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Drawing on Socioemotional Selectivity Theory, which explains how the future time perspective changes 
throughout one’s lifetime, we investigated the effect of manipulating time perspective on positive and 
negative affect, and personal goal selection. An experiment was conducted using an imaginary task that 
hypothetically and explicitly altered participants’ time perspective. 60 younger adults and 60 older adults 
(N = 120) were assigned to one of the following experimental conditions: open future time (30 young-
er adults and 30 older adults) and limited future time (30 younger adults and 30 older adults). Results 
revealed that positive affect is not modified by alterations in the future time perspective, while nega-
tive affect increased. Goal patterns also change, in line with Socioemotional Selectivity Theory. Although 
younger and older adults in ordinary life circumstances perceive time left to live differently, some emotion 
and goal patterns emerge when they face explicit hypothetical alterations of time.

Key words:  future time perspective, positive affect, negative affect, goal selection, age

Correspondence concerning this article should be addressed to Gabriela-Maria Man, Lucian Blaga Univer-
sity, 2A Lucian Blaga, Sibiu, SB – 550169, Romania. E-mail: gabriela.man@ulbsibiu.ro

Received October 25, 2022

As people advance through their lives, sever-
al changes may occur regarding well-being, 
emotion regulation, cognitive processing, so-
cial preferences, and personal goals. The So-
cioemotional Selectivity Theory (SST) explains 
that such changes are related to the way fu-
ture time is perceived at advanced ages com-
pared with perceptions during young adult-
hood (Carstensen, 2021; Reed & Carstensen, 
2015; Scheibe & Carstensen, 2010). Younger 
adults tend to perceive time as more open 

while older adults perceive time as more lim-
ited (Strough et al., 2016). Similar changes in 
time perspective can occur at all ages in cer-
tain circumstances: for instance, at the end 
of a life cycle (Charles & Carstensen, 2009) or 
when dealing with a severe medical condition 
(Coudin & Lima, 2011). SST argues that time 
perspective impacts emotion regulation and 
that emotion regulation gives older adults an 
advantage in dealing with negative situations 
(Liao & Carstensen, 2018). However, these ad-
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vantages have primarily been studied when 
the limitations of time perspective have been 
considered implicit (due to age). This raises 
the question as to whether the advantages 
will manifest in explicit conditions. 

Future Time Perspective and Emotions

How is the emotion pattern of both young-
er and older adults affected by future time 
perspective? The Socioemotional Selectivi-
ty Theory (SST) suggests that a limited time 
perspective has implications for emotion reg-
ulation through a greater selectivity of stim-
uli, the positivity effect (Liao & Carstensen, 
2018; Sims et al., 2015). The positivity effect 
refers to the tendency to process more pos-
itive information (Barber & Kim, 2021). This 
tendency is specific to older adults in ordinary 
life circumstances as they have an implicitly 
limited future time perspective due to age 
(Carstensen & DeLiema, 2018; Notthoff & 
Carstensen, 2014). For instance, older adults 
tend to pay more attention to positive, as 
opposed to negative, information (Liu et al., 
2022). They also rate ambiguous emotional 
content more positively (Petro et al., 2021), 
and tend to recall information more posi-
tively (Gerhardsson et al., 2019; Mather & 
Carstensen, 2005; Ruthig et al., 2019). The 
positivity effect was also identified in young-
er adults when their future is hypothetically 
limited in an explicit way (e.g., participants 
were told to imagine that they had only 6 
more months left to live) (Barber et al., 2016). 
This emotion regulation strategy may explain 
why older adults display, in ordinary life con-
ditions, an increase in positive affect (Burr et 
al., 2021; Carstensen et al., 2011; Scheibe & 
Carstensen, 2010; Turan et al., 2016), and a 
decline in negative affect (Burr et al., 2021; 
Grühn et al., 2010). Studies also revealed that 
even in threatening situations older adults 
display more positive emotions (Canet-Ju-

ric et al., 2020) and less negative emotions 
(Carstensen et al., 2020) than younger adults. 
Still, although this pattern of emotions can be 
displayed by older adults while future time 
is implicitly perceived as being more limited 
(due to age), explicit time constraints can pro-
duce negative emotions alongside positive 
ones. In this regard, experimental evidence 
reveals that happiness decreases and sadness 
increases when younger and older adults face 
a particularly explicit limitation (Ersner-Hersh-
fiels et al., 2008) but also an increase in mixed 
emotions (the occurrence of positive and 
negative emotions at the same time) when 
young adults face symbolic limitations (e.g., 
moments in life that cannot be repeated) 
(Larsen et al., 2021). Younger adults exhibit 
an increase in the occurrence of both positive 
and negative emotions when facing endings 
that are meaningful to them (Shirai & Kimu-
ra, 2022). Other studies revealed also that 
limited time perspective is associated with 
increased levels of negative affect, depressive 
symptoms, but also with decreased levels of 
positive affect (Allemand et al., 2012; Grühn 
et al., 2016; Hicks et al., 2012; Hoppmann et 
al., 2015) and increased level of cortisol (Kozik 
et al., 2015). 

