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Planning and Unpacking: Does Multiple-Subject
Planning Produce Higher Performance Than Single-

Subject Planning?

Katsuhiko NAGASE
Tokyo Metropolitan University
nagase(1@gmail.com

Abstract: The planning fallacy refers to a cognitive bias wherein people underestimate
the time it will take to complete a future task. Its degree is affected by unpacking. When
a task is broken into components, each component is visualized, and the planning fallacy
is reduced. This study examined the effects of unpacking at a more macro level by
comparing single and multiple plans. The participants were 122 university students. They
were first instructed to plan their exam study approximately ten days before the final
Management Psychology exam. Some participants only planned to study Management
Psychology, while the rest planned to study multiple subjects, including Management
Psychology. Next, participants answered questions about their actual study time and the
deviation between planning and execution at the time of the final exam. Results showed
no difference in exam scores between multiple-subject planners and single-subject
planners. However, planned study time and actual study time were shorter for multiple-
subject planners, and the plans were more detailed for multiple-subject planners. The
multiple-subject planners may have studied more efficiently due to the unpacking effect.
That implies that planning for multiple tasks simultaneously is more effective than

planning for only one task.

Keywords: planning, unpacking, support theory, focusing illusion, inside view, outside

view
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