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A B S T R A C T

We constantly experience a sense of time poverty, which might be lowering our well-being. Temporal focus, 
derived from time perspective, and time management are associated with well-being. But how temporal focus 
relates to well-being is not clearly understood. The trait–behavior model suggests that temporal orientations 
influence well-being through behaviors. We surveyed university students (N = 410) by combining two equivalent 
samples from 2022 (N = 207) and 2025 (N = 203) to examine the relationship between temporal focus (trait), 
time management (behavior), and well-being.

Time management fully mediated the relationship between future focus and well-being, and partly mediated 
the relationship between present focus and well-being, emphasizing the crucial role of these foci in this process. 
Past focus was not significantly associated with well-being or time management.

In light of Zimbardo's work on time perspective—including past-positive and past-negative—we conducted an 
exploratory analysis using Sample 2. Time perspective explained additional variance in well-being beyond 
temporal focus and time management, highlighting its continued relevance in well-being research. Overall, time 
management appears to be a key mechanism linking present and future focus to well-being, while more research 
could integrate time perspective to better understand how past orientations relate to well-being.

1. Introduction

The COVID-19 pandemic led to a decline in societal well-being, 
particularly among young adults—a trend that continues to raise 
concern (Beckwith et al., 2024). Beyond the pandemic, other societal 
trends are also reshaping how people experience time, autonomy, and 
connection. For instance, accelerated digitalization is associated with 
attentional fragmentation and heightened perceptions of time poverty, 
the feeling of not having enough time, which can decrease our well- 
being (Černohorská et al., 2025). If these digital trends continue 
without appropriate interventions, further declines in well-being may 
follow (Kumar, 2024).

Individual time-related differences in Temporal Focus (TF) have 
been one of the factors shown to predict well-being. It denotes the 
tendency to allocate attention toward the past, present, or future (Shipp 
et al., 2009). TF originated from Zimbardo and Boyd's (1999) Time 
Perspective construct. While Time Perspective integrates attitudes and 
orientations toward different time frames—such as a negative and 

positive orientation toward the past—temporal focus includes the 
amount of attention allocated to the past, present, and the future. The 
amount of attention people devote to different time frames influences 
well-being, performance, and a wide range of self-regulatory behaviors 
(Baird et al., 2021).

Although temporal focus has been linked to well-being in multiple 
studies, the underlying mechanisms remain poorly understood (Shipp & 
Aeon, 2019; Stolarski & Matthews, 2016). According to the 
trait–behavior model (Burzynska & Stolarski, 2020), stable individual 
differences such as time perspective or temporal focus influence well- 
being by increasing the likelihood of engaging in behaviors that 
directly relate to higher levels of well-being.

Building on this trait-behavior model, we propose that temporal 
focus operates as a trait: a relatively stable individual difference 
(Levasseur et al., 2020). Just as extraversion enhances well-being partly 
through engaging in behaviors that facilitate social interactions and 
build social support (e.g., Lee et al., 2008), we expect that temporal 
focus may contribute to or detract from well-being through its 
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association with greater or lesser engagement in time management 
behaviors.

Extensive research has shown that time management promotes well- 
being (Claessens et al., 2007; Patzak et al., 2025) by fostering goal- 
directed behavior through its core components of structuring, adapt
ing, and protecting time (Aeon et al., 2021). Each temporal focus—past, 
present, and future—may relate differently to well-being (Shipp & Aeon, 
2019), yet most prior research has primarily examined future orienta
tion (Baird et al., 2021). Therefore, we aim to investigate how distinct 
temporal foci relate to time management behaviors and, in turn, to well- 
being, as we will elucidate below.

Osin and Boniwell (2024) focused on and tested a double mediation 
of positive time use and time management in the relation between future 
time perspective and well-being. The other time perspectives were left 
out in the analysis after concluding that these did not contribute suffi
ciently. Li (2025) found that time management mediated the effects of 
balanced time perspective on academic performance but did not include 
well-being. Zhou et al. (2022) showed the positive roles of present and 
future temporal focus in promoting the meaning of life and mental 
health during the COVID-19 pandemic, but time management was not 
included in the study. All in all, no study has clearly investigated 
whether temporal focus is related to well-being through time manage
ment. The present study aims to contribute to the literature by 
explaining the relationship between all three temporal foci and well- 
being through time management.