Therefore, this study addresses the lack 
of consensual findings by analyzing the pat-
terns of influence of future time perspective 
on positive and negative affect in two experi-
mental conditions (the limited future and the 
open future), using the ‘unspecified future 
time perspective’ as a control condition, for 
both younger and older adults. 

Thus, if future time perspective produc-
es changes in the emotional pattern, not 
chronological age per se, as the SST states 
(Liao & Carstensen, 2018), then both older 
adults and younger adults should display the 
same pattern of negative and positive affect 
when future time alteration occurs. We hy-
pothesized that limiting future time perspec-
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tive will increase negative and positive affect 
for both older and younger adults. We hy-
pothesize this in line with the positivity effect 
literature (Liao & Carstensen, 2018) and with 
the SST, which states that emotionally mean-
ingful aspects will be more salient in this con-
dition, which in turn facilitates positive affect 
(Carstensen et al., 2003; Liao & Carstensen, 
2018). This hypothesis is also in line with the 
studies and evidence relating to the fact that 
meaningful endings increase the negative af-
fect, or at least the occurrence of both posi-
tive and negative affect (Larsen et al., 2021; 
Shirai & Kimura, 2022). Moreover, the explicit 
limitation of the future time perspective may 
be a meaningful ending, compared to implicit 
limitation (due solely to age). When it comes 
to the open future time perspective, we hy-
pothesize an increased negative affect with 
no change in positive affect. This hypothesis 
is in line with the SST, which states that an 
open future time perspective facilitates more 
preparation actions, and adults are more will-
ing to take the risk of experiencing negative 
emotions (Carstensen et al., 2003).

Future Time Perspective and Personal Goals

The Socioemotional Selectivity Theory (SST) 
presumes that future time perspective chang-
es the goals pursued by adults. In ordinary 
circumstances, younger adults cherish and 
engage more frequently in preparatory goals 
such as those related to learning new infor-
mation, while older adults cherish and engage 
more frequently in goals related to well-be-
ing, the support of others, and goals achiev-
able within a short time frame (Giasson et al., 
2019; Reed & Carstensen, 2015). According 
to the SST, the differences in goal selection 
between younger and older adults are not in-
fluenced by chronological age per se but are 
influenced by the future time perspective that 
changes during their life span (Carstensen, 

2021), thus, when the time perspective was 
experimentally limited, it was found that 
young adult’s personal goals fitted into the 
usual patterns of older adults (Carstensen & 
Fredrickson, 1998; Chu et al., 2018; Fung et 
al., 1999; Fung & Carstensen, 2006). Howev-
er, Fung et al. (2020) found that future time 
perspective changes goal selection but only in 
the case of older adults.

Still, most of the studies limiting partici-
pants’ future time perspective have investi-
gated goal selection by making them choose 
an answer from a pre-selected list (e.g., 
Carstensen & Fredrickson, 1998; Fung et al., 
1999). This procedure raises the question as 
to whether shifts in goal selection, as postu-
lated by the SST, will remain when there are 
no pre-selected choices available. To address 
this limitation and contribute to expanding 
knowledge, this study will investigate the im-
pact of future time perspective on goal selec-
tion by using open questions.

Given the limitations and contradictions 
that exist in the research, our research ques-
tion is: What type of goals are selected by old-
er and younger adults when they face explicit 
alterations in their future time perspective?

Method

Power Analysis

A power analysis conducted in G*Power in-
dicated that a sample of 98 participants was 
required to achieve a power level of .80, as-
suming an effect size of .25 with an α error 
probability of .05. 

Participants

A total of 138 participants completed the 
experimental procedure, but only 120 were 
considered eligible and introduced in the 
analysis, with 18 participants excluded. The 
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only inclusion criterion was that the partici-
pant understood and expressed verbally the 
experimental condition correctly (manipu-
lation checks). The 120 participants were di-
vided into four groups of 30 participants: two 
groups of younger adults aged between 20-35 
years (M = 26.5 years, SD = 5.9; and M = 29.2, 
SD = 5.6), and two groups of older adults, 
aged between 65-85 years (M = 68.4 years, 
SD = 3.9; and M = 67.7 years, SD = 5.86). Table 
1 presents the demographic characteristics of 
the participants.

