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Praise for PROCRASTINATION

“Trying to kick the procrastination habit? In their practice treating procrastinators, [these] California psychologists . . . have pinpointed several causes.”

—USA Today

 

“An exploration of what causes people to procrastinate and various procrastination styles. . . . Fascinating.”

—Fitness

 

“Dr. Burka and Dr. Yuen . . . get procrastinators to feel better about themselves. . . . In learning to reduce their delaying tactics, procrastinators have much to gain in addition to faster performance and enjoying life more.”

—New York Times

 

“Procrastination can be deadly to just about every aspect of your life . . . Burka and Yuen . . . offer hope for those prone to delay.”

—Boston Herald

 

“Procrastination’s basic message: A tendency to be tardy is neither a bad habit nor moral failing [but] a ‘complex psychological problem’ caused by fear.”

—U.S. News and World Report

 

“Warmly and even humorously written, but the points are clearly made. . . . Burka and Yuen did not procrastinate in getting to the remedies which have been successful in their clinical work.”

—Honolulu Star-Bulletin

 

“Burka and Yuen see procrastination as more than just laziness. For some, it’s closer to a psychological block that keeps them from doing what needs to be done.”

—San Jose Mercury-News

“If procrastination is starting to play havoc with your sanity . . . fortunately there are . . . helpful tools [in] Procrastination.”

—Oakland Tribune

 

“A close examination of procrastination. . . . Most useful is the authors’ advice on how procrastinators can break their bad habits. . . . This frequently lively book will certainly set time-wasters and task-avoiders on the path to self-improvement.”

—Publishers Weekly

 

“A good overview. . . . The authors provide useful suggestions without being slick . . . [and] give sensible advice for dealing with the procrastinators in one’s own life.”

—Library Journal

 

“Why do we make excuses and put things off? Jane Burka and Lenora Yuen explain how we get that way, and what we can do to stop it.”

—In Business

 

“Want to stop procrastinating and be more productive? Read this now!”

—Working Woman
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A Note to Our Readers

People who write books are supposed to be very knowledgeable about their subjects. We know procrastination from the inside out: between us, we have been through many all-nighters, spent long years struggling with our doctoral dissertations, paid late tax penalties, and made up elaborate scenarios to excuse our delays (a story about a death in the family is our most extreme example).

In addition to two lifetimes of personal experience, we have had many years of professional experience working with procrastinators. We began in 1979 when we were on the staff of the Counseling Center at the University of California at Berkeley where, to the best of our knowledge, we created the first group treatment program for student procrastinators. In our Procrastination Groups, we saw patterns and themes emerge again and again. While each individual’s struggle was unique, there were many striking similarities among them. We learned, for example, that our plan to start the week off by holding the group on Monday mornings from nine to eleven was completely unrealistic—no one even showed up until ten o’clock!

When we offered Procrastination Workshops to the general public, we were once again reminded of the nature of the beast. We almost canceled our first workshop one week before the scheduled date because too few people had registered. In the end, we had to move to a larger room when two-thirds of the group signed up at the last minute.

For thirty years now, we have worked with individuals in our private practices of psychotherapy and psychoanalysis, exploring issues  of procrastination in depth for extended periods of time. Our patients have opened their hearts and minds to us, and we have been the fortunate beneficiaries of their courage.

All of these experiences have reinforced our idea that procrastination is not primarily a time management problem or a moral failing but a complex psychological issue. At its core, problem procrastination is a problem with one’s relationship to oneself, reflecting a shaky sense of self-esteem. In our first book, we called it a problem of self-worth. Now we emphasize that self-worth is rooted in the capacity for acceptance, which includes acceptance of our biology, our history, our circumstances, and our many human limits.

Why, after twenty-five years, did we decide that the time is right for an update of our book? We want to place procrastination in the context of our current culture and add new perspectives to our formulation of what procrastination is all about. In addition to having a deeper psychological understanding of the issues, we have new information from other fields, such as neuroscience and behavioral economics, that contributes to the understanding of procrastination.

Twenty-five years ago, there was virtually no research on procrastination, but now there are research findings that clarify what leads to procrastination. In 2007, psychologist Piers Steel at the University of Calgary published a review of almost 800 studies on procrastination,1 including our 1983 book, which was one of the earliest resources cited. Steel ultimately identified four main issues that make procrastination more likely—low confidence in succeeding, task aversiveness, distractibility and impulsiveness, and having goals and rewards be too far off in the future. We were pleased to see that these research findings supported our clinical observations and suggestions, but we think there is more to procrastination than meets the research eye.

The world has changed dramatically since we wrote the first edition of Procrastination. The Internet was not available to individuals in the early 1980s, and the personal computer was not commonplace. We wrote in pencil on yellow pads, typed our drafts on IBM Selectric typewriters (with the thrilling “erase” key), and exchanged chapters in person. Getting our manuscript to the publisher required many  mad dashes to the Federal Express office for overnight delivery. (If we missed the 6:00 P.M. closing time downtown, we were well aware that there was always the 8:00 P.M. option at the airport.) Now computers are our pads and pencils, our research libraries, and our mail carriers.

At that time, there were no Blackberries, PDAs, cell phones, or iPhones. Technological advances now allow us to work 24/7, but they also tempt us to procrastinate 24/7! No matter the time or place, at work or at home, we can lose ourselves for hours while we surf the Internet—reading the news, researching ad infinitum, blogging, watching sports, fantasizing about vacations or pornography. There’s something for everyone.

In fact, over the years there has been an increase in avoidance behavior, with the Internet as the single most powerful cause.2 Now, information is both limitless and instantaneously available; there is far more information than we can manage, let alone use. Too much information, too many decisions, too many options—this overabundance of information leads many of us into procrastination paralysis.

As we write today, we see that procrastination is even more complex than we once thought—an interweaving of not only individual psychological, behavioral, and emotional issues, but also social, cultural, and technological dynamics, biological and neurological predispositions, and universal human tendencies. We therefore regard the complexity of procrastination with even greater respect.

In writing this book, we believe now, as we did twenty-five years ago, that loosening the grip procrastination holds over your life requires both understanding what leads you to put things off and finding some way to take action. You may be aware of how delaying works against you, but we imagine you are less familiar with how procrastination works for you, and until you can see the function that procrastination serves in your life, you’ll probably put off trying our techniques, just as you’ve put off so many other things. If you don’t understand why you delay, all the practical techniques in the world aren’t likely to help. Yet, even if you’ve searched your soul and believe you thoroughly understand your reasons for procrastinating, you still won’t get anywhere unless you do something to overcome it. (Reading about techniques may  be interesting, but reading is not doing.) So figuring out how to take action in new ways is vitally important.

In Part One of this book we untangle the many and varied roots of procrastination; then in Part Two we offer suggestions that can help you take action. Our aim is not to do away with procrastination. There are plenty of times when it’s in your best interest to put something aside and not attend to it. Rather, we hope this book will lead you to the freedom of choice that comes from self-acceptance. We want our readers to lessen their tendency to delay by being happy with their humanity, accepting their strengths and weaknesses, and being able to be with themselves liking the company they keep. We don’t suggest that you give up setting ambitious goals, striving for excellence, or taking on new challenges. But the fear, shame, dread, and self-loathing that go along with conflicted attempts to take action are surely worth banishing.

We no longer procrastinate the way we once did. Although Lenora does file a tax extension every year, it is a planned event, not a frantic, desperate solution to last-minute panic. And despite the fact that it took Jane five months to take her new PDA out of the box, she now manages to handle most of her responsibilities sooner rather than later. And while our first book was delivered two years past the publisher’s deadline, this time we needed only a four-week grace period! We can attest to the fact that change is possible, though we also know it’s not easy.

In this book, we want to accompany you through the challenges of procrastination into a world of psychological growth, acceptance, and action. We have given voice to many of the people with whom we’ve worked. To protect their confidentiality, we’ve changed all names and identifying information; the procrastinators we describe are composites of several people we’ve known. In sharing their stories, we hope you will better understand your own. It is in knowing your story, the narrative of your own life, that you will find the context for your procrastination. We believe this is crucial, for when we accept ourselves as we really are, rather than as we wish to be, we are most able to act in our best interest and not live at the mercy of procrastination.




PART ONE

UNDERSTANDING PROCRASTINATION




KNOW THYSELF 

 

 

About four weeks into our first Procrastination Group at UC-BERKELEY, a student said with surprise, “Procrastination is like a dandelion. You pull it up and think you’ve got it, but then it turns out the roots are so deep, it just grows back.” While for some people, procrastination is like a flower easily loosened and removed, for many it is a patch of dandelions whose roots are deep and tangled. We can only talk about these roots one at a time, so we must separate them in an artificial way. But in life, these roots grow simultaneously, interweaving and shaping each other as they grow. Human experience, like some weeds, is complex.

The emotional roots of procrastination involve inner feelings, fears, hopes, memories, dreams, doubts, and pressures. But many procrastinators don’t recognize all that’s going on under the surface, because they use procrastination to avoid uncomfortable feelings. Underneath the disorganization and delay, most procrastinators are afraid they are unacceptable in some basic way. As painful as it is to judge yourself for your procrastination, self-criticism may be easier to tolerate than the feelings of vulnerability and exposure that come with trying your best  and then landing in the territory of your fears. We know this is uncomfortable territory, but when you avoid your feelings, you are always unbalanced, picking your way through a field of buried emotional land mines, fearful about when you will stumble into the next explosion. We therefore invite you to explore this territory with us, to look at fear of failure, fear of success, fear of being controlled, and fear of intimacy or separation in relationships, because we believe that when you know what you feel and understand why you feel it, you are likely to be more confident, solid, at ease with yourself, and then able to proceed without procrastinating.

