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ABSTRACT 

Earlier work by Walter Mischel demonstrated that children who 
delay gratification score higher on accuracy in future time perspective, 
achievement, and social responsibility.  The purpose of the present 
experiment was to extend the investigation to college students.  The choice 
between a small candy bar now versus a larger candy bar later was used to 
classify participants as immediate or delayed choosers.  Time perception 
was evaluated through a single self-reported estimate of one-minute 
duration. No significant results were found between subjects who made 
immediate versus delayed choices in their achievement, social 
responsibility or conscientiousness scores.  Unexpectedly, individuals 
choosing the immediate, small candy bar had a more accurate perception 
of time. 

Repression of human impulses has been a topic of interest to 
psychology at least since Sigmund Freud coined the term “ego” as an 
element of personality.  Ego according to psychoanalytic theory, serves as a 
basis for the reality principle.  The reality principle is that which allows an 
individual to suspend impulse gratification until the appropriate time 
(Freud, 1962; McAdams, 2001; Wiedeman, 1975; Hjelle & Ziegler, 1976). 

Specific studies on an individual’s preference for immediate or 
delayed choice began during the middle of the 20th century.  This research 
began in two opposite yet correlated directions, those of gratification and 
aversion.  One of the pioneers in this area of research was Walter Mischel, 
who published one of the first journal articles on this topic in 1958. 

Preference for immediate or delayed aversion was first studied 
among college students.  Participants in these studies were given questions 
or a task that allowed them to indicate their preference for an immediate or 
a delayed shock (D’Amato & Gumenik, 1969; Badia, et al, 1966; Hare, 
1966a; Hare, et al., 1966; Bertilson & Dengerink, 1975).  Research on this 
topic expanded to include children grades 3-5 (Mischel & Grusec, 1967; 
Grusec, 1968; Mischel, et al., 1969).  Each of the studies yielded similar 
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results, finding an overwhelming preference for immediate aversive 
stimulation. 

Walter Mischel was the first to investigate the delay of gratification 
with direct behavioral measures.  For a measurement of ego strength in his 
investigation, he conducted numerous experiments involving elementary 
school students; the students were asked to choose between immediate 
smaller rewards versus delayed, larger rewards.  Some of the significant 
results yielded from these studies were the positive relationship between 
preference for delayed rewards and social responsibility, age, intelligence, 
and future time perspective (Mischel, 1961; Mischel, 1961c; Mischel, 
1962). 

The relationship between age, intelligence, and accuracy in future 
time perspective was investigated by Mischel (1962).  In these tests he 
requested that each participant demonstrate a preference of choice for 
immediate gratification by selecting the smaller candy choice or delayed 
gratification and waiting for the larger candy choice.  As hypothesized, the 
longer the delay period, the less likely it was that the 162 American 
elementary school children were willing to wait and choose the delayed 
reward.   

Further research by Mischel (1961c) found a relationship between 
social responsibility and delaying gratification. The participants in this 
experiment were 206 Trinidadian children, all ranging in ages between 12-
14 years. The participants were either selected from a large elementary 
government school or from a “boys’ industrial school,” which is a reform 
school for committed juvenile delinquents.   In addition to their actual 
behavior choice, each child responded to 49 verbal questions from Harris, 
1957, Social Attitudes Scale.  The participants from the industrial school 
were given two additional true or false questions relating to preference for 
immediate smaller gratification or delayed larger gratification.   

The results were as follows: from the industrial school, 31 students 
selected the smaller immediate reinforcement choice and 39 selected the 
larger delayed reinforcement choice; from the government school, 35 
selected the smaller immediate reward and 101 students selected the larger 
delayed reward.  Analysis of this data along with the scores from the Social 
Attitude Scale revealed that participants who prefer the delayed, larger 
reinforcement have a significantly higher level of social responsibility. 

