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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
People regularly ascribe mental capacities to friends, pets, and 

spirits despite the fact that mental states beyond one’s own immedi-
ate experience cannot be seen or felt in any tangible sense. Others’ 
intentions, thoughts, and feelings are necessarily perceived, and peo-
ple’s penchant for perceiving other minds is one of nature’s finest and 
most frequently utilized gifts (Epley, Akalis, Waytz, & Cacioppo, 
2008; Gray, Young, & Waytz, 2012). Less well understood, however, 
is how people perceive their own mental states beyond the here and 
now, namely, in the past and future. To the extent that mental repre-
sentations of past and future selves bear resemblance to other people 
(Pronin & Ross, 2006), processes underlying mental inference across 
space (e.g., from me to you) might extend across time and tense (e.g., 
me 10 years ago to me now to me in 10 years).

Building on a two-dimensional model of mind perception (Gray, 
Gray, & Wegner, 2007) that distinguishes between “experience” 
(e.g., emotional capacity, body sensitivity) versus “agency” (e.g., 
cognition, rationality), six experiments reveal that people indeed 
ascribe mental capacities to past and future selves but redistribute 
these capacities over time, demonstrating a robust temporal asym-
metry in perceiving one’s own mental states. How much emotional 
experience and rational agency people see in themselves depends on 
whether they are looking back to the past or ahead to the future.

Perceiving Other Minds
“Mind perception” might generally be defined as the psycho-

logical process of attributing, inferring, and interpreting others’ in-
ternal states that otherwise cannot be observed or accessed directly 
with one’s own senses, such as others’ thoughts, feelings, intentions, 
goals, desires, and consciousness (Baron-Cohen, 1994; Morewedge, 
Preston, & Wegner, 2007). Despite difficulty in establishing proof 
that such states objectively exist, people’s tendency to perceive 
minds in the world is nonetheless well-documented across psychol-
ogy, consumer research, and cognitive sciences (Galinsky & Mos-
kowitz, 2000; Gray et al., 2007; Hassin, Aarts, & Ferguson, 2005; 
see Epley & Waytz, 2009).

Recent empirical work suggests people perceive other minds 
not along a single dimension but along two: what might best be la-
beled as a dimension of agency and a dimension of experience (Gray 
et al., 2007). Agency is associated with rational thought and refers to 
people’s tendency to ascribe cognitive skills to others, such as their 
abilities to exert self-control, make plans, and act morally. Experi-
ence is linked with emotionality and refers to people’s tendency to 
ascribe affective sensitivities to others, like capacities to feel pain 
and joy. Some targets are attributed high agency and low experience 
(e.g., gods), others high experience and low agency (e.g., pets), and 
still others high agency and high experience (e.g., adult humans) or 
low scores on both dimensions (e.g., cadavers).

Minds in Time
Until this point, mind perception has been discussed in terms of 

people’s tendency to attribute rationality and emotionality to other 
people, objects, and entities. However, because the assumed process 
is generally rooted in how people come to understand the world be-
yond the immediate senses, it seems reasonable to examine how peo-
ple might perceive their own minds over time. Indeed, present mo-
ments are strikingly brief. As Kahneman and Riis (2005) poignantly 

note, “The experiencing self that lives each of these moments barely 
has time to exist” (p. 285). Thus, like the internal states of others, our 
own lives before and after that vanishing window of experience lack 
any tangible qualities and thus are necessarily perceived and inferred 
(Robinson & Clore, 2002).

How might people perceive the minds of their past and future 
selves? There are a number of possible reasons to predict an asym-
metric split between “past = emotional” and “future = rational.” 
First, people tend to believe that life moves towards something, that 
they learn and grow wiser over the course of their lives (Heckhau-
sen & Krueger, 1993; Markus & Ruvolo, 1989; McAdams, 2006; 
Sedikides & Hepper, 2009; Wilson & Ross, 2001). In line with this 
view, people may desire to view their time as progressing along a 
positive and rational route, even at the cost of judgment accuracy 
(Aspinwall, 2006; Burger, 1985; Seligman et al., 2012). If one’s fu-
ture seems brighter than the past—and given the pervasive belief that 
rationality is superior to emotionality (e.g., see Haidt, 2001)—people 
may perceive changes in rationality and emotionality accordingly.

