
C H A P T E R 6 

The Problem of 
Procrastination and 

Self-Control 
Why We Can't Make Ourselves Do 

What We Want to Do 

Onto the American scene, populated by big homes, big 
cars, and big-screen plasma televisions, comes another 

big phenomenon: the biggest decline in the personal savings 
rate since the Great Depression. 

Go back 25 years, and double-digit savings rates were the 
norm. As recently as 1994 the savings rate was nearly five per
cent. But by 2006 the savings rate had fallen below zero—to 
negative one percent. Americans were not only not saving; 
they were spending more than they earned. Europeans do a 
lot better—they save an average of 20 percent. Japan's rate is 
25 percent. China's is 50 percent. So what's up with America? 

I suppose one answer is that Americans have succumbed 
to rampant consumerism. Go back to a home built before we 
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had to have everything, for instance, and check out the size 
of the closets. Our house in Cambridge, Massachusetts, for 
example, was built in 1890. It has no closets whatsoever. 
Houses in the 1940s had closets barely big enough to stand 
in. The closet of the 1970s was a bit larger, perhaps deep 
enough for a fondue pot, a box of eight-track tapes, and a 
few disco dresses. But the closet of today is a different breed. 
"Walk-in closet" means that you can literally walk in for 
quite a distance. And no matter how deep these closets are, 
Americans have found ways to fill them right up to the closet 
door. 

Another answer—the other half of the problem—is the re
cent explosion in consumer credit. The average American fam
ily now has six credit cards (in 2005 alone, Americans received 
6 billion direct-mail solicitations for credit cards). Frighten-
ingly, the average family debt on these cards is about $9,000; 
and seven in 10 households borrow on credit cards to cover 
such basic living expenses as food, utilities, and clothing. 

So wouldn't it just be wiser if Americans learned to save, 
as in the old days, and as the rest of the world does, by divert
ing some cash to the cookie jar, and delaying some purchases 
until we can really afford them? Why can't we save part of 
our paychecks, as we know we should? Why can't we resist 
those new purchases? Why can't we exert some good old-
fashioned self-control? 

The road to hell, they say, is paved with good intentions. 
And most of us know what that's all about. We promise to 
save for retirement, but we spend the money on a vacation. 
We vow to diet, but we surrender to the allure of the dessert 
cart. We promise to have our cholesterol checked regularly, 
and then we cancel our appointment. 

How much do we lose when our fleeting impulses deflect 
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us from our long-term goals? How much is our health af
fected by those missed appointments and our lack of exer
cise? How much is our wealth reduced when we forget our 
vow to save more and consume less ? Why do we lose the fight 
against procrastination so frequently? 

IN CHAPTER 5 we discussed how emotions grab hold of us 
and make us view the world from a different perspective. 
Procrastination (from the Latin pro, meaning for; and eras, 
meaning tomorrow) is rooted in the same kind of problem. 
When we promise to save our money, we are in a cool state. 
When we promise to exercise and watch our diet, again we're 
cool. But then the lava flow of hot emotion comes rushing in: 
just when we promise to save, we see a new car, a mountain 
bike, or a pair of shoes that we must have. Just when we plan 
to exercise regularly, we find a reason to sit all day in front of 
the television. And as for the diet? I'll take that slice of choco
late cake and begin the diet in earnest tomorrow. Giving up 
on our long-term goals for immediate gratification, my 
friends, is procrastination. 

As a university professor, I'm all too familiar with pro
crastination. At the beginning of every semester my students 
make heroic promises to themselves—vowing to read their 
assignments on time, submit their papers on time, and in 
general, stay on top of things. And every semester I've 
watched as temptation takes them out on a date, over to the 
student union for a meeting, and off on a ski trip in the 
mountains—while their workload falls farther and farther 
behind. In the end, they wind up impressing me, not with 
their punctuality, but with their creativity—inventing stories, 
excuses, and family tragedies to explain their tardiness. (Why 
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do family tragedies generally occur during the last two weeks 
of the semester?) 

