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Abstract

This study examines the potential impact of cross-linguistic differences in Future Time
Reference (FTR) on firms’ export performance and explores the role of language as an informal
institution influencing international trade decisions. Drawing on a systematic review of the literature
and a conceptual analysis of previous research, the study synthesizes evidence on the effects of FTR
on economic behavior, innovation, financial decision-making, entrepreneurship, and corporate
strategies. Existing research suggests that weak-FTR languages, which do not require explicit
grammatical marking of future events, reduce the psychological distance between present and future
outcomes and encourage greater future-oriented behavior. As a result, they are associated with higher
levels of savings, innovation, financial development, entrepreneurial activity, and long-term
investment. Given that exporting requires firms to undertake current costs in anticipation of future
benefits, manage uncertainty, and commit resources to long-term international market development,
these linguistic effects are highly relevant to export performance. The findings indicate that language
structure may influence firms’ internationalization strategies by shaping managerial perceptions of
future rewards and risks, thereby affecting export-related decisions and outcomes. Overall, the study
highlights future time reference as an important yet understudied determinant of international trade
behavior and contributes to the growing literature on language and economic performance.
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Introduction

The relationship between language and The foundational idea stems from the
economic outcomes has increasingly attracted Sapir-Whorf hypothesis, which argues that
attention in international economics and language shapes cognitive frameworks and
corporate finance. A growing body of literature decision processes. Building on this
suggests that linguistic structures, particularly perspective, Chen demonstrates that speakers
the grammatical treatment of future time of weak-FTR languages tend to exhibit more
reference (FTR), may shape economic future-oriented behavior, including higher
behavior by influencing how individuals and savings and better health outcomes, due to a
firms perceive time, uncertainty, and future reduced psychological distance between
rewards. The distinction between weak-FTR present and future outcomes [4]. Subsequent
languages, which do not require explicit studies extend this argument to firm-level
grammatical marking of future events, and outcomes, showing that language structure
strong-FTR languages, which do, has been influences corporate savings behavior [5],
widely used as a proxy for differences in innovation [9], and disclosure practices [7].
temporal cognition and intertemporal decision- However, despite the extensive literature on
making [4]. finance and corporate behavior, the
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implications of linguistic structure for
international trade and export performance
remain relatively underexplored.

This paper positions FTR as an informal
institutional factor that may shape firms’
export behavior by influencing expectations
about future returns, risk tolerance, and
strategic investment decisions in foreign
markets. Given that exporting requires
sustained investment, long-term planning, and
exposure to uncertain international
environments, linguistic  differences in
temporal perception may systematically affect
firms’ willingness and ability to engage in
international trade.

Linguistic time perception and
economic behavior. A central strand of
literature argues that FTR influences
intertemporal decision-making by altering
perceived psychological distance to future
outcomes. Thoma and Tytus show that
linguistic  structure affects intertemporal
choice behavior, although their findings
challenge the directionality of Chen’s original
hypothesis by suggesting that strong-FTR
speakers may, under certain conditions, exhibit
greater patience [1]. This indicates that the
relationship between FTR and economic
behavior is more nuanced than initially
proposed.

Chen, however, provides strong cross-
country and within-country evidence that
weak-FTR languages are associated with
greater savings, healthier behavior, and higher
retirement wealth, implying stronger future
orientation [4]. Extending this framework to
firms, Chen et al. demonstrate that firms in
weak-FTR countries hold higher cash reserves,
suggesting that language structure affects
corporate precautionary behavior [5].

Language as an economic institution.
Recent research increasingly treats language as
an informal institution that shapes
macroeconomic and firm-level outcomes. Chi
et al. argue that weak-FTR languages enhance
R&D investment and innovation by increasing
the perceived value of long-term returns [6].
Similarly, Kong et al. find that strong-FTR
languages reduce innovation outputs such as
patents and citations, highlighting the role of
linguistic structure in shaping productive
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investment decisions [9]. Guan et al. further
show that language influences management
forecasts, with weak-FTR environments
associated with more extensive forward-
looking disclosure practices [7].

At the macro level, Caskey and Dutta
document that weak-FTR languages are
associated with higher financial development,
suggesting that linguistic structure influences
the broader financial environment in which
firms operate [10]. These findings collectively
support the idea that language affects not only
individual cognition but also institutional and
organizational ~ outcomes  relevant  to
international trade.

Language and international economic
activity. Although direct evidence on trade is
limited, related studies suggest strong channels
through which language may influence export
performance. Asasongtham and Wichadee
highlight that foreign language ability is a
crucial determinant of export success among
SMEs, particularly in terms of market selection
and international communication efficiency
[8]. This suggests that linguistic capabilities,
broadly defined, affect firms’ ability to engage
in international markets.

