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SUMMARY

Five hundred fifty-six Isracli male and female fifth graders received two
hypothetical delay of gratification questions in counterbalanced orders. One
required a choice between an immediate and a more valuable but delayed
reward, the other required 5s to predict a smart child's choice under similar
circumstances. Although choices in both cases tended to be stmilar, Ss at-
tributed significantly more delay of gratification to the smart child than
they displayed themselves. The results are discussed in relation to value-
expectancy theory, which sees behavior as stemming from utility considera-
tions, and psychoanalysis, which sees it as the outcome of a conflict between
pleasure and reality-principle functioning.

A. INTRODUCTION

One of the most crucial developments in early childhood, according to
Freud and others, is the ability to delay gratification- This ability constitutes
an essential prerequisite for the development of rational thought and a reality
orientation (1). At the same time, however, this ability appears to be depen-
dent on the individual's capacity for rational thought (8). Much of the experi-
mental work in the area of delay of gratification has derived its impetus from
the original studies of Mischel (e.g., 4). In these studies, the typical procedure
employed to assess delay capacity is to confront the child with the choice
between an immediate reward and a more valuable, but delayed reward,
Mischel has presented data supporting the validity of this measure. His
studies indicate that delay of gratification, as measured by his technique,
increases with age, differs from culture to culture, and is systematically
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correlated with theoretically relevant cognitive and personality variables.
However, little is known as yet about the processes operating in delay be-
havior (5).

It is possible to distinguish two views regarding the nature of the conflict
involved in a situation where the individual is confronted with a choice
between immediate and delayed rewards. The first is illustrated by Mischel's
approach where delay of gratification is conceptualized in the framework of
the value-expectancy model (9), according to which the choice between alter-
native behaviors is a function of the subjective probability that each will lead
to particular outcomes and of the subjective values of the outcomes. Accord-
ing to Mischel, delaying an outcome reduces both the subjective value of the
outcome (7} and the subjective probability that this outcome will be attained
(4). This view is supported by findings that the tendency to prefer a delayed
reward can be strengthened by increasing either the value or the expectancy of
a reward (4). The assumption underlying this view is that choice between
immediate and delayed outcomes is guided by utility considerations.

The second view of the delay phenomenon is based on the psychoanalytic
conception, according to which the delay of gratification involves a conflict
between two opposing forces. One force derives from the pleasure principle,
and represents an unmodulated drive for immediate discharge. The second
derives from the reality principle and is guided by "rational" or utility consid-
erations. The two opposing forces emanate from two different structural
components of personality, the Id and the Ego, and the capacity to delay
discharge is a function of their relative strengths. Thus, in this view, unlike
the first, rational considerations of utility constitute only one side of the
conflicting forces: the fact that choice of the delayed outcome is judged to be
wise on rational or utility grounds does not insure its actual preference, since
the individual may not be able to resist the temptation for immediate gratifica-
tion. The belief that conflict occurs in situations of delay of gratification is
consistent with philosophical and popular conceptions of the conflicting forces
of reason and emotion, of will power, and of resistance to temptation.

The two different conceptualizations of delay behavior have different
theoretical and methodological implications. An example of the divergent
predictions following from the two models is to be found in the present study,
which attempts to assess their relative merits. Its rationale can best be
understood by means of a concrete example. A child is presented with two
rewards, one of which can be obtained immediately, and another which is
more valuable but is to be received only a while later. The child may be asked
which of the two rewards he would rather have. This is the typical procedure
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in a delay of gratification experiment. Suppose he 1s now presented with the
same alternatives, but is asked to indicate what a "smart child" would choose.
How would the reactions of the child to the two conditions compare? The
value-expectancy point of view would predict no difference between the two
choices, since in both cases the choices are assumed to be guided by utility
considerations. The psychoanalytic point of view, however, would expect the
child to attribute more choices of the delayed reward to a smart child than to
himself. This is because in the smart child situation the utility considerations
are made more salient relative to the impulsive urge for immediate gratifica-
tion,

A related question is whether increasing the salience of utility considera-
tions by presenting the child with the "smart child" situation first might
subsequently lead to a stronger preference for a delayed reward for himself.
Again, such an effect would not be predicted by the value-expectancy model,
but would be consistent with the psychoanalytic view in which the salience of
rational considerations is assumed to oppose an impulsive preference for
immediate discharge.

