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Preface


I have never really suffered from procrastination. If anything, I try to do tasks well before their deadline. Does this qualify me to write a book on overcoming procrastination? I think it does. You may think that it would be preferable if I used to procrastinate but learned to overcome it – and you may be right. However, this is not the case. What I do bring to this book is my knowledge of why people procrastinate and what they can do to help themselves. I have worked as a counsellor for over 45 years and, in doing so, I’ve had much experience in helping people to overcome their problems with procrastination. I hope you think that this is a qualification for me to write this book.


I have divided this book into three parts. In Part 1, I consider the nature of procrastination, why we do it and how we can overcome it, in general terms. In Part 2, I consider the different types of procrastination and how you can deal with the specific type that applies to you. You will get the most out of this material if you have digested and practised the material in Part 1. Finally, in Part 3, I outline a smorgasbord of practical and psychological tips to overcome procrastination.


Throughout the book, I stress the importance of identifying, examining and changing the rigid and extreme attitudes that underpin all forms of procrastination, and the importance of developing an anti-procrastination philosophy comprised of alternative flexible and non-extreme attitudes. You may be tempted to go straight to Part 3 of the book to discover quick and easy ways of dealing with your procrastination problem. Please resist this temptation! I want to reiterate that you first need to digest and implement the material in Part 1 of the book for the advice I give in Part 3 to have any lasting impact.


There is no quick-fix answer to overcoming procrastination. That’s the bad news. The good news is that you can help yourself markedly by applying regularly the methods that I outline in this book, particularly those in Part 1. So, don’t just read the book. Use it! If you do, you may be pleasantly surprised with the results.









Part 1
PROCRASTINATION


What it is, why you do it and what you can do about it
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What is procrastination?

A number of years ago, a consumer report on the amount of time we, in Britain, squander made alarming reading. The report showed that we spend, on average, each week: 1 hour 30 minutes stuck in traffic jams, 36 minutes waiting for public transport, 1 hour 24 minutes dealing with bureaucracy, 1 hour 12 minutes waiting in queues at shops or banks, 1 hour 24 minutes looking for things at home and 1 hour 18 minutes shopping for things without success. All in all we squander about seven and a half hours each week in the above ways, which approximates to about two and a half years over the average lifetime.

While we may not have much control over some of these factors, we do have much more control over how we spend our time in other areas. But do we use this time wisely? Do we do tasks that are in our interests to do when it is in our interests to do them? The answer is that some of us do, but most of us don’t. Most of us procrastinate. What does the term ‘procrastination’ mean? It means putting off until tomorrow what is in our interests to do today. Thus, procrastination has three major features:


•    a task that it is in our interests to do

•    a time frame in which it is important for us to take action

•    a postponement of this action until another time.



In addition, procrastination involves one or more additional postponements until action is taken:


•    either at the very last minute

•    after the due deadline

•    action is not taken at all.



We all procrastinate at some time in our lives. How many of us, for example, have not put off paying a bill until the very last moment when it would have been better for us to pay it earlier? It is certainly not my intention to write a book hoping to persuade you to banish all forms of procrastination from your life. If this was my intention, then I would inevitably fail. Why? Because procrastination is part of the human condition. It’s a bit like banishing all forms of anxiety from your life. It can’t be done. Rather, I have written this book mainly for those who have a chronic problem with procrastination and who suffer needlessly from routinely putting things off in one or several areas of their lives.


Major procrastination areas

Before I discuss chronic procrastination more fully, let me briefly review the basic areas in which we procrastinate. In the field of human endeavour it is possible to procrastinate over anything at all, but it seems to me (and others who have written on the subject) that we procrastinate in the areas of:


•    personal maintenance

•    self-development

•    honouring our commitments to others.



While these three areas can and often do overlap, I will deal with each area briefly in turn.


Personal maintenance

When we procrastinate in the area of personal maintenance, we put off taking action that will maintain our lives in the following areas: health, personal cleanliness, finance, personal administration, general living conditions (such as cleaning, organizing and maintaining our living quarters) and work.




