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Employing research on numerosity and construal-level theory, we study how units influence reactions to changes in duration. We

demonstrate that, in some situations, duration sensitivity is higher when duration changes are expressed in smaller rather than larger

units (days, rather than months), but a reversal occurs in some other situations.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Because individuals usually prefer to receive rewards sooner 

rather than later, they want to be compensated for delays. For 
example, while holding a certificate of deposit (CD) that is about 
to mature and yield cash, an investor may be willing to delay the 
CD’s maturity date, but only in return for an additional amount at 
the end. Moreover, the acceptable amount is likely to be higher if 
the maturity date is delayed by, say, 6 months rather than 3 months. 
The amount is likely to depend on individuals’ duration sensitiv-
ity—the extent to which they are sensitive to a prospective change 
in the time of CD maturation. The current research demonstrates 
that duration sensitivity depends on the units employed to express 
durations. We show that sensitivity to delays expressed in larger units 
such as months (3 vs. 6) might be different from delays expressed 
in smaller units such as days (90 vs. 180). 

Our arguments are based on a confluence of two different 
streams of research: numerosity (Pelham, Sumatra and Myaskovksy 
1994), which offers insights into how people respond to numbers 
of differing magnitudes; and construal-level theory (Vallacher and 
Wegner 1987; 1989), which provides guidance on how events and 
actions can be construed at concrete or abstract levels. The starting 
point of our thesis is that a duration has two components: a number 
and a unit. For instance, a duration of 6 months is composed of 
the number “6” and the unit “months.” If the units of a duration 
are changed, the numbers need to be changed as well in order to 
keep the duration objectively equivalent. That is, as units become 
smaller (e.g., from month to day), the associated numbers become 
larger (from 6 to 180). This inverse relationship between units and 
numbers is central to our arguments. We conduct a series of studies, 
primarily in the context of Certificates of Deposit, because such 
financial products do not have complex characteristics and provide 
a relatively simple template to cleanly test our predictions. This ap-
proach is consistent with prior research (e.g., LeBoeuf 2006) that 
has relied on Certificates of Deposit to study issues related to time 
discounting. In our studies, we explore conditions that facilitate a 
focus on units versus numbers, with consequent implications for 
duration sensitivity. We show that duration sensitivity is sometimes 
higher for larger units (months, rather than days), but, at other times, 
it is higher for smaller units (days, rather than months).

Our results have practical implications. For instance, when 
banks decide on the amount of money that they would need to offer 
in return for extending a CD, they need to consider how individuals 
would react to duration differences expressed in different units. 
Similarly, if online bookstores observe insensitivity between, say, 
a 2-day versus a 4-day delivery, they might be better off using the 
latter, which is likely to save costs. 

Our results are also important from a theoretical standpoint. 
The idea that objective and subjective time durations are differ-
ent has been long known to researchers in different disciplines, 
including consumer research (Hornik 1984). However, the notion 
that subjectivity of time might be determined by the units used to 
express durations has not been considered earlier. If duration sen-
sitivity changes with units, as we propose in this article, it would 
have implications for a variety of areas, but particularly the area of 
time discounting, which refers to individuals having a strong bias 
toward the present rather than the future. It has recently been shown 
that this phenomenon can be attributed to individuals’ sensitivity 
to duration (Kim and Zauberman 2009; Zauberman et al. 2009). 

Our results on duration sensitivity imply that time discounting 
might also depend on temporal units. Our results also contribute to 
research on numerosity, which shows that people use the magnitude 
of numbers as a heuristic to make various judgments (Pelham et al. 
1994). While people do indeed rely on the magnitude of numbers on 
some occasions, we show that they might ignore numbers at other 
times, and instead rely on the magnitude of the associated units. 
Finally, our results contribute to research on construal-level theory 
(Trope and Liberman 2000). We decompose a duration into different 
elements that have different levels of construal, and demonstrate 
consequent implications for duration sensitivity.
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