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Through Balance in Your Life


Procrastinating – Debunking the Myth!

One of the most common characteristics that all human beings share is the tendency to procrastinate.  Recently I examined my own beliefs around procrastination, in an attempt to better understand why I procrastinate, when it works for me and when it doesn’t.

“I do my best work under strict deadlines and at the last minute.”  Sound familiar?  I know I’ve said it and firmly believed it, and here’s why:  I am focused!  The deadlines create an atmosphere conducive to being successful and staying focused on the end result.  My creative juices run freely and efficiently!  There’s no time for second guessing myself.  The adrenaline and caffeine keep me going until the task is completed.  The satisfaction I feel when the job is done is unbeatable!  Whew!

But if I’m honest about the whole experience, the success comes with some costs:  Stress makes me nervous, particularly as the deadline draws near and I haven’t started yet.  When I’m stressed, I eat too much and it’s all unhealthy – whatever I can get my hands on.  I don’t get sufficient sleep, which causes my brain to function in a bit of a fog the next day, or at least until I get my next big dose of caffeine.  (And is caffeine good or not good for you these days?  I can’t keep track of the medical see-saw.)  Ultimately, the effect on my personality is not pretty – I become grumpy and short-fused – someone to avoid for a few hours, if not days.  Does this work for me?  For now, I’ll conclude “not always.”

“I believe in delayed gratification.”  I’ve been raised with the double whammy of being Catholic and having parents from the depression era. I was taught that you can’t have everything you want.  You need to work for it, save for it, sacrifice for it, really, really want it and then reward yourself with the object of your desire (tangible or intangible).  So I delay the gratification I feel after accomplishing a major task.  There is no logic in this behavior.  It clearly doesn’t work for me.

“I like to celebrate my accomplishments.”  If you know me, you know I like a party.  Let’s make a big deal out of a simple task so that’s it’s worth celebrating!  Yeah!  Hmmm, why does it have to be a big deal to celebrate?  How often do I really take the time to celebrate?  Usually I have no time to celebrate because there’s always something else to accomplish (at the last minute).  When was the last time I celebrated an accomplishment?  Am I procrastinating on my celebrations?  I don’t like where this is going!

“I get to avoid what I don’t feel comfortable doing.”  Now we’re talking!  It’s the fear of being outside of our comfort zone – the unknown.  I can rationalize until the end of time to justify my actions (or lack thereof to be more precise), but ultimately it comes back to “fear.”  Fear manifests in many ways:  fear of failure; fear of disappointment; fear of being someone different; fear of making a change; fear of being hurt; fear of suffering a loss; fear of being alone; fear of hurting someone else.  These are common feelings that we can relate to, but should we give in to our fears and allow them to plan our future path?  Or do we want to gain control over our fears and design a life of our dreams?  

How do we move past our fears?  Here’s a simple approach to consider:

· Acknowledge the fear exists.  Through honest soul searching and meditation, identify a fear that holds you back.  Tell a trusted friend all about this fear.

· Accept the reality of the fear.  Understand the source of the fear and consider whether or not any real evidence exists to support the fear.  Recognize what you don’t have today because you have allowed this fear to control the direction of your life.

· Challenge the fear.  Identify an area of your every day life that is hindered by this fear.  Consider what you would have if the fear did not exist and make this your goal.  Build a step-by-step plan to attain your goal while overcoming the fear.

· Celebrate achieving your goal!  Don’t do it alone either -- Call that trusted friend to share in your accomplishment.  

Looking back at some of my earlier rationalization, I now question whether I perform my best work under strict deadlines and at the last minute.  Honestly, I have a lifetime of evidence that proves that I do “pretty good work.”  However, I have no idea if it’s my best work because there was no time to review and improve upon it.  When I don’t procrastinate, I am able to create at least the same “pretty good work,” but I also have enough time to possibly provide my best work.  

Of course, I still procrastinate at times – old habits are hard to break.  However, I’m slowly building evidence to prove to myself without a doubt that preparing in advance works best for me and without all the costs of procrastinating.  Now, let’s plan the party!
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