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Abstract
Happiness can be conceptualized as a positive affective state or as a goal whose pursuit ironically pulls the pursuer away from
achieving it (Mauss, Tamir, Anderson, & Savino in Emotion, 11(4), 807–815, 2011). But how do people think about time during
this latter, never-ending pursuit of happiness? The present investigation asks how seeking happiness influences perceptions of
time availability. Four studies demonstrated that trait-level happiness seeking (Study 1) as well as direct manipulation of
happiness seeking (Studies 2, 3, and 4) consistently reveal the same pattern: reduced feelings of time availability while pursuing
happiness. This negative effect on time availability is mitigated when happiness seems like it has been achieved (Study 2) or
seems quick to achieve (Study 3). In addition, pursuing happiness can ultimately decrease happiness, in part, by reducing
perceptions of time availability (Study 4), extending theories on happiness, goal pursuit, and perceptions of time.
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Unlike other goals, pursuing happiness rarely leads to
attaining happiness (Schooler, Ariely, & Loewenstein,
2003). Instead, seeking happiness more often, ironically,
decreases happiness, in turn causing a previous act of seeking
happiness to prompt continued behavior devoted toward the
same objective (i.e., acts of seeking happiness). How might
this happiness-seeking spiral shape one’s experience? We pro-
pose that the unique process of pursuing happiness as a goal
keeps people engaged in a resource-limited state while seek-
ing happiness. Specifically, because pursuing goals (i.e., hap-
piness) requires an investment of time, and because happiness
is a goal that is often never fully realized, the pursuit of hap-
piness should cause people to anticipate needing to dedicate
more andmore time toward the continued pursuit of happiness
and, as a result, to feel as though they have less and less time
available to them in the present.

The pursuit of happiness and its
consequences

People generally like to feel happy, try to feel happy, and want
to be happier even if they are already fairly happy. A large set
of international data showed that about 70% of people rated
happiness as important, and only 1% reported that they had
never thought about happiness (Diener, 2000), and many peo-
ple report that they want to be happier than they already are
(Myers, 2000; Tsai, Knutson, & Fung, 2006). Happiness is
positive and, as a result, can be seen as a goal insofar as people
actively work toward the continued experience of such posi-
tivity (Tsai et al., 2006). However, pursuing happiness comes
with significant costs (Gruber, Mauss, & Tamir, 2011), includ-
ing loneliness (Mauss et al., 2012) and the aforementioned
paradoxical reduction in happiness itself (Mauss, Tamir,
Anderson, & Savino, 2011). This is because trying to be hap-
pier often leads people to monitor not only happy thoughts but
also unhappy thoughts at the same time, and the ironic sa-
lience of this negativity makes them feel unhappier
(Schooler & Mauss, 2010; Wegner, 1994). The present inves-
tigation proposes to add yet another item to this list of the
downsides of happiness: feelings of time scarcity.

According to models of goal pursuit, people set and pursue
a desired outcome, and making progress toward this goal state
requires effortful action in order to ultimately achieve the goal
(Carver & Scheier, 1999). In general, people make advances
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toward achieving a goal to some extent during their pursuit of
it. Although people may fail to achieve it to the extent that
they want, or might make advances toward it more slowly
than intended, this does not necessarily compromise the orig-
inal state. The author who initially sought to write five pages
in a day, finding at midnight that only two pages have been
written, has still made progress toward a set writing goal, and
no movement has occurred in a counterproductive direction
(i.e., no pages usually have been deleted). However, the
unique pursuit of happiness may well impair the original state:
Setting out to achieve happiness that exceeds one’s original
level might instead decrease happiness relative to the happi-
ness characterizing the original state (i.e., before initiating the
pursuit of happiness). This means that an effort to achieve
greater happiness not only might fail to increase happiness
but it also may well decrease it. We posit that this may call
to mind the requirement of consistent future effort needing to
be deployed in order to reduce the gap between the desired
state and the actual state. As such, with the anticipated need
for future effort comes an anticipated increase in demands on
one’s time.

Can seeking happiness alter time scarcity?

With the looming of happiness as a goal, the discrepancy
between one’s current and ideal happiness drives people to
work toward reducing the gap between the two states (Tsai
et al., 2006). We propose that because happiness generates a
unique consequence while seeking it–an upward spiral of con-
tinuously pursuing happiness, driven in part by ironic reduc-
tions in happiness along the way–seeking happiness will cre-
ate unique consequences for judgments regarding the key re-
source necessary for such continued pursuit: time.

