
Why We Procrastinate 
(and What to Do About It)

Professor Fuschia Sirois

Department of Psychology

Durham University, UK



Personality/Health/Social Psychology researcher & 
lecturer

Originally from Canada ςCame to the UK in July 
2015.

Joined Durham University May 2022

Research focuses on factors for risk or resilience in 
physical health and well-being

Procrastination, perfectionism, self-compassion, 
gratitude, time orientation

Have researched the causes and consequences of 
procrastination for over 24 years



POLL TIME!

Not at all confident

A little confident

Moderately confident

Very confident

How confident are you that you 

understand the main underlying 

cause of procrastination?



Image: Aron Visuals from Unsplash

PROCRASTINATION



TODAYõS WEBINAR

Identify what 

procrastination is and why 
itõs a problem.

Understand the real reasons 

why people procrastinate.

Be familiar with evidence-

based strategies for 
addressing procrastination.



WHAT IS PROCRASTINATION? 

AND WHY IS IT A 
PROBLEM? 



ALL DELAY  Í PROCRASTINATION

ALL PROCRASTINATION = DELAY



WHAT IS PROCRASTINATION?

» A common self-regulation 
problem involving the unnecessary 
and voluntary delay in the start or 
completion of important intended 
tasks despite the recognition that 
this delay may have negative 
consequences.

derived from the Latin root prǁ + crņstinus 

 = òof tomorrowó

http://en.wiktionary.org/wiki/pro
http://en.wiktionary.org/wiki/crastinus


PROCRASTINATION = HARMFUL DELAY



A VERY COMMON PROBLEM
Procrastination
ÍAffects ~ 15%ð25% of adults

Í80%ð95% of college/university students engage in procrastination, 

50% consistently (Steel, 2007)

Occurs across multiple life domains
ÍAcademics

ÍWork/productivity

ÍMental Health

ÍPhysical Health

Procrastination 
behaviour

Chronic 
procrastination



IMPLICATIONS OF PROCRASTINATION 
FOR PERFORMANCE

Procrastination is associated 
with poor academic 
performance and academic 
misconduct

Á German study of over 3,000 
university students found 
procrastination predicted 
academic misconduct over a 6-
month period (Paterzek et al., 
2014)

Á These included fraudulent excuses, 
plagiarism, copying from someone else 
in exams, using forbidden means in 
exams, carrying forbidden means into 
exams, copying parts of homework 
from others, and fabrication or 
falsification of data.



PROCRASTINATION IS BAD FOR YOUR HEALTH

ÍPoor mental health (Stead, Shanahan, & Neufeld, 2010)

ÍAnxiety and depression (Lay, Edwards, Parker, & Endler, 

1989; Martin, Flett, Hewitt, Krames, & Szanto, 1996; Senecal, Koestner, & 
Vallerand, 1995)

Care-seeking

Stress

Coping

Illness

Health behaviours

Poor Physical health (Sirois, et al., 2003; Sirois, 2004; 

2007; Sirois & Tosti, 2009; Tice& Baumeister, 1997)



Health consequences of chronic 
procrastination

Chronic 

procrastination

Åą Stress (Sirois, et al., 2003; Sirois, 2004; 2007; 2014)

Åą Acute health problems (Sirois, et al., 2003; Sirois 

et al., 2023; Sirois,2007)

Åą Risk for poor heart health (Sirois, 2015)

Åą Use of maladaptive coping (Sirois & Kitner, 

2015)

Åą Delay in seeking medical care (Sirois, Melia-

Gordon, & Pychyl, 2003; Sirois, 2004; 2007)

ÅĆ Sleep quality (Sirois et al., 2019)

ÅĆ Health-promoting behaviours 

behaviours (Sirois, et al., 2003; in revision; Sirois, 2007)

ÅĆ Perceived social support (Yang & Sirois, in 

prep)

ÅĆ Coping with fibromyalgia (Beauregard, et al., 

2015) 

Procrastination 

behaviour



WHY DO WE PROCRASTINATE?



