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Abstract
Many people living in modern society feel like thidy nothave enough time and are constantly
searching for more. But, is having limited discretionary time actually detrimental? And, can there
be downsides of having too mudlscretionarytime? In two largescale datassfgaming 35,375
Americans andwo experinents, weexplorethe relationship between the amount of
discretionary time individuals have and th&ubjective welbeing We find and internally
replicate a negative quadratic relationship between discretionary tingibjedtive welbeing
These redts show that while having too little time is indeed linked to lostdyjective weH
beingcaused btress, having more time does not continually translate to gsedjective
well-being Havingan abundance of discretionary tilsesometimegvenlinked tolower
subjective welbeingbecause oé lacking sense of productivitih such caseghe negative
effect of having too much discretionary time can be attenwelbeth people sperttiistime on

productive activities.
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Having Too Little or Too Much Time is Linked to Lower Subjective WellBeing

Between theimanyobligations, people today feel like they do not have enough time and
want more This time famine reaches across the globe (Hamermesh & Lee, 2007) and is
particularly acute amongst Americans, who report feeling moredonstrained than ever
before (Carroll, 2008; Roxburgh, 2004) nationwide poll showthat nearly half of American
report they do not have enough time to do what they want (Nelwport,2016. Hoping to
lessen the strain, mamgoplesearch for ways to save time in order to increase spénstdoing
what they want. For instance, there are over 35,000 books deailahmazon aiming to
improve time management (e.glow to Get 12 Hours Out of antour Day), and 50% of
Americans spend money to buy out of chores, such as cooking, shopping, and household
maintenanceWhillans, Dunn, Smeets, Bekkers, & Norton, 2DIThough prioritizing time over
money and spending money to buy more free time have been empirically linked to greater
happiness (Hershfield, Mogilner, & Barnea, 2016; Whillans et al., 2017; Whillans, Wei&man,
Dunn, 2016), wouldcctuallyhaving more time ke people better off? Pushing this question
further, is it possible to have too much discretionary time? Across two largescale datasets and
two experimers, we examine the relationship between the amount of discretionary time people
have and theisubjective welbeing

The likely harm of having too little time is straightforward. People who work longer
hours and have a greater proportion of their schedules consumed by obligations have less time to
do what they wantLess discretionary time mealess timespenton activities that are linked to
greatethappiness (e.gsocializing and engaging in active leisu@sikszentmihalyi & Hunter,
2003;Kahneman, Krueger, Schkade, Schwarz, & Std064;Lathia, Sandstrom, Mascolo, &

Rentfrow, 2017; Mogilne, 2010). In addition, feeling pressed for time wike toll. People who
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report greater feelings of tirsress exhibit more unhealthy behaviors, suatasisg poorly and
not exercising (Banwelklinde, Dixon,& Sibthorpe, 2005; Strazdiret al, 2011).Those who
report feeling timestressed also report being less happy (Kasser & Sheldon, Maéada,
Williams, & Tallis, 2020, more depressed (Roxburgh, 2004), and more emotionally exhausted
(Teuchmann, Totterdell, & Parker, 1999).

While a negative effé®f being temporally impoverished seems likely, what is the effect
of having an abundance time? Ample time for discretionary activities méwave a diminishing
effectconpeopl eds enjoyment of those activarei es. B «
prone to hedonic adaptation, making them grow
|l i fedbs pleasures (Frederick & Loewgf0dStein, 19
Wilson & Gilbert, 2008)For instance, despite socializing being agtre most enjoyable ways
to spend time, time spean social activities has been shown to have diminishing returns for
subjective welbeing (Kushlev, Heintzelman, Oishi, & Diener, 2018Heed, gcessive access
to enjoyedactivities leadpeople to sawothem lesgKurtz, 2008; Quoidbach, Dunn, Hansenne,
& Bustin, 2015) Thereforespendinghours upon hours simply doing what one wants toag
its positiveimpact on happiness.