There were no significant age differences 
between the two groups of younger adults 
t(58) = 1.8, p = .76; nor between the two 
groups of older adults t(50.74) = -.54, p = 
.58. Gender was equally distributed between 
groups (40% of younger adults were men and 
53.33% of older adults were men) χ2 (1, N = 
120) = 2.14, p = .14. There were no differences 
regarding education level (completed studies) 
between older (68.33% completed middle 
level education) and younger participants 
(70% completed middle level education)  
χ2 (1, N = 120) = .03, p = .84; nor differences 
between participants when it comes to area 
of residency (rural or urban) – Fisher’s exact 
test (p = .5, one sided); only 8.33% of older 
adults and 6.66% of younger adults were from 
rural area. 

Procedure and Instruments

The younger participants were recruited through 
announcements made in the universities of 
Mureș county and older participants were re-
cruited through announcements made by the 
representatives of the churches from Mureș 
county, Romania. 

60 younger adults who accepted our invi-
tation to participate in the experiment, were 
randomly divided into two groups of 30. Simi-
larly, the 60 older participants, were random-
ly divided into two groups of 30. Having been 
divided into four groups, the participants fol-
lowed the procedure adapted and expanded 
from an experiment developed by Fung et al. 
(1999). 

Each member of the groups underwent the 
following two-stage procedure: the control 
condition (the unspecified future time per-
spective condition) which was assessed in 
Time 1 (T1), and then the experimental con-
dition Time 2 (T2), but half of the participants 
in T2 underwent the procedure for open fu-
ture time condition and the other half of the 
participants underwent the procedure for the 
limited future time condition. 

Time 1 (T1): a) informed consent was ob-
tained; b) participants were asked to imagine 

Table 1 Demographic characteristics of the sample  
Variable  Value  N % 
Age  Older  60 50 
 Young 60 50 
Gender  Female  64 53.3 
 Male 56 46.7 
Educational level Elementary 0 0 
(completed studies) Middle 83 69.2 
 Higher  37 30.8 
Place of residence  Rural 9   7.5 
 Urban 111 92.5 
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a situation (unspecified condition) where they 
have some free time to spend with a family 
member to talk about their most important 
goal; c) each participant had to answer the 
following two questions: “Which family mem-
ber would you like to talk to about your most 
important objective?” and “What would be 
the goal you would like to talk about with the 
chosen family member?”. d) Each participant 
had to talk about this goal for two minutes 
as if he/she was telling it to the chosen fam-
ily member. e) Thinking about the previously 
imagined situation, participants then com-
pleted the Positive and Negative Affect Scale 
(PANAS) for positive and negative affect. 

Time 2 (T2): after a one-minute break, half 
of the participants underwent the proce-
dure for the open future time condition (30 
younger adults and 30 older adults), while 
the other half (30 younger adults and 30 old-
er adults) underwent the procedure for the 
limited future time condition. f) Participants 
in the open future time condition were asked 
to imagine a situation in which they had just 
found out that their life was to be prolonged 
by about 20 years under reasonably good 
health due to a drug they had previously been 
chosen to test. The participants in the limited 
time condition were asked to imagine the sit-
uation in which they had just found out that 
their life was to be shortened by about 10 
years under reasonably good health due to a 
drug they had previously been chosen to test. 
g) In these new situations, all the participants 
had to imagine that they have some free time 
to spend with a family member to talk about 
their most important goal and to answer the 
following two questions: “Which family mem-
ber would you like to talk to about your most 
important objective?” and “What would be 
the goal you would like to talk about with the 
chosen family member?”. h) Each participant 
had to talk about this goal for two minutes 
as if he/she was telling it to the chosen fam-

ily member. i) Thinking about the previous-
ly-imagined situation, the participants then 
completed again the PANAS questionnaire for 
positive and negative affect.

According to the procedure, the partici-
pants had to select a family member in the 
two conditions to facilitate a more familiar 
setting. This choice is motivated by the previ-
ous studies that revealed that family, regard-
less of age, is designated as the closest social 
relation (Ajrouch et al., 2005), is the most sta-
ble social network in adulthood (Wrzus et al., 
2013), and is a source of great support (Fin-
german et al., 2004). In our study, there were 
no differences between older (80% selected a 
nuclear family member) and younger partici-
pants (71.66% selected a nuclear family mem-
ber) regarding the chosen family member in 
the unspecified condition χ2 (1, N = 120) = 
1.13, p = .28; in the limited condition Fisher’s 
exact test (p = .5 one-sided, 96.66% younger 
participants and 93.33% older participants); 
or in the open condition Fisher’s exact test 
(p = .35 one-sided, 90% younger participants 
and 83.33% older participants chose a nuclear 
family member).

