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Abstract: Digital environments increasingly provide rapid and repeated rewards through
social media notifications, short-form entertainment, online gaming, personalized content,
and other forms of immediate digital engagement. Although such rewards can support
communication and recreation, their immediacy may compete with behaviours directed
toward delayed academic, occupational, health, and personal goals. Episodic future thinking
(EFT), defined as the capacity to mentally simulate personally relevant future events, offers a
potentially important cognitive mechanism for understanding resistance to immediately
available rewards. This review examines the theoretical and empirical literature connecting
episodic future thinking with reward valuation, delay discounting, self-regulation, and
resistance to immediate digital incentives.

The review integrates evidence from cognitive psychology, behavioural decision-making,
prospective cognition, and digital behaviour research. Particular attention is given to the
mechanisms through which vivid representations of future outcomes may increase the
subjective relevance of delayed consequences, reduce excessive preference for immediate
rewards, and strengthen goal-consistent decision-making. The review also considers the
distinctive characteristics of digital rewards, including immediacy, repetition, personalization,
low access costs, and attention-capturing cues, which may create substantial competition
between present gratification and future-oriented goals.

The synthesis indicates a theoretically plausible pathway through which episodic future
thinking could support resistance to immediate digital rewards by increasing future-outcome
salience and altering intertemporal valuation. However, direct evidence specifically testing
EFT against contemporary digital rewards remains less developed than the broader literature

on EFT and delay discounting. The review therefore identifies an important research
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opportunity at the intersection of episodic cognition and digital self-regulation. Future studies
should directly test whether structured EFT interventions can influence real-world digital

choices, screen-based reward consumption, and sustained goal-directed behaviour.

Keywords: Episodic Future Thinking; Digital Rewards; Delay Discounting; Self-Regulation;
Immediate Gratification; Future-Oriented Cognition; Intertemporal Choice; Digital

Behaviour; Reward Valuation; Cognitive Control
1. Introduction

The expansion of digital technologies has substantially changed the reward environment in
which everyday decisions are made. Smartphones, social networking platforms, streaming
services, digital games, and personalized applications provide users with rapidly accessible
forms of stimulation and feedback. Notifications, social responses, novel content,
achievement indicators, and continuously available entertainment can function as immediate
incentives that compete with activities whose benefits emerge only after sustained effort.
Consequently, understanding how individuals regulate their responses to immediate digital
rewards has become increasingly relevant to cognitive and behavioural research.

Immediate rewards are especially important in intertemporal decision-making because
individuals frequently choose between a smaller benefit available in the present and a
potentially more valuable outcome available later. A strong preference for immediate
outcomes is commonly examined through the concept of delay discounting, whereby the
subjective value assigned to an outcome decreases as the delay preceding that outcome
increases. In digital environments, this decision structure may appear when an individual
chooses immediate online entertainment instead of continuing an academic assignment,
professional task, exercise plan, or another activity associated with delayed benefits.

Episodic future thinking provides a useful cognitive perspective for understanding such
decisions. EFT involves mentally constructing specific events that could occur in one's
personal future. Rather than treating future consequences as abstract possibilities, episodic
simulation can make them more concrete and psychologically salient. This process may alter
how individuals compare immediate and delayed outcomes by strengthening the
representation of future consequences during present decision-making.

The relationship between EFT and resistance to immediate digital rewards is theoretically
important because digital environments are specifically designed around rapid interaction and

immediate feedback. Future-oriented cognition may provide a countervailing mechanism by
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directing attention toward consequences and objectives extending beyond the present
moment. Nevertheless, findings from general intertemporal-choice research cannot
automatically be assumed to apply identically to digital behaviour. Direct investigation of
digital reward contexts is therefore necessary.

1.1 Episodic Future Thinking as a Prospective Cognitive Process

Episodic future thinking involves the construction of detailed representations of possible
personal experiences that have not yet occurred. It draws upon cognitive processes related to
episodic memory, imagination, prospective cognition, and personal goal representation.
Individuals may imagine themselves completing an important project, achieving an academic
objective, maintaining a health behaviour, or experiencing the future consequences of present
choices.

The relevance of EFT to decision-making lies partly in its capacity to reduce the
psychological abstraction of delayed outcomes. Future rewards can appear less compelling
when they are temporally distant and difficult to imagine. A vivid representation of a
personally meaningful future event may increase the accessibility and subjective importance
of that outcome during a current decision.

