
Imagine sitting down to complete a task you’ve been 
putting off. Maybe it’s a big task with lots of  different 
parts; maybe it feels overwhelming, and you don’t know 
where to start; maybe it’s a task that feels mundane and 
that you have to do frequently. What emotions come 
up when you imagine yourself  getting started on this 
task? What thoughts? One thing is for certain: We’ve 
all been in this situation, when the thought of  starting 
a dreaded task is so unpleasant that we’d rather do 
something (anything!) else. 

What we’re talking about here is procrastination, which 
is broadly defined as delaying the performance of  tasks 
despite the potential for negative consequences. Indeed, 
in the research literature, this type of  pushing things off 
is often referred to as an irrational delay — that is, we 
know it’s likely a bad idea to procrastinate on a given 
task and that continuing to delay will only cause more 
problems, but despite this knowing, we do it anyway.  

Many people struggle with procrastination. In fact, 
estimates suggest that somewhere between 20-25% 
of  adults experience chronic procrastination across 
domains including social, academic, professional and 
financial (Balkis & Duru, 2009; Ferrari & Díaz-Morales, 
2014). Strikingly, up to 50% of  university students 
identify as having problems with chronic procrastination 
(Day et al., 2000). Researchers have identified several 
potential contributing factors for procrastination, 
including task aversiveness, low self-esteem, fear of  
failure, learned helplessness and perfectionism (Schubert 
& Stewart, 2000; Steel, 2007; Steel & Ferrari, 2013). 
Procrastination gets in the way of  performance, both 
at work and at school (Steel, 2007). Patterns of  chronic 
procrastination not only negatively impact our ability to 
get things done, but procrastination has been associated 
with chronic stress (Abbasi & Alghamdi, 2015), lower 
life satisfaction and overall wellbeing (Beutel et al., 
2016; van Eerde, 2003), and increased symptoms of  
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anxiety and depression (A. L. Flett et al., 2016; G. L. 
Flett et al., 1995). Indeed, chronic procrastination has 
been linked to many different forms of  maladjustment 
(Pychyl & Flett, 2012). In addition to mental health 
outcomes, procrastination has been linked to poorer 
physical health outcomes, including cardiovascular and 
other chronic illness (Sirois, 2015, 2016; Stead et al., 
2010) and an increased likelihood of  delaying needed 
medical treatment (Sirois et al., 2003). Procrastination 
can present a particular challenge for those with other 
mental health problems, like the executive functioning 
difficulties that are hallmarks of  diagnoses such as 
attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD; 
Bolden & Fillauer, 2020). Problems with putting things 
off are also found more often in conjunction with 
anxiety disorders and personality disorders (Gustavson 
et al., 2017), and are most common in adolescents or 
young adults, with rates of  procrastination declining 
somewhat with age (Beutel et al., 2016). There are 
several common misconceptions about how best to 
tackle procrastination and get started on the tasks 
that are most important to you. Before offering 
specific strategies for overcoming these challenges, it is 
important to address these misconceptions.  

The first widespread misconception is that 
procrastination can’t be understood (which may 
have come from the aforementioned referral to it as 
an irrational delay). However, research suggests that, 
viewed through a certain lens, procrastination is 
perfectly logical. In almost all situations, procrastination 
happens because it serves an important function, and 
understanding that function is an important first step 
to moving through a procrastination roadblock. One 
of  the simplest examples of  this might be in thinking 

about how our brains respond to reward; contemplating 
doing a dreaded task may bring up anxiety or other 
unpleasant emotions, and deciding to delay this task 
for another hour or another day brings a sense of  relief. 
This relief  is a reward for your brain in that the relief  
feels much nicer in the short-term than the anxiety 
you were feeling just a minute ago. Procrastination 
can serve other functions, as well. Delaying the start 
of  a task may be one way to exert some control over 
your environment, especially in a time when so many 
things may feel and may actually be out of  our control. 
It is also important to acknowledge the downsides of  
getting started on a given task (e.g., the risk of  making 
the wrong choice, feeling like you’re not good enough, 
risking failure), as well as the upsides of  continuing to 
put it off (e.g., avoiding unwanted internal experiences 
such as anxiety or self-doubt, being able to participate 
in a chosen leisure activity). Of  course, the function of  
procrastination varies from person to person but also 
from task to task. It is critical to slow down when you 
notice procrastination getting in the way, and to ask 
yourself  what function the procrastination is serving 
in each particular circumstance. This will help you 
engage in targeted and skillful problem-solving.  

