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To Rob, Leo, and Lita—


For making my hours happier.










One TIME POOR AND TIRED





This time, like all times, is a very good one, if we but know what to do with it.


—Ralph Waldo Emerson





In 2013, I was sitting on the late-night train back from New York to Philadelphia and was contemplating quitting… everything. Between trying to be a good parent and partner, the incessant pressure to publish and perform at work, the never-ending pile of chores—it was all too much. There simply weren’t enough hours in the day to get it all done, let alone to do any of it well. The coordinating and preparing and doing—it seemed to require a zesty superhero’s level of energy, and I had run out. I rested my forehead against the chilled window and watched the dark blur of trees and houses whiz by.


I’d given a talk that day at Columbia Business School, sharing my latest research on how the quality of our happiness changes as we grow older. My presentation had been efficiently slotted into lunchtime, flanked by hours of back-to-back meetings, followed by a colleague dinner, throughout which I worked to stay on pace with the guys in witty banter and throwing back beers. Speeding in a taxi to the station, I prayed I wouldn’t miss the last train home.


Though my typical days didn’t begin in a New York City hotel room, they were similarly jam-packed and no less frenzied. I’d wake at dawn to go for a run and come back for a quick snuggle with my four-month-old, Leo, before racing to get ready and dashing to my office. Inside the bustling halls of Wharton, I’d hurriedly try to get my work done in between seminars and meetings. Then I would dash home to relieve our nanny at 6 p.m. Between putting the groceries away, preparing dinner, and cleaning up, even that precious hour before Leo’s bedtime felt rushed. None of these tasks alone took much time, but taken together, these minutes of doing-doing-doing were just too many—especially given how few there were to spare.


I’d felt this way for some time. As the train sped through the darkness, I pulled my coat over me like a blanket. Deeply exhausted, I realized that I needed to truly figure out if doing all of it was really sustainable. To accurately assess the feasibility of continuing on this course, I knew I had to account for everything. Not just my routine tasks, but also the unanticipated and extra “exceptions” that in aggregation happened regularly (e.g., haircut, dentist, Leo’s doctor’s appointment, picking out a gift, getting the car serviced, showing up for jury duty). Plus, I needed to include not just my to-do lists for work and home, but my determination not to flake on going out for my friend’s birthday dinner, and my decision to take Leo to his baby music class on Wednesday mornings. “All of it” needed to involve some exercise and a decent amount of sleep, because I’m not nice without either. “All of it” needed to factor in whether I’d still have enough energy to enjoy the moments I shared with Leo and my husband, Rob, at the end of the day.


The real problem I was wrestling with on the train that night was that I wanted to do it all. I loved my job. Not every piece of it, but I had worked hard to get to this point and found real fulfillment in conducting research and connecting with people through teaching. I adored my baby and husband, and I could not let either of those relationships suffer. I wanted to stay healthy and be a good friend. And even though I didn’t like doing chores, it was important to me that I be a competent contributor to a well-functioning household and society.


I’d felt busy before. In fact, I couldn’t remember a time in which I hadn’t felt like I was racing against the clock trying to achieve as much as possible during every hour. I am not alone in this. We live in a culture driven toward productivity—so much so that busyness has become a status symbol that is taken to signal an individual’s worth. But I knew, both personally and according to my research, that this rushing around does not feel fancy.


Yes, having a baby had loaded more onto my plate. I was no longer in charge of just myself and my career. Now I was fully responsible for another person’s survival and well-being. But it was even more than the additional to-dos that came with a baby. Seeing him grow made me realize how quickly time was passing. Watching how much Leo had changed in just a few months highlighted how fast everything was flying by. I did not want to miss any of it simply because I was in a rush. I didn’t want to speed past his childhood. I didn’t want to speed through my life.


I wanted more time, but not just time to get more done. I wanted more so I could slow down to actually experience the hours that I spent. When looking at my life, I wanted to feel happy and not only see a blur. With my forehead on the cool window, watching the world outside speeding by, it suddenly seemed that quitting everything and moving to a sunny, slow-paced island somewhere was the optimal solution. I’d invite Leo and Rob to join me.



The Wisdom of Data


As a social psychologist, I’m constantly looking to data to find answers for whatever questions I’m personally grappling with. (So really, I’m only partially joking when I explain my work by telling people that I conduct “me-search.”) And I knew that before charging into my boss’s office to tell him I’d decided to leave my dream job as a tenure-track professor, I should carefully consider the realities of living with a whole lot more free time. Before I asked Rob to walk away from his career and pack for the beach, I needed to know whether I’d indeed be happier trading an overflowing to-do list for a blank one. With more available hours in the day, would I actually feel more satisfied with my life?


To empirically guide me through this particular crisis, I recruited a couple of my favorite collaborators, Hal Hershfield and Marissa Sharif. We found a data set to analyze that captured, for tens of thousands of working and nonworking Americans, all of the activities constituting a regular day in their lives, as well as their overall satisfaction with their lives. This treasure trove of data meant that I wouldn’t have to rely on advice from any one individual. Instead, we could identify significant trends across a large group of people, which would provide a much more reliable prediction. This data from the American Time Use Survey would help us answer the pressing question: What is the relationship between the amount of discretionary time people have in their daily lives and their overall happiness?


As a first step in our analysis, we calculated the varying amounts of time people had available to spend on discretionary activities—things people want to do. This included “doing nothing,” relaxing, and watching TV. It also encompassed more active leisure pursuits, like playing sports or going to the movies or sporting events. And it contained purely social activities, like hanging out with friends and family. Importantly, this calculation of available time did not incorporate the day’s hours spent on obligatory tasks—things people have to do. For instance, the litany of work tasks, household chores, dentist and doctor appointments, and errands were all grouped as nondiscretionary activities, counting as time that was unavailable.