This mechanism distinguishes EFT from general statements about future consequences.
Merely knowing that an action may have future benefits does not necessarily create a rich
representation of those benefits. Episodic simulation involves constructing a specific future
situation with personal and contextual meaning, potentially making future outcomes more

influential in present valuation.
1.2 Immediate Digital Rewards and Intertemporal Choice

Digital rewards possess several characteristics that make them particularly relevant to
intertemporal decision-making. They are frequently available with minimal effort, occur
rapidly following user action, and can be repeated many times within a short period. Digital
platforms may also provide unpredictable or socially meaningful feedback, increasing their
attentional significance.

The behavioural challenge does not arise simply from the existence of digital technology.
Rather, difficulties may emerge when immediately accessible digital incentives repeatedly
compete with personally valued delayed outcomes. An individual may intend to study,
complete professional work, sleep, exercise, or engage in another goal-directed activity but
encounter an immediately available digital alternative requiring little effort.
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Resistance to immediate digital rewards can therefore be conceptualized as the capacity to
maintain goal-consistent behaviour when an accessible digital incentive offers more
immediate gratification. This resistance potentially involves several interacting processes,
including attentional control, reward valuation, prospective thinking, inhibitory control, and

self-regulation.
1.3 Problem Statement

Research on episodic future thinking has provided substantial evidence concerning future
simulation and intertemporal decision-making. Separately, a growing body of research has
examined digital distraction, problematic technology use, online reward processes, and
failures of self-regulation. However, these areas are not yet fully integrated.

A central unresolved question is whether episodic future thinking can systematically
strengthen resistance to immediate rewards specifically within contemporary digital
environments. Evidence that EFT influences delay discounting provides an important
theoretical foundation, but digital rewards may involve additional characteristics such as
social feedback, algorithmically selected content, habitual checking, and continuous
accessibility.

A focused synthesis is therefore required to distinguish established evidence from proposed
extensions. Without this distinction, there is a risk of assuming that findings from monetary

or food-related intertemporal-choice paradigms necessarily generalize to digital behaviour.
1.4 Research Motivation

The motivation for this review arises from the need to understand cognitive mechanisms that
may support autonomous and goal-consistent digital behaviour. As digital activities become
integrated into education, work, communication, and recreation, simple avoidance of
technology is neither realistic nor necessarily desirable. A more useful research direction is to
understand how individuals regulate digital reward seeking when it conflicts with valued
longer-term objectives.

Episodic future thinking provides a promising framework because it addresses the
representation and valuation of future outcomes rather than focusing exclusively on
suppressing immediate impulses. Examining this mechanism may therefore contribute to a
more precise account of how future-oriented cognition interacts with immediate reward

availability.
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Accordingly, this review synthesizes relevant literature on episodic future thinking,
intertemporal choice, reward valuation, self-regulation, and digital reward processes, while
identifying the empirical gaps that must be addressed before strong conclusions can be drawn
about EFT as a strategy for resisting immediate digital rewards.

2. Literature Review
2.1 Episodic Future Thinking and Future-Oriented Cognition

Episodic future thinking has emerged as an important concept within cognitive psychology
for explaining how individuals mentally represent events that have not yet occurred. Unlike
general future expectations, episodic future thinking involves constructing detailed and
personally meaningful future scenarios that include contextual information, emotions, and
specific experiences. This ability allows individuals to simulate possible outcomes and
evaluate present choices according to their potential future consequences.

Research on prospective cognition suggests that future simulation plays an important role in
goal-directed behaviour and self-regulation. When individuals can vividly imagine future
achievements or consequences, delayed outcomes may become more psychologically
significant. This increased future relevance can influence decision-making processes by
shifting attention away from immediate benefits toward longer-term objectives.

The influence of episodic future thinking on behaviour is closely connected with mental time
perspective. Individuals who naturally consider future consequences may demonstrate
stronger planning abilities and greater willingness to delay immediate gratification.
Conversely, limited future representation may increase preference for immediately available
rewards because future outcomes appear distant and less personally meaningful.