Beyond a reduced positive effecould there ever be a negative effelstit possible to
have too mucldiscretionary time?re there cases in which having additional discretionary
hoursis associated witltower subjective welbeing?Emerging work tangentially suggests so.
People dread being idle ahdve been observed lagppierwhenbusied by a tasiHsee, Yang,
& Wang, 2010)Recent research suggests thatyness has become a status symbol, signaling
competence, ambition, and being in high demand (Bellezza, Paharia, & Kein@n |20dople

derivesatisfactiorfrom being prodictive with their timg(i.e., spendingt on worthwhile
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activities Keinan & Kivetz 2010,t he ef fect of having an abundan

may bemore insidious thamere boredom. \th too much discretionary time, people mafer
lack of productivity andpurpose (Csikszentmihalyi, 20@}hus feeling leshappy andess
satisfied in theitives.

Even though many people in modern society feeltnessed and want more time, we
hypothesized that actually having more discretionary time dvwotincreasinglymake people
better off. More specifically, we predicted a negative quadratic relationship between
discretionary time andubjective weHlbeing such that beyond a certain amqumnbre
discretionarytime would notbe furtherassociated wh greatersubjective welbeing We further
expected thahi some casea large amount of discretionary timeay actually be associated
with lower subjective weHlbeing depending ohow this time is spenin particular, we
predicted that an abundandetime spent omonproductivediscretionaryactivities would
exhibita negative effect on subjective wbking However, f people speintheir discretionary
time in productive waysye predicted thathe negative effect of having too much discretionary
time would be attenuated.

Drawing on prior research (Holbrook & Lehmann, 1981), we define discretionary time as
the amount of time spent on leisure activities or other punshigse the primary function is the
use of time for pleasure arother intrinsically worthwhile purpose. Therefore, discretionary
time is not simply whatever tinremainsoutside of paid workours For onenot everyone
works for pay(e.g, stayathome parentand retirees And among those who dthe amount of
time one chooses to spend working might bdl weer what is obligatory (Snir & Zohar, 2008).
Additionally,at | east #sneowsideod wodslikely ® be absorbed by other

obligations includinghouseholdchores going to the dentist, takirachild to the dentistor
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standing in line at the DMMEriksson, Rice, & Goodin, 2007). Thus, we define and
operationalize discretionary time @i numberof hoursa person spends in a daging what
theywant.

To examine theelationshipbetween discretiary time and subjective weltleing we
first analyzetwo largescale datasets representing adults from across the United Stadess 1
and 2) Wethensupplement these data withio mental simulatiorexperimens to gaininsight
into mechanisms drivindhe observed effecin particular, in Study 3, wameasurdwo
theoretically motivatethediators greaterstresfrom havingtoo little discretionary time and
lacking sensef productivityfrom havingtoo muchdiscretionary timeln Study 4 we then
manipulate whethea high(vs. moderateamount ofdiscretionary times spenton productive
(vs. nonproductivectivitiesto test for an attenuation tife negative effect dfaving too much
time.

Study 1: National Study of the Changing Workforce

Method

We analyzed the data of 13,639 working Americans who participated in the National
Study of the Changing Workforce (NSCW) between 1992 and?2008e NSCW surveyed
representative samples of the nationX®, | abor
and in 200§ages 189, Mage= 42.27; 47.2%6 male; 78.8% Caucasian58.1% married;41. %%
have children36. 9o with atleastda ¢ h e | 0 r Mgcomedt 846,898.4Y.; In order to qualify

to take this survey, participants had to be working at ajphidr operating an income

1 Other than work, these activities were among those viewed as least discretionary (and most obligatory) in the
crowdsourcing study we conducted to determine our measure of discretionary time for Study 2. See Table S7 in the
Supplementary Materials for thremplete set of activities listed from most to least discretionary.

2 Studies 1 and 2 analyzkarge datasets collected by a third party with no identifying information about the
participants; thus IRB approval was not necessary for these studies.

