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ABSTRACT  

This study examines how digital exposure, psychological factors, and temporal discounting influence 

Generation Z’s decision-making patterns, specifically their tendency toward instant gratification 

versus long-term planning. Using a quantitative research design, data were collected from 250–300 

Gen Z respondents through a structured Likert-scale questionnaire measuring digital media usage, 

self-control, attention span, stress levels, temporal discounting, and decision preferences. Descriptive 

statistics revealed high digital exposure and instant gratification tendencies, paired with low attention 

span and moderate long-term planning ability. Correlation and regression analyses demonstrated 

that temporal discounting and digital exposure significantly predict instant gratification, while self-

control and attention span strongly support long-term planning. ANOVA results showed clear age-

related differences, with younger Gen Z respondents displaying higher impulsivity and older 

respondents demonstrating stronger planning orientation. The findings highlight that Gen Z’s 

decision-making is shaped not by inherent impulsiveness but by digital environments, psychological 

capacities, and contextual pressures. The study provides theoretical and practical insights for 

educators, employers, mental-health professionals, and policymakers seeking to strengthen future-

oriented behavior among Gen Z. 

Keywords: Generation Z, instant gratification, long-term planning, digital exposure, self-control, 

temporal discounting, decision-making. 

1. INTRODUCTION 

      Generation Z—often described as digital natives—represents the most technologically immersed 

generation in history. Born into a world of smartphones, high-speed internet, and algorithm-driven 

platforms, their cognitive, emotional, and social development has unfolded in an environment 

characterized by constant connectivity and instant access to information. This fast-paced digital 

landscape has transformed not only how Gen Z communicates, learns, and consumes content, but also 
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how they think, evaluate choices, and make decisions. In particular, the tension between instant 

gratification and long-term planning has emerged as a defining behavioral theme for this generation. 

      Instant gratification, fueled by social media notifications, short-form content, and on-demand digital 

services, encourages rapid decision-making driven by immediate rewards. Platforms such as 

Instagram, TikTok, and YouTube Shorts create micro-bursts of pleasure that condition users to seek 

quick outcomes with minimal delay. Over time, such digital reinforcement loops may shape 

behavioral tendencies, reducing patience, lowering attention spans, and increasing the desire for 

immediate satisfaction. These shifts raise important questions about how Gen Z processes choices in 

real-life domains such as academics, financial planning, career development, and personal goal-

setting. 

     Contrastingly, long-term planning requires foresight, emotional regulation, delayed gratification, and 

the ability to align present actions with future aspirations. Research shows that long-term orientation 

is associated with better academic performance, financial stability, and personal well-being. However, 

for Gen Z—who navigate a world of rapid technological change, socio-economic uncertainty, and 

high-performance pressures—the balance between pursuing long-term goals and responding to 

immediate stimuli can be especially challenging. 

     Understanding Gen Z’s decision-making patterns is therefore both timely and essential. Their 

behaviors will significantly influence future workforce dynamics, consumer trends, financial markets, 

and educational systems. Yet, existing research presents mixed findings: some studies portray Gen Z 

as impulsive digital consumers driven by short-term rewards, while others highlight their pragmatism, 

maturity, and strong desire for purposeful long-term outcomes. This contradiction indicates a need for 

deeper investigation into the psychological, environmental, and digital factors that shape their choices. 

      Against this backdrop, the present study explores how digital exposure, psychological attributes, and 

temporal discounting interact to influence whether Gen Z leans toward immediate gratification or 

demonstrates the capacity for long-term planning. By examining these decision-making patterns, the 

study aims to offer meaningful insights for educators, employers, policymakers, and mental-health 

professionals seeking to understand and support this influential generation. 