2. Theoretical background

2.1. Time management as a mediator between temporal focus and well- 
being

According to the trait–behavior model (Burzynska & Stolarski, 
2020), stable individual differences, such as time perspective or tem
poral focus, may influence well-being by increasing the likelihood of 
certain behaviors that affect well-being. Time management fosters goal- 
directed behavior through its core components of structuring, adapting, 
and protecting time (Aeon et al., 2021). Focusing on the future, present, 
and past may affect these behaviors.

The ability to project oneself toward the future makes someone more 
inclined to perform behaviors that benefit long-term outcomes, which 
promotes well-being (Hershfield, 2023; Levasseur et al., 2020; Shipp & 
Aeon, 2019). Baird et al. (2021) found that future time orientation is 
associated with higher well-being, and the mechanism they descr
ibe—goal setting, monitoring, and operating—closely corresponds to 
the core dimensions of time management (TM): structuring (or plan
ning) time, protecting time, and adapting time to situational demands 
(Aeon et al., 2021). Thus, we propose that time management functions 
as a behavioral pathway through which future focus relates to well- 
being.

This leads to the first hypothesis: 

Hypothesis 1. Time management mediates the relationship between 
future focus and well-being.

Present focus refers to the extent to which individuals allocate 
attention to the present moment, or the “here and now” (Shipp et al., 
2009). While it has been associated with greater life satisfaction, it is 
also linked to impulsive behaviors such as binge drinking, risky driving 
and procrastination (Levasseur et al., 2020; Shipp & Aeon, 2019; Zim
bardo et al., 1997). In line with this, present orientation has been 
negatively associated with self-regulation and goal management across 
multiple studies (Baird et al., 2021). Impulsivity and procrastination, 
more likely with a present focus, interfere with the use of time man
agement behaviors—behaviors that rely on deliberate, goal-directed 
behavior to promote well-being (Claessens et al., 2007; van Eerde, 
2015). Thus, we expect: 

Hypothesis 2. Time management mediates the negative relationship 
between present focus and well-being.

Past focus refers to the extent to which individuals allocate attention 
to past experiences, whether distant or recent. While a positive view of 
the past may promote gratitude and well-being, most studies find that a 
general focus on the past—without an evaluative orientation—is asso
ciated with pessimistic thoughts, negative emotions, and emotional 
distress (Barnes, 2021; Levasseur et al., 2020; Shipp & Aeon, 2019). Past 
focus has also been linked to procrastination (Díaz-Morales & Ferrari, 
2014), as well as to maladaptive behavioral tendencies, like internet 
addiction (Shipp & Aeon, 2019), which negatively relates to time 
management behaviors (Aeon et al., 2021). Together, these findings 
suggest that a stronger past focus may reduce engagement in time 
management, which may lower overall well-being.

Thus, we expect: 

Hypothesis 3. Time management mediates the negative relationship 
between past focus and well-being.

Summarizing, we expect that time management mediates the rela
tionship between future focus and well-being (Hypothesis 1). Addi
tionally, we expect that time management mediates the negative 
relationship between present focus and well-being (Hypothesis 2), and 
between past focus and well-being (Hypothesis 3).

3. Method

3.1. Sample and procedure

Two samples (N = 207 from 2022) and (N = 203 from 2025) were 
combined. The sample included 410 mostly university students, of 
which 164 (40.0 %) were male, 238 (58.0 %) female, and 5 (1.2 %) 
answered non-binary/third gender, while 3 (0.7 %) preferred not to say. 
The mean age of all participants was 22.11 (SD = 3.02), with a minimum 
age of 17 and a maximum age of 42. The average year studying at the 
university was 2.35 (SD = 1.41).