While these studies concentrate on the delay of gratification as a 
component of the self-regulatory system, a newer, more detailed branch of 
study; i.e. the academic delay of gratification, has began.  Academic delay 
of gratification “involves foregoing an attractive, immediately obtainable 
goal (e.g., going to the movies) in order to pursue long-range academic 
objectives (e.g., a college degree) (Bembenutty & Karabenick, 1998).    
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From Freud to our current educational system, the study of an 
individual’s preference and ability to give up an immediate reward in the 
pursuit of a delayed preferred reward has given depth to the field of 
personality.  As indicated, this maturation is in part due to the systematic 
program of research done by Walter Mischel on the delay of gratification.  
One common characteristic among these studies done by Mischel 
concerning the delay of gratification is that all experiments were conducted 
with children participants.  From these experiments many significant 
relations were found that, if found in adults, might assist 1) employers in 
the effective assignment of tasks, 2) universities in establishing the most 
successful learning environment, and 3) individuals in understanding 
themselves.   

Mischel (1961a) demonstrated that the accuracy of time 
perspective, achievement (1961b), and social responsibility (1961a) are 
positively correlated with delay of gratification in children. The purpose of 
the present study is to extend those finding to college age students.  In this 
study conscientiousness was also used as an additional measure of social 
responsibility.  

Mischel’s research on time perspective, achievement, and social 
responsibility was done in Trinidad.  As this experiment continues to 
explore relationships between earlier works, it is necessary to briefly 
examine the role culture may play.  Research by Bert Kaplan examined the 
data obtained from personality studies administered in over seventy-five 
cultures.  From these cross-cultural personality studies, he found many sets 
of data implying results so similar that it is difficult to distinguish them as 
coming from different groups; while others were so unique and dissimilar 
that they can be distinguished at a glance.  These mixed results led Kaplan 
to the impression that “tests work differently in different cultures”(Kaplan, 
302). 

For the purpose of this study: time perception, achievement, social 
responsibility, and conscientiousness were assessed.  Time perception was 
assessed by a participant’s ability to accurately recall one minute.  Similar 
research has resulted in findings that relate to “ego delay function” and 
intelligence (Spivack, Levine, and Springle, 1959).  Mischel (1961c) found 
a positive relationship in the ability to delay gratification and the accuracy 
of time conception; additionally (Mischel,1962) a relationship among those 
with very inaccurate predictions of future time perspective and a preference 
for the immediate smaller reward was found.  

A core description of achievement is “competition with a standard 
of excellence” (McClelland et al., 1953).  Achievement has retained the 
attention of those interested in the study of personality since its inclusion in 
Murray’s list of basic needs (1938,1959).  It has been found to aid in the 
prediction of occupational choice, work and school performance, academic 
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attitudes, and the ability to delay gratification (Mehrabian 1994-95, 
Mischel, 1961a).   

Social responsibility is reflected by “one who demonstrates a ready 
willingness to accept the consequences of their own behavior, is 
dependable, trustworthy, and pocesses a sense of obligation to the group” 
(Gough, McClosky,& Meehl; 1952).  Mischel’s (1961c) basic construction 
for studying social responsibility followed Rotter’s social learning theory 
that “a subject’s choice behavior may be taken as a function of his 
expectation that the reward will actually occur.”  Mischel concluded that 
such trust or willingness to delay immediate smaller gratification for the 
sake of a delayed larger reward in a choice situation could be regarded as a 
basic ingredient of social responsibility. 

Conscientiousness is one of five broad dimensions, which represent 
personality (John & Srivastava, 121).  Briefly portrayed, 
“conscientiousness describes socially prescribed impulse control that 
facilitates task- and goal-directed behavior, such as thinking before acting, 
delaying gratification, following norms and rules, and planning, organizing, 
and prioritizing tasks” (John & Srivastava, 121).  Conscientiousness here 
serves as an adult measure of social responsibility with its definition similar 
to that of social responsibility.  This definition also illustrates an 
expectation of a positive association with delaying gratification and 
conscientiousness. 

It is expected that undergraduate students who prefer the delayed 
larger reward will have higher scores in time perception (TP), achievement 
(A), social responsibility (SR), and conscientiousness (C). 
 
Method 
 
Subjects 
 
 A total of 26 participants, all undergraduate college students, aged 
19-52 with a mean age of 24, from a Midwest public college were tested.  
Of these participants, 9 were male and 17 female.  Also, 0 were freshman, 4 
sophomore, 8 junior, and 14 seniors.  The self-reported race of these 
participants was 22 Caucasian, 1 Afro-American, 1 Asian, 1 Muslim, and 1 
Japanese. 
 
