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Time Perspective in Relation to Academic Performance
and Subjective Well-Being among Chinese Adolescents
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Abstract—In an effort to contribute to the study on time
perspective and its influence on adolescents, the present study
aimed to investigate the relationship between the time
perspective and adolescents’ academic performance and time
perspective and adolescents’ subjective well-being. In this
study, time perspective has three dimensions, the past, present,
and future, and is divided into time relation, time orientation,
time frequency, and time attitudes. Subjective well-being
consisted of four subscales to assess adolescents’ subjective
well-being score, including the joy of learning, school
connectedness, education purpose, and academic efficacy. A
total of 379 students (176 males and 203 females) from seven
middle and high schools in China participated in our study by
responding to an online survey. The results showed that
adolescents who think more frequently about the future and
present and hold positive attitudes towards the present usually
had better academic performance. Thinking more frequently
about the present exerted a positive influence on adolescents’
subjective well-being. In contrast, past time perspective was
not a major determining factor on either adolescent’s academic
performance and subjective well-being.

Index Terms—Time perspective,
adolescents’ academic performance.

subjective well-being,

I. INTRODUCTION

Kurt Lewin (1942) once considered time perspective as a
main determining factor of individuals’ actions, emotions,
and morals [1], and he (1951) later defined time perspective
as the “the totality of the individual’s views of his
psychological future and psychological past existing at a
given time” [2]. Therefore, the time perspective usually
reflects how an individual organizes and apprehends time,
and how it influences a person’s attitude, performance, and
goal [3]. With the concept provided above, studying
adolescents’ time perspective in relation to their academic
performance and subjective well-being is a relevant topic for
psychological research. Adolescence is an important period
of time as a transition from childhood to adulthood, and
time perspective would have a stronger influence on
adolescents’ actions, emotions, and morale. With their
gradual maturation and recognition of identity,
psychologists had put some focus on this special group and
had different opinions and study results that showed the
adolescents’ preferred time perspective in relation to
academic performance and subjective well-being.

A. Time Perspective and Academic Performance
The ability for adolescents to understand time was one of
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the indicators of intellectual development [4], and time
perspective had presented a certain correlation with
adolescents’ academic performance [5]. Empirically,
adolescents who had a future-oriented time perspective
showed higher grades and better academic performances at
school than those with present orientation and past
orientation [6]. In their study, the results showed that people
who focused more on future time perspective were more
associated with high grades and more studying time per
week self-reported by the participants. Usually, good
academic performances and achievements were more
distant-future goals that can mostly be attained through good
future planning and an understanding of delayed
gratification. The future time perspective provided
adolescents a motivation of reaching their more distant goals
and gratifications, which was proved in Lens and Volder’s
research [7]. Compared to the students with lower grade
point averages (GPA) and low study persistence, the study
showed that students with higher GPAs perceived studying
hard as more beneficial for reaching goals in the distant
future and open present. Research by Steinburg (2008) in his
neuroscience study further provides scientific evidence that
the future orientation increases from early to mid-
adolescence [8]. However, in the study by Lessing (1972),
they concluded that the future time perspective is an
unreachable fantasy that cannot be obtained through hoping
or dreaming [9]. And Dickstein (1969) found a negative
relationship between the future time perspective and
academic performance, indicating that people thinking about
future less achieved better academic performance [10].

B. Time Perspective and Subjective Well-Being

“Subjective well-being (SWB) is defined as a person’s
cognitive and affective evaluations of his or her life”[11],
where cognitive evaluation refers to an individual’s concern
about life satisfaction in global terms, and affective
evaluation refers to specific momentarily feelings or
emotion and can be classified as both positive and negative.
In other words, SWB is a way to evaluate individuals’ life
satisfaction and shares an interchangeable definition with
the quality of life [12]. SWB has three components: life
satisfaction (LS), positive affect (PA), and negative affect
(NA) [13]. For example, a person would be scored a high
SWB often when the person has LS and constant PA,
whereas a person who lacks LS and has a constant NA
usually gains a low level of SWB [14]. Moreover, time
perspective organizes information into different categories
whereby giving meaning to people’s lives to enable them to
define their affective evaluation (e.g. PA or NA)[15], which
allows people to recall their previous evaluative reactions
within specific time frames and forms a cognitive evaluation
with global judgments of SWBJ[16].
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Among the three main categories of time perspective: the
past, present, and future, “future time perspective (FTP)
plays an important role in shaping goals, plans, and self-
regulating activities that manage actions and outcomes
related to achievement, adjustment, and well-being [17].
And the previous studies had also proved a correlation
between future time perspective and subjective well-being,
which included the studies on happiness, life satisfaction,
subjective general health, anxiety, and depression. Usually,
individuals who paid more attention to the future than
present and past presented themselves with positive or
optimistic views about their future and also showed more
confidence in reaching future goal as studies in [7]. Those
desires of reaching future goals had a positive effect on
individuals’ mental health [18]. On the contrary, individuals
who paid less attention to the future than past and present
tended to view their future in a more pessimistic way, which
often led to an increased worry and anxiety about the
unpredictable future and a likelihood to live on negative past
experience than individuals who showed more focus on
future time period [19]. However, in Zimbardo & Boyd's
studies in [6], they proposed and proved the validity of the
benefit of balanced time perspective (BTP), which was a
consistent balance and concern about the past, present, and
future and eventually helped to increase individuals’
subjective well-being.

