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DIMENSIONS OF TIME EXPERIENCES

GEORGE D. YONGE
University of California, Davis

The purpose in the present study was to examine the dimensions common and specific to 16 measures
dealing with attitudes toward and experiences of time so that further insight might be gained regarding their
psychological meaning. Scores for 76 participants from 4 inventories were submitted to a principal
components analysis. Six factors were rotated to a varimax solution. A factor, expected on the basis of the
notions underlying 5 of the measures, clearly emerged. Two other factors shared variance with scores
derived from at least 2 inventories, and the remaining 3 factors were unique to one inventory. Factors
were discussed in terms of their psychological meaning and a possible artifact of one inventory.
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It has long been argued that time perceptions and experiences can provide valuable data for
understanding normal and pathological behavior (e.g., Minkowski, 1958, 1970; Straus, 1963,
1966). Even so, the psychology of time is a more narrow, specialized research topic than this
argument suggests it should be.

The past few years have witnessed the development of two paper-and-pencil personality
inventories, each of which provides a measure of time perceptions and experiences. These
inventories are the Personal Orientation Inventory (POI) developed by Shostrom (1966) and the
Experiential World Inventory (EWI) by EI-Meligi and Osmond (1970). The authors of these
inventories argue for their value in clinical and counseling situations, particularly with
regard to the measures of time perception and experiences [along these lines, also see EI-Meligi
(1972)]. A third inventory, the Time Reference Inventory (TRI), developed by Rous (1964) and
used by Megargee et al. (1970) with youthful prison inmates is somewhat different from the
other two. As will be discussed later, the TRI does not attempt directly to inventory experiences
and perceptions of time. It is an attempt to assess whether an individual’s primary time
orientation is to the past, the present, or the future. Finally, a fourth inventory, the Inventory of
Temporal Experiences (ITE), has been constructed by Yonge (1973) which has four scales dealing
exclusively with temporal experiences and perceptions. The ITE is based primarily on a theory
developed by Hugenholz (1959) in which he relates, on a philosophical, theoretical level, time
experiences and personality.

Correspondence and reprint requests should be addressed to: George D. Yonge, PhD, Department of Education,
University of California, Davis, California 95616, USA.
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The purpose in the present study was to examine the dimensions common and unique to these
various measures of time experiences and orientation so that further insight might be gained
regarding their psychological meaning.

METHOD

PARTICIPANTS

Seventy-six upper division students enrolled in two sections of an introductory course in
educational psychology served as participants. Most participants were juniors or seniors and aspired
to a teaching career.

MEASURES

The POl is a forced-choice inventory. The pairs of items constituting the time scale reflect either
Time Competence (TC) or Time Incompetence (TI). The recommended score is the number of
TC alternatives checked. This assumes that TC and TI are psychological opposites. With a
forced-choice format, this assumption is not open to investigation. Therefore, in the present
study, the POI was administered with instructions to check a// alternatives personally descriptive
and not just one of each pair. For purposes of the present study, then, two time scores were
derived from the POl —a TC and a TI score.

Time Competence emphasizes a living in the present in such a way that past and future are
tied to this present in meaningful continuity. Time Incompetence has to do with an excessive
emphasis on the past or the future as compared with the present. There may also be a disorientation
in time and a discontinuity among the past, present, and future.

The Time Perception (TP) scale from the EWI has to do with changes in the experienced flow
of time, experiences of discontinuity, one’s attitudes toward past, present, and future, and one’s
feelings and experiences about one’s own age.

The TRI yields three total scores reflecting the number of experiences from 30 located in the
past, the present, or the future. In addition, nine subscores can be derived: the number of 10
positive, 10 negative, or 10 neutral experiences or statements assigned to the past, present, or
future. Presumably this instrument allows one to determine whether a participant is primarily
oriented toward the past, the present, or the future. For the reason to be given below, the three total
scores will not be used in the present study.