Another common misconception is that people 
who struggle with procrastination are simply bad at 
organizing themselves or managing their time; worse 
yet, they may be considered lazy, unmotivated or 
distractible. However, there is mounting evidence that, 
instead of  simply being a problem of  organization, 
procrastination is actually about having difficulty 
managing emotions (Pychyl & Sirois, 2016). 
Specifically, procrastination has been conceptualized 
as a strategy that provides short-term relief  from 
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negative emotions (i.e., pushing off an aversive task 
feels good in the now). This explanation is important, 
because it shifts the target from one of  organization 
to one of  identifying difficult emotions. Is the task at 
hand unpleasant or tedious by its nature? Or does it 
bring up unpleasant emotions related to our ability 
to complete it (e.g., feelings of  insecurity, anxiety, 
self-doubt)? Procrastination has been linked to low 
levels of  the personality trait conscientiousness, a trait 
responsible for self-regulation, including emotional 
regulation (Boysan & Kiral, 2016; Schouwenburg 
& Lay, 1995). There is evidence that those who are 
high in conscientiousness are able to avoid falling 
into the trap of  procrastination partially due to their 
ability to structure their environment to set them up 
for more likely success, a strategy even those low in 
conscientiousness can learn to emulate. Along these 
lines, teaching students emotion regulation skills was 
found to significantly reduce procrastination (Eckert et 
al., 2016). If  we learn to identify the difficult emotions 
that come up around a given task, we can apply skills 
to better regulate those negative feelings and allow  
for progress. 

WHY TALK ABOUT PROCRASTINATION 
NOW? 

Alarmingly, the widespread transition to less structured 
school and work arrangements in response to the 
global COVID-19 pandemic has made this problem 
feel even more insurmountable for many of  us. Several 
useful tools that provide ways to stay on task and tap 
into ongoing motivation have become unavailable. 
The quiet solitude offered by a private office may have 
been traded for the busy family environment of  the 

kitchen table, for example. Additionally, for those who 
had learned to rely on community and accountability 
from supervisors or peers for maintaining focus (e.g., 
study groups, weekly writing groups, working or 
studying in a bustling coffee shop) this new virtual 
reality can feel much less engaging. To compound 
the lack of  structure, we are living in a time defined 
by overwhelming and stressful news updates, political 
unrest and a global pandemic — all of  which can 
make it incredibly hard to devote focused attention 
to necessary school and work tasks. For all of  us, and 
especially if  you are someone who struggles with 
executive function challenges or ADHD, this can make 
functioning from day to day incredibly hard.  

The good news is that there are short-term, teachable 
skills you can implement to structure your and your 
family’s environment and regulate negative feelings that 
may arise. The most up-to-date science offers helpful 
approaches, too. One of  the most effective strategies 
for overcoming procrastination involves finding ways 
to reduce the pressure we put on ourselves to maintain 
“productivity” in exactly the same ways that may have 
worked in another context, and to focus instead on doing 
what works in response to the situation we find ourselves 
in right now. Importantly, before I begin discussing 
concrete strategies for dealing with procrastination, 
I want to emphasize that not all tips or tricks fit for 
everyone. In fact, a quick internet search will turn up 
directly conflicting advice (e.g., start with the most dreaded 
task to get it over with vs. start with a smaller, more manageable 
task to get warmed up). This highlights how important it is 
for you to be able to take ownership of  this process by 
figuring out what works for you and leaving the rest. I 
have provided several different suggestions below in the 
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spirit of  encouraging this kind of  “doing what works” 
experimentation; it is not my intention that any one 
person would implement all of  them. 

WHAT DOES SCIENCE TELL US ABOUT 
WHAT WORKS? 