The participants were recruited to fill out the survey on Qualtrics by 
sending out the survey link to a social network (through Whatsapp). In 
addition, the researcher approached a convenience sample of students 
who were physically present at two universities in the Netherlands. They 
were able to participate by scanning a QR-code of the survey, and not 
everybody who was approached decided to participate.

Before participants could begin the survey, a consent form was 
presented that included the contact details of one of the researchers, the 
goal of the research stated as “Individual Time Management Practices”, 
and a privacy statement. To start the survey, consent was required.

3.2. Measures

Participants answered on a scale ranging from 1 (= strongly disagree) 
to 5 (= strongly agree).

3.2.1. Temporal focus
The 12-item questionnaire Temporal Focus Scale by Shipp et al. 

(2009) was used to assess the temporal foci with four items each. An 
example of an item of future focus was “I think about what my future has 
in store”, an example item of present focus was “I focus on what is 
currently happening in my life”, and an example item of past focus was 
“I reflect on what has happened in my life”.

3.2.2. Time management behaviors
We measured time management using three subscales of five items, 

based on the three strategies formulated by Aeon et al. (2021), combined 
into one final score. First, Time Structure Questionnaire (factor 2) by Bond 
and Feather (1988) measured structuring time. A sample of an item 
within this scale was: “Do you plan your activities from day to day?”. 
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Second, the Time Management Behavior Scale (Factor 1) (Macan et al., 
1990) measured adapting time. The items of structuring and adapting 
time were reframed as personal statements, such as “I review my goals” 
and “I plan my activities from day to day”. Thirdly, the Time Management 
Questionnaire (Factor 2) (Britton & Tesser, 1991) was used for protecting 
time behaviors. A sample of an item within this scale was: “Do you 
continue unprofitable routines or activities?”. A higher score indicated 
more frequent use of TM behaviors.

3.2.3. Flourishing
Well-being was assessed with the 8-item Flourishing Scale from Diener 

et al. (2010). This scale was chosen for its comprehensive coverage of 
subjective well-being facets like self-esteem, optimism, and meaning, 
which provides a reliable estimation of well-being (Giuntoli & Vidotto, 
2021). A sample item within this scale was: “I lead a purposeful and 
meaningful life”.

3.2.4. Time perspective (only in sample 2)
We used the Shortened Zimbardo Time Perspective Inventory (SZTPI- 

15) developed by Zhang et al. (2013), which includes 15 statements, 
based on the full-length scale (Zimbardo & Boyd, 1999). Each TP 
dimension of past-negative (α = 0.82), past-positive (α = 0.51), present- 
fatalistic (α = 0.38), present-hedonistic (α = 0.57), and future orienta
tion (α = 0.65) was measured by three statements. Improving Cron
bach's alpha by removing certain statements was not possible. Zhang 
et al. (2013) also note that shortening the scale decreases its internal 
reliability, but that the scale remains valid. Due to the reduced internal 
consistency and the lower sample size (N = 203), we included this part 
as an exploratory analysis.

3.3. Control variables: age and gender

There are multiple inconsistent findings for gender differences in 
well-being and academic self-regulation behaviors (Huang, 2013). Thus, 
we also included gender (0 = male, 1 = female) as a control variable in 
this study. In addition, we included age as another control variable, 
given its conscientiousness (e.g., Robinson et al., 2021), which is further 
associated with time management (Aeon et al., 2021).

3.4. Data analysis

Data were analyzed using SPSS (version 29). First, we computed 
descriptive statistics and constructed a correlation matrix, including age 
and gender. Since gender showed correlations with certain variables, it 
was included as a covariate in all mediation models. Next, we used the 
PROCESS Model 4 (version 4.1) to test the proposed mediation effects. 
Finally, we conducted an exploratory regression analysis to examine 
whether time perspective increases the explained variance in well-being 
above and beyond TM and TF.

4. Results

4.1. Correlations

As depicted in Table 1, both present focus (r = 0.34, p < .001) and 
future focus (r = 0.17, p < .001) were positively correlated with well- 
being, while past focus was not significantly related to well-being (r 
= − 0.02, p = .742).