Within digital environments, this cognitive mechanism may become particularly important.
Digital rewards are often designed around immediate feedback, while many personal goals
require sustained effort over time. Episodic future thinking may provide a cognitive pathway
through which individuals maintain focus on future objectives despite attractive immediate

digital alternatives.
2.2 Episodic Future Thinking and Delay Discounting

Delay discounting refers to the tendency to assign lower value to rewards as the waiting

period before receiving them increases. This process represents a fundamental aspect of
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intertemporal choice and is frequently studied in relation to self-control, impulsivity, and
decision-making.

A consistent finding in cognitive psychology is that individuals who strongly discount future
rewards are more likely to select immediate outcomes over delayed benefits. This tendency
can influence various domains, including financial decisions, health behaviours, academic
persistence, and lifestyle choices.

Episodic future thinking has been investigated as a cognitive approach for modifying delay
discounting patterns. By making future outcomes more vivid and personally relevant, EFT
may increase the subjective value of delayed rewards. Instead of viewing future benefits as
abstract possibilities, individuals may experience them as more concrete outcomes connected
to their personal identity.

However, the effectiveness of EFT may depend on several factors, including the emotional
relevance of imagined events, individual differences in imagination ability, and the degree of
connection between present actions and future outcomes. These considerations are
particularly important when applying EFT to digital rewards because many digital incentives

provide immediate social and emotional reinforcement.
2.3 Digital Rewards and Immediate Gratification Behaviour

Digital technologies have introduced a highly accessible reward environment where users can
receive immediate feedback through notifications, messages, entertainment content,
achievement systems, and social interactions. These reward structures can influence attention
allocation and behavioural choices by making immediate gratification easily available.

Unlike traditional delayed-reward situations, digital rewards often involve repeated exposure
and rapid reinforcement. A user may receive multiple small rewards within a short period,
creating continuous opportunities for immediate engagement. This pattern may compete with
activities that require sustained effort but provide benefits only after longer periods.
Immediate digital rewards are not inherently harmful; they support communication, learning,
creativity, and entertainment. However, difficulties may occur when individuals repeatedly
choose short-term digital stimulation despite having important long-term goals. This conflict
represents a self-regulation challenge involving competing motivational systems.
Understanding resistance to digital rewards therefore requires examining not only the

strength of immediate incentives but also the cognitive processes that help individuals
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maintain future-oriented behaviour. Episodic future thinking may represent one such process
by increasing awareness of future consequences.

Table 1. Relationship between Episodic Future Thinking and Behavioural Self-

Regulation

Research Dimension Role of Episodic Future Thinking Expected Behavioural Influence

Future Outcome Creates detailed images of future

] Increases future goal awareness
Representation consequences
] Enhances perceived value of delayed Reduces preference for
Reward Evaluation ) )
outcomes immediate rewards

] Supports planning and goal )
Self-Regulation ] Improves behavioural control
maintenance

o ) Provides future-focused information o
Decision-Making ) ) Encourages long-term decisions
during choices

Source/Note: Conceptual synthesis based on reviewed cognitive psychology literature.
2.4 Self-Regulation and Resistance to Immediate Rewards

Self-regulation involves the ability to control thoughts, emotions, and behaviours in
accordance with personal goals. In reward-based situations, self-regulation allows individuals
to overcome immediate impulses and maintain actions that support future objectives.
Resistance to immediate digital rewards requires multiple self-regulatory processes.
Individuals must recognize competing goals, evaluate consequences, control attention, and
maintain motivation toward delayed outcomes. These processes involve both cognitive
control and future-oriented thinking.

Episodic future thinking may strengthen self-regulation by creating a stronger psychological
connection between current actions and future outcomes. When individuals can imagine the
benefits of future goal achievement, they may become more willing to tolerate short-term
limitations or reduced immediate gratification.

Nevertheless, self-regulation is influenced by environmental conditions. Digital platforms
often include persuasive design features that increase engagement, meaning that individual
cognitive strategies operate within broader technological environments. Therefore,
understanding digital reward resistance requires consideration of both personal cognitive

mechanisms and external reward structures.
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2.5 Cognitive Mechanisms Linking Future Thinking and Digital Reward Resistance

The relationship between episodic future thinking and resistance to immediate digital rewards
can be explained through several cognitive mechanisms. First, EFT may increase future self-
relevance by making delayed outcomes more personally meaningful. Second, it may
influence reward comparison by reducing the psychological distance between present choices
and future consequences.

