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Abstract

Intertemporal decision-making research typically characterizes individual time preferences using
discount functions and relies on these measures to explain behavioral differences. However, exist-
ing evidence suggests that time preferences measured in laboratory settings do not consistently
predict real-world behavior. Addressing this issue, the present review synthesizes the development
of discounting models, experimental paradigms, and empirical findings on real-world outcomes.
Overall, while discounting models effectively describe choice behavior in controlled experimental
contexts, their associations with real-world behavior are generally weak and vary substantially
across settings. Further analysis indicates that this variability reflects not only the multidimen-
sional nature of time preferences, but also differences in how time is represented in experimental
tasks and how behavior is measured in empirical studies. Rather than being fully captured by a sin-
gle discounting parameter, intertemporal behavior in naturalistic contexts is likely shaped by mul-
tiple underlying processes. Based on these observations, future research should place greater em-
phasis on temporal experience and contextual factors in decision-making, and adopt research de-
signs that prioritize predictive validity, thereby facilitating the translation of laboratory findings to
real-world applications.
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