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W@ Procrastinate?

EVERYONE in these days suffers under the feeling

of being pressed for time. We do not seem to
catch up with things as we used to do. We are afraid

to sit down with only our thoughts for company,

because those thoughts inevitably turn on something

we should be doing.

Much of this feeling is due to procrastination, the

habit of needlessly putting off things to which we

should attend. The putting off is in turn caused by

inertia and lack of planning.

This is a serious problem, because procrastination
does more than almost any other habit to deprive us

of satisfaction, success and happiness. It does not solve
any problem when we toss it into the tray marked

"pending."

More than two centuries ago Edward Young, dis-

appointed in law, politics and in his thirty-five year

rectorship of a small church, wrote the often-quoted

line "Procrastination is the thief of time." In fact,

procrastination is much more. It is the thief of our

self-respect. It nags at us and spoils our fun. It deprives

us of the fullest realization of our ambitions and hopes.

In business, a man who hesitates is lost. He seeks,

quite rightly, to bring to bear on his decisions the

mature judgment that is the outcome of thought

directed toward solving a problem, but there is a

deadline beyond which he must not prolong his
deliberation. He must make decisions, and not postpone

them, or his opportunity for profit and fulfilment

disappear.

In our other life, the cultural part, procrastination

is equally damaging. There is usually no want of

desire on the part of most persons to arrive at the

results of self-culture, but there is great temptation

not to pay the necessary cost of it in time and work.

Even our leisure is eaten into by procrastination.

So many people complain that they have no time for
leisure. They are constantly driven. Life for them is a

/

steady grind or a mad dream. These are people who

do not organize their time and energy. They are of
the sort that find themselves nervously unfit to deal

with immediate things, to stand the pressure of an

urgent job.

It is amusingly true that few of us really enjoy the

sensation of putting things off. Our consciences prevent

us from taking pleasure out of postponing our chores.

Menace to success

Business men who are today at the heights of success

are invariably men who were judicious enough to

exert themselves at the proper time twenty or thirty

years ago. They did not put off any of the things that
were necessary to their advancement. Having their

eye on tomorrow’s opportunities they got today’s

business out of the way today. As Samuel Smiles said

pungently in his Self Help: Men who are habitually

behind in their work are as habitually behind success.

You do not see listless or languid men at the top of

the executive tree.

Many men may credit their success in life to looking

just a little way ahead and so bringing the future up

to the present. They say to themselves: "If I do that

now . . ." instead of"If I find myself compelled to do

that sometime . , .".

Young people particularly need to beware of putting

off. Dante described the vice in this way: "Hesitating I

remain at war ’twixt will and will not in my thoughts."

Eventually, perhaps sooner than we think, it is too

late. In maturity, the procrastinating man finds him-

self one of the many ordinary, dispensable, workers,

while his boyhood chum who busied himself sits at

the mahogany desk.

When things are deferred till the last minute, and

nothing prepared beforehand, every step finds an

impediment. It becomes harder to do things. We are

pushed into blundering through on hasty judgments.



Herein is a paradox. By trying to take things easy
we do not make things easy. It is possible to spend
more energy in figuring out ways to escape a task
than is necessary to accomplish it. Our available
energy is lowered by inward conflict between "do it
now" and "put it off". We lose our poise, because we
are always catching up, always in a hurry to do
today what we should have done yesterday, always
off balance.

Not only is procrastination a deadly blight on a
man’s life, but it is a nuisance to all his companions.
Everybody with whom the procrastinator has to do in
family, factory or office is thrown from time to time
into a state of fever. Everyone else has to work harder
to take up the slack he leaves.

Habit comes slyly
The habit of putting off has a way of creeping upon

us insidiously. What does it matter, we think, if we
don’t write that letter today or telephone that prospect
for business, or make that dental appointment? To-
morrow is always another day, we say blithely but
childishly.

Darwin put off publication of his theories from day
to day and finally from year to year, despite the
urging of his friends, until he was scooped by a fellow-
scientist half a world away. And people today, even
in the most enlightened countries, are killing them-
selves by putting off such simple, though vital, things
as seeing their doctors.

It is a salutary exercise to consider the successes
we almost enjoyed but which escaped us because we
put off decision or action. By doing things as they
come along we entertain our great opportunities.
But if we say to opportunity: "I am young; there is
plenty of time", then opportunity passes us by and
we find that, as Francis Bacon remarked in one of
his essays, "opportunity has a bald noodle behind,
there is nothing to grasp."

None of us needs to look beyond himself for examples.
We postponed writing that report on Wednesday,
found ourselves loaded with pressing jobs on Thursday
and Friday, and now we have to work over the weekend
without secretarial help and with no one to provide
answers to unexpected questions. We put off visiting
our ailing friend on our way East, saying that we could
take time for the visit on our return journey, but by
then it was too late. We put off our household or
garden chores, perhaps trifling away our time in idle
chat, and find ourselves overwhelmed by visitors or
urgent duties.

The penalties of procrastination are heavy. Many
a man has discovered after his house burned down
that he had let his insurance lapse the previous month.
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Many a salesman has found business going to rivals
because he put off deciding how to approach difficult
prospects.

What causes procrastination ?
It is all very well to admit that procrastination is a

bad thing, but if we are to do anything effective toward
its cure we must know something of what causes it.

It may be the product of indolence, a vice which
rewards everyone scurvily. Indolence may be the weak
link in the chain of a business man’s character. It may
show itself in the dawdling of the workman, in the
listlessness of the housewife, in the sloth of the pan-
handler. All these people are putting off something.
They are reluctant to tackle a job, or are baffled by
small difficulties, or are engrossed in spinning out some
activity unnecessarily.

Procrastination may, in some instances, be attributed
to ill health. Energy to tackle jobs and get them out
of the way is the product of physical health and
a purpose.

A child who cannot find his clothes in the morning
may be unknowingly rebelling against school, and
postponing his having to go there. A man who ex-
plodes in the midst of a business conference may be
motivated by an inward irritation that follows a sense
of putting off something that should have been given
immediate attention.

If you are a chronic procrastinator it may be that
your parents did more for you than they should have
done. Perhaps they "picked up" after you, and did
the things you left undone. You learned that by
putting off duties nothing serious happened: someone
else did the work.

But today you find that )’our habit leads to unending
ills. You are actually putting off living to some fictional
future date. You are making yourself unhappy because
in deferring 3"our life to the future you are missing the
present and its golden opportunities for rich living.
You are putting off until tomorrow not only duties
and jobs but happiness and achievement.

Samuel Johnson called tomorrow "that fatal mistress
of the young, the lazy, the coward and the fool."

Unpleasant things
The truth is that we are most inclined to postpone

doing things that seem at the time to be unpleasant,
distasteful or difficult. When we have something like
that to do, we putter around with little things, trying
to keep busy so that we have an excuse that will ease
our consciences. Dreading and postponing a task may
be more tiring than doing it, and apprehension over
delayed unpleasantnesses may so preoccupy us that
other things cannot be done effectively.