Because a previous act of seeking happiness tends to re-
duce happiness, people must try to fill the enlarging gap again
and again, which may constantly require devoting their time
toward activities pursued in the hope of reducing the gap
between sought-for future happiness and current happiness.
Because time is often a necessary cost in the undertaking of
happiness-seeking activities (a dinner with friends might bring
happiness, but it will also take an hour or more), and because
such undertakings are made at the expense of pursuing other
goals (attending the dinner rather than spending that time
exercising; Riediger & Freund, 2004), the continuous pursuit
of happiness will keep people in a resource-limited state (a
never-ending series of happiness-seeking demands on their
time), which may well lead to a sense of not having enough
of that very resource (i.e., time). Therefore, we suggest that
seeking happiness engenders an anticipation of an endless,
time-demanding pursuit of happiness that compromises felt
time availability.

The present investigation

Four studies examine whether seeking happiness shifts felt
time scarcity. Study 1 establishes a positive link between
trait-level happiness seeking and perceptions of time scar-
city. Study 2 uses an experimental paradigm to conceptually
replicate the basic effect while also identifying a theoreti-
cally derived boundary condition: By making people feel
that the goal to be happy has been achieved, it should be
deactivated (e.g., Bargh, Gollwitzer, Lee-Chai, Barndollar,
& Trötschel, 2001) and, in turn, should no longer impact
felt time scarcity. Study 3 presents further evidence for per-
ceptions of happiness seeking as particularly time intensive,
underlying its role in time scarcity by directly manipulating
the ostensible time required to pursue happiness.
Concluding with implications for well-being, Study 4 again
demonstrates that pursuing unattained (vs. having attained)
happiness leads people to feel that time is scarcer, which in
turn leads to decreased happiness.

Study 1: Traits of seeking happiness and time
scarcity

As an initial investigation, Study 1 tests whether trait-level
happiness seeking is positively linked to perceptions of time
scarcity.

Method

One hundred and thirteen participants were recruited from
Amazon’s online panel site Mechanical Turk and were
asked to complete a personality study. Trait-level happiness
seeking was measured using an established, 7-item scale
that assesses valuing happiness to a potentially extreme
degree (Mauss et al., 2011). Participants responded on a
scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly
agree); α = .88; an example item is, BTo have a meaningful
life, I need to feel happy most of the time.^ Participants also
indicated their perceptions of time scarcity on a one-item
measure asking them to assess their agreement with the
notion that BTime is slipping away^ on a scale ranging from
1 (not at all) to 9 (very much).

Results and discussion

As expected, personal traits characteristic of greater happiness
seeking were positively linked to perceptions of time scarcity,
r = .24, p < .01. This provides initial support for the notion that
seeking happiness can make time feel scarcer.
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Study 2: Achieved versus unachieved
happiness and time scarcity

To test whether seeking happiness causally changes time scar-
city, Study 2 manipulates happiness seeking. Furthermore,
Study 2 tests the moderating role of goal achievement.
Because time-demanding goal pursuit ceases to be a necessity
when the goal is achieved, the effect of happiness seeking on
perceived time scarcity should be weakened when the goal
seems to be achieved.

Method

One hundred and seventeen undergraduates participated in
this study in return for course credit and were asked to com-
plete a study about TV programming. This study used a 2 (not
seeking happiness or seeking happiness) × 2 (movie: neutral
or happy) between-subjects design. Participants in the seeking
happiness condition were instructed to try to feel happy while
watching a movie. Participants in the not seeking happiness
condition were told to let their emotions flow naturally while
watching the movie. To manipulate goal achievement, partic-
ipants were assigned to watch either a neutral (bridge
construction; Olsen & Beck, 2012) or a happy movie
(slapstick featuring the comedian Mr. Bean; Gruber, Oveis,
Keltner, & Johnson, 2011) that were approximately identical
in length. After the movie, time scarcity was measured with
the same item used in Study 1.

Results and discussion

An ANOVA revealed a significant interaction between the
two experimental factors, F(1, 113) = 3.98, p < .05, η2 =
.034. Specifically, seeking happiness made time feel scarcer
while watching the neutral movie (Mseeking happiness = 6.70, SD
= 2.05; Mnot seeking happiness = 5.53, SD = 2.51), F(1, 113) =
4.07, p < .05, ηp

2 = .035, conceptually replicating the results
of the previous study. However, there was no effect of seeking
happiness on time scarcity while watching the happy movie
(Mseeking happiness = 6.23, SD = 2.55; Mnot seeking happiness =
6.78, SD = 2.08), F(1, 113) = .74, p > .39. These findings
support our propositions that seeking (unattainable) happiness
influences perceptions of time scarcity, and that achieving this
goal mitigates the effect. We also note the relatively high time
scarcity among participants not seeking happiness while
watching the happy movie and speculate that, rather than serv-
ing to fulfill a preexisting goal to be happy, the movie may
have activated a goal to be happy and in turn made time seem
scarcer. We more pointedly consider the mechanistic relation-
ship between seeking happiness and time scarcity via expec-
tation of future demands on one’s time in the next study.