Brief definitions for the four scores derived from the ITE follow: Human Time (H) is a time
for discovery, the new, freedom, self-realization, or broadening of horizons. It is the time
of possibilities, choice, creativity, and change; Animal Time (A) is characterized as discon-
tinuous, durationless, static, and somewhat overwhelming. It is a time of instants — without
horizons; Vital Time (V) is fluid, dynamic, and lasting. The present, past, and future are inter-
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mingled and codefine each other; and Physical Time (P) involves locating experiences and events
in terms of the clock and calendar. The past, present, and future tend to be defined in terms of
the abstract systems of clocks and calendars.

In terms of the definitions and items presented in the manual for the POI (Shostrom, 1966)
and for the EWI (EI-Meligi & Osmond, 1970), it is expected that the Time Competence and
Incompetence scales from the POT and Time Perception scale from the EWI will all share
variance with the Animal and Vital time scales from the ITE (Yonge, 1973).

METHOD OF ANALYSIS

Nineteen scores were obtained for each participant. However, as mentioned above, the three
total scores from the TRI were not included in the present study. The remaining 16 scores for
each participant were intercorrelated and a principal components analysis, with values of one in
the diagonal, was performed and the six factors with eigenvalues greater than one were rotated
to a varimix solution.

The three total scores from the TRI were not included in the analysis because the
correlations among the three affect components (positive, negative, neutral) making up each of
the three total scores were such as to suggest that they should nor be combined. For example,
the number of positive affect statements assigned to the past correlates -0.42 with the
number of negative affect statements assigned to the past. Using total scores, then, might mask
correlations that could emerge if the three tones of affect were kept distinct.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION!

The following interpretations of the factors consider only those loadings of 0.30 or greater. Factor
1, abnormal time, is defined by Animal Time (0.90), Time Perception (0.83), Time Incompetence
(0.71), Present (positive affect) (-0.30), Time Competence (-0.67), and Vital Time (-0.77). This
dimension is precisely the one expected to emerge from the various measures used.
Individuals scoring high on the positive pole of this dimension could be expected to
experience time as carrying them along, the past, present, and future as disconnected and
unrelated, the flow of time as chopped up, stopped, without direction, and as having gaps and
breaks in it. Three of the measure with high loadings on this factor (Time Perception, Time
Incompetence, and Time Competence) have been reported to differentiate normals and hospi-
talized psychiatric patients (EI-Meligi & Osmond, 1970; Shostrom, 1966). This dimension
would be expected to correlate with anxiety (Yonge, 1973), with Neuroticism (Shostrom, 1966)

A table of the matrix of intercorrelations among the 16 variables studied, along with means and standard
deviations and a table of the loadings for the six rotated factors may be obtained from the author.
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and particularly with the Depression, Psychasthenia, and Schizophrenia scores from the
MMPI (El-Meligi & Osmond, 1970). This is the only dimension which reflects variance shared
by some measures from all four inventories.

Factor 1l reflects a future, non-present location of affectively neutral and positive life
experiences. The variables defining this factor are Future (neutral affect) (0.79), Future
(positive affect) (0.76), Present (positive affect) (-0.75), and Present (neutral affect) (-0.78). However,
this factor may well be an artifact produced by the forced-choice nature of the TRI (i.e., the greater
the number of neutral statements located in the future, the fewer there are to locate elsewhere). But
this forced-choice artifact ought to work primarily within a given affective tone; hence, the
correlations between the two future and between the two present scores tends to transcend this
possible artifact. Another limitation of the TRI may account for these correlations (loadings)
across affective tones. That is, the distinction between statements said to be positive and neutral are
not always evident [e.g., The most crucial period of my life is probably in the...(positive); My most
active period is probably in the...(neutral)]. Perhaps participants, in completing the TRI,
cannot clearly distinguish between positive and neutral statements. Generally the negative
statements are clearly distinguishable from the other two types.

