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Tips on Managing Procrastination

What is procrastination?  Technically, it refers to the avoidance of a specific task that needs to be accomplished.  But for many of us, this doesn’t begin to capture the feelings associated with the word:  guilt, shame, inadequacy and anxiety, to name a few.  If you understand the basic principles of time management yet still find yourself falling behind, your problem may be better described as procrastination.  (For additional information on time management, see the Kwantlen handout “Tips on Time Management”.) 

The Causes of Procrastination

When we ask students what they think causes procrastination, the most common answer is “laziness”.  This response reflects society’s unhelpful, judgmental attitude toward this difficulty.  In truth, the causes of procrastination are many and complex, including the following:

· the task is not  relevant or meaningful, leading to low motivation;

· the goals involved are someone else’s, not yours, leading to low motivation;

· the task is ambiguous or you lack clarity about what is expected of you;

· you have considerable anxiety about being evaluated; or 

· you lack the preparation, skill or knowledge to do the job.

But one of the most common causes of procrastination is perfectionism.  

The Connection between Perfectionism and Procrastination

If you find yourself thinking that whatever you accomplish, it’s never quite good enough, or putting off handing in papers until you can get them “just right”, or thinking that you must give 100% effort to anything you do, you may be struggling with perfectionism.  Although the notion that perfectionism is somehow an admirable quality persists in our culture, research shows that it actually interferes with success, including academic success!  In addition, it can make people miserable, robbing them of the sense of satisfaction and burning them out as they strive to achieve the unachievable.

Some Strategies to Try

The strategies you try will depend your personal causes of procrastination.  Not all of these will work for all people, but we encourage you to be open-minded and experiment with them.

1. Stay conscious!  As soon as you realize that you are procrastinating, choose to look more closely at that fact, rather than looking away.  Break the secret!  Tell someone about it and get help – soon, so it doesn’t build up.

2. Ask for help.  If you’re not sure what an instructor expects on an assignment, ask for clarification.  If you are lacking skills or information to do the task, ask someone to teach you.

3. Make honest decisions about your time and schoolwork.  If you don’t want to spend a lot of time on an assignment, admit it to yourself and try not to let guilt or “shoulds” interfere with this realization.  Compare the costs and benefits of various amounts of time investment in a project and consciously decide how much time to spend on it.

4. Fight perfectionism.  Remind yourself that perfectionism is an undesirable quality, more likely to lead to failure than to success, and that it is unattainable, anyway.  Post signs to remind yourself that something doesn't have to be perfect, it just has to get done.

5. Set realistic goals and deadlines.  Reasonable is the key word here.  For example, set a goal of getting 80% on a test, write it down and study accordingly.  Don’t set yourself up for failure by having unrealistic expectations.  Build in time for breaks, rewards and relaxation.

6. Break a large task into small bits. Have you heard of the guy in France who eats televisions, shopping carts and even small airplanes by first cutting them into tiny pieces?  Something that once seemed overwhelming becomes manageable if you can break it down into its component parts, and list chronologically the steps that must be taken.

7. Recognize and accept the unpleasantness of certain tasks.  Really face the prospect of how unpleasant the task may be.  Now examine the greater unpleasantness of the consequences of putting it off.  Look honestly at the costs and benefits of delaying.  Then use this information to create enough motivation to get the job done.

8. Schedule a specific amount of time every day in which to daydream or worry, if these activities are time wasters for you.  Then, when you catch yourself at it, remind yourself that you can daydream or worry later, at the appropriate time.

9. Accept responsibility for each delay.  You are the only one wasting your own precious time.  Make a list of your personal procrastination or escape activities and be aware of how much time you are wasting on each one.

10. Do something -- anything!  Con yourself with small, easy lead-in tasks.  Once you get going, you will probably discover the job is not as bad as you expected.  Don’t wait for inspiration or that perfect thought, phrase or action.  

11. Tell yourself you'll just work for five minutes.  After five minutes, decide to continue for another five.  Again, once you start, the task is usually not nearly as bad as you anticipated.

12. Finish things.  Avoid beginning a new task until you have completed a pre-decided segment of your current task.

13. Do the worst first.  Do the most difficult, unpleasant or boring task first.  Everything else will seem like a piece of cake in comparison.

14. Try the sandwich technique.  This is the opposite to the above.  "Sandwich" a difficult or unpleasant task between two easy tasks.  Again, you will build momentum by getting started.

15. Do it now.  Discipline yourself to do tasks as soon as you think of them (or as soon as they are assigned).  Usually, tasks magically become more difficult and unpleasant as time passes!

16. Post signs as visual reminders to yourself.  Put reminders (study group Thursday!) and affirmations (I am confident and well-organized) in a place where you will see them.

17. Reward yourself.  Develop a system of rewards for the completion of tasks.  Sometimes the reward may simply be the opportunity to work on a more pleasant task.  

18. Think of the consequences.  Imagine the worst possible thing that could happen if you do not complete the thing you are avoiding.  Use this to manufacture motivation.

As interesting as these tips may be to read, they will only be effective if you put them into action.  Perhaps it will help to keep in mind that you are trying to unlearn some old, bad habits, and learn some new, good habits.  That can only happen with practice.

Sources:  “Overcoming procrastination” (1984) and “Perfectionism” (1988).  Pamphlets published by the Board of Trustees of the University of Illinois.
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