
 

 
 
 
 
ASSOCIATION FOR CONSUMER RESEARCH 

 
Labovitz School of Business & Economics, University of Minnesota Duluth, 11 E. Superior Street, Suite 210, Duluth, MN 55802 
 
 
Proximity to a Goal and Time Slack

Ji Hoon  Jhang, University of Colorado at Boulder, USA 
John Lynch, University of Colorado, USA  

 
The present research seeks to understand how proximity to a goal influences perceptions of time slack (“spare time”). In field and

laboratory studies, we find that whether people think they have more time slack now versus later depends on how close they are to a

goal, and that proximity to a goal causes people to desire to delay attractive interruptions.
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264 / It Shrinks, Stretches, Contracts, and Expands: Exploring the Remarkable Malleability of Time 

one’s own troubles (Krause 1986) and giving a massage can lower 
stress even more than receiving one (Field et al. 1998). In short, vol-
unteering can make people healthier and happier. But no studies have 
yet explored the effect of giving time on time perceptions. One might 
expect that since adding obligations reduces the time available for 
other things, any additional activities, including volunteering, would 
amplify time-related stress. We anticipate the reverse outcome for 
two reasons: if giving time is meaningful, it could encourage a long-
term perspective; also, precisely because donating time is indicative 
of a surplus of time and energy, one might infer such a surplus even 
when volunteering is obligatory.

In our first study, participants spent five minutes either giving 
time or wasting time, and then answered a series of time perception 
questions. Those in the giving time condition selected one of four 
gravely ill children, read  a short biography written by the child’s 
mother, then wrote a letter to that child—which we subsequently 
mailed. Those in the wasting time condition counted the “e”s in a 
long passage of nonsense text. Our dependent variable was endorse-
ment of the time-focused statements from Carstensen and Lang’s 
(1996) Future Time Perspective scale (e.g. “Most of my life lies 
ahead of me”). Consistent with our hypothesis, we found that indi-
viduals who had given time felt they had more time than did those 
who had wasted it.

Study 2 was conducted in two parts. In the morning, partici-
pants completed an online, between-subjects questionnaire which 
included instructions to either spend time doing something for them-
selves or for any other person at some point during the day. We gave 
no further directions regarding how this time should be spent. In the 
evening, participants completed a follow-up survey asking how they 
had spent their time, how much time they had spent, and how they 
felt about it, as well as measuring future outlook. We found that re-
gardless of the amount of time spent, those who given time to an-
other person felt that they had more time in general than those who 
spent time on themselves. They also reported the experience was less 
relaxing and enjoyable, but more meaningful and loving. These find-
ings suggest that experiences which reduce time-related anxiety do 
not necessarily need to feel relaxing or fun. Additionally, those who 
gave time to someone else were more inclined to say it didn’t feel 
like much time at all. This result dovetails with our finding that they 
also reported that the future feels longer—if you have plenty of time 
ahead of you, then an hour isn’t much at all.

In a follow-up study, we asked participants to remember a pre-
vious instance in which they had spent time doing something for 
someone else or for themselves. As our dependent variable, we used 
a resource slack measure (Zauberman and Lynch 2005) of perceived 
free time. We found that, consistent with our previous results, those 
who remembered investing an hour or two felt they had more free 
time if they recalled time spent on another. However, those who re-
membered investing months or years (e.g. going to college or caring 
for a sick relative) reported having more free time after remembering 
something they had done for themselves. We confirm in this experi-
ment that spending time on others can increase the amount of time 
you feel you have available, but that this effect is limited to small 
amounts of leisure time, rather than major volunteer commitments 
which constrain other important obligations and pursuits.

In our next study, we tested the boundaries of our effect by 
comparing giving time to getting time, and we explored a behav-
ioral consequence of subjective time abundance. In this experiment, 
participants either gave ten minutes (editing a high school student’s 
senior essay) or received 10 minutes (leaving the lab early). We then 
asked how much time they might want to devote to participating in 
future studies, and we followed up by measuring actual time spent. 

Those in the giving time condition reported having more spare time, 
intended to participate in more future surveys, and were marginally 
more likely to actually spend more time on surveys a week later. In 
a follow-up study, we showed the cyclical nature of the volunteer-
ing/busy-ness relationship. We first asked participants to complete 
a writing exercise that primed being busy or not being busy. Next, 
we offered them the opportunity to leave early or to spend fifteen 
minutes editing an essay, as in the previous experiment. Those who 
had been primed with being busy were less likely to give time to help 
someone else. 

In sum, we find that spending time on another person can make 
one’s life feel less busy, and that feeling less busy increases the like-
lihood of helping out. The converse is true as well: when feeling the 
pressure of a time famine, we are less likely to engage in socially 
supportive activities that could alleviate this stress.
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Proximity to a Goal and Time Slack

ExTENDED ABSTRACT
Zauberman and Lynch (2005) showed that people tend to say 

“Yes” to attractive opportunities in the distant future that they would 
say “No” to if the same activity had to be performed today or to-
morrow. The present research seeks to understand what drives an 
individual’s different perceptions of time slack (“spare time”) in the 
near and distant future. 