We then tested how this calculated amount of discretionary time related to people’s satisfaction in life. The results were illuminating. The following graph shows the pattern as an upside-down U-shape—like an arc or a rainbow. This shape is interesting because it points downward toward unhappiness on both ends of the spectrum. This means there are not one but two stumbling blocks when it comes to discretionary time. But let’s first explore the far left side of this graph, which reflected my particular unhappiness….
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Too Little


The graph makes clear that happiness is lower with less than approximately two hours of discretionary time in the day. This data confirmed that I indeed had too little time. I was time poor—defined as feeling like you have too little time available to do all that you need and want to do. It turns out that those of us who suffer from time poverty are not alone. A nationwide poll shows that nearly half of Americans report they don’t have enough time to do what they want to do. Another poll shows that approximately half of Americans say they almost never feel they have time on their hands, and two-thirds say they always or sometimes feel rushed.


Even though moms tend to feel more time poor than dads, and even though working parents tend to feel particularly impoverished, all types of people lack for time. And it’s not just my fellow Americans. People across the globe—including in the UK, Norway, Germany, Canada, Australia, Brazil, Guinea, Russia, China, Japan, and South Korea—also report being rushed and suffering from a hectic pace of life with too little time.


Validating my distress on the train that night, these results show one of the key reasons why being time poor is such an issue: people with too little time are significantly less happy and less satisfied in life. Studies from other research teams across disciplines (including psychology, sociology, and economics) have similarly shown that being time poor makes us more depressed, more stressed, and more emotionally exhausted. The constant pressure imposed by a culture that reveres busyness and hurries us along carries an emotional toll.


However, there was more to our data’s story. The right side of the graph offered an unexpected counterpoint.



Too Much


In addition to the unhappiness from having too little time, the downward slope on the other side of the arc shows that having more than approximately five hours of discretionary time in a day is also linked to less happiness. It turns out there is such a thing as having too much time!


But why? Given how much I longed for more free time, how could having wide-open days make me feel worse? Once I began looking into this, I realized that the story of my friend Ben, passed out in a bed of poison oak in the hills of California’s Marin County, offers a clue.


Ben is a brilliant, analytical, and tremendously hardworking guy who ultimately concluded that the grief of office politics involved with running a hedge fund wasn’t worth the time away from his wife and four kids. Nor was it worth the stress he carried home each day from the office. Fortunate to have the financial means, Ben decided to retire at the age of thirty-nine. This would give him time to do all the things he had always wanted to do, but had neglected while busy in his job: relaxing with his family, vacationing, reading for pleasure, and doing plenty of exercise.


Yet Ben is goal-oriented. He does not like feeling idle and derives satisfaction from being productive. Despite his intention to chill out, having so much time on his hands made Ben stir-crazy. He needed a goal, so he set one.


Ben decided that he was going to run the upcoming Dipsea. The Dipsea is the oldest trail race in America, stretching from Mill Valley to Stinson Beach in Marin’s beautiful headlands. In addition to being known for its scenery, its stairs and steep trails have established the Dipsea’s reputation as a grueling, treacherous race.


For months, Ben trained diligently. He closely followed the recommended regimen of hill workouts, long runs, weights, rest days, and diet. On race day, his family gathered with their hand-drawn signs and post-race snacks to greet him at the finish line. He never got there.


Ben had started the race strong and fast, challenging himself to beat the finish time he had calculated as his appropriate target. Yet about four miles in, Ben couldn’t catch his breath. His intensity, dehydration, and the hot day had gotten the better of him. The next thing he knew, the paramedics were standing over him strategizing how to get him into an ambulance. Lying in the shrubs, his whole body itched. The toxins of the poison oak that had cushioned his fall had begun to wreak their havoc.


Only after he had reconnected with his terrified family and received the doctor’s assurance that he would be okay did Ben laugh at the ridiculous situation he’d gotten himself into. Wired toward achievement, Ben had felt uncomfortable with days spent “doing nothing.” Dissatisfied by having nothing to show for his time, he had transformed what was intended to be an enjoyable activity into an extreme goal-directed pursuit. As Ben recovered, he realized the absurdity of just how hard he had pushed himself for this race.


Though Ben is exceptional in many ways, he is not unique in his drive for accomplishment. In a follow-up experiment that Hal, Marissa, and I conducted, we found that lacking a sense of productivity is why people with excessive amounts of available time feel less satisfied in their lives. If as a kid you started feeling restless toward the end of a lazy summer, you have experienced something similar. Just like Ben, many people have an aversion to being idle and are oriented toward productivity. There is value to being somewhat busy, because it gives us a sense of purpose in our daily lives.


It is worth pointing out that having a sense of purpose does not require working in a paid job. For one, volunteering (work that is unpaid) often provides a sense of purpose. Additionally, tasks required to produce well-functioning children and households can similarly offer a satisfying sense of accomplishment; and when completed by someone from the household, this work also is not paid. Lastly, some explicitly nonwork activities (e.g., pursuing hobbies and playing sports) are considered by many to be both productive and purposeful. Yet I recognized that in my case, work gives me a significant source of purpose.


In light of the data and Ben’s experience after deciding to stop working, I’d become convinced that, for me, quitting everything to spend my days relaxing wasn’t the solution.


Just Right


The pattern in our graph was instructive. It showed that regularly having less than two hours of discretionary time each day is indeed too little. It causes stress and unhappiness, which I knew all too well. On the other hand, from the data I now also knew that regularly having more than five hours of discretionary time in the day is too much, because it undermines one’s sense of purpose. Our research suggested that if I quit my job, I would likely feel unhappy as well. With too much time, I would surely find another endeavor to satisfy my drive to feel productive, and this activity too would eventually cause me stress. But whatever I’d end up doing wouldn’t utilize the skills I’d spent years developing in a field I truly cared about. Having between two and five hours seems to be about right.