B. METHOD

t. Subjects

Five hundred and fifty-six fifth graders enrolled in 18 classes in 10 different
schools in Jerusalem served as 5s. All children were enrolled in regular classes
and represented a wide range of SES.

2. Procedure

All 5s were tested in groups in their ordinary classes by a female graduate
student. All instructions and materials were included in a booklet which was
distributed to the children. The first page of the booklet included introductory
instructions, which were also read aloud by E. These instructions were
followed by delay of gratification questions pertaining to Self and to a Smart
Child. Two hundred and seventy-one of the 5s (group 1) received the Self
question first, while 267 5s (group 2) received the Smart question first. A filler
task between the two questions, requiring Ss to choose one geometrical figure
that they preferred in each of 29 pairs took about three minutes. Booklets of
the two forms were randomly distributed among the pupils of each class.
The delay of gratification questions (originally in Hebrew) read as follows:
Self: Imagine that there was a contest in your class and you won. You are to
receive a prize and may choose either a chocolate bar that costs | Israeli pound
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now or a bigger chocolate bar that costs 1.50 pounds in two weeks. Which
would you choose?

Sreart: Imagine that there was a contest in your class and Uriel won. He is
to receive a prize, and may choose between one chocolate bar that costs one
Israeli pound now or a bigger bar that costs /.50 pounds in two weeks. You
know that Uriel is a smart boy. Which prize do you think Uriel will choose?

The Self and Smart questions were followed by open questions regarding
the reasons for the choice made, a question that assessed the 5's liking for
chocolate, and a personality questionnaire. Only the results of the delay of
gratification choices will be presented in this paper.

C. RESULTS

Twenty booklets were discarded because of missing data. In the remaining
538 5s there were 260 boys and 278 girls.

We will first present a between-individuals analysis to compare choices for
Self with choices for Smart. Later, a within-individual analysis will be used to
examine the relationship between the individual's choices for Self and for
Smart.

1. Between-Individual Analyses

Table 1 presents the frequency of immediate and delayed choices for Self
and Smart by group and sex.

The safest conclusions can be drawn from analysis of response to the first
question presented. A chi square analysis comparing choices for Self (group 1)
and Smart (group 2) revealed a significant difference (x* = 5.55,df = 1, p <
.02). The proportion of delayed choices was 49.8% for Self and 59.9% for
Smart.

The same trend was evident with regard to the second question presented.
A chi square comparing choices for Self (group 2) and Smart (group 1) yielded
X*=10.87,df=1,p < .001. Thus in both analysesSs attributed more delay of
gratification to the smart child than they displayed themselves.

Repetition of the above analysis separately for boys and girls yielded the
following results. With regard to responses to the first question presented, a
comparison of boys in Group 1 (Self) with those in Group 2 (Smart) yields x” ~
629, n.s.; the respective comparison for girls yields x* = 5.84, p < .02. With
regard to responses to the second question, a comparison of boys in Group |
(Smart) with boys in Group 2 (Self) yields x* = 2.058, n.s. The respective
comparison for girls yields x* = 10.99, p < .001. Thus, it appears that the
findings reported above for the total sample are mostly or entirely due to the
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girls. For the boys, little difference is obtained in delay behavior between Self
and Smart instructions.

Comparisons of boys' and girls' responses with regard to Self yield the
following results: 56.3% of the boys in Group 1 preferred the delayed reward
as against 44.1% for girls (x = 4.02, p < .05); the same trend is evident in
Group 2, where 59 7% of the boys preferred the delayed reward as against
43.6% for girls (x* = 6.92, p < .01). Thus, girls in our sample appear to display
more impulsive choices than boys.

Comparison of boys' and girls' choices for the "smart child" yield the
following results. In Group 1 68.3% of the boys indicated the delayed reward,
as compared with 63.4% for girls (x* = .69, n.s. ). For Group 2 the respective
figures are 61.2% for boys and 58.6% for girls (x* = .18, ns. ).