Study 3: Demanding versus nondemanding
happiness and time scarcity

We have theorized that seeking happiness changes how people
think about time because the nature of pursuing happiness
uniquely breeds an expectation of future demands on one’s
time. Therefore, variation in the lay belief that pursuing hap-
piness requires a lot of time (vs. only a little time) should
influence the effect of happiness seeking on time scarcity.
By directly manipulating the ostensible time required to pur-
sue happiness and the opportunity costs of engaging in these
activities, Study 3 attempts to provide further evidence that
happiness seeking increases time scarcity, but only when this
high time inference holds true. It also includes a control con-
dition that makes no mention of the time required for the
pursuit of happiness, predicted to lead participants to feel
low on time to a degree similar to participants in the high-
time condition (consistent with the hypothesized lay theory),
both rating time as equally high in scarcity relative to partic-
ipants in the low-time condition. As a robustness check, Study
3 also includes a wider set of variables to assess time scarcity.

Method

Three hundred participants were recruited from Mechanical
Turk, and we received 319 responses. All participants were
told that the study was investigating happiness, a goal that
everyone has. Participants were then randomly assigned to
one of three conditions manipulating the ostensible time de-
mands of happiness: high-time, low-time, or control.
Participants in the high-time condition read an article describ-
ing, per the headline, that Bhappiness takes quite a lot of time.^
Participants in the low-time condition read an article of similar
length, describing, per the headline, that Bhappiness takes very
little time.^ Participants in the control condition proceeded
directly to the outcome measures. All participants reported
how much available spare time they had on a scale ranging
from −5 (very little available time) to +5 (lots of available
time) and also indicated the extent to which they agreed with
three statements–BI am pressed for time,^ BTime is slipping
away,^ and BTime is boundless^–each on a scale ranging from
1 (not at all) to 7 (very much). We coded and collapsed the
four items into a single index of time scarcity for analysis (α =
.77). Here, higher scores represent greater time scarcity.

Results and discussion

An initial treatment of the results revealed that there was no
difference in time scarcity between participants in the high-
time and control conditions (Mhigh = .10 vs. Mcontrol = .03),
t(316) = .65, p > .51, consistent with our assumption that
laypeople (like those in the control condition) presume that
happiness places high demands on their time. In light of this
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similarity, anticipated in our preregistration of this study
(https://aspredicted.org/w8fb2.pdf), we collapsed across the
two conditions to compare them with participants in the
low-time condition in a contrast analysis. As expected, partic-
ipants in this former combined group felt that time was more
scarce (M = .07, SD = .79) than did participants in the low-
time condition (M = −.14, SD = .69), t(317) = −2.40, p < .02, d
= 1.13. By directly manipulating the time required for happi-
ness, this study provides further support for our proposed
model in which happiness seeking increases time scarcity be-
cause of the presumed ballooning of time required to pursue
happiness.

Study 4: The role of time scarcity
in the pursuit of happiness

The primary goal of Study 4 is to integrate time scarcity as one
possible mechanism explaining why the pursuit of happiness
can undermine well-being (Mauss et al., 2011; Schooler et al.,
2003). We predict that pursuing happiness will decrease feel-
ings of happiness because of greater perceptions of time scar-
city. Using a manipulation designed as a conceptual replica-
tion of Study 2 and building from methodology in the moti-
vation and goal-pursuit literature (Heckhausen, 1977), Study 4
frames happiness either as a goal toward which participants
must continue to work or as a goal that they have already
largely accomplished. If happiness were to be felt not as a
never-ending goal expected to make continued demands on
one’s time but, rather, as a goal that had been achieved, then it
should no longer make time feel as scarce (as in Study 2) nor
dampen well-being, hypothesized to derive therefrom.

Method

One hundred participants were recruited from Mechanical
Turk, and we received 96 responses. Participants were ran-
domly assigned to one of two conditions. Participants in the
seeking happiness condition were asked to write 10 things that
could make them become a happier person. Participants in the
not seeking happiness condition were asked to write 10 things
that showed that they were a happy person. Afterward, partic-
ipants completed the same measures of time scarcity used in
Study 3 (α = .68). Finally, participants completed two items to
measure happiness: BHow happy do you feel, right now?^, on
a scale ranging from 1 (not at all happy) to 7 (extremely
happy), and BAll things considered, how satisfied are you with
your life as a whole, right now?^, on a scale ranging from 1
(not at all satisfied with life) to 7 (extremely satisfied with life).
We collapsed the two items into a single index of happiness
for analyses (α = .79).

