ILY MOOD LOG (continiad)

L

Why People Procrastinate

In the previous chapters, we've talked about changing your thoughts
and attitudes when you feel upset. You can also do a great deal to
brighten your moods by becoming more productive and involved
with life. However, many people procrastinate and become immobi-
lized when they feel anxious or depressed. In this chapter you will
discover why you procrastinate. In the next chapter, I provide a
‘unique program that has helped many people put an end to their
: v_,.oﬂ.mm::w:o: and unleash their full potential for productivity and
_ Creativity.

To start, take the Procrastination Test on page 171. Each state-
_ment on the test describes a mind-set that I often see in patients who
have difficulties being productive. You'll notice that some of the
-auses of procrastination are internal—they have to do with your own
armcmra and attitudes. Other causes have to do with your relation-
Pps 2.:: others. There’s considerable overlap between the various
.m,:._w:mm. so don't be surprised if you recognize yourself in several of

; 1. Puttin
firs

; '8 the cart before the horse. In your opinion, which comes
~ Motivation or productive action? If you said “motivation,

”»
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don’t feel bad. You made a good guess.
procrastinators think. But it's not the corre
Procrastinators tell themselves, *

I'm in the mood.” The problem is that if you wait until you're
the mood,” you may be waiting forever. Did you really think
were going to feel like mowing the lawn, cleaning the 8arage

balancing your checkbook? You're never going to “feel like it Thes
are boring, unpleasant tasks!

People who are extremel
come firs

ct answer,
I don’t feel like it. I'l] wait yy

getting started whether you feel like it or no
accomplish something, it will often spur you
When I give lectures or workshops, I fi

» I begin to dread it. I wish I didn’ rm<o,n.

, I feel petrified, and [ want n,..,
get sick so I can bow out gracefully. I tell myself that I don’t have
anything interesting to mmvﬁﬂrmammom

hundreds of psychologists and psychiatrist
hours seems terrifying.

Shortly after I begin speaking, my feelings begin to change. I
notice warm smiles and receptive faces. Many of the people seem
intrigued by what I'm saying. As they begin to ask questions, my
enthusiasm builds. By the end of the presentation I feel exhausted
but I can’t wait to have the chance to do it again.

The same principle can apply to an
you get started, it usually turns out to be far less horrible than you
had imagined, and you feel more like doing it.

The diagram below illustrates how
and then to further action:

t. Once you begin tg
on to do even more.

s and talking for several

)

y job you're putting off. Once

action can lead to motivation

ACTION

J

MOTIVATION

4

MORE ACTION

The message is simple: the more you do, the more you'll feel like
doing; but doing something comes first!

2. The mastery model. People who procrastinate often have an unre-
ali

stic view of how a productive person really functions. You may

That's the way a lot 4

(/) in the box that best describes your feelings:

standing up in front of |

THE PROCRASTINATION TEST*

T

. his test describes mzzcmmw that some WMM_M
, ._I_m_ have when they procrastinate. Puta c
p

1-SOMEWHA

2—MODERATELﬂ

0—NOT AT ALL
3-A LOT

[ | don't feel
ften put things off because \ .
: "mmm aoﬂu:m them or because I'm not in
the mood.

e

2. | sometimes give up on tasks Ummm&m
: they turn out to be more frustrating
and difficult than | anticipated.

’
3. | sometimes procrastinate because I'm

afraid of failure.

4. | don't like to start something if | feel |
" won't be able to do it perfectly.

i lished
. | often feel that | :m.<m: t accomp
i anything worthwhile because I'm so
critical of my work.

. . { guilty and
. When | procrastinate, | fee
) I tell myself | really should get started.

7. | sometimes put things off when | feel
annoyed or upset with people.

8. | often agree to do things | don't really
want to do because it's so hard for me
to say no.

9. | sometimes put things off because | ﬁmm_
that people are acting bossy and mak-
ing unreasonable demands on me.