Thus, while no sex difference is obtained in responses to Smart, girls display
more impulsive choices than boys for Self.

To examine the statistical significance of the sex differences observed in the
Self-Smart discrepancy, a three-way (Sex X Question X Choice) chi-square
partition (12) was carried out for the responses made to the first question
administered. The triple interaction yielded ax* (df = 1) = 1.248, which is not
significant.

2. Order Effects

To examine whether increasing the salience of utility considerations {(by first
presenting the "smart child” question) affects choices for Self, responses to Self
of Group 2 were compared to those of Group 1:49.8% of the children in Group
1 preferred the delayed reward as compared with 51.7% in Group 2 (x* =
n.s.). The results of this analysis do not support the hypothesis that makmg a
choice for a smart child increases the probability of delaying gratification for
self in a subsequent task. Smart following Self elicited more delayed responses
(65.7%) than Smart administered first (59.9%). The difference, however, was
not significant.

3. Consistency and Change in-Self and Smart Choices

To examine intraindividual consistency and change in reaction to Self and
Smart, all 5 s were classified into four types according to the patterns of choices
displayed: delayed for both smart and self, immediate for both; delayed for
self, immediate for smart; and immediate for self, delayed for smart. The
number of children displaying each pattemn is presented in Table 2, according
to group and sex.
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Across both groups and sexes, a considerable consistency is evident in 5s'
responses to Self and Smart. Thus, of the 538 Ss in the sample, 405, or 75.3%
made the same choice for Self and Smart. The relationship between choice for
Self and choice for Smart is highly significant, as revealed by a x* of 145.02.
The contingency coefficient (C) is .52.

Examination of the 133 5s who gave difterent responses to Self and Smart
indicates that the number of 5s who preferred an immediate reward for Self
but a delayed reward for Smart was about three times as high as the number of
those exhibiting the reverse pattern. A chi-square analysis of changes (3)
yielded x* = 31.77, p < .001.

The above analyses were repeated for boys and girls separately. For boys a
C of .49 was obtained between choices for Self and choices for Smart (x2 =
81.91). The respective analysis for girls yielded C of .43 (x* = 64.53). A chi-
square analysis of changes yielded x* = 5.25,p < .05, for boys, and -
29.54, p < .001 for girls.

Thus it can be concluded that in general (a) both boys and girls displayed a
considerable consistency in choices for Self and Smart; (6) of those who
displayed inconsistent choices, a larger proportion chose an immediate re-
ward for Self and a delayed reward for Smart, compared with those who
displayed the reverse pattern. This latter conclusion appears to gain stronger
support from the analyses of intraindividual changes than from the between-
individual analysis presented. This is reflected in the sizes of the x” figures
obtained and in the fact that the x> obtained for boys reached a conventional

level of significance in the within-individual analysis, though it did not in the
between-individual analysis.

4. Order Effects

Analyses of order effects based on the within-individual patterns of re-
sponses to Self and Smart revealed the following trends. First, there was a
tendency for 5s in Group 2 to display more consistent choices for Self and
Smart than Ss in Group 1. Thus, a chi-square analysis of the contingency of
Self and Smart choices for Group 1 yielded x* = 60.23. The respective analysis
for Group 2 yielded x* = 86.91. In group 1 72.3% displayed consistent choices
compared to 78.3% in Group 2. Second, 5s who chose an immediate reward
for Self but a delayed reward for Smart constituted a larger proportion (. 79) of
consistent 5s in Group 1 than in Group 2 (.69). Both of these trends are

consistent with the hypothesis advanced regarding order effects, but neither
of these trends i1s statistically significant.
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D. DISCUSSION

The main findings of this study can be summarized in terms of three topics:
(a) the difference between Self and Smart, (b) order effects, and (c) sex
differences. The findings pertaining to the last two topics will be commented
upon only briefly. With regard to order effects, although certain analyses of
the data indicate slight order effects in the predicted directions, the results as a
whole seem to yield no definitive support for the hypothesis that delaying
gratification to Self may be strengthened by exposure to a question which
increases the salience of utility considerations. Still, the experimental condi-
tions employed 1n the present study might not have been sensitive enough to
obtain order effects, and it would be instructive to retest the hypothesis under
conditions which maximize the discrepancy between Self and Smart choices
(see below). As for sex differences, it should be noted that although these have
been obtained consistently in both groups of the present work, other studies in
the field do not report a similar finding (e.g., 11). We therefore feel that the
evaluation of these findings should await further research.