Self-development

When we procrastinate in the area of self-development, we put off taking action that will enhance our lives in a variety of areas, such as: developing personal interests, improving opportunities for advancement in our chosen line of work, gaining further educational qualifications and broadening knowledge in specific and/or general areas.




Honouring our commitments to others

Sometimes we make commitments to others which, at the time, we are fully prepared to honour, but which later we regret making or regard as onerous. Instead of ‘biting the bullet’ and doing whatever we agreed to for other people, we put off doing it, hoping perhaps that the other person will have forgotten the promise that we made to them. For example, I have edited a number of academic texts and I usually give those who agree to contribute a very generous amount of time to complete their chapter. However, over the years quite a large number of my contributors have submitted their chapters late, thus inconveniencing both me as editor and the publishers, who usually have tight publication schedules.

Having covered the main areas in which we procrastinate, let me discuss the nature of chronic procrastination in greater detail.






Chronic procrastination: when things really get bad

As I have already stated, this book is mainly for people who have chronic procrastination. There are two types of chronic procrastination:


•    chronic specific procrastination

•    chronic general procrastination.



If you have chronic specific procrastination, you tend to have a long-standing problem doing things on time in one area of your life, but in other areas of your life you do not have a problem with procrastination. Thus, one of my clients does things on time and often well before time in all areas of their life except one. They procrastinate on tasks that have anything to do with their tax affairs, and have done so for years. This has resulted in numerous fines and time-consuming audits, none of which would have happened had they dealt with their tax affairs on time.

If you have chronic general procrastination, you tend to procrastinate in several important areas in your life, you have tended to do so for years and you routinely suffer from doing so. It perhaps goes without saying that chronic procrastination is difficult to overcome, and this is particularly so when you have chronic general procrastination because it has almost become a way of life for you.




Help is at hand

I have two pieces of good news and one piece of bad news for you. The first piece of good news is that you can help yourself to overcome both types of chronic procrastination. I have helped hundreds of people whose lives have been blighted by their avoidant style of dealing with issues to overcome their procrastination problem.

The bad news is that you will not find this easy to do. Before you close this book and put it aside (which, if you have a chronic problem with procrastination, you will be strongly tempted to do at this point), please give me a chance to explain.

Chronic procrastination is, by definition, a bad habit, and habits take time to break. There is no getting around this grim fact. However, if you accept this point (without necessarily liking it), you will at least give yourself a chance to break your bad procrastinating habit. What you need to do is the following:


•    Be task-focused – Identify the task that you need to do.

•    Identify the reasons for doing the task – It is not enough to identify the task that you need to do. You also need to remind yourself of the reasons for doing it.

•    Develop awareness – Learn to spot when you are, in fact, procrastinating.

•    Commit yourself to doing the task – Make an agreement with yourself that you are going to do the task.

•    Develop discomfort tolerance – Learn to put up with short-term pains for longer-term gains.

•    Be persistent – Be willing to repeat the procedures that I will discuss throughout the book until they become second nature to you and convert your willingness into action.



Now, if you have chronic procrastination (either in a specific area or more generally), you may think that you are particularly deficient in the above qualities, particularly in the area of procrastination. However, I would argue that you are able to focus on a task, be aware of your procrastination, commit yourself to a course of action and put up with the discomfort of doing so and be persistent. You have undoubtedly done all of these things in different areas of areas of your life.

Thus, think of a time when you:


•    focused on a task

•    were aware of procrastinating

•    committed yourself to a course of action

•    tolerated discomfort for good reason, and

•    were persistent in pursuing something important to you.



I don’t need to teach you these skills: you have them already in your locker and, I would hazard a guess, are pretty good at using them. What I want to encourage you to do is to transfer the use of these skills to the area of our concern – to help you to overcome procrastination. This is the second piece of good news I promised you.