10. | often feel like | have lots E things to
do that I'm not very committed to or
enthusiastic about.

* - e 5 - dl
Co, ht © 1989 by David D Burns, M.D., from The ?Qw?:x Good Han hook
pyrig Y.
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assume that successful people always feel confident and easily achieve
their goals without having to endure frustration, self-doubt, and
failure. This “mastery model” of success is quite unrealistic. Achiev-
ing personal goals is stressful. You will usually have to overcome
numerous obstacles and setbacks along the way. If you think that life
should be easy and that other people don’t have to struggle, you will
conclude that something is “wrong” and give up when mr_.:mm get
tough. You'll have such a low tolerance for frustration that any
disappointment will be unbearable.

Highly productive people are more likely to have a “coping model”
of success. They assume that life will be frustrating and that there
will be numerous rejections and failures on the road to success. When
they encounter these obstacles, they simply assume that things are as
they should be, and they persist. They rise to the occasion with
renewed determination and commitment.

My daughter was not studying her chemistry book very ambi-
tiously during her sophomore year of high school, and she was barely
getting C’s on the tests. Although she read each chapter once, she
wasn't persisting and putting in the long hours necessary to master
the material. Every time she studied she got frustrated, because a lot
of what she was reading didn’t make sense to her. As a result, she put
off studying until the night before her exam.

The “mastery model” was the problem. She had never challenged
the notion that the material should be easy. I explained that I often
had difficulty learning things and that I simply put in lots of extra
time and effort. At first she did not accept this: She thought I was
just saying it to be nice. Then I showed her a chapter of a statistics
book I'd been studying for over a year but still didn’t understand very
well. She could see for herself how worn and underlined the pages
were. I told her that my slow progress didn’t frustrate me because I
understood a little more each time I read the chapter, and I was
proud of what I had been able to learn on my own. Once she accepted
this, she began to think about chemistry as a challenge instead of an
enemy. Her moods and her study habits improved enormously.

3. The fear of failure. Although we often think of people who
procrastinate as “‘lazy” and “irresponsible,” the real problem is some-
times just the opposite—success may be overly important to you.
Rather than risk failure, you may do nothing at all.

People with the fear of failure often base their self-esteem on their
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complishments. If you fail at your work, you may feel that <oc,—ﬂm
wnmw:snm as a human being. This makes it to0 dangerous to try. e
a

 gtakes are simply too high.

Ted had wchnrmmmm a small established chocolate B.m::mmmnrazm
mpany near Chicago that had been run as a family v:m_sm.mw.
N%ﬂcmr the company was only breaking even, it seemed that with

: effort it could grow and prosper. However, Ted was neglecting the

business. Instead of going to the office in the 5_o:::m, he would
dawdle at home or run errands that weren't really important. :
Ted told me that he was terribly afraid of failure. This was the first

~ time in his life he'd ever owned his own company—previously he'd

always worked for large corporations. I explored Ted's fear of failure
during a session.

pAVID: And suppose you did try and failed? What would that mean
?

TED: %rﬂoﬂ.ﬁ corporation I worked for had a serious financial setback,
but it never upset me because I was working for someone else. 1
always felt I could be helpful to the company. .mcﬁ if my own
company failed, I'd feel like it was a personal failure.

DAVID: And why would that be upsetting to you?

: uld mean I was a failure.

Mww.ﬂmw MM& suppose you were a failure. What .éo:E that mean to you?

TED: Well, people would find out I was a failure.

DAVID: And then what?

TED: Then they wouldn’t love me anymore.

DAVID: Who wouldn't love you? . . .

TED: My wife and kids . . . my son. My son 1is working with me.
Maybe he'd lose respect for me.