Measures 
  

As in Mischel’s work in 1961a, individual preferences were 
evaluated using a direct behavior choice, between an immediate smaller 
reward now or a much larger reward later, with an additional two 
questionnaire items. These two questions were: 
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1. I would rather get sixty dollars right now than have to wait a whole 
month and get one hundred and eighty dollars then. 

2. I would rather wait to get a much larger gift much later rather than 
get a smaller one now. 
 
These questions are identical to those used by Mischel (1961a) 

with the dollar amount being adjusted according to the Consumer Price 
Index and Inflation Rates.  Responses to each of these measures have 
previously been found to interrelate significantly and in combination to 
provide a more useful classification of subjects’ choice preferences 
(Mischel, 1961c) 

Participants were also asked to perform a task in order to collect 
data on time perception.  It was individually asked, “ While you continue to 
fill out the survey, and without counting, could you raise your hand when 
you believe one minute, that is sixty seconds, has passed.”  If needed these 
directions were repeated until clearly understood. 

Achievement was measured via the 36-item broad-scoped 
assessment of individual characteristics. This scale, developed by Albert 
Mehrabian in 1994, was found to be highly reliable and reasonably free of 
response bias (Mehrabian, 1994-95).  There are nine possible answers to 
Mehrabian’s test ranging from +4 (very strong agreement) to –4 (very 
strong disagreement).  Although not an exact question from the survey, 
Mehrabian offers sample question of “I lack persistence” 
(www.kaaj.com/psych/scales/ach.html).  

A 56-item scale developed by Gough, McClosky, & Meehl (1952) 
was used to measure social responsibility.  This scale was found to be 
reliable and valid for the specification of group trends and differences.  
Each item of this scale consists of a single sentence statement that is to be 
answered using the true or false method.  Examples from this survey are:  
“When a person ‘pads’ his income tax report so as to get out of some of his 
taxes, it is just as bad as stealing money from the government,” and “When 
I get bored I like to stir up some excitement.”   

The conscientiousness assessment used was one of the 
measurements of The Big Five Inventory (BFI) developed by John, 
Donahue, and Kettle.  This 44-item questionnaire uses short phrases based 
on the trait adjectives.  One main advantage to this scale is its ability to 
uphold its psychometric properties while maintaining its brevity (114).  
Answers to this five-point scale ranged from Disagree strongly (1) to Agree 
strongly (5) with (3) being Neither agree nor disagree.  An example of this 
survey is “I See Myself as Someone Who Perseveres until the task is 
finished” (132).   
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The Reinforcement 
 
One pre-experimental session was used to select appropriate 

reinforcements for use in the experiment.  Twelve students from an 
experimental methodology course discussed in a group setting what would 
be an appropriate means for administration of an immediate and a delay 
reinforcement.  It was decided that the participant should be allowed to 
choose their reinforcement from a list of three popular candy bars and three 
popular gum flavors.  The ImR would be a small version of their number 
first choice valued at approximately $0.15; the DelR would be a King Size 
version of the number one choice valued at $1.00.  It was agreed that the 
larger is the preferred reward. 
 
Procedure 

 
All testing was done individually at various arranged times in a 

classroom.  The participants were given all of the questionnaires at once 
(with the questions presented in the following order: informed consent, 
reward choice, demographic questions, Social Responsibility Scale, 
Achieving Tendency Scale, and, on the bottom, was the BFI).  Individuals 
were directed to read all directions carefully and fill in the appropriate 
responses; in addition they were asked two verbal questions.  The first 
verbal question was that relating to time perception.  Following completion 
of these tasks the participants were thanked for their time and then the 
researcher stated: 

It looks like you have one more choice; would you like this now 
[indicating the ImR] or a much larger one at a later time (the DelR).  This 
served as a measurement for behavioral choice.  Each participant was 
presented with this question in a private setting to assure no bias.  
 
Results 

 
For the direct choice measure, 10 subjects (4 male and 6 female) 

made an immediate choice (small candy bar) and 16 (5 male and 11 female) 
subjects made a delayed choice (large candy bar).  For the question “I 
would rather get sixty dollars right now than have to wait a whole month 
and get one hundred and eighty dollars then,” 1 subject made an immediate 
choice and 25 subjects made a delayed choice.  For the question: “I would 
rather wait to get a much larger gift much later rather than get a smaller one 
now,” 3 subjects made an immediate choice and 23 subjects made a 
delayed choice.  With measures in which only 1 and 3 participants made 
immediate choices not enough data were gathered to make accurate 
comparisons between independent and dependent choices.   
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Further analyses were made with the direct choice measure.  Direct 
choice scores were analyzed by comparing each of the hypotheses 
separately.  The Mann-Whitney U-test for differences between independent 
samples was used because assumptions regarding parametric statistics 
could not be met.  Mischel (1961c) similarly used nonparametric statistics 
in his analyses.   