It is of interest to note that the four scores which define this dimension differentiate, on the
average, participants in the present study from the youthful prison inmates reported on by
Megargee et al. (1970). On the two measures of future orientation, the inmates averaged higher
than the university students in the present study while they averaged lower on the two measures of
present orientation. However, these differences may possibly be attributed to the differences in
chronological age of the two groups (the younger making a greater number of references to the
future). The psychological significance, if any, of this dimension has not been clarified in the present
study.

Factor IlI, creative time, is defined by Past (negative affect) (0.82), Human Time (0.72), Time
Competence (0.31), Vital Time (0.30), and Present (negative affect) (-0.90).

The fact that both Past and Present negative affect scores load on this dimension is no doubt
a reflection of the artifactual negative correlation (-0.83) between them. It might be well, then,
to ignore one of these scales (arbitrarily, the Present) in interpreting this dimension.

Individuals scoring high on this dimension tend to relegate negative experiences to the past,
they see the past as open to redefinition, but primarily they tend to experience time in terms of
possibilities, newness, creativity, and change. The moderate loading of Time Competence probably
reflects that aspect of this measure related to self-actualization (Shostrom, 1966). Four measures
from the TRI define factor IV. These are Future (negative affect) (0.86), Past (positive affect)
(0.56), Future (positive affect) (-0.36), and Past (negative affect) (-0.45). This dimension appears
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to be primarily attributable to the forced-choice structure of the TRI. For this reason, its
psychological significance may be minimal. The dimension indicates that participants scoring
high tend to assign many negative statements to the future and many positive statements
to the past. This suggests a certain pessimism or lack of hope and also a feeling of good things
already having passed. However, there is no direct evidence in support of this interpretation
available in the present study. Indeed, if such an interpretation were correct, one would expect this
dimension to have some correlation with Human, Animal, or Vital Time (Yonge, 1973).

Factor V, objective, abstract time, is defined by Physical Time (0.90) and Time Incompetence
(0.40). Individuals scoring high on this dimension tend to experience time in terms of the clock
and calendar. They tend to be very organized and to schedule things well in advance. They are
sensitive to “what time it is” and feel uncomfortable if they don’t know the time. The Time
Incompetence loading perhaps indicates a tendency to devalue the present in favor of future
appointments and a tendency to locate experiences in terms of the abstract system of clocks and
calendars.

The primary loadings on factor VI are Present (neutral affect) (0.36), Past (positive affect) (-0.60),
and Past (neutral affect) (-0.92).

The psychological meaning of this dimension is not clear. It might well be another artifactual
dimension owing to the forced-choice structure of the TRI.

CONCLUSION

The five scales expected to show common variance define factor I. It seems that this,
variance reflects pathological or abnormal experiences of time. It is the dimension of time
experiences which has received the greatest attention from clinical psychologists and psychiatrists.

With the exception of factors | and Ill, the scores from the TRI are uncorrelated with
factors on which other inventory scores have loadings. In fact, a major finding to emerge from the
present study is not only that the TRI scales stand relatively alone, but that the forced-choice
structure of this inventory severely limits its interpretability. Further, regarding the TRI, there
is no support for the validity of the assumption that the sub-scales referring to the past, the present, or
the future should be summed to constitute a total past, a total present, or a total future score.

Time Competence and Incompetence do not appear to be precise opposites as assumed by
Shostrom (1966). Further, Time Competence shares more variance with factor | than with factor
I11. This is contrary to the emphasis given to this measure in the POI manual which stresses it as
a correlate of self-actualization (this is the emphasis even though, as noted earlier, the
definition of Time Competence and the items comprising this scale suggest the higher correlation
with factor | actually obtained).
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As for the Time Perception scale, practically all of the common variance for this scale in the
present analysis is found on factor I. This is precisely in line with the intent of the authors of this
measure.

The four measures derived from the Inventory of Temporal Experiences have high loadings on
three separate factors (I, 111, and V). Vital time is not factorially distinct from Animal time, but
neither are they identical.
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