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Across four experiments, we found that participants who imagined or actually enacted movements (e.g. walking/running) indicated a

stronger intention to act (e.g. attend a sale or receive a vaccine) by a well-defined deadline than did people in static positions (e.g.

standing). As expected, perceived ability mediated the combined effects.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Time limits designed to enhance desirable behaviors and deci-

sions are ubiquitous in various domains from marketing to health 
to public policy to politics. Nearly all retail sales have a deadline to 
accelerate profits, auctions always launch countdowns to encourage 
bidding, flu shots are promoted by highlighting the need for early im-
munization, electors vote by deadlines, and professionals generally 
use self-imposed deadlines to boost their productivity. And deadlines 
are ubiquitous because they often work (Brannon & Brock, 2001; 
Cialdini, 2001; Lynn, 1991; for a recent review, see Brock & Maz-
zocco, 2004). Products become more popular when scarcity is im-
minent (Brannon & Brock, 2001; Aggarwal, Jun, & Huh, 2011), em-
ployees sign up for health plans more immediately before a deadline 
(Shu & Gneezy, 2010), auctions with a tight deadline motivate more 
late bidders (Ariely, Ockenfels, & Roth, 2005; Roth, & Ockenfels, 
2002), and self-imposed deadlines improve work outcomes among 
professionals (Ariely and Wertenbroch, 2002). Despite the ubiquity 
of deadlines, their efficacy is not monolithic and seems to depend on 
the strength of the information associated with the deadline (Bran-
non & Brock, 2001; Ramanathan & Dhar, 2010), how difficult it is 
to meet the deadline (Janakiraman & Ordóñez, 2012), and the per-
son’s need for closure (Vermeir & Van Kenhove, 2005). In addition 
to these factors, we propose that the motion state of decision makers 
is likely to influence the effectiveness of deadlines by altering the 
perception that people are capable of making the deadlines. In this 
context, our research was guided by the following questions: Will 
decision makers who are in motion (e.g., walking, running) perceive 
that they can meet a deadline to a greater extent than decision makers 
who are static (e.g., standing)?  Will these perceptions influence in-
tentions to enact a behavior by a deadline? Will the effect of dynamic 
vs. static states be present even though the movement is objectively 
unrelated to the deadline?

In this paper, we propose that the motion state of deadline-in-
formation recipients can provide information about their ability to 
meet a deadline, even when the movement is objectively irrelevant 
to the deadline information. Moving immediately before exposure to 
marketing or health communications, for example, may lead people 
to attribute the high (vs. low) dynamism associated with walking (vs. 
standing) to their ability (vs. inability) to make a deadline. As a re-
sult, relative to people who are standing, those who are moving may 
infer greater ability to make the deadline and have stronger intentions 
to enact the recommended behavior (Ajzen, 1991; Bandura, 1977; 
Sniehotta, Scholz, & Schwarzer, 2005; Strecher, DeVellis, Becker, & 
Rosenstock, 1986).1

The proposed misattribution of motion states to perceived abili-
ty is supposed to be contingent on the presence of a deadline and may 
derive from various aspects of the psychological process of misattri-
bution or source confusion (Johnson, Hashtroudi, & Lindsay, 1993; 
Kumkale & Albarracín, 2004; Schwarz & Clore, 1983). First, a time 
limit may lead people to reflect on their ability to act simply because 
the feelings of ability to move speedily are likely to be more diagnos-
tic when there is a deadline than when there is not. In the absence of 
a deadline, people can expect to have the ability to comply with the 
recommendation regardless of their movement and thus pay less at-
tention to their movements as a source of information. Second, peo-
ple without a deadline should have enough time to process informa-

tion thoroughly (Cialdini, 2001; Zakay, 1993) and may be less prone 
to misuse irrelevant information perceived from motion states. This 
expedient misuse of movement information, however, may diminish 
if decision makers are induced to pay attention to relevant temporal 
information and discount objectively irrelevant movements. 

We tested our hypothesis in five experiments (summary see 
Table 1) manipulating imagined or actual movement before giving 
the subjects information about an upcoming behavioral decision with 
different time limits. Imminent deadlines were expected to increase 
the likelihood of complying with the recommended behavior only 
when participants were moving and thus felt able to make the dead-
line. A fixed-effects meta-analysis (Hedges & Olkin, 1985; Lipsey & 
Wilson, 2000) revealed a significant effect of movement, as this ef-
fect did not reach significance (α = .1) in our first experiment2. When 
the deadline was tight or present, d was  moderately positive and a 
significant effect of movement, d = 0.64, SE = 0.11, 95% CI (0.42, 
0.86). In contrast, when the deadline was loose or absent, the same 
d was small and not significantly different from a zero standard, d 
= −0.20, SE = 0.11, 95% CI (−0.41, 0.004). Overall then, our find-
ings consistently indicated that deadlines lead people to decide on 
enacting a behavior as a function of their previous, unrelated motion 
states. 
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