These results didn’t merely validate my emotional experience; they offered me hope, and ultimately guided a life decision. The sweet spot for the ideal amount of available daily hours wasn’t completely out of reach. It was not unreasonable to commit to having a couple hours each day to spend on what brings me joy. An honest calculation from a typical day showed that I was already pretty close:




	
15 minutes of morning snuggles with Leo


	25 minutes talking to my friend on the phone during my walk home from the office


	30 minutes having a glass of wine and dinner with Rob (this would ideally be longer, but Leo’s fussing often cut things short)


	20 sweet and calming minutes singing Leo to sleep





These were 90 minutes (an hour and a half) in my day that I wouldn’t have wanted to spend any other way. Sure, I would have preferred talking to my friend while sitting together over a cup of coffee, and I would have liked not having baby distractions while dining with Rob. But those small imperfections didn’t disqualify that time as discretionary, even joyful. It was eye-opening to realize that the target two hours was well within my reach—without me having to make any drastic, life-altering changes. Yes, I’d have to be thoughtful and make some tweaks to my schedule to get there. But I could easily implement some small changes to become happier. By protecting work hours from waste and distraction so that I could produce more of what felt purposeful during those hours, by prioritizing time for activities that filled me rather than just my schedule, by outsourcing some chores so that I could instead spend that time playing with Leo, by savoring and celebrating day-to-day moments as I shared them with the people I loved… maybe I could “do it all.” Rob could reserve packing for our next vacation.



It’s About Time


When it came to my happiness, I was right: time has proven to be my greatest challenge. Yet I used to believe that it had to do with quantity: if only I had more hours in the day, I could do everything I wanted, accomplish everything, and feel better. Interestingly, however, the flat portion of the graph between two and five hours suggests that within a pretty wide range, the amount of time people have available is unrelated to their happiness. This is important because it means that, except at the very extremes, to enjoy greater satisfaction in life, it’s not so much a question of the amount we have. It’s really about how we spend what we have.


So the real answer is not about being time rich; it is about making the time you have rich. This graph clarified for me what much of my research had been suggesting all along: for greater happiness, time isn’t only a challenge, it’s the solution. Time is the singular resource that if invested correctly can produce a good, maybe even great, life. If you know how to invest your time and are invested in your time, you can make yourself happier. It’s about knowing how to allocate the hours you have to achieve outcomes that ultimately matter—the ones that will allow you to look back on your days, years, and life feeling satisfied and fulfilled. And it’s about being completely engaged during that time to make those hours happier.


This focus on investing time (as opposed to money) may seem odd coming from someone who has spent her career as a business school professor. In teaching MBAs, success is typically measured by profits. It’s about the amount made, and more is better. The very reason that most of my students are getting an MBA and pursuing a career in business is to make money, and, they hope, a lot of it. It’s not just my business-minded students, however. In a survey in which my research team asked thousands of people representing a range of occupations and income levels from across the country whether they would prefer more money or more time, the majority chose money. Yet this might not be the right choice.


Automobile mogul Henry Ford is said to have remarked, “Business must be run at a profit, else it will die. But when anyone tries to run a business solely for profit… the business must die as well, for it no longer has a reason to exist.” This quote applies as much to us as individuals as it does to businesses. Despite the widespread focus on money, the real determinant of success and satisfaction in life isn’t so much about the money earned, but the time spent. Was there a purpose? Was it worth the investment… of time?


Over the years, I have conducted more than a dozen studies testing the effects of focusing on time instead of money as our critical resource. The results are consistent and clear: regardless of how much money or time one has, paying greater attention to time predicts higher levels of happiness. Those who place more value on their time rather than money report feeling more positive in their days and more satisfied about their lives. The benefits of being time-focused accrue from being deliberate and investing in better ways—in activities that are more fun, meaningful, and aligned with one’s values. Thus, not straying too far from my business school roots, this book is an investment guide. But it’s not about money. It’s about how to invest your most precious resource.


Happier Hours


Every one of us has exactly the same number of hours to work with and play with each day. We all have twenty-four hours to allocate the best we can, and the stakes are high. Our hours and days add up to years and decades, and ultimately to our entire lives. How we spend our time defines who we are, the memories we cherish, and how we will be remembered by those we leave behind.


And we all want to be happy. People around the globe consistently rate it among their most important pursuits. This isn’t remotely new. Back in the seventeenth century, French philosopher and mathematician Blaise Pascal observed, “All men [and presumably he also meant women] seek happiness. This is without exception. Whatever different means they employ, they all tend to this end.”


Happiness (which the psychology literature refers to as subjective well-being and is defined as how positive you feel during your days and how satisfied you feel about your life overall) matters… a lot. And it isn’t an indulgent or frivolous pursuit. It isn’t selfish, nor is it about plastering a smile on your face and pretending everything is swell.


This basic emotion has a tremendous ripple effect. It can make you more resilient, better at your job, and more giving to the people around you. Decades of studies have shown that feeling happy benefits us both in the office and in our relationships (personal and professional). For example, happiness increases motivation, creativity, and adaptive problem-solving—all of which can help us at work and get us through challenging times outside of work. It makes us like people more and be liked by people more. It makes us nicer, more likely to say and do kind things and to help others out.


Happiness is also good for us. It boosts our immune functioning, raises our threshold for pain, helps our bodies respond better to physiological stressors, and is a significant predictor of longevity. Altogether, these studies provide undeniable empirical evidence that happiness is key to living longer and better lives. So, not only do we all want to be happy, we should want to be happy.


This interplay between time and happiness is what has compelled more than a decade of my research, my recent teaching, and now this book. I’m looking to inform the fundamental human question: How can each of us make the absolute most of the time we have?