Next, time management was significantly correlated with future 
focus (r = 0.26, p < .001) and present focus (r = 0.32, p < .001), but not 
with past focus (r = 0.04, p = .461). Time management also showed a 
strong positive correlation with well-being (r = 0.41, p < .001). These 
results suggest that the relationship between present and future focus 
and well-being may be mediated by time management. However, 
because past focus was not associated with time management or well- 
being, there was no basis for testing a mediation model, and Hypothe
sis 3 was not supported.

The internal consistency (Cronbach's alpha) of the scales ranged from 
0.73 to 0.84, indicating acceptable to good levels of reliability. Although 
future focus was moderately correlated with both present focus (r =
0.16, p = .001) and past focus (r = 0.23, p < .001), these correlations 
were relatively low. In addition, as past focus was not correlated with 
TM or well-being, we conducted an exploratory analysis in Section 4.4
using the past-negative and past-positive time perspectives in relation to 
well-being and time management.

Table 1 
Means, standard deviations, correlations and internal consistency of temporal focus, time management and well-being.

Variable Cronbach's α M SD 1 2 3 4

1. Well-being 0.81 4.03 0.53 –
2. Future Focus 0.76 4.10 0.65 0.17** –
3. Present Focus 0.74 3.80 0.72 0.34** 0.16** –
4. Past Focus 0.73 4.22 0.62 − 0.02 0.23** 0.02 –
5. Time Management 0.84 3.29 0.63 0.41** 0.26** 0.32** 0.04

Note. N = 410.
** p < .01.

Fig. 1. Mediation model of future focus, time management strategies, and well-being.
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4.2. Control variables: age and gender

We included gender and age in our correlation matrix. Age was not 
significantly correlated with any of the temporal foci, time management, 
or well-being. However, we found that gender was slightly positively 
correlated with past focus (r = 0.09, p = .030), and slightly negatively 
correlated with present focus (r = − 0.09, p = .038) and time manage
ment (r = − 0.10, p = .023). This suggests that, on average, women in our 
sample reported higher levels of past focus and lower levels of present 
focus and time management than men. Thus, we included gender as a 
covariate in our mediation analyses.2

4.3. Mediation analyses

4.3.1. Future focus, time management and well-being
Fig. 1 illustrates the mediation model, with future focus as an inde

pendent variable, time management behaviors as the mediator, and 
well-being as the dependent variable, including the covariate of gender. 
This model explained 16.2 % of the variance in well-being. Gender was 
significantly associated with time management (b = − 0.12, p = .039), 
but it was not associated with well-being (b = 0.05, p = .27).

Future focus did not directly associate with well-being (b = 0.05, p =
.22) but did positively associate with time management (a₁ = 0.25, p <
.001), which positively associated with well-being (b₁ = 0.33, p < .001). 
The indirect effect of future focus through time management was sig
nificant, as the bootstrap confidence interval was above zero (indirect 
effect = 0.082, SE = 0.020, 95 % CI [0.046, 0.124]). This lends support 
to Hypothesis 1.

4.3.2. Present focus, time management, and well-being
Fig. 2 illustrates a simple mediation model, including the covariate of 

gender, with present focus as the independent variable, time manage
ment behaviors as the mediator, and well-being as the dependent vari
able. This model explained 20.5 % of the variance in well-being. Gender 
was not significantly associated with time management (b = − 0.09, p =
.13), nor with well-being (b = 0.07, p = .14).

Present focus was positively associated with well-being (b = 0.17, p 
< .001), and positively associated with time management (a₁ = 0.24, p 
< .001), which in turn was positively associated with well-being (b₁ =
0.29, p < .001). The indirect effect of present focus through time man
agement was significant, as the bootstrap confidence interval was above 
zero (indirect effect = 0.070, SE = 0.017, 95 % CI [0.039, 0.106]). As we 
hypothesized a negative relationship between present focus and well- 
being through time management, Hypothesis 2 was not supported.

