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Mindfulness theorists suggest that people spend most of their time focusing on the past or future rather
than the present. Despite the prevalence of this assumption, no research that we are aware of has
evaluated whether it is true or what the implications of focusing on the present are for subjective
well-being. We addressed this issue by using experience sampling to examine how frequently people
focus on the present throughout the day over the course of a week and whether focusing on the present
predicts improvements in the 2 components of subjective well-being over time—how people feel and
how satisfied they are with their lives. Results indicated that participants were present-focused the
majority of the time (66%). Moreover, focusing on the present predicted improvements in life satisfaction
(but not happiness) over time by reducing negative rumination. These findings advance our understand-
ing of how temporal orientation and well-being relate.
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We may never quite be where we actually are, never quite touch the
fullness of our possibilities. Instead, we lock ourselves into a personal
fiction . . . remaining enshrouded in thoughts, fantasies, and impulses,
mostly about the past and about the future. . . .

—Jon Kabat-Zinn, 2009

We spend most of our time lost in memories of the past and fantasies
of the future.

—Ronald D. Siegel, Christopher K. Germer, and

Andrew Olendzki, (2009)

Although various methods exist for cultivating mindfulness,
they are guided in part by a common assumption—that people
spend most of their time focusing on the past or future rather than
“the present”—an internal state or external event happening in the
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moment (e.g., Creswell, 2017; Hanh, 1991; Kabat-Zinn, 2009;
Siegel, Germer, & Olendzki, 2009). Despite the prevalence of this
assumption, to our knowledge no research has examined whether
it is true. Furthermore, because focusing on the present represents
only one of mindfulness’s presumed “active ingredients,” the
specific role that this process plays in influencing well-being is
likewise unclear. The current work examined these issues guided
by two questions.

First, do people in fact spend most of their time lost in the past
or future? Evidence suggesting that this may not be true comes
from an experience-sampling study on mind-wandering, which
found that people report focusing on what they are presently doing
53% of the time (Killingsworth & Gilbert, 2010). However, it is
possible to have thoughts that are focused on the activity one is
engaged in that are not present-focused. For example, a person
might be exercising but thinking about their next set of 10 squats
(i.e., future-focused thinking) rather than focusing on the form of
their current squat (i.e., present-focused thinking). Thus, whether
people do in fact spend most of their time focusing on the present
is unclear.

Our second question concerned whether focusing on the present
does in fact lead to improvements in subjective well-being. Ad-
dressing this issue is important because prior research provides
mixed forecasts about how focusing on the present should influ-
ence subjective well-being. On the one hand, mindfulness theory
suggests that focusing on the present should reduce negative
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rumination, the tendency to think repeatedly about negative infor-
mation (Ito, Takenaka, Tomita, & Agari, 2006), which has been
linked with impoverished well-being (Nolen-Hoeksema, Wisco, &
Lyubomirsky, 2008)." On the other hand, other work suggests that
adopting a “balanced” time perspective, in which one does not
focus on the present too much or too little, is ideal (Keough,
Zimbardo, & Boyd, 1999; Zimbardo, Keough, & Boyd, 1997).
Still other work suggests that people derive value learning from the
past, planning for the future, or experiencing the benefits of
nostalgia and hope—processes linked to well-being improvements
(Barnett, 2014; Epstude & Roese, 2008; Gollwitzer & Sheeran,
2006; Sedikides, Wildschut, Arndt, & Routledge, 2008).

We addressed these questions by using experience sampling to
examine how frequently people focus on the present and whether
focusing on the present predicts improvements in the two compo-
nents of subjective well-being over time: how people feel and how
satisfied they are with their lives (Diener, 1994). Participants were
text messaged 5 times a day for 7 days. Each time we text
messaged participants, we asked them to indicate (a) how they felt;
(b) whether they were focused on the past, present, or future; and
(c) the degree to which they were ruminating. Participants also
completed the Satisfaction With Life Questionnaire (Diener, Em-
mons, Larsen, & Griffin, 1985) before and after the experience-
sampling phase of the study so that we could examine whether
focusing on the present predicts change in this variable over time.

