
1 

Time Perspective in Partner Violence 
PSY 705: Social Bases of Behaviour for Dr. David Blustein 

Joe Ferguson – August, 2005 
 
In general, people who register higher measures of future orientation exhibit 
more considered behaviour, and people who register higher measures of 
present orientation engage in more risky and unhealthy behaviour (Agnew & 
Loving, 1998; Bierbrauer, 1974; Carstensen et al., 1999; Fraisse, 1963; Fung & 
Carstensen, 1999, 2004; Gilovich et al., 1993; Hodgins & Engel, 2002; Jason et 
al., 1989; Karniol, 1996; Keough et al., 1999; C. Lennings, J. & Burns, 1998a; 
Loewenstein et al., 2002; Madey & Gilovich, 1993; McGrath, 1990; McGrath & 
Tschan, 2004; Metcalfe & Mischel, 1999; Murrell & Mingrone, 1994; Nuttin & 
Lens, 1985; Stein et al., 1968; Vuchinich & Simpson, 1998; Wills et al., 2001; 
P.G. Zimbardo, 1994; Philip G. Zimbardo & Boyd, 1999; P. G. Zimbardo et al., 
1997). If this relationship can be established in the context of partner violence, 
and if the malleability of time perspective can be demonstrated within the 
current framework of mandatory IPV intervention, then these insights should 
inform the ongoing enhancement of intervention protocol. It might reduce the 
incidence of partner violence and improve the domestic situation in the families 
who come under treatment. 
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 What then is time? If no one asks me, I know what it is. If I wish to 
explain it to him who asks, I do not know.  Augustine 
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Time in clinical perspective 
 
Time is fundamental to all physical, psychological, and social processes and it is 
arguably essential to the notion of existence itself (Heidegger, 1962). Beyond the 
immediate temporal aspects of all biopsychosocial processes, however, various 
cognitive factors related to the perception of time fall within the purview of social 
and personality psychology due to their systematic influence on perception, 
thought, and behaviour (McGrath & Tschan, 2004). The various aspects of 
individual time perception are collectively referred to as time perspective (Thor, 
1962). It is to these cognitive representations of time that social psychology 
addresses itself, rather than to the fundamental issues of physical duration, 
sequence, and causality that arguably apply to all fields of systematic inquiry. 
 
Time perspective is of practical clinical interest because anxiety about the 
indefinite future or counterproductive fixation on the past are at the heart of so 
many therapeutic issues, and because achieving some new perspective on time 
is so often an important object of therapeutic intervention (Bugental, 1992; Jason 
et al., 1989). In particular, this paper will consider the role that time perspective 
might play in the dynamics of intimate partner violence. Some aspects of time 
perspective that bear closely upon either predisposing or triggering factors in 
partner violence may, in the light of subsequent research, turn out to be 
malleable within the current framework of mandatory intervention in the United 
States. In particular, there are promising suggestions of clinical opportunity to be 
found in theoretical and empirical support for a number of models in which 
relatively distinct alternative executive systems can govern decision-making and 
behaviour in very different ways, depending largely on time perspective.  

The pervasive construct of dual executive systems 
 
There is more than one way to skin a cat, and if skinning a cat is literally what 
you are up to then you will probably be more emotional, and less analytical, than 
you were while scheduling the requirements for completion of your PhD 
(although, on second thought, this might be a bad example). Likewise, if you 
regard the escalating conflict with your intimate partner entirely in terms of the 
immediate situation rather than as a developmental opportunity in a long term 
relationship, you are more likely to clock her than to seize upon the opportunity 
that the conflict represents. Where time perspective is limited to the immediate 
present and the very near future, this might actually make sense. There are a 
number of theoretical models, and a great deal of empirical evidence, which 
suggest that this general distinction reflects fundamentally different executive 
modalities, and probably different brain structures, which either compete or 
govern individuals under different circumstances; particularly circumstances 
related to the perception of temporal or physical proximity (Chaiken & Trope, 
1999). 
 
Dual-process executive models have been common throughout the history of 
philosophy and psychology (Kahneman & Tversky, 1977; Plato et al., 360 BCE; 
Smith, 1759). The two systems are generally characterized as deliberative 
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versus affective, or as reasoning versus intuitive. The affective system “learns” 
relatively slowly over time, emphasizing generality, pattern recognition, and 
stereotypes. The affective system operates rapidly and effortlessly in response to 
proximate environmental cues, as though it were a matter of survival. The more 
flexible deliberative system can deal with novel circumstances in a symbolic and 
creative way, but operates more slowly and requires conscious effort. 
 