Since that fateful night on the train, I have continued conducting research and have applied the subsequent findings to guide my own thinking and investments of time. Even though my days are still full, I have finally figured out how to make them fulfilling. Ultimately, I did decide to leave Wharton, but I have not left my career in academia. Though I appreciated my colleagues and the vigor of the school, I took a note from my research and chose happiness. For brighter days, I did eventually ask Rob to move, and it happened to be a place with a beach nearby. But, except when on vacation, we don’t spend entire days relaxing. We are now raising Leo and our daughter, Lita, back home in California.


I’m a professor at UCLA’s Anderson School of Management. Determined to spend my time more purposefully, I shifted what I taught—now I teach happiness. Inspired by Laurie Santos’s Psychology and the Good Life undergraduate course at Yale, and Bill Burnett and Dave Evans’s Designing Your Life course at Stanford’s design school, I developed a course called Applying the Science of Happiness to Life Design. It shows my MBA students how to optimize their personal and professional lives. I’ve culled insights from my own research, as well as that of colleagues across the fields of psychology, behavioral economics, marketing, and organizational behavior to help my students craft their time—in their day-to-day and their lives overall—to be happier.


I wrote this book to bring these lessons to you. To highlight how the underlying research—based on hundreds of thousands of data points—relates to you and your life, I’ll share anecdotes from my students and my friends, as well as many of my own. These stories are necessarily personal, because our time is personal—it’s the substance of our daily existence. And though every experience may not represent your own, I suspect you will see aspects of your life experience in ours. So I invite you to read along and share in this journey, and you can rely on the takeaways following each chapter to cement what you’ve learned on the way. Perhaps even more useful, I will give you assignments, just as I do for my students. There are more than a dozen exercises throughout the book that I strongly urge you to implement to immediately experience their proven benefits. By doing these exercises, you will essentially be taking my course and, exactly as my students have, you will enjoy greater happiness, meaning, and connection in your life as a result.


In the chapters that follow, I will first boost you out of your scarcity mindset. In chapter 2, I will help you realize that despite feeling time poor, you actually have all you need to be able to dedicate hours to what really matters. We’ll work on your perceptions and increase your time affluence. I will give you the confidence to decide how you spend your time, which is about what’s worthwhile, rather than merely efficient.


In chapter 3, I will lead you through the Time Tracking Exercise. This will help you identify which activities promise you the greatest happiness and which ways of spending aren’t worth your time—all guiding you how to invest your time more wisely. Noting that there are inevitably some required activities that aren’t particularly fun (e.g., chores, work, and commuting), in chapter 4, I will offer some strategies to make these times that threaten to feel like a waste more satisfying.


However, making the most of your time isn’t just a question of the activities you spend your time on; it’s also about how you engage in that time. It’s about how you approach the activity and your mindset as you do it. For instance, even though having a conversation with the love of my life over a cheeseburger and a glass of pinot is among my most joyful activities, if having dinner with Rob becomes so regular that I fail to notice its specialness, or I’m so distracted by the to-do list running through my mind that I fail to hear what he just said, then I’ve wasted my time (and his). I’ve missed out on the potential happiness from that hour. So in chapter 5, I will give you strategies to pay more attention, and then, in chapter 6, some techniques to remove distractions—so that you can make the most of all the time you spend.


Though you have plenty of time to live a happy life, this is only true if you spend deliberately and don’t let it get mindlessly filled. Your daily hours are finite. In chapter 7, I will share the importance of being proactive rather than reactive in your spending—pushing you to prioritize what really matters to you, those ways of spending that bring you joy.


Notably, each hour doesn’t stand alone. It’s not as straightforward as simply adding your various hours together to sum up to a satisfying week. How your week’s activities are pieced together and arranged can have a significant impact on your overall satisfaction. In chapter 8, I will encourage you to view your schedule as a beautiful and colorful mosaic, and yourself as the artist. I will walk you through how to craft your time: selecting, spacing, and sequencing tiles to design an ideal week. This will allow you to increase the influence of your good times and minimize that of your chores. You’ll also see that even though it’s not possible to do it all and be it all in any given hour, you can do and be everything you want over the course of your weeks and months and years.


Lastly, in chapter 9, we will zoom out from focusing on your hours to consider your years and life overall. Taking this bird’s-eye view will help clarify your values, what you truly care about, and what matters to you most. This broader time perspective will guide how to spend today’s hours—ensuring that you fill your days with what’s fulfilling, so you can look back on your years feeling a sense of meaning, without regrets.


With this empirically based wisdom, you’ll learn how to craft the time of your life. It all starts with a happier hour.








CHAPTER ONE TAKEAWAYS




	Time poverty is the prevalent feeling of having too much to do and too little time to do it.


	Having too little discretionary time (i.e., less than approximately two hours a day) is associated with less happiness because of stress.


	Yet having too much discretionary time (i.e., more than approximately five hours a day) is also associated with less happiness, because it fosters a sense of lacking purpose.


	Except at these extremes, the amount of discretionary time you have available is unrelated to happiness. Instead, happiness depends on how you spend whatever time you have.


	Focusing on time (rather than money) increases happiness, because it motivates you to spend more deliberately—in happier and more fulfilling ways.


	Feeling happy is a worthy endeavor—benefiting you at work, in your relationships, and in your health, as well as making you more resilient, creative, and kind.










Two ALL THE TIME IN THE WORLD





You will never “find” time for anything. If you want time, you must make it.


—Charles Buxton





Here’s a quick thought experiment: When you don’t have enough time, what’s the first thing that gets cut from your schedule?


I love to go for a run in the morning. I find that running gives me the space and time to myself that I need to think. Plus, it allows me to continue eating my beloved cheeseburgers and gooey chocolatey desserts guilt-free. But at night, as I’m getting into bed and setting my alarm clock, my mind inevitably runs through all that I’ll need to do before tomorrow’s class: get the kids up and ready for school, their lunches and backpacks packed, and Leo rehearsed for his spelling quiz. I also need to respond to a dozen student emails, and revise and practice my lecture. I need to have breakfast. I need to get myself ready, which on a teaching day requires additional time blowing out my hair and choosing a nicer outfit with the right jewelry. And I need plenty of sleep (I know from the research and personal experience that my brain is mush on less than eight hours). Disappointed, I resign myself to the apparent fact: I don’t have time to go for a run.