Another possible mechanism involves attentional regulation. Individuals who maintain clear
representations of future goals may be better able to redirect attention away from immediate
digital cues. This may reduce automatic engagement with distracting digital stimuli.
Additionally, EFT may support goal maintenance by strengthening motivation toward
personally meaningful objectives. When future outcomes are emotionally connected and
vividly represented, individuals may experience greater commitment toward actions that
support those outcomes.

However, further research is required to determine whether these mechanisms operate
similarly across different digital contexts, including social media use, online gaming,

entertainment consumption, and digital learning environments.
3. Research Gap

The existing literature provides substantial evidence regarding the role of episodic future
thinking in prospective cognition, intertemporal decision-making, and self-regulation.
Previous research has demonstrated that mentally representing future events can influence
how individuals evaluate delayed outcomes and regulate present behaviour. However, several
important gaps remain regarding the application of episodic future thinking within modern
digital reward environments.

A major research gap is the limited direct examination of the relationship between episodic
future thinking and resistance to immediate digital rewards. Although previous studies have
explored EFT in contexts such as monetary choices, health behaviour, and impulsive
decision-making, digital rewards represent a distinct category because they are highly
accessible, repetitive, socially reinforced, and available with minimal effort.

Another limitation in existing research is that digital reward behaviour is often examined
through technological or behavioural perspectives, while cognitive mechanisms related to

future representation receive comparatively less attention. Understanding whether future-
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oriented cognition can influence digital self-regulation requires integration between cognitive
psychology and digital behaviour research.

A further gap concerns the role of individual differences. People vary in their ability to
generate vivid future images, maintain future goals, and connect present actions with future
consequences. These differences may influence whether episodic future thinking effectively
reduces preference for immediate digital rewards.

The present review addresses these gaps by synthesizing research on episodic future thinking,
reward valuation, delay discounting, and digital self-regulation. It identifies how future-
oriented cognition may contribute to understanding resistance against immediate digital

gratification while highlighting areas requiring further empirical investigation.
4. Review Methodology
4.1 Review Design and Information Sources

This review article adopts a structured thematic literature synthesis approach to examine the
relationship between episodic future thinking (EFT) and resistance to immediate digital
rewards. The review integrates theoretical and empirical literature from cognitive
psychology, behavioural decision-making, prospective cognition, self-regulation research,
and digital behaviour studies.

The primary objective of this review is to synthesize existing theoretical perspectives and
empirical findings, identify potential cognitive mechanisms, and highlight research gaps
concerning the role of episodic future thinking in regulating responses to immediately
available digital incentives.

The reviewed literature includes peer-reviewed journal articles, theoretical contributions, and
scholarly books related to episodic future thinking, intertemporal choice, delay discounting,
reward valuation, self-regulation, and technology-mediated behaviour.

4.2 Literature Search Strategy

A structured literature search strategy was developed to identify relevant academic literature
examining future-oriented cognition, reward processing, self-regulation, and digital
behaviour.

Relevant literature was identified through established academic databases and scholarly
search platforms, including Scopus, Web of Science, PubMed, PsycINFO, and Google
Scholar.
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The search strategy was based on combinations of keywords representing four major
conceptual domains:

Table 1. Search Concepts and Keywords

Search Concept Keywords Used

o "episodic future thinking" OR "future simulation" OR "prospective cognition"
Future Cognition ] o
OR "future-oriented thinking"

Reward Decision- | "delay discounting" OR "intertemporal choice" OR "future reward valuation”

Making OR "temporal discounting"

] "self-control” OR "goal maintenance" OR "behaviour regulation” OR
Self-Regulation .
""cognitive control”

"digital rewards" OR "online gratification" OR "technology use behaviour"

Digital Behaviour L )
OR "digital distraction"

The identified literature was evaluated according to its relevance to the central research
question. Studies were selected based on their conceptual contribution, methodological
relevance, and ability to explain the relationship between future-oriented cognition and

immediate reward regulation.
4.3 Inclusion Criteria

Studies were included when they addressed one or more of the following areas:

o Research examining episodic future thinking, future simulation, or prospective cognition.
Studies investigating delay discounting, intertemporal decision-making, or future reward
valuation.

o Research focusing on self-regulation, cognitive control, or goal-directed behaviour.
Studies examining digital engagement, technology-mediated rewards, or immediate
gratification behaviours.