Another root of procrastination is the procrastinator’s complicated relationship to time. Procrastinators often have a “wishful thinking” approach to time or see it as an opponent to outwit, outmaneuver, or outlive. This attitude toward time fuels more procrastination. If your “subjective time” is in conflict with “clock time,”1 it is difficult to anticipate deadlines, work steadily toward a goal, or predict how much time you need to get things done. In addition, your sense of time may have created trouble in relationships with other people whose subjective experience of time is more naturally aligned with clock time. And when you have conflict with others about time, you might be tempted to procrastinate all the more.

The biological roots of procrastination include your body, your brain, and your genetic inheritance. All play a role in your procrastination. The field of neuroscience has exploded with exciting discoveries that may help you understand your procrastination in a new way. What happens in your brain influences what you avoid, and what you avoid (or don’t avoid) affects the structure and function of your brain. Because of this “neuroplasticity,” the brain is always changing, and therefore your biological tendencies do not have to be a fixed impediment to your progress.2

The interpersonal roots of procrastination encompass your family history, your social relationships, and your place in your current culture. Family dynamics from your past probably continue into the present and play a role in maintaining a dynamic of procrastination that no longer serves you. Social and cultural concerns may also contribute to your tendency to procrastinate, and it’s important to understand their influence on your sense of yourself and your relationships with others.

We encourage you to explore and understand these emotional, biological, and social influences without criticism or blame. One of the themes of our book is that it can be exciting and interesting to learn from your experience—not denying it, forgetting it, or judging it, but accepting what is and making the most of it. Learning about the roots of your tendency to delay lays the foundation for utilizing the techniques to overcome procrastination that we offer in Part Two.




1

Procrastination
Nuisance or Nemesis?

 

It’s New Year’s Day—time for your annual resolutions. But after a long night of celebration, and with all the Bowl games on TV, who has time for serious reflection? By the end of January, when one friend has already lost ten pounds on her new diet and another has begun working on his taxes (who are these people?), you decide that the time has finally come for you to make your own resolution: “I’ll never procrastinate again!”

Procrastination. The word conjures up different images for each of us. If you are among the fortunate who are not severely afflicted, you may imagine a person lying in a hammock, contentedly drinking iced tea instead of mowing the lawn. But if procrastination has been a problem for you, the images are probably less pleasant: a desk so cluttered, you can hardly see it beneath the rubble; the faces of old friends you’ve been meaning to write to for years; memories of school days that turned into all-nighters; a project that even now is waiting to be done. . . .

 

The dictionary definition of the verb “procrastinate” is “to postpone, put off, defer, prolong.” The word comes from the joining of two Latin words: pro, meaning “forward,” and crastinus, which means “belonging to tomorrow.”1 Forward it to tomorrow, otherwise known as “I’ll do it later.” Procrastination has been a problem since ancient times. The Egyptians had two words that translated as “procrastinate,” and  both were related to survival.2 One denoted the useful habit of avoiding unnecessary work and impulsive effort, thus conserving energy. The other denoted the harmful habit of laziness in accomplishing a task that was necessary for subsistence, such as failing to till the fields at the appropriate time of year in the Nile flood cycle. In 1751, Samuel Johnson wrote about procrastination while a messenger waited to deliver the essay Johnson was late in submitting: “The folly of allowing ourselves to delay what we know cannot be finally escaped is one of the general weaknesses which, in spite of the instruction of moralists, and the remonstrances of reason, prevail to a greater or less degree in every mind.”3

Procrastination has been on the rise since we wrote our first book. In 2007, estimates of procrastination in college students ran as high as 75 percent, with 50 percent of students reporting that they procrastinate consistently and consider it a problem. In the general population, chronic procrastination affects 25 percent of adults.4 Over 95 percent of procrastinators would like to reduce their delaying ways,5 since they suffer both in terms of their performance and their sense of well-being. If we want to stop procrastinating, why is it so difficult to do so? Research does not provide a simple answer to the mystery of why we procrastinate. There is no “typical” profile of a procrastinator, because “the network of psychological variables seems complex.”6

One cause can be put to rest: research has shown that intelligence bears no relationship to procrastination,7 so you can forget the idea that you’re putting things off until your brilliance kicks in, or that being a procrastinator means you’re stupid. Men procrastinate only slightly more than women, and there is evidence that procrastination abates as we get older. Perhaps people don’t want to waste the time they have left, or they have stepped off the competitive escalator, or maybe they are finally comfortable with who they are and what they’ve accomplished—or not.

Procrastination plagues people of all occupations. Under the constant pressure of grades and other evaluations, a student puts off writing papers and studying for exams, only to cram for days when time is finally running out. Self-employed people have only themselves to rely on to stay in business—yet many find it’s easy to delay when no one is watching to make sure they follow through. In increasingly competitive corporate settings, some people slow down instead of trying to keep up with the fast pace. Those irritated by bureaucratic red tape may file things under “pending,” rather than complete the requisite (boring) busywork. At home, the possibilities for procrastination are endless. Who isn’t nagged by an unfinished project, such as cleaning out the basement, painting the bedroom, or deciding on a new cell phone plan?




HOW CAN I TELL IF I’M PROCRASTINATING? 

People often wonder how they can differentiate between true procrastination and simply putting things off either because they don’t have time to do everything or because they’re naturally relaxed and low-keyed. This is an important distinction. One way to tell whether procrastination is a problem for you is whether you find it troublesome. At one end of the continuum of distress about procrastination are people who procrastinate but don’t suffer much. Here are some examples.

Some people thrive on keeping very busy, loaded with projects and activities; living from one deadline to the next, they love intense pressure and wouldn’t choose to live any other way. There are also people who like to take life easy. It may take them a long time to get something done, but they’re in no hurry to get around to it; they aren’t especially driven or pressured. At times, people deliberately choose to procrastinate. They might decide to put something off because it’s low on their priority list or because they want to think things over before making a decision or taking action. They use procrastination to give themselves time to reflect, to clarify options, or to focus on what seems most important.

We all have moments when everything seems to happen at once and we can’t help but fall behind temporarily. There might be one day when the relatives arrive for a visit, the kids need chauffeur service, the  refrigerator breaks down, and the tax receipts are due at the accountant’s the next day. At times like these, something’s got to give—it would be impossible to get everything done on time. People who acknowledge that there are limits to what they can expect of themselves are not likely to feel overly distressed when they can’t do everything.

Some people don’t suffer from their procrastination because it occurs in areas that are of little consequence to them. The important things get done more or less on time. Procrastination is part of their lives, but in a minor way.

Others don’t suffer because they don’t anticipate any problems, and they don’t admit they’re procrastinating. They may be overly optimistic about how long it takes to complete a task, consistently underestimating how much time they need. Some are “socially active optimists”8 who use the distraction of social activity to procrastinate and have fun doing it. Outgoing and extroverted, they are (overly) confident about postponing now and being successful later.




INTERNAL AND EXTERNAL CONSEQUENCES 

At the other end of the distress continuum are people whose procrastination creates significant problems. There are two ways procrastination can be troublesome. People who procrastinate may suffer internal consequences, feelings that range from irritation and regret to intense self-condemnation and despair. To an outside observer, many of these people appear to be doing just fine. They may be highly successful, like the lawyer who heads his own firm or the woman who is able to manage three children, volunteer work, and a full-time job. But inside they feel miserable. They are frustrated and angry with themselves because procrastinating has prevented them from doing all they think they are capable of. Although they appear to be doing well, they suffer inside.

Procrastination may lead not only to internal suffering but to significant external consequences. Sometimes these external consequences come as a shock, if you haven’t even thought about possible repercussions. Some are mild, like a small penalty for a late payment.  But many procrastinators have endured major setbacks at work, at school, in relationships, or at home and have lost much that is important to them. A lawyer was disbarred because she missed too many court deadlines. We know a man whose wife left him because she got fed up with the way his procrastination at work interfered with family activities. The last straw came when he had to cancel their anniversary trip to Hawaii in order to meet a work deadline. An accountant told his manager that he missed his deadline because his wife was in the hospital. When the manager called his home and his wife answered, he was fired for his deception. A mortgage broker spent his time helping others learn new computer software instead of reviewing mortgage applications. He lost his job, had to move his family to a less-expensive neighborhood in the middle of the school year, and was unemployed for several months.




THE CYCLE OF PROCRASTINATION 

Many procrastinators find that their delaying seems to have a life and will of its own. They compare the experience of procrastination to living on an emotional roller coaster. Their moods rise and fall as they attempt to make progress, yet they inevitably slow down. When they anticipate starting a project and then work toward its completion, procrastinators undergo a sequence of thoughts, feelings, and behaviors that is so common that we call it the “cycle of procrastination.”

You have your own unique experience of this cycle. Your cycle may be drawn out over a period of weeks, months, or even years, or it may occur so rapidly that you move from the beginning to the end in a matter of hours.

1. “I’ll start early this time.” At the outset, procrastinators are usually very hopeful. When you first undertake a project, the possibility exists that this time it will be done in a sensible and systematic way. Although you feel unable or unwilling to start right now, you may believe the start will somehow spontaneously occur, with no planned effort on your part. It is only after  some time has elapsed and it becomes apparent that this time may not be different after all that your hope changes into apprehension.