After I'd been teaching at M I T for a few years, my col
league Klaus Wertenbroch (a professor at INSEAD, a busi
ness school with campuses in France and Singapore) and I 
decided to work up a few studies that might get to the root of 
the problem, and just maybe offer a fix for this common hu
man weakness. Our guinea pigs this time would be the de
lightful students in my class on consumer behavior. 

As they settled into their chairs that first morning, full of 
anticipation (and, no doubt, with resolutions to stay on top 
of their class assignments), the students listened to me review 
the syllabus for the course. There would be three main pa
pers over the 12-week semester, I explained. Together, these 
papers would constitute much of their final grade. 

"And what are the deadlines?" asked one of them, waving 
his hand from the back. I smiled. "You can hand in the pa
pers at any time before the end of the semester," I replied. 
"It's entirely up to you." The students looked back blankly. 

"Here's the deal," I explained. "By the end of the week, 
you must commit to a deadline date for each paper. Once you 
set your deadlines, they can't be changed." Late papers, I 
added, would be penalized at the rate of one percent off the 
grade for each day late. The students could always turn in 
their papers before their deadlines without penalty, of course, 
but since I wouldn't be reading any of them until the end of 
the semester, there would be no particular advantage in terms 
of grades for doing so. 

In other words, the ball was in their court. Would they 
have the self-control to play the game? 

"But Professor Ariely," asked Gaurav, a clever master's 
student with a charming Indian accent, "given these instruc-
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tions and incentives, wouldn't it make sense for us to select 
the last date possible?" 

"You can do that," I replied. " I f you find that it makes 
sense, by all means do it." 

Under these conditions, what would you have done? 

I promise to submit paper 1 on week 
I promise to submit paper 2 on week 
I promise to submit paper 3 on week 

What deadlines did the students pick for themselves? A 
perfectly rational student would follow Gaurav's advice and 
set all the deadlines for the last day of class—after all, it was 
always possible to submit papers earlier without a penalty, so 
why take a chance and select an earlier deadline than needed? 
Delaying the deadlines to the end was clearly the best deci
sion if students were perfectly rational. But what if the stu
dents are not rational? What if they succumb to temptation 
and are prone to procrastination? What if they realize their 
weakness? If the students are not rational, and they know it, 
they could use the deadlines to force themselves to behave 
better. They could set early deadlines and by doing so force 
themselves to start working on the projects earlier in the se
mester. 

What did my students do? They used the scheduling tool I 
provided them with and spaced the timing of their papers 
across the whole semester. This is fine and good, as it sug
gests that the students realize their problems with procrasti
nation and that if given the right opportunities they try to 
control themselves—but the main question is whether the 
tool was indeed helpful in improving their grades. To find 
out about this, we had to conduct other variations of the 
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same experiments in other classes and compare the quality of 
papers across the different conditions (classes). 

Now THAT I had Gaurav and his classmates choosing their 
individual deadlines, I went to my other two classes—with 
markedly different deals. In the second class, I told the stu
dents that they would have no deadlines at all during the se
mester. They merely needed to submit their papers by the end 
of the last class. They could turn the papers in early, of 
course, but there was no grade benefit to doing so. I suppose 
they should have been happy: I had given them complete flex
ibility and freedom of choice. Not only that, but they also 
had the lowest risk of being penalized for missing an inter
mediate deadline. 

The third class received what might be called a dictato
rial treatment: I dictated three deadlines for the three pa
pers, set at the fourth, eighth, and twelfth weeks. These 
were my marching orders, and they left no room for choice 
or flexibility. 

Of these three classes, which do you think achieved the best 
final grades? Was it Gaurav and his classmates, who had some 
flexibility? Or the second class, which had a single deadline at 
the end, and thus complete flexibility? Or the third class, which 
had its deadlines dictated from above, and therefore had no 
flexibility? Which class do you predict did worst? 

