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Participants see photos of themselves that either have merely been aged (low change) or have been aged and also morphed with a

generic demographic match (high change). When participants first focus on their present selves, seeing high-change representations of

their future selves increases willingness to pay to expedite future benefits.
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278 / The Face as a Picture of the Mind

to study 1 except that a 1-10 scale was used, and participants were 
additionally asked to report their perceptions of the athletic ability of 
the individual pictured. Consistent with study 1, participants rated 
the Tiger morph (M = 5.33) as more trustworthy than the control 
morph (M = 4.0, t(31) = -1.9, p < .07). However, they perceived no 
difference between the athletic ability of the Tiger morph (M = 2.1) 
and the control morph (M = 2.4, p > 0.3). As such these data support 
the more general valence explanation as driving the positive effect on 
trust, and are inconsistent with an explanation based on full implicit 
recognition of the individual in question.

Study 3 (N=319) enabled us to further explore whether implicit 
perceptions of the the general valence of the celebrity in question 
drove our results to date. Participants rated their likelihood to buy (1-
10 scale) from one of two salesman. Face one (“control morph”) was 
a neutral salesman image morphed with 35% of the same control face 
used in studies 1 and 2,  while face two (“Tiger morph”) consisted 
of the salesman face morphed with 35% of the face of Tiger Woods. 
Rather serendipitously, data was collected in two tranches, both be-
fore - and at the peak of - the Tiger Woods scandal. Thus study 3 
was a 2 Familiarity (Tiger vs. control) X 2 Timing (pre-scandal vs. 
post scandal) design.  Results indicated no main effect of familiar-
ity or timing but a significant interaction between the two (F = 13.2, 
p<.001). While pre-scandal participants indicated they were more 
likely to buy from the Tiger morph (MTiger = 1.5, Mcontrol = 1.0) this 
pattern reversed post-scandal (MTiger = -.1, Mcontrol = 1.0). These 
results thus further support the idea that implicit recognition (of Ti-
ger) took place to a degree sufficient for an overall valence judgment 
to be reported to consciousness.

One problem with studies 1 to 3 was that in each task partici-
pants were instructed to make the relevant judgments based only on 
the face pictured. This leaves open the possibility that the morphing 
manipulations may have had little effect without our explicit direc-
tion to focus on the faces, which would clearly reduce the marketing 
implications of the findings. To address this issue, in study 4 (N=104) 
participants were simply asked to view an ad for the charity Doctors 
without Borders, and then to rate how likely they would be to donate 
to the charity (1-10 scale). The ad consisted of a logo, a supposed 
picture of the CEO Nicolas De Torrente, and a statement from him 
requesting a donation. In fact, in the morph condition the pictured 
face consisted of the actual face of De Torrente morphed with 35% 
of the face of Tom Hanks, while in the control condition that face 
pictured was genuinely De Torrente. Despite not being instructed to 
pay attention to the facial component of the ad, participants reported 
a greater likelihood of donation (M=3.7) in the Tom Hanks condition 
than in the control condition (M=2.8; t(102) = 2.3, p < .03).

Looking Into Future’s Mirror:  
How Representations of the Aged Self Impact Impatience

ExTENDED ABSTRACT
A great deal of research has attempted to explain people’s inter-

temporal choices, often by investigating how people think about the 
future in general, as well as their future needs and the future conse-
quences of their actions.  Recent research has suggested an equally 
important role of the way that people think of their future selves, spe-
cifically the degree to which a person feels connected to their future 
self (e.g. Parfit 1984, Ersner-Hershfield, Wimmer, & Knutson, 2009, 
Bartels and Urminsky 2010 ).  In Bartels and Urminsky (2010), for ex-
ample, participants who were manipulated (via informational or meta-
cognitive cues) to believe that the defining elements of their personal 
identity would remain more stable over time were then more willing to 
forego near-term consumption for long-term benefits.

In this paper, we argue that visualization plays a key role in how 
people feel about their relationship to the future self.  In particular, we 
propose that imagining one’s future self or seeing a representation of 
the future self will affect how people feel about their future selves.  
Given the automaticity with which people process facial information, 
we propose that thinking of one’s future self as having a more dissimi-
lar face will correspond to a reduced motivation to provide benefits for 
the future self.  In particular, we argue that it is the contrast between the 
current self and a dissimilar future facial representation of the self that 
reduces this motivation.

In the first phase of Study 1, we photographed participants’ faces 
and created two representations of their aged face.  The first picture 
merely used aging software to create a picture representing what the 
participant might look like when they were older.  The second pic-
ture first morphed the participants’ face with a generic gender and race 
matched face, and then applied the aging software with the same pa-
rameters.  Final corrections and adjustments for hair color were con-
ducted for both in Photoshop.  These pictures were then extensively 
pre-tested with a separate group of participants (at a separate location, 
unfamiliar with the first set of participants) to assure equivalence in 
estimated age, attractiveness and other factors across the two photos 
for each participant.

In the second phase, conducted a few weeks later, participants 
were invited to return to the lab.  They were asked to enter their current 
email address and then were shown one of the two pictures at random, 
either their merely-aged face (meant to represent minimal change) or 
their morphed-aged face (representing significant change while aging).  
Our hypothesis was that participants would spontaneously conflate 
visual facial change with change to personal identity and, based on 
prior connectedness research, would be more impatient when viewing 
the high-change picture.  We find that participants viewing the high-
change picture (vs. the low change picture) were willing to pay more 
in order to expedite a $100 gift certificate that they would otherwise 
receive in a year.

We find that participants in the merely-aged condition were more 
patient, and were not willing to pay as much to expedite the gift cer-
tificate, compared to participants in the morphed-aged condition.  This 
effect cannot be accounted for by the perceived attractiveness or com-
petence of the future self.

In Study 2, we use a similar methodology to replicate the effect 
with a new sample several months later.  In addition, we manipulate 
the degree of current self vs. future contrast by asking participants 
in the present-salient condition to type in their current email address 
(as in Study 1, emphasizing the present self) before being asked to 
consider a picture of their future self.  In the future-salient condition, 
participants did not enter their current email and were asked to direct 
their attention to picture of their future self.  We find that participants 
in the present-salient condition replicate the effects of Study 1, and 
are willing to pay less when shown a more dissimilar picture of their 
future self.  However, in the future-salient condition, the effect was 
reversed, such that participants were actually willing to pay more 
to expedite the future benefit when viewing the merely-aged face, 
consistent with viewing the more similar future self as sharing the 
same pool of resources.

Combining across the two studies, we find that participants who 
focus on the future picture are willing to spend more to speed up the 
gift certificate when looking at the more similar face ($42 vs. $27).  
In contrast, when participants’ attention is first directed to their cur-
rent self before looking at the future self picture, they are willing to 
spend less to expedite the gift certificate when the picture is more 
similar ($17 vs. $24, interaction p<.05).