2. “I’ve got to start soon.” The time for an early start has passed, and illusions of doing the project right this time are fading. Your anxiety builds and the pressure to begin intensifies. Having almost lost hope for the spontaneous start, you now begin to feel pushed to make some effort to do something soon. But the deadline is not yet in sight, so some hope remains.


3. “What if I don’t start?” As time passes and you still haven’t made a start, it is no longer a question of the ideal beginning, or even of the push to get going. By now, any remaining optimism has been replaced by foreboding. Imagining that you may never start, you may have visions of horrible consequences that will ruin your life forever. At this point you may become paralyzed, a number of thoughts circling around in your head:

a. “I should have started sooner.” You may look back over the time you have lost, realize it’s irretrievable, and chastize yourself with this self-reproach. You regret the behavior that has brought you to the edge of this precipice, knowing you could have prevented it if only you had started sooner. As one procrastinator put it, “I have the experience of constant lament.”
b. “I’m doing everything but . . .” It is extremely common for procrastinators at this stage to do everything and anything except the avoided project. The urge to reorganize the desk, clean the apartment, or try out new recipes suddenly becomes irresistible. Previously avoided but less onerous tasks cry out to be done now. In no time you are busy accomplishing things, happily absorbed in any activity that is not it, soothed by the rationalization, “Well, at least I’m getting something done!” Sometimes distracting activity seems so productive that you actually believe you are making progress on The  Project. Eventually, however, it becomes clear that it still isn’t done.
c. “I can’t enjoy anything.” Many procrastinators try to distract themselves with pleasurable, immediately rewarding activities. You may watch movies, play games, get together with friends, or spend the weekend hiking. Although you try hard to enjoy yourself, the shadow of the unfinished project looms. Any enjoyment you feel rapidly disappears and is replaced by guilt, apprehension, or disgust.
d. “I hope no one finds out.” As time drags on and nothing is done, procrastinators begin to feel ashamed. You don’t want anyone to know of your predicament, so you may create ways to cover up. You may try to look busy even when you’re not working; you present the illusion of progress even if you haven’t taken the first step; you might hide—avoiding office, people, phone calls, and any other contact that might reveal your secret. As the cover-up continues, you may invent elaborate lies to cover up your delay, feeling increasingly fraudulent. (When people offer condolences on your grandmother’s death, you know she’s alive and well, playing bridge in Florida.)

4. “There’s still time.” Even though you feel guilty, ashamed, or fraudulent, you continue to hold on to the hope that there’s still time to get the project done. The ground may be crumbling away underfoot, but you try to remain optimistic, waiting for the magical reprieve that still might come.


5. “There’s something wrong with me.” By now you are desperate. Good intentions to start early didn’t work; shame, guilt, and suffering didn’t work; faith in magic didn’t work. The worry about getting the project done is replaced by an even more frightening fear: “It’s me. . . . There’s something wrong with me!” You may feel that you’re lacking something fundamental that everyone else has—self-discipline, courage, brains, or luck. After all, they could get this done!


6. The Final Choice: To Do or Not to Do. At this point you have to decide either to carry on to the bitter end or to abandon the sinking ship.

Path 1: Not to Do a. “I can’t stand this!” The tension has become unbearable. Time is now so short that the project seems totally impossible to do in the minutes or hours remaining. Because you cannot stand the way you feel, the effort required to pull through seems beyond your capability and your tolerance. Thinking, “I can’t stand this anymore!” you decide the pain of trying to finish is too great. You flee.
b. “Why bother?” At this late stage in the game, you may look ahead at all that’s left and decide it’s simply too late to pull it off this time. There’s no way in the world you can complete the project as initially planned—it can’t be done well with so little time remaining. Any efforts you make now can’t create what you had envisioned, so why bother even trying? You give up.

Path 2: To Do—On to the Bitter End a. “I can’t wait any longer.” By now, the pressure has become so great that you can’t stand waiting another minute. The deadline is too close or your own inertia has become so painful that it’s finally worse to do nothing than it is to take action. So, like a prisoner on a death row, you resign yourself to your unavoidable fate . . . and you begin.
b. “This isn’t so bad. Why didn’t I start sooner?” To your amazement, it’s not as bad as you had feared. Even if it is difficult, painful, or boring, at least the project is getting done—and that’s a tremendous relief. You might even find that you enjoy it! All your suffering seems so needless. “Why didn’t I just do it?”
c. “Just get it done!” The end is almost at hand. There’s not a second to spare as you race the clock in order to finish. When you play  the perilous game of brinksmanship, you no longer have the luxury of extra time to plan, refine, or improve what’s done. Your focus is no longer on how well you could have done it, but whether you can get it done at all.



7. “I’ll never procrastinate again!” When the project is finally either abandoned or finished, the procrastinator usually collapses with relief and exhaustion. It’s been a difficult ordeal. But at long last, it’s over. The idea of going through this process even once more is so abhorrent that you resolve never to get caught in the cycle again. You vow that next time you’ll start early, be more organized, stay on schedule, control your anxiety. Your conviction is firm—until the next time.

So the cycle of procrastination comes to an end with an emphatic promise to renounce this behavior forever. Yet in spite of their sincerity and determination, most procrastinators find themselves repeating the cycle over and over again.





THE ROOTS OF PROCRASTINATION 

When we ask procrastinators to speculate about the factors that have led them down the path of delay, they often tell us, “We live in a competitive society! Everyone is expected to perform perfectly all the time. You just can’t keep up with all that pressure.” We are indeed bombarded by demands that could keep us occupied 24/7 in our drive to be successful. And the cultural definition of success means having lots of money, power, prestige, beauty, brilliance—having it all. In short, success is defined in terms of perfection. But the implicit message is, “If you don’t have it all, there’s something wrong with you.” As the culture pulses at such a hectic pace, touting impossibly high standards, is it any wonder that so many of us run for the cover of procrastination?

But there must be more to becoming a procrastinator than simply being exposed to a high-pressured, perfection-conscious society. If  that were all there was to it, then everyone would have trouble with procrastination. There are many people who respond to cultural pressures by exhibiting different signs of distress than the inability to produce—such as overworking, depression, psychosomatic illnesses, alcoholism, drug addiction, and phobias. And then there are people who thrive on 24/7 pressure.

To understand how you have chosen procrastination as your primary strategy for coping, we must look to the more personal dimensions of your life. We’d like you to consider when it all got started.


Earliest Memories 

Do you remember the first time you procrastinated? What were the circumstances? Did you put off doing something for school or was it something your parents told you to do? How old were you? High school . . . elementary school? Even earlier than that? How did the situation turn out, and how did you feel about it? Here are a few examples of some early memories procrastinators have described to us:I remember it was in the second grade, when we were assigned our first paper. We had to write two paragraphs about mountains and hand it in the next day. As soon as the teacher assigned it, I remember feeling scared—what was I going to say? All that night, I worried about it, but I didn’t do it. Finally, the next morning over breakfast, my mother wrote it for me. I copied it and handed it in. At the time, I felt relieved. But I also felt like a liar. I got an “excellent” on the paper.

 

 

I don’t remember any incident exactly. It’s more a fuzzy sense of my mom telling me to do something, and my feeling, “No, I won’t do it!”

 

I used to hurry through my homework so I could go out and play. My father checked it over before I could leave. He would always find something wrong with how I’d done it, and I’d have to do it over. Or else he’d give me something else to do before I could go out. Finally, I realized it didn’t matter how fast or how well I did my homework— he just wanted to keep me busy so that I couldn’t leave until he was ready to let me. After that, I stopped trying to finish quickly. I just daydreamed and dawdled around.

 

 

Fifth grade. I’d always done well in school, and all the teachers liked me. That year, a group of girls in my class formed a club, and they wouldn’t let me join because I was the teacher’s pet. They made fun of me for being a goody-goody. I felt as though I was contaminated. And I remember making a conscious decision that I would never be the teacher’s pet again. So I stopped working and started procrastinating. Just like that.





 

 

For many, the earliest symptoms of procrastination occurred in school—the first formal introduction of a young child to our larger, competitive society. The tracking systems of many schools emphasize academic ability as the major factor for distinguishing between students, so you may have identified yourself as an A, C, or F kid based on which class you were in. The social cliques that form in school are often based on these distinctions as well. The “brains,” the “jocks,” and the “partyers” may mock the children in the other groups in order to establish their own distinct places in the hierarchy. Experiences at the hands of one’s peers can have a powerful effect on a person’s academic and social confidence. Long after school years have passed, many adults still think of themselves in terms of how they were labeled as children.

People may also continue to think of themselves in terms of the learning issues they had in school—trouble with reading or math, distractibility, difficulty processing information, or speech problems. Even though their skills may have improved over the years, they don’t feel completely safe from the possibility that someone will discover their deficits. Procrastination may have been a strategy for covering up weak areas.

Perhaps procrastination gave you some special protection in the classroom. Your teacher could say, “I wish you’d try harder,” but could never say, “You just don’t have what it takes,” because the teacher  never saw what you had. Unfortunately, people sometimes forget that grades do not measure intellect alone. They also measure a child’s ability to concentrate, to cooperate, and to use imagination freely.