Not surprisingly, deliberative functions rely on recently evolved brain structures, 
notably the frontal cortex (Goldberg, 2001), whereas affective functions and 
autonomic response are governed by more primitive “limbic” structures 
(Damasio, 1994). It is tempting to think of the deliberative system as a 
sophisticated overlay of the primitive mind: 
 

“At the center of the brain lies a cluster of strange-shaped modules 
that together are known as the limbic system. This is the powerhouse 
of the brain; generator of the appetites, urges, emotions and moods 
that drive our behavior. Our conscious thoughts are mere moderators 
of the biologically necessary forces that emerge from this unconscious 
underworld; where thought conflicts with emotion, the latter is 
designed by the neural circuitry in our brains to win.” 

(Carter & Frith, 1999) 
 
In this view, the deliberative system actively inhibits, stimulates, and moderates 
the automatic operation of the affective system; which has a primitive mind of its 
own. The effortful imposition of guidance upon the affective system is 
experienced as willpower, which apparently requires some scarce resource and 
is therefore of limited capacity and effectiveness (Loewenstein et al., 2003). The 
factors that determine the relative dominance of one executive system over the 
other are clearly of great clinical and theoretical interest, and time perspective 
figures prominently in the following dual-executive models.  

Kahneman’s hierarchy of cognitive systems 
 
Kahneman’s hierarchical model of intuitive and  reasoning systems (Kahneman, 
2003) is guided by the principle that intuitive judgment holds an intermediate 
position between the automatic operation of perception and the deliberate 
operations of effortful intentional reasoning, and that there is an ongoing dynamic 
interchange among these systems. The operations of perception and intuition 
(System 1) are typically very fast, automatic, effortless, largely unconscious, and 
emotionally charged. In contrast, the operations of deliberate reasoning (System 
2) are slower, sequential, and effortful. Deliberate reasoning is generally more 
flexible than intuitive reasoning, and it may be governed to a greater or lesser 
extent by formal rules. Kahneman’s illustration of this dynamic reasoning system 
appears below. 
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Carstensen’s theory of socioemotional selectivity 
 
The central tenet of Carstensen’s socioemotional selectivity theory is that the 
assessment of time plays a critical role in the ranking of potential behaviours that 
aim at particular types of goals (Carstensen et al., 1999). The perception of an 
expansive future is associated with the pursuit of knowledge-related goals 
whereas the perception of limited time shifts the focus to present-orientated, 
emotional goals. The approach of endings is associated with heightened 
emphasis on feelings and emotional states whereas the perception of open-
ended time is associated with knowledge gathering and a more planful and 
analytic approach (Lang & Carstensen, 2002). 

Metcalf’s hot and cool systems 
 
Metcalfe and Mischel have described a dual-executive model of "hot" and "cool" 
systems that characterize the underlying processes believed to determine 
behavior (Metcalfe & Mischel, 1999). Their model purports to mirror the 
development and architecture of the human brain. The hot system represents the 
spontaneous response to environmental stimuli, which they believe may be 
represented in the amygdala, which is functional at birth. The cool system 
represents the development of self-control, or the ability to inhibit responses by 
the hot system to salient environmental stimuli. They believe that this cool 
system may be represented in the hippocampus and frontal lobe, which develop 
and become increasingly functional later in childhood. 
 
The cool system in this model of impulsive behavior represents an active process 
on the part of the individual to resist the "temptations" of the highly stimulus-
responsive hot system. Individual differences in ability to delay gratification reflect 
differences in cool-system functioning. Individuals who have weak cool systems 
in terms of behavior inhibition are more impulsive and have a harder time 
delaying gratification and exhibiting willpower generally. 
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Lewinian life-space and the principle of contemporaneity 
  
Kurt Lewin introduced the concept and terminology of “field theory” in order to 
emphasize the dynamic and holistic nature of psychosocial processes (Lewin, 
1951). In this view it is only that which is actually present in the “life-space” at any 
particular moment that can influence thought, affect, or behaviour. The past 
manifests itself in the present either by means of prior conditioning or else by 
means of some cognitive representation that is constructed on the fly, in the light 
of present purposes, possibly from a memory. The future manifests itself in a 
similar way, except that in this case conditioning and memory are the 
consequence of fantasy, speculation, and planning rather than of experience. 
What we call past and future are actually dynamic reifications of memories, 
expectations, hopes, and fantasies; all of which are contemporaneous 
psychological artefacts, existing only in the present. Lewin called this the 
principle of contemporaneity (Lewin, 1935). 
 