Second, this asymmetry may also be rooted in basic accessi-
bility, namely the focalistic tendency for people to attend to select 
bits of whatever information comes to mind (see Robinson & Clore, 
2002; Schwarz, Kahneman, & Xu, 2009). To this point, we simply 
know more about the pasts than other points (Albert, 2000; Horwich, 
1987), and so it is easier to remember than forecast events that are af-
fectively-mixed (Newby-Clark & Ross, 2003), idiosyncratic (Kane, 
2009), detailed (D’Argembeau & Van der Linden, 2004), and con-
strained by reality (Van Boven, Kane, & McGraw, 2009); after all, 
an actual variety of past experiences is easily accessible. In contrast, 
our tomorrows have yet to occur, and people tend to paint personal 
futures that are decontextualized (Wilson & Gilbert, 2003), proto-
typic (Kane, Van Boven, & McGraw, 2012), controllable (Johnson 
& Sherman, 1990), and immune to outside influences (Kahneman & 
Lovallo, 1993). Thus, if people simply can recall the inevitable times 
when plans went awry and they were caught by emotional forces—
but fail to predict the impact of these “hot” emotional states in the 
future—the hypothesized asymmetry in mind perception should be 
observed.

The Present Research
Six studies tested a “temporal redistribution” hypothesis in the 

mind perception of self: the possibility that past selves are ascribed 
strong emotional experience but weak rational agency, whereas peo-
ple’s ascriptions of emotions and rationality are reversed when they 
think about equidistant points in the future (see Table). Experiments 
1a-1c sought to establish these patterns by explicitly assessing how 
people perceive their past and future selves across a wide range of 
measures and parameters. In turn, Experiment 2 tested whether these 
results generalize to any type of past/future thinking (e.g., imagin-
ing how a friend might change over time), or if they are specific 
to the self. The final studies went beyond direct ratings to explore 
downstream consequences of this asymmetry for how people actu-
ally think (Experiment 3) and behave (Experiment 4) in the present.

Collectively, these studies highlight theoretical as well as prac-
tical insights into a number of psychological domains. Theoretically, 
they represent the first exploration of how the interpersonal agen-
cy/experience framework might extend to intrapersonal processes, 
mapping out the mind perception of past and future selves. In doing 
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so, they not only integrate many findings on intertemporal thinking 
(e.g., error versus accuracy in retrospection and prospection; identity 
over time; goal pursuit), but also suggest novel implications for how 
people’s concepts of past and future selves influence their emotional 
and cognitive experiences in real time—particularly for consump-
tion-related processes. Inducing people to feel connected to the past, 
for example, may lead them to prefer emotional products and better 
enjoy emotional experiences. In contrast, feeling connected to the 
future may facilitate agency-related choices and goals (e.g., exerting 
self-control).

Experiment 1: The Mind Perception of Self
In Experiment 1, participants rated the person they used to be or 

the person they might become. A wide variety of methods were used 
across 3 independent studies, in order to best test for converging pat-
terns in how people perceive past and future states.

Experiment 1a, open-ended . In a free-writing session, 38 par-
ticipants were asked to write about what traits, characteristics, and 
tendencies come to mind when they think about their “past self” and 
“future self.” We then stripped away all demographic and tempo-
ral details, and gave the essays to 52 new participants who served 
as “raters”. Raters indicated how emotional and rational the person 
seems, from 1-7. Emotional was defined as: “This person has a big 
capacity for pleasure/pain, and has strong feelings”. Rational was 
defined as: “This person has a big capacity for thought/planning, and 
has strong self-control”. As predicted, descriptions of past selves 
seemed like they depicted much more emotional people (M = 5.05, 
SD = 1.67) than descriptions of future selves   (M = 4.12, SD = 1.64), 
t(414) = 5.73, p < .001, d = .56. In contrast, descriptions of future 
selves seemed like they depicted much more rational people (M = 
5.30, SD = 1.42) than descriptions of past selves (M = 3.29, SD = 
1.56), t(414) = -13.74, p < .001, d = 1.35.