What about you? What do temporal limitations eliminate from your days? I asked a bunch of my friends to complete this sentence: “I don’t have time to…”




“I don’t have time to exercise.”


“I don’t have time to SLEEP!”


“I don’t have time to read, write, or think… and during COVID, to wash my friggin’ hair!”


“I don’t have time to floss.”


“I don’t have time to read a book, organize my house, or brainstorm about my future.”


“I don’t have time to paint.”


“I don’t have time to learn and play music, read books, or travel to see my friends and family.”


“I don’t have time to work out or play soccer with my son.”


“I don’t have the time (or energy) to deeply connect with my kids and spouse.”


“I don’t have time to go to therapy, or even find a therapist.”


“I don’t have time to myself. And what would I do with that time? Well, I’d go for a long walk, watch inane TV, eat snacks, take a nap, and call someone to just catch up.”


“I don’t have time to meditate.”


“I don’t have time to cook fancy and delicious meals.”


“I don’t have time to create my dream garden.”


“I don’t have time to do it all well.”





The list shows the many healthy and enriching things we wish we could do, but don’t—solely due to lacking time. It reveals that without enough time, we fail to care for our bodies by exercising or spending the eight minutes it takes to shower… or the one minute it takes to floss. We don’t take time for ourselves—to rest, to read, to think, to create. We neglect our interests and what makes us interesting. We stop cultivating important relationships, let alone invest in making new ones. Ironically, the very resource that makes our life possible also seems to constrain it.


Half of the American population and millions of people around the globe feel this way. Author and motivational speaker Brené Brown describes modern culture as one of scarcity—of not having or being enough. Behavioral economists Sendhil Mullainathan and Eldar Shafir wrote an entire book on the perils of existing with scarce resources. I’d argue that in this era of endless access and great expectations, we are more specifically struggling from scarce time. Without enough time, we are limited from doing our best and being our best. Not having enough time makes us do less and be less. And as we learned in the previous chapter, it makes us less happy. Being time poor limits the quality of our lives.


What’s Less Isn’t More


After surveying my friends, I decided to explore the consequences of being time poor among a broader, more representative population. I searched the academic literature and conducted several experiments myself. These findings proved just as dispiriting as the list. Apparently, having a limited amount of time makes less of everyone.


As I walk you through the findings, be prepared because the results will initially seem discouraging. However, knowing how we are prone to skimp will better equip us to combat the limiting effects. And I promise that before the end of the chapter, you’ll have some actionable ways to take control of your time and expand it—making more for you and more of your life.


Less Healthy


My own skimping turns out to be very common: with too little time, people sacrifice getting outside for a run, going to the gym, doing a yoga class, or signing up for a spin session. Irrespective of one’s method for getting the body moving, studies show that time stress makes people exercise less in general, and this has a direct negative effect on both physical and emotional well-being. Simply put, by skipping exercise, we are making ourselves less happy.


Time poverty negatively impacts other health-related behaviors too. Too busy to eat fresh foods, get a full night’s sleep, or go to the doctor, time-poor people are more likely to be overweight, to suffer hypertension, and to be less healthy overall. If reading these findings feels like looking into a scary crystal ball, don’t worry—I’m with you. As confessed, I have often felt too time-crunched to go for a morning run. And I have found that a canned latte and donut are faster and easier to consume on the way to work than a fruit salad and egg whites. And though I’ll make time to take Leo or Lita to the doctor for wellness checkups or at the slightest sign of illness, I don’t do it when I’m the one feeling crummy. Even though these aren’t the happiest findings, it’s good to know them, because shortly I’ll tell you how we can gain from this information.



Less Kind


Being time poor doesn’t just affect how we treat ourselves. When time feels scarce, we become stingy with it—giving less to others. In a rush, we are less likely to take the time to call our friend who just changed jobs, or even hold the door open for a slow trailing stranger. This stinginess has been observed among even the most compassionate people: seminary students. In an experimental classic conducted by John Darley and Daniel Batson in the 1970s, a group of seminary students were tasked with presenting the parable of the Good Samaritan—the Bible story about a stranger who stopped to help a robbed and beaten traveler lying helpless on the side of the road. But here’s the catch: before the students headed off one by one to give their presentations, some were told that they were late and didn’t have a lot of time. The rest received no such information. In the hallway on the way to give their presentations, each of them encountered a man hunched over, coughing. He was clearly in need of help (actually, he was an actor hired for the study). The researchers tracked which of the seminary students gave up some of their time to stop and help this man (notice the irony here?). The students who were told they had limited time were significantly less likely to spend some time helping.


I also documented this behavior in a simple experiment among college students. For half of my study participants, I conjured the feeling of time scarcity by instructing them to write about a day they felt extremely busy and rushed. I instructed the other half to write about a day they had loads of spare time. A little later, I asked everyone whether they would be willing to stay an extra fifteen minutes to help a needy high school student by editing his college application essay. Compared to those who recalled having lots of time, those who’d been reminded of feeling rushed were significantly less willing to give their time.


Do you see the pattern starting to form? When we feel as though we have too little time, we end up living a smaller life. But I assure you, this is not the only option. After we cover just one more negative consequence of feeling time poor, we will move on to some solutions.


Less Confident


Not only does feeling time poor make us do less, it also makes us feel less sure of ourselves. Two weeks before their midterm exam, students were asked by a group of researchers to report the grade they expected to get on the test, as well as their level of confidence. Then, on the morning of the exam, the students were again asked to report how they thought they would do. The results of this study showed that when the students had a lot of time to prepare, they were significantly more confident in their exam performance than when they had little time. Unfortunately, the implications of this extend well beyond test-taking. Time scarcity dampens our confidence in achieving all types of goals.