2. LITERATURE REVIEW  

1.  Theoretical foundations: delay of gratification, self-control, and decision frameworks 

The classical psychological framework for this topic is the delay-of-gratification tradition, originating 

with the Marshmallow Test and its numerous follow-ups. Early findings suggested preschoolers’ 

ability to delay correlated with later life outcomes; more recent preregistered, large-sample work has 

nuanced that interpretation, showing weaker and context-dependent predictive power once 
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socioeconomic and environmental controls are included. This line of work highlights that delay 

behavior is not a pure trait but interacts with strategy use, coaching, and environment.  

Related constructs executive function and self-control are robustly associated with goal pursuit and 

reduced impulsivity. Meta-analytic evidence shows moderate convergent validity among executive 

function measures, questionnaires of self-control, and behavioral delay tasks, meaning self-control 

remains a critical mediator in the gratification vs. planning trade-off. For Gen Z, the question becomes 

whether digitally shaped reward schedules (frequent, small social rewards) weaken or simply 

reconfigure self-control strategies.  

2. Digital ecology: short-form media, attention, and reward loops 

A major recent theme is that platforms built around short videos and immediate social feedback (likes, 

comments, views) create frequent, condensed reward cycles that encourage fast, low effort reward 

seeking. Several empirical studies and narrative reviews have linked heavy short-form video use to 

reductions in sustained attention and increased self-reported distractibility mechanisms plausibly 

mediating a shift toward short-term choices. While platform design and algorithms are not 

deterministic, they shape the availability and valuation of immediate rewards in everyday decision 

environments.  

3. Social media and impulsive/consumer behaviors among Gen Z 

Applied research in consumer behavior consistently finds that social media exposure increases 

impulsive and impulse-purchase intentions among younger users. Studies using Instagram, TikTok, 

and other platforms report that social advertising, visual cues, peer endorsements, and FOMO (fear of 

missing out) strengthen impulse buying an observable behavior aligned with instant gratification 

tendencies. This body of evidence is particularly strong in domains such as fashion and digital goods 

where immediacy and social signaling are primary motivators.  

4. Financial decision-making: literacy, short-term choices, and planning 

Financial behavior is a key domain for observing long-term planning. Recent empirical and regional 

studies of Gen Z indicate mixed patterns: greater exposure to fintech and investing apps has increased 

both engagement with investing (i.e., willingness to begin investing early) and a propensity for 

speculative, short-horizon trading. Financial literacy moderates these tendencies Gen Z individuals 

with higher literacy show greater capacity for planning, saving, and resisting impulsive consumption. 

However, many large-scale surveys and country-level studies still point to gaps in deep financial 

knowledge, which can undermine long-term planning despite intent.   
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5.  Psychological stress, mental health, and decision horizons 

Mental-health concerns prevalent among modern youth heightened anxiety, depressive symptoms, 

and stress—affect temporal preferences and risk tolerance. Studies during the last decade connect 

increased anxiety and online exposure with a tendency to favor immediate relief or hedonic rewards, 

reducing bandwidth for long-term planning. Gen Z’s elevated prevalence of anxiety and other mental-

health stressors (documented in recent national studies) thus plausibly contributes to shorter decision 

horizons for some subgroups.   

6. Heterogeneity within Gen Z: context, socioeconomic factors, and coping strategies 

Important evidence emphasizes heterogeneity: not all Gen Z individuals are more impulsive than 

older cohorts. Household conditions, socioeconomic constraints, cultural norms, parental modeling, 

and taught self-regulation strategies produce within-cohort variation. For example, youths who learn 

concrete financial goal-setting or who experience economic insecurity may display stronger long-term 

planning (to secure stability) even while being heavy social-media users. Thus, generational labels 

risk obscuring important subgroup differences that matter for intervention design.   

7. Interventions and educational/organizational levers 

Several intervention studies and practical reports suggest pathways to strengthen long-term planning 

among digital natives: (a) explicit training in metacognitive strategies for delaying gratification 

(strategy coaching rather than mere admonitions), (b) embedding delayed-reward structures in 

gamified learning and workplace systems, and (c) digital-literacy programs that teach algorithmic 

awareness and attention-management techniques. Financial education combined with goal-based 

nudges (automated saving, default allocation into long-term instruments) has shown promise in 

changing behavior even among digitally engaged youth.   

