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INTRODUCTION: MORE THAN A
SAYING

We hear it constantly: “Time is money.”
It is a phrase so deeply embedded in
modern language that we rarely pause
to consider its power. It shows up in
boardrooms when an executive warns
against a “waste of time,” in personal
planning when we talk about “investing
time” in a new skill, and in daily
frustrations about “losing time” in traffic.
But this expression is far more than a
catchy idiom. According to cognitive
linguists George Lakoff and Mark
Johnson, “Time is money” is a prime
example of a conceptual metaphor—a
cognitive mechanism that allows us to
understand one abstract concept (time)
through another concrete concept
(money). This article explores the Time
Is Money Conceptual Metaphor
Theory, unpacking its origins, its
profound influence on how we think and
behave, its limitations, and alternatives
that can lead to a healthier relationship
with time.

WHAT IS CONCEPTUAL
METAPHOR THEORY?

Conceptual Metaphor Theory (CMT), first
fully articulated in Lakoff and Johnson's
1980 book Metaphors We Live By,
argues that metaphor is not merely a
literary device but a fundamental

structure of human thought. In CMT, a
conceptual metaphor involves a source
domain (a concrete, familiar concept)
that is systematically mapped onto a
target domain (an abstract, less
understood concept). This mapping
allows us to reason about the abstract in
terms of the concrete. For instance, in
the metaphor “ARGUMENT IS WAR,” we
speak of “attacking” a position,
“defending” a claim, or “winning” an
argument—not because arguments are
literally war, but because the war
schema helps us structure our
understanding of conflict in discourse.

The conceptual metaphor TIME IS
MONEY follows the same pattern.
Money—a limited, valuable resource that
can be spent, saved, invested, or
wasted—is mapped onto the abstract
experience of time. This metaphor is not
universal; it is culturally and historically
situated. It became dominant in Western
industrial societies, particularly with the
rise of capitalism and the Protestant
work ethic, which framed time as a
commodity to be used efficiently for
profit.

THE “TIME IS MONEY"”
METAPHOR IN DETAIL

Linguistic
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Evidence

The most immediate evidence of this
conceptual metaphor lies in everyday
language. We routinely use economic
vocabulary to talk about time:

e “I spent three hours on that
project.”

e “You're wasting my time.”

e “She invested her time in
learning a new language.”

e “I don’t have enough time to
budget for that task.”

e “This will save you an hour.”

* “We need to allocate time for
each agenda item.”

These phrases are not accidental. They
reflect a coherent system of thought:
time is quantifiable, valuable, and finite.
Just as money can be lost or gained,
time can be “lost” to inefficiency or
“gained” by multitasking. The mapping
is so pervasive that we rarely notice we
are using metaphorical language at all.

Cognitive and
Behavioral
Implications

The conceptual metaphor does not just
shape language; it shapes perception
and behavior. When we internalize TIME
IS MONEY, we begin to treat time as a
scarce resource that must be optimized.
This leads to:

¢ Strict scheduling and time
management - We feel
compelled to account for every
minute.

e Urgency and productivity

pressure - “Idle” time is seen as
wasteful or even immoral.

e Economic valuation of
activities - We ask, “Is this worth
my time?” meaning, does it
provide enough return on
investment?

e Opportunity cost thinking -
Every choice is weighed against
what else we could have done with
that time.

Research in behavioral economics and
psychology shows that priming people
with the idea that “time is money” can
increase efficiency but also decrease
generosity and willingness to help
others, since helping “costs” time. In one
study, participants who were reminded
of hourly wages were less likely to
volunteer time for a charitable cause
than those who were not.

HISTORICAL AND CULTURAL
ORIGINS

While the phrase “time is money” is
often attributed to Benjamin Franklin’s
1748 essay Advice to a Young
Tradesman, the conceptual metaphor
has deeper roots. The shift from agrarian
to industrial economies in the 18th and
19th centuries fundamentally changed
how time was perceived. In pre-industrial
societies, time was often understood
cyclically, tied to seasons and natural
rhythms. Tasks took as long as they
took. With the advent of factories and
wage labor, time became standardized,
measured, and directly linked to
earnings. The punch clock and the hourly
wage made the equation concrete: time
literally equals money.