3 Thisdata is not publicly available. It is available at select institutions upon request.
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producing business as part of the civilian labor force (see Galinsky, Bond, & Friedman, 1993 for
more information about this survey).

Amongt he surveyods many ¢ u e sitamauntsfdiscpettonatyi ci pan
tme( AOn average, on days when youb6re working,
spend on your own freei me a c;Mi= £.80hourg SD?=%.82 Median =1 hour Min =0
hours Max = 20 hourssee Figure & for distributior) and theirsubjectivewell-being which
was measureds life satisfactiof i Al | t hi ngs considered, how do
days? Would you say you feel 1=very satisfied, 2=somewhat satisfied, 3=somewhat dissatisfied,
or 4=very di suandlysis WeevwerdeRoded thdifé-satisfactiormeasuresuch
that larger numbers correspond wipfeater subjective webeing(M = 3.24, SD =0.71). While

many papers have examinedstata sethttps://www.familiesandwork.org/research/workforce

researchationatstudyof-the-changingworkforce researcko-date has not examined the

relationship between the amount of discretionary time people havbein life satisfaction.
Results
We conducted an OLS regression predicting life satisfaction frotmtree andquadratic
termsof peopl ebs report ed Cansistantwith oarfprediciios,we et i onar
found a significant negative quadratic relationship between the amount of discretionary time
people have and thesubjective welbeing(N = 13,639 B =-.003 SE = .0011(13636) =-5.28,
p < .001, 95% C1{.004,-.009, R? = .004 Fig. 1, Table J.
We also examined whether the quadratic term explained more variance in the model than
did thesignificantlinear term alonéN = 13,639B = .017,SE = .003{(1363®) =511, p < .001,

95% CI [.0L1, .024], R? = .002) Indeed, by adding the quadratic term in the matieke was a


https://www.familiesandwork.org/research/workforce-research-national-study-of-the-changing-workforce
https://www.familiesandwork.org/research/workforce-research-national-study-of-the-changing-workforce
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significant increase in the variance explairadincrease af02 in the R F Change (1, 13636)

=27.85p<.001.
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Figure 1 Scatterplot of the relationship between discretionary timesabgctive weHbeingin
Study 1. For ease of visualization, a jitter was addeditbigective welbeingscores and
discretionary hours. Fit line represents the negative curvilinear relationship between
discretionary time andubjective weHbeing

The predictednegative quadratielationship held when controlling for gender, age,
parental status, marital status, race, the natural log of respondent jrezopleyment status
(i.e., selfemployed or not)andeducatioA (N=11,649B =-.003, SE = .001£(11638) =-3.72,
p< .001 95% CI [.011,-.004], R? = .068; Table1). We did not find anygonsistent interactions

between these covariates and the predicted quadratic relatiaesbgs studies

4 Gender, age, parental status, marital status, race, edydatiome, and seémployment status are all mean
centered.
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Table 1
Regression Results of Study 1: The Influence of Discretionary Tigebjective WelBeing
Variables (1) (2)
Hours of Discretionary Time 0.044*** 0.067***
(0.00) (0.007)
Hours of Discretionary Time Squared -0.003*** -0.003***
(0.001) (0.0n)
Male -0.05+
(0.013)
White 0.012
(0.016)
Age 0.0*
(0.001)
Married 0.29***
(0.014)
Children -0.03#*
(0.015)
4-Year College 0.034*
(0.014)
Natural Log Transformed Income 0.047***
(0.007)
Sel-Employed 0.078***
(0.018)
Constant 3.18*** 3.15%**
(.010) (.0112)
R? .004 .058

Notes. (1) The coefficients reported above are the unstandardized coeffi¢im# predictor
variables, except Hours of Discretionary Time and Hours of Discretionary Time Scarared,
meancentered.
+p<0.10, *p< 0.05, *p< 0.01, ** p< 0.001