Moreover, Hechavarria et al. show that
linguistic structure interacts with institutional
environments to shape entrepreneurial
behavior, particularly under uncertainty [2].
Since exporting involves similar uncertainty
and reliance on long-term cross-border
relationships, these findings provide indirect
support for a potential FTR—export
performance relationship.

Extended evidence on FTR and firm-
level economic outcomes. Recent evidence
further demonstrates that the influence of
future time reference extends beyond
individual decision-making and affects a wide
range of organizational and macro-financial
outcomes. Studies show that linguistic
differences shape firms’ financial contracting
behavior, with weak- and strong-FTR
environments exhibiting systematic variation
in financial development patterns and long-
term investment incentives [14]. At the firm
level, language structure has been found to
influence debt renegotiation processes, where
strong-FTR  language environments are
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associated with lower renegotiation frequency
and reduced contractual flexibility [3].
Similarly, evidence from entrepreneurial
settings indicates that speakers of weak-FTR
languages are more likely to engage in self-
employment and future-oriented economic
activities, reflecting differences in how
individuals perceive and value future outcomes
[12]. In addition, FTR has been linked to
corporate capital structure decisions and
leverage adjustment dynamics, suggesting that
linguistic structure can shape firms’ strategic
financial choices and risk-taking behavior
[13], while cross-country evidence on stock
price crash risk shows that language is also
associated with variations in firm-level risk
exposure and information environments [11].
Taken together, these findings position
language as an important informal institution
that systematically influences expectations,
risk perceptions, and long-term economic
decision-making across both individuals and

firms. However, despite this growing
literature, limited attention has been given to
how linguistic structures affect firms’

engagement in international trade, particularly
export performance, which requires long-term
planning, investment commitment, and
forward-looking strategic behavior. This gap
motivates a closer examination of the role of
future time reference in shaping firms’ export
outcomes.

Methodology

This study adopts a conceptual synthesis
approach based on cross-country and firm-
level evidence from the literature. Export
performance is assumed to be influenced by
both firm-level strategic decisions and macro-
level institutional factors, including language
structure. FTR 1is operationalized as a binary
classification of languages into weak and
strong categories, following Chen [4].

The theoretical framework builds on two
complementary mechanisms. First, weak-FTR
languages reduce psychological distance to
future outcomes, leading firms to value long-
term export returns more highly. Second,
strong-FTR languages may increase temporal
segmentation between present investment and
future payoft, potentially reducing willingness
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to engage in costly export entry. These
mechanisms are consistent with evidence from
corporate savings behavior [5], innovation
investment [9], and financial development
[10].

Additionally, institutional moderating
effects are considered. Hechavarria et al.
demonstrate that institutional uncertainty
strengthens the behavioral effects of FTR [2],
implying that export environments
characterized by weak governance or higher
risk may amplify linguistic effects on trade
decisions.

Mechanisms linking FTR to export
performance. Firms operating in weak-FTR
linguistic environments are more likely to
perceive export investments as immediately
valuable due to reduced temporal separation
between present costs and future gains. This
cognitive framing encourages long-term
commitment to foreign markets and increases
willingness to incur sunk costs associated with
exporting.

Conversely, strong-FTR languages may
increase perceived temporal distance, thereby
reducing firms’® propensity to invest in
uncertain export activities. This is consistent
with findings on corporate risk-taking and
innovation, where strong-FTR languages are
associated with lower R&D investment and
reduced innovative output [9]. Similarly,
language-driven differences in financial
decision-making, such as income smoothing
and cash holding behavior, suggest that
temporal framing influences a wide range of
corporate strategies [5, 15].

Furthermore, communication efficiency
in international markets plays a critical role in
export performance. As highlighted in SME
studies, language competence directly affects
firms’ ability to negotiate, identify markets,
and maintain international partnerships [8].
Therefore, linguistic structure may indirectly
influence trade through both cognitive and
operational channels.

Strategic implications for firms. From
a strategic perspective, firms operating in
weak-FTR environments may demonstrate
stronger export orientation due to higher
valuation of long-term returns. Such firms are
more likely to engage in sustained foreign
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market entry strategies and maintain longer-
term international contracts.

In contrast, firms in strong-FTR
environments may require  additional
institutional or financial incentives to
overcome temporal bias in investment
decisions. Evidence suggests that financial
institutions and macroeconomic policies can
interact with language structure to shape
economic outcomes [10, 16]. Therefore, export
promotion policies may need to be tailored to
linguistic environments to enhance
effectiveness.