« Research providing psychological explanations of resistance to short-term rewards.

« Priority was given to studies that provided theoretical frameworks, empirical evidence, or
methodological insights relevant to understanding how future-oriented cognition

influences decision-making and behavioural regulation.
4.4 Exclusion Criteria

Studies were excluded when they met any of the following conditions:

o Research unrelated to future thinking, reward processing, or behavioural regulation.
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o Studies focusing exclusively on technological design without examining cognitive or
behavioural mechanisms.

« Publications lacking sufficient theoretical or empirical relevance to the objectives of the
review.

e Non-academic sources without scholarly contribution.
4.5 Evidence Organization and Thematic Synthesis

The selected literature was organized according to major theoretical themes related to the
research question:

o Episodic future thinking and future outcome representation.

o Delay discounting and intertemporal reward valuation.

« Self-regulation and resistance to immediate gratification.

« Digital reward environments and technology-mediated behaviour.

The evidence was synthesized using thematic analysis to identify recurring mechanisms,
theoretical relationships, areas of agreement, and unresolved research questions across the

literature.
4.6 Analytical Approach

This review employs a thematic synthesis approach rather than a quantitative meta-analysis.
The analysis focuses on identifying key theoretical patterns related to:

« How episodic future thinking influences present decision-making.

o How future outcomes become psychologically meaningful during intertemporal choices.

o How digital environments create conditions that increase exposure to immediate rewards.
o How future-oriented cognition may contribute to goal-consistent behaviour.

The review distinguishes between established empirical findings and emerging theoretical
applications. Existing research provides support for the role of episodic future thinking in
intertemporal decision-making and self-regulation; however, direct evidence examining its
influence on resistance to contemporary digital rewards remains limited and requires further

empirical investigation.
5. Theoretical Analysis

The theoretical relationship between episodic future thinking and resistance to immediate
digital rewards can be understood through the interaction of prospective cognition, reward

valuation, self-regulation, and attentional control. Immediate digital rewards derive much of
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their behavioural strength from temporal proximity. A notification, short video, message,
game-related achievement, or novel content item can provide an immediate outcome,
whereas the benefits of studying, sustained work, exercise, or other goal-directed activities
may emerge only after considerable delay. This temporal imbalance can influence choice
even when individuals recognize the greater long-term value of their future goals.

Episodic future thinking may alter this imbalance by increasing the psychological
accessibility of delayed consequences. When an individual constructs a vivid and personally
meaningful representation of a future event, the delayed outcome becomes less abstract
within the current decision context. The mechanism does not necessarily eliminate the
attractiveness of an immediate digital reward. Instead, it may increase the relative salience of
the future alternative, allowing the individual to evaluate the immediate choice within a
broader temporal perspective.

The theoretical value of EFT therefore lies in its capacity to connect present behaviour with
future outcomes. This connection may be especially relevant in digital environments, where
repeated opportunities for immediate gratification can fragment attention and compete with
longer-term goals. The effectiveness of EFT, however, is likely to depend on characteristics
such as future-event vividness, personal relevance, temporal distance, goal importance, and

the strength of competing digital cues.
5.1 Future-Outcome Salience and Reward Valuation

Future outcomes frequently exert less influence on present decisions because they are
temporally distant and comparatively abstract. Episodic future thinking may reduce this
representational disadvantage by allowing individuals to mentally experience elements of a
future outcome before it occurs. A student, for example, might mentally simulate completing
an important academic objective before deciding whether to interrupt study for immediately
rewarding digital content.

Such simulation may influence the subjective comparison between present and future
rewards. The immediate digital option remains accessible, but the delayed alternative
becomes cognitively richer and more personally relevant. Consequently, decision-making
may shift from a narrow comparison dominated by immediate gratification toward a broader

assessment incorporating future consequences.
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This relationship can be represented conceptually as:

Episodic Future Thinking
1

Greater Vividness of Future Outcomes

!

Increased Future-Outcome Salience

!

Stronger Valuation of Delayed Benefits

!

