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How can we help consumers avoid the feelings of being rushed and hurried that are so prevalent in today’s fast-paced society? In this

research, we propose focusing on the present moment (vs. the future) can reduce these negative feelings by slowing down the

perceived passage of time.
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Expanding Time: Altering Consumers’ Experience of Time through Temporal Perspective
Melanie Rudd, Sanford University, USA
Jennifer Aaker, Stanford University, USA

The consumer of today lives in a fast paced society. Over the years, technological breakthroughs allowed them to trade in their 
bicycles for cars and their handwritten letters for emails. Although these advancements enabled consumers to save time by performing 
tasks more quickly, they also altered consumers’ perceptions of time. As a result, consumers often struggle to keep up with the pace of 
technology and meet the expectations of a society that highly values time efficiency. Indeed, the percentage of adult Americans who 
feel “always rushed” increased from 22 percent in 1971 to 35 percent in 1992 (Robinson and Godbey 1997). 

This tendency for consumers to live rushed lives often leads to negative consequences. For instance, feeling pressed for time can 
result in high stress levels. If poorly managed, stress leads to a wide range of health issues, such as fatigue, heart disease, and obesity 
(American Psychological Association 2007). Feeling rushed also encourages dangerous behaviors, such as multitasking at inappropriate 
times (e.g., while driving; Nationwide Mutual Insurance Company 2007). 

Our research addresses the question of how consumers can avoid some of the consequences of living fast-paced lives. Specifically, 
how can consumers feel less rushed and hurried? We propose if the perceived passage of time is slowed down, consumers’ feelings of 
being rushed and hurried will be reduced. This research focuses on how one specific factor, attention to a particular temporal domain 
(the present vs. the future), is capable of altering the subjective passage of time, and thus able to reduce these negative feelings.

To date, the subjective experience of time has been predominantly assessed by retrospective duration estimates (Danckert and Allman 
2005). Though duration judgments are important for assessing time estimate accuracy, this research focuses on a relatively overlooked 
measure, the perceived passage of time (the subjective impression of how slowly or quickly time is passing), as it is better equipped to 
measure how time is experienced “in the moment.” Additionally, prior research has yet to investigate the influence temporal perspective 
(Liberman and Trope 1998) has on the subjective passage of time. This research concentrates on temporal domain attention (Mogilner, 
Kamvar, and Aaker 2010), one specific aspect of temporal perspective, because this factor can be manipulated, and illuminate conditions 
under which the perceived passage of time can be deliberately altered. This is important, as most extant research focuses on how the 
experience of time is influenced by relatively unalterable factors, such as age (McCormack et al. 1999), gender (Block, Hancock, and 
Zakay 2000), and culture (Hill, Block, and Buggie 2000). 

We hypothesize focusing on the present (vs. the future) slows down the subjective passage of time. Support for this idea comes from 
research on self-regulation and time perception. Specifically, prior research found the perception of time lengthens during self-regulation. 
This occurs because self-regulation increases awareness of current behaviors and emotions, which is thought to better attune one to the 
passage of time (Vohs and Schmeichel 2003). We propose focusing on the present results in an attention to the time that is lacking when 
focusing on the future. When thinking about the present (vs. the future), current emotions and behaviors should increase in salience. 
This heightened awareness of the “present self” could promote greater attention to time passage, just as it does during self-regulation. 
And, as attention to time elongates one’s perception of time (Block and Zakay 1997), this could decrease the perceived passage of time. 
We also hypothesize slowing the perceived passage of time in turn reduces feelings of being hurried and rushed, because when time is 
perceived to be passing at a slower rate, individuals may feel they have more time to complete or experience the task at hand. 

Study 1 was a qualitative exploration of the predicted relationship between temporal domain attention and feelings of being rushed. 
All participants (28 students) responded to two open-ended questions that asked them to describe how they feel when they think about 
the present and how they feel when they think about the future. The feelings participants provided as answers to these questions were 
analyzed by two independent judges who were blind to the hypotheses. Each distinct feeling was classified as either (a) highly related 
to being rushed, (b) highly related to being unrushed, or (c) neither. Repeated measures t-tests revealed the mean number of rushed-
related thoughts reported per subject was greater and the mean number of unrushed-related thoughts reported per subject was fewer 
when participants described how they feel when they think about the future as opposed to the present. 

Study 2 directly manipulated temporal domain attention and measured the resulting effect on the subjective experience of time and 
feelings of being rushed and hurried. Participants were told we were interested in how people communicate information about themselves 
on social networking sites. Participants first responded to questions “sometimes used by social networking sites to elicit status updates 
from their members.” To manipulate temporal domain attention, participants in the present [future] condition were asked to use up to 
140 characters to answer the following: “What are you doing right now? [What are you going to do later?],” and “Where are you right 
now? [Where are you going to go later?]” Participants then reported how slowly or quickly time was currently passing, and how rushed 
and how hurried they were feeling. One-way ANOVAs showed those in the future (vs. the present) condition felt time was currently 
passing by more quickly, and felt more rushed and hurried. Importantly, mediation analyses confirmed the perceived passage of time 
mediated the relationship between temporal domain attention and feeling hurried or rushed.

