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Imagine that you are evaluating an outcome (a monetary reward, a deadline) that will occur in 15 days. Does your evaluation depend

on whether the deadline is in this month or next? Our research suggests it does, because consumers encode future time not as a

continuous variable, but categorical.
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256 / Making Decisions by Making Sense of Time

Looking Ahead: Duration Markers and 
Their Effects on Choice

ExTENDED ABSTRACT
Consumers often need to make decisions involving outcomes 

that are to happen in the future. In the intertemporal choice literature, 
one decision that has been studied extensively is the choice between 
a smaller and sooner (SS), and a later and larger (LL) reward (Soman 
et al. 2005). A second type of decision has to do with commencing 
effort towards a task that is due sometime in the future (O’Donoghue 
and Rabin 1999). Most of the literature in this area has treated future 
time as a continuous variable, and very little research has attempted 
to study how consumers encode future time (but, see Bettman et al. 
2009). The standard view of intertemporal decisions is that the key 
driver driving the decision should be the duration between the pres-
ent and the future outcome (e.g., Ainslie and Haslam 1992).  

In this research, we propose that consumers do not always en-
code future time as linear, but rather as categories. People routinely 
compartmentalize time periods into pre-determined units like days, 
months and years. In addition, there are many other “markers” of 
time that people often use in an ongoing manner - students tend to 
compartmentalize their time by terms, farmers by harvesting sea-
sons, etc. (Ahn, Liu and Soman 2009; Zauberman et al. 2010). We 
propose that these “markers” result in a categorization process (Tver-
sky 1985), whereby events that are to happen before the next marker 
loom larger than events that are to happen right after the marker. As 
Harry Potter noted when thinking about his Triwizard task; “Febru-
ary twenty fourth looked a lot closer from this side of Christmas.” 
[from Rowling, J.K, The Goblet of Fire]

Consumers are consequently more likely to start expending 
efforts on a task that (holding actual duration constant) will occur 
before the marker, than for one that will happen after a marker.  Like-
wise, the choice for an SS option decreases when the LL option is 
before a marker – when the LL option is beyond a marker, it seems 
all the more distant and not as likely to be chosen. 

We conducted a series of seven field and laboratory studies to 
demonstrate this basic effect.  In a field study, for example, farmers 
in India were presented with a savings plan that would earn a 20% 
match from the government if they deposited Rs. 5000 within six 
months and asked if they would open an account. Those for whom 
the deadline occurred in December of the same year (offer made in 
June) were 30% likely to open an account then, whereas those for 
whom the deadline was in January (offer made in July) the following 

year were only 8% likely. Similarly, MBA students who had consult-
ing work due in 10 days were more likely to start working on it now 
if they were recruited 25 days (vs. 5 days) before a relevant marker 
- the formal dinner. 

We propose two explanations that might underlie the effects of 
categorization on decision-making. First, building on the well-estab-
lished notion that perceived duration drives decision making (e.g. 
Bettman et al. 2009), we suggest that events that occur in the same 
category as the present are perceived to be closer in time than those 
that are beyond the marker. Second, it is likely that events in the pres-
ent category are viewed with more of an implemental mindset (Goll-
witzer 1999) as compared to events that are to happen after the mark-
er. We tested these two competing explanations in a further series of 
five studies. In one study, we manipulated markers semantically by 
asking participants to imagine that they would go on a weekend trip 
after (vs. before) a certain date.  We found support for both expla-
nations; participants in the “before” condition were more willing to 
start packing immediately, chose a bottle of insect repellent (rather 
than deferring choice) and perceived the departure date as closer. In 
the next study, we asked participants to think about a forthcoming 
event for themselves, or for someone else. Since people can only ex-
perience the implementation tendency for self, we reasoned that du-
ration perception may vary with marker only in the “self” condition, 
and found supporting evidence. In a third study, we examined the 
effects of markers on task commitment. Participants were told that 
they had promised a friend to help move, but now faced a conflict. 
We showed participants a calendar in which the present and the move 
date were either in the same color-coded zone, or in different zones, 
and found that participants were more committed to help when the 
event was in the same zone. In other studies, we also found a) greater 
impatience for consumption that was to occur before the marker and 
b) a discontinuity in behavior around the marker. 

Our findings suggest that consumers tend to categorize future 
time and use category membership to determine temporal proxim-
ity. As a result, duration markers have a surprisingly large effect 
on decision making. We also suggest that duration markers can be 
used as a self-regulation device in a “choice architecture” sense to 
spur individuals to action by suitably presenting duration markers 
that suggest that the target event will occur in this period. Our find-
ings contribute to the literature on intertemporal choice by showing 
that duration markers serve as categorization criteria of “now” and 
“later”, and thus shed light on the most fundamental process in inter-
temporal choice.