When the semester was over, Jose Silva, the teaching as
sistant for the classes (himself an expert on procrastination 
and currently a professor at the University of California at 
Berkeley), returned the papers to the students. We could at 
last compare the grades across the three different deadline 
conditions. We found that the students in the class with the 
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three firm deadlines got the best grades; the class in which I 
set no deadlines at all (except for the final deadline) had the 
worst grades; and the class in which Gaurav and his class
mates were allowed to choose their own three deadlines (but 
with penalties for failing to meet them) finished in the mid
dle, in terms of their grades for the three papers and their 
final grade. 

What do these results suggest? First, that students do pro
crastinate (big news); and second, that tightly restricting 
their freedom (equally spaced deadlines, imposed from 
above) is the best cure for procrastination. But the biggest 
revelation is that simply offering the students a tool by which 
they could precommit to deadlines helped them achieve bet
ter grades. 

What this finding implies is that the students generally 
understood their problem with procrastination and took ac
tion to fight it when they were given the opportunity to do so, 
achieving relative success in improving their grades. But why 
were the grades in the self-imposed deadlines condition not 
as good as the grades in the dictatorial (externally imposed) 
deadlines condition? My feeling is this: not everyone under
stands their tendency to procrastinate, and even those who 
do recognize their tendency to procrastinate may not under
stand their problem completely. Yes, people may set dead
lines for themselves, but not necessarily the deadlines that 
are best for getting the best performance. 

When I looked at the deadlines set by the students in 
Gaurav's class, this was indeed the case. Although the vast 
majority of the students in this class spaced their deadlines 
substantially (and got grades that were as good as those 
earned by students in the dictatorial condition), some did not 
space their deadlines much, and a few did not space their 
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deadlines at all. These students who did not space their dead
lines sufficiently pulled the average grades of this class down. 
Without properly spaced deadlines—deadlines that would 
have forced the students to start working on their papers ear
lier in the semester—the final work was generally rushed and 
poorly written (even without the extra penalty of one percent 
off the grade for each day of delay). 

Interestingly, these results suggest that although almost 
everyone has problems with procrastination, those who rec
ognize and admit their weakness are in a better position to 
utilize available tools for precommitment and by doing so, 
help themselves overcome it. 

So THAT WAS my experience with my students. What does it 
have to do with everyday life? A lot, I think. Resisting temp
tation and instilling self-control are general human goals, 
and repeatedly failing to achieve them is a source of much of 
our misery. When I look around, I see people trying their 
best to do the right thing, whether they are dieters vowing to 
avoid a tempting dessert tray or families vowing to spend less 
and save more. The struggle for control is all around us. We 
see it in books and magazines. Radio and television airwaves 
are choked with messages of self-improvement and help. 

And yet, for all this electronic chatter and focus in print, 
we find ourselves again and again in the same predicament as 
my students—failing over and over to reach our long-term 
goals. Why? Because without precommitments, we keep on 
falling for temptation. 

What's the alternative? From the experiments that I have 
described above, the most obvious conclusion is that when an 
authoritative "external voice" gives the orders, most of us 
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will jump to attention. After all, the students for whom I set 
the deadlines—for whom I provided the "parental" voice— 
did best. Of course, barking orders, while very effective, may 
not always be feasible or desirable. What's a good compro
mise? It seems that the best course might be to give people an 
opportunity to commit up front to their preferred path of ac
tion. This approach might not be as effective as the dictato
rial treatment, but it can help push us in the right direction 
(perhaps even more so if we train people to do it, and give 
them experience in setting their own deadlines). 

What's the bottom line? We have problems with self-control, 
related to immediate and delayed gratification—no doubt there. 
But each of the problems we face has potential self-control 
mechanisms, as well. If we can't save from our paycheck, we 
can take advantage of our employer's automatic deduction op
tion; if we don't have the will to exercise regularly alone, we 
can make an appointment to exercise in the company of our 
friends. These are the tools that we can commit to in advance, 
and they may help us be the kind of people we want to be. 

W H A T OTHER PROCRASTINATION problems might precom-
mitment mechanisms solve? Consider health care and con
sumer debt. 