Outliers. Thepredicted negative quadragéfect held up t@ series ofobustness checks.
Namely, theeffectpersisted when we excluded individualso reported discretionary time four
or more standardeviations away from the me&m= 108with 9.1+ hours of discretionary time;

without covariatesN = 13,531,B =-.010,SE = .0021(13528) =6.02,p < .001, 95% CI{.014,

-.007], R?=.006 with covariatesN = 11,5648 = -.010, SE = .002,t(11553) =-3.39,p < .001,
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95% CI F.023,-.006], R? = .060; TableS1). The effectalsopersisted when we excluded
individualswho wereidentified asoutliersusingC o o k 6 s  Witheut covartatesn £ 290
withCo o k 0 s geiater thadiiNg Ne=13,349 B = -.004, SE = .0011(13346) =-5.75 p <
.001, 95% C[-.005,-.003], R? = .007;with covariatesn=436withCook 6 s di st ance
than 4/NN=11213 B =-.004,SE =.001{(11202 =-4.61, p < .001, 95% CI{.005, -.002,
R2=.072;Table S2. These checls confirmthat the observedegativequadratic effect was not
driven by a few participants who reporteavingvery large amounts of discretionary time.

U-shapetestWe t hen used §iwminesagpioacid s (201
(http://webstimate.org/twoies/) to test forminvertedU-shape in the relationship between
discretionary time andubjective weHbeing This method confirmed that for low values of
discretionary time, the regression line was positive and statistically significan090,z =
9.291,p <.001); however, for high values of discretionary time, the regression line was negative
but did not reach statistical significande=(-.005,z=-0.899,p = .368 break point = Ziourg.
Thus,as we predictedyaving more discretionary timeddnot show a continued positive effect
on subjective welbeing However, in this datasetie did not observe our predicted significant
negative effecamong people who had an abundance of discretionaryltifight of our results
from Study 2, we latgpropose whywve likely did not observe the predicted drop in this dataset

Study 2: American Time Use Survey

The dataset we analyzed in Study 2 advance investigation in several important ways.
First, Study 1 only included working Americans. In St@dyve leveraged data from an even
larger and more representative sample of Amerigaokidingthosenotin the workforce.

SecondStudy 1relied on dairly subjective measure of discretionary tirRarticipants

used their own interpretation of whatrsstitutes i f rtimesactivitie to reportther amountof

gr
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discretionarytime on an average workdalowever, an activityghat one person views as
discretionary €.g., going for a runinight be viewed as @rtuouschore by someone els@r, an
activity that someongiews asa tedious, incessant obligati¢gag., cookingmight beviewedas
an enriching hobbipy othersWhile the results of Study 1 were informative in capturing
i ndi vi dudtheir activitiese axygpical dayin Study 2,we sought to replicatéhe
predictednegative quadratieffectusinga more objectivand conservativeneasure of
discretionary timeBasedon the activitiesthatthe vast majorityf people(i.e., more than 90%)
view as discretionarywe calculatedhe amout of time eactof the tens of thousands of
individuals in the datasetpent ordiscretionaryactivities in a given dayrhis level of detail in
thedataset allowed us fartherexplore the role¢hatdifferent types of discretionagctivities
play inaffecting therelationshipbetween theamount of discretionary timeadividuals haveand
their subjective welbeing.
Method

We analyzed the data 2,736Americans who participated in thenerican Time Use
Survey(ATUS) betweer2012 and 2013, the yedrswhich our key variables were administered
(ages 185, Mage= 47.92; 44.5%male; 79.3%Caucasian47.7%married;43.5% have children
33.5%with atleastda ¢ h e | o r 6%&8%dmplgyedtult ime; Mincome= $52,597.7% Data

areavailableat https://www.bls.gov/tus/#databade answering the American Time Use

Survey, respondents provide a detailed account of the activities that filled their prior 2 hours
indicating the time period and dtian of each activity. We assessed discretionary time by
calculating the amount of timeach individuabpent on discretionary activities in a day.

