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I’d Rather Wait 30 Days Than One Month: The Unit Effect in Time Perception 
Charles Y. Z. Zhang, University of Michigan, USA

Norbert Schwarz, University of Michigan, USA

Extended Abstract
Suppose you inquire how long it would take for your order to arrive if you placed it today. Would it make a difference if the merchant 

told you that it takes “one month” vs. “four weeks” vs. “30 days”? Although those terms are often used interchangeably ways, they may 
convey different information about the speaker’s knowledge about the likely arrival of your order. Three experiments show that this is 
the case: time estimates expressed in more fine-grained units are perceived as more precise and consumers infer a more uncertain waiting 
period from “one month” than from “30 days”. 

As the philosopher Paul Grice (1975) noted, conversations follow the tacit assumptions of a cooperative principle. Speakers should 
provide as much information as the listener needs (maxim of quantity), but not more information than the speaker actually has (maxim 
of quality). One implication is that estimates should be neither unnecessarily vague, nor more precise than the speaker’s knowledge 
warrants. One familiar way in which speakers hedge their bets is the use of vague quantifiers, such as “some” or “many”, which recipients 
interpret by drawing on contextual information (Pepper 1981). In many cases, the purposeful vagueness of the expression serves to 
convey the speaker’s uncertainty about the quantity (Powell 1985). 

Going beyond the use of vague quantifiers as indicators of uncertainty, we propose that different levels of certainty can also be 
conveyed by the speaker’s choice of a coarse (e.g., “one month”) rather than fine-grained (e.g., “29 days”) unit. Indeed, the maxim of 
quantity would urge a speaker who is aware that an order will take 29 days to convey this knowledge, which is insufficiently captured 
by “one month”. If recipients are sensitive to this implication of the maxim of quantity, they should have more confidence in estimates 
that are expressed in fine-grained rather than coarse units, even if the quantity conveyed is largely identical. Three experiments test this 
rationale, which has important implications for the format in which information should be conveyed to customers.

In Study 1, 90 business undergraduate students were told that a construction team just started a project that would take “1 year” vs. 
“12 months” vs. “52 weeks” to complete; however, the project might be finished earlier or later. Participants then received a calendar 
for the next year and circled the earliest and latest date on which they thought the project might be finished.

The difference these two dates serves as the measure of participants’ perception of how precisely the construction team’s estimate 
captures the actual completion time. As expected, the difference between the estimated earliest and latest completion date was 140 days in 
the “one year”, 105 days in the “12 months”, and 84 days in the “52 weeks” condition, indicating a significant unit effect (β=0.33, p=.001). 

Study 2 replicated this finding in a different context. University of Michigan students (N=267) were approached on campus and 
asked to imagine that their cars needed repair. The dealership estimated that it would take 1 month vs. 30 or 31 days to receive the 
relevant parts and repair the car. Participants were asked for their best and worst case estimates–that is, the minimum and maximum 
number of days they might have to wait. As expected, the difference between their best and worst case estimates was larger in the one 
month (M=24.8 days) than in the “30” (M=20.6 days) and “31 days” (M=20.3 days) conditions; t(266)=1.97, p<.05, for the contrast 
between 1-month vs. 30/31-days conditions. 

In Study 3, 188 participants from an online sample were asked to imagine that they needed to buy a camera for an upcoming 
vacation trip. They were presented with two options, a currently available model and an upgraded new model, said to become available 
in “3 months” vs. “13 weeks”, which is about 10 days before the start date of their vacation trip. The new model dominated the available 
model on all attributes, except current availability. Participants estimated the latest possible date on which the new model may actually 
be available in the store and indicated their purchase preference on a 7-point scale (1= definitely buy old model; 7=definitely buy new 
model). Replicating the earlier findings, participants in the one-month condition assumed that it might take up to 47 extra days for the new 
camera to be in the store; for participants in the 13-weeks condition the same estimate was 41.6 extra days. More important, participants 
were more willing to wait for the new model when the unit “week” (M=3.6) rather than “month” (M=4.3) was used to describe the wait 
period, t(186)=2.00, p<.05). Lastly, this difference in preference was fully mediated by the difference in perceived wait length.