Whenever you started procrastinating, you know how hard it is to stop. In addition to functioning as a strategy for self-protection, procrastination is based on deeply held beliefs about life. We have heard these ideas expressed so often that we call them the Procrastinator’s Code.




THE PROCRASTINATOR’S CODE 

I must be perfect.

Everything I do should go easily and without effort.

It’s safer to do nothing than to take a risk and fail.

I should have no limitations.

If it’s not done right, it’s not worth doing at all.

I must avoid being challenged.

If I succeed, someone will get hurt.

If I do well this time, I must always do well.

Following someone else’s rules means that I’m giving in and I’m not in control.

I can’t afford to let go of anything or anyone.

If I show my real self, people won’t like me.

There is a right answer, and I’ll wait until I find it.



 

 

These assumptions may be familiar to you, or they may be operating outside of your awareness. Either way, these are not absolute truths; they are personal perspectives that pave the way for procrastination. If you think you should be perfect, then it may seem safer to procrastinate than to work hard and risk a judgment of failure. If you are convinced that success is dangerous, then you can protect yourself and others by procrastinating and reducing your chances of doing well. If you equate cooperation with giving in, then you can put things off and do them when you are ready, thus maintaining your sense of control. Or, if you believe that people won’t like the real you,  then you can use procrastination to withhold your ideas and to keep people at a safe distance.

The beliefs that make up the Procrastinator’s Code reflect a way of thinking that keeps procrastinators from making progress. Self-critical, apprehensive and catastrophic thoughts can make it impossible to move beyond the inevitable obstacles of daily living. Realizing that you are thinking unrealistically is one step toward overcoming procrastination, but there is more to the Procrastinator’s Code than just unrealistic thoughts.

We think that people who procrastinate in a problematic way do so because they are afraid. They fear that if they act, their actions could get them into trouble. They worry that if they show who they really are, there will be dangerous consequences to face. They are afraid, underneath all the disorganization and delay, that they are unacceptable, so much so that they may hide not only from the world but even from themselves. As painful as it is to endure self-inflicted criticism, contempt, and disgust, such feelings may be easier to bear than the feelings of vulnerability and exposure that come with taking a clear look at who they really are. Procrastination is the shield that protects them.
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Fear of Failure
The Procrastinator on Trial

 

Many people who procrastinate are apprehensive about being judged by others or by the critic who dwells within. They fear they will be found lacking, their best efforts won’t be good enough, and they won’t meet the mark. This concern reflects a fear of failure, and we believe that procrastination may function as a strategy for coping with this fear.




FEAR OF FAILING: THE SEARCH FOR PERFECTION 

David is a lawyer with a large corporate firm. He was an academic star in college and was accepted into a competitive law school. He struggled often with procrastination, sometimes staying up all night to write his briefs or study for exams. But he always managed to do well. With great pride he joined a prestigious law firm, hoping eventually to be named a partner in the firm.

Although he thought a lot about his cases, David soon began to postpone doing the necessary background research, making appointments with his clients, and writing his briefs. He wanted his arguments to be unassailable, but he felt overwhelmed by all the possible angles, and sooner or later he’d get stuck. Although he managed to look busy, David knew he wasn’t accomplishing much, and he was plagued by the feeling that he was a fraud. As a court date drew near, he would begin  to panic because he hadn’t allowed enough time to write an adequate brief, much less a brilliant one. “Being a great lawyer means everything to me,” said David. “But I seem to spend all my time worrying about being great and very little time actually working at it.”

If David is so concerned about being an outstanding lawyer, why is he, by procrastinating, avoiding the work that is necessary to help him achieve what he wants so badly? David’s procrastination helps him avoid facing an important issue: Can he in fact be as outstanding a lawyer as his student record promised? By waiting too long to begin writing up his research, David avoids testing his potential. His work will not be a reflection of his true ability; rather it demonstrates how well he is able to produce under last-minute pressure. If his performance doesn’t live up to his (and others’) expectations, he can always say, “I could have done a lot better if I’d just had another week.” In other words, the verdict of failure so frightens David that he is willing to slow himself down, even occasionally to the point of disaster, to avoid letting his best work be judged. He is terrified that his best would be judged inadequate.

Why would anyone go to such self-defeating lengths to prevent a judgment of failure on a task, whether it be writing a legal brief, updating a résumé, selecting gifts for friends and relatives, or buying a new car? People who have inhibited themselves because of their fear of failing tend to define “failure” in a very broad way. When they are disappointed by their performance on a task, they think not only that they have failed on that task, but also that they have failed as a person.

Dr. Richard Beery, who was our colleague at the University of California at Berkeley Counseling Center, observed that people who fear failure may be living with a set of assumptions that turn striving for accomplishment into a frightening risk. These assumptions are: (1) what I produce is a direct reflection of how much ability I have, and (2) my level of ability determines how worthwhile I am as a person—that is, the higher my ability, the higher my sense of self-worth. Thus, (3) what I produce reflects my worth as a person. Dr. Beery formulated these assumptions into the following equation:Self-worth = Ability = Performance





In essence, this equation translates into the following statement: “If I perform well, that means I have a lot of ability, so I like myself.” Or, “If I don’t perform well, that means I have no ability, and I feel terrible about myself.” It’s not simply how well you did at a particular time on a particular day under particular circumstances. Your performance is a direct measure of how able and worthwhile you are—forever.

For many people, ability refers to intellectual competence, so they want everything they do to reflect how smart they are—writing a brilliant legal brief, getting the highest grade on a test, writing elegant computer code, saying something exceptionally wise or scintillating in a conversation. You could also define ability in terms of a particular skill or talent, such as how well one plays the piano, learns a language, or serves a tennis ball. Some people focus on their ability to be attractive, entertaining, up on the latest trends, or to have the newest gadgets. However ability may be defined, a problem occurs when it is the sole determinant of one’s self-worth. The performance becomes the only measure of the person; nothing else is taken into account. An outstanding performance means an outstanding person; a mediocre performance means a mediocre person. Period.

For David, writing a legal brief for a case is the performance that measures not only his ability to be a good lawyer but also his value as a human being. If he works hard to prepare the brief and it isn’t brilliant, he will be devastated—it means he is a terrible person who can’t do anything. “I don’t think I could stand it if I went all out and the brief still wasn’t good enough,” David confessed.

As Dr. Beery pointed out, procrastination breaks the equation between Ability and Performance:
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Performance can no longer be equated with ability because complete effort has not been made. This means that regardless of how the  performance eventually turns out, the connection between Self-worth and Ability can still be preserved. For example, if David is disappointed or criticized for his brief, he can reassure himself with the thought, “Well, I could have done better if I’d started sooner and given myself more time to do it.” Or, if he manages to do well in spite of procrastinating, he can feel even more pleased with himself, thinking, “Look how I pulled this one out of the fire. Just imagine how well I could do if I really worked at it!”

Procrastination allows people to take comfort in believing that their ability is greater than their performance indicates, perhaps even maintaining the belief that they are brilliant or unlimited in their potential to do well. As long as you procrastinate, you never have to confront the real limits of your ability, whatever those limits are.

Some people would rather suffer the consequences of procrastination than the humiliation of trying and not doing as well as they had hoped. It is more tolerable to blame themselves for being disorganized, lazy, or uncooperative than to view themselves as being inadequate and unworthy—the failure they fear so deeply. And it is the fear of this failure that is eased by procrastination.

People who worry about being judged inadequate or unworthy usually are afraid that is exactly what they are. If they take a realistic look at themselves and judge themselves to be lacking, they face another fear. They fear they are unlovable. As one procrastinator put it, “If I don’t do well, who would want me? Who could love me if I have nothing to offer?” Because this woman thinks that her ability, reflected by her performance on tasks, will determine whether or not she deserves to be loved, the consequences of not measuring up are much greater than simply “failing” in terms of her performance—it means failing as a person and being unwanted by all.


The World of a Perfectionist 

Often without realizing it, people who procrastinate are perfectionists. In an attempt to prove they are good enough, they strive to do the impossible, thinking that they should have no problem at all reaching  their lofty goals. They usually put unrealistic demands on themselves and then feel overwhelmed when they are unable to meet them. Discouraged, they retreat from the demands by procrastinating.

Most procrastinators don’t understand how they could possibly be considered perfectionists when everywhere they turn they find evidence of how they have messed up. Gary, a self-employed Web site designer, sees himself this way: “I always do things in a half-baked way. I do a rushed job at the last minute and sometimes I don’t even see projects through to the end. How in the world can I be a perfectionist?”

Psychologists have identified two types of perfectionists, adaptive and maladaptive.1 If you are an adaptive perfectionist, you have high standards, and you believe your performance lives up to them. This kind of successful perfectionism feels like an essential part of your identity and is a basis for self-esteem.2 However, if you are a maladaptive perfectionist, you, too, have high standards, but you are disappointed in yourself. In maladaptive perfectionism, there is a discrepancy between your standards and the way you view your performance, so you are prone to be self-critical and are more vulnerable to feeling depressed and having low self-esteem.3

Maladaptive perfectionists are excessively concerned about making mistakes.4 As psychologist David Burns pointed out, people who are high achievers generally are not intractable perfectionists.5 The champion athlete, the extremely successful businessperson, and the Nobel Prize-winning scientist usually know there will be times when they will make mistakes or when they will have a bad day, and their performance will suffer a temporary setback. Although they strive for high goals, they are also able to tolerate the frustrations and disappointments of sometimes failing to meet those goals. They know that they can improve their efforts, and they work hard to do so.