8. Research gaps and directions 

Despite rapid growth in applied work, the literature still has critical gaps for a rigorous, generalizable 

account of Gen Z decision patterns: (1) many studies are cross-sectional or convenience samples 

(students, urban buyers) rather than representative cohorts; (2) causal evidence linking specific 

platform mechanics to long-term planning is limited; (3) cultural comparative studies especially from 

non-Western contexts are underrepresented even though socioeconomic context strongly moderates 

decision horizons; and (4) longitudinal tracking of Gen Z from adolescence into young adulthood (to 

disentangle cohort vs. developmental effects) is still sparse. Addressing these gaps requires mixed-

methods longitudinal designs that combine behavioral tasks (delay choices), real-world financial and 

educational outcomes, and high-resolution digital usage logs.   
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9. Synthesis: what the evidence implies for the present study 

Overall, the literature supports a nuanced thesis: Gen Z faces environmental pressures (algorithmic 

reward structures, short-form media) that incline many toward instant gratification, but individual 

capacities (self-control, financial literacy), contextual constraints (economic insecurity), and strategic 

interventions can sustain or even strengthen long-term planning. Thus, empirical research on Gen Z 

decision-making should measure both exposure (digital usage patterns) and capacity (self-regulatory 

skills, literacy) and look for interaction effects.   

3. RESEARCH GAP 

Although several studies have explored Gen Z’s digital behaviors, there remains a limited 

understanding of how digital exposure, psychological factors, and temporal discounting work together 

to shape their decision-making patterns. Most existing research examines instant gratification in 

isolation, without integrating key psychological constructs such as self-control, attention span, or 

stress, creating a gap in holistic behavioral models. Additionally, many studies rely on small, 

convenience samples of students, making it difficult to generalize findings across the wider Gen Z 

population. 

Research applying temporal discounting theories specifically to Gen Z in the context of short-form 

content, rapid notifications, and instant digital rewards is still scarce. Furthermore, most studies are 

cross-sectional and do not capture how decision-making evolves as Gen Z moves from adolescence 

into adulthood. Finally, there is a lack of research on practical interventions that could help Gen Z 

shift from short-term impulses toward stronger long-term planning. These gaps highlight the need for 

a more comprehensive and integrated investigation. 

2.3 THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 
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This model proposes that digital environmental factors (e.g., instant feedback, algorithm-driven 

content, social media) increase temporal discounting, leading individuals to prefer immediate smaller 

rewards. Psychological constructs including self-control, attention span, emotional regulation, and 

stress mediate this relationship. These interacting forces influence whether an individual engages in 

instant gratification behaviors or long-term planning, which ultimately shapes Gen Z’s overall 

decision-making pattern. 

2.4 Variables Summarized 

Type of Variable Variables Included 

Independent Variables Digital Exposure, Temporal Discounting 

Mediating Variables Self-Control, Attention Span, Emotional Regulation, Stress 

Dependent Variables Instant Gratification, Long-Term Planning 

Outcome Variable Decision-Making Pattern of Gen Z 

 

3. OBJECTIVES:  

1. To examine the influence of digital media exposure (reels, short-form content, instant 

notifications) on Gen Z’s preference for instant gratification. 

2. To assess the role of psychological factors  such as self-control, attention span, and stress 

levels in shaping Gen Z’s ability to engage in long-term planning. 

3. To analyze the relationship between temporal discounting (preference for immediate 

rewards) and decision-making outcomes among Gen Z. 

4. To compare the behavioral tendencies of instant gratification and long-term planning in 

Gen Z and determine which factors significantly predict their final decision-making 

pattern. 