4.4. Exploratory analysis

Temporal Focus (TF) and Time Management (TM) are largely 
cognitive and behavioral (Aeon et al., 2021; Shipp et al., 2009), so they 
do not capture individuals' emotional or attitudinal orientations toward 
time. Time Perspective (TP), as developed by Zimbardo and Boyd 
(1999), includes attitudinal and affective dimensions and may therefore 
account for additional variance in well-being. Rush and Grouzet (2012)
emphasize the importance of the emotional valence of time-related 
thoughts. Time Perspective predicts well-being beyond the Big Five 
personality traits (Stolarski & Matthews, 2016), but its unique contri
bution beyond TF and TM remains unexplored. This exploratory analysis 
aims to address that gap. We expect that time perspective explains 
variance in well-being, above and beyond temporal focus and time 
management. Furthermore, we tested whether the absence of the 
mediation of TM in the relation between past TF and well-being could be 
explained by measuring both past-positive and past-negative in TP.

To test the additional explained variance of TP, a stepwise multiple 
linear regression was performed. TF and time management were 
included in the first step. It was statistically significant, F(4, 198) =
11.94, p < .001 explaining 19.4 % of the variance in well-being. We 
added Time Perspective in the second step. This second step was also 
statistically significant, F(9, 193) = 9.87, p < .001, and it explained 31.5 
% of the variance in well-being. Adding TP to the model with TF and TM 
explained an additional 12.1 % variance in well-being.

Next, we analyzed the mediation of time management in the relation 
between the two types of past TP and well-being. Past-negative was 
negatively correlated with well-being (r = − 0.21, p = .002) but not 
correlated with time management, thus no mediation occurred through 
TM.

Next, past-positive was positively correlated with time management 
(r = 0.17, p = .014) but not with well-being (r = 0.13, p = .064). The 
mediation analysis (see appendix, Fig. A1) showed that past-positive 
was associated with time management (a = 0.14, p = .043), which 
was associated with well-being (b = 0.29, p < .001). This indirect effect 
was significant (indirect effect = 0.040, SE = 0.02, 95 % CI [0.003, 
0.085]), while the direct effect was not (c' = 0.03, p = .556), indicating a 
full mediation between past-positive and well-being through TM.

5. Discussion

5.1. Summary

This study aimed to examine the mediating role of time management 
(TM) in the relationships between temporal focus (TF), and well-being. 
We found that future focus was positively associated with well-being, 
and that this relationship was fully mediated by time management 
(H1). In addition, present focus showed a positive association with well- 
being, which was partially mediated by time management (H2). In 
contrast, past focus was not significantly associated with either well- 

Fig. 2. Mediation model of present focus, time management strategies, and well-being.

2 This resulted in a slightly lower sample size (N = 401).
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being or time management (H3). In our exploratory analysis, we showed 
that time perspective explained additional variance in well-being next to 
TF and TM. Additionally, past-negative was associated with lower well- 
being but had no relationship with TM. Past-positive was positively 
associated with time management which fully mediated the relationship 
between past-positive TP and well-being.

5.2. Future focus

As expected, future focus was positively correlated with time man
agement and well-being (Baird et al., 2021; Rush & Grouzet, 2012). In 
addition, the full mediation suggests that time management, as a 
component of self-regulation, may sufficiently account for the associa
tion between future focus and well-being. Thus, we demonstrated the 
importance of time management in its relationship between future focus 
and well-being.

5.3. Present focus

We did not expect a positive relationship between present focus, time 
management, and well-being. Baird et al. (2021) only found negative 
relationships between the present orientation / present focus and goal- 
setting behaviors, which overlap with TM. Shipp and Aeon (2019)
found positive correlations between present focus and impulsive be
haviors, which are likely to be associated negatively with TM strategies 
as they involve deliberate actions (Claessens et al., 2007; van Eerde, 
2015). However, directing one's attention to the present can also help 
eliminate distractions and foster dispositional mindfulness, thereby 
promoting more sustained focus on current tasks (Erguler et al., 2023). 
Reducing distractions supports key facets of time management, such as 
protecting one's time and flexibly adapting it to situational demands, 
which can ultimately enhance well-being (Aeon et al., 2021), Although 
the direct relationship was positive, time management mediated the link 
between present focus and well-being, underscoring its central role in 
this association.

