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Procrastination means not doing what you know you should be doing, a mental contortion that accounts 

for the great psychic toll the habit takes on people. Although procrastination involves avoiding 

unpleasant tasks, indulging in it doesn’t make people happy. In one study, sixty-five per cent of students 

surveyed before they started working on a term paper said they would like to avoid procrastinating: 

they knew both that they wouldn’t do the work on time and that the delay would make them unhappy, 

especially the regret the night before the paper is due. FML. 

Procrastination is a basic human impulse, not just for students. Each year, Americans waste hundreds of 

millions of dollars because they don’t file their taxes on time or forgo huge amounts of money in 

matching 401(k) contributions because they never get around to signing up for a retirement plan.  

Procrastination is a powerful example of what the Greeks called akrasia—doing something against one’s 

own better judgment. This peculiar irrationality stems from our relationship to time. We are able to 

make the rational choice when we’re thinking about the future, but, as the present gets closer, short-

term considerations overwhelm our long-term goals.  

The lesson is not that people are shortsighted or shallow but that their preferences aren’t consistent 

over time. We want to give ourselves enough time to write the report properly, to set aside money for 

retirement, but our desires shift as the long run becomes the short run. 

Why does this happen? One common answer is ignorance. Socrates believed that akrasia was, strictly 

speaking, impossible, since we could not want what is bad for us; if we act against our own interests, it 

must be because we don’t know what’s right. Examples of ignorance are: 

1. Our memory for the intensity of visceral rewards is deficient: when we put off preparing that 

report by telling ourselves that we’ll do it tomorrow, we fail to take into account that tomorrow 

the temptation to put off work will be just as strong. 

2. We underestimate the time it will take us to complete a given task, partly because we fail to 

take account of how long it has taken us to complete similar projects in the past and partly 

because we rely on smooth scenarios in which accidents or unforeseen problems will not occur.  

However, we often procrastinate not by doing fun tasks but by doing jobs whose only allure is that they 

aren’t what we should be doing. And people do learn from experience: procrastinators know all too well 

the allures of the salient present, and they want to resist them. They just don’t. So a fuller explanation 

of procrastination really needs to take account of our attitudes to the tasks being avoided.  

Lack of confidence, sometimes alternating with unrealistic dreams of heroic success, often leads to 

procrastination, and many studies suggest that procrastinators are self-handicappers: rather than risk 

failure, they prefer to create conditions that make success impossible, which creates a vicious cycle. 

Procrastinators often succumb to the perfectionism of excessive planning, as if only the ideal plan is 

worth acting on. 
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Procrastination is less a question of mere ignorance than a complex mixture of weakness, ambition, and 

inner conflict. One way to think of this is that the person who makes plans and the person who fails to 

carry them out are not really the same person: they’re different parts of “the divided self.” One part 

represents our short-term interests (having fun, putting off work, and so on), while another represents 

our long-term goals. For some the short-term self always wins out. For others, however, the long-term 

self realizes that although the television-watching self is interested only in watching TV, it’s interested in 

watching TV not just now but also in the future. This means that it can be bargained with: working now 

will let you watch more television down the road. Procrastination is the result of a bargaining process 

gone wrong. 

The idea of the divided self, though discomfiting to some, can be liberating in practical terms, because it 

encourages us to stop thinking about procrastination as something you can beat by just trying harder 

and instead start relying on “the extended will”—external tools and techniques to help the parts of 

ourselves that want to work. The classic illustration of the extended will is Ulysses’ decision to have his 

men bind him to the mast of his ship. Ulysses knew that when he heard the Sirens he would be too weak 

to resist steering the ship onto the rocks in pursuit of them, so he had his men bind him, thereby forcing 

him to adhere to his long-term aims.  

The Kantian argument is that procrastination is a failure of will, and so we should seek to strengthen the 

will rather than relying on external controls that will allow it to atrophy further. Indeed, will power is like 

a muscle and can be made stronger. However, most of us have a limited amount of will power that is 

easily exhausted.  

Given our limited will power, we often rely on external rules to help ourselves out. Students in a class 

with three papers for the semester typically choose to set separate deadlines for each paper even when 

they can hand-in all three papers at the end of semester without penalty. Students know that they are 

unlikely to get around to working on the papers early, which means they run the risk of not finishing all 

three by the end of the semester. This is the essence of the extended will: instead of trusting 

themselves, the students rely on an outside tool to make themselves do what they want to do. 

Procrastination is driven, in part, by the gap between effort (which is required now) and reward (which 

you reap only in the future, if ever). Narrowing that gap, by whatever means necessary, helps. Beyond 

self-binding, there are other ways to avoid dragging our feet.  

1. Divide projects into smaller, more defined sections. Open-ended tasks with distant deadlines are 

much easier to postpone than focused, short-term projects.  

2. Classify and define. The vaguer the task or the more abstract the thinking it requires, the less 

likely you are to finish it.  

3. Reduce the amount of choice. When people are afraid of making the wrong choice, they end up 

doing nothing.  

4. Impose limits and narrow options. Victor Hugo would write naked and tell his valet to hide his 

clothes so that he’d be unable to go outside when he was supposed to be writing. 

5. Keep a calendar. 


