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Human beings have always faced resource constraints driven 
by crises such as plagues, famine and drought. Consistent 
with our species’ struggle to obtain enough tangible assets 

to survive, policy decisions have primarily focused on increasing 
material prosperity1. Historically, this focus has been driven by the 
general belief that material wealth results in greater welfare2,3, a per-
spective that is exemplified by the fact that the gross domestic prod-
uct has been used as the primary tool for measuring country-level 
welfare since its development in 19344.

More recently, however, this narrow focus on material resources 
has been challenged5,6. In the 1970s, the economist Richard 
Easterlin discovered a paradox: while economic growth in the US 
had steadily increased over the previous decades, citizens’ happiness 
had remained largely unaltered2. Initially debated by some schol-
ars7,8, the ‘Easterlin Paradox’ was confirmed in recent years and 
across countries9–11. Following from these findings, policymakers 
have come to recognise that non-monetary factors, such as societal 
trust and optimism, are also critical in shaping citizens’ well-being 
and societal progress12–14. In this Perspective, we argue that policy-
makers also need to consider the role of time affluence. Although 
wealth has risen around the world, material prosperity has not 
translated into an abundance of time; on the contrary, rising wealth 
often exacerbates feelings of time poverty15.

Defined as the chronic feeling of having too many things to do and 
not enough time to do them16,17, time poverty is increasing in society. 
Data from the Gallup US daily poll—a nationally representative sam-
ple of US residents—shows that, in 2011, 70% of employed Americans 
reported that they “never had enough time,” and in 2018, this propor-
tion increased to 80% (ref. 18). Coinciding with these societal trends, 
researchers across academic fields have started to systematically study 
this phenomenon. In social psychology, a growing body of literature 
finds that people who are more time-affluent experience greater psy-
chological well-being19–21. Organisational behaviour research docu-
ments the role of workplace structures in shaping how people think 
about and use their time22,23. Legal scholars are starting to consider 
the full welfare costs of the time burdens imposed by social structures 
(i.e., unpaid labour burdens incurred by women24) and government 
processes (i.e., paperwork and administrative burdens25). Political 

theorists are urging scholars to study wasted time in political institu-
tions, such as how wait-times at voting booths or in court influence 
democratic processes26. Developmental economists are advocating 
for the systematic study of time-use and associated stressors among 
the working poor27–29. The common thread across these diverse disci-
plines is that time poverty may be as important as material poverty in 
shaping human welfare.

Today, time poverty and ‘busyness’ are often seen as signals of 
productivity, success and high status30,31. Yet, recent scientific evi-
dence provides compelling evidence that feeling time-poor can 
adversely affect subjective well-being (for example, life satisfaction, 
positive affect), mental health, work performance, creativity and 
relationship quality (see Table 1 for some of the documented nega-
tive consequences of time poverty). Building on this work, the aim 
of the current paper is to analyse the causes of time poverty and 
discuss potential solutions.

First, we focus on the societal, institutional, organisational and 
psychological factors that contribute to time poverty at work and 
outside of it. In doing so, we provide an explanation for why poli-
cymakers, companies and individuals tend to overlook or exacer-
bate time poverty. Second, we discuss the potential role of social 
scientists, policymakers and organisational leaders in reversing the 
upward trend in time poverty worldwide.

Societal drivers of time poverty
There are two important changes in society that have contributed 
to increased time poverty32. First, changes to social structures that 
shape time have accelerated the speed of life33. Family structures 
are no longer stable: they are increasingly punctuated by divorce34. 
Careers are no longer passed down from generation to genera-
tion: people now change jobs an average of 11 times35,36. Second, 
the Internet and mobile phones provide people with access to an 
infinite number of experiences and the opportunity to “live a mul-
tiplicity of lives within a single lifetime.”32,33 Thus, people increas-
ingly worry about missing out, which can increase feelings of  
time poverty32.

Along with the acceleration of time, the shifting nature of work 
and its relationship with time contribute to time poverty37. Marx38 
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Over the last two decades, global wealth has risen. Yet material affluence has not translated into time affluence. Most people 
report feeling persistently ‘time poor’—like they have too many things to do and not enough time to do them. Time poverty is linked 
to lower well-being, physical health and productivity. Individuals, organisations and policymakers often overlook the pernicious 
effects of time poverty. Billions of dollars are spent each year to alleviate material poverty, while time poverty is often ignored or 
exacerbated. In this Perspective, we discuss the societal, organisational, institutional and psychological factors that explain why 
time poverty is often under appreciated. We argue that scientists, policymakers and organisational leaders should devote more 
attention and resources toward understanding and reducing time poverty to promote psychological and economic well-being.
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