I hope I have at least interested you enough for you to continue to read this book. As I have said, the road to overcoming procrastination is not easy, but it can be done and, as I have just shown you, you have all the tools at your disposal to help you to make this difficult but rewarding journey.
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How to tell if you are procrastinating

If you suffer from chronic specific procrastination, and particularly if your chronic procrastination problem is more general in nature, you are probably very adept at deceiving yourself. You probably have a number of rationalizations and plausible excuses up your sleeve that you tell yourself at the drop of a hat to explain why, in fact, you are not procrastinating. So how do you tell if you are procrastinating?

In order to answer this question you need to be very honest with yourself. Ask yourself a number of questions and, having done so, come up with honest answers to these questions. The first question is as follows:


Is it in my best interests to do this task?

If it is not in your best interests to do the task in question, then you are not procrastinating when you put it off. It may be that someone else wants you to do the task for their own reasons or that this person may think that it is in your best interests to do it. However, none of these factors necessarily mean that doing the task serves a good purpose for you. So come up with good reasons why it is in your best interests to do the task. If you are in two minds about this, do a cost–benefit analysis on the issue.

When you do a cost–benefit analysis you specify two options, one which involves doing the task and the other which involves not doing it. You then specify which of your best interests you think the activity is designed to meet. Let me provide an illustration from my own life. My choice is whether I should exercise or not. Thus, I have two options:

Option 1: brisk walking for 50 minutes a day.

Option 2: lying in bed instead of doing a brisk walk.

Then, I specify which of my best interests I think brisk walking will serve:

Best interests served: maintaining my health.

Table 2.1 provides a cost–benefit analysis form which I suggest that you use to answer the question: is it in my best interests to do the task? You will note that the form has three major components. First, it asks you to consider the advantages (or benefits) and the disadvantages (or costs) that accrue to each option. Second, it asks you to consider these advantages, both from a short-term perspective and from a long-term perspective, and, finally, it asks you to consider these advantages and disadvantages as they accrue to yourself and to others who are involved. Keep your best interests clearly in mind when deciding which option to choose.

Table 2.1 Cost–benefit analysis form

[image: image]
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Table 2.2 shows the cost–benefit analysis that I did on whether I should get up early to exercise or lie in bed. You will note that there appears to be more in favour of my lying in bed in the morning in the short term than of getting up to exercise, whereas the picture clearly favours the brisk walking option when the longer term is considered. So why do I decide to take a brisk walk? Because it is in the best interests of my continuing health to do so.

Table 2.2 Example of a completed cost–benefit analysis form
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This points to a central issue in understanding the dynamics of procrastination. It is so important that I am going to put it in a box so that it stands out for you.


People procrastinate when they routinely give more weight to the short-term advantages of avoiding doing what is in their best interests to do than to the longer-term advantages of doing the task concerned.



So when you consider whether or not the task under consideration is in your best interests, consider the longer-term issues as well as the short-term issues. If you are still in doubt, ask yourself what advice you would give a close friend or relative who provided you with the same information on the cost–benefit analysis form as you came up with yourself. Thus, if I was in two minds about brisk walking over lying in bed and a close friend asked me what he should do in the same circumstances, I would clearly advise him to go for a daily brisk walk if he was concerned about maintaining his health.




When is it in my best interests to do the task?

Having ascertained that it is in your best interests to do the task, the next step is for you to determine when you are going to take action. If you suffer from chronic specific procrastination, however, you will still easily put off doing something that you know, in your heart of hearts, is in your best interests to do. If asked, you can come up with a whole host of reasons why it’s better to start tomorrow than to begin today. Thus, the second question to ask yourself is when it is in your best interests to take action. Again, answer this question with complete candour.

Often, the most appropriate answer to this question is straight away, although in this busy world of ours, where we have many things to do, it isn’t always realistic to do something immediately. Thus, it is wise to develop a timetable to help you to decide what you are going to do and when you are going to do it. This is particularly useful when it is in your interests to repeat the same action several times a week, perhaps at different times, like an exercise regime. For example, in my own case, my chosen exercise regime involves taking a brisk walk six days a week and walking for 50 minutes per day. In addition, I specify in advance which days of the week I will go walking, what route I will take and at what time I need to leave the house so that I can best fit my brisk walks into my daily schedule. I thus have a very clear and specific note of when it is in my best interests to go walking, and having such a clear and specific note of when I am going to take action, I know very quickly when I am beginning to procrastinate. And if I do begin to procrastinate I can take immediate steps to remedy the situation and get back on track.

