
Daniel Pink: “I used to believe that time was everything. Now I believe that 
everything is timing.” This presentation is based on Daniel Pink’s book When: The 
Scientific Secrets of Perfect Timing which explores the role of chronobiology and 
principles of behavioral science on deciding the optimal moment to act.
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People born in the fall and winter are more likely to be larks; people born in the 
spring and summer are more likely to be owls. Age also factors in—small children 
tend to be larkish, teenagers tend to be owlish. Up to about age 50, gender tends 
men to owlish and women to larkish. Difference disappear around age 50. *Morning 
employees are perceived to be better employees and receive higher performance 
ratings.

Larks/Third Birds are less likely to lie and cheat on tasks in the morning than later in 
the day, and vice versa for owls. Time of day can be a factor in predicting a person’s 
ethicality.

Analytical Test:
Linda is has a degree in Philosophy, was a political activist in college, and is interested 
in issues of social justice. Which is more likely:
a. Linda is a bank teller
b. Linda is a bank teller and is active in the feminist movement.

Chances are greater that Linda is one group than in both. People in a well-known 
study were more likely to get the answer correct in the morning than in the 
afternoon. Same pattern holds for resorting stereotypes. Robert Garner vs Robert 
Garcia: given same set of facts, no difference of guilt in the morning, but they were 
more likely to judge Garner innocent and Garcia guilty in the afternoon.
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[A]ccuracy and 
attentional stability 
peak between 9:00 

and 11:00 am.

Several studies have found an interesting pattern: moods, positive emotions, and 
analytical thinking follow similar daily trajectories: rising in morning, peaking around 
noon, declining during the afternoon, and then rising again in the early evening. 

A study of Twitter published in Science in 2011 by Scott Golder and Michael Macy
showed positive affect generally rose in the morning, plummeted in the afternoon, 
and climbed up again in the early afternoon. The pattern crossed cultures and 
geography. A study of 26,000 earnings calls of 2,100 companies using the Twitter 
study methodology found that time of day of calls influenced the emotional tenor of 
the calls and thus stock prices. Calls held first thing in the morning turned out to be 
upbeat and positive, but tone became more negative and less resolute as the day 
progressed. There was noontime rebound followed by afternoon negativity. Findings 
held controlling for industry norms, financial distress, growth opportunities, and the 
actual news being reported. Share declined in response to negative tone. 

A study published in journal Emotion (2006 by Arthur Stone, Joseph Schwartz, et al.) 
replicated results that confirmed a working day pattern in American women’s 
emotions showing peak positive emotions (warm toward others, happy, enjoying) at 
noon and evenings and peak negative emotions (frustrated, worried, hassled) at mid-
morning and mid-afternoon, though the not as pronounced. (The study reaffirmed a 
data-collection method DRM--day reconstruction method. Dot line >50, Solid < 30 yo) 

Evidence shows that we perform analytic tasks better early (reverse for owls). Rising 
body temp enhances executive function, concentration, deduction. Insight problems 
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(out-of-the-box thinking) are better solved in the afternoon.
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Taking a test in the afternoon without a break produces scores that are equivalent to 
spending less time in school each year and having parents with lower incomes and 
less education. The same test after a break leads to scores equivalent to spending 
three additional weeks in the classroom and having somewhat wealthier and better-
educated parents.

A break prior to the hearing mitigated this effect, so that a hearing immediately prior 
to a break raised the possibility of a negative decision, but the rate after a break was 
equivalent to the morning. A study of US federal courts found that on the Mondays 
after the switch to DST when people lose sleep showed in increase of prison sentence 
length by 5% compared to other Mondays.

The adverse event statistics come from a study of 90,000 surgeries at Duke Medical 
Center. The colonoscopy stats come from a study of 1,000 colonoscopies published in 
American Journal of Gastroenterology in 2011.
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A study of experts – violinists and athletes – showed a pattern of sustained training in 
the morning with a complete break in the afternoon. Experts practices with intense 
focus for 40 to 45 minute bursts then take restorative breaks.

The use of a “vigilance” break prior to high-stakes surgical encounters – each team 
member steps back and they go through a pre-determined checklist – improved care, 
reduced complications, and reduced stress for both doctors and patients.
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Google searches on “diet” spike on January 1, with smaller spikes occurring on the 
first day of each month and the first day of every week, and even the day after a 
federal holiday.  You see similar behavioral patterns in enrollments in gym 
memberships.

People are more likely to adhere to their standards at the beginning and end of goal 
pursuit and slack in the middle. Pattern occurs in adherence to ethical standards 
(cheating), religious traditions (rituals), and performance standards (cutting corners 
on tasks).

Team progress does not move at a steady progression.  Research conducted by 
Connie Gersick tracked small groups working on projects of various lengths, from a 
couple of hours to months, across multiple disciplines (banking, health care, 
university faculty/administrators).  The only consistency she found was “the timing of 
when groups formed, maintained, and changed.” Initial prolonged inertia with little 
forward progress, a sudden transition in a burst with dramatic progress. No matter 
the time allotted for the project, “the group experienced its transition at the same 
point in its calendar—precisely halfway between its first meeting and its official 
deadline.” Bankers with a 34-day project transitioned on day 17, hospital admins 
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transitioned in week six of a 12-week project.

“The Fresh Start Effect: Temporal Landmarks Motivate Aspirational Behavior,” 
Management Science, Hengchen Dai, Katherine L. Milkman, Jason Riis, 2014.
“The End Justifies the Means, but Only in the Middle,” J of Exp Psychology, Toure-
Tillery, Fishbach, 2012.
“Saving the Last for Best: A Positivity Bias for End Experiences,” Psychological Science, 
Ed O’Brien and Phoebe C. Ellsworth, 2012.
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When to go first: on a ballot, if you’re not the default choice, if there are fewer than 5 
competitors, and if you’re interviewing against several strong applicants.
When NOT to go first: if you are the default choice, if there are a lot of candidates 
(not necessarily strong ones), if you’re operating in an unknown, if your competition 
is weak.

Refamiliarize yourself with the Form-Storm-Norm-Perform team dynamic. If team 
members are stuck in “storming,” re-emphasize (or set) a shared vision to keep 
moving forward.

Present bad news first. Save good news for the end. If there’s complexity or nuance, 
end on a “lessons learned” note. “ We may not have met our milestone date, but we 
in the process of working through the errors, we were able to implement 
improvements in our process.”
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Codes, garbs, touch. Feelings of belonging boost job satisfaction and performance. 
The more cohesive the team, the more communicative (chatting and gossiping, 
socializing), the more they get done.

Regularly check (weekly/monthly):
1. Do we have a clear boss—whether a person or some external standard—who 

engenders respect, whose role is unambiguous, and to whom everyone can direct 
his initial focus?

2. Are we fostering a sense of belonging that enriches individual identity, deepens 
affiliation, and allows everyone to synchronize to the tribe?

3. Are we activating feelings of good and doing good that is necessary for a group to 
succeed?

Research has shown that working in harmony with others makes it more likely we’ll 
do good. Children who played rhythmic, synchronized clap-and-tap games were more 
likely to later help peers. They were far more likely than others to say that if they 
were to come back for more activities they would be interested in playing a with a 
child who was not in their original group.
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