Reduced Relative Appeal of Immediate Digital Rewards
This pathway should be interpreted as a theoretical mechanism rather than evidence that EFT

will produce identical effects across all digital behaviours.
5.2 Future Self-Connection and Goal Maintenance

Another mechanism concerns psychological connection with the future self. Long-term goals
can become difficult to prioritize when future outcomes feel disconnected from present
experience. Episodic future thinking may strengthen the perceived continuity between present
actions and future consequences by helping individuals imagine themselves within a specific
future situation.

Greater future self-connection may support goal maintenance because present sacrifices
become easier to interpret as meaningful contributions toward personally relevant outcomes.
In digital contexts, this may influence decisions such as continuing an academic task rather
than checking entertainment content or maintaining a planned activity instead of responding
immediately to nonessential digital cues.

However, future self-connection alone may not be sufficient to regulate behaviour. Digital
engagement can also involve habits, social expectations, boredom reduction, and
environmental cues. EFT should therefore be understood as one potential component within a

broader system of cognitive and environmental self-regulation.
5.3 Attentional Control and Digital Reward Cues

Digital environments frequently contain salient cues designed to capture attention, including
notifications, visual signals, personalized recommendations, and continuously refreshed
information. Once attention is redirected toward such cues, an intended activity may be
interrupted even before a deliberate reward comparison occurs.

Episodic future thinking may contribute indirectly to attentional control by maintaining the

accessibility of goal-relevant future outcomes. When an individual's future objective remains
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cognitively active, competing digital stimuli may be evaluated against that objective rather
than processed solely according to their immediate attractiveness.

This mechanism suggests that resistance to digital rewards is not simply a matter of
suppressing impulses. It may also involve maintaining sufficiently strong representations of
valued future outcomes so that they remain influential when attention is challenged by

immediately rewarding alternatives.
5.4 Integrated Conceptual Framework

The theoretical synthesis developed in this review proposes the following integrated pathway:

Immediate Digital Reward Exposure

!

Immediate Reward Salience

!

Competition between Present Gratification and Future Goals
Episodic Future Thinking

!

Future Event Vividness

!

Future Self-Connection

!

Enhanced Delayed-Outcome Valuation

!

Improved Goal Maintenance

!

Greater Resistance to Immediate Digital Rewards
The framework does not assume that episodic future thinking completely prevents digital

engagement. Rather, it proposes that EFT may alter the cognitive balance between immediate

and delayed outcomes when digital engagement conflicts with an existing long-term goal.
6. Critical Discussion
6.1 Interpretation of the Reviewed Evidence

The reviewed theoretical and empirical literature supports a meaningful association between
future-oriented cognition and intertemporal decision-making. Episodic future thinking
appears particularly relevant because it transforms future consequences from abstract
concepts into more concrete mental representations. This mechanism provides a plausible
explanation for why EFT has been associated in prior research with reduced preference for

immediately available rewards.
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Extending this evidence to digital behaviour requires caution. Much of the established EFT
literature has examined monetary, food-related, or experimentally structured delayed rewards
rather than contemporary digital incentives. Consequently, evidence supporting EFT in
general intertemporal choice should not automatically be interpreted as direct evidence that it
reduces social media checking, short-form content consumption, gaming engagement, or
other specific digital behaviours.

The principal contribution of the present review is therefore integrative rather than causal.
Existing findings provide a theoretical basis for investigating EFT as a digital self-regulation
mechanism, while the direct empirical relationship remains an important area for further

study.
6.2 Digital Rewards as a Distinct Self-Regulation Context

Digital rewards differ from many conventional experimental rewards because they can be
immediate, recurrent, socially meaningful, personalized, and continuously accessible. A
laboratory choice between immediate and delayed monetary outcomes may involve a single
explicit decision, whereas digital behaviour can involve dozens of small decisions distributed
throughout everyday activity.

This distinction has methodological implications. Future studies should not rely exclusively
on conventional delay-discounting measures when evaluating digital reward resistance.
Behavioural outcomes such as voluntary checking frequency, task-switching behaviour, time
spent on optional digital content, response to notifications, and persistence on goal-directed
tasks may provide more ecologically relevant indicators.