This commodification of time spread
beyond the workplace. Leisure itself
became something that could be “spent”

2 Time Is Money Conceptual Metaphor Theory

2022-10-21



Time Is Money Conceptual Metaphor Theory 3

or “killed.” Today, the metaphor is
globalized through technology: we track
screen time, schedule meetings to the
minute, and feel guilt when we are not
“productive.” Yet not all cultures
embrace this metaphor. Many
Indigenous and Eastern philosophies
view time as a flowing river or a circular
pattern, emphasizing presence and
connection over accumulation.
Understanding that the TIME IS MONEY
metaphor is a cultural construct can help
us question its dominance.

CRITICISMS AND LIMITATIONS OF
THE “TIME IS MONEY”
METAPHOR

Despite its usefulness in certain
contexts, the Time Is Money
Conceptual Metaphor Theory has
drawn criticism for its potential negative
consequences. Critics argue that:

e It reduces time to a
quantifiable commodity,
ignoring qualitative aspects like
enjoyment, rest, or meaningful
connection.

e It can increase stress and
burnout by promoting constant
optimization and a fear of wasting
time.

¢ It undervalues activities that
have no immediate economic
payoff, such as contemplation,
play, or caregiving.

e It is not universally applicable
in a globalized world: imposing this
metaphor on cultures with
different temporal traditions can
cause friction and
misunderstanding.

Furthermore, the metaphor may be less
relevant in the modern digital age,
where attention and focus are more

scarce than raw clock time. The rise of
“time affluence” research suggests that
prioritizing free time over money can
enhance well-being. Thus, while the
metaphor has explanatory power, it is
not a prescription for a good life.

THE METAPHOR IN BUSINESS
AND PRODUCTIVITY

In the corporate world, the Time Is
Money Conceptual Metaphor Theory
is operationalized through techniques
like time tracking, billing by the hour,
and ROl calculations for meetings.
Project management methodologies
such as Agile or Lean emphasize
eliminating “waste” and maximizing
“value delivery.” The concept of
opportunity cost—a core economic
idea—is directly derived from viewing
time as a finite resource that must be
allocated for maximum return.

However, even within business, there is
a growing recognition that excessive
focus on time-as-money can backfire.
Creativity often requires unstructured
time. Deep work demands extended
periods of uninterrupted focus, which are
hard to schedule when every minute is
monetized. Some companies have
shifted to results-only work
environments (ROWE) where employees
are evaluated on output rather than
hours logged. This challenges the strict
mapping of time to money while still
acknowledging its value.

ALTERNATIVES: OTHER WAYS TO
CONCEPTUALIZE TIME

If the TIME IS MONEY metaphor has
limitations, what alternatives exist?
Cognitive linguistics shows that we can,
and do, use other conceptual metaphors
for time:




e TIME IS A RIVER: Emphasizes
flow, direction, and inevitability.
This metaphor can reduce anxiety
about control and encourage
acceptance of natural rhythms.

e TIME IS A GIFT: Shifts focus from
scarcity to appreciation. Each
moment is precious not because it
is a limited resource, but because
it is a present to be experienced.

e TIME IS A CYCLICAL LOOP:
Common in agricultural and
spiritual traditions, this metaphor
highlights repetition, seasons, and
renewal rather than linear
progress.

e TIME IS A STAGE: We speak of
“chapters of life” or “seasons,”
framing time as a narrative with
meaning beyond efficiency.

By deliberately adopting alternative
metaphors—or at least becoming aware
of the dominant one—people can
cultivate a more balanced and fulfilling
relationship with time. For instance,

instead of asking “Is this worth my
time?” we might ask “How do | want to
experience this moment?”

CONCLUSION: THE POWER OF
METAPHOR AWARENESS

The Time Is Money Conceptual
Metaphor Theory reveals that the
phrase “time is money” is far from
trivial. It is a cognitive lens through
which we organize our daily lives, our
work, and even our sense of self-worth.
While this metaphor has driven
tremendous productivity and economic
growth, it also carries hidden costs:
stress, burnout, and a diminished
capacity for simply being. By
understanding that this is just one of
many possible ways to conceptualize
time, we gain the freedom to choose
when to apply it—and when to lay it
aside. The first step to mastering time is
to recognize that the way we talk about
it shapes the way we live it. And that
awareness, in itself, is time well spent.
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