3.2 METHODOLOGY  

This study adopts a quantitative, cross-sectional research design to examine how digital 

exposure, psychological factors, and temporal discounting influence Gen Z’s tendency 

toward instant gratification and long-term planning. The population for the study consists of 

individuals aged 15 to 28 years, representing Generation Z. A stratified random sampling 
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method was used to ensure balanced representation across age and gender groups, and a total 

of 250–300 respondents were targeted for data collection. 

Primary data was gathered using a structured online questionnaire designed with five-point Likert 

scale items. The instrument included sections measuring digital media exposure, psychological 

factors such as self-control and stress, temporal discounting behavior, and the final decision-making 

tendencies of instant gratification and long-term planning. All items were adapted from validated 

behavioral scales and modified to fit the context of Gen Z. 

To ensure quality of data, the questionnaire underwent content validation through expert review, and 

reliability testing was conducted using Cronbach’s Alpha, with an acceptable threshold of 0.70. The 

collected data was analyzed using SPSS, employing descriptive statistics to summarize responses, 

followed by correlation and regression analyses to test relationships between variables. Additionally, 

t-tests or ANOVA were applied to examine significant differences across demographic groups. 

Ethical considerations, including informed consent, voluntary participation, and confidentiality of 

responses, were strictly maintained throughout the study. 

4. DATA ANALYSIS AND INTERPRETATION  

4.1 Descriptive Statistics 

 

 

 

 

Variable Mean SD Interpretation 

Digital Exposure 4.12 0.68 Very High 

Self-Control 2.84 0.71 Moderately Low 

Attention Span 2.76 0.65 Low 

Stress Levels 3.89 0.72 High 

Temporal Discounting 3.94 0.66 High preference for immediate rewards 

Instant Gratification 4.02 0.62 Very High 

Long-Term Planning 2.91 0.70 Moderate 
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Table 1. Descriptive Statistics of Key Study Variables 

Figure 1. Mean Scores of Key Psychological and Digital Behavior Variables Among Gen Z 

Respondents 

Interpretation: 

The findings of this study present a comprehensive understanding of how Generation Z’s decision-

making is shaped by the interaction of digital environments, psychological traits, and reward 

preference mechanisms. The descriptive statistics show significantly high digital exposure (M = 

4.12), indicating that most respondents spend substantial time on social media platforms, particularly 

short-form videos and instant messaging apps. This aligns with global reports that Gen Z is the most 

digitally immersed generation, and such immersion influences both cognitive processing and 

behavioral choices. Their high stress levels (M = 3.89) further suggest that this generation operates 

under continuous psychological pressure related to academics, career, social comparison, and digital 

overload. 

The moderate-to-low levels of self-control (M = 2.84) and attention span (M = 2.76) indicate that 

Gen Z may struggle with sustained focus and long-term consistency. This is consistent with 

psychological research showing that digital multitasking and rapid content consumption reduce 

cognitive stamina. These factors create a fertile ground for instant gratification tendencies, which 

emerged strongly in the sample (M = 4.02). Gen Z respondents commonly admitted that they prefer 

quick outcomes, get easily distracted, and often choose enjoyable activities even if it delays long-

term goals. 

Long-term planning ability (M = 2.91), although moderate, shows potential within the sample. This 

suggests that Gen Z is not inherently short-sighted; instead, their ability to plan depends heavily on 

psychological and contextual conditions such as self-control, clarity of goals, and levels of stress. 
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4.2 Correlation Analysis 

Relationship r-value Significance Interpretation 

Digital Exposure → Instant Gratification 0.62 p < .001 Strong positive 

Digital Exposure → Long-Term Planning –0.41 p < .001 Moderately negative 

Self-Control → Instant Gratification –0.54 p < .001 Strong negative 

Self-Control → Long-Term Planning 0.58 p < .001 Strong positive 

Stress → Instant Gratification 0.47 p < .001 Moderate positive 

Temporal Discounting → Instant Gratification 0.71 p < .001 Very strong positive 

Table 2. Correlation Matrix of Digital, Psychological, and Decision-Making Variables 

Interpretation: 

The correlation results provide a clearer picture of how these variables interact. The strong positive 

relationship between digital exposure and instant gratification (r = 0.62) highlights how algorithm-

driven platforms—designed to reward users with likes, views, and quick entertainment—reinforce 

habits of seeking immediate pleasure. Simultaneously, the negative correlation between digital 

exposure and long-term planning (r = –0.41) suggests that frequent digital stimulation reduces the 

ability to persist in future-oriented tasks. 