Lewin’s contemporaneous field suggests a metaphor for the life-space as a 
container for every possible environmental, biological, psychological, social, or 
cultural factor that can possibly influence an individual (Nuttin & Lens, 1985). All 
of these contents are either actually constituted in the moment (e.g. visual 
perception of a mountainous landscape, body temperature, the pressure of the 
handcuffs) or else they are present in the moment as a cognitive construction of 
some kind (e.g. recollection of the last hostage experience, fear of battery cables, 
hopes of rescue and comfortable shoes). 
 
Time perspective is the individual tendency to consider or emphasize particular 
sorts of representations of past and future events. Lewin defined it as “the totality 
of the individual’s views of his psychological future and his psychological past 
existing at a given point in time” (Lewin, 1951). For many of the theorists and 
researchers who have studied time perspective, future orientation is particularly 
important because it is only in the future that goals can be established, and in 
which plans and projects to achieve them can be articulated and executed. The 
particular emphasis on future orientation reflects the social action bias of 
theorists like Lewin, and the instrumental bias of western scientific culture 
generally. 
 
In fact, some of the most interesting correlations of time perspective with risky 
and impulsive behaviour relate to present and past rather than future orientation 
(Agnew & Loving, 1998; Hodgins & Engel, 2002; Keough et al., 1999; Wills et al., 
2001; P. G. Zimbardo et al., 1997). Not surprisingly, some time perspectives are 
more adaptive than others in particular situations and Joseph Nuttin coined the 
term time competence to highlight the fit between time perspective and the 
domain under consideration (Nuttin & Lens, 1985). 

Autonoetic consciousness and episodic memory 
 
Humans possess the extraordinary capacity to experience time perspective 
directly by projecting our personality identity, more or less intact, into actual or 
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hypothetical circumstances of the past or future. A great deal of cerebral 
architecture is dedicated to the temporal organization of mental processes by 
means of episodic memory, and by means of autonoetic consciousness 
(Goldberg, 2001; Schore, 1994; Wheeler et al., 1997). Autonoetic consciousness 
is memory or imagination from a first person perspective, experienced as though 
one were actually present in an unfolding scene (Gardiner, 2001). Autonoetic 
consciousness enables a sort of mental time travel in which an individual can 
experience herself in hypothetical future circumstances and ponder alternative 
scenarios as though in situ, with her ordinary phenomenological context at least 
largely intact. In other words autonoetic consciousness enables a robust 
imagination. Weekends would be impossible to implement without this facility. 
 
Autonoetic consciousness is distinguished from noetic consciousness, which is 
limited to feelings of familiarity or knowing (Metcalfe & Shimamura, 1994). Noetic 
consciousness, which includes third person knowledge of the past or future, is 
identified with semantic memory. Semantic memory and noetic consciousness 
deal with general, abstract information. Autonoetic consciousness is identified 
with episodic memory, which is subserved by largely distinct memory systems 
(Wheeler et al., 1997) that have evolved only recently (Klein et al., 2002). 
Autonoetic consciousness seems to be, literally, the subjective perspective on 
memory. The association of noetic modality with these two memory systems is 
important because individuals differ significantly in the prominence of one 
memory systems over the other (Gardiner, 2001). Unfortunately, to date the 
assessment of autonoetic consciousness has focused on the evaluation of 
neurological damage rather than on individual tendencies to engage it 
(Natsoulas, 2003). I can find no systematic evidence one way or the other than 
individuals differ in terms of their autonoetic consciousness, although it seems to 
be a particularly interesting aspect of time perspective. I am unaware of any 
diagnostic instrument that purports to assess autonoetic consciousness directly. 