In contrast, the perfectionistic procrastinator usually expects more of herself than is realistic. A woman who hasn’t exercised in years wants to be in top physical condition in two weeks. A first-time novelist wants the first draft of his writing to be of publishable quality. A college freshman who has not mastered time management or study skills expects to get all As his first semester. A young man wants  every phone call to land a date; a salesman expects to turn every customer into a sale. As a result, the high standards that are intended to motivate people toward accomplishment often become impossible standards that hinder their efforts. An important question to ask yourself is: Are you setting standards for yourself that enable you to make progress, or do your standards lead you to become discouraged, frustrated, and stuck? It’s not how high your standards are that makes you a maladaptive perfectionist; it’s how far below your standards you perceive your performance to be, how unrealistic and inhibiting your standards are for you, and how harshly you judge yourself for not meeting them. When perfectionism becomes a problem, procrastination is likely to become a problem.6

There are several beliefs cherished by perfectionists who procrastinate. These beliefs may be operating even though you’re not aware of them, and they may even seem noble and reasonable. But they can make your life extremely unsatisfying and pave the way for procrastination rather than progress.

 

Mediocrity Breeds Contempt. For some procrastinators the thought of being ordinary can be so intolerable that they want everything they do to be outstanding. They wish not only for ideal careers and relationships but also to make a masterpiece of the letter they write or the garden they plant. If you expect your everyday performance to be up to the level of your ideal picture of yourself, then whatever you do is bound to seem mediocre in comparison. You devalue the average, the ordinary, the regular, regarding them with contempt. Since mistakes and flaws are an inevitable part of the human condition, people who can’t bear the ordinary find comfort in procrastination. When an ordinary performance can be attributed to the last-minute rush, they can continue to believe their ideal could have been reached, if they’d had more time. This allows perfectionists to avoid feeling contempt for themselves when they are simply average.

 

Excellence without Effort. The perfectionist believes that if one is truly outstanding, even difficult things should be easy. Creative ideas  should flow ceaselessly! Studying should be pure intellectual joy! Decisions should be made immediately with total certainty! Using such impossible standards, a person who must work hard, or even exert a moderate amount of effort to get something done, is likely to feel inferior. A college physics major said, “If I can’t solve a problem instantly, I feel stupid. I understand the concepts and I’m pretty smart, so I should be able to see the answer right away—I get so mad at myself that I can’t stand sitting there. I play video games.”

The expectation that one should be able to catch on instantly, no matter how complex the material, brings many procrastinators to a grinding halt. Their disappointment at having to work hard prevents them from making the effort required to grapple with the material and master it. Instead, they avoid it by delaying. In the long run, their need to be smart keeps them ignorant. After all, if you can’t stand not knowing, you can’t learn.

 

Going It Alone. Perfectionists often feel they should do everything by themselves, believing it’s a sign of weakness to get help of any kind. There is no flexibility to consider what might be best for the situation, no room to admit that sometimes you don’t have the answer, that you can’t do it all by yourself, or that it just might be more fun to have company. Even when it would be more efficient to get help, many perfectionists are bound and determined to work, and suffer, in isolation. They may even take pride in this splendid isolation. Or they may come from a culture that does not endorse asking for help, where needing help is seen as a sign of weakness and a source of shame. When the burden finally becomes too heavy, procrastination becomes a source of relief. Unable to do everything all by themselves, they resort to delay.

 

There Is a Right Way. This is one of the most cherished notions held by perfectionists. They believe there is one correct solution to a problem, and it is their responsibility to find it. Until they’ve discovered the right solution, they are reluctant to take any course of action or commit themselves to anything. So, rather than take the risk of making the wrong choice, they do nothing.

Consider the case of Charles and Brenda who wanted to move from their small town to a larger community. They knew the decision would change the course of their lives forever, and they wanted to be absolutely sure they were doing the right thing. They made long lists of pros and cons for each town they were considering. Since they could never feel absolutely certain that any one location would be the perfect place to live, work, and raise children, they never made the move. As long as Brenda and Charles put off deciding where to live, they can hold on to the illusion that there is a perfect solution and they can make a perfect choice.

Perfectionists fear that if they make a wrong decision, they will think less of themselves and their feeling of regret will be intolerable. But underneath this apprehension is a belief that they can (and should) be omniscient—able to read the future and guarantee how things will turn out. It is a childhood fantasy that grown-ups know everything (how did your parents figure out that you were lying anyway?) and most of us harbor the wish that someday we, too, will know and control everything. It is indeed hard to accept the reality that we are neither omniscient nor omnipotent—and neither were our parents.

 

I Can’t Stand to Lose. (Or: What, Me Competitive?) On the surface, it appears that many procrastinators are not competitive. Their constant delaying takes them out of the running, so they don’t really compete—or do they? Randy, a contractor who often delays submitting bids until it is too late, made a typical comment: “I’m not interested in competing for jobs. I’ll find a job without going through that conventional rigmarole—I like to run on my own track.” The truth is that many perfectionists hate losing so much that they avoid any activity that would bring them into direct competition with others. Like Randy’s refusal to play the game, an apparent disinterest in competition covers the feeling that competition is dangerous. Randy hates to lose because not winning means he has failed, and failing means he is worthless. He can’t lose because he never really enters the race.

Procrastination can be a form of “self-handicapping.”7 You make winning so much harder for yourself, like playing golf with only one hand, that you then have an excuse for your dismal score: “Hey, I was only playing with one hand!” People who “choose to lose” procrastinate to such an extent that they guarantee failure, yet they still imagine that they could have won if they had tried—like the bachelor who brags about all the hot romances he could have if only he had the time to make phone calls, or the student from another country who puts off mastering English, so that papers are graded down because of the quality of the language and not because of the quality of the ideas. Self-handicapping is a backhanded way to protect your ego and your self-esteem: I lost, but I did it to myself.

 

All or Nothing. The all-or-nothing view of life is common among perfectionists who procrastinate. A person who believes that he or she must do everything usually has difficulty appreciating any progress made toward a goal: as long as the project is incomplete, it seems that nothing at all has been accomplished. As one perfectionist put it, “It’s either gold or it’s garbage.” No wonder it’s so tempting to give up in despair before reaching the end!

The all-or-nothing notion can affect a person’s initial formulation of goals, leading him or her to attempt to do everything at once because anything less seems insufficient. For instance, we asked Steve to select a goal that he wanted to accomplish during a one-week period of time. Initially, he wanted to work out at his health club every day during the week. Although he had joined the club more than a year earlier, he had never once used his membership. It took some work, but we finally convinced Steve that the goal of going to the club every day was pretty unrealistic. Reluctantly, Steve modified his goal, deciding that he would be doing well if he went to the club three times during the week. A week later, Steve was very discouraged because he had used the gym only twice. Even though Steve worked out more in that week than he had during the entire previous year, he felt as if he’d accomplished nothing.

With an all-or-nothing attitude, you can become discouraged for many reasons, including:

You don’t accomplish everything you set out to do. 
You don’t do things exactly as you had planned. 
You do something well but not perfectly. 
You don’t get as much recognition as you feel you deserve.



 

In situations like these, you can feel as though you accomplished nothing, because what you have done isn’t exactly what you envisioned. If you can only be satisfied with perfection, you are doomed to be disappointed. After all, going after perfection is like chasing the horizon: you keep going, but you can never really get there.

Perfection is an ideal that is relinquished very, very gradually. Even if you can agree intellectually that perfectionistic standards are unrealistic and counterproductive, you may still find it hard to accept the fact that you aren’t now, never have been, and never will be perfect.

For most perfectionists, accomplishment represents much more than simply achieving goals or being remarkable. In many of their families, being outstanding seemed to be the most reliable strategy for earning recognition, acceptance, and love—accomplishments were valued above all else, and being second best seemed of no value at all. Other perfectionists never enjoyed the satisfaction of winning approval. Although accomplishments were highly valued, their ability to achieve was doubted, criticized, or undermined. They may try to dispel doubts by striving to be perfect, believing that if they’re ever going to earn respect and love, perfection is their only hope.


Mindsets 

Our observations about the perfectionism of procrastinators have been supported by the extensive research of Stanford psychologist Carol Dweck. Her research on how people cope with failure led her to identify two different mindsets, the Fixed Mindset and the Growth Mindset.8 The perspective of a Fixed Mindset is that intelligence and talent are attributes you are born with; they are fixed and permanent. Success is all about proving your ability, validating that you are smart or talented. And it’s something you have to prove over and over  again, as each new set of challenges enters your life. If you have a Fixed Mindset, there is no room for mistakes in any situation, because mistakes are evidence of failure that prove you’re not really smart or talented after all. If you were, you would not have to work at it—whatever “it” is; having to make an effort is evidence of deficiency. And because each performance is seen to be an eternal measure of your ability, failure feels dangerous; it defines you forever.

You can see how fear of failure springs from the Fixed Mindset and leads, in turn, to procrastination. When things get hard, people with a Fixed Mindset retreat and lose interest. They don’t want to do anything that might prove their inadequacy—or, we would add, their unworthiness. Procrastination protects people from taking a risk that might result in failure, which from a Fixed Mindset perspective would be a life sentence of inadequacy.