This brief conversation made us both aware that Ted felt he had to
earn the love of the people he cared about. I wcmmmmn&. that he could
confront this attitude head on, if he was willing, using the Feared
Fantasy Technique (see page 130). 1 told him ﬁr.wn we would do wonﬂm
role-playing and pretend that his business had failed. I would play the
role of his son, but I would be more hostile than any Ew._ son would ever
be. I instructed Ted to play himself. Here's how the dialogue evolved:

SON: Gee, Dad, how's the business doing? .
paD: Not well, son. I'm afraid we'll have to file for bankruptcy.

There just isn’'t any way we can pay all the bills.
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SON: Bankruptcy! You mean the business is going under? Will we
lose our house? How could you do this to us?

DAD: The business is going under and there's a chance we may have
to move.

SON: Wow, you really blew it! Here I am ready to start college, and
when I need your financial help the most, you let me down.
DAD: Well, you'll have to work and help out, too. We can make it,

but we'll have to pull together as a family.
SON: Come on, Dad! This is terrible!
DAD: I can appreciate how you feel. But why is this so terrible?
sON: No one else’s father has these problems. Everyone else is doing
well. Why can't you? What are people going to think of us?
DAD: I'd be more interested in what you think of me. You sound
pretty angry.
SON: Well T am! What do you expect when your father's a loser?
DAD: It sounds like I have to be successful and make a lot of money
for you to love and respect me. Do I read you right?

Now Ted was confronted—in fantasy—with his worst fear. He'd
dreaded failure and rejection since he was a little boy, but he'd never
really faced it head on. Instead of feeling shocked or overwhelmed, he
started giggling—and so did [—because his worst fear seemed so
ludicrous! It dawned on him that his worries were based on several
distortions. First, he was “magnifying” (or “catastrophizing”) the
financial consequences of a business reversal. He actually had other
assets, so even if the company failed, his family wouldn't end up
penniless. Second, he was involved in “mind reading.” His wife and son
wouldn't really be so crass and rejecting if he failed, and the family
would probably feel closer in the face of adversity. Finally, and most
important, he saw that he was “personalizing” his son’s rejection. If
someone did reject him because of a failure, it would be a reflection
on that person and not on Ted. This insight was illuminating to Ted.

He felt immediate relief. One week later he reported that his
depression had vanished and he was working happily in his new
business.

4. Pperfectionism. Finding a publisher for my first book, Feeling
Good, was a tremendous chore. I was an unknown author, and a
self-help book on depression seemed unappealing to most publishers.
In addition, the first draft of the book was rather dull and long-

winded. Ultimately I found a publishing house and an editor, Maria
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Guarnaschelli, whom [ really liked. When I went to New York to
meet with her and sign the contract, we discussed how I should
revise the book. Maria showed me how to rewrite it so it would
sound more lively and appealing. She said she loved the book and
told me it was sure to be a best-seller.

I went home with a check for the advance in my pocket. It was
mote money than I'd ever seen at one time, and Maria’s accolades
were ringing in my ears. I should have felt on top of the world, but
for some reason I was discouraged.

After I got home, I sat at my desk, staring into space, for ten
days. I just couldn’t get started on the revision. In fact, I couldn’t
come up with one good sentence! I also felt physically exhausted and
couldn’t run more than half a mile without getting winded, in spite
of the fact that I was in perfect health. I knew I was upset, but I
couldn’t figure out what was bothering me.

Finally I reached for a sheet of paper and wrote down my negative
thoughts. The first one was: “This book has to be a best-seller. But
I'm a psychiatrist, not an author, and I don't know how to write a
best-seller. Maria will be disappointed in me.”

The moment I got the thought on paper, I felt a flood of relief,
because I decided to think about it like this instead: “It's not my job
to write a 'best-seller.” However, I can write a helpful book if
I 4:8 it in exactly the same personal style that I use with my
patients. That will be easy for me, and that’s all I'm really responsible
for. How well the book sells is the publisher's responsibility.” My
energy suddenly returned and I went out and ran over seven miles
without getting tired. I felt like an antelope! I came back and
RSM_& Feeling Good over the next several months without any stress
at all,

Many of us were raised with the belief that we should always try to
ao. things perfectly and that there would be some special reward for
being “the best.” Unfortunately, we perfectionists sometimes reach
for the stars and end up clutching air. When I try too hard and put
t0o much pressure on myself, I may feel so stressed that I procrasti-
Sace and do nothing at all. In contrast, when I lower my standards
just a tad, I sometimes feel more relaxed and become far more
productive and creative.