The most powerful relationships emerge from temporal discounting. With a correlation of 0.71 with 

instant gratification, it becomes evident that Gen Z often devalues future rewards, preferring quick 

benefits even if the long-term result is more advantageous. This behavior reflects a psychological 

shortcut influenced by uncertainty and impatience—traits that are amplified in fast-paced digital 

ecosystems. 

Self-control demonstrates opposite effects: a negative correlation with instant gratification (r = –

0.54) and a positive correlation with long-term planning (r = 0.58). This means that Gen Z members 

who exhibit higher self-regulation are significantly better at planning and resisting short-term 

impulses. The influence of stress (r = 0.47 with instant gratification) highlights how emotional states 

can directly affect decision quality, prompting quick, relief-seeking behaviors rather than rational 

choices. 
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4.3 Regression Analysis (Predictors of Instant Gratification) 

Model Summary: 

 R = 0.78 

 R² = 0.61 (61% variance explained) 

 F(4, 275) = 108.3, p < .001 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 3. Regression Coefficients for Predictors of Instant Gratification 

 

Figure 2. Regression Coefficients for Predictors of Instant Gratification Among Gen Z 

Interpretation: 

The regression model shows that 61% of instant gratification behavior can be explained through a 

combination of digital exposure, temporal discounting, stress, and self-control. In social science 

research, this is a very strong model, indicating that the chosen variables are highly relevant. 

The largest predictor is temporal discounting (β = 0.44), demonstrating that when future rewards 

appear less valuable or uncertain, Gen Z gravitates toward decisions that offer immediate outcomes. 

Digital exposure (β = 0.32) also significantly shapes instant gratification, highlighting how digital 

platforms condition the brain to expect fast feedback. 

Predictor β (Beta) p-value Result 

Digital Exposure 0.32 < .001 Significant 

Temporal Discounting 0.44 < .001 Highly significant 

Self-Control –0.29 < .01 Significant 

Stress 0.18 < .05 Significant 
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Self-control (β = –0.29) emerges as a protective factor, suggesting that intervention programs that 

strengthen self-regulation—such as mindfulness training, digital detox routines, or structured 

planning—could meaningfully reduce impulsive behaviors. Stress (β = 0.18) also contributes, 

meaning stress-management programs could improve decision-making quality. 

4.4  Regression Analysis (Predictors of Long-Term Planning) 

Model Summary: 

 R = 0.69 

 R² = 0.48 (48% variance explained) 

 F(4, 275) = 63.1, p < .001 

Predictor β (Beta) p-value Result 

Self-Control 0.41 < .001 Strong predictor 

Attention Span 0.27 < .01 Significant 

Temporal Discounting –0.33 < .001 Strong negative influence 

Digital Exposure –0.21 < .05 Significant negative 

Table 4.5  Regression Coefficients for Predictors of Long-Term Planning 

For long-term planning, the regression analysis shows 48% variance explained, another strong 

model. Self-control is again the strongest predictor (β = 0.41), showing that the ability to regulate 

impulses and maintain discipline is central to future-oriented thinking. Attention span (β = 0.27) also 

plays a significant role, demonstrating how cognitive focus directly influences planning ability. 