Tuming now to the main question posed in this work, the results on the
whole tend to support the hypothesis that children attribute more delay of
gratification to a smart child than they are willing or able to display them-
selves. Thus, across both groups the delayed reward was chosen for Self by
50.7% of the children, as compared with 62.8% for Smart children.
Similarly, of those 5s indicating different choices for Self and Smart, 99 (or
74.4%) indicated an immediate reward for Self and a delayed reward for
Smart, compared with 34 who exhibited the reverse pattern. A larger
discrepancy between Smart and Self choices may be expected with actual
rather than hypothetical choices, and with younger children whose self-
control 1s less developed. For both conditions we would expect a stronger
preference for immediate reward for Self compared with Smart condition.

These findings seem to suggest the operation of certain tendencies or forces
within the individual which press him towards a stronger preference for the
immediate reward than he considers wise. The responses of the children to the
postchoice inquiry suggest that some of them are quite aware of the fact that
their choice deviates from what they consider a wise choice. The difference
between Self and Smart choices was predicted on the basis of the psychoanaly-
tic model of delay. The value-expectancy model, however, would require
additional assumptions regarding the determinants of one's choice and the
perceived determinants of a wise choice to account for this difference. Indeed,
Mischel bases the explanation of some of his recent findings on the assumption
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that waiting for a delayed reward is "frustrating” (6). In a value-expectancy
model of delay, the element of frustration associated with waiting could be
represented as one of the possible outcomes of delay, having a negative value,
and can be assumed to affect the individual's estimate of the overall utility of a
given choice. The psychoanalytic model of delay on the other hand, would
scem to prefer the conception that the urge for immediate gratification, or the
repulsion from inhibiting discharge, is a force which stands in opposition to
rational or utility consideration, rather than as an element which enters into
estimates of utility. Mischel himself has indeed invoked the concept of frustra-
tion only as a determinant of waiting behavior, not as a determinant of choice.
In the former case frustration refers to a motivating force; in the latter it would
refer to a cognitive element: i.e., anticipated frustration.

The considerable consistency observed between Self and Smart choices
appears, on the other hand, to be consistent with the assumption that delay
behavior is guided by utility considerations. Thus, about 75% of all children
displayed the same choice for Smart and Self. The observation that about 41%
of those displaying consistent choice indicated immediate choices for Self and
Smart might suggest that utility considerations do not necessarily lead to a
choice of the delayed reward; the apparently "impulsive” choice of the im-
mediate reward may also be based quite often on such considerations.

It seems useful to draw a distinction between two types of nondelay be-
havior. Refusal to delay gratification might be displayed because of one or
both of the following reasons: (a) the individual judges the choice of the
delayed reward as a wiser behavior, but being unable to resist the temptation
of the immediate reward, he "chooses" it over the delayed more valuable one;
(b) the immediate reward is chosen on the basis of rational or utility considera-
tions (e.g., "a bird in the hand is worth two in the bush"). We would
hypothesize that the first type of nondelay behavior is more prevalent in early
childhood. Indeed, psychoanalytic and related discussions of failure to delay
gratification center on the insufficiently well-developed capacity to inhibit
discharge or resist temptation. The conception of delay as dependent on
capacity s clearly implied in such concepts as impulse control, ego strength,
will power, and the like. From late childhood on, nondelayed behavior is
predominantly of the second type: i.e., based on utility considerations. Thus,
the often observed "failure” to delay gratification in a lower class (10) might
rest on rational considerations, such as the belief that long-run promises have
a low likelihood to be fulfilled (2). We suspect, however, that even in adult-
hood the capacity to resist temptation still plays an important role in delay
behavior. ' ‘
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