During the experimental situation, the ver-
bal expressions of each participant were mon-
itored for manipulation checks. We included 
in the research only the participants who ver-
bally expressed that in the experimental sit-
uation, they understood whether their time 
had been reduced (e.g., if during the limited 
time condition, the participants had used 
words such as limited, shortened life, and 
less time to live) or extended (e.g., if during 
the open time condition the participants had 
used words such as longer life, more time to 
live, etc.). Thus, as mentioned in the “partic-
ipants” section, from the total 138 of partici-
pants, 120 participants were eligible, and 18 
participants were excluded.

The experiment was performed individual-
ly, face-to-face with the researcher. At the end 
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of this experimental procedure, all the partic-
ipants took part in a debriefing, where they 
were presented with the purpose of the study 
and thanked for their participation. The par-
ticipation was voluntary and the participants 
did not receive any reward. 

The Positive and Negative Affect Scale 
(PANAS) (Watson et al., 1988) was used to 
measure the experience of positive (e.g., 
pride) and negative (e.g., guilt) affect. PANAS 
was used to assess the affect that occurred 
during the imagined situation. Participants 
used a 5-point Likert-type scale, ranging from 
1 (very slightly or not at all) to 5 (extremely), 
to indicate how well each of the 20 adjectives 
described “how [they] feel.” Coefficient al-
phas of the positive and negative scales were 
0.79 and 0.78, respectively. 

The protocol of this present study was ap-
proved by an Institutional Ethical Commit-
tee.

Results

Goal Selection 

To test the differences between younger and 
older adults when it comes to goal selection 
when the future is experimentally changed, 
a content analysis was performed for the 
two-minute answers of the participants to 
the question “What would be the goal you 
would like to talk about?” The coding scheme 
was determined a priori for three categories 
namely knowledge goals, well-being, and 
support goal, the last two categories being 
referenced in the SST as emotional goals, but 
in this study are considered separately. These 
categories are established based on a Socio-
emotional Theory (Carstensen et al., 2003). 
In the initial coding, a coder received one list 
of 240 goals selected by the 120 participants 
and a list of the three goal categories. The 
coder asked to place each goal into one of the 

three categories or in the category ῞the goal 
doesn’t fit into any category῞. Meetings were 
organized to discuss the building of the final 
categories, and two categories, house-relat-
ed goals, and testamentary goals were addi-
tionally added to the coding scheme. After 
this stage, two coders were given the lists of 
goals selected by the participants in the study 
and the five categories of goals. To verify if 
the same goals are being coded in the same 
category by the two coders, an inter-rater re-
liability was calculated using Cohen’s Kappa 
formula κ = .905 (95% CI, .733 to .948), p < 
.001. In order to resolve disagreements be-
tween coders discussions were organized to 
reach a consensus.

Five categories of personal goals emerged, 
namely: goals focused on well-being, goals re-
lated to the support of others, goals focused 
on the accumulation of knowledge, house-re-
lated goals, and testamentary goals. Well-be-
ing goals included plans related to the partic-
ipant’s own physical and mental well-being. 
Goals related to the support of others in-
cluded plans for material, emotional or in-
formational support of others. Knowledge 
accumulation goals included plans to acquire 
new information and to develop one’s skills. 
House-related goals included plans to rebuild 
or improve their own house. Testamentary 
goals included concrete plans related to their 
death. In the category testamentary goals, 
older adults selected clarifying the limits of 
properties (for instance, one participant stat-
ed: I need to make sure that my will is clear 
and that all the properties and my assets have 
all the necessary documents), and references 
to what family members should do after their 
death (one participant stated: I will build my 
grave near my parents’ grave, and I want to 
make sure that my family understands that it 
is important for me to go back to my child-
hood town when I die. The results are sum-
marized in Table 2.
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In the unspecified condition. The results re-
veal significant differences in younger adults’ 
goals selection, the one-variable χ2 (3, N = 
60) = 67.33, p = .001; with a preference for 
knowledge goals (70% of goals selected), 
then support and then house goals. Only 
one person selected well-being goals, and no 
younger adult selected testamentary goals. 
In the category of knowledge goals, younger 
adults selected excursions to find new places, 
to find new lifestyles, new people; to search 
for information/knowledge through formal 
training programs; professional reconversion; 
employment plans, and searching for infor-
mation on the job market. In the category of 
support goals, they selected providing sup-
port for a teenager in searching for a career, 
helping children to study, and extracurricu-
lar activities for children. In the category of 
house goals, younger adults selected to look 
for a home or build a home. 

In the unspecified condition, the one-vari-
able χ2 test revealed that there are significant 
differences in the goals selection by older 
adults χ2 (3, N = 60) = 34.27, p = .001. They 
mostly selected well-being goals (53.3%), 
followed by support goals, house goals, and 
then knowledge goals. For the well-being 
goals they selected vacations for recreation 
and spiritual purposes, plans for physical 

health, plans to improve one’s spiritual life 
through prayers and motivational/positive 
readings, organizing events with symbolic and 
sentimental value for oneself. For the support 
goals, older adults selected counseling young-
er family members (e.g., counseling their chil-
dren who were experiencing family problems 
or family members engaged in dangerous be-
havior), financial support of family members, 
education of grandchildren, and so on. The 
house goals included rearrangements of the 
house, the courtyard, and house renovation. 
Just one person selected a knowledge goal, 
mentioning a journey to learn about the his-
tory of Europe.