In conclusion, this research both indentifies a novel way in which the perceived passage of time can be altered and assists consumers 
who wish to reduce the feelings of being rushed that are often brought about by a fast-paced lifestyle. Future studies will be aimed at better 
understanding the precise mechanisms through which temporal domain attention exerts its influence on the subjective experience of time.
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I’d Rather Wait 30 Days Than One Month: The Unit Effect in Time Perception 
Charles Y. Z. Zhang, University of Michigan, USA

Norbert Schwarz, University of Michigan, USA

Extended Abstract
Suppose you inquire how long it would take for your order to arrive if you placed it today. Would it make a difference if the merchant 

told you that it takes “one month” vs. “four weeks” vs. “30 days”? Although those terms are often used interchangeably ways, they may 
convey different information about the speaker’s knowledge about the likely arrival of your order. Three experiments show that this is 
the case: time estimates expressed in more fine-grained units are perceived as more precise and consumers infer a more uncertain waiting 
period from “one month” than from “30 days”. 

As the philosopher Paul Grice (1975) noted, conversations follow the tacit assumptions of a cooperative principle. Speakers should 
provide as much information as the listener needs (maxim of quantity), but not more information than the speaker actually has (maxim 
of quality). One implication is that estimates should be neither unnecessarily vague, nor more precise than the speaker’s knowledge 
warrants. One familiar way in which speakers hedge their bets is the use of vague quantifiers, such as “some” or “many”, which recipients 
interpret by drawing on contextual information (Pepper 1981). In many cases, the purposeful vagueness of the expression serves to 
convey the speaker’s uncertainty about the quantity (Powell 1985). 

Going beyond the use of vague quantifiers as indicators of uncertainty, we propose that different levels of certainty can also be 
conveyed by the speaker’s choice of a coarse (e.g., “one month”) rather than fine-grained (e.g., “29 days”) unit. Indeed, the maxim of 
quantity would urge a speaker who is aware that an order will take 29 days to convey this knowledge, which is insufficiently captured 
by “one month”. If recipients are sensitive to this implication of the maxim of quantity, they should have more confidence in estimates 
that are expressed in fine-grained rather than coarse units, even if the quantity conveyed is largely identical. Three experiments test this 
rationale, which has important implications for the format in which information should be conveyed to customers.

In Study 1, 90 business undergraduate students were told that a construction team just started a project that would take “1 year” vs. 
“12 months” vs. “52 weeks” to complete; however, the project might be finished earlier or later. Participants then received a calendar 
for the next year and circled the earliest and latest date on which they thought the project might be finished.

The difference these two dates serves as the measure of participants’ perception of how precisely the construction team’s estimate 
captures the actual completion time. As expected, the difference between the estimated earliest and latest completion date was 140 days in 
the “one year”, 105 days in the “12 months”, and 84 days in the “52 weeks” condition, indicating a significant unit effect (β=0.33, p=.001). 

Study 2 replicated this finding in a different context. University of Michigan students (N=267) were approached on campus and 
asked to imagine that their cars needed repair. The dealership estimated that it would take 1 month vs. 30 or 31 days to receive the 
relevant parts and repair the car. Participants were asked for their best and worst case estimates–that is, the minimum and maximum 
number of days they might have to wait. As expected, the difference between their best and worst case estimates was larger in the one 
month (M=24.8 days) than in the “30” (M=20.6 days) and “31 days” (M=20.3 days) conditions; t(266)=1.97, p<.05, for the contrast 
between 1-month vs. 30/31-days conditions. 

In Study 3, 188 participants from an online sample were asked to imagine that they needed to buy a camera for an upcoming 
vacation trip. They were presented with two options, a currently available model and an upgraded new model, said to become available 
in “3 months” vs. “13 weeks”, which is about 10 days before the start date of their vacation trip. The new model dominated the available 
model on all attributes, except current availability. Participants estimated the latest possible date on which the new model may actually 
be available in the store and indicated their purchase preference on a 7-point scale (1= definitely buy old model; 7=definitely buy new 
model). Replicating the earlier findings, participants in the one-month condition assumed that it might take up to 47 extra days for the new 
camera to be in the store; for participants in the 13-weeks condition the same estimate was 41.6 extra days. More important, participants 
were more willing to wait for the new model when the unit “week” (M=3.6) rather than “month” (M=4.3) was used to describe the wait 
period, t(186)=2.00, p<.05). Lastly, this difference in preference was fully mediated by the difference in perceived wait length.

The present studies consistently show that consumers are sensitive to the unit in which firms express time estimates: The finer the 
unit used, the more precise consumers assume the estimate to be. This has important implications for marketing and public relations 