Contrast this with Dweck’s second mindset—the Growth Mindset. The central belief in this mindset is that abilities can be developed; with hard work and effort you can get smarter and better over time. In a Growth Mindset, effort is what makes you smart or good at something; it is what “ignites ability and turns it into accomplishment.” 9 From this perspective, you don’t have to be good at something immediately. In fact, it’s more interesting to do things you’re not good at, because that’s a way to stretch yourself and to learn. People with a Growth Mindset don’t just seek challenges; they thrive on them. Failures may hurt or disappoint, but they don’t define a person. In fact, failure becomes a reason to redouble effort and work harder, rather than to give up, retreat, and . . . procrastinate.

Adopting the Growth Mindset is one way to undo the self-worth equation. Not only does performance not reflect your value as a person, but performance is no longer a central concern! What matters is what you learn, what you feel excited about, and how you’ve improved, while outcome moves to the background. The definition of “ability” is no longer a fixed entity; it is something that can change and develop. There’s no longer anything to prove. As Dweck asks so compellingly, “Is success about learning—or proving you’re smart?”10

The writer May Sarton has described the Growth Mindset beautifully. “In the middle of the night, things well up from the past that are not always cause for rejoicing—the unsolved, the painful encounters, the mistakes, the reasons for shame or woe. But all, good or bad, painful or delightful, weave themselves into a rich tapestry, and all give me food for thought, food to grow on.”11




THE FATE OF THE IMPERFECT: CONSEQUENCES REAL AND IMAGINED 

Perfectionists tend to think in absolute terms about what they do. In addition, they often think catastrophically; they take one small event, such as a mistake, and exaggerate the consequences until the repercussions are staggering. They react to one incident as if it were the beginning of the end, certain that disaster is just around the corner. You can see the Fixed Mindset at work in this kind of scenario.

These catastrophic expectations are even more intimidating when they are nameless and vague: “My life will be miserable if I’m not perfect!” But in what specific ways would life be miserable? It is often both interesting and helpful for procrastinators to articulate the nameless fantasies of dread that haunt them. Ask yourself the question, “What would happen if I weren’t perfect?” In addition to the general sense of doom you might feel at the thought of being less than exceptional, what specifics do you foresee? How bad would things get? What chain of events would lead up to the final catastrophe?

Here is an example from a man whose expectations careened from perfection to mediocrity to disaster. Ethan, a middle-level manager in banking, was, in outward appearance, very successful. He had a secure job, a devoted wife, and a comfortable home. Yet he always felt in jeopardy of losing everything. Ethan feared that he would be fired if he didn’t maintain exceptional job performance in every area—making decisions, managing his subordinates, projecting the budget, running meetings—everything.

This demand to be in top form all the time grew into a pressure greater than Ethan could bear, and he began to procrastinate, putting  off paperwork and phone calls, delaying personnel decisions, and postponing preparation for meetings. He feared his procrastination would be discovered and it would lead to his being fired.

From one incident of imperfection, Ethan anticipated total disaster: “If I don’t have my agenda ready for Thursday’s conference, I’ll run a lousy meeting, and everyone will see that I’m not as competent as I pretend to be. I’ll be fired from my job and blackballed from the rest of the banking community—who would want to hire a lazy procrastinator? If I can’t get another job making as much money, my wife will be furious and she’ll leave me for someone else. I’ll be alone with no family and no future. I’ll have nothing to live for. I might even do myself in. Now I feel too depressed to work on my agenda. I need a drink.”

Although you can probably see that Ethan’s picture of the cataclysmic consequences of one meeting is blown far out of proportion, to him the danger seems real. Disaster feels so imminent that Ethan becomes paralyzed and unable to do any work.

This kind of catastrophic thinking is extremely undermining, especially if you don’t realize that you’re doing it. If you can learn to step back and take a careful look at what you are anticipating, you can challenge the “inevitability” of your “fate.” Ethan, for example, began to contest his conclusion that running a so-so meeting would lead directly to his being fired. He eventually saw there was a big difference between running a mediocre meeting and losing his wife, his job, and his hope for the future.

The next time you find yourself slipping into a paralysis of perfectionism, consider playing out your worst-case scenario for that situation. Perhaps as you do, you can remind yourself that, although these fantasies are your fears, they are almost certainly exaggerated. And if you can take your thoughts a step further to shift from Fixed to Growth Mindset, you might begin to see that you can view imperfection in an entirely new light—as an impetus to improve or to learn something new, instead of as a death warrant.
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Fear of Success
Hello Procrastination,
 Good-bye Success

 

We each have to define “success” for ourselves. For some, it is measured by societal standards of job status, financial stability, or personal power. For others, success implies a more relational achievement, such as a loving relationship or a happy family. An internal experience of success might be living mindfully or feeling content. Clarry Lay, a researcher in academic procrastination, defines success as “the timely pursuit of your intentions.”1 By this definition, any of us can feel successful whenever we do what we say we’re going to do. “The timely pursuit of your intentions” will gradually lead you toward any other measure of success, and at the same time, it allows you to feel successful just for trying. Procrastinators, however, have trouble following through on their intentions in a timely way, so they feel like failures every time they let themselves down—again. Yet, if they can shift into a Growth Mindset, appreciating their efforts toward improvement, they can see that getting better at the timely pursuit of intentions is success.

Even when procrastinators manage to achieve outward success, they can’t fully enjoy it. The potential pleasure in success is dampened by the close calls, the last-minute scramble, the all-nighters that required Herculean efforts. Even if no one else knows they’ve barely pulled success out of the fire, they do—and for them that means they still haven’t really succeeded. They criticize themselves for their lack of success and wish they could be free of the chains of procrastination that hold them back. But in their self-deprecation, they often miss an important issue: perhaps they are actually afraid of being successful and are using procrastination to avoid the perils of success.




ARE YOU AFRAID OF SUCCESS? 

It’s easier to identify the desire for success than the fear of it, but if you recognize yourself in any of the following scenarios, you may harbor a fear of success. Do you sometimes slow down on a project that’s going well? Do you feel anxious when you receive a lot of recognition? When your manager suggests a promotion, do you start to wish you were invisible? Do compliments embarrass you or leave you feeling apprehensive and wary? If you are successful in one area of your life, do you mess up in another? When things are going just fine, do you assume the other shoe is about to drop? If you have more opportunities to be successful than others in your family, do you worry about losing your connection to your relatives? These are just a few experiences that point to a fear of success.

Jane remembers the first time she considered this counterintuitive notion. She entered college as an English major, but when she took a psychology course in group dynamics, she immediately felt at home. She discovered that her mind had found its element. Her required three-page papers turned into such detailed ten-page outpourings that she was often late turning in her weekly assignments. She did so much research for her final paper that she did not finish it on time, and she received an incomplete in the course. The professor called Jane into her office and expressed concern that a strong student was jeopardizing a high grade. “I think you’re afraid of . . . ” and Jane assumed the next word would be “failure,” but the teacher said, “success.”

What a shock! It had never occurred to Jane that she could be afraid of doing well. She had found a subject that fit the way her mind naturally worked, but there would be complications. The class had solidified Jane’s decision to switch her major to psychology,  which would force her to meet a new set of students and teachers. She would follow an entirely different career path from the one she had envisioned. Even though Jane had found her calling, she didn’t feel free to pursue it fully, not only because it meant change, but because it anointed her as being really good at something, and that didn’t fit her self-image at the time. (She thought only her older brother could inhabit the role of being really good at something.) Her anxiety about being successful was unknown to her, but it was demonstrated by her procrastination.

Why are some people unable to pursue success wholeheartedly, whatever success means to them? It can be baffling to find yourself undermining the very success you desire. We think many procrastinators are conflicted about being successful, as Jane was. They fear the downside of success often without even being aware of it. Most people who fear success want to do well, but because of unconscious worries, the desire fails to turn into reality.2 These worries may be so subtle that they are not always known directly. Psychologist Susan Kolodny says the conflict “sometimes manifests itself instead as an inexplicable shift in mood, an attack of self-doubt or guilt, a wave of hope or despair, as if something had been whispered almost within earshot and we aren’t sure what, or by whom.”3

The important question for all of us is not whether we are ambivalent about success, but whether our conflict about success is so intense that it gets in our way. Does it stop us from moving forward and taking risks that could enrich our lives? Does it lead us to restrict ourselves to such an extent that we lose our spontaneity, our curiosity, and our desire to master new challenges?




CULTURAL PRESSURES 

Cultural norms, gender roles, and economic opportunities have influenced all of us with respect to our possibilities for success, creating advantages for some and limiting others. For many procrastinators, they also create conflict. For example, we are bombarded by demands that could keep us occupied 24/7, and some people use procrastination to  resist the cultural pressure to be everything and to have it all. On the other hand, some people who want it all find that procrastination gets in the way of having it.

Cross-cultural pressures can have an inhibiting effect on success. People who left their homelands and moved to our country may feel that succeeding in the high-pressured, competitive American culture means abandoning the traditions and values of their native lands. Caught between a desire to assimilate and loyalty to their heritage, they may use procrastination to avoid making an impossible choice.

Although notions of “masculine” and “feminine” have become less rigid, they may still contribute to procrastination. Women who want to be successful in “a man’s world” may fear being labeled ambitious and aggressive—too “masculine”—and put off doing what it takes to be competitive. Men who feel pressured to be “masculine” may avoid success because they fear they would have to give up the “feminine” sides of themselves—to be tender, to have doubts and insecurities, to need comfort.

These are all significant factors, but they do not tell the whole story. We must also consider the more personal concerns that lead men and women to avoid success and to rely on procrastination as their way out. We present below some common psychological predicaments that reveal a fear of success.