In the limited future condition, when the 
future was hypothetically shortened by 10 
years, the one-variable χ2 test revealed signif-
icant differences in the younger adults goals 
choices χ2 (4, N = 30) = 21.33, p = .001; they 
preferred well-being goals (43.3%), then the 
support goals, and then the knowledge goals. 
One person selected a house goal and one a 
testamentary goal. In the category of well-be-
ing goals, younger adults mentioned travel 
plans, but not to learn about the world as 
they were mentioned in the unspecified con-
dition but for relaxation and  self-rediscovery; 
plans to strengthen one’s family relationships; 
founding one’s own family; to invest in cultur-

Table 2 Percentages of goals selected by the older adults and young adults 
 
 

Unspecified a Limited b Open b 
Old Young Old Young Old Young 

Well-being 53.3 1.7 43.3 43.3 30 10 
Support 28.3 15 20 36.7 43.3 46.7 
Knowledge   1.7 70   0 13.3 10 43.3 
House 16.7 13.3   3.3 3.3 16.7   0 
Testamentary   0   0 33.3 3.3   0   0 
Note. a The results reflect the analysis of 60 young and 60 old participants; b the results reflect 
the analysis of 30 young and 30 old participants. 
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al activities ignored for a long time, and en-
gaging in pleasant reading. In the category of 
support goals, younger adults mentioned set-
ting up support groups for vulnerable people; 
organizing motivational workshops; support-
ing colleagues and family members; and rais-
ing awareness. Knowledge goals were similar 
to those from the unspecified condition (e.g., 
formal training programs and excursions to 
find new places). The testamentary goal was 
related to what one expects after one’s death, 
while the house goal was related to buying a 
new house.

In this experimental condition (limited time), 
the one-variable χ2 test points out that there is 
a difference between frequencies of the goals 
selected χ2 (3, N = 30) = 10.8, p = .01; the older 
adults preferred well-being goals (43.3%), then 
testamentary and support goals. Only one per-
son selected a house-related goal, and no one 
selected knowledge goals. For the well-being 
goals, older adults selected reconnection with 
one’s ancestors (e.g., visiting all the places 
with personal symbolism), spiritual journeys to 
monasteries with family members, doing ac-
tivities that are not imposed, plans to reduce 
health problems, and so on. In the category 
testamentary goals, older adults selected clar-
ifying the limits of properties, and references 
to what family members should do after their 
death (how they should behave, and what to 
do, how to accomplish their last wishes). The 
category of support goals was similar to the 
one from the unspecified condition.

In the open future condition, when the fu-
ture time was hypothetically prolonged by 20 
years, the one-variable χ2 test points out that 
there is a difference between frequencies of 
the goal selected χ2 (2, N = 30) = 7.4, p = .02; 
the younger adults mostly selected support 
goals, then knowledge, and lastly well-being 
goals. Support goals included plans for one’s 
children, helping children in the community 
through therapy, helping families through for-

mal mentoring classes, and so on. Knowledge 
goals included information related to career 
changes, information about the possibilities 
of combining hobbies with professional activ-
ities, and so on. Among the goals listed in the 
category of well-being goals, the respondents 
mentioned going on a Camino de Santiago 
self-discovery pilgrimage and trip to improve 
one’s relationship with one’s family.

In this experimental condition, the old-
er adults preferred to select support goals 
(46.7%) as the one-variable χ2 reveals signif-
icant differences is goal selection χ2 (3, N =  
30) = 7.87, p = .04, followed by well-being 
goals and then house goals. Older adults also 
selected knowledge goals. The support goals 
mentioned by older adults were: involvement 
in grandchildren’s care (e.g., permanently, as a 
parent), the adoption of an orphaned child, de-
veloping a non-governmental organization for 
isolated older adults, and so on. For well-be-
ing goals, older adults selected old desires for 
which they had not had time in the past (e.g., 
writing stories, etc.) and vacations for fun and 
relaxation. When it came to house goals there 
were plans for building a new house or repair-
ing the old one.