Because there is no standard definition for which specific activities count as

discretionary, we usedaccwd sour ci ng platform (Amazonods

Me c t
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activities that most people (i.e., over 90%) consider to be discretionary time. Specifically, we
conducted a preregistered study in which we first provided a definition of discretionary time
(Ati me spent on | ei s where thapimaryfundidn & the useoftone her p
for pleasure or some other intrinsica&kly wort
500; Mage= 34.59 SDage= 10.83 50.8% malgto indicate foreach activity in the American Time
Use Survey whether it was representative of d
time, o0 1 = AlS discreti onar \tleasOofeodthe.sampla e cat e
considered discretionaryere Relaxing & Leisure (e.g., doing nothing, watching TV, listening to
the radio, playing games); Socializing & Communicating with Others (e.g., hanging out with
family, hanging out with friends); Arts & EntertainmedtherthanSports (e.g., attending a
comedy club, attending an art gallery, attending a movie); Travel Related to Socializing,
Relaxing, & Leisure; Personal Activities (e.g., having sex, making out); Attending
Sporting/Recreational Events (e.g., watching sports); Playing Sports with Houaatad\bn
household Children (e.qg., riding bikes with child, strolling with child); and Partiogpat
Sports, Exercise, or Recreation (e.g., biking, playing basketball, fishing, running, golfing, doing
yoga, working out)SeeTableS7 of the Supplementariaterialsfor more details about Study 2,
including the full list ofL39activities and the percentage of participants who identified each as
discretionary

Applying this crowdsourced metric for determining which activities count as
discretionary, we daulated the total amount of time each American Time Use Survey
respondent spent engaging in discretionary activities over the previous 24Maus48 hours

SD = 3.70Median = 4.92hours Min = 0 hours Max = 23.98 hourssee Figure S2 fothe
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distribution)®. Subjective welbeingwas assessed with a laddgyle question used in prior

research (Kahneman & Deaton, 200®)P| ease i magine a | adder with
the bottom to 10 at the top. The top of the ladder represents thgobsitle life for you. If the

top step is 10 and the bottom step is 0, on which step of the ladder do you feel you personally
stand at t h@=F.11D e 2.03. Intdoing s8d? unlike previous research

examining this datattps://www.bls.gov/tus/research.htme were able to uniquely examine

how amount oftime spent on discretionary activities affects subjective-lthg.
Results

We conducted an OLS regression predicting life satisfa@tion thelinear andquadratic
termsof our cal cul ated amount Replicatingnhe resuitsdrama | s 6 di
Study 1, we found a significant negative quadratic relationship between the amount of
discretionary time people have and trseibjective welbeing(N = 21,736 B = -.004,SE = .001,
t(21733) =4.88,p < .001, 95% CI4{.005,-.002], R? = .003;Fig. 2andTable 2. This effect
heldwhencontrolling for gender, age, parental status, marital status, race, education, natural log
transformed respondent income, and employment stdtud which are meagenteredN =
20,275 B =-.003,SE = .001£(20264) =4.23,p < .001, 95% CI{.005,-.002], R? = .032;

Table2).

Inclusion of the predicted negatigeiadratic term explained mewariance in the model

thandid the linear term alonavhich contrary to Study 1 was significant and neggtVe

21,736,8 =-.026, SE = .004(21734 =-6.89 p < .001, 95% CI1{.033 -.01§, R? = .002) By

51t is apparent in Figur&2 that a smalportion of respondents had a very large number of discretionary hours in their day.
For instance, 5.9% of the sample had more than 12 hours of discretionary time. Although it may seem difficuthis have
large amount of discretionary time in a daysihbt unreasonable. The ATUS asks individuals about a randomly selected
day, which might be one in which the person had an unusually large number of discretionary hours (with little sleep and/or
few obligations).
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