Experiment 1b, distant selves: Eighty participants were ran-
domly assigned to think about themselves “10 years ago” or “10 
years from now”. They rated their other selves on 6 experience do-
mains (e.g., capacities to feel joy) and 6 agency domains (e.g., ca-
pacities for self-control). Items were taken from Gray et al. (2012) 
and were rated from 1 (less than now) to 5 (more than now). Next, 
participants rated how far their past/future felt, how difficult it was 
to generate past/future images, and how much they liked their past/
future, from 1-7. These items helped control for differences beyond 
agency and experience. We found the expected interaction between 
condition and agency/experience, F(1, 78) = 55.40, p < .001, h2 = 
.42: past selves were attributed more experience (M = 3.29, SD = 
.46) than future selves (M = 2.92, SD = .35), p < .001, whereas future 
selves were attributed more agency (M = 3.69, SD = .41) than past 
selves (M = 2.68, SD = .92), p < .001. Moreover, all effects remain 
when entering the covariate items (ps < .05).

Experiment 1c, proximate selves: Eighty participants were 
randomly assigned to think about themselves “1 year ago” or “1 
year from now”. Procedures were similar to Study 1b, except we 
implemented different dependent measures. First, participants read 
6 experience scenarios and 6 agency scenarios and estimated how 
intensely their other self would react (e.g., “You get stung by a bee 
and feel pain. How much pain would your past self have felt?”) from 
1-7. Second, they assessed their other selves on 10 global measures 
of the dimensions (e.g., “In general, how emotional [rational] was 
your past self?”), also from 1-7. All results supported the hypothesis. 
For scenario items, participants perceived past selves as exhibiting 
much more experience (M = 4.96, SD = .91) than future selves (M = 
4.44, SD = .96), t(76) = 2.39, p = .019, d = .56, but future selves as 
exhibiting much more agency (M = 5.43, SD = .84) than past selves 
(M = 4.83, SD = .89), t(76) = -3.08, p = .003, d = .69. The same re-

sults were observed for global ratings: past selves were seen as much 
more emotional (M = 4.81, SD = 1.00) than future selves (M = 4.21, 
SD = .91), t(76) = 2.73, p = .008, d = .63, whereas future selves were 
seen as much more rational (M = 5.58, SD = .86) than past selves (M 
= 4.78, SD = .90), t(76) = -3.96, p < .001, d = .91.

Experiment 2: Past and Future Friends
The first three studies established the general effect. The next 

study examined whether these patterns reflect a more general past/
future difference, or if they are indeed specific to the self. If the 
asymmetry is driven by some phenomenological difference between 
thinking about the past versus future, people should rate others in 
the same way. For example, people should also rate a friend’s future 
as agentic and past as emotional. Conversely, if the patterns reflect 
beliefs about one’s own development over time (e.g., motivated per-
ceptions of progress), the patterns should only be observed for the 
self.

To test this idea, two hundred and two participants compared 
“[themselves] one year ago” to “[themselves] one year from now”, 
or to type the initials of a good friend and compare “[this friend] one 
year ago” to “[this friend] one year from now”. Then, they rated the 
target’s change in “emotionality” and “rationality” across the given 
period. The terms were defined similarly to Experiment 1a. Partici-
pants chose whether the target’s emotions and rationality will in-
crease, decrease, or stay the same. Results supported the hypothesis 
(see Figure). In terms of emotionality, we found the predicted effect 
of target, β = 1.32, p < .001, Wald = 16.22. Most people thought their 
own emotions will decrease (45.1%)—far more than the percentage 
of people who thought their emotionality will increase (27.5%) or 
stay the same (27.5%), β = -.50, p = .038, Wald = 4.29 for each. In 
contrast, most people thought their friend’s emotionality will stay the 
same (60.0%)—far more than the percentage of people who thought 
their friend’s emotionality will decrease (18.0%: β = -1.20, p < .001, 
Wald = 20.07) or increase (22.0%: β = -1.00, p < .001, Wald = 16.20). 
Accordingly, the opposite patterns emerged for rationality, β = 1.15, 
p < .001, Wald = 15.28. Most people thought their own rationality 
will increase (59.8%)—far more than the percentage of people who 
thought their rationality will decrease (9.8%: β = -1.81, p < .001, 
Wald = 28.09) or stay the same (30.4%: β = -.0.68, p = .002, Wald = 
9.42). In contrast, most people thought their friend’s rationality will 
stay the same (54.0%)—far more than the percentage of people who 
thought their friend’s rationality will increase (32.0%: β = -0.52, p = 
.019, Wald = 5.50) or decrease (14.0%: B = -1.35, p < .001, Wald = 
20.26). Hence, the asymmetry occurs only when thinking about the 
self, and cannot merely reflect some incidental difference between 
past and future thinking.