Challenges and limitations

Despite strong theoretical and empirical
support, the literature on FTR and economic
behavior faces several limitations. First, causal
identification remains challenging due to
potential confounding cultural and institutional
factors.  Although  within-country  and
instrumental variable approaches have been
used, endogeneity concerns persist across
studies [4, 6].

Second, the binary classification of
languages into weak and strong FTR
categories may oversimplify linguistic
diversity. Some studies suggest that the effects
of FTR may vary depending on context,
framing, and multilingual exposure [1]. Third,
most evidence is indirect when applied to
trade, with limited firm-level export data
directly linked to linguistic structure.

Future research directions

Future research should focus on micro-
level export data to directly test the impact of
FTR on trade entry, export intensity, and
market diversification. Additionally,
multilingual ~ firms  and  cross-border
managerial teams offer a promising setting to
isolate linguistic effects from national
institutions.

Further research could also explore
interaction effects between language and trade
policy, particularly in emerging markets where
institutional uncertainty is high. Finally,
integrating behavioral trade models with
linguistic relativity theory may provide a more
unified  framework for  understanding
international economic behavior.
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Conclusion

This paper synthesizes a growing body of
literature suggesting that future time reference
in language plays a significant role in shaping
economic behavior across multiple domains,
including savings, investment, innovation,
financial development, and corporate decision-
making. Extending these insights to
international trade, the evidence suggests that
linguistic structure may influence firms’ export
performance by shaping temporal cognition
and long-term strategic orientation.

The scientific novelty of this synthesis
lies in integrating linguistic relativity theory
with international trade behavior, highlighting
language as an informal institution that
systematically affects economic globalization
outcomes. The applied significance of these
findings is substantial, as they suggest that
export performance is not solely determined by
financial or institutional variables, but also by
deep-seated linguistic structures that shape
managerial cognition. This has implications
for trade policy, multinational strategy, and

international business development,

particularly  in  linguistically  diverse
environments.
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DIL VO BEYNOLXALQ TiCAROT: GOLOCOK ZAMAN REFERENSININ
SIRKOTLORIN IXRAC PERFORMANSINA TOSIRI

Xiilasa

Bu todgiqat Golocok Zaman Referansinda (FTR) dillorarast forqlorin firmalarin ixrac
performansina potensial tasirini aragdirir vo dilin beynalxalq ticarat qorarlarina tasir edon geyri-rosmi
bir institut kimi rolunu arasdirir. ©dobiyyatin sistematik icmalina vo ovvalki tadqgiqatlarin konseptual
tohlilino osaslanaraq, todqigat FTR-nin iqtisadi davranis, innovasiya, maliyys gorarlarinin gobulu,
sahibkarliq vo korporativ strategiyalara tosiri ilo bagl siibutlar1 sintez edir. Mdvcud todqiqatlar
gostorir ki, golocok hadisslorin agiq qrammatik isarslonmaosini tolob etmoyaon zoif FTR dillori indiki
va golocak naticalar arasindaki psixoloji maesafoni azaldir vo daha ¢ox golocoya yonalmis davranisi
togviq edir. Notico etibarilo, onlar daha yiiksok soviyysli omanost, innovasiya, maliyys inkisafi,
sahibkarliq fealiyysti vo uzunmiiddatli investisiyalarla olaqgolondirilir. Nozoro alsaq ki, ixrac
firmalardan golocok faydalar1 gézloyarak cari xorclari 6z lizerina gotiirmayi, geyri-miisyyanliyi idars
etmayi vo uzunmiiddatli beynalxalq bazarin inkisafi {igiin resurslar ayirmag talab edir, bu linqvistik
tosirlor ixrac performansina ¢ox uygundur. Noticolor gostorir ki, dil strukturu golocok miikafatlar vo
risklor haqqinda idareetmoa qavrayislarini formalagdirmaqla firmalarin  beynalmilollosdirma
strategiyalarina tosir gostora bilor vo bununla da ixracla bagli qorarlara vo naticolors tosir eds bilar.
Umumilikds, todgigat beynolxalq ticarat davranisinin vacib, lakin 8yronilmomis miioyyonedicisi kimi
golacok vaxt istinadini vurgulayir vo dil vo iqtisadi gostoricilor iizro artan odobiyyata tohfo verir.