Digital behaviour is also heterogeneous. Educational applications, communication platforms,
games, social networks, and entertainment services involve different motivational processes.
Accordingly, future research should avoid treating all screen-based activity as a single form

of immediate reward.
6.3 Boundary Conditions and Alternative Explanations

The effectiveness of episodic future thinking may vary substantially across individuals and
contexts. Future simulation ability, emotional state, goal commitment, habitual technology
use, reward sensitivity, and the perceived importance of digital interactions may influence
behavioural responses. A highly vivid future event may strengthen delayed-outcome

valuation for one individual while producing comparatively little change for another.
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Alternative mechanisms must also be considered. Reduced digital engagement following an
EFT intervention could reflect increased goal salience, attentional redirection, demand
characteristics, general reflection, or changes in perceived opportunity cost rather than future
simulation alone. Experimental designs therefore need appropriate comparison conditions to
isolate the distinctive contribution of episodic future thinking.

Overall, the literature supports EFT as a theoretically credible mechanism for future-oriented
decision-making, but the specific proposition that it increases resistance to immediate digital
rewards requires more direct behavioural evidence. This distinction between established
evidence and theoretical extension is essential for maintaining appropriate conclusions in the

present review.
7. Research Implications

The reviewed literature suggests that episodic future thinking has important theoretical
implications for understanding self-regulation in digitally mediated environments. Traditional
explanations of resistance to immediate rewards frequently emphasize inhibitory control or
impulse suppression. EFT provides a complementary perspective by suggesting that self-
regulation may also depend on how clearly individuals represent delayed consequences at the
moment of choice. This perspective shifts attention from simply restricting immediate
rewards toward strengthening the cognitive representation of valued future outcomes.

Within digital contexts, this approach may be relevant because immediate incentives
frequently compete with goals whose benefits are temporally distant. Future-oriented mental
simulation could potentially support academic persistence, sustained work, planned leisure,
and other goal-directed behaviours by making delayed outcomes more salient. However,
these implications should be treated as theoretically informed possibilities rather than
established intervention effects for all forms of digital behaviour.

The review also has implications for future digital-behaviour research. Studies examining
online self-regulation could integrate episodic cognition with established measures of delay
discounting, attentional control, reward sensitivity, and behavioural persistence. Such
integration would provide a more comprehensive account of why individuals differ in their
ability to disengage from immediately rewarding digital activities when those activities

conflict with longer-term objectives.
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8. Limitations

This review has several limitations:

« First, direct empirical research specifically examining episodic future thinking in relation
to immediate digital rewards remains comparatively limited. Much of the theoretical
argument therefore draws on adjacent evidence concerning intertemporal choice, delay
discounting, prospective cognition, and self-regulation. The transferability of these
findings to specific digital behaviours requires direct empirical testing.

« Second, digital rewards constitute a heterogeneous category. Social interaction, gaming
achievements, entertainment content, notifications, and personalized recommendations
may involve different motivational and cognitive processes. Treating these activities as
functionally equivalent could obscure important differences in reward valuation and self-
regulation.

e Third, a narrative thematic synthesis cannot provide a pooled estimate of EFT effects.
Differences in experimental procedures, participant populations, outcome measures, and
future-thinking manipulations also limit direct comparison across studies.

These limitations reinforce the need for clearly operationalized and reproducible research

specifically addressing digital reward resistance.
9. Future Research Directions

Future research should directly test whether episodic future thinking changes observable
digital choices rather than relying exclusively on hypothetical intertemporal decisions.
Controlled experiments could compare EFT with appropriate control conditions while
measuring voluntary digital checking, task switching, persistence on goal-directed activities,
or selection between immediate digital entertainment and delayed goal-related benefits.
Researchers should also examine individual differences that may moderate EFT effects.
Future-event vividness, habitual digital engagement, reward sensitivity, baseline delay
discounting, goal commitment, and future self-continuity represent plausible moderators.
Longitudinal research would additionally help determine whether any effects observed after
brief EFT exercises persist during everyday digital behaviour.

Ecologically valid research is particularly important. Laboratory experiments provide
experimental control, but real-world digital environments involve repeated choices and

changing social contexts. Combining controlled experiments with behavioural logs,
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experience-sampling methods, and preregistered longitudinal designs could provide stronger

evidence concerning the practical relevance of EFT.
10. Discussion / Critical Discussion
10.1 Perfectionistic Concern and Behavioural Freezing

The proposed framework suggests a theoretically plausible relationship between
perfectionistic concern and behavioural freezing during evaluative tasks. Individuals with
elevated perfectionistic concerns may experience greater difficulty initiating or maintaining
task-related behaviour when they perceive their performance as being evaluated. This
relationship may arise because concerns about mistakes and negative evaluation increase self-
focused attention and performance monitoring.