According to a well-established theory proposed by social psychologist Tory Higgins, we have two basic forms of motivation: one focused on achieving positive outcomes (called “promotion focus”), and the other focused on avoiding negative outcomes (called “prevention focus”). Though individuals differ in their general inclination for being more promotion- or prevention-focused, the situation—especially time—can also influence the way in which people approach their goals. When we have a lot of time, we tend to be more promotion-focused. Time affluence essentially gives us a confidence boost—making us optimistic and excited about all we believe we can achieve. With enough time, the sky’s the limit! But when time is limited (as it so often is), we become pessimistically prevention-focused. With little time remaining, we get consumed by the possibility of failure and lower our sights to match our lacking confidence. When time poor, we’re just trying to get by.


My colleagues Jennifer Aaker and Ginger Pennington and I found evidence for this dynamic in a consumer domain. Among shoppers, we observed that those who still had plenty of time to make a purchase were most attracted to the products that offered “the best” experience and to the ads that promised “the best” deal. However, under a time pressure, shoppers were instead drawn to products that would simply be good enough and were not too expensive. This lowering of expectations with limited time explains why early in January, you will entertain grandiose notions of the very best gift by which you might woo your valentine. With ample time, your goals are set romantically high. But then, when you find yourself shopping on February 13, your aspirations have plummeted. You’ve become more logistical than romantic in your thinking, and you look for a gift that will merely keep you out of the doghouse.


Don’t Settle for Less


Now it’s finally time for some good news! The dismal picture the findings have painted thus far isn’t complete. It doesn’t include how very busy, time-strapped people can still manage to be confident, healthy, and kind.


The Notorious R.B.G. is one good example. Despite her demanding US Supreme Court schedule of hearing cases and writing opinions that decided (among other issues) the course of the country’s women’s rights and healthcare system, Justice Ruth Bader Ginsburg still exercised regularly. Well into her eighties, she worked with a personal trainer for a full hour several times a week. Another example and hero of mine is my friend Shaolee. She runs a nonprofit in New York that trains and places women breadwinners in stable jobs in the food services industry, allowing them to put food on their own families’ tables. On top of Shaolee’s demanding work hours, she shares parenting duties for a five- and seven-year-old with her husband, Scott, who is just as busy in his finance job. Despite having scarce spare moments, Shaolee still finds time to do thoughtful things for people outside her family, her organization, and the many women her organization serves. The other day, I unexpectedly received a book of poetry along with an uplifting note in the mail. It was from Shaolee.


Yes, these women are incredible. Just like the rest of us, however, they only have twenty-four hours a day. They do not actually have more time. But they also do not cut these worthwhile activities from their days. So, what’s going on here?


Here’s the reality. Yes, everyone objectively has twenty-four hours each day and sixty minutes in each of those hours. How we perceive an amount of time, however, is surprisingly subjective. How we experience the duration of our days and hours varies dramatically. The amount of time within each objective temporal unit—an hour, a day, a year—can feel like all the time in the world, or like no time at all. The reason behind the saying “a watched pot never boils” is that when you’re waiting for something, that time you spend anticipating (even if it’s actually just ten minutes) feels like an eternity. But when you’re hugging your honey goodbye, ten minutes is painfully short. Time does indeed fly faster when you’re having fun, and there’s even a research paper to prove it.


This relativity is important because how long a minute, an hour, a day, or a decade seems influences whether you view yourself as having “enough.” Remember, the definition of time poverty is the feeling of not having enough time to do everything you need to and want to do. But notice the subjectivity in both components of this definition: 1) what you want and believe you need to do, and 2) your confidence in being able to accomplish all those things with what you have. Let me unpack this a bit so that you know how to take control of your temporal wealth.


Limit Your List


The first piece of this puzzle involves the list of activities that you perceive could and should make up your day. It’s important to note that the content and length of this list is molded, and is thus moldable. A major shaper here is technology. Technological advancements benefit us in so many ways. The smartphones that fit comfortably in our pockets so that we can carry them around with us everywhere are indeed very smart. They place the world at our fingertips. They increase the possibilities of us knowing more and doing more. In general, this is great. But we need to be aware of how this impacts the list of all we believe we could and should be doing.


Social Media. When people use social media to stay connected within their existing relationships, research shows it promotes well-being. However, the vast majority of time on social media isn’t spent messaging loved ones; it’s spent watching the carefully curated, smile-filled lives of distant acquaintances and celebrities. Since we are prone to assess how we’re doing by comparing ourselves to others, it’s this usage that perpetuates feelings of loneliness, depression, and the fear of missing out. In addition to these well-documented hits on emotional well-being, I believe that exposure to social media worsens time poverty. By constantly keeping us apprised of all the desirable things that others are doing and we could be doing, social media compiles an unreasonable list of activities for our days.


Given this, one way to increase your available time—subjectively as well as objectively—is to reduce the amount of time you spend scrolling. This will lessen how much you enviously ruminate on all the glamorous (and cherry-picked) ways others are spending their time. It will also free up actual minutes, which, for many, sum up to multiple weekly hours.


On-Demand Everything. In addition to greater awareness of what others are doing, smartphones grant us constant access to do more things. Between news articles, TV shows, songs, TED Talks, music lessons, performances, educational seminars, museum tours… there are so many enticing activities that are readily available to us all the time. Of course there aren’t enough hours in a day, or even a lifetime, to do it all! It helps to recognize this obvious reality. Managing your expectations here will serve to increase your experienced time affluence.


