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ultimate loss, because spending time, unlike spending money, also enhances psychological well-being that serves as an emotional
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ExTEndEd AbsTrACT 
When consumers engage in an activity, they are likely to in-

vest both time and money in that activity to ensure a desirable out-
come.  However, research recognizes that thinking about spending 
time or spending money on an activity evokes distinctly different 
consumer mindsets (Liu and Aaker 2007).  Thinking about spend-
ing time evokes real and imagined experiences that are invariably 
tagged with deep feelings and emotions (Schwarz and Clore 1996), 
whereas thinking about spending money triggers less emotional and 
more concrete thoughts about the rewards that consumers can expect 
in return (Vohs, Mead, and Goode 2006).  The current paper builds 
upon these existing theories to suggest that spending time on an ac-
tivity may reduce the sting of an ultimate loss, relative to spending a 
commensurate amount of money on the same activity.

When individuals spend money (relative to time) on an activity, 
they are more likely to regard the spent money as an investment that 
should give them a tangible benefit or a return (Soman 2001; Okada 
and Hoch 2004; Vohs, Mead, and Goode 2006).  A subsequent loss, 
then, is likely to trigger thoughts that the money has gone to waste.  
However, when individuals spend time on the same activity, the time 
spent strengthens their personal connections to the activity, and fo-
cuses them more on the activity experience (Mogilner and Aaker 
2009; Schwarz and Clore 1996; Van Boven and Gilovich 2003).  A 
subsequent loss, then, may not sting as much, as the thoughts that are 
triggered may focus more on how the time spent helped the individu-
als to develop (gain) their potential (Ryan and Deci 2000). 

Study 1 tests the above proposition in a 2 (spending time/spend-
ing money) by 2 (win/lose) between subjects scenario-based study.  
One hundred and twenty undergraduates (52 females) imagine that 
they are preparing in different ways to win a tennis tournament.  For 
the time/money manipulations, we calibrated the exchange rate be-
tween the two currencies in a pretest (n = 30) and found that the 
tradeoff rate to be $12.50 per hour (see Okada and Hoch, 2004, for 
similar results).  Accordingly, half of the participants imagined that 
they had spent 40 hours (practicing with friends) and $25 (buying 
equipment) preparing for the tournament, whereas the other half of 
the participants imagined that they had spent $500 and 2 hours, doing 
the same.  The win/lose manipulation had half of the sample imagine 
that they ultimately won the tournament, and the other half imagine 
that they lost. 

We measured outcome happiness on a 7-point scale (unhappy/
happy scale; see Van Boven and Gilovich 2003), and the extent to 
which our participants felt pressured for time (Andrews and Smith 
1996) and pressured for money (Mittal 1994) in their lives.  In all 
analyses, we treated the latter two variables as statistical covariates.  
Figure 1 shows the means of outcome happiness across all four ex-
perimental conditions.  As expected, in the loss condition, partici-
pants were less unhappy, if they had spent more time, relative to 
spending more money (F(1, 55) = 4.9, p < .05).  The time/money 
manipulation did not affect outcome happiness in the win condition 
(F(1, 57) = 1.45, p > .10).  

Figure 1
study 1:  results
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In Study 2, we made two changes relative to Study 1.  First, we 
use a different scenario (an investments competition); the change in 
context was promoted by a pretest (n = 23), which showed that while 
participants are more predisposed towards spending time to prepare 
for a tennis tournament, they are more inclined to spend money to 
prepare to win an investments competition.  Second, Study 2 tests 
for a potential mediator of the time/money effect on outcome happi-
ness.  Specifically, we argue that spending time on an activity makes 
a person focus more on the experience of personal striving and social 
connection (Mogilner and Aaker 2009; Mogilner 2010).  This expe-
rience allows individual to get closer to attaining his/her potential, 
thereby enhancing that person’s feelings of psychological well-being 
(Ryan and Deci 2000), and buffering the sting of the ultimate failure.  
Spending money on an activity, however, makes a person focus on 
external rewards that fail to satisfy needs for self-actualization (Van 
Boven and Gilovich 2003).  An ultimate loss, then, only highlights 
that the reward was not obtained and the money spent was wasted. 

One hundred and forty-eight undergraduates (61 females) par-
ticipated in Study 2, and were randomly assigned to one of four 
conditions in a 2 (time/money: spending $500, spending 40 hours) 
by 2 (outcome: winning, losing) between subjects experiment.  In 
addition to outcome happiness, and the tendencies to feel pressured 
for time and money (see Study 1), we measured psychological well-
being by tapping into the three main elements of that construct: au-
tonomy, competence, and relatedness (Deci et al. 2001; La Guardia 
et al. 2000, α = .81).  The Appendix reports the scales, as adapted to 
the study context.  

Figure 2 shows the means of outcome happiness across all four 
experimental conditions.  As expected, in the loss condition, par-
ticipants were less unhappy, if they had spent more time, relative to 
spending more money (F(1, 70) = 3.69, p = .06).  The time/money 
manipulation did not affect outcome happiness in the win condi-
tion (F(1, 70) < 1).  Preacher and Hayes’s (2008) SAS macro with 
5,000 bootstrapped samples revealed indirect-only mediation (Zhao, 
Lynch, and Chen 2010), in which psychological well-being mediates 
the effect of spending on outcome happiness (95% confidence inter-
val between 0.03, and 1.18; Figure 3). 
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Figure 2
study 2:  results
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Figure 3
Tests of Mediation

Spending  

Time 

Psychological 

Well-Being 

Outcome 

Happiness 

0.9** 
0.65*** 

1.00* 

0.47 (NS) 

Note: * = significant at the .1 level; 
 ** = significant at the .05 level; 
 *** = significant at the .01 level; 
 NS = not significant

Our research shows that spending time (as opposed to a com-
mensurate amount of money) on an activity reduces the sting of an 
ultimate loss as consumers may think of the time spent as enhanc-
ing their psychological well-being in their goal pursuit.  Future re-
search may wish to investigate how such enhanced psychological 
well-being could engage consumers to continue pursue their goals 
when substantial effort has already been invested (Fishbach, Dhar, 
and Zhang 2006) and/or prevent them from disengaging from goal 
pursuit after encountering some initial failure (Fishbach and Dhar 
2005).  A second direction would be to investigate, how enhanced 
feelings of well-being could potentially elevate the desirability of the 
ultimate goal (Zhang et al. 2011) and assist in goal pursuit. 

APPEndIx 
MEAsUrE FOr PsYCHOLOGICAL WELL-bEInG*

1. I feel that I have become a better investor (competence)
2. I feel that I have been able to learn new investing skills (com-

petence)
3. I do not regret, for one moment, the amount of time (money) 

that I put into preparing for the competition (autonomy)
4. I do not care what other people think about the amount of time 

(money) that I put into the competition (autonomy)
5. I feel more connected to the bank (relatedness)
6. I feel more close to the other interns/professionals in the bank 

(relatedness)
* All measures on a 1 = Not agree at all to 9 = Very strongly 

agree scale
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