From this perspective, perfectionistic concern may influence behavioural performance by
increasing the cognitive resources devoted to monitoring potential errors and anticipated
judgement. Excessive self-monitoring may interfere with efficient task execution, potentially
contributing to hesitation, delayed action initiation, and reduced behavioural flexibility.
However, the proposed relationship should not be interpreted as an empirically established
causal effect within the present study. The framework is derived from the integration of
existing theoretical and empirical literature rather than from original participant data. Factors
such as task difficulty, intensity of evaluation, previous experiences, emotional regulation,
confidence, and coping strategies may also influence behavioural responses during evaluative

situations.
10.2 Cognitive Interference as a Potential Mechanism

Cognitive interference represents a potential mechanism through which perfectionistic
concern may contribute to behavioural freezing. Individuals experiencing strong concerns
about mistakes may allocate substantial attentional resources to monitoring their
performance, anticipating errors, and evaluating possible negative consequences.

The proposed pathway can be represented as:

Perfectionistic Concern

!

Fear of Negative Evaluation

!

Increased Self-Monitoring

!

Cognitive Interference

DOI: 10.63665/IJOBSMS.V14102.05

Pages: 102-124

Published by The University Academics

© 2022 The Author(s). Licensed under CC BY 4.0.
https:/ /creativecommons.org/licenses /by/4.0/

www.ijobsms.org

119



https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://www.ijobsms.org/

www.ijobsms.org

!

Behavioural Hesitation or Freezing
This framework proposes that excessive self-monitoring may reduce the cognitive resources

available for efficient task execution. Consequently, individuals experiencing greater
perfectionistic concern may demonstrate increased hesitation or difficulty initiating responses
under evaluative conditions.

Nevertheless, this mechanism remains a theoretical proposition requiring direct empirical
testing. Future research should examine whether cognitive interference statistically mediates
the relationship between perfectionistic concern and behavioural freezing using validated

psychological measures and objective behavioural indicators.
10.3 Interpretation of the Proposed Framework

The present conceptual framework extends existing perfectionism research by emphasizing
behavioural inhibition as a potentially important consequence of perfectionistic concern.
Previous literature has extensively examined associations between perfectionism and
psychological outcomes such as anxiety, distress, self-criticism, and performance-related
difficulties. The present framework proposes that these processes may also influence
immediate behavioural responses during evaluative situations.

Evaluative contexts such as examinations, interviews, presentations, and workplace
assessments may provide useful settings for empirically investigating this relationship.
Objective behavioural measures, including response initiation latency, hesitation frequency,
task-switching behaviour, and task completion efficiency, could be used to determine
whether perfectionistic concern predicts observable behavioural inhibition.

Because the present article develops a theoretical framework rather than reporting an original
experiment, no causal or quantitative conclusions are drawn regarding the magnitude of the

proposed relationships.
11. Conclusion

Episodic future thinking provides a theoretically important framework for understanding how
representations of future experiences may influence present reward decisions. By making
delayed outcomes more concrete and personally relevant, EFT may alter the psychological
balance between immediate gratification and longer-term objectives. This mechanism is
particularly relevant to digital environments, where rapidly available rewards frequently

compete with activities whose benefits emerge over longer periods.
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The reviewed evidence supports a connection between episodic future thinking, intertemporal
valuation, and self-regulatory processes. Nevertheless, evidence directly demonstrating that
EFT improves resistance to contemporary digital rewards is less developed than the broader
literature on future thinking and delay discounting. Conclusions regarding specific digital
behaviours should therefore remain appropriately cautious.

Overall, the review identifies an important intersection between prospective cognition and
digital self-regulation. Direct experimental and real-world studies are needed to establish
when EFT influences digital reward choices, which mechanisms account for its effects, and
which individuals or contexts benefit most. Such research could clarify whether future-
oriented mental simulation can become a reliable component of evidence-based approaches

to goal-consistent digital behaviour.
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