Method

Participants

Sixty-four people (47 female; M, = 19.79 years, SD,,, =
1.51; 64% European American; 17% Asian or Asian American;
14% biracial, Latina, Middle Eastern, or African American; and
5% unreported) were recruited through flyers posted around Ann
Arbor and the University of Michigan introductory psychology
participant pool. Sampling ended at the end of the term in which
we surpassed 50 participants, the minimum advised sample size for
multilevel modeling (Maas & Hox, 2005). Participants needed a
touch screen smartphone to participate. All participants were com-
pensated with $15 or 1.5 h of course credit. Paid participants who
responded to >80% of the prompts they received were entered into
a raffle to win $100. The University of Michigan Institutional
Review Board approved this study. All participants gave informed
consent. We report how we determined our sample size, all data
exclusions, and all relevant measures in the study.”

Materials and Procedure

Phase 1. After informed consent was obtained, participants
completed the Satisfaction With Life Scale (Diener et al., 1985;
M = 538, SD = 1.01) and disclosed their demographics. An
experimenter then walked participants through the Phase 2 proto-
col.

Phase 2. Participants were text messaged 5 times per day
between 10:00 a.m. and 12:00 a.m. for 7 days. Following prior
work (Kross et al., 2013; Verduyn et al., 2015), text messages were
automatically sent at random times within 168-min windows each
day. Responses recorded before a subsequent text message was

sent were considered “compliant.” Survey reminders were not
provided.

Every text message contained a link to a four-question online
survey. First, participants answered “How do you feel right now?”
(very negative [0] to very positive [100]; M = 60.24, SD = 21.17).
Next, they were asked to (a) recall what they were thinking about
when texted and then (b) answer, “Which of the following would
best characterize these thoughts?” (past-focused, present-focused,
future-focused). To ensure that participants interpreted these an-
swer choices similarly, an experimenter explained, “A thought that
you would mark as present-focused is a thought about something
occurring in the moment you were texted. [A thought about]
anything occurring before should be marked as past-focused, and
anything after should be marked as future-focused.”® The experi-
menter then provided participants with examples of present-, past-
and future-focused thoughts and encouraged participants to ask
clarifying questions.

Next, participants were asked two questions to assess negative
rumination. First, they rated the valence of the thoughts that were
streaming through their mind when we texted them (i.e., mostly
negative [0] to mostly positive [100]; M = 56.69, SD = 22.97).
Second, they rated the extent to which they were “ruminating on
these thoughts, repetitively thinking about them over and over
again?” (fo an extremely small extent [0] to an extremely large
extent [100]; M = 48.60, SD = 26.12). We multiplied ratings from
the first question dichotomized at the scale midpoint (i.e., 0-50 =
[1] negative: 51-100 = [0] positive) by ratings from the second
question to compute a negative rumination index (M = 21.15,
SD = 30.75). We dichotomized the valence scale before making
this computation so that we could draw inferences about negative
(rather than positive) rumination.

Phase 3. Participants returned to the laboratory after Phase 2
to complete the Satisfaction With Life Scale (M = 5.47, SD =
1.13).

Analyses Overview

We examined the relationship between present focus (1 =
present oriented, O = past/future oriented) and affective well-
being using multilevel analyses to account for the nested data
structure and tested whether negative rumination explained the
present focus — affective well-being relationship with a 1-1-1
multilevel mediation analysis as outlined by Bolger and Lau-
renceau (2013). When present focus took the role of a dependent
variable, we performed multilevel logistic analyses. In each mul-
tilevel analysis, level 1 predictors were person-mean centered and
both intercepts and slopes were allowed to vary randomly across

! Some work suggests that focusing on the present should reduce rumi-
nation by directing one’s attention away from past- and future-focused
negative thoughts (Brown & Ryan, 2003)—key targets of rumination.
Other work suggests that focusing on the moment should reduce rumina-
tion by increasing the likelihood that people recognize that they are
ruminating, motivating them to take action to stop doing so (Baer, 2015).

