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People monitor their progress in an activity by focusing on either the amount of work they have completed or remaining. The number

of task-related events that become salient as a result of these monitoring strategies can influence their estimates of the activity’s

duration. Four experiments confirm this possibility.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Time perception is an integral part of daily life experience. 

However, people often have difficulty in estimating how long an ex-
perience lasts (Sackett, Meyvis, Nelson, Converse & Sackett, 2010). 
Numerous factors can influence duration estimates (Ornstein, 1969; 
Vroon, 1970; Ahn, Liu & Soman, 2009). In the present research, 
we investigated whether individuals’ estimates of a task’s duration 
depend on whether they monitor their progress retrospectively (in 
terms of the amount of work they have completed) or prospectively 
(in terms of the amount remaining).

Across four studies, we found that when people are asked to es-
timate the duration of a task shortly before completing it or immedi-
ately afterwards, they make shorter estimates when they have moni-
tored their progress prospectively than when they have monitored it 
retrospectively. When they estimate the task’s duration shortly after 
beginning it, however, they make longer estimates of its duration in 
the former case. We attempt to explain why this is the case.

In the first experiment, participants performed a figure rec-
ognition test similar to that employed by Kim and Markus (1999). 
However, participants were interrupted after two minutes under the 
pretext that the time for the experiment was running short. Partici-
pants then completed a questionnaire, the first item of which asked 
them either to report the number of questions they had completed be-
fore being interrupted (thereby inducing a retrospective focus) or the 
number of questions they had not yet completed (inducing a forward 
focus). Finally, participants estimated (a) how long they felt it took 
to complete the test (in minutes), (b) how difficult they found the 
test to be, and (c) how favorably they felt about the test. Responses 
to the last two items were made along a scale from 1 (not at all) to 7 
(very much). 

As expected, participants estimated that the task had lasted a 
shorter time when they had thought about the number of items they 
still had to complete than when they had thought of the number they 
had already completed. Furthermore, participants’ focus on complet-
ed or uncompleted items had no effect on participants’ perceptions of 
task difficulty or the favorableness of their reactions to it. 

In the second experiment, participants performed the same 
figure recognition task employed previously. In this case, however, 
participants’ disposition to focus on the number of items completed 
or the number to be done as manipulated by providing a “progress 
bar”, shown at the bottom of the page following each set of 6 items. 
In retrospective focus conditions, the bar indicated the proportion 
of items they had already completed, while in the forward-looking 
focus condition, the bar indicated the proportion they still had to do. 
After completing the test, they responded to the three questions used 
in Experiment 1. Nevertheless, the results of the two experiments 
were very similar. 

In the first two experiments, participants estimated the duration 
of the task either after the task was completed (in Experiment 2) or 
very near to the end (in Experiment 1). According to our conceptual-
ization, however, different results should occur when people estimate 
the task’s duration shortly after beginning it.

Experiment 3 therefore employed a 2 (progress monitoring: ret-
rospective vs. forward-looking) × 2 (point of interruption: 1-min vs. 
2- min) between-subject design. Participants performed the same fig-

ure recognition task employed in the first two studies, and their retro-
spective or forward focus was manipulated by providing a “progress 
bar” similar to that employed in Experiment 2. However, they were 
interrupted after either 1 minute or 2 minutes under the pretext that 
the time for the experiment was running short. Participants’ time es-
timates were then assessed. More importantly, they indicated which 
point they had primarily focused on when monitoring their progress 
along a scale from 1 (primarily the start point) to 7 (primarily the 
endpoint).

As expected, participants reported focusing to a greater extent 
on the end point in forward-focus conditions than in the retrospec-
tive-focus conditions. Interestingly, we found participants who were 
interrupted near the end of the task (i.e., 2-min interruption) per-
ceived less time when they had a forward focus than they had a ret-
rospective focus. In contrast, participants who were interrupted near 
the beginning of the task showed a reversed time estimates. 

In the final experiment, we conducted a field survey recruiting 
respondents through Amazon’s Mechanical Turk. Respondents were 
told to imagine that they were attending an ascending auction that 
would last for 7 days. We manipulated both the point that partici-
pants entered the auction and their temporal focus. Specifically, some 
participants were told to imagine that the day of their participation 
was the first day of the auction whereas others were told that it was 
the final day. In each case, this information was framed either in a 
retrospective or a prospective manner.

After reviewing the information, respondents announced their 
own bid and then reported their feelings about the online auction, 
in which we measured how long the auction period seemed to them, 
how difficult they felt of winning the auction, as well as their esti-
mates of the total number of bidders to the end of the auction.

Results found that participants perceived the auction to be sub-
jectively shorter when the auction time was framed prospectively 
than when it was framed retrospectively, and this difference did not 
depend on whether participants entered the auction on the first day 
or the last day. In addition, participants made higher bids in forward-
framing conditions than in retrospective-framing conditions, per-
ceived that it was relatively less difficult to win the auction, and ex-
pected the number of bidders to be relatively smaller. 

To sum up, we hypothesized in the present research that time 
duration could be subjectively undermined when a forward (vs. ret-
rospective) focus is employed. We empirically validated the hypoth-
esis in three lab experiments (Experiment 1-3), and a field survey 
under an online-auction scenario (Experiment 4). Furthermore, we 
found the proposed effect would only occur when people had already 
completed a task, or progressed to the end of the task. If they were 
very near to the beginning of the task, the effect would be reversed.
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