Although it is not the focus of our research, 
the results suggest some changes in the goals’ 
time frame. For instance, in unspecified con-
dition, older adults mentioned goals achiev-
able in a few months (e.g., house renovation). 
By contrast, younger adults mentioned many 
goals involving a larger time frame (e.g. buy-
ing or building a house using a bank loan). 
Many more long-term goals emerged when 
the future time was hypothetically prolonged 
for older adults (e.g., permanent care of 
grandchildren, or even the adoption of an 
orphaned child). Younger adults followed the 
same path when the time was hypothetically 
shortened; they chose shorter goals such as 
reading pleasant literature, organizing moti-
vational workshops, and so on.
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Positive and Negative Affect 

To assess the changes of positive and negative 
affect during future time manipulation, four 
2×2 mixed-design ANOVAs were run (Age: 
younger adults, older adults) × (Future Time 
condition: unspecified, open or limited con-
dition) (the results are summarized in Table 
3), with age as between subjects’ factor and 
future time condition as repeated measures.

The only significant effect found was the 
main effect of Future Time condition (open 
or unspecified) for negative affect: adults, re-
gardless of age, report more intense negative 
affect in the open condition than in the un-
specified condition F(1, 58) = 10.76,  p =  .002, 
ηp2  = .15. A significant increase in the intensi-
ty of negative affect, when the Future Time 
perspective was hypothetically prolonged, 
revealed changes in only a few types of neg-

ative affect. 2×2 mixed-design ANOVAs were 
run for every negative affect and the analysis 
revealed a significant interaction effect Time 
x Age for the scare F(1, 58) = 9.99, p = .002, 
ηp2  = .15; more specifically, a prolonged fu-
ture increased the intensity of scare only for 
younger adults t(29) = -3.002  p = .005; (un-
specified M = 1.50, SD = .86; and open M = 
2.03, SD = .96) although both groups (older 
adults M = 1.33, SD = .75) in an unspecified 
time condition have comparable levels of 
scare intensity t(58) = .79  p = .43. The jit-
tery negative affect increased as well, but in 
a different way for the two age groups. The 
interaction effect Time x Age F(1, 58) = 11.85,  
p = .001, ηp2  = .17; was significant for jittery. 
In an unspecified condition, younger adults 
(M = 3.66, SD = .75) exhibited a significantly 
more intense jitteriness t(58) = 4.79  p = .001; 
than older adults (M = 2.33, SD = 1.32), but 
when the future time was prolongued (M = 

Table 3 Mixed-design 2 × 2 ANOVA for negative and positive affect, with age as between subjects’ 
factor and time condition as repeated measures 

 
Conditions  

 
 
 
 

F 

 
 
 
 

p 

 
 
 
 

ηp2 

Young Old 

T1 
M       SD 

T2 
M        SD 

T1 
M         SD 

T2 
M        SD 

Open 
 N.A. 

 
Age  
Time 
Age x time 

 
2.84 

10.76 
1.11 

 
.09 
.00 
.29 

 
.04 
.15 
.01 

20.46   3.96 23.00   7.08 18.96   5.01 20.26   4.89 

Open  
 P.A. 

 
Age  
Time  
Age x time 

 
1.86 

.97 

.34 

 
.17 
.32 
.56 

 
.03 
.01 

.006 

37.93   4.71 39.10    4.18 36.70   6.17 37       6.70 

Limited  
N.A. 

 
Age  
Time  
Age x time 

 
3.36 

19.55 
.95 

 
.07 
.00 
.33 

 
.05 
.25 
.01 

22.7    7.23 25.76     5.89 19.03   6.60 23.83   7.52 

Limited  
 P.A. 

 
Age  
Time  
Age x time 

 
26.86 

1.01 
.00 

 
.00 
.31 
.97 

 
.31 
.01 
.00 

38.53   5.51 37.60    5.82 32.63   4.95 31.77   6.00 

Note. N.A. = negative affect; P.A. = positive affect; p = p value; ηp2 = partial eta-squared; M = mean;   
SD = standard deviation; T1 = (time 1 in the repeated measures) unspecified future condition; T2 = 
(time 2 in the repeated measures) open or limited condition. 
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3.56, SD = 1.27) the intensity of jitteriness 
increased significanly only for older adults  
t(29) = -4.57, p = .001. The analysis also re-
vealed that an open future time perspective 
leads to higher intensity of afraid negative 
affect (Time main effect)  F(1, 58) = 4.33, p = 
.04, ηp2  = .07; for all adults, regardless of age 
group (unspecified M = 1.56, SD = .08; and 
open M = 1.86, SD = 1.06). 

No significant results were found for pos-
itive affect, meaning that independently of 
age and time perception as open or unspeci-
fied, adults display similar intensity of positive 
affect. 