2 See online supplemental material for information on exploratory mea-
sures and attrition.

3 When designing this study, we recognized that people’s attention
might alternate among focusing on the past, present, and future. Thus, the
question we administered to assess temporal orientation asked participants
to indicate their temporal orientation during the precise moment that they
were texted.
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participants. Following prior work (e.g., Verduyn et al., 2015), we
report unstandardized regression weights. Significance tests of
fixed effects are ¢ tests with degrees of freedom calculated based
on the number of level 1 observations. Although our analyses
focused on the relationship between present focus and affective
well-being at the within-subject level, we nevertheless also exam-
ined this relationship at the between-person level by predicting
affect by the proportion of cases participants reported being in the
present (i.e., person-mean).

We examined the relationship between present focus and cog-
nitive well-being by calculating the percentage of cases in which
participants reported focusing on the present during the
experience-sampling phase of the study and using this variable as
a predictor of life satisfaction at the end of the study, controlling
for life satisfaction at the study’s start using ordinary least squares
regression analysis. Finally, we examined whether negative rumi-
nation explained the relationship between present focus and
changes in cognitive well-being by performing a mediation anal-
ysis with 5,000 bootstrapped resamples as outlined by Preacher
and Hayes (2008).*

Results

Do People Focus Predominantly on the Present?

People reported focusing on the present (66%) more than the
past or future combined (34%), #(1,642) = 7.65, p < .001. People
also reported focusing more on the future (26%) than the past
(8%), t(557) = 9.73, p < .001 (see Figure 1).

Does Focusing on the Present Predict Improvements in
Affective Well-Being by Reducing Negative Rumination?

Although focusing on the present was not significantly related to
affective well-being at the between-person level, at the within-
subject level of analyses, which allows for a more accurate test of
our hypotheses, we observed a significant relationship between
these variables (see Table 1). Specifically, people reported feeling
4% better when focusing on the present compared with the non-
present.”

Next, we examined whether focusing on the present predicted
changes in how people felt from one moment to the next. In
contrast to mindfulness theory, focusing on the present did not lead
to changes in how positive people felt (p = .22). However, we did
find evidence for the inverse pathway—the more positive people
felt at Time 1, the more likely they reported focusing on the
present at Time 2.

Finally, we examined whether focusing on the present indirectly
led to increases in affective well-being over time by reducing
negative rumination. Although focusing on the present (at Time 1)
was concurrently negatively related to rumination (at Time 1) at
the within-subject level (present focus — negative rumination,
B = =796, SE = 1.79, z = —4.45, p < .001, 95% confidence
interval [CI] [—11.47, —4.45]), negative rumination at Time 1 did
not predict a subsequent decrease in affective well-being over time
(negative rumination — affect, B = —0.014, SE = 0.027,
z = —0.51, p = .61, 95% CI [—0.07, 0.04]). The indirect effect
was not significant (B = 0.75, SE = 0.49, z = 1.51, p = .13, 95%
CI [—0.22, 1.71]).
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Figure 1. Frequency of present, future, and past temporal orientation.
p < .001.

Does Focusing on the Present Predict Improvements in
Cognitive Well-Being by Reducing Negative Rumination?

Focusing on the present predicted a marginal increase in life
satisfaction over time, (B = 0.011, SE = 0.007, B = 0.14, 1(47) =
1.70, p = .096, 95% CI [-0.002, 0.024]), and this remained true
when average affect throughout the week was included as a cova-
riate (B = 0.011, SE = 0.006, B = 0.14, #«(46) = 1.92, p = .062,
95% CI [-0.001, 0.023]). Next, following the procedure outlined
by Preacher and Hayes (2008), we examined whether negative
rumination mediated the relationship between present focus and
changes in cognitive well-being. Focusing on the present revealed
a relationship with negative rumination that was not significant but
in the theoretically predicted direction (present focus — negative

rumination, B = —0.16, SE = 0.09, 1(47) = —1.64, p = .107), and
negative rumination predicted a decrease in cognitive well-being
over time (negative rumination — life satisfaction, B = —0.03,

SE = 0.009, 1(47) = —3.50, p = .001). Finally the indirect effect
of present focus on changes in cognitive well-being through neg-
ative rumination was significant (B = .005, bias-corrected 95%
CI = [0.0002, 0.0136]), providing evidence to support mediation.

