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We investigate impatience as a potential consequence of exposure to promotions. Two experiments reveal that exposure to promotions

increases willingness to spend money to avoid waiting and decreases willingness to wait to obtain additional money. Moreover, we

find that the link between promotions and impatience is moderated by BAS sensitivity.
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ExTENdEd AbSTrACT
Consumers enjoy receiving discounts, and retailers frequently 

appeal to their desire to save money by offering promotions. The 
present work investigates a potential consequence of exposure to 
promotions: impatience. Specifically, we propose that promotions 
heighten consumers’ desire for rewards (Wadhwa, Shiv, and Nowlis 
2008); such a reward-seeking tendency in turn generates the desire 
for instant gratification and thus, impatience (Li 2008). Consequent-
ly, promotions increase impatience in consumers such that they are 
both more willing to spend money to avoid waiting and less willing 
to wait to obtain additional money. 

Our proposed account for the impatience consequence of pro-
motions, based on the reward-seeking mindset that promotions trig-
ger, suggests that people with higher predisposed sensitivity toward 
reward cues should react more intensely to promotions, which pos-
sess high incentive value (Chandon, Wansink, and Laurent 2000). In 
particular, one relevant measure is the behavioral activation system 
(BAS) scale, which has been linked to affective response tenden-
cies for impending rewards (Carver and White 1994; Gray 1994). 
We therefore expect any relationship between promotions and impa-
tience to be moderated by BAS sensitivity; that is, the effect should 
be stronger for people who are high, rather than low, on the BAS 
scale.

In Experiment 1, we tested whether exposure to promotions 
yields greater impatience by examining willingness-to-pay (WTP) 
to avoid waiting. We employed a single-factor (prime: promotions 
or control) between-subjects design with 72 participants from a na-
tional online pool. Participants were first asked to evaluate a poster, 
which displayed a collection of common products for sale (e.g., 
candy, chips, gum, etc.), according to several criteria (e.g., products, 
prices, informational content, etc.). While both posters included the 
names, prices, and images of the same set of 10 products, partici-
pants in the promotions condition were also shown the regular undis-
counted prices alongside each product; this additional information 
increased the salience of the price discounts. Next, in a purportedly 
unrelated follow-up questionnaire, all participants answered a series 
of questions in response to a hypothetical scenario describing an op-
portunity to avoid a wait time by paying more (Leclerc, Schmitt, and 
Dube 1995). Specifically, participants were asked to imagine that 
while waiting for a bus, they could save waiting time if they were 
willing to pay extra money. Participants were then asked how much 
money they were willing to spend to avoid wait times of 30, 60, and 
90 minutes, respectively. 

Consistent with our hypothesis, higher WTP values for par-
ticipants in the promotions condition were observed. An analysis of 
variance (ANOVA) revealed a significant main effect of the poster 
version on overall WTP to save time (p = .012). WTP was higher in 
the promotions condition than the control condition at each of the 
30-minute wait time increments (p = .023, p = .005, and p = .038, 
respectively).

The next experiment was designed to test the hypothesized re-
ward-seeking account for the observed effect in Experiment 1. Based 
on this account, while exposure to promotions might generate impa-
tience and induce greater WTP in order to avoid waiting, the rela-
tionship between promotions and impatience may also vary by BAS 
sensitivity, given the high incentive value of promotions (Chandon et 

al. 2000). Therefore, in Experiment 2, besides attempting to concep-
tually replicate the results in Experiment 1 by utilizing a more subtle 
experimental manipulation and a different measure for impatience, 
we also captured BAS sensitivity to assess its moderating effect on 
the causal relationship between promotions and impatience.

Ninety-three participants from a national online pool were 
randomly assigned to either a promotions or control condition. All 
participants were then instructed to evaluate the technical qualities 
(composition and lighting) of each of 15 photographs. Those in the 
promotions condition were shown 10 photographs that included 
signs or labels with promotions-related messages (e.g., discounted 
prices, limited-time offers, clearance sales, etc.), in addition to five 
other filler photographs, while control participants were shown 10 
photographs that included signs or labels with non-promotions-relat-
ed messages (e.g., biking directions, subway station name, bookshelf 
filing number, etc.) and the same five fillers. Next, in a purportedly 
unrelated follow-up questionnaire, participants were asked to make 
eight binary choices between a smaller-sooner and a larger-later 
payoff (e.g., $10 tomorrow vs. $12 in 25 days), which were used 
to measure impatience (Li 2008). Finally, all participants completed 
the BAS questionnaire (Carver and White 1994), which presented 
13 statements (e.g., “When I see something I want, I usually go all 
out to get it”; “When I go after something, I use a ‘no holds barred’ 
approach”) assessed on four-point scales anchored by “strongly dis-
agree” and “strongly agree.” 

Random-effects logistic regression revealed that the differ-
ence in the choice outcome (smaller-sooner vs. larger-later) between 
the two conditions was, indeed, moderated by BAS sensitivity (p = 
.037). Consistent with our prediction, participants with higher BAS 
sensitivity selected more smaller-sooner payoffs in the promotions 
condition, as compared to those in the control condition.

Our work contributes new insights to the literature on the psy-
chological effects of promotions. While promotions provide numer-
ous immediate monetary and nonmonetary benefits for consumers 
(Chandon et al. 2000), an important consequence of promotions that 
may undermine longer-term consumer welfare is the impatience that 
exposure to promotions can generate. More broadly, despite the ex-
istence of much prior work that has cast doubt on the adage “time is 
money” (e.g., Leclerc et al. 1995; Zauberman and Lynch 2005), our 
findings suggest that consumers’ valuation of time can be implicitly 
influenced by a pervasive monetary factor (i.e., price promotions). 
Paradoxically, although consumers seek out and take advantage of 
promotions as opportunities to save money, exposure to promotions 
may “backfire” such that consumers are worse off financially. In 
other words, the bargain itself may be more than consumers bargain 
for. (940 words)
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