The significant main effect of the Future 
Time condition (unspecified or limited) indi-
cated that adults, regardless of age, display 
more intense negative affect when future 
time is hypothetically shortened by 10 years 
than in day-to-day situations (unspecified 
condition) F(1, 58) = 19.56,  p = .001, ηp2  = .25. 
A more detailed analysis using 2×2 mixed-de-
sign ANOVAs for each of the ten negative af-
fects was performed to reveal which affects 
changed when the time was limited by 10 
years. The results indicate a significant in-
crease in the intensity of five negative affects: 
upset, scared, hostile, nervous, and afraid. 
The main effects of the Future Time condi-
tion for the upset F(1, 58) = 12.03, p = .001,  
ηp2  = .17;  (unspecified M = 1.93, SD = 1.11; 
and limited M = 2.66, SD = 1.24); for the scared  
F(1, 58) = 27.54, p = .001, ηp2  = .32; (unspeci-
fied M = 1.65, SD = .93; and limited M = 2.58, 
SD = 1.29); hostile F(1, 58) = 5.55, p = .02,  
ηp2  = .09; (unspecified M = 1.6, SD = .86; and 
limited M = 1.93, SD = 1.1); nervous F(1, 58) =  
10.25, p = .002, ηp2  = .15; (unspecified M = 
1.96, SD = 1.2 and limited M = 2.5, SD = 1.24); 
and afraid affects F(1, 58) = 11.03, p = .002, 
ηp2  = .16; (M = 1.65, SD = 1.03 and limited M = 
2.3, SD = 1.3), were all significant. 

No other effect was significant for negative 
affect.

Regardless of time conditions (unspecified 
or limited), the results regarding the positive 
affect indicate that there are significant dif-
ferences between the responses of younger 
adults and older adults. The significant main 
effect of Age F(1, 58) = 26.86, p = .001, ηp2 = 
.31; revealed that younger adults display more 
intense positive affect then older adults. No 
other effect was significant for positive affect.

The effect size, partial eta squares, have 
high values in our study. This suggests that 
the open/limited time perspective in our 
study largely explains the variance of negative 
affect, which also has a high practical value.

All data, and measures, for all experimental 
conditions, were reported in the results sec-
tion.

Discussion

Alterations in future time perspective change 
the way adults react emotionally and what 
they choose to do with their time in terms 
of goals. Based on SST literature, the pres-
ent study focuses on the effect of future time 
perspective on emotions, and the effect of 
future time perspective on personal goals in 
the context of an experimental hypothetical 
alteration of future time. 

Future time perspective and affects. The SST 
postulates that the limitation of time perspec-
tive is a central element in emotion regulation 
for older adults through an increased selec-
tivity of positive stimuli (Carstensen, 2021; 
Liao & Carstensen, 2018). This is effective in 
terms of maintaining well-being (Carstensen 
et al., 2011; Scheibe & Carstensen, 2010). 
A positive emotional pattern in day-to-day 
situations, in which the limitation of time is 
presumably present in an implicit manner for 
older adults (Carstensen et al., 2011; Scheibe 
& Carstensen, 2010), was not found in the 
current study in explicit limitation of future 
time perspective. The emotional response to 
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a hypothetical time limitation for both young-
er and older adults is characterized by an in-
crease in the intensity of negative affect and 
no changes in positive affect. This is in line with 
studies revealing that negative stimuli have a 
greater impact on individuals (Baumeister et 
al., 2001; Rozin & Royzman, 2001) and have 
the potential to generate and preserve a neg-
ative emotional state rather than a positive 
one (Baumeister et al., 2001; Brickman et al., 
1978). The results support the conclusions 
of Ersner-Hershfiels et al. (2008), who found 
that under symbolic limitations, negative af-
fect (sadness) may increase. Our results sup-
port those studies that have found an associ-
ation between time limitations and decreased 
well-being (e.g., Brothers et al., 2016; Gabrian 
et al., 2017; Grühn et al., 2016; Hoppmann et 
al., 2015) and found an increase in the inten-
sity of sadness (Larsen et al., 2021).

Similarly, our results indicate that when 
faced with prolongation of the future, young-
er adults and older adults do not display sig-
nificant differences in terms of positive affect 
in comparison with the day-to-day condition. 
But both age groups display more intense 
negative affect. Prolonging an unknown fu-
ture may lead to an increase in emotional 
pressure, fear of the unknown, and a higher 
willingness to endure negative emotions, as 
the SST postulates (Giasson et al., 2019; Reed 
& Carstensen, 2015). Also, previous studies 
revealed that ongoing and important changes 
are related to increased negative affect (Kiefer,  
2005; Rafferty & Jimmieson, 2017). Our de-
tailed analyses are in line with these studies 
pointing out that an open future leads to an 
increased level of afraid for all adults, an in-
creased level of jittery for older adults, and 
an increased intensity of scare for younger 
adults. On the other hand, our results contra-
dict the studies that found that an open fu-
ture time perspective is negatively associated 
with negative affect (Kooij et al., 2018; Kozik 

et al., 2020). The results are in line with evi-
dence that shows that in intense or threaten-
ing situations, the regular emotional benefits 
for older adults will disappear (Charles, 2010; 
Charles & Carstensen, 2009; Sims et al., 2015). 