Chores. On top of this overexposure to what we could and want to be doing, the efficiency afforded by technology also increases expectations for what we should be doing. Always having our smartphones on us makes us always feel “on.” Even while tackling one task—or, god forbid, taking a moment to relax—there’s an incessant pressure to open the phone and use those crucial minutes to check another item off the household’s to-dos. Since moms are typically responsible for keeping the list, as well as for completing the majority of these items, this is one of the reasons moms tend to experience greater time poverty than dads.


The critical point here is that your idea of all you could and should be doing is just that: an idea. Including all the possibilities is unreasonable. You have a surprising amount of control over what you take on. After you complete the Time Tracking Exercise in chapter 3, you will know exactly which activities are currently filling your time, as well as which tasks are worth your time, which you might outsource, and which are a waste and better to ignore altogether.



Expand Your Confidence


Now let’s turn to the second component of the time poverty definition: confidence. This is about your sense of being able to accomplish all that you set out to do. One of my recent favorite books, Claire Shipman and Katty Kay’s The Confidence Code, describes the range of factors that shape (and sadly, for women, often undercut) our levels of confidence. A critical takeaway from the book is that your confidence is not set in stone; it too is subject to influence—your influence. So, when facing the day’s tasks, it’s important to understand what you can do to feel less limited so that the time you have feels less limiting. Ever the scientist, of course I have some data to support this. Self-efficacy is a term used to describe confidence in being able to achieve all you want to and believe you should do. In a study, we found that when people feel greater self-efficacy, they also report having more time. This is profound, because it means you can consciously and effectively manipulate your time affluence. Remarkably, by implementing ways to increase your confidence, you can make yourself less time poor. So let’s now explore proven strategies to expand your sense of self so that you can feel temporally richer.


To Get Rich, More Is More


Expand Your Self


The sun was rising, and my breath was flowing in and out in sync with the beat of my sneakers hitting the pavement. I was trucking along, like the song in my headphones. I relished the release. I felt good and clear and ready to take on whatever the day brought. I could do it. All of it.


I had previously resigned myself to the apparent fact that I didn’t have enough time to go for a run, but I’m so glad I did it anyway. Why did I? Well, nothing about the situation had actually changed. I just decided it was important enough to make the time. I set my alarm for thirty minutes earlier so I’d get back before the kids got up. And I didn’t miss out on much sleep, because once I’d committed by setting my alarm, I immediately turned out my light. I didn’t waste time watching TV or futzing through more email.


Running up our front steps and kicking off my sneakers, I was in a great mood and eager to tackle the day. By spending that time, I had avoided a typical day’s start, which would have involved getting pulled out of bed and right into the hurried and harried day. Out on my run, my sense of constraint had let up a bit. Feeling more confident, I knew I could more swiftly and easily get it all done. Once home, I felt free to slow down and more fully show up for my kids at the breakfast table and at work for my students in the classroom.


Though it’s one of the activities that people often sacrifice because they don’t have enough time, exercise is proven as an effective means to increase self-esteem. Together with my research, this suggests that spending time exercising might not only be good for your physical health: it could also increase the amount of time you feel you have.


Following this empirical thread, in order to boost my students’ health, happiness, and time affluence, I assign them to exercise regularly for a week. Now, to help you feel healthier, happier, and time wealthier, this is the first exercise that I’ll also assign to you.




Get Moving Exercise


[image: ]


Every day this week, exercise for at least thirty minutes. Mark these times in your schedule to carve out, commit to, and ensure that you make the time.


Importantly, your exercise doesn’t have to be strenuous. Don’t psych yourself out by starting a training regimen that’s worthy of the Olympics. You must not let great be the enemy of good. You just need to get up and get moving. You can go outside for a jog, sign up for a spin class, or do a yoga session. It’s even enough to walk to work instead of drive or crank up the music for a dance party.


Though I require my students to do this for only one week, I recommend you do it for at least two weeks. This will allow you to really start enjoying the benefits after getting over any initial hump, and it’ll be more likely to establish exercise as part of your regular routine. I also suggest that right after a particularly energizing workout, you jot down or leave a voice message for yourself about how you’re feeling. This will serve as a reminder the next time you think you don’t have enough time. You’ll remember that, in fact, you can make the time, and that, in fact, it’s worth it.






Expand to Others


As discussed, one of the other things we typically fail to allocate for when feeling time poor is spending on others. Yet helping another out is an effective (and nice) way to feel personally capable. So, with my colleagues Zoë Chance and Michael Norton, I tested whether giving some time to another might make us feel like we have more time.


To start, we conducted an experiment among a bunch of regular people on a regular Saturday. In the morning, we randomly distributed a set of instructions to over a hundred participants. We told some of our subjects, “Sometime before 10 p.m. tonight, please spend thirty minutes doing something for someone else that you weren’t already planning to do,” and to the others, we instructed, “Sometime before 10 p.m. tonight, please spend thirty minutes doing something for yourself that you weren’t already planning to do.”


That night, we followed up to find out how everyone spent those thirty minutes, as well as their current level of time affluence. Of those who gave time, some spent it doing something for someone they knew (cooking a special dinner for a spouse, shoveling snow off the neighbor’s porch, helping a friend pull up their bathroom tile, writing a letter to a grandmother) while others did something to benefit strangers (picking up litter at the neighborhood park). Of those who kept their time, some spent it pampering themselves (taking a hot bubble bath, getting a pedicure) and others relaxed (reading a chapter in a novel, watching TV).


Notably, cooking a special dinner takes longer than a half hour, and so do most TV shows. Indeed, participants in both experimental conditions went above and beyond our instructions in being kind to others (or themselves). However, our primary interest was to find out not how much time everyone spent, but rather how much time they subsequently felt they had available. For this, we asked everyone to rate on a 7-point scale how limited versus expansive their time feels. We found that people who had given time reported having more time than those who had kept their time—irrespective of the number of minutes spent. Fascinating, right?