Health Care 
Everyone knows that preventive medicine is generally more 
cost-effective—for both individuals and society—than our 
current remedial approach. Prevention means getting health 
exams on a regular basis, before problems develop. But having 
a colonoscopy or mammogram is an ordeal. Even a cholesterol 
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check, which requires blood to be drawn, is unpleasant. So 
while our long-term health and longevity depend on under
going such tests, in the short term we procrastinate and pro
crastinate and procrastinate. 

But can you imagine if we all got the required health ex
ams on time? Think how many serious health problems could 
be caught if they were diagnosed early. Think how much cost 
could be cut from health-care spending, and how much mis
ery would be saved in the process. 

So how do we fix this problem? Well, we could have a dic
tatorial solution, in which the state (in the Orwellian sense) 
would dictate our regular checkups. That approach worked 
well with my students, who were given a deadline and per
formed well. In society, no doubt, we would all be healthier if 
the health police arrived in a van and took procrastinators to 
the ministry of cholesterol control for blood tests. 

This may seem extreme, but think of the other dictates 
that society imposes on us for our own good. We may receive 
tickets for jaywalking, and for having our seat belts unse
cured. No one thought 20 years ago that smoking would be 
banned in most public buildings across America, as well as in 
restaurants and bars, but today it is—with a hefty fine in
curred for lighting up. And now we have the movement 
against trans fats. Should people be deprived of heart-clogging 
french fries? 

Sometimes we strongly support regulations that restrain 
our self-destructive behaviors, and at other times we have 
equally strong feelings about our personal freedom. Either 
way, it's always a trade-off. 

But if mandatory health checkups won't be accepted by 
the public, what about a middle ground, like the self-imposed 
deadlines I gave to Gaurav and his classmates (the deadlines 
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that offered personal choice, but also had penalties attached 
for the procrastinators) ? This might be the perfect compro
mise between authoritarianism, on the one hand, and what 
we have too often in preventive health today—complete free
dom to fail. 

Suppose your doctor tells you that you need to get your 
cholesterol checked. That means fasting the night before the 
blood test, driving to the lab the next morning without break
fast, sitting in a crowded reception room for what seems like 
hours, and finally, having the nurse come and get you so that 
she can stick a needle into your arm. Facing those prospects, 
you immediately begin to procrastinate. But suppose the doc
tor charged you an up-front $100 deposit for the test, refund
able only if you showed up promptly at the appointed time. 
Would you be more likely to show up for the test? 

What if the doctor asked you if you would like to pay this 
$100 deposit for the test? Would you accept this self-imposed 
challenge? And if you did, would it make you more likely to 
show up for the procedure? Suppose the procedure was more 
complicated: a colonoscopy, for instance. Would you be will
ing to commit to a $200 deposit, refundable only if you 
arrived at the appointment on time? If so, you will have rep
licated the condition that I offered Gaurav's class, a condi
tion that certainly motivated the students to be responsible 
for their own decisions. 

How ELSE COULD we defeat procrastination in health care? 
Suppose we could repackage most of our medical and dental 
procedures so that they were predictable and easily done. Let 
me tell you a story that illustrates this idea. 

Several years ago, Ford Motor Company struggled to find 
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the best way to get car owners back into the dealerships for 
routine automobile maintenance. The problem was that the 
standard Ford automobile had something like 18,000 parts 
that might need servicing, and unfortunately they didn't all 
need servicing at the same time (one Ford engineer deter
mined that a particular axle bolt needed inspection every 
3,602 miles). And this was just part of the problem: since 
Ford had more than 20 vehicle types, plus various model 
years, the servicing of them all was nearly impossible to pon
der. All that consumers, as well as service advisers, could do 
was page through volumes of thick manuals in order to de
termine what services were needed. 

But Ford began to notice something over at the Honda 
dealerships. Even though the 18,000 or so parts in Honda 
cars had the same ideal maintenance schedules as the Ford 
cars, Honda had lumped them all into three "engineering in
tervals" (for instance, every six months or 5,000 miles, every 
year or 10,000 miles, and every two years or 25,000 miles). 
This list was displayed on the wall of the reception room in 
the service department. All the hundreds of service activities 
were boiled down to simple, mileage-based service events 
that were common across all vehicles and model years. The 
board had every maintenance service activity bundled, se
quenced, and priced. Anyone could see when service was due 
and how much it would cost. 