COMMON REASONS FOR AVOIDING SUCCESS 


Success Demands Too Much: I Have to Retreat 

Some people worry that success will require too much of them, more than they can afford to give. Because working toward success demand a lot of time, effort, and dedication, there are those who believe they are not up to the task. It feels safer to hold back, to retreat. Here are some possible variations.

 

Competition: Take It or Leave It. By delaying, procrastinators appear to be disinterested in competitive struggles and indifferent to  the rewards of victory. Procrastination gives the impression that they can “take it or leave it,” because they don’t make an all-out effort.

People who are afraid of failure choose not to compete because they are afraid of losing or being exposed as weak or inadequate. People who are afraid of success, however, choose not to compete because they are afraid of winning. They procrastinate to hide their ambition, because they think there’s something wrong with being competitive in the first place. So they put off sending an application until it’s too late to be considered for a position; they delay training for a marathon run and thus cannot be a serious competitor in the race; they postpone studying, saying “grades aren’t all that important,” and take themselves out of the running for a scholarship for graduate school.

Shaun is an architect whose lifelong dream has been to have his own architectural firm. He is a creative thinker, but he delays laying out the designs he plays with in his head. As a result, he is always behind schedule. Other designers ask him for advice informally, but no one wants to work with him on a project because he can’t meet deadlines. Shaun is anguished by his inhibition. “I hate myself when I don’t get my vision into the computer. My great ideas exist only in my head, where no one else can see them. If the others really did like my drawings, I’d be proud but uncomfortable. It makes me nervous when I hear a lot of compliments. I’ll never be able to start my own firm if I keep this up.” Shaun is undermining his talent, and his attention is focused on his bad habits and his self-disgust. But this preoccupation may be a distraction. Although Shaun spends a lot of energy feeling bad about what he isn’t doing, he rarely thinks about what awaits him on the other side of his goal. What if he could consistently show his designs and he did ultimately have his own architectural firm?

We asked Shaun to consider the “dangers of improvement”4; in his situation, the possible downsides of having his own firm. “I would be in the spotlight. Everyone would pay attention to whether my business was successful or not. And once you’ve produced one really interesting design that gets built, people expect everything you do to be  innovative. To do that, I’d really have to put pressure on myself and work nonstop. I might never have any free time to have fun and be lazy.” By procrastinating, Shaun diminishes his chances for success, giving him a buffer from the possibility of being exposed and trapped—forced to live a high-pressured life he thinks he doesn’t want.

This worry about escalating expectations is a common anxiety for those who fear the pressures of success. One procrastinator expressed it vividly: “It’s like being a competitive high jumper. You train for months, get yourself ready physically and mentally, you keep trying over and over to clear the bar and break the record. Then, when you finally do jump higher than you ever have before, what do they do? They raise the bar.”

 

Commitment Phobia. An indirect method of staying out of the spotlight and avoiding competition is to delay making commitments. If you don’t commit, you can’t move forward in any one direction, and you can’t rush headlong into success. As Zach said, “Success is like an escalator. Once you get on, there’s no place to get off except at the top.” Procrastinators who worry about getting stuck on the escalator refuse to take that first step. Instead they may spread themselves over numerous interests and activities and end up busy yet frozen, unable to progress toward any one specific goal.

Procrastinators who fear failure have trouble making commitments because they worry that they will make a mistake and commit to the wrong thing. Those who fear success worry that making a commitment will sweep them into the competitive process and move them into the contest for success before they’re ready. Procrastination is their way to step on the brakes.

 

I’ll Turn into a Workaholic. Some procrastinators who fear success worry that if they stop fooling around and get down to work, they will work all the time and never be free to fool around again. Against their will, they’ll somehow be transformed into workaholics who toil endlessly and whose lives are a succession of productive days and nights.

A freelance writer explained how procrastination saves her from this dismal fate: “If I start three weeks ahead of time, I’ll be working solidly for three entire weeks. I might as well wait until I have only three days, so I only kill myself for three days. That way I can at least have a life for two and a half weeks.” It’s as if the work, of its own accord, takes over and turns her into an automaton, whether she likes it or not: “Once I get into working, there’ll be no stopping me. I’ll think of people as interferences who get in my way, and I won’t want anything to do with them. Then they won’t want anything to do with me.”

What we find so intriguing about this perspective is the implication that success invariably leads to a loss of control and a loss of choice in one’s life. Procrastinators often assume that, because their delaying seems to operate outside of their control, their working would become just as unmanageable. They fear that without compulsive procrastination, they would be doomed to compulsive work. The fear of morphing into a workaholic suggests that you worry success will create a sense of helplessness instead of a sense of power: you will no longer be yourself, you will turn into someone you don’t like, and you won’t be able to keep this alien “you” from taking over.


Success Is Dangerous: Somebody Always Gets Hurt 

Many people who procrastinate to avoid success expect to be punished for their desire to win. You may fear you will be criticized, accused of being “selfish” or “full of yourself.” Then there’s the loser to contend with—someone might be hurt and withdraw from your relationship or may become angry enough to retaliate against you for winning. Whatever happens, someone ends up feeling bad—hurt, diminished, or left behind. Going after success feels like entering a dangerously aggressive world. These fears may be somewhat based on reality if you are in fact competing with someone who would be a sore loser, or they may be imaginative worries. Either way, these concerns feel real. Fear of causing harm and being harmed can be a powerful inhibitor to doing your best and may become an invitation to  procrastinate, as you keep your competitive desires hidden from others, or more importantly, from yourself.

 

I Could Hurt Someone Else. Have there been times when you have belittled or hidden something good that’s happened to you because you didn’t want to offend someone else? Maybe you kept the A you got for your last-minute paper a secret from your friends who got Bs and Cs, even after working hard. Or you didn’t tell your father about your latest salary increase because you don’t want him to know that you’re already earning more than he does.

You may be concerned that your good news will be bad news to someone else. In some cases, of course, keeping your success to yourself is simply courteous: no one likes a braggart. But many procrastinators have taken more extreme measures than simply downplaying their success to protect someone’s feelings. They have diminished themselves in order to prop up someone else. When you assume that being successful means that you are hurting someone else, success becomes equated with aggression. You may use procrastination to hold yourself back, so that you won’t have to live with guilt.

Teresa went to work to augment the family income. Her husband, Tony, was a building contractor whose business had hit hard times. Teresa started making good money on commissions at her sales job. But instead of capitalizing on her success, she got so far behind on her paperwork that her job was threatened. “It would almost have been a relief to lose my job,” she said. “I was afraid to tell Tony about my commissions because I didn’t want to hurt his pride. It wasn’t his fault that his business was bad and I was making more money.”

Although we may worry that our success will hurt other people, they may actually be stronger and more generous than we give them credit for. It may be a distortion in our own thinking, a misreading of the reality around us, that sets us up to assume that our achievements will inevitably hurt someone else. Some people can enjoy the success of others without feeling deprived, diminished, wounded, or left behind. Maybe Tony would have been happy for Teresa if she had let herself do well.

Success can bring both joy and pain to those you love. For example, it may be difficult to let yourself be successful when you expect that your success will carry you away from your family and culture. College students whose parents have not gone to college face this difficult dilemma. They are aware of the sacrifices their parents have made to give them greater opportunities; they want to make their families proud and to be in a position to help the family. At the same time, they are entering a social and intellectual culture their parents have not experienced, and the more they succeed, the more the differences grow. “I love my family, but I feel I’m leaving them behind, and I know that hurts them,” said Luis, a junior whose procrastination was affecting his grades. Luis’s father worked two jobs and his mother cleaned houses and spoke little English. “It’s awkward when I go home. They don’t understand what I’m studying or what school is like. It feels like I’m gaining an education but losing my family.” Procrastination can be an expression of anxiety and guilt about moving beyond a loving family.

 

I Could Get Hurt. One danger many people foresee in achieving success is that they would get what they want—and then would be attacked. Someone, somewhere, will challenge or criticize them, and they don’t feel strong enough to fight back. Andre’s procrastination keeps him in a job far below his capabilities. When he was hired, Andre and his manager expected that he would rise through the ranks into middle management. Instead, Andre put in minimal effort and was never promoted. “There are a lot of aggressive people in this company. If I move up, I’d have to make decisions and people would fight me and criticize my ideas; I’d just as soon stay out of their way.”

If Andre were content with his position, he would have no problem—he’d have found a comfortable niche for himself. Not everyone has to zoom up the ladder of success. But Andre wasn’t satisfied. “I’d really like to have a chance to run things and I have some ideas for improvements. But management would see me as a troublemaker and they’d make my life difficult.” Andre lives with a view that it’s a dog-eat-dog world, and as the dogs get bigger, the bites get worse.  Since he expects to be attacked, he protects himself by delaying; he doesn’t get promoted, and he never has to fight.

As children, many of us have learned that our successes can indeed trigger retaliation: if the drive to pursue our own goals threatened an angry parent or a competitive sibling; if our accomplishments were consistently mocked or ignored; if our success took us away from our family; if we feared being punished for having unacceptable thoughts or wishes. Recurrent experiences like these can create a worldview in which success seems a setup for retribution.


Success Is Off-Limits: There’s Something Wrong with Me 

Sometimes people feel that there is something fundamentally wrong with them, a basic fault5 that is so profound and deeply engrained that it precludes any real success or contentment in their lives. This idea of being basically flawed is a construction, an idea, not a fact, but we understand how compelling this feeling can be and how it can lead to pervasive procrastination.