Discussion

This study generated three main findings. First, in contrast to the
idea that people spend most of their time focusing on the future or
past, participants in the current study overwhelmingly focused on
the present. This finding is consistent with the idea that there is a
fundamental need for people to attend to the stimuli they encounter
in daily life (Ellsworth & Scherer, 2003).

Second, focusing on the present did not lead people to feel better
from one moment to the next. Instead, the more positive people felt
at one point in time, the more likely they were to report focusing
on the present during the next assessment. The latter finding is
consistent with research indicating that feeling good biases atten-
tion toward rewarding stimuli in the present (Tamir & Robinson,

*# See online supplemental material for additional methodological details
and results.

3 As reflected by the corresponding regression weight (B = 4.37), with
a one unit increase in the present focus predictor corresponding to moving
from non-present to present focus.
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Table 1

Unstandardized Regression Weights From Multilevel Analyses on the Relationship Between
Present Focus and Both Affect and Negative Rumination

B SE p 95% Cl
Between-person level
Present focus
Affect —4.08 9.72 .67 [—23.15, 14.98]
Negative rumination —13.08 9.38 .16 [—31.48, 5.33]
Within-person level: Concurrent relationship
Present focus
Affect 4.37 1.28 <.001 [1.85, 6.88]
Negative rumination —-12.10 2.26 <.001 [—16.54, —7.66]
Within-person level: Lagged relationship predicting changes
in affect and negative rumination
Present focus (T1)
Affect (T2) 1.41 1.15 22 [—0.85, 3.67]
Negative rumination (T2) —1.36 1.85 46 [—4.99, 2.27]

Within-person level: Lagged relationship predicting changes

in present focus
Affect (T1)
Present focus (T2)
Negative rumination (T1)
Present focus (T2)

0.01 0.003 .01 1.01*

—0.004  0.002 .08 1.00*

Note. When performing lagged analyses, the level of the dependent variable at the previous assessment was
controlled for. B = unstandardized regression weights, T1 = Time 1, T2 = Time 2.

#0dds ratio.

2007), a bias that reinforces present focus. It is also consistent with
work suggesting that when we feel good about something, we are
less likely to engage in past- or future-focused counterfactual
thinking (Gleicher et al., 1995).

Finally, the more people focused on the present over the course
of the study, the less they engaged in negative rumination, which
in turn predicted improvements in their life satisfaction levels over
time. This finding is consistent with mindfulness theory and raises
the interesting possibility that focusing on the present influences
the cognitive (but not affective) component of subjective well-
being. In this vein, it is important to recognize that these different
facets of well-being are dissociable (Kahneman & Deaton, 2010);
that is, engaging in activities that enhance cognitive well-being
need not improve how one feels in the moment (Schueller &
Seligman, 2010).

Three caveats are in order before concluding. First, we exam-
ined a specific component of mindfulness in this study: focusing
on the present. We did not additionally focus on “mindfully”
attending to the present, which involves not only focusing on the
present (i.e., the “now”) but also engaging in additional mental
operations (e.g., paying attention to ongoing sensations, adopting a
nonjudgmental attitude). It is possible that mindfully attending to
the present might lead to different outcomes from those docu-
mented here. Second, our sample consisted primarily of young
adults. Future research is needed to examine how these findings
generalize to other populations. Finally, whereas affective well-
being was assessed up to 35 times, cognitive well-being was only
assessed twice. Future research would benefit from assessing cog-
nitive well-being more frequently and over longer time-spans.
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