Time perception scores were operationalized as the absolute values 
of difference between the actual measured unit (1 minute) and the time each 
subject estimated that a minute expired.  The one tailed U-test for time 
perception was significant (P<.025). 

Time perception rankings by subjects who chose the immediate 
direct choices (N=10) were more accurate than those who chose the 
delayed, direct choices (N=16).  Mean accuracy scores were 6.3 seconds 
for subjects who made immediate choices and 16.6 seconds for subjects 
who made the delayed choice.   

A test of the ranking of the immediate versus delayed rankings for 
Mehrabian’s achievement scores was not significant (P>.05).  Mean 
achievement scores were 50 for subjects who made immediate choices and 
55.4 for subjects who made delayed choices. 

A test of the rankings of the immediate versus delayed rankings for 
Gough, McClosky & Meehl’s Social Responsibility scores was not 
significant (P>.05).  Mean social responsibility scores were 38.1 for 
subjects who made immediate choices and 37.4 for subjects who made 
delayed choices. 

A test of the rankings for the immediate versus delayed rankings 
for John, Donahue, and Kettle’s conscientiousness scores was not 
significant (p>.05).  Mean conscientiousness scores were 32.4 for subjects 
who made immediate choices and 32.0 for subjects who made delayed 
choices.   
 
Discussion 

 
Time perception results were opposite of that hypothesized.  Time 

perception in this study and the study of time perspective done by Mischel 
are defined differently and were gathered through different measures.  The 
results from the present research concerning time perception may indicate 
something positive about individuals who make immediate behavioral 
choices.  That is, those who make immediate choices may be more focused 
on the present and therefore more able to make accurate estimates of time 
in comparison to those who prefer to make delayed choices who may be 
more focused on the future.  Replications are necessary to confirm this 
theory. 
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Achievement mean scores are in the predicted direction. Perhaps 
with a larger subject pool the predicted difference in achievement scores 
between those who chose immediate rewards and those who chose delayed 
rewards would be statistically significant.   

The measure for social responsibility failed to discriminate between 
individuals who chose immediate and delayed rewards.  If tested in future 
studies, social responsibility should be studied with the use of an updated 
scale.  Some of the questions in Gough, McClosky, and Meehl’s 1952 
social responsibility scale (i.e. “At times I feel like swearing”) seemed 
outdated and insensitive to current language norms among college students.  
An updated measurement of social responsibility, the CPI (California 
Psychological Inventory), was acquired for inclusion in the current 
research, but the cost for scoring was too expensive. 

The measure for conscientiousness failed to discriminate between 
immediate and delayed choices.  If replicated in future studies, it may be 
concluded that conscientiousness plays no role in an individual’s preference 
for an immediate or delayed choice.   

Overall this research has identified some promising leads.  The 
finding that people who made an immediate choice had a more accurate 
perception of time is intriguing and bears replication with a larger sample.  
Such a replication should test theoretical explanations for this finding. It 
would also be interesting to see if the differences in time perception are so 
general that they exist with aversive choices.  The mean differences in 
achievement scores were in the predicted direction and if replicated in a 
larger sample may have important implications for the understanding of 
motivation in adults. 

In the aversive choice research of Bertilson and Dengerink (1975) 
three durations (1 sec, 2 sec, 3 sec) of shock were used in the immediate 
choice condition in order to find a condition that would result in a relatively 
equal number of immediate and delayed choices.  Similarly, different levels 
of immediate or delayed choices in the two choice questions should be 
tested to find levels that would yield a relatively equal number of subjects 
who choose immediate versus delayed choices. If that were done, one could 
create a composite choice score that would include the direct choice and 
two questionnaire items.  Such a combined measure might be more 
sensitive and therefore more useful in revealing time perception, 
achievement, social responsibility, and conscientiousness differences 
between participants who choose immediate versus delayed rewards. 
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