 

I Don’t Deserve Success. Procrastination can be used as punishment for “bad” things people have done—or think they’ve done. We’ve met procrastinators who feel guilty for unethical or hurtful things they have actually done, such as lying, cheating, manipulating, or defrauding someone. But many people feel guilty for actions that are really not very serious, or for situations that aren’t truly their responsibility. In their guilt, however, they do not differentiate between real crimes and imagined ones.

One hard-core procrastinator felt guilty about the unhappiness he had inflicted on his family growing up. “I was a big bully,” he said. “Especially after my parents divorced, I used to have blowups that made my mother cry and my little sister run and hide. I had fun tormenting my sister. I was mean, and it’s unforgivable. So now it’s my turn to be tormented.”

Procrastination can be used as punishment for an imaginary “crime.” Damien’s wife died in a car accident. Although he was also injured in the crash, Damien survived and appeared to make a full recovery. However, after the accident, Damien stopped progressing in his job with the power company. Damien understood that his grief affected his work. In addition, he felt responsible for his wife’s death, despite the fact that the crash had been caused by another driver.

Damien suffered from survivor guilt. As the one who lived, he felt he did not deserve to have a happy or fulfilling life. Three years later, he was still blaming himself and still stagnating. Although the stagnation of his life was unsatisfying, he didn’t realize that procrastination was serving as the punishment for his “crime” of surviving.

Some people experience survival guilt for escaping a chronically bad situation if they leave others behind. They feel guilty because their lives are improving while others they care about continue to suffer. For example, many college students who have moved away from difficult family situations feel guilty for abandoning younger siblings who are still living at home, coping with parents who may be depressed, abusive, alcoholic, or negligent. These students find themselves procrastinating in school, unable to allow themselves academic success. They feel they don’t deserve to be free while the rest of the family remains trapped.

Sometimes the people you can’t allow yourself to abandon are work colleagues. In a negative work environment, people often band together to complain about how bad things are, to get support from each other that they can’t get from their managers, and to validate their experience. They form tight bonds, like soldiers in foxholes. Some of them commit themselves to getting out, but some put off looking for a new job or work in a desultory way, eroding the confidence needed to land a better job—as well as their chances of receiving a decent recommendation. They can’t bring themselves to get into a better situation because they feel guilty about leaving their friends behind.

Sadly, the guilt most procrastinators feel is far out of proportion to their “crimes.” Often, there is not even any crime to speak of, other  than wanting to extend oneself and have a life of one’s own, and it is this wish that generates guilt. Asserting the right to your own life may bring you into conflict with your family system or with cultural values. In some cultures, having a life of one’s own is less important than taking care of family members and putting the needs of the community first.6 Whereas in the United States, the individual is the primary social unit, in many other cultures, the family is the central social unit, and the individual does not expect to pursue success if it comes at the expense of the family.

Lilly is from an Asian family that moved to California when she was five. Her parents owned a small grocery store, where she worked every afternoon during high school. Lilly won a scholarship to college, majored in economics, and planned to go to business school. In her junior year, her mother fell ill, and Lilly offered to move back home. Her mother encouraged her to stay in school, but her father expected Lilly to return home to care for her mother and help out in the market. Lilly agonized over what she should do. She wanted to fulfill her mother’s dream of being well educated and successful, but she also wanted the approval of her father. Unable to make a decision, Lilly became distracted in school and put off doing her work. Her grades suffered to such an extent that she was in danger of losing her scholarship and being forced to leave school. Lilly’s difficulty working reflected her conflict about whether to go on with her academic life or fulfill her obligation to her family. In effect, her procrastination was making the decision for her.

 

Success Just Isn’t in the Cards for Me. Some people have such a low opinion of themselves that they can’t incorporate success into their self-image. Feeling inadequate, unprepared, or unappealing, they don’t expect to succeed at anything, so they simply don’t try in the first place.

Rachel, for example, is a shy person who remains in the background, both at work and in relationships. She wears clothes that hide her shape, and hers is the face that gets lost in the crowd. Although she fantasizes about having a satisfying job and a loving marriage, Rachel  avoids opportunities for either. “Happy marriages and great jobs are for other people, not for me, so why should I even bother trying?” sighs Rachel.

When Rachel did manage, after many delays and incomplete attempts, to get a new job, she could not enjoy it. Since she believes success has no place in her life, she sees any accomplishment as a fluke, a random stroke of luck; success can vanish at any moment. Rather than dream of success and be disappointed, Rachel avoids both hope and disillusionment by assuming that success is not meant for her. It doesn’t fit her self-concept.

There are two aspects to the self-concept: “me” and “not me.” For Rachel, happiness was “not me.” Rachel’s low opinion of herself does not fully match the way other people see her; her friends can see her “potential,” but Rachel is stuck with her own self-concept. She has identified herself as “a loser,” and her procrastination keeps that identity intact.

In making herself almost invisible, Rachel communicates that she is barely there. In fact, she’s not sure she has a right to exist at all. Rachel was the fourth daughter in her family, and immediately after her birth, her father had a vasectomy. He often said, “I had one girl too many.” Rachel lives with a deep feeling of not being welcomed into life, just because of who she was, one girl too many. If you’re not even supposed to exist, then you’re certainly not supposed to thrive and succeed. Procrastination reflects Rachel’s feeling that she has no place in the world.

 

What If I’m Too Perfect? At the other extreme from Rachel, there are people who worry that if they stop procrastinating and go full speed ahead toward success, it would come to them too easily. They would have “everything,” but they would achieve it with so little effort that they would be the object of everyone’s envy.

In contrast to the fear of failure, in which the procrastinator assumes, “I should be perfect, but I’m afraid I might not be good enough,” in this particular form of fear of success, the procrastinator assumes, “I am perfect, but I shouldn’t be. I have to hide it.”

Kim, an attractive woman with a loving husband and two thriving children, expressed her dilemma in this way: “People seem to think I have everything—a great marriage and family, lots of friends, enough money, and time for volunteer work. I can tell that a lot of people envy me, and it’s an ugly feeling. The one thing I don’t have, though, is a college degree. I would like to go back to school and get a degree in art history. Then I would really feel as if I had it all. But then the envy would be even worse! It’s safer to be lacking something.”

Like Kim, people who worry that they are too perfect feel they need a tragic flaw, one that provides protection against envy and makes them feel they have problems just like everyone else. The fatal flaw reassures them that they are not really so different, and therefore they can be accepted and loved.

But why do they have to prove they’re no different? After all, even though they may feel they could be perfect, nobody is perfect. Why is it so important for people to maintain this illusion about being perfect? The sense of superiority that goes along with feeling “too perfect” is a cover for a deeper sense of inferiority that quietly haunts people like Kim. Even though they may procrastinate to hold themselves back and be “like” everybody else, they nevertheless depend on feeling “special” just to feel adequate. They believe they would indeed be special if they stopped procrastinating. As long as they believe they are flawed by their own choice, they can maintain the belief that they still are perfect.

 

So, perhaps you have been using procrastination to avoid success because you harbor one or more of these fears. The theme common to all of them is the belief that you must choose between having success and having love. If you become an uncaring workaholic, who would be your friend? If you achieved an undeserved success, wouldn’t you be shunned for being presumptuous? If you are too perfect, who would accept you as one of the gang? If you expect your success to create problems in your relationships, you may not want to risk alienating the people around you.

How did you come to conclude that your success would push people away? Perhaps your accomplishments had an unsettling impact on your family, or you assumed they did. For example, you may have sensed that when you accomplished something, a sibling felt jealous or left out; the family may have seemed out of balance; your parents may have even seemed threatened. Eventually, you may have concluded that everyone would be better off, and you would be most accepted, if you accomplished less rather than more. Whether this idea comes from your direct experience or lives in your mind without being tested, it can have the powerful effect of inhibiting your efforts to achieve success.

As you consider the relationship between your procrastination and your fear of success, try to stand back and take a more objective look at your situation. It may help to remind yourself that just because you fear something doesn’t mean it’s true now and forever. If you can challenge the assumption that at the first sign of success everyone will leave you, then you may be surprised to notice that there are some people who will not use your success against you. They will delight in your success and celebrate it with you. However, some people may resent your success—perhaps even some of the most important people in your life. If so, the question you must confront is: Can you make progress for yourself in spite of their resentment or their retreat from you? Are you strong enough to survive without their total support?

Remember that success does not come all at once. As you begin to resolve the anxieties that lead you to procrastinate, you will make progress toward your goals. As you move ahead, your conflicts about succeeding can kick up again. Improvements represent a threat to the ways we have been organized to defeat ourselves. Don’t be surprised when you take two steps forward and one step back, or one step forward and two steps back! As you see that you can live with success—and without the disasters you’ve been anticipating—you will be more able to move ahead.

We understand that success might have its dangers for you. We know these dangers are powerful. It’s natural to feel apprehensive when you’re making a change in your life, even when the change is  for the better. Achieving your idea of success—whether it be going back to school, exercising and losing weight, getting a new job, finding a good relationship or leaving a bad one—will inevitably involve facing change. Change may feel risky. When you make a change, you encounter the unknown in yourself, in your relationships, and in the world. But we think you may be in a better position than you realize to tolerate the risks. You can change and adapt to new circumstances, even to success.
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