The present studies consistently show that consumers are sensitive to the unit in which firms express time estimates: The finer the 
unit used, the more precise consumers assume the estimate to be. This has important implications for marketing and public relations 
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communication. On the one hand, coarse unit are likely to make consumers wonder whether the estimate is reliable; on the other hand, 
fine units are likely to elicit increased anger when delivery is delayed beyond the apparently precise estimate. Ongoing studies address 
these implications. 
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“I Like Goods and I Want Them As Soon As Possible”:  
The Impact of Materialism on the Time-Money Trade-Off in Consumer Decisions

Christophe Lembregts, Ghent University, Belgium
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Extended Abstract 
Time is an important factor influencing consumer’s decisions. For instance, during an online purchase, consumers can often choose 

between a normal delivery and a faster, but more expensive express delivery. This requires making a time-money trade-off. It has been 
repeatedly shown that people perceive an amount of money to be received in the future as worth somewhat less compared to the equivalent 
amount received in the present (Frederick, Loewenstein & O’Donoghue, 2002; Thaler, 1981). Several factors have been shown to be 
influencing this time-money trade-off. For instance, future outcomes that are equivalent in magnitude, but different in valence (i.e. a 
gain vs. a loss) are valued differently. People need a larger amount of money to defer gains, but are only willing to pay a small amount 
to defer losses (Thaler, 1981). 

In this study, one of potentially most important psychological determinants of temporal discounting, namely materialism, is 
examined. Materialism refers to a value system in which material goods and their acquisition are central determinant of a successful and 
happy life (Richins & Dawson, 1992). In the temporal discounting literature, there are few studies about the psychological factors such 
as materialism underlying this temporal bias. This paper proposes that materialism is an important determinant of temporal impatience. 
Given the importance materialists attribute to the possession material goods, it could be that materialists are growing more impatient 
when confronted with a delay in a consumer good delivery, compared to non-materialists. If the acquisition of goods is central in one’s 
life, one could argue that the sooner one receives a consumer good, the better. Dittmar and Bond (2010, in press) provided some support 
for this claim when they found that materialists are more impulsive buyers of identity expressive goods compared to non-materialists. 
These propositions will be tested in two studies.

Study 1 assessed if materialists are more willing to pay a surcharge for an earlier delivery of a commodity. 221 participants were 
exposed to 18 product offers which consisted of 2 choice options: a sooner but more expensive offer and a later but cheaper option. In 
particular, participants had to make a choice for all combinations of 3 products, which differed in price. We used 3 prices differences 
(5%, 10%, 15% surcharge for sooner delivery) and 2 temporal distances (delivery in 2 vs. 3 months or delivery in 11 vs. 12 months). 
Materialism was measured using the Material Values Scale by Richins and Dawson (2004). Results confirm that participants who value 
the possession of material goods as central in their lives and as an important source of success were more prepared to pay an amount 
of money to avoid a delay of one month.

Study 2 had two objectives. First, we wanted to replicate the findings of study 1. Second, instead of including only a delay for material 
goods, we included two other delays: for experiental purchases and money. It has been shown that money and experiental purchases 
elicit different discounting. For instance, consumers are more patient for money compared to consumable goods (Estle, Green, Myerson 
& Holt, 2007; Odum, Baumann & Rimington, 2006; Rosati, Stevens, Hare & Hauser, 2007). Furthermore, experiental purchases tend 
to make people happier than material purchases (Van Boven & Gilovich, 2003). From this, it can be argued that respondents will be 
more impatient for experiences. 154 participants were asked to repeatedly choose between 2 different offers. The delay difference (1 
month) and surcharges for an early delivery were identical to study 1. Type of outcome (money, experiences, goods) was manipulated 
between subjects. In the experiental and material goods conditions, participants were repeatedly exposed a buying offer containing two 
choice options, similar to study 1. Participants in the money condition were told to imagine they possessed two identical goods, and 
decided to sell one of them. Due to time constraints, they were only able to sell it after two months for a certain selling price; if they 
waited one month longer (after three months), resulted this in a better selling price. So participants had to make a choice between either 
receiving a smaller amount of money earlier or receiving a larger amount later. Four amounts were chosen for the money condition. 
Identical amounts were used in the goods and activities conditions. Overall, results indicated that participants were more impatient 
when exposed to experiences compared to money and goods. For materialists, an interesting pattern emerged. In the goods condition, 
participants who indicated that the possession of material goods is central in their life preferred the expensive offer more compared to 
non-materialists. This replicated in part the findings of study 1. When experiental purchases were stalled, participants who regard the 
possession of material goods as a necessary condition for a happy life opted less for the more expensive offer compared to participants 
who scored low on the happiness subscale of materialism. In the selling condition, materialists (success subscale) opted more for the 
sooner offer compared to non-materialists.