EM:&MMH&QME %\.w?n you the m::u_.am:o:.ﬂrmn it's wrong to have
. e Mnnm .4”: mn.:rocn a concern for quality and nxmo:m:nn, great
ience and in the arts would be a rarity. However,
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PERFECTIONISM VS. THE H
. EALT
PURSUIT OF EXCELLENCE* i

Perfectionism

The healthy pursuit
of excellence

p—

You are motivated by the
fear of failure or by a
sense of duty.

2. You feel driven to be
number one, but your
accomplishments, however
great, never seem to
satisfy you.

3. You feel you must earn
your self-esteem. You
think you must be very
“special” or intelligent or
successful to be loved and
accepted by others.

4. You are terrified by
failure. If you do not
achieve an important
goal, you feel like a
failure as a human
being.

5. You think you must always
be strong and in control
of your emotions. You are
reluctant to share vulnera-
ble feelings like sadness,
insecurity, or anger with
others. You believe they
would think less of you.

You are motivated by
enthusiasm and you find the
creative process exhilarating,

Your efforts give you
feelings of satisfaction and
a sense of accomplishment,
even if you aren’t always
“the greatest.”

You enjoy a sense of
unconditional self-esteem.
You do not feel you have to
earn love and friendship by
wanmwmm:m people with your
intelligence or your success.

You are not afraid to fail
because you realize that

no one can be successful all
the time. Although

failure is disappointing, you
see it as an opportunity for
growth and learning.

You're not afraid of being
vulnerable or sharing your
feelings with people you
care about. This makes
you feel closer to them.

*C . :
opyright © 1989 by David D. Burns, M.D., from The Feeling Good Handbook
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compulsive perfectionism is not the same as the healthy pursuit of
excellence, as you can see in the comparisons on page 176.

5. Lack of rewards. The greatest motivating force in the world is a
feeling of excitement and satisfaction in what you do. If you feel
rewarded for your efforts, it will motivate you to work harder. But if
nothing you do is ever good enough, life will become an exhausting,
joyless treadmill.

People who are highly successful and productive usually give
themselves credit for what they do. Because they think about their
work in a positive way, they feel excited and involved.

Procrastinators sometimes do just the opposite. They constantly
put themselves down. If you clean the house, you may tell yourself
that what you did “wasn’t good enough”’ or “didn’t count” or “wasn't
very special.” Then at the end of the day you feel drained and you
don’t think you've accomplished anything worthwhile.

In fact, some procrastinators display a brilliant ability to discount
the value of anything they do. A woman who worked for a computer
company told me that for over two years she had been hiding in
her office, doing virtually nothing aside from clipping her nails,
making personal phone calls, and reading magazines. She was afraid
her boss might discover how lictle she was doing and fire her. She
wanted me to help her become more productive.

[ wanted to find out what her idea of “becoming more productive”
would be. Notice how unwilling she is to give herself credic for

anything positive:

DAVID: Let me see if 1 can understand what you have in mind when
you say you want me to help you become more productive.
Suppose you made a plan for yourself and you were able to work
four hours a day for the next week. Would you consider that a
step in the right direction?

SUSAN: That wouldn't count because I'm supposed to put in seven
hours a day. [Notice how she discounts the positive.]

DAVID: Okay. Let's suppose you then continued to improve and
during the second week you put in seven hours a day. What
would you think about that?

SUSAN: I'd say it wouldn’t count at all. You see, I was supposed to
start working on this project last February. Even if I put in
seven hours a day, I'd still be way behind. [Notice that she
discounts the positive again.]



