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The Effect of Episodic Future Thinking on
Delay Discounting: Role of Emotion
—The Dissection Effect of Trait Impulsivity

WANG Ke, ZHANG Shun-min, FENG Ting-yong
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Abstract: Delay discounting refers a propensity to favor instant rewards and discount the outcomes of dis-
tant future. Lately, it has been proposed that episodic future thinking could attenuate delay discounting,
whereas the underlying mechanism of this effect remains less clear, and we don’t know yet if episodic fu-
ture thinking has thesame impact on delay discounting of those with different impulsivity. Therefore, by
manipulating emotional valence of future episodes we havetested our hypothesis in positive, negative and
neutral prospective episodes conditions between individuals with high and low impulsivity. Our results
show that 1)generally, positive prospective episodes inhibited delay discounting; negative prospective epi-
sodes aggravate delay discounting; and the episodic effect is nullified when prospective episodes is neutral;
2) specifically, positive prospective episodes inhibited individuals’ delay discounting no matter how impul-
sive he is; however, negative prospective episodes only aggravate delay discounting of those who with high
but not low impulsivity. Present findings support the emotion-of-episodic-prospect hypothesis which sug-
gests the effects of episodic prospecton time preference virtually hinge on prospective emotion; further-
more, the reason why negative episodic prospect only aggravated high but not low impulsive individuals’
delay discounting might be that low impulsive individuals have better capability of self-control. The mecha-
nism has been exploredfor modulation of delay discounting by episodic future thinking, and a new insight
into the malleability of delay discounting been provided.

Key words: intertemporal choice; episodic future thinking; emotional valence; impulsivity
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