Symmetry and conservation in time perspective 
 
An argument can certainly be made that conservation properties apply to at least 
some aspects of time perspective. To the extent that all cognitive representations 
carry some temporal sign (Nuttin & Lens, 1985), then at least some conservation 
properties must apply, depending upon how the constructs associated with time 
perspective are operationalized and assessed. For example, time or energy 
devoted to future events is not available for reflection on the past or for the 
evaluation of present circumstances; and fixation on immediate stimulus 
diminishes the consideration of future consequences. Clinical intervention for 
partner violence might seek to augment the future orientation of an offender who 
becomes fixated on his immediate circumstances under stress, even though his 
present behavior is the actual target. On the other hand, it might be appropriate 
to encourage meditation and the augmentation of present orientation in a suicidal 
client who is at sea with his fixation on the murky and unlimited future. 
 
But Zimbardo cautions against the expectation of symmetry or conservation 
among the scales of his time perspective inventory and he admonishes us to 
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regard the various dimensions of time perspective as independent of one another 
(Philip G. Zimbardo & Boyd, 1999).  In the same article, however, he describes 
the lengths to which his team went to ensure the discriminant validity of the five 
scales of his time perspective inventory instrument. Considerations of 
psychometric validity guarantee the independence of these scales; possibly in 
defiance of any underlying realities that might unite them. Zimbardo’s warning 
highlights the risk of confounding the psychometric requirement for discriminant 
construct validity in assessment instrument with the question of symmetrical or 
conservative properties among the underlying constructs. 
 
The question of conservation and symmetry is clinically relevant because it 
determines whether the target of intervention must be addressed directly, or 
whether it can be effectively approached by addressing its complement instead.  
This is a particularly relevant issue in the field of partner violence due to the 
widespread presumption, and sometimes policy, that the temporal focus must 
remain on the violent encounter itself rather than on factors that may not appear 
to be directly related to it . The indirect approach is frequently preferable because 
it avoids resistance and habituation that may be associated with the target of 
intervention and factors that are immediately proximal to it. 

Dimensions of time perspective 
 
Before touching upon some of the more prominent models of time perspective 
and the assessment instruments that attempt to operationalize them, it might be 
useful to take the bird’s eye view and enumerate some of the dimensions on 
which time perspective has been characterized. While there appears to be 
considerable overlap in the factors that the various models of time perspective 
consider, there is also a distinct shading that emerges from the operationalization 
of  time perspective factors in each (Loewenstein et al., 2003; McGrath & 
Tschan, 2004). It is an open question whether or not the various aspects of time 
perspective listed below actually reflect alternate views of a unitary underlying 
reality, or whether the unity that we attribute to them is an adaptive but illusory 
simplification that evolution and social consensus have forced upon us for 
purposes of expedience. This is the quandary to which St. Augustine seems to 
have been referring in his famous quotation, which appears on the title page of 
this essay. 
 
Directionality: Does the individual tend to look forward, backward, or at 

immediate circumstances? The most obvious dimension of time 
perspective is general orientation toward the past and future relative to the 
present and this is the aspect that most discussions of time perspective 
emphasize. Of course, this general orientation must be elicited by some 
specific stimulus for assessment purposes, so generalization to a general 
orientation can always be confounded with an idiosyncratic temporal 
orientation associated with the stimulus domain. The Zimbardo Time 
Perspective Inventory (ZTPI), which has demonstrated good validity and 
psychometric properties, purports to assess five factors of past, present, 
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and future general temporal orientation (Gonzales, 1985; Philip G. 
Zimbardo & Boyd, 1999). 

Density: How many thoughts about the past, the future, or the present are in the 
individual’s head? One way to characterize the relative strength of 
directional orientations is in terms of either the proportion or the absolute 
number of responses that can be elicited in each of the temporal 
categories (Nurmi, 1989). Researchers have attempted to operationalize 
this aspect of time perspective by means of story completion, expert 
analysis of clinical transcripts, choice of time-related words, and 
association of various stimuli with points on a time-line. This approach 
always relies upon counting something. 

Content: What specific types of associations does the individual make with the 
past, present, or future? The temporal perspective that individuals take on 
various factors may have important clinical implications. For example, the 
selective memory effects associated with depression, mania, and other 
clinical conditions are well documented (Barry et al., 2004; Philippot & 
Schaefer, 2001). Stress effects of various events are also strongly 
moderated by the temporal perspective in which individuals tend to 
classify them (McGrath, 1990). 