Experiment 3: Explaining Away Bad Behavior
The final two studies explored downstream consequences. If 

past selves have more experience and future selves have more agen-
cy, people may be more likely to “explain away” bad behaviors from 
the past than similar ones from the future if they perceive past selves 
as possessing weak agency in bringing them about. Experiment 3 
tested this possibility. Sixty-eight people imagined a bad behavior 
that they either had committed during the previous year, or that they 
could commit during the upcoming year. They rated their agreement 
with the following 6 statements on a sliding scale from 0 (disagree 
completely) to 100 (agree completely), comprising a “Responsibility 
Index”: how much this behavior is excusable and understandable, 
and how bad, guilty, regretful, and shameful it makes them feel. They 
also rated how detailed the generated behavior was (from 1-7) to 
control for differences beyond responsibility. Finally, they rated past 
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and future mental capacities in a similar way to Experiment 1, serv-
ing as our mediator.

As predicted, participants claimed less responsibility for past 
bad behavior (M = 63.28, SD = 15.89) than future bad behavior (M 
= 73.01, SD = 19.24), t(66) = -2.28, p = .026, d = .55. This effect 
remained when covarying detail (p < .05). Moreover, the effect of 
the past/future variable on perceived mind (β = .44, p < .001) fully 
mediated the effect of how much responsibility people claimed for 
their bad behavior (reduced from β = .27, p = .026, to β = .16, p = 
.23, 95% bootstrap CI = .41 to 10.42). The effect of perceived mind 
on responsibility remained (β = .26, p = .048), controlling for con-
dition. Hence, differences in claiming responsibility are driven by 
the assumed mental capacities linked with the type of “self” who is 
thought to commit them, in line with our hypothesis.

Experiment 4: Implications for Real-Time Choice
The final study went beyond judgments to explore how the 

asymmetry can impact consumer choice in the present. Inducing 
people to feel close to the past may lead them to prefer feeling-
related content, whereas feeling close to the futures may facilitate 
thinking-related preferences. Experiment 4 tested this idea. In doing 
so, it sought to use temporal redistribution as a novel framework for 
understanding differences in actual choice.

One hundred and ninety participants completed a study about 
role playing. They were randomly assigned to past, future, and pres-
ent conditions. Past participants thought about type of person they 
were one year ago, and future participants thought about the type 
of person they may be in one year. They were asked to “role play” 
as this past or future self and perform subsequent tasks as this other 
self (an established method used in prior work on time, e.g. O’Brien, 
2014; Pronin & Ross, 2006). For the role-playing task, participants 
were shown a list of “feeling-related” movies and “thinking-related” 
movies, adapted from Williams and LeBoeuf (2013), and they chose 
which type of movie they would prefer seeing. A “present” control 
condition simply answered this question as their normal current 
selves. Afterwards, past and future participants rated how difficult 
it was to role play and how far away their other self feels, from 1-7. 
These items helped control for differences caused by the manipula-
tion beyond agency and experience.

In terms of the “present” group, participants generally pre-
ferred “feeling” movies to “thinking” movies (68.85%). However, 
as predicted, connecting to one’s future self diminished this prefer-
ence (46.88%), whereas connecting to one’s past self enhanced it 
(83.08%), β = -.86, p < .001, Wald = 17.66. Put another way, con-
necting to one’s future self led participants to choose “thinking” 
movies more often than they typically would, whereas connecting 
to one’s past self led to a stronger preference for “feeling” movies. 
These effects remained when entering the covariate items (p < .001).

General Discussion
People spend many moments mentally travelling through time, 

journeying beyond immediate experience to retrace what once was 
and to entertain what might be (Gilbert & Wilson, 2007; Trope & 
Liberman, 2003; Tulving, 2002). Six experiments revealed that the 
type of person awaiting our arrival depends on which direction we 
have embarked. When thinking about the pasts, people see someone 
who is more emotional and less rational than today. But when think-
ing about an equidistant future, people see someone who has stron-
ger rationality and weaker emotionality. This temporal asymmetry 
appears to reflect a redistribution of mental capacities for “experi-
ence” versus “agency”. Participants spontaneously described their 
past selves in emotional terms and future selves in rational terms 

(Experiment 1a). Further, they explicitly ascribed experiential quali-
ties to past selves but agentic qualities to future selves—when think-
ing about both distant (Experiment 1b) and proximate (Experiment 
1c) selves. These associations were specific to imagining one’s own 
change over time (Experiment 2) and led to a number of judgmental 
(Experiment 3) and behavioral (Experiment 4) consequences in the 
present.

