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Disclaimer

"Procrastination is like a credit card: it's a lot of fun

until you get the bill."

-Christopher Parker

"Procrastination is the bad habit of putting off until the day after tomorrow what should have been done the day before yesterday."

-Napoleon Hill

"Procrastination is one of the most common and deadliest of diseases and its toll on success and happiness is heavy."

-Wayne Gretzky
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Introduction
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Have you ever procrastinated? Silly question, I know. All of us have procrastinated at some point in our lives. In one survey, 95% [22] of the respondents admitted to procrastinating. In fact, procrastinating may be a phenomenon that is as old as humankind. An Egyptologist from the University of Toronto was translating hieroglyphs that dated back to 1400 B.C. In one section of writings, he found the following statement: “Friends, stop putting off work, and allow us to go home in good time.” [22] 

The question that I really want you to ask yourself is, how has procrastination impacted your life? Has procrastination led to major consequences for you in your relationships, in your health, financially, or in your career? Unless you are that rare individual, the answer is yes!

I remember many years ago how I was in a relationship with a woman that I loved deeply. Unfortunately, I had a demanding work schedule, which greatly limited the amount of time that we had to spend time with each other. I knew that I should schedule time off from work. I had known this for over three years, but I never did it. 

I continually found reasons why I needed to postpone taking time off. That is how procrastination works. You know that there is something that you need to do, but you keep finding reasons for not doing it. Because I failed to make a committed decision, I lost that relationship. There was only one person who was responsible for my relationship ending; that person was me. It is for this reason that I decided to write this book.

Shortly after losing my relationship, I lost my job. When I was not job hunting, I devoted all my free time researching procrastination and how to overcome it. This book is the culmination of over three years of studying the literature, applying what I learned to my life, and making modifications as needed. Today, I can honestly say that the amount of time that I spend procrastinating is minimal. When I do, it involves things that do not impact the quality of my life.

I wrote this book to be a guide to overcoming procrastination. It does not matter where you are in life. Whether you are 60-years-old and have procrastinated all your life, or if you repeatedly tried to quit procrastinating but failed, I want you to consider this book as the beginning of a fresh start. 

You will learn a wide range of strategies, many of which are relatively unknown, that can make a powerful change in your life. Having said this, I ask you again to reflect on your past. What are the consequences that you experienced due to your procrastination? As you relive these experiences, commit now! Make a commitment to yourself that you will not go through anything like that in the future. Take action now!
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Note To The Reader
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Ultimately, the secret behind any effective strategy for overcoming procrastination is taking consistent and meaningful action. To be consistent, you need to take action daily. To be meaningful, you need to take action that leads to your desired outcome. 

Besides explaining what causes procrastination, this book offers numerous exercises. These exercises provide the opportunity for taking what you have learned and putting it into practice. For this book to be effective, it is critical that you do not just read it but that you do the exercises as instructed. 

Understanding that many of us have hectic schedules, I ask that you devote a minimum of five minutes a day to this book. Read for five minutes and then skip to end of the chapter and do the exercise today. If you have done the exercise already, do it again! If a chapter or exercise seems overwhelming, break it up in parts. If it takes one week to read one chapter or to do one exercise, that is okay!

However, you approach this book, take some form of action each day! Do not skip a day! Success is created through small successive victories over a period of time. It is through the taking of small daily steps that our dreams are ultimately realized.
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Chapter 1: How You Came To Be A Procrastinator
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I got Zeus, my Yorkshire terrier, as a pup. When he was old enough, we would let him have the run of the house, except at nighttime. Before retiring to bed, I would put Zeus in his crate. Getting Zeus into his crate was a non-issue; he willingly got in. With time, his cooperative behavior began a steady decline. It came to a point when Zeus would demonstrate resistance when it was crate time. Sometimes it took repeated coaxing and gentle nudging (I do not believe in forcing my dog to do anything that he does not want to do) before he would give in. 

Though it may not seem obvious from my depiction of Zeus, he was showing all the dynamics of a procrastinator. Though I am not a mind reader, I feel fairly confident that I know what was going on in Zeus’s mind. Besides having a strong background in human psychology and animal behavior, I have also worked with exotic animals professionally for a number of years. When Zeus was a pup, having the freedom to roam around the house was a positive experience for him. While spending time in his crate was not as enjoyable, it was not experienced in a negative way. 

With time, the feelings that Zeus associated with these experiences began to take a shift. His experience of roaming around the house became even more positive than when he was a pup. Zeus's relationship with us deepened, and he could explore more of the house due to his greater size and strength. Conversely, he started to associate going into his crate as being increasingly negative. Where the contrast between roaming free and going into his crate was once insignificant, he now viewed the differences between these two experiences as polar opposites. Zeus's resistance to going into his crate was a form of procrastination.
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The Dynamics Of Procrastination
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Whenever we procrastinate, we are operating under the same dynamics that I described in Zeus. In fact, these dynamics play out in the lives of all living things. An earthworm will avoid bright light and seek sanctuary underneath the ground. A gazelle will flee from a lion and seek refuge in its heard, and a subordinate baboon will stay clear of the dominant male. Why risk serious injury when you can enjoy the comfort of being groomed by a peer? These scenarios exemplify how all living organisms are subject to the twin forces of pain and pleasure. It is inherent for biological organisms to avoid aversive conditions and move toward favorable ones. 