Future time perspective and goal patterns. 
When it comes to goal selection, the pat-
tern of results in the unspecified condition 
is consistent with the postulates of the SST, 
revealing that in ordinary conditions, older 
adults will engage more in emotional goals. 
More than 81% of older adults selected an 
emotional goal (in our study emotional goals 
correspond to well-being and support goals). 
By contrast, 70% of the younger adults stated 
that they would follow knowledge goals. The 
descriptions reflect younger adults’ preparato-
ry activities for the future (Reed & Carstensen, 
2015; Scheibe & Carstensen, 2010). Although 
both age groups chose to do the same activity, 
they had different goals. For example, young 
adults wanted to travel to learn about the 
world, while older adults wished to travel for 
recreation and spiritual reasons. 

The SST presumes that when younger 
adults, due to different life circumstances, 
perceive that time is running out, they will 
prioritize emotional goals (Liao & Carstensen, 
2018). The results of our research support 
this postulate. Young adults shifted towards 
emotional goals (well-being and support 
goals) when the future time was hypotheti-
cally shortened. Our research supports the 
studies that explored the selection of goals 
under time limitations using a card sorting 
task (Carstensen & Fredrickson, 1998; Fung 
et al., 1999; Fung & Carstensen, 2006), buck-
et-list goals (Chu et al., 2018), and studies 
that investigated symbolic limitation (Fung et 
al., 2020). Limiting the future for older adults 
by 10 years maintained their investment in 
emotional goals, which is in line with the SST  
(Giasson et al., 2019). However, a new catego-
ry emerged – testamentary goals. The mean 
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age of participants in the limited experimen-
tal condition was 68.4 years which meant that 
the 10 years limitation brought them hypo-
thetically closer to their death.  This may be 
the reason why they selected this category.

When the future time was hypothetically 
prolonged, older adults remained focused 
on emotional goals, and only 10 % selected 
knowledge goals. Younger adults reconsid-
ered knowledge goals and decreased their 
selection meanwhile they increased the se-
lection of emotional goals. 

Strengths and limitations. The main strength 
of the study lies in the use of a mixed-meth-
od approach (quantitative and qualitative), 
under the circumstances of explicit (experi-
mental) alterations of time perception. The 
experiment adds some insights to the results 
of studies that have only considered implic-
it alterations (e.g., Ersner-Hershfiels et al., 
2008; Fung & Carstensen, 2006) and pre-de-
fined choices (e.g., Fung et al., 1999), it also 
adds important insights to the SST research.

The findings of this study need to be treated 
with caution. Because the present study used 
an imaginary task in the procedure, it also in-
volves certain limitations. We cannot be sure 
that these conclusions coincide with concrete 
situations in real life. Future research may 
include another manipulation check, asking 
the participants whether they consider the 
scenario from the procedure as likely or be-
lievable. 

However, given that the experimental ma-
nipulation of real-time limitations cannot be 
achieved, it will be important to verify the 
emotional patterns in situations where natural 
time limitations occur in real life (e.g., in the 
case of real medical conditions). An additional 
issue is that the emotional patterns identified 
in this research have been quantified using an 
instrument that measures emotional aspects 
that are known to have high arousal. Many 
studies have revealed that older adults tend 

to experience a greater number of affective 
states with low arousal (English & Carstensen, 
2014; Scheibe et al., 2011; 2013).

There might also be a minor group of par-
ticipants who were not comfortable with hav-
ing to pick a family member as a person with 
whom they would like to share their goal. 
Even if for most people family is associated 
with stability, support, and emotional warmth 
(Ajrouch et al., 2005; Fingerman et al., 2004), 
it may not apply to everyone. Future stud-
ies could choose a more flexible approach in 
which participants are instructed to choose 
any significant person, family or not.

Another limitation is related to the fact that 
it was a fixed temporal order of the conditions 
in the study, that is why we cannot be sure 
that the goal selected in the first condition 
is not the most important and in the second 
condition is not an alternative one to the first 
condition and therefore this could explain the 
goal types that emerged. 

Conclusions

Hypothetical alterations of the future time 
change the emotion and goal patterns usually 
displayed by adults in their ordinary life cir-
cumstances. Perceptions of the alteration of 
future time, by opening or limiting the future, 
increase the negative emotions of adults, re-
gardless of their age, while positive affect is 
not modified. This study provides evidence of 
the presence of similar emotion patterns in 
younger and older adults confronted with fu-
ture time manipulations. Finally, the pattern 
of personal goals is also changed by this ex-
perimental manipulation of future time, the 
results are in line with the socioemotional se-
lectivity theory.
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