Insights and Implications
The perceived distinction between emotional pasts and ratio-

nal futures provides an overarching integrative structure from which 
to understand why people make overly optimistic plans (Buehler, 
Griffin, & Ross, 2002; Kahneman & Tversky, 1979), hyperbolically 
discount future rewards (Frederick et al., 2003), predict that they 
will have unrealistically positive life outcomes (Weinstein, 1980), 
imagine behaving more morally than they actually do (Epley & Dun-
ning, 2000), and a host of related forecasting errors (for reviews see 
Johnson & Sherman, 1990; Ross & Buehler, 2004; Wilson & Gil-
bert, 2003). If future selves are highly agentic and not very emotion-
ally reactive, these “errors” in predicting future feelings, thoughts, 
and behaviors may only be wrong to the extent that we think the 
person doing the feeling, thinking, and behaving possesses a differ-
ent type of mind than the one we have today; there is an “error” in 
who we think we will be, not necessarily how we think that per-
son might respond. Someone who is independent and hard-to-sway 
might very well meet deadlines, finish plans, react less intensely to 
small rewards, and wait for $500 in 12 months in lieu of $450 in 11 
months—precisely the type of person who we imagine in prospect, 
but not necessarily who we are today.

On a more specific note, these findings help explain the phe-
nomenon of “future anhedonia,” in which people predict that identi-
cal hedonic states will be less satisfying in the future than in the 
present (Kassam, Gilbert, Boston, & Wilson, 2008). This insight 
also accounts for why people struggle to empathize with their fu-
ture selves (Hershfield, 2011); it ,may be difficult to feel empathy 
for someone who we think has relatively weak emotional capaci-
ties. Furthermore, it may account for why people can accurately re-
call past reactions and yet still wildly mispredict their reactions in 
the future (Novemsky & Ratner, 2003; Wilson, Meyers, & Gilbert, 
2001)—like comparing apples and oranges, past selves are perceived 
as strong experiencers who may not seem like an appropriate proxy 
to judge future agents. Similarly, Experiment 3 suggests that people 
are inclined to explain away bad behaviors in terms of a past capac-
ity for affective reactivity, which not only has obvious interpersonal 
costs (e.g., justifying transgressions) but may blind them to past de-
cisions they prefer to not repeat. For example, a struggling dieter 
could fail an exercise plan because of a poor trainer, but attribute the 
failure to their past emotional mind and return to the same unhelp-
ful advice. Indeed, perceiving tomorrow as rational should backfire 
once people reach the future and find themselves no better off than 
today.

More generally, these results help enrich the literature on con-
strual level theory of temporal distance (Liberman et al., 2007; Trope 
& Liberman, 2003), which posits that the same event is represented 
in different ways depending on if it feels close or far from now. Our 
findings clearly show that tense matters; a year into the past is not 
the same as a year into the future, even if their level of abstraction is 
comparable (see also Burns, Caruso, & Bartels, 2011; Caruso, Gil-
bert, & Wilson, 2008; Van Boven & Ashworth 2007).

Perhaps most interestingly, Experiment 4 suggests that goal-
directed choices and behavior may be facilitated by employing a fit 



Advances in Consumer Research (Volume 42) / 627

between one’s goal and one’s current temporal orientation. Experi-
ential goals (e.g., to more fully enjoy an upcoming vacation, meal, 
date, party, or leisurely activity) might be facilitated by encouraging 
a sense of connection between one’s present and past (“How would 
my past self have reacted?”). Agentic goals (e.g., to fight pain, stick 
with a plan, resist temptation, act morally) might be facilitated by 
encouraging a sense of connection between one’s present and fu-
ture (“How might my future self react?”). Given the prevalence of 
self-regulatory failures and impediments to goal pursuit (e.g., see 
Baumeister, Heatherton, & Tice, 1994; Fishbach & Ferguson, 2007), 
examining the connection between how people perceive their pasts 
and futures in relation to the present may afford novel and surpris-
ingly simple solutions.
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