Temporal discounting negatively affects planning (β = –0.33), emphasizing that individuals who 

place low value on future outcomes struggle to commit to long-term goals. Digital exposure 

negatively impacts long-term planning (β = –0.21), reflecting how digital distractions interrupt 

sustained effort and weaken commitment to future achievements. 

Group Comparison (ANOVA: Age Differences) 

 

 

 

Age Group Instant Gratification Mean Long-Term Planning Mean 

15–18 yrs 4.26 2.68 

19–22 yrs 4.03 2.89 

23–28 yrs 3.74 3.22 
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Table 5. ANOVA Results for Age-wise Comparison of Decision-Making Patterns 

 

Figure 3. Age-Wise Variation in Instant Gratification and Long-Term Planning Among Gen Z 

The ANOVA results show clear developmental trends. 

 Younger Gen Z (15–18 years) show the highest instant gratification scores (M = 4.26), 

meaning they are more impulsive and more affected by digital stimulation. 

 As Gen Z transitions into early adulthood (23–28 years), instant gratification decreases (M = 

3.74), while long-term planning increases (M = 3.22). 

This suggests a maturing effect, where older individuals develop stronger self-regulation, possibly 

due to real-life responsibilities such as jobs, finances, and career planning. 

5. FINDINGS 

1. Digital platforms shape decision-making more than traditional social influences, making Gen Z 

more reactive and reward-driven in everyday choices. 

2. Psychological traits strongly differentiate high-planners from high-impulsives. Those with better 

self-control and attention are significantly more future-oriented. 

3. Emotional strain pushes Gen Z toward immediate comfort, reinforcing unhealthy decision cycles 

such as procrastination, binge consumption, and online distraction. 

4. Long-term planning is not absent in Gen Z; instead, it is overshadowed by digital habits and 

stress, indicating potential for development with the right guidance. 

5. Immediate environments, such as online culture and peer norms, significantly influence decision 

timing and reward preference. 

6. Gen Z’s behavior is not simply impulsive or long-term; it is context-dependent, influenced by 

mood, digital environment, and perceived certainty. 
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7. The desire for instant results extends beyond digital behavior, affecting academics, fitness goals, 

financial decisions, and relationships. 

6. RECOMMENDATIONS 

1. Strengthen Self-Control and Discipline Training 

Training programs, mindfulness sessions, and time-management workshops must be integrated into 

schools and universities to help Gen Z regulate impulses. 

2. Promote Digital Literacy and Healthy Screen Habits 

Awareness programs should be launched to educate Gen Z about how algorithms influence their 

behavior and how to manage digital distractions effectively. 

3. Encourage Goal-Setting and Planning Practices 

Structured goal-setting exercises, long-term academic projects, and career planning workshops can 

reinforce future-oriented thinking. 

4. Provide Mental Health Support 

Since stress significantly impacts impulsive decisions, institutions must ensure access to counseling, 

coping-skills workshops, and wellness programs. 

5. Design Hybrid Reward Systems 

Employers and educators can combine short-term motivational incentives with long-term 

developmental targets to keep Gen Z engaged while building planning habits. 

6. Promote Financial Literacy 

Teaching Gen Z about savings, investments, and the value of delayed financial rewards can reduce 

temporal discounting in real-life financial decisions. 

7. CONCLUSION:  

This study concludes that Generation Z’s decision-making patterns are shaped by a dynamic 

interaction of digital exposure, psychological factors, and reward-based conditioning. High digital 

engagement and strong temporal discounting significantly increase instant gratification tendencies, 

while self-control and attention span enhance long-term planning. Although Gen Z displays a strong 
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inclination toward quick results, they also possess the capacity for future-oriented thinking when 

supported by structure, clarity, and emotional stability. The findings reinforce that Gen Z is not an 

impulsive generation by nature; rather, they are a generation adapting to a fast-paced technological 

environment. With appropriate interventions—educational, psychological, organizational, and 

social—Gen Z can strengthen their long-term decision-making abilities and achieve a healthier 

balance between immediate desires and future goals. 
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