Although procrastination is a problem that many 
people struggle with, research typically hasn’t focused 
on treating it. However, the existing research suggests 
that one of  the most helpful forms of  treatment may 
be Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT). This therapy 
approach is skills-based and problem-focused; it aims 
to teach clients to become their own therapist and 
more effectively manage their thoughts and behaviors 
to improve mood. Two meta-analyses (a type of  study 
that gathers and summarizes results from many others 
previous studies) suggested that CBT is one of  the most 
effective kinds of  treatment that has been evaluated 
using research (Rozental et al., 2018; van Eerde & 
Klingsieck, 2018). In particular, one Randomized 
Control Trial (RCT; a type of  study that compares two 
treatment types) found that a CBT treatment including 
education about procrastination paired with behavioral 
and cognitive techniques was effective in significantly 
reducing procrastination, an effect that was maintained 
for several months after the end of  the treatment 
(Otermin-Cristeta & Hautzinger, 2018). It is important 
to note that there are many other forms of  treatment 
that may be effective but are not currently represented 
in the research literature (e.g., interpersonal or relational 
approaches). With all of  this in mind, what are some of  
the specific strategies from CBT and related approaches 
that individuals struggling with procrastination can 
apply to their own lives?  

GATHERING ACCURATE INFORMATION 

One important strategy for beating procrastination 
and overwhelm is making sure you have accurate 
information about what procrastination is and is not 
(e.g., Rozental et al., 2018) — hopefully, this article will 
already have helped with this! Therapists who practice 
CBT refer to this process as psychoeducation — 
providing the client with a thorough understanding of  
the problem and how the solutions are likely to work 
(i.e., the theory behind the solutions). With regard to 
procrastination, there are some important facts that 
can be helpful to keep in mind as you try different 
strategies: 

1. Getting started is the hardest part. Learning 
to manage procrastination is about managing 
in a new way the emotions that show up before 
you start a task. It’s not only about the latest time 
management app or about work ethic, willpower, or 
having a better calendar system. 

2. Efficiency matters less than motivation. 
Although time management and efficiency 
strategies can be helpful, the real challenge is to find 
a way to prioritize the things that matter to you, 
and to be able to stay connected to the why of  any 
given task. That is, although balancing your budget 
spreadsheet may not feel exciting, thinking about 
the special trip you can save up for if  you manage 
your finances more effectively may provide a jolt of  
motivation that helps you tackle that spreadsheet.  

3. Organization helps. I know I just said 
organization isn’t everything, but especially for 
folks with ADHD and other executive functioning 
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difficulties, basic organization and time management 
strategies are often a very helpful place to start. 
Gathering some good, accurate information about 
how to keep a calendar, how to create a to-do list, 
and how to utilize reminders can set you up for 
success and provide a solid foundation on which to 
layer other strategies. 

SELF-COMPASSION

One challenge that comes up for folks with a long 
history of  struggling with procrastination is that a 
lot of  self-judgments come up when they think about 
finally getting started on something they had been 
putting off (“If  only I had started this sooner, I wouldn’t be 
so stressed out!”). However, although it may be natural 
to experience regret and judgment, being a harsh 
taskmaster to yourself  can make the whole experience 
worse, and it can pile on yet more negative feelings to 
muddle through in order to get started. Specifically, self-
compassion can decrease psychological distress, which 
is a key ingredient for exacerbating procrastination 
(MacBeth & Gumley, 2012). Relatedly, many people 
feel the urge to compare themselves to others in these 
moments, or to beat themselves up about how difficult 
they find something when it appears that others may 
find it easier. Next time you’re faced with these kinds 
of  thoughts, try a different approach. Research shows 
that forgiving ourselves for past procrastination can 
actually be helpful, because that forgiveness enables 
us to move forward without the additional baggage of  
all our past acts (Wohl et al., 2010). See if  you can 
find a way to move away from those judgments or 
comparisons and lean into self-compassion as a way to 
ease the friction of  getting started.