People believe that today they are exceptionally busy but that 
they will be less busy in the more distant future. Zauberman and 
Lynch (2005) speculated that this illusion that one will be less busy 
in the future than today might arise because people have formed 
goals for the use of their time in the very near but not the more dis-
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tant future. We conjecture that people are more likely to have goals 
for their time for the present than for the future (Lynch, Netemeyer, 
Spiller, and Zammit 2010). Since goals are known to become refer-
ence points (Heath, Larrick, and Wu 1999), we suggest that people’s 
propensity to delay investments of some resource (i.e., time) to reap 
a reward reflects their expected pain from not attaining the proximate 
goal if they accept an offer requiring the same resource. Our conjec-
ture that goals for time use now versus in the future play a role in 
propensity to delay time investments additionally leads us to seek to 
understand how proximity to a goal influences perceptions of time 
slack (“spare time”).

We hypothesize that we can reverse the Zauberman and Lynch 
(2005) finding of lesser perceived time slack for now than for some 
point in the future when people have a salient goal of using their 
time at that point in the future, but no salient goal for use of time in 
the very short run. In Study 1, travelers (n=75) were approached at 
airports when they were waiting at the gates for their flights. They 
reported their perceived time slack for three different points of time 
(i.e., now vs. that evening vs. a week later). In addition, they re-
ported the current time, their departure time, and their arrival time. 
Consistent with our hypothesis, the result showed that participants 
perceived greater time slack for now and for the next week than for 
that evening. More importantly, when we used the remaining time to 
departure as a grouping variable or covariate, we found that temporal 
proximity to a goal (i.e., boarding/departure) differently influences 
an individual’s perceptions of time slack over time. When one’s flight 
is not scheduled to depart for an hour or more, one perceives that one 
has more spare time “now” than tonight: the goal of boarding is not 
active and the goal of evening activities is active.  But when board-
ing time approaches, boarding becomes the focal and proximate 
goal, and one perceives that one has little spare time “now.” 

In Study 2a and 2b, we next test the premise that goal proximity 
affects willingness to be interrupted for some other attractive task 
requiring the use of the same resource (i.e., time) and whether one 
would prefer to be interrupted now or later. Each individual partici-
pant’s goal was to win two out of four Nintendo Wii games in 10 
minutes. We manipulated proximity to a goal by interrupting par-
ticipants at different points of their goal progress in the first game 
(either at about 20-30% or 60-70% of the first game). Then, they 
were asked if they wanted to perform the interrupting task (i.e., an-
other Wii game) now or in the middle of the second game. We also 
manipulated the attractiveness of the second game. Unsurprisingly, 
participants were more likely to prefer to be interrupted now versus 
later when the later task was attractive rather than unattractive. But, 
our key finding was that people were more willing to be interrupted 
when they had made less rather than more progress in the first game, 
suggesting that goal proximity-based perceptions of time slack af-
fected their preference to delay interruption.

In sum, this paper extends the time perception literature by 
demonstrating that perceptions of “spare time” now and in the future 
are related to proximity to a goal requiring use of that time. Further-
more, goal proximity affects the strength of motivation to pursue a 
focal task and desire to delay “attractive interruptions” that require 
time as a resource. 
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The Impact of Auditory Tempo on 
Prospective Temporal Distance Judgments 

and Consumer Preference

ExTENDED ABSTRACT
Existing research on interval timing in the second-to-minute 

range has found that external tempo (i.e., repetitive stimulation 
by auditory or visual stimuli) influences individuals’ judgments of 
elapsed time by changing their internal tempo, or the speed of their 
internal clocks.  For instance, listening to fast pulses or being pre-
sented repeatedly with fast visual flickers has been shown to induce 
overestimation in judgment of elapsed time.  In this article we dem-
onstrate that auditory tempo, such as sine pulses or beats of music, 
influences judgment of future time—that is, perceived prospective 
temporal distance—and various time-related judgments. 

Although perception of prospective temporal distance and 
elapsed time are not identical, there are theoretical reasons to expect 
that they are related.  Even if we assume that prospective temporal 
distance is a purely abstract construct, not governed by the same pro-
cess governing the perception of elapsed time (such as an internal 
clock), judgment of abstract information is influenced by individual 
experiences in related and more concrete domains (Lakoff and John-
son 1999; Landua, Meier, and Keefer 2010). When individuals judge 
prospective temporal distance—which is abstract information to 
process—their perceptions of current or elapsed time would consti-
tute the most relevant temporal inputs that can be used to form their 
perception of future time. Thus, auditory tempo, which influences 
judgment of elapsed time, may also influence judgment of prospec-
tive temporal distance.  

            In Study 1, we first examined whether individuals’ esti-
mates of elapsed time are significantly associated with their prospec-
tive temporal distance. Specifically, participants judged the elapsed 
duration of 12 randomly presented tones lasting 2 to 30 seconds and 
another 12 prospective durations ranging from 10 to 60 days using 
a physically-unbounded psychophysical line scale. Results showed 
that these two types of time perceptions are significantly correlated. 
Such association between elapsed time perception and prospective 
temporal distance judgment implies that a common psychological 
process may be involved in both processes and that auditory tempo 
may influence judgment of prospective temporal distance by serving 
as a perceptual input for judgment of prospective temporal distance. 
To directly test this prediction (in Study 2 and 3) we used different 
speeds of sine pulse, which have been used in the elapsed time per-
ception literature, or different beats of the same music—the tempo 
of the same music piece was changed either to be faster (98 beats 
per minute) or slower (55 beats per minute) than the original tem-
po (76.5 beats per minute) without changing the music’s pitch—to 
manipulate the speed of tempo and tested whether fast tempo influ-
ences perceived length of prospective duration.  Results showed that 
participants who listened to fast pulses judged the same prospective 
durations to be longer than those who listened to slow pulses.