Horizon: How much time does the individual feel that they have left? The 
perspective that an individual takes on the time remaining in any particular 
domain can dramatically influence their approach to it. The effect of 
approaching deadlines on task strategy for both groups and individuals 
has been examined in great detail (Ariely & Wertenbroch, 2002) and the 
perception of open or closed horizon is central to most dual-executive 
models (Bandura, 1997; Carstensen et al., 1999; Chaiken & Trope, 1999; 
Metcalfe & Mischel, 1999). 

Affective valence: Does the individual feel generally positive or negative about 
the past, present, or future? General affective valence is broadly taken as 
an important element of temporal orientation and some affective attribute 
is incorporated into most operationalizations of time perspective (Fraisse, 
1963; Jason et al., 1989; McGrath & Tschan, 2004). 

Linearity: Does the individual believe that the future is open or that history 
repeat itself? The broad issues of personal control, and self-efficacy, and 
fatalistic perspective can be construed as individual perception of time as 
either circular or linear (Ajzen, 2002; Bandura, 1997; Pulkkinen & Ronka, 
1994). 

Reality: Is the perception of events in certain temporal orientations 
systematically distorted? I have no reference for reality as a temporal 
attribute, but it seems that any of the standard psychodynamic 
transformations (e.g. denial, repression, idealization, conversion, etc.) 
could and do apply to temporal categories as well as to other themes. 
How realistic are your current expectations, actually? 
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Intentional Space 
 
The various dimensions of time perspective mentioned above can be viewed as 
attributes of any intentional object (Bratman, 1999; Dennett, 1987; Malle et al., 
2001; Oberauer, 1995; Searle, 1980).  During my practicum in partner violence 
intervention I had the following slide blown up to a 3’ x 5’ cardboard poster, which 
I used constantly to illustrate the impact of time perspective on motivation and 
achievement. This idea is within the ready grasp of the many offenders that I had 
the opportunity to work with. Encouraging the practical expansion of time 
perspective is a highly pertinent intervention objective which does not encounter 
significant resistance. 
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Attribution and time perspective 
 
One of Zimbardo’s students, Günter Bierbrauer, provided a theoretical argument 
and empirical evidence in his dissertation that time perspective is a predictor of 
dispositional versus situational attribution in interpersonal inference (Bierbrauer, 
1974). He based his approach on Milgram's famous electric shock studies 
(Milgram, 1963), in which subjects administered what they thought were 
increasingly severe shocks to a confederate in response to the demands of the 
experimenter. Sixty percent of the subjects, across socioeconomic and education 
categories, administered shocks they had reason to believe might be lethal. The 
Milgram experiment demonstrated the tremendous power of the situation to 
affect behavior, but observers consistently misattributed responsibility for their 
actions to the subjects (dispositional attribution) rather than to the experimental 
situation. 
 
Bierbrauer recreated Milgram’s experiment in order to determine whether the 
time perspective of the observing subjects influenced their attribution of 
responsibility, for the shocking behavior of the active subjects, to dispositional or 
situational factors. He varied both the delay between witnessing the experiment 
and the assessment of attribution, and also the time pressure that was applied to 
the observer while the assessment of attribution was being recorded. In 
conditions where either type of time constriction was imposed (early assessment 
or time pressure during assessment) he found a significant bias toward 
dispositional rather than situational attribution. 
 
In popular terms, Bierbrauer’s findings suggest that when time perspective is 
constricted there may be a tendency to “blame it on her”, adding emotional fuel to 
the fire in circumstances that are already conducive to partner violence. 

Impulsivity, self-control, and temporal compression 
 
Impulsivity is the tendency to react to circumstances quickly, without deliberation 
or the evaluation of future consequences and it is associated (or confounded?) 
with the broader issue of self-control (Ajzen, 2002; Dixon et al., 2005). Impulsivity 
and self-control have been associated with substance abuse (Kirby et al., 1999), 
gambling (Petry, 2001), risky driving (P. G. Zimbardo et al., 1997), and partner 
violence (Cohen et al., 2003). Impulsivity has been associated with time 
perspective on a number of measures (C. J. Lennings & Burns, 1998b). In fact, 
disproportionate consideration of present rather than future consequences is 
inherent in the very definition of impulsivity. 