Because of our mental capability, we humans often view ourselves as being superior to the rest of the animal kingdom; yet, we are no different than an earthworm when it comes to being influenced by the desire to seek pleasure and to avoid pain. We are not only influenced by it, but we have also stretched the boundaries of this survival mechanism to include more mundane matters. 

An earthworm that does not avoid direct sunlight will eventually die. The gazelle that does not avoid the lion will get eaten, and the subordinate male baboon who does not respect the dominant male is inviting a fight. Leave it to us humans to allow the twin forces of pain and pleasure to determine whether or not we take out the garbage, mow the lawn, go back to school to get that degree that we promised ourselves, or to take time off to be with that significant other. To put it bluntly, we have taken a survival mechanism and have applied it to non-survival situations. We have labeled this phenomenon as "procrastination."

Because American society was founded on the Protestant work ethic, the prevalent attitude toward procrastination was that it was a sign of personal or moral failure [22]. Sigmund Freud’s theory for the cause of procrastination was not much more enlightened. He thought it was due to improper toilet training [22]. Fortunately, these perspectives of procrastination are slowly changing. 

Recent research is increasingly coming to the conclusion that procrastination is caused by our biological prepotency to avoid painful emotions, which we associate with a given task [4]. We will now take a more detailed look at procrastination. 
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Research On Procrastination
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Most researchers consider procrastination to be a self-defeating behavior where the individual is unable to manage his or her emotions [8]. At Depaul University, researchers conducted an experiment [22], where they divided students into two groups. Each group was told that they would be given a math puzzle to solve. The first group was told that the test would be used to test their cognitive abilities, while the second group was told that the math puzzle was for their enjoyment only. 

Before the math puzzle was given, the groups were told they could prepare for the math puzzle, or they could play a video game. Results of the study showed that procrastinators avoided preparing for the math puzzle when they believed that the task was meaningful (that the results of the math puzzle would be used to test their cognitive abilities). Procrastinators who were told that the math puzzle was for their enjoyment did take the opportunity to prepare for the math puzzle. 

The researchers concluded that students' emotional states were what lead to procrastination. When students believed that doing the math puzzle had meaningful implications, they felt anxious. When they were told that the math puzzle was for their amusement, there was no risk to their emotional state, so they did not procrastinate. In other words, we procrastinate and give in to temptations when we believe that doing so will lead to more favorable emotions [22]. 

Carelton University conducted a series of studies on students and procrastination [7]. In the first study, 119 students were surveyed as to whether they procrastinated in preparing for their midterms. The second study involved students keeping a diary for one week. They were asked to record the tasks that they intended to complete each day. 

Students were then asked to indicate whether the tasks were something that they want to do or if it was required of them. Lastly, they were asked to indicate as to whether they completed the tasks. The results of the study revealed several findings:

Students were more likely to complete the tasks that they chose to do than those that were assigned to them by others.

Students, who tended to procrastinate, completed fewer of the tasks that they chose to do. Students who procrastinated had a more limited range of activities that they chose to do than those who did not procrastinate.

The third study involved how beliefs affect people’s perceptions of procrastination. The Protestant Work Ethic, also known as the Puritan Work Ethic, stresses the importance of hard work and discipline as espoused by the Protestant faith. 

In the study, participants were given a scenario to read that depicted a student who intended to spend the weekend studying for an exam but instead chose to spend time with a friend. The participants of the study were asked to rate the student’s level of discipline (which would be a reflection of the student’s character) versus the student’s sense of need to spend time with their friend, of whom they felt they had not spent enough time with in the past. 

Rather than an evaluation of the student’s level of discipline, their decision for spending time with their friend was treated as being situational procrastination (Situational procrastination refers to people who procrastinate due to situational circumstances as opposed to out of habit). The participants of the study were then asked to rate themselves on how strongly they identified with the following categories:

	Conservatism: The importance of having a belief system.

	Humanitarianism: The importance of being kind to others. 

	The Protestant Work Ethic: The importance of avoiding unproductive activities. 


The results of the study revealed that those participants who held conservative beliefs, and who adhered to the Protestant work ethic, viewed procrastination as an indication of personal or moral failure while those who identified with humanitarianism felt that the student’s failure to study was the result of feeling obligated to be there for their friend. 

The culmination of the three studies led researchers to the following conclusions:

	Imposing tasks on people who procrastinate is not an effective method for changing this behavior.

	Allowing people to choose the goals that they want to work on is more effective in creating motivation.

	Seeing people who procrastinate as being morally deficient or incapable of motivating themselves is inaccurate. 


Base on these findings, researchers concluded that the best way to help those who procrastinate is to understand what their values are as a way to motivate them.

While it may seem that people who procrastinate are taking the easy way out, this is true only in the short-term. Long term, chronic procrastination creates emotional and physical distress. Emotional distress includes shame, guilt, low self-esteem, and being self-critical. Physical distress includes stress, health issues, and difficulties in sleeping [4]. 

It is the emotional component that creates a vicious cycle. The person puts off doing their responsibilities, which leads to self-esteem issues. In turn, self-esteem issues result in further procrastination [4].
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