C. The Present Study

The present study aims to further investigate the
following three relationships specifically to Chinese high
school students: 1) time perspective and academic
performance, 2) time perspective and subjective well-being.
Drawing conclusions from earlier studies, we anticipate that
Chinese adolescents who have a stronger tendency of
thinking about the future would have better academic
performance and a higher score in subjective well-being.

Il. METHOD

A. Participants

The sample for the current study included 379 adolescents
from 7 middle and high schools in China aged 13 to 19 (M =
15.56, SD = 2.135) from grade 7 to 13 (M = 9.91, SD =
2.217), which consisted of 176 males and 203 females.

B. Procedure and Measures

Participants were invited to participate in an online survey
through the Wenjuan Xing platform. The overall survey
form had 3 major parts regarding adolescents’ time
perspective, academic achievements, and subjective well-
being. Participants’ demographic information (e.g., gender,
age, grade) was also collected at the end of the survey.

C. Adolescents’ Time Perspective

In the first part of the survey, we adapted Adolescent
Time Inventory (ATI; Mello & Worrell, 2007) to measure
participants’ time perspective, which consisted of four
components: time frequency, time orientation, time relation,
and time attitudes. Time frequency refers to the frequency of
participants' thinking about the past, present, and future,
respectively. Participants answered three questions of how
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often they think about each time period by picking a value
from a 5-point scale - Almost never, seldom, sometimes,
often, almost always. Time orientation has a set of seven
corresponding circle configurations with a bigger circle
indicating the importance and allows participants to choose
one of the seven that show the relative emphasis adolescents
place on each time period: Past Oriented, Present Oriented,
Future-Oriented,  Past-Future  Oriented,  Past-Present
Oriented, Present-Future Oriented, Balanced. Time Relation
is assessed with a set of four circle configurations, and the
overlaps among circles indicate the perceived relationship
among three time periods: Unrelated, Present-Future
Related, Linearly Related, and Interrelated. Time attitude
measures the participants’ positive and negative attitudes
toward the past, the present, and the future, which consists
of six subscales: Past Positive, Past Negative, Present
Positive, Present Negative, Future Positive, and Future
Negative. Each subscale corresponds to 5 multiple-choice
questions (statements) that combine into a total of 30
multiple-choice questions (statements), using Totally
Disagree, Disagree, Neutral, Agree, and Totally Agree to
allow the participants to pick the most appropriate
description.

a) Academic performance

The academic performance consisted of 4 questions:
participants self-reported midterm grades in percent
obtained in three courses: Chinese, Mathematics, and
English, the overall satisfaction of the courses taken during
the 2020-2021 school year scaled from 1 (very unsatisfied)
to 5 (very satisfied), the academic ranking in class scaled
from top 15%, 30%, 45%, 60% to below 60%, and the
academic ranking from current grade scaled from top 15%
30%, 45%, 60% to below 60%.

b) Adolescents’ subjective well-being

This study used the Student Subjective Wellbeing
Questionnaire (SSWQ; Renshaw et al., 2015) to measure
adolescents’ school-specific well-being which includes four
subscales: (1) Joy of Learning such as, “I get excited about
learning new things in class,” (2) School Connectedness
such as, “I feel like I belong at my school,” (3) Educational
Purpose such as, “I believe the things I learn at school will
help me in my life,” and (4) Academic Efficacy such as, “I
am a successful student.” The questionnaire consisted of 16
multiple choice questions, and each contained a statement
and a five-point scale from “almost never” to “almost
always,” which required the participants to choose one of
the best fit.