IJ

PROCRASTINATION Í LAZINESS

Image: Roxanne Minnish from Pexels



Image: Aron Visuals from Unsplash

PROCRASTINATION Í POOR TIME MANAGEMENT



PROCRASTINATION = POOR MOOD MANAGEMENT



Ambiguous

Lacks structure

Stress

Frustration

Uncertainty

Aversive

PEOPLE PROCRASTINATE 
TASKS THAT ARE



WHY DO WE PROCRASTINATE?

Healthy emotion regulation 

has lasting effects:

mood repair via 

procrastination does not

Aversive tasks = 
Negative mood
Áprocrastination Ą avoid 

negative task Ą improves mood 
= short-term mood repair



WE AVOID THE 
NEGATIVE EMOTIONS 
LINKED TO THE TASK

Not the task

WHEN WE PROCRASTINATEé.



PROCRASTINATION = POOR 
EMOTIONAL REGULATION

Adaptive emotion 

regulation has lasting 

effects ð mood repair via 

procrastination does not

ÁThe relief we get from 
procrastinating is reinforcing

ÁBUT this òreliefó is temporary

WHY?



WHY DO PEOPLE PROCRASTINATE?

Negative emotions 

are òground zeroó 

for procrastination



SO IF YOU WANT POWER OVER PROCRASTINATIONé

YOU NEED TO TAKE POWER OVER YOUR EMOTIONS



INTRODUCING THE TEMPO TOOLKIT

test



WHERE DO THESE TASK-RELATED NEGATIVE EMOTIONS COME FROM?



SEEK THE SOURCE

TEMPO includes an 
interactive menu of 
strategies to help 
understand and address 
the negative emotions that 
can create vulnerability for 
procrastination.



Task

Negative emotions result from the 

Interaction between ourself and the task



Task

1. Qualities of the task



1. BREAK LARGER TASKS DOWN 
INTO SMALLER ONES

Large tasks can feel 
overwhelming & stressful and 
make you want to avoid it

Smaller tasks are more 
manageable and give you easy 
wins that can build confidence



2. GET CLARITY FOR AMBIGUOUS, UNCLEAR TASKS

Uncertainty about what 
a task requires can 
create doubt, anxiety & 
stress 

Ask questions, gather 
information, get advice 
from others to reduce 
task uncertainty



Task

2. How we respond to the task





WHAT PERSONAL CHARACTERISTICS COME TO MIND WHEN 
YOU THINK ABOUT SOMEONE WHO PROCRASTINATES? 
(ENTER YOUR ANSWERS IN THE CHAT BOX) 



WHAT PERSONAL CHARACTERISTICS  COME TO MIND WHEN 
YOU THINK ABOUT SOMEONE WHO IS A PROCRASTINATES?

Lazy

Disorganised

Careless

Creative

Undisciplined

Poor 

willpower



SOCIAL NORMS

= GOOD PERSON



PROCRASTINATION

ÅTransgresses social norms

ÅNot being productive = not 

contributing to society

ÅCanõt be relied upon when 

needed

ÅBad behaviour = Bad person

ÅGuilt Ą Shame
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ҧ hw Ҩ 
Task-related 

negative emotions

Task

Perfectionism

Self-criticism

ҨSelf-esteem

Self-doubt



òWhy didnõt I start earlier?ó

òIõm such a procrastinator, Iõll 

never reach my goals.ó

òWhy canõt I finish things I start?ó

òIõm letting myself down.ó

Flett, G. L., Stainton, M., Hewitt, P., Sherry, S., & Lay, C. (2012). Procrastination automatic 
thoughts as a personality construct: An analysis of the procrastinatory cognitions inventory. 
Journal of Rational-Emotive & Cognitive-Behavior Therapy, 1-14. 



P
RO

CRASTINATIO
N
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MAKING EMOTIONAL MOUNTAINS OUT OF MOLEHILLS?

EXPECTATION REALITY

Faulty òaffective forecastingó as a precursor to procrastination

WHY?