MINDFULNESS TRAINING

Mindfulness, or the skill of  anchoring your attention 
with singular focus in the present moment, is another 
strategy that can be useful in tackling procrastination 
and overwhelm (Cheung & Ng, 2019). Although there 
are likely others, three specific ways that mindfulness 
training may help with procrastination include: 

1. Foster curiosity. One of  the challenges in 
working through procrastination is noticing the 
urge to put something off. Mindfulness can aid us in 
fostering a sense of  curiosity about our moment-to-
moment experiences, and it can help us sense when 
the urge to procrastinate comes up. In addition, 
leaning into curiosity around our experiences is 
one way to stay away from judgments; genuine 
curiosity about what might be driving the urge to 
procrastinate may lead you to helpful information 
about what emotions you may be up against and 
even provide clues about how to address them. 

2. Maintain focus. Another benefit of  mindfulness 
training is that it can increase one’s ability to 
maintain focus and sustained attention on a task 
(e.g., it helps to reduce mind-wandering). This 
sustained attention is of  course helpful for actually 
completing the task at hand, but another benefit is 
that it means having to get started fewer times. Each 
time your mind wanders or you get distracted from 
a task, you then face the challenge of  re-engaging 
with the task, and as discussed above, getting started 
really is the most difficult part. So, reducing the 
number of  times you need to exert effort to get 
started because you are able to stay on task will 
increase your productivity in the long run. 
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3. Stay in touch with WHY. I have already 
mentioned that staying in touch with your 
motivation for doing a task in a big-picture way can 
be a very helpful strategy, and mindfulness is one 
way to accomplish this. That is, using mindfulness 
strategies can allow you to hold your “why” in mind 
as you complete your task, providing that needed 
boost of  motivation. Try taking a few moments 
before getting started on an aversive task to really 
reflect, with all of  your attention, on why this task is 
important to you. See if  that makes getting started 
feel easier. 

BEHAVIORAL EXPERIMENTS

Experience provides one of  the most powerful tools for 
our brains to learn new things. Behavioral experiments 
are a structured way to provide your brain with 
helpful new experiences in a specific way (Rozental & 
Carlbring, 2014). Although they may feel difficult at 
first, the good news about these strategies is that you 
can get used to a new way of  doing things — and they 
don’t feel nearly as effortful the further along you get. 
Here are three specific ways you can set up situations 
to provide helpful learning experiences related to 
getting started on important tasks: 

1. Build mastery. This one is about teaching 
yourself  that your thoughts do not control you 
(although sometimes it may feel that they do). As 
an example, even though we can think the thought 
“I can’t raise my arm,” thinking this thought has no 
effect on our actual ability to raise our arm. In fact, 
we can be thinking that thought and raise our arm at 
the very same time. Thoughts about procrastination 

act the same way. Although you may think “This is 
too hard, I can’t do it,” you can prove to yourself  
that you can do it in spite of  that thought by getting 
started and simply seeing what happens. 

2. Increase exposure. Sometimes, when feeling 
overwhelmed by the size or duration of  the task 
leads to negative feelings that fuel procrastination, 
it can be helpful to break the task down into smaller 
pieces. That is, even if  doing the whole task feels 
unimaginable, could you convince yourself  to put 
up with the negative feelings that might come up 
around the task for one minute? Three minutes? Ten 
minutes? No matter how small to start, some time 
is better than none. This strategy works because 
you are able to gradually increase the amount of  
time you spend in contact with those unpleasant 
thoughts or feelings, and you are simultaneously 
building confidence as you successfully tolerate a 
short exposure, then a longer and longer one. An 
added benefit of  this strategy is that many people 
find once they have gotten over the initial barrier 
to getting started, even if  the plan is only to work 
for two minutes, they are naturally inclined to keep 
going and take advantage of  the momentum. 

3. Notice contrast effects. If  there are some tasks 
on your list that you prefer and some that you find 
much harder to get started, be thoughtful about the 
order you choose. That is, doing a preferred task 
immediately before the dreaded one may actually 
make the dreaded one feel even worse because of  
the contrast between them. It may be better for you 
to start with the most dreaded task to get it over 
with, and then reward yourself  for your effort by 
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allowing yourself  to do the preferred task at the end. 