Motivational impact of proximal versus distal goals 
 
Goals are hierarchical in the sense that subtasks are generally required to meet 
any objective; extending down below the limit of social or psychological analysis 
to the physical motions that are ultimately required to put any plan into action 
(Fung & Carstensen, 2004; Karniol, 1996). Distal goals and events tend to be 
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evaluated at a higher and more abstract level of analysis than proximal goals and 
events (Vallacher & Wegner, 1989). Short term decisions tend to be made 
primarily on the basis of feasibility and long term decisions tend to be made on 
the basis of desirability (Liberman & Trope, 1998). This corresponds to all of the 
dual-executive models discussed earlier, to the evolution of my dissertation 
proposal over 3 years from wildly comprehensive to as narrow as my committee 
will tolerate, and to the short-sighted decisions that result in partner violence. 
 
The salience and priority of higher level goals influence the utility evaluation of 
lower level goals in immediate circumstances, which is the basis for delayed 
gratification (Metcalfe & Mischel, 1999). Ascetics represent the ultimate in future 
orientation by tolerating or seeking discomfort in the service of future 
enlightenment or immortality. Impulsive hedonists and infants represent the 
ultimate in present orientation by evaluating every alternative in terms of 
immediate utility only. Partner violence falls somewhere between these 
extremes. 

Intimate partner violence and time perspective 
 
In general, people who register higher measures of future orientation exhibit 
more considered behaviour, and people who register higher measures of present 
orientation engage in more risky and unhealthy behaviour (Agnew & Loving, 
1998; Bierbrauer, 1974; Carstensen et al., 1999; Fraisse, 1963; Fung & 
Carstensen, 1999, 2004; Gilovich et al., 1993; Hodgins & Engel, 2002; Jason et 
al., 1989; Karniol, 1996; Keough et al., 1999; C. Lennings, J. & Burns, 1998a; 
Loewenstein et al., 2002; Madey & Gilovich, 1993; McGrath, 1990; McGrath & 
Tschan, 2004; Metcalfe & Mischel, 1999; Murrell & Mingrone, 1994; Nuttin & 
Lens, 1985; Stein et al., 1968; Vuchinich & Simpson, 1998; Wills et al., 2001; 
P.G. Zimbardo, 1994; Philip G. Zimbardo & Boyd, 1999; P. G. Zimbardo et al., 
1997). If this relationship can be established in the context of partner violence, 
and if the malleability of time perspective can be demonstrated within the current 
framework of mandatory IPV intervention, then these insights should inform the 
ongoing enhancement of intervention protocol. It might reduce the incidence of 
partner violence and improve the domestic situation in the families who come 
under treatment. I believe this is the case. 
 
The foundations of partner violence are laid in advance, partly as a consequence 
of the habitual time perspective of the principles, and it is carried out within a 
timeframe that is a matter of individual perception. Whether or not these are 
actually two independent factors, both aspects of time perspective clearly 
contribute to the etiology of partner violence. 
 

1. To the extent that salient prior intentions have been established regarding 
conflictual domestic issues or interactions, those intentions have the 
potential to moderate behaviour during encounters that might otherwise 
lead to violence. The extent to which such prior intentions actually do 
moderate behaviour is a matter for separate examination. It is trivially true 
that no moderating influence is possible in the absence of prior intentions. 
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It may be in this negative sense that foreshortened future orientation 
contributes to partner violence. 

2. Time perspective theory and research indicate that present time 
perspective is associated with a more affective or intuitive executive 
mode, which emphasizes emotional and intuitive determinants of 
behaviour. To the extent that prior intentions and consideration of future 
consequences are restricted by foreshortened future orientation, then 
stressful encounters will tend to elicit short-sighted behaviour. 

 
The social and psychological consequences of partner violence may be 
rewarding in the very short term, including control of the situation, emotional 
relief, and (let us assume the worst) even sadistic satisfaction. In most 
environments within the United States, the utility of partner violence diminishes 
decisively when interpersonal, social, legal, and financial considerations 
extending beyond a few minutes are taking into account. 
 
Many common elements of intervention, including the ubiquitous “time-out”, are 
already directed at some aspect of time perspective management. It may be that 
an explicit emphasis on changes in time perspective, both in general and in the 
interpersonal domain, could inform existing intervention protocols as well as new 
approaches to the important social project of partner violence intervention. 
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