people in the posi-
tive-affect condition than among people in neutral affect.

REFERENCES
Carstensen, Laura L. and Frieder R. Lang (1996), “Future Time

Perspective scale,” unpublished manuscript, Stanford
University, CA 94305.

Erez, Amir and Alice M. Isen (2002), “The Influence of Positive
Affect on the Components of Expectancy Motivation,”
Journal of Applied Psychology, 87 (6), 1055-67.



Advances in Consumer Research (Volume 37) / 597

Estrada, Carlos A., Alice M. Isen, and Mark J. Young (1997),
“Positive Affect Facilitates Integration of Information and
Decreases Anchoring in Reasoning among Physicians,”
Organizational Behavior and Human Decision Processes, 72
(1), 117-35.

Frederick, Shane, George F. Loewenstein, and Ted O’Donoghue
(2002), “Time Discounting and Time Preference: A Critical
Review,” Journal of Economic Literature, 40 (2), 351-401.

Fredrickson, Barbara L. and Christine Branigan (2005),
“Positive emotions broaden the scope of attention and
thought-action repertoires,” Cognition and Emotion, 19 (3),
313-32.

Fujita, Kentaro, Yaacov Trope, Nira Liberman and Maya Levin-
Sagi (2006), “Construal Levels and Self Control,” Journal of
Personality and Social Psychology, 90 (3), 351-67.

Gervey, Ben, Eric R. Igou, and Yaacov Trope (2005), “The role
of positive mood in pursuing primary self-evaluation goals,”
Motivation and Emotion, 29 (4), 269-96.

Isen, Alice M. (2007), “Positive affect, cognitive flexibility, and
self-control,” in Persons in Context: Building a Science of
the Individual, eds.Yuichi Shoda, Daniel Cervone, and
Geraldine Downey, New York: Guilford Press, 130-47.

             and Kimberly A. Daubman (1984), “The Influence of
Affect on Categorization,” Journal of Personality and Social
Psychology, 47 (December), 1206-17.

             and Johnmarshall Reeve (2005), “The Influence of
positive affect on intrinsic and extrinsic motivation:
Facilitating enjoyment of play, responsible work behavior,
and self-control,” Motivation and Emotion, 29 (4), 297-325.

Kahn, Barbara E. and Alice M. Isen (1993), “The Influence of
Positive Affect on Variety Seeking among Safe, Enjoyable
Products,” Journal of Consumer Research, 20 (2), 257-70.

Malkoc, Selin A., Gal Zauberman, and James R. Bettman
(2007), “Impatience is In the Mindset: Carryover Effects of
Processing Abstractness in Sequential Tasks,” in Advances in
Consumer Research, Vol. 9, eds. Gavan Fitzsimons and
Vicki Morwitz, Duluth, MN : Association for Consumer
Research, 654-60.

Mischel, Walter, Yuichi Shoda, and Monica L. Rodriguez
(1989), “Delay of Gratification in Children,” Science, 244
(4907), 933-38.

Staw, Barry M. and Sigal G. Barsade (1993), “Affect and
Managerial Performance: A Test of the Sadder-but-Wiser vs.
Happier-and-Smarter Hypotheses,” Administrative Science
Quarterly, 38 (2), 304-31.

Vallacher, Robin R. and Daniel M. Wegner (1989), “Levels of
Personal Agency: Individual Variation in Action Identifica-
tion,” Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 57 (4),
660-71.


