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Introduction
Duration information is often presented to 

consumers as either a point estimate or a range 

estimate.

Let’s do a thought experiment:

• Would you be more likely to stay if the host tells 

you a table will be ready in “15 minutes” or in “10 

to 20 minutes?”

• Would your answer depend on whether your time 

is scarce or abundant? 

In the present research, we propose that consumers 

are more likely to engage in a target behavior when 

duration is presented as a point estimate, but only 

when time feels relatively abundant. 

Theoretical Background

Hypotheses

It is dinner time on a 

weeknight. You walk into a 

busy restaurant and are told 

by the seating host that 

there’s a wait for a table.

When given a choice, consumers tend to prefer 
precision over accuracy (Yaniv & Foster, 1997), 
where point estimates are more precise, while range 
estimates are more accurate. 

We posit that the advantage of point estimates will 
depend on perceived time scarcity. When time feels 
scarce, consumers become more diligent with time 
allocation (Fernbach et al., 2015) and concerned 
with task feasibility (Tonietto et al., 2019). We 
predict that this increased concern for accuracy will 
reduce the relative advantage of point estimates.

When time is 
abundant

Low accuracy 
concerns

Point estimates
are more effective

When time is 
scarce

High accuracy 
concerns

Point estimates
are less effective

Study 1: Waiting for a Table at a Restaurant

Methods
Participants: 202 MTurkers

Design: 2 (duration estimate: point vs. range; between-subjects) x chronic time scarcity (measured) 

DV: Likelihood to wait (1 = Very unlikely, 7 = Very likely)

Procedure:

Participants imagined going out to restaurant, where there is a wait for a table. The wait was presented as a 

point (15 minutes) or a range estimate (10-20 minutes). After indicating the likelihood that they would wait, 

participants completed a chronic time scarcity scale (α = .85; Etkin et al., 2015).

Study 2: Volunteering to Take a Survey

Methods
Participants: 204 MTurkers

Design: 2 (duration estimate: point vs. range; between-subjects) x situational time pressure (measured) 

DV: Likelihood to volunteer  (1 = Very unlikely, 7 = Very likely)

Procedure:

Participants imagined that while walking through the mall on their way to a movie starting in 15 minutes, 

they were asked to volunteer to take a survey. The duration was presented as a point (4 minutes) or a range 

estimate (3-5 minutes). After indicating the likelihood they would volunteer, participants indicated how 

pressed for time they would feel in the situation described (1 = Not at all, 7 = Very).

Key Takeaways
• For participants who felt low time pressure, presenting duration as a point (vs. range) estimate 

significantly increased willingness to volunteer to take a survey.

• For those who felt very high time pressure, the effect marginally reversed such that they were more likely 

to volunteer to take the survey when presented with a range estimate of duration.

Results

Interaction: t(198)= -2.38, p = .018
Simple Slopes:

βpoint = -.52, t(198) = -3.64, p < .001
βrange = -.01, t(198) = -.06, p = .95

J-N Point:
-.52 SD from mean

Raw score: 3.61
(p = .05)

+1.89 SD from mean
Raw score: 6.65

(p = .10)
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Interaction: t(200)= -3.05, p = .002

Simple Slopes:

βpoint = -1.04, t(200) = -5.93, p < .001

βrange = -.22, t(200) = -1.10, p = .27

Results

J-N Point:
-.36 SD from mean

Raw score: 3.97
(p = .05) +1.14 SD from mean

Raw score: 6.60
(p = .10)

Discussion

The present research demonstrates that consumers’ response to duration estimates depends on 

perceived time scarcity. When consumers feel time is abundant, they are more likely to engage in an 

activity when its duration is presented as a point (vs. range) estimate. However, this effect is mitigated 

– even reversed – when time feels scarce. Future studies are planned to experimentally test the role of 

time scarcity by priming consumers with the idea that time is scarce versus abundant as well as to test 

the changing focus on accuracy relative to precision as a mediator to the observed effects.
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Key Takeaways
• For participants who felt time was abundant, presenting waiting time as a point (vs. range) estimate 

increased the likelihood of waiting.

• For those who felt that time was very scarce, this effect marginally reversed such that they were more 

likely to wait when presented with a range estimate of duration.
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