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This research shows that when consumers trade-off between two fungible currencies (time, and money), they may be unaware of the

opportunity costs of these currencies, but they have some idea as to what matters more to them, saving time or saving money.

Consequently, sensitizing them to the opportunity cost of time (money) systematically biases them towards the less time-consuming,

but more expensive (cheaper, but more time-consuming) option only if saving time (money) matters more to them in the context of the

focal decision.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Recent research suggests that when consumers tradeoff be-

tween price and quality, they may not spontaneously consider the 
opportunity cost of money in their decision-making. For example, 
Frederick, Novemsky, Wang, Dhar, and Nowlis (2009) show that 
in a choice between a 32 gigabyte iPod for $399 and a 16 giga-
byte iPod for 299, the choice of the cheaper iPod increased from 
37% to 71% when its price was reframed from “spend $299” to 
“spend $299 and save $100” (Page 555). The authors suggest that 
consumers tend to confine their thoughts to the information that 
marketers provide to them, and seldom bother to “fill in the logical 
consequences of their choice” (Frederick et al. 2009, Page 554) un-
less marketers explicitly remind them to do so. The purpose of our 
paper is to extend Frederick et al.’s (2009) research to investigate 
if consumers spontaneously account for opportunity costs of time 
along with money when they have to tradeoff between these two 
fungible currencies. 

Although both time and money are fungible currencies, research 
suggests that figuring out the next best use of time may be more 
difficult than figuring out the next best use of money. For example, 
Okada and Hoch (2004) observe that the opportunity cost of time 
is more ambiguous than the opportunity cost of money. LeClerc, 
Schmitt, and Dube (1995) point out that time, unlike money, is less 
transferrable since time cannot be stored, and planning how to make 
the best use of time is perhaps even more important than planning 
how to make the best use of money. Consequently, frames that 
sensitize consumers to the opportunity cost of time could be more 
powerful than frames that sensitize consumers to the opportunity 
cost of money.

In one experiment, we asked ninety-five undergraduate students 
(58 females) to imagine that they were on vacation and waiting in 
line to purchase a train ticket that would take them to a ski resort. 
They had a choice between a slower train (Train A; 3 hours, $10 
ticket price) and an express train (Train B: 45 minutes, $26 ticket 
price). After reading the scenario, the participants reported their 
likelihood of selecting each train (9-point scale, 9.0=Very Likely, 
1.0=Very Unlikely), and the train that they would select (A, or B). 
We randomly assigned the participants to one of three experimental 
conditions. In the “money” condition, we reminded participants 
that taking the slower train would save money (“select Train A, and 
save $16”). In the “time” condition, we reminded participants that 
taking the express train would save time (“select Train B, and save 
2 hours and 15 minutes of travel time”). In the “control” conditions, 
we did not sensitize them to either saving time or saving money 
(“select Train A or Train B”). 

Sensitizing the participants to the opportunity cost of time 
significantly increased the choice of the express train, from 59% in 

the control condition to 81% in the “time” condition ( = 3.74, 
p=.05). The significant increase in the likelihood of selecting the 
express train (M’s of 5.97 and 7.77; F(1,55)=7.30, p<.01) was coupled 
with a significant decrease in the likelihood of selecting the slower 
train (M’s of 5.07 and 3.19; F(1,55)=8.32, p<.01). Sensitizing the 
participants to the opportunity cost of money, however, decreased 
the choice of the slower (and cheaper) train, instead of increasing it 
(from 41% in the control condition to 21% in the “money” condition; 

= 3.21, p=.07). While there was no change in the likelihood of 
selecting the express train (M’s of 5.97 and 6.76; F(1,58)<1), there 
was a significant reduction in the likelihood of selecting the slower 
train (M’s of 5.07 and 3.53; F(1,58)=4.61, p=.04). 

We speculate that, in the context of vacation travel time, 
consumers may be more inclined to save time than money, and 
generally prefer the faster train. Therefore, a “time” frame “fits” 
with the consumers’ natural inclination, and gives them a “just right” 
feeling about their choice (see Aaker and Lee, 2006). However, the 
“money” frame tries to enhance the appeal of the disliked option, 
locking consumers in a prevention mindset and making them avoid 
that option (Malkoc, Hoeffler, and Hedgcock, 2008). We tested 
this prediction in a follow-up experiment, with an iPod Touch as 
the focal product. Our pretests indicated that consumers generally 
consider saving money more important than saving time in the 
context of an iPod purchase. 

In the second experiment, we asked eighty-seven undergradu-
ate students (57 females) to imagine that they could buy an iPod 
Touch either from Store A ($199.99; 5-minute drive) or from Store 
B ($129.99 with a student discount; 80-minutes drive). We randomly 
assigned the participants to one of three experimental conditions. 
In the “money” condition, we reminded participants that choosing 
Store B saved them money (“select Store B and save $70”). In the 
“time” condition, we reminded participants that choosing Store 
A saved them driving time (“select Store A and save an hour and 
fifteen minutes of driving time). In the “control” conditions, we did 
not sensitize them to either saving time or saving money (“select 
Store A or Store B”). Sensitizing the participants to the opportunity 
cost of money significantly increased the choice of the cheaper (but 
more distant) store from 56% in the control condition to 82% in 

the “money” condition ( = 4.58, p=.03). However, sensitizing 
the participants to the opportunity cost of time did not affect the 
choice of the nearer (but more expensive) store. The store choice 
decreased from 44% in the control condition to 34% in the “money” 

condition ( < 1). 
Our research extends that of Frederick et al. (2009) and suggests 

that when consumers tradeoff between time and money, they do 
not spontaneously consider the opportunity costs of either of these 
currencies. However, they come into the decision with some sense 
of what matters more to them, saving time or saving money. For 
example, saving money may matter more than saving driving time 
in the context of an iPod Touch purchase. Therefore, sensitizing 
consumers to the opportunity cost of money favors the selection of 
the cheaper iPod (entailing a longer drive time), but sensitizing them 
to the opportunity cost of time does not bias them towards the more 
expensive iPod (even though the drive time is less). Conversely, 
saving time may matter more than saving money in the context of 
a vacation. Consequently, sensitizing consumers to the opportunity 
cost of time favors the selection of the faster (but more expensive) 
train, but sensitizing them to the opportunity cost of money does 
not bias them towards the slower (but cheaper) train.