I1l. RESULTS

A. Preliminary Analysis

Several statistical techniques were used to address
participants’ age and gender in relation to their perceived
time perspective (time relation, time orientation, time
frequency, and time attitudes), academic performance, and
subjective  well-being  (joy of learning, school
connectedness, education purpose, and academic efficacy).
Two chi-square tests were conducted on the relationships
between gender and individuals’ time relation and gender
and individual’s perceived time orientation, which showed
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that there was no significant difference between gender
groups in either perceived time relation, ¥*> (3, N = 378) =
2.15, p = .542, or perceived time orientation, 2 (6, N = 378)
= 0.58, p = .143. Similarly, the subsequent analyses using
independent t-test suggested that the difference in the
frequency of thinking about past, t (376) = -.30, p = .763,
present, t(376) = -.41, p = .686, and future, t (376) = -.785, p
= .433, between males (past: M = 3.23, SD = 0.86; present:
M = 3.85, SD = 0.78; future: M = 3.71, SD = 0.85) and
females (past: M = 3.26, SD = 0.86; present: M = 3.81, SD =
0.79; future: M = 3.78, SD = 0.87) was not significant. As
for the association between time attitudes (past negative,
past positive, present negative, present positive, future
negative, and future positive) and gender, the difference in
participants’ scores of present negative, t (376) = -1.37, p =
172, future negative, t (376) = -.688, p = .505, and future
positive, t (376) = 1.781, p = .076 between males (present
negative: M = 2.63, SD = 0.75; future negative: M = 2.33,
SD = 0.65; future positive: M = 3.82, SD = 0.68) and
females (present negative: M = 2.74, SD = 0.77; future
negative: M = 2.38, SD = 0.67; future positive: M = 3.70, SD
= 0.64) were not significant. However, on the past negative
subscale, the female participants generally achieved higher
scores (M = 2.57, SD = 0.765) than the male participants (M
=2.38, SD =0.72), t (372.79) = -2.42, p = 0.016; the males
(past positive: M = 3.76, SD = 0.74; present positive: M =
3.50, SD = 0.67) scored higher than females (past positive:
M = 3.52, SD = 0.72; present positive: M = 3.33, SD = 0.65)
on the past positive, t (364.28) = 3.24, p = .001, and present
positive subscales, t (365.09) = 2.44, p = .015. And for the
relationship between academic performance and gender, the
participants’ academic performance between males, M =
3.50, SD = 0.94, and females, M = 3.34, SD = 0.84, were
non-significant; as well as when examining the relationship
between subjective well-being, there was no significant
difference between gender groups in either education
purpose, t (376) = 1.10, p = .274, or academic efficacy
subscales, t (376) = 1.85, p = .066. However, significant
differences existed between the male and female participants
on the joy of learning, t (355.78) = 3.01, p = .003, and
school connectedness subscales, t (353.20) = 3.11, p =.002,
indicating that males generally had higher scores on the two
subscales (joy of learning: M = 2.70, SD = 0.66; school
connectedness: M 2.68, SD 0.66) than female
participants (joy of learning: M = 2.51, SD = 0.60; school
connectedness: M = 2.48, SD = 0.59).

We then conducted multinomial logistic regression
analyses with age groups as the independent variable and
participants’ perceived time relation and time orientation as
the dependent variables. The results showed that there was
no significant effect of age on participants’ perceived time
relation and time orientation, ps > .05. Besides, different
correlation analyses were used on the strength of
associations between age and other variables tested in the
current study, including time frequency, time attitudes,
academic performance, and subjective well-being. The
results showed that age positively correlated with the
frequency of thinking about the present (r = .117, p = .023)
and the future (r =.119, p = .021), but not the past (r = .040,
p = .441), indicating that older participants were more likely
to think about the present and the future more often than
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younger participants. For the relation between time attitudes
and age, age correlated with five out of six subscale scores
among time attitudes scale. There were positive correlations
between age and past negative (r = .155, p = .003), present
negative (r =.159, p = .002), and future negative (r =.145, p
=.005), but age was negatively correlated with past positive
(r=-.189, p =.000) and future positive (r =-.159, p =.002),
and no correlation between age and present positive (r = -
.073, p = .158). Elder participants tended to have higher
scores on past negative, present negative, and future
negative subscales but lower scores on past positive and
future positive subscales. Also, no significant linear
relationship between age and academic performance (r =
.064, p = .214) was found.