Acar sozlor: golocok zaman referensi, zoif-FTR, giicli-FTR, ixrac performansi, dil vo
beynolxalq ticarat.
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A3bIK U MEXKAYHAPOJAHASA TOPI'OBJIA: BIUAHUE PEOEPEHIUU BY AYIIET'O
BPEMEHM HA DKCHOPTHYIO D®®EKTUBHOCTHh KOMIIAHUI

Pe3rome

B nmanHOM wWcclenoBaHWM pacCMaTPUBACTCA IMOTCHIIMAIBLHOE BIUSHUE MEXKbI3BIKOBBIX
pasnuuuii B npencrasienun o Oymymiem Bpemenu (Future Time Reference, FTR) Ha skcnopTHbIe
MOKa3aTeIN KOMITAHUHA U UCCIIEIyeTCs POJIb S3bIKa Kak He(hOopMabHOTO MHCTHTYTA, BIUSIOIIECTO HA
pemieHusi B 00JIaCTH MEXIyHApOJHOH TOproBiu. OCHOBBIBAasSCh Ha CHUCTEMAaTHYECKOM 0030pe
JUTEPATyphl U KOHICNITYaJbHOM aHAJIM3€ MPEIBIIYIINX HCCIICIOBAaHUM, HCCIeA0oBaHne 0000maeT
nanHpie 0 BiMsHUM FTR Ha skoHOMHYECKOE IMOBEICHHE, WHHOBAIUH, MPHUHATHE (HHAHCOBBIX
pelIeHni, TPeITPHHUMATEIFCTBO U KOPIIOPATUBHBIE cTpaTernd. CyIIecTBYIONINE HCCIICIOBAHUS
MOKa3bIBAIOT, YTO SI3BIKKA CO CJIa0BIM MPEICTABICHUEM O OyIylIeM BPEMEHH, KOTOphIe HE TPEOYIOT
SBHOTO TPaMMaTHYECKOTO O0O03HAYeHUs OyAaymmx COOBITHH, COKPAMIAIOT ICUXOJOTHYECCKYIO
JUCTAHIIMIO MEXIy HACTOSANIMMU M OyIyImMMH pe3yjbTaTaMH W CIIOCOOCTBYIOT OOJIbIICH
opueHTaIuu Ha Oynyiee. B pe3ynbraTe OHM CBS3aHBI ¢ 00JIee BEICOKMMH YPOBHSMHU COEPEKEHUH,
WHHOBAaIWi, (UHAHCOBOTO pAa3BUTHUSA, NPEANPHUHUMATECIBCKONH AKTUBHOCTH M JOJTOCPOYHBIX
WHBECTUIUH. YUUTBIBAsI, 4TO IKCIIOPT TPEOYeT OT KOMIIAHUI IPUHSITHS TEKYIINX 3aTPaT B OXKHUJTAHUN
OyAylIMX BBITOM, YNPaBJICHUS HEONPEICICHHOCTBIO M BBIICICHUS PECYpCOB Ha JOJITOCPOYHOE
pa3BHTHE MEKIYHAPOIHBIX PHIHKOB, 3TH JIMHTBUCTHYCCKHE YPPEKTH UMEIOT OOJIBIIIOE 3HAUCHUE JIS
AKCHOPTHBIX MOKa3aresiel. Pe3ynpTaThl HCCieJOBaHUs TIOKA3bIBAIOT, YTO CTPYKTYpPa S3bIKA MOXKET
BIIUSITh HA CTPATETWH HMHTEpPHANMOHAM3AWH (GUpM, GOPMUPYS TPEICTABICHUS MEHEKEPOB O
OyIylIuX BBITO/IaX U PUCKAX, YTO, B CBOIO OUYepelb, BIUSET Ha PEIICHUS U PE3yIbTAThl, CBI3aHHBIE C
IKCIIOPTOM. B 1ermoM, HMCClieZIOBaHHE IMOJYCPKUBACT BaXKHOCTh, HO HEIOCTATOYHO H3YUYCHHBIN
(bakTop, onpeneNngomnui MOBEJACHNE B MEXKIYHAPOJHOM TOProBie, B KOHTEKCTE MPEICTABICHUS O
OyIymieM BpEeMEHH, M BHOCHUT BKJIQJ B PAcCTYIIyIO JHUTEpPaTypy II0 B3aUMOCBSI3U S3bIKA U
SKOHOMMYECKUX MOKa3aTemneil.

KuioueBsble ciioBa: pedepenius Oyaymiero Bpemen, cnadas-FTR, cunpnas-FTR, skciopTHas
3¢ (HEeKTHUBHOCTS, SA3bIK U MEXKIYHAPOIHAS TOPTOBIIS.
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