Results and discussion

Participants in the seeking happiness condition rated time as
scarcer (M = .13, SD = .75) than did participants in the not
seeking happiness condition (M = −.18, SD = .62), t(94) =
−2.12, p < .04, d = .45. In addition, participants in the seeking
happiness condition reported lower happiness (M = 4.38, SD =
1.38) than did participants in the not seeking happiness condi-
tion (M = 5.10, SD = 1.20), t(94) = 2.67, p < .01, d = .56. Taken
together, condition predicted both time scarcity (a path: b = .15,
SE = .07, p < .04) and happiness (c path: b = −.36, SE = .14, p <
.01). Perceptions of greater time scarcity also predicted lower
happiness (b path: b = −.76, SE = .18, p < .001). To test our
proposed mediation model, detailed in our preregistration of
this study (https://aspredicted.org/s7vq8.pdf), we used the
Hayes (2012, Model 4) PROCESS procedure and correspond-
ing SPSSmacro. A 1,000 bootstrap resample revealed a reliable
indirect effect of condition on happiness through time scarcity
(b = −.12, SE = .07, 95% CI [−.27, −.01]). The absence of zero
in the confidence interval indicated that the effect of condition
on happiness was statistically mediated by perceptions of time
scarcity. Furthermore, the effect of condition on happiness be-
came nonsignificant after perceptions of time scarcity were en-
tered in the model (c’ path: b = −.25, SE = .13, p > .05). These
findings identify one mechanism as to why the pursuit of hap-
piness can ironically undermine well-being, showing that time
scarcity plays a role in the relationship between seeking happi-
ness and reduced happiness. By framing happiness as a goal
that is or is not in need of further pursuit, Study 4 provides
further support for our propositions that seeking happiness in-
fluences perceptions of time scarcity and that achieving this
goal mitigates the effect.

General discussion

Time seems to vanish amid the pursuit of happiness, but only
when seen as goal requiring continued pursuit. This finding
adds depth to the growing body of work suggesting that the
pursuit of happiness can ironically undermine well-being.
Additionally, we identify boundary conditions for the detri-
mental effects of seeking happiness on time scarcity: the sense
that this goal has been achieved and that its future pursuit will
take relatively little time.

This suggests two broad implications. First, while happi-
ness can undermine well-being, it need not necessarily do so.
Instead, when happiness seems to have been achieved, its
detrimental effects are dampened, providing support for lay
prescriptions to appreciate the positive (found in stopping to
smell the roses or keeping a gratitude journal). Beyond facil-
itating a sense that happiness has been achieved, changing
how people conceptualize happiness can also shift their sense
of time scarcity. Different people conceptualize happiness in
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different ways (e.g., Oishi, Graham,&Kesebir, 2013), and our
research underscores the fact that how they think about hap-
piness may well color how they think about time amid its
pursuit. Second, though happiness provided a salient inroad
to consideration of goals whose pursuit often backfires, our
effect should extend to any worked-toward goal that pulls the
pursuer away from a desired end state. Thus, the particularly
unsuccessful would-be exerciser whose gym membership
tends to pull him toward the couch should similarly feel
pressed for time, at least insofar as he does not take the failure
as cause to abandon the weight-loss goal altogether (Carver &
Scheier, 1999) but instead anticipates the need for further,
future pursuit. This alludes to the possibility that while happi-
ness may be the most prominent goal associated with back-
ward progress (and negative consequences thereof), other
goals might operate similarly under the right circumstances
and that interventions might successfully mitigate the sense
that backward progress has been made.

Given that time availability can impact decision-making
and well-being (Menzies, 2005; Mogilner, Chance, &
Norton, 2012; Roxburgh, 2004), it remains essential to under-
standing when, why, and how people perceive and use their
time differently.We suggest that the pursuit of happiness shifts
time availability and subsequent behavior, connecting the lit-
erature on happiness, goal pursuit, time, and decision-making.
While we focused on perceptions of time availability itself, we
look forward to future research to further examine behavioral
consequences of shifting time availability driven by seeking
happiness. For example, felt time scarcity changes how people
make intertemporal trade-offs (Zauberman & Lynch, 2005)
and leads people away from time-consuming activities and
toward time-saving activities, such as consuming fast food
rather than eating meals with family at home (House,
DeVoe, & Zhong, 2014; Neumark-Sztainer, Hannan, Story,
Croll, & Perry, 2003). Because engaging in experiences and
savoring the associated feelings requires more time compared
with merely buying material goods (Quoidbach, Dunn,
Petrides, & Mikolajczak, 2010), feeling a lack of time also
leads people to prefer material possessions rather than
enjoying leisure experiences (Mannell & Zuzanek, 1991;
Van Boven & Gilovich, 2003). Separately, when people feel
pressed for time, they are less willing to spend time helping
others or volunteering (Darley & Batson, 1973). By encour-
aging people to worry less about pursuing happiness as a
never-ending goal, successful interventions might just end
up giving them more time and, in turn, more happiness.
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