Again, we used correlation analyses to investigate the
relationship between subjective well-being (joy of learning,
school connectedness, education purpose, and academic
efficacy) and age. The results showed that there were
negative correlations between age and joy of learning (r = -
.187, p <.001) and education purpose (r = -.241, p < .001),
and no correlation between age and school connectedness (r
-.064, p = .215) and academic efficacy (r = -.034, p =
.510). Elder participants tended to have lower scores on the
joy of learning and education purpose subscales.

IV. MAIN ANALYSIS

A. Academic Performance and Time Perspective

Two different tests were employed to analyze the
relationship between individuals’ academic performance
and time perspective. ANOVA tests were used to examine
the relationship between academic performance and
individuals’ perceived time relation, academic performance
and participants’ time orientation. Neither participants’
perceived time relation nor time orientation showed a
significant effect on the participants’ academic performance.
The results of the multiple regression tests revealed that
there was not a significant relationship between five out of
six subscales of the time attitudes and academic
performance, ps> .05. However, a positive relation was
found between academic performance and the subscale
score of present positive, B = .371, SE =.106, t = 3.492, p =
.001, suggesting that participants who achieved higher
scores on the present positive subscale tended to have better
academic performance. Similarly, participants’ perceived
time relation and time orientation did not show significant
effects on the participants’ academic performance either.

When examining the relationship between time
perspective and participants’ scores on time frequency,
participants who think more about the future and present
tended to have better academic performance, and no
correlation between academic performance and frequency of
thinking about the past (r = -.065, p = .210).

B. Subjective Well-being and Time Perspective

Two different tests were employed to analyze the
relationship between individuals’ subjective well-being and
time perspective. The relationships between four subscales
of subjective well-being and time attitudes were examined
through multiple regression. Table 1 showed that there were
significant relationships between most of the subscales of
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the time attitudes and joy of learning, except future
negatives. In the relation between participants’ time
attitudes and school connectedness, there was a significant
relationship between most of the subscales of time attitudes
and school connectedness (past positive: B = .113, SE =
.056, t = 2.021, p = .044; present negative: B = -.123, SE =
.060, t = -2.064, p = .040; present positive: B = .312, SE =
.066, t = 4.730, p < .001; future positive: B = .128, SE =
.061, t = 2.091, p = .037), except future negative and past

negative, p > .05. Besides, the relationship between
participants’ time attitudes and education purpose was also
found in the multiple regression tests. The results showed
that there was no significant relationship between four out
of six subscales of time attitudes and education purpose, but
a significant relationship between past positive scales and
education purpose and future positive and education purpose
as Table Il indicates.

TABLE I: RELATIONSHIPS BETWEEN THE JOY OF LEARNING AND TIME ATTITUDES

Unstandardized B Coefficient Std. Error Standardized Coefficient Beta t p

Past 139 .053 164 2.593 .010
Negative

Past 181 .055 210 3.279 .001
Positive

Present -.186 .059 -.233 -3.145 .002
Negative

Present 222 .065 232 3.404 .001
positive

Future .006 .066 .006 .090 929
negative

Future 163 .061 170 2.688 .008
Positive

TABLE Il: RELATIONSHIPS BETWEEN EDUCATION PURPOSE AND TIME ATTITUDES

Unstandardized B Coefficient Std. Error

Standardized t p
Coefficient Beta

Past Negative .077 .055 .093 1.395 164
Past Positive 195 .057 .229 3.403 .001
Present Negative -114 .061 -.139 -1.863 .063
Present positive 124 .068 131 1.827 .068
Future negative -122 .068 -.128 -1.784 .075
Future Positive 128 .063 135 2.040 .042

The results of the relationship between time attitudes and
academic efficacy showed that there was no significance
between most of the time attitudes subscales and academic
efficacy but a significance between present positive and
academic efficacy, B = .325, SE = .067, t = 4.854, p < .001
and future positive and academic efficacy, B = .130, SE =
.062, t=2.098, p =.037.

The results regarding the relationship between time
frequency and SWB showed that the frequency of thinking
about the past showed no correlation with either of the four
subscales of subjective well-being; the frequency of
thinking about the present was positively correlated with all
four subscales of subjective well-being; the frequency of
thinking about the future has positive correlations with joy
of learning, education purpose, and academic efficacy.
Participants who think more about the present generally
had higher total scores in subjective well-being scale.

