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Introduction



Let’s assume there's a deadline
you have to meet. Think about a major project that you need to
finish, whether for work or for school or perhaps a personal
project. Have you got something in mind? Alright. Now imagine that
you have six months until the deadline.

OK, the most sensible thing to do
would be to start working immediately so that you can slowly, but
surely, get things done as efficiently as possible, right? Well, if
you're like most people, you're probably going to think that six
months is a very long time. And surely it wouldn't hurt to rest for
a few days before delving into the actual work?

But then rest transforms into
other responsibilities, and even more time off which then shifts
into even more things to do. The cycle goes on and on until the
deadline for that big ‘thing’ that's looming on you becomes so
large and in-your-face that you cannot ignore it any
longer

The problem now is that you have
so little time left to finish it that you have to put on
all-nighters and cram as much work in as tiny a space as you can.
Healthy behavior?

Certainly and obviously not!

But if this situation sounds
familiar, you’re not alone!

The very same thing happens to the
postgraduate student working on his thesis, to the information
technology specialist who has to code a website, to the manager who
has to submit an annual report and to the school kid working on his
science project.

Of course, this doesn't make it
right. It's just that it's a pretty common phenomenon.

Procrastination, without a
doubt, has existed since the dawn of mankind. The ancient Greek
philosophers called it akrasia
which, roughly translated, means lacking command
or self-control. But back then,
they weren’t quite so sure if
procrastination even was a thing or not.

In fact, each philosopher had its
own opinion about it, some argued that a person wouldn’t possibly
do something that he knew was unhealthy but others argued, Yes
indeed, sometimes people actually do stupid things!

Over time, however, we've all
become very sure of its existence.

Fast forward to the 1700's, when
Benjamin Franklin firmly warned us: “You may delay, but time will
not." And that exact attitude is possibly the reason why he
discovered electricity and many others before him, failed and did
not.

It's worth noting that in
the past procrastination had bigger consequences than it has today.
The ancient hunter-gatherers might occasionally put off going out
to hunt when they felt like it. Farmers of old probably put
off sowing their
seeds for a few days when they got tired and wanted to have a
drink. But, since the ancient world was quite troublesome, they had
to face the horrible consequences of hunger and starvation soon
after. So, if they survived, they would clearly have learned not to
procrastinate the next time around.

In modern times, we don't have
this sort of check and balance anymore. After all, if you put off
cooking dinner you won’t go hungry. You can always order pizza. And
that's pretty much a good thing really, considering that starvation
is so horrible that you wouldn’t wish it on anyone.

Because of that, however, natural
selection no longer favors the restless go-getters.

Procrastination has become more
pronounced while technology advances; our survival now depends so
little on actual work. That is not to mention the fact that
technology, in itself, has become a distraction. We're now so
bombarded with social media and other distractions that it's a lot
easier to choose not to work.

But what is it about modern
society, exactly, that has turned us into people who, more often
than not, put off until tomorrow what is not due today? Both
psychologists and behavioral scientists have been so fascinated by
this phenomenon that there is certainly no shortage of researchers
delving into the irrational human tendency to procrastinate. To get
to the bottom of this I will occasionally refer to some of that
literature here.

Quite surprisingly, there
are only five general factors that have contributed to the rise of
procrastination in our current generation:



1) Our outlook on willpower

2) The increase of distractions

3) The availability offalse
work

4) Our lack of perspective and obligation

5) Unrealistic expectations

Let’s delve a bit deeper into
these five factors and take a look at ourselves, our society and
the fact that you’re reading this book instead of working on that
‘thing’ you need to get done.



Yes, I know…!



Looking at
Willpower



Once upon a time, there was a woman named Ann whose one goal in
life was to write a book.

Now, this shouldn't be too
difficult for Ann. She did, after all, iron out the entire plot of
what she was absolutely sure would be a best-selling novel. She
knew exactly what would happen in her wonderful fictional universe.
She knew every single detail about every single character, down to
their favorite food. She was a gifted writer and her grammar was so
pristine that just looking at her work made editors tear up with
joy.

But there was one small problem:
every single word of her would-be best-selling novel was still all
in her head. Which meant that the only thing she really had to do
was to sit herself down and write it all out, right?

But for some reason, Ann just
couldn't bring herself to sit down at her desk and begin even the
prologue of her novel. She didn't feel like it. She always felt
like doing something else the moment she put a mark down on paper.
She didn't feel inspired enough. She was waiting for her muse. And
whenever she did feel like writing, something would always come up
and she'd think that she could always write later, when the time
was right. But when she came back, she'd always find that her muse
had dodged her yet again.

And so the years passed and Ann's
could-have-been-best-selling novel stubbornly stayed where it
always had been: in her head.

Clearly Ann's problem is a lack of
willpower. And it's a problem that she shares with millions of
people all over the world.

Behavioral scientists often look
at willpower as the inability to delay gratification. This is what
they tested in the famous marshmallow tests in the 1960’s and
1970’s, which found that kids who could resist eating a marshmallow
in exchange for a bigger prize after, were more successful later in
life.

People with little or no willpower
aren’t willing to work hard enough; they don’t want to sacrifice
even a little bit of comfort to reach their goals. And, just like
Ann, they end up producing nothing at all despite all of their
talent and potential.

But the worst part is that a lack
in willpower causes more than procrastination alone.

An obese man who is serious
about losing weight may decide to go on a diet, only to find that
he just can't resist getting that delicious double cheeseburger
after his morning run. Or a gymnast training for the Olympics might
not want to go the extra mile to practice the ‘triple
pike’ that could earn
her the extra points and possibly lead her into
victory.

In a nutshell, the absence of
willpower keeps us from getting what we truly want in exchange for
the small and insignificant pleasures of everyday life.

Some scientists believe that
willpower is a limited resource. This idea of ego depletion was
famously brought forward by
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