5.4. Past focus

Furthermore, we found no correlation between past focus and well- 
being (or TM), rather than a negative one, as some previous research 
did (Barnes, 2021; Shipp & Aeon, 2019). We speculate that past focus 
may perhaps mean a focus on both the good and the bad about the past, 
as Zimbardo and Boyd (1999) propose, resulting in a null effect overall.

In our exploratory analysis, we also found that time perspective 
increased the explained variance in well-being above and beyond tem
poral focus and time management. Specifically, past-positive was indi
rectly related with well-being via time management and past-negative 
was negatively correlated with well-being. This indicates that including 
a valence or attitudes – especially for the past - toward different time 
frames is crucial in explaining well-being. Thus, integrating time 
perspective in behavioral interventions toward increased well-being, like 
previous research suggests (Rush & Grouzet, 2012; Stolarski & Mat
thews, 2016) is important next to only temporal foci.

5.5. Implications for theory

Building on the trait-behavior model of Burzynska and Stolarski 
(2020), we showed that time management is one of the behaviors 
conducive to well-being and may even fully mediate the relationship 
between future time perspective and well-being. Previous research on 
mediating mechanisms referred to goal-related behaviors (Baird et al., 
2021). These are very similar to time management but many of the 
studies on goal-directed behaviors did not provide clear implications for 
well-being. Burzynska and Stolarski's suggested more emotionally 
charged behaviors as mediators (gratitude, savoring, and prioritizing 
positivity). These may co-exist with time management. Future research 

may combine both emotionally charged behaviors and time manage
ment as mediators to establish the relative importance of different types 
of mediators.

Our findings highlight the need for further research on present focus, 
self-regulation behaviors, and well-being. In addition, incorporating the 
past-positive and past-negative dimensions, as defined by Zimbardo and 
Boyd (1999), may help clarify the role of the past in shaping well-being 
as supported by our exploratory analysis.

In addition, as we measured this in the Netherlands, rather than in 
the United States as previous studies did, perhaps cultural differences 
and the students' type of education may explain how they view their 
time, how they manage it, and how it affects their well-being. So, 
investigating these relationships across cultures may help us understand 
the differences between people from different cultures.

Establishing causality through experimental studies is essential. For 
instance, the Flourishing Scale includes meaningfulness that overlaps 
with intentional usage of one's time (Osin & Boniwell, 2024), higher 
flourishing may coincide with greater time management. Also, time 
management may influence temporal focus, as both TF and TP are 
generally stable traits but can shift depending on context or intervention 
(Levasseur et al., 2020; Sword et al., 2014). Future research could test 
whether interventions such as Mental Contrasting with Implementation 
Intentions (MCII) can shift TF or TP, as MCII was shown to influence time 
management behaviors and the intervention explicitly engages both 
present and future visualization (Oettingen et al., 2015). In short, 
establishing causality would transform our correlational insights into 
actionable knowledge—demonstrating that reshaping both temporal 
focus and time management may influence our well-being.

6. Conclusion

All in all, this study emphasizes the importance of integrating future 
focus and present focus into studies on well-being and self-regulation, 
while suggesting that past focus - without a positive or negative orien
tation - may be less relevant. Also, the effects of TP, next to TF and TM, 
should be incorporated when studying temporal individual differences 
and its relationship with well-being. This research clarifies how tem
poral individual differences relate to well-being, through the mediating 
role of time management. With these findings, we hope to deepen our 
understanding of well-being and our relationship with time, so that we 
can live more meaningful lives—across the past, present, and future.
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Appendix A
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Fig. A1. Mediation Model of Past Positive, Time Management Strategies, and Well-Being.
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