IV. DiscussioN
People’s perception of time determines the way of

viewing themselves, others, and life. For adolescents,
although not all of them can identify their “time personality,”
their perspectives on different time periods have subtly
shaped their characteristics and identity, which is reflected in
their academic performance and subjective well-being. In
this study, we initially hypothesized that Chinese adolescents
who have a stronger tendency of thinking about the future
would have better academic performance and a higher score
in subjective well-being. Our study results supported our
hypotheses that academic performance was positively related
to the frequency of thinking about the future, and subjective
well-being (joy of learning, education purpose, and academic
efficacy) was positively related to the frequency of thinking
about the future and positive future attitudes as well.

In line with the previous literature, our results concluded
that the future time perspective generally would have a
strong influence on adolescents’ academic performance and
subjective well-being. However, our study results only
supported part of our hypotheses. Positive attitudes towards
the future did positively affect one’s subjective well-being,
but in terms of academic performance, only the frequency of
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thinking about the future, but not the time relation, time
orientation, or time attitudes regarding the future, had a
positive effect on one’s academic performance.

In addition to our hypotheses, the findings also suggested
that the individuals who held positive attitudes towards the
present and think more frequently about the present also
had better academic performance. In terms of participants’
subjective well-being, thinking more frequently about the
present would generally enhance adolescents’ subjective
well-being in all four subscales.

Our findings are consistent with previous studies as they
proved that the future time perspective helped to improve
adolescents’ academic performance and subjective well-
being. Unexpectedly, in our study, positive present attitudes
also plays an important role in determining adolescents’
better academic performance, whereas the literature we
reviewed show a significant relationship between future
time perspective and academic performance (Barber et al.
2009; Shell & Husman, 2001) [20]-[21], due to a
presumption that individuals who are future-oriented would
tend to recognize the benefit of planning everything ahead
and the delayed gratification. Meanwhile, those previous
studies also concluded that holding a present time
perspective usually causes worse academic performance
than those who are future-oriented [20]-[22]. The reason
for causing the discrepancy may partially be due to the
participants we used -- they are younger and all are Chinese
students -- or possibly that focusing on the present can also
motivate adolescents’ interests in learning, as well as
establishing their self-confidence.

Interestingly, Mello et al.’s finding (2009) showed a
discrepancy with previous and our research findings. It
showed that in terms of the frequency with which
participants reported thinking about the past, the present,
and the future in relation to academic achievement, the
frequency of thinking about the past predominantly
determined the adolescents’ academic performance [23],
whereas the previous and our studies indicated that the
frequency of thinking about the present and future are the
major determining factors.

V. LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE DIRECTIONS

The limitation of this study is mainly due to the sample
we collected. Our sample consisted of only a group of
students in China. In order to generalize our findings to a
broader population, we encourage future researchers to
further verify our research findings with other types of
samples from different populations and examine the
cultural differences. Also, the present study used surveys as
a correlational research method, which cannot determine
the causal relations between academic performance and
time perspective and subjective well-being and time
perspective. For example, we were unsure about whether
participants’ academic performance was influenced by their
time perspective or has an impact on individuals’ time
perspective. We encourage future research to examine the
cause and effect between academic performance and time
perspective and subjective well-being and time perspective,
or if other factors exist that influence individuals’ academic
performance and subjective well-being. Moreover, in our

survey, only three academic subjects -- Chinese,
Mathematics, and English -- were selected. These academic
subjects, although included in the general subjects all
students must study in the Chinese secondary curriculum,
will probably exclude the student who will be more likely to
succeed in other subjects, like chemistry, physics, and
history. So, future studies should extend the scope of
academic subjects in order to give a more fair and valid
result.

VI. CLOSING

As life becomes more stressful in modern days, having a
higher subjective well-being score seems important for
adolescents’ mental health. Based on the investigation of our
study, adolescents who scored higher on the subjective well-
being scale presented a general tendency of thinking about
one or several time periods more often than those who
received lower scores on subjective well-being -- for
example, adolescents who frequently think about the future
and present usually had high subjective well-being scores. In
this way, our study can provide theoretical evidence for any
intervention program that focuses on how to increase
adolescents’ subjective well-being by letting them focus on a
specific time period that will increase their subjective well-
being and have a positive effect on real life.
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