In another study, we tested this benefit of giving time against an even stricter standard: receiving an unexpected “windfall” of free time. At the end of a one-hour laboratory session, some participants were assigned to stay and give fifteen minutes to help a high school student edit their application essay, while others were allowed to leave the session early, thereby receiving a “bonus fifteen minutes” in their day. Those who had spent the time helping another subsequently reported having more “spare time” than those who had received the fifteen-minute windfall.


Intuition says that keeping minutes for ourselves or receiving a windfall of free time should leave us with more available time. However, given the now-understood role of confidence in the experience of time poverty, as well as the additional data Zoë, Mike, and I gathered confirming that spending time on others increases feelings of self-efficacy, this finding doesn’t only make sense but offers an empowering tool to combat feeling time poor.


These results, along with research conducted by Sonja Lyubomirsky that shows the direct effect on happiness of doing kind acts, leads to your next assignment.




Random Acts of Kindness Exercise


[image: ]


Doing good can feel really good. Sometime this week, perform two random acts of kindness—one for a friend or acquaintance and another for a stranger. These acts can be large or small, anonymous or identified, planned or spontaneous, sacrifices of time or money; and the act doesn’t need to be the same for each recipient.


It is totally up to you what you do, but here are some possibilities to spark your imagination: pay for someone’s order at the café; give someone a compliment; help someone (beyond what is normally expected) complete a task; bring someone a tasty beverage or treat of some sort without them asking; leave someone a flower or nice note; throw someone a surprise party….


Whatever it is, you need to do it with the sole purpose of benefiting the other person. Do not think about or anticipate receiving anything in return for your kindness, such as being thanked or appreciated, or engendering a future favor. Devote a little of your time to give, expecting nothing in return.





Before you start doling out all of your time, keep an important caveat in mind. You don’t want to make the error of giving away so much of your time that you cannot be effective in your own life. A follow-up study offers this caution. When we asked people to recount an occasion in which they’d spent “too much time” on another person—such that they were unable to accomplish their own necessary tasks—they subsequently felt less time affluent than had they recalled an occasion in which they’d spent “some time.” And they felt just as time poor as people who recounted an occasion in which they had “wasted time.” These results corroborate research showing the depleting effects of being a long-term caregiver, where the giving of one’s time is an incessant and ongoing obligation. So, to be clear, in order for giving time to give you time, you can’t give away so much that you’re left with nothing. And it needs to indeed feel like you’re voluntarily giving it—not that it’s being demanded of you. So before you spend big, do a quick gut check and ask yourself which of these it’d be: Are you kindly giving your time, or is it being taken?


What we’ve now learned is that despite the general tendency to be stingy with our time when we feel time poor, if only we’d stop being in such a hurry and spend the half hour to call that friend to check in on her new job, or wait those few seconds to hold open the door (and maybe even offer a compliment as the person passes through), we’d feel not only happier but also more time rich.


Ultimate Expansion


The ocean has always had a powerful effect on me. Looking out over the Pacific, I feel an ultimate sense of connection. The boundary that defines me as a distinct, separate being seems to dissolve. It’s a feeling of being connected not just to another but to all others and, well… everything. The reason I’m sharing this spiritual (and embarrassingly revealing) experience is because for me, it elicits awe. And finding ways into this kind of feeling can expand your sense of time. In these moments of awe, absolutely nothing feels limiting—certainly not the minutiae of the day’s schedule.


Melanie Rudd, Kathleen Vohs, and Jennifer Aaker looked into this phenomenon, testing how feeling awe can influence time affluence. In one study, they showed that compared to reflecting on a happy event, reimagining an awe-inspiring event made people feel less hurried. It also made them behave as though they had more time—making them more willing to volunteer their time for a charity.


I admit that “awe” might seem a little elusive. Yet it has a clear definition: a feeling that is elicited when you’re exposed to something so perceptually vast that it alters your understanding of the world, at least for the moment. And according to the study I just described, it is achievable. Ninety-eight percent of the participants instructed to recall an awe-inspiring experience from their lives did so without question. Furthermore, the events these people recalled suggest where we too might find it:




	
1. Social Interactions

Awe is fostered by a general sense of connectedness, so a good place to start is to establish a deep connection with another individual. Whether through tender physical intimacy, eye-opening conversation, or cradling a newborn, our interpersonal relationships extend us beyond ourselves—connecting us with other hearts and minds.




	
2. Nature

Whether you’re looking out over the ocean’s horizon, up into a starry night sky, or taking in the warm colors of changing leaves on a crisp fall day, the enormity of nature puts our day’s stresses into perspective. Just being in nature makes us feel happier. It invites us to take longer and deeper breaths. Therefore, even if you don’t live next to a national park or within driving distance of the beach, find ways to get outside. Stroll your neighborhood park. Look up at the moon. Catch the golden-pink glow of dawn or dusk, and you’ll feel less rushed.




	
3. Art

Explore the world’s wonders represented through a fellow human’s creativity. I vividly remember as a Columbia freshman being awestruck by Van Gogh’s Starry Night, which was on view at New York’s MoMA. I’d hurried to the museum and over to the painting, anxious to quickly take the notes I needed for my essay due that Monday.


But then, standing there, peering at the artist’s swirling vision, I was enraptured. I was moved beyond concern about time limits. The due date for that assignment, and my other three looming deadlines, was nowhere in my thoughts.


I felt a similar expansiveness more recently, witnessing the joyous Xian Zhang conduct Beethoven’s Ninth at the Hollywood Bowl. I had rushed from work through LA’s snarled traffic and felt exhausted by the time I arrived to meet my friends at the concert. As the conductor took the stage, I was worriedly scheming how to beat the crowds on the way out so I could get home in time to prep for a morning meeting. But as soon as the orchestra began to play and music filled the summer air, I was released from these pressing concerns. At the closing note, the crowd erupted. I jumped to my feet cheering too, flooded with emotion. It was transcendent.
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