STIMULUS CONTROL

Stimulus control can mean a lot of  things, but at 
its simplest, it describes the idea that living things 
behave one way when a stimulus (a thing or event) is 
present and another way when it is not present. As 
an example, your dog may be motivated to do tricks 
when a treat is present but less cooperative when 
there is not food to be had. In this way, it can be said 
that the stimulus (food) controls the behavior (tricks), 
and humans are no different. We can use this to our 
advantage by recognizing that stimuli can influence 
us to do something or not to do something. Try these 
approaches: 

1. Remove distractions. If  your cell phone is 
nearby, you are likely being influenced by it (e.g., 
when your notification chime goes off, you are likely 
to stop what you are doing and check it). What 
other distractions in your environment are likely to 
influence your behavior in unhelpful ways when you 
are trying to work on a task you’ve been putting off? 
In the context of  working or completing schoolwork 
from home, this may mean thinking carefully about 
setting up a space that is as free from distractions as 
you can make it, or employing additional strategies 
(e.g., noise-canceling headphones) to minimize 
distractions when quiet and privacy may not be a 
realistic option. Coming back to our example of  the 
cell phone, rather than relying on your willpower to 
resist the urge to check your notifications, you are 
much more likely to be successful at staying on task 
if  your phone is silenced and put away in a drawer 

or another room so that you never hear the chime at 
all. Remove temptations altogether when possible.

2. Offer yourself rewards. Much like our canine 
companions, humans are also very motivated by 
rewards. This is often referred to as contingency 
management (CM), which is a specific version of  
stimulus control. CM is a behavioral strategy where 
individuals are reinforced, or rewarded, for positive 
behavioral change. This reinforcement or reward 
is helpful on several levels because it can motivate 
you to do the task in the first place. It feels good to 
receive a reward, and it makes the positive behavior 
(getting started on a hard task) more likely to occur 
again in the future. Rewards can take many different 
forms and work best matched to each individual. 
This is a strategy that can easily be adapted for 
children, as well. Consider using a favorite snack or 
treat, an inexpensive purchase or small monetary 
contribution toward a larger purchase, or time to 
do a favorite activity. The important thing is that 
the reward is small/feasible, and something highly 
desirable. Feel free to get creative! 

THERAPY 

Finally, seek therapy. Although many people who 
struggle with chronic procrastination may come 
to therapy for other reasons, including marriage 
difficulties, depressed mood or work problems, they 
may find their struggles can be helped by addressing 
their patterns of  procrastination. Additionally, some 
mental health professionals have noticed an increase 
in clients seeking treatment explicitly to work on 
procrastination. In the context of  the COVID-19 
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pandemic, teletherapy is a viable option for many 
folks who found it difficult to make time for therapy 
previously. There are three particular benefits that 
working with a mental health professional can bring to 
bear when dealing with procrastination. First, having 
a regular appointment to discuss these issues creates 
structure. A common feature of  CBT, in particular, 
is behavioral “homework” assignments that clients 
work on throughout the week. In having a specific 
assignment and then a deadline by which to complete 
it, this can create a helpful structure for getting 
started on implementing some of  the strategies listed 
above. Second, therapy for procrastination provides 
accountability. Having someone inquire about your 
goals week to week and bear witness to your struggles 
and your progress can provide a helpful boost of  
motivation for following through on tasks, especially 
in the beginning. Indeed, a goal for therapy may be to 
work toward learning strategies for being accountable 
to yourself, and it is true that having someone else 

checking in with you can be a very helpful way to 
get started. Finally, evidence shows that “in-person” 
therapy with a mental health professional may offer 
longer lasting benefits than self-help (Malouff & 
Schutte, 2019). 

Overall, I am hoping that reading this article may have 
begun to alleviate a sense of  frustration or helplessness 
that can often accompany longstanding struggles 
with procrastination. There can also be feelings of  
embarrassment or shame; in discussing the prevalence 
of  this problem and addressing some common 
misconceptions, there will hopefully be less stigma 
around procrastination. Finally, try incorporating the 
concrete and actionable strategies to improve your 
ability to structure your time and environment, manage 
difficult emotions, and begin to experience the benefits 
of  positive behavior change. Now is the time.
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