If you do have a chronic problem with procrastination, it is likely that you have only a very vague idea concerning when it is in your best interests to do any particular task. Since your timetable is so loose, it is very easy for you to convince yourself that you will begin to take action soon. Of course, ‘soon’ is so vague that it is always on the horizon and becomes both a comfort (‘I will begin soon’) and a trap (‘soon’ may never become ‘now’).

So if you want to overcome procrastination, it is very important that you set very clear and specific guidelines concerning when you are to begin any given task so that you know immediately when you are beginning to procrastinate. Starting immediately is perhaps the best policy in most cases but, if that is not feasible, at least set a very specific starting time.




When is it legitimate to put off taking action?

As I have already mentioned, if you suffer from chronic specific or general procrastination, it is likely that you have developed a real talent for deceiving yourself. Specifically, you probably give yourself numerous reasons why now is not the right time to begin the task that it is in your best interests to do. As I have explained in the previous section, setting a specific start time will help you to know when you are beginning to procrastinate, but you will still develop what seem to you perfectly good reasons to postpone taking action. It is important that you find a way of distinguishing between legitimate and illegitimate reasons for delaying the starting time that you have agreed with yourself. Somebody once joked that the only legitimate reason for postponing an agreed starting time is death! However, there are often less drastic legitimate reasons for postponing your starting time. These legitimate reasons mean that you are sensibly postponing the work that you need to do on the task and that you are, in fact, not procrastinating.

What are legitimate reasons for sensibly postponing taking action on a task? My view is that the following constitute legitimate reasons for postponing action:


Physical illness

If you are ill, you may well not have the physical energy or the mental capacity to concentrate on the task at hand. Indeed, if you begin the task when you are ill, you may well make yourself more ill. Thus, if you consider that, because of illness, you are not in a position to begin a task, then it is legitimate for you to postpone taking action until you have recovered.




Emotional disturbance

If you are in a state of emotional disturbance about an issue that does not impinge on the task at hand, then it is unlikely that you will be able to concentrate enough to do the task, unless it is quite simple and requires little concentration to complete. Thus, if you are depressed about losing an important relationship and the task that is in your best interests to do is reasonably complex then, in my opinion, it is legitimate for you to postpone the task until you are over your depression. Conversely, if the task cannot wait until then, it is legitimate:


•    to ask another person to help you with the task

•    to ask that person to do the task for you, if that is appropriate

•    to negotiate a new deadline with other involved parties.



Other disturbed emotional states that are legitimate reasons for task postponement include anxiety, unhealthy anger, guilt, shame, unhealthy jealousy, hurt and unhealthy envy. Also, if you are under the influence of alcohol or a drug, then it does not make sense for you to tackle the task at hand. If you are experiencing any of these disturbed emotional states, then it is important that you deal with them yourself or seek counselling before you tackle the relevant task. If your disturbed emotion relates to the task at hand then, again, you need to deal with these feelings before you physically tackle the task. Doing so, in fact, is a legitimate way of overcoming procrastination, and I will address this issue throughout the book.




Skills deficiency

It sometimes happens that the task that is in your interests to do calls upon you to use a skill that you may not possess. In such cases, it makes perfect sense for you to delay taking action until you have learned the necessary skill. If, of course, you delay learning this skill, then you are procrastinating.




Ignorance

Sometimes you cannot begin a task that is in your interests to do because you lack an important piece of information that is crucial for you to have before you begin the task. For example, one of my friends decided to repair his lawnmower rather than to send it away for repair, because he needed to save money. He had the requisite skills to repair the lawnmower, but he lost the operating instructions that he needed to do the job properly. His decision to delay beginning the job until he had obtained another copy of the operating instructions was a legitimate reason to postpone the task and was, thus, not an example of procrastination. Again, however, if my friend had put off obtaining the instructions that he needed to do the task, he would have been procrastinating.
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