But the bundle board was more than convenient informa
tion: It was a true procrastination-buster, as it instructed 
customers to get their service done at specific times and mile
ages. It guided them along. And it was so simple that any 
customer could understand it. Customers were no longer 
confused. They no longer procrastinated. Servicing their 
Hondas on time was easy. 
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Some people at Ford thought this was a great idea, but at 
first the Ford engineers fought it. They had to be convinced 
that, yes, drivers could go 9,000 miles without an oil change— 
but that 5,000 miles would align the oil change with every
thing else that needed to be done. They had to be convinced 
that a Mustang and a F-250 Super Duty truck, despite their 
technological differences, could be put on the same mainte
nance schedule. They had to be convinced that rebundling 
their 18,000 maintenance options into three easily scheduled 
service events—making maintenance as easy as ordering a 
Value Meal at McDonald's—was not bad engineering, but 
good customer service (not to mention good business). The 
winning argument, in fact, was that it is better to have con
sumers service their vehicles at somewhat compromised in
tervals than not to service them at all! 

In the end, it happened: Ford joined Honda in bundling 
its services. Procrastination stopped. Ford's service bay, 
which had been 40 percent vacant, filled up. The dealers 
made money, and in just three years Ford matched Honda's 
success in the service bay. 

So couldn't we make comprehensive physicals and tests as 
simple—and, with the addition of self-imposed financial pen
alties (or better, a "parental" voice), bring the quality of our 
health way up and at the same time make the overall costs 
significantly less? The lesson to learn from Ford's experience 
is that bundling our medical tests (and procedures) so that 
people remember to do them is far smarter than adhering to 
an erratic series of health commands that people are unwill
ing to follow. And so the big question: can we shape America's 
medical morass and make it as easy as ordering a Happy 
Meal? Thoreau wrote, "Simplify! Simplify!" And, indeed, 
simplification is one mark of real genius. 
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Savings 
We could order people to stop spending, as an Orwellian 
edict. This would be similar to the case of my third group of 
students, for whom the deadline was dictated by me. But are 
there cleverer ways to get people to monitor their own spend
ing? A few years ago, for instance, I heard about the "ice 
glass" method for reducing credit card spending. It's a home 
remedy for impulsive spending. You put your credit card into 
a glass of water and put the glass in the freezer. Then, when 
you impulsively decide to make a purchase, you must first 
wait for the ice to thaw before extracting the card. By then, 
your compulsion to purchase has subsided. (You can't just 
put the card in the microwave, of course, because then you'd 
destroy the magnetic strip.) 

But here's another approach that is arguably better, and 
certainly more up-to-date. John Leland wrote a very inter
esting article in the New York Times in which he described 
a growing trend of self-shame: "When a woman who calls 
herself Tricia discovered last week that she owed $22,302 
on her credit cards, she could not wait to spread the news. 
Tricia, 29, does not talk to her family or friends about her 
finances, and says she is ashamed of her personal debt. Yet 
from the laundry room of her home in northern Michigan, 
Tricia does something that would have been unthinkable— 
and impossible—a generation ago: She goes online and 
posts intimate details of her financial life, including her net 
worth (now a negative $38,691) , the balance and finance 
charges on her credit cards, and the amount of debt she has 
paid down ($15,312) since starting the blog about her debt 
last year." 

It is also clear that Tricia's blog is part of a larger trend. 
Apparently, there are dozens of Web sites (maybe there are 
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thousands by now) devoted to the same kind of debt Hog
ging (from "Poorer than You" poorerthanyou.com and 
"We're in Debt" wereindebt.com to "Make Love Not Debt" 
makelovenotdebt.com and Tricia's Web page: blogginga-
waydebt.com). Leland noted, "Consumers are asking others 
to help themselves develop self-control because so many 
companies are not showing any restraint." 6 

Blogging about overspending is important and useful, but 
as we saw in the last chapter, on emotions, what we truly 
need is a method to curb our consumption at the moment of 
temptation, rather than a way to complain about it after the 
fact. 

What could we do? Could we create something that repli
cated the conditions of Gaurav's class, with some freedom of 
choice but built-in boundaries as well? I began to imagine a 
credit card of a different kind—a self-control credit card that 
would let people restrict their own spending behavior. The 
users could decide in advance how much money they wanted 
to spend in each category, in every store, and in every time 
frame. For instance, users could limit their spending on cof
fee to $20 every week, and their spending on clothing to $600 
every six months. Cardholders could fix their limit for gro
ceries at $200 a week and their entertainment spending at 
$60 a month, and not allow any spending on candy between 
two and five PM. What would happen if they surpassed the 
limit? The cardholders would select their penalties. For in
stance, they could make the card get rejected; or they could 
tax themselves and transfer the tax to Habitat for Humanity, 
a friend, or long-term savings. This system could also imple
ment the "ice glass" method as a cooling-off period for large 
items; and it could even automatically trigger an e-mail to 
your spouse, your mother, or a friend: 
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Dear Sumi, 
This e-mail is to draw your attention to the fact that 
your husband, Dan Ariely, who is generally an upright 
citizen, has exceeded his spending limit on chocolate of 
$50 per month by $73.25. 
With best wishes, 
The self-control credit card team 

Now this may sound like a pipe dream, but it isn't. Think 
about the potential of Smart Cards (thin, palm-size cards 
that carry impressive computational powers), which are be
ginning to fill the market. These cards offer the possibility of 
being customized to each individual's credit needs and help
ing people manage their credit wisely. Why couldn't a card, 
for instance, have a spending "governor" (like the governors 
that limit the top speed on engines) to limit monetary trans
actions in particular conditions? Why couldn't they have the 
financial equivalent of a time-release pill, so that consumers 
could program their cards to dispense their credit to help 
them behave as they hope they would? 

A FEW YEARS ago I was so convinced that a "self-control" 
credit card was a good idea that I asked for a meeting with 
one of the major banks. To my delight, this venerable bank 
responded, and suggested that I come to its corporate head
quarters in New York. 

I arrived in New York a few weeks later, and after a brief 
delay at the reception desk, was led into a modern conference 
room. Peering through the plate glass from on high, I could 
look down on Manhattan's financial district and a stream of 
yellow cabs pushing through the rain. Within a few minutes 
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the room had filled with half a dozen high-powered banking 
executives, including the head of the bank's credit card divi
sion. 

I began by describing how procrastination causes every
one problems. In the realm of personal finance, I said, it 
causes us to neglect our savings—while the temptation of 
easy credit fills our closets with goods that we really don't 
need. It didn't take long before I saw that I was striking a 
very personal chord with each of them. 

Then I began to describe how Americans have fallen into 
a terrible dependence on credit cards, how the debt is eating 
them alive, and how they are struggling to find their way out 
of this predicament. America's seniors are one of the hardest-
hit groups. In fact, from 1992 to 2004 the rate of debt of 
Americans age 55 and over rose faster than that of any other 
group. Some of them were even using credit cards to fill the 
gaps in their Medicare. Others were at risk of losing their 
homes. 

I began to feel like George Bailey begging for loan forgive
ness in It s a Wonderful Life. The executives began to speak 
up. Most of them had stories of relatives, spouses, and friends 
(not themselves, of course) who had had problems with credit 
debt. We talked it over. 

Now the ground was ready and I started describing the 
self-control credit card idea as a way to help consumers spend 
less and save more. At first I think the bankers were a bit 
stunned. I was suggesting that they help consumers control 
their spending. Did I realize that the bankers and credit card 
companies made $17 billion a year in interest from these 
cards? Hello? They should give that up? 

Well, I wasn't that naive. I explained to the bankers that 
there was a great business proposition behind the idea of a 
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self-control card. "Look," I said, "the credit card business is 
cutthroat. You send out six billion direct-mail pieces a year, 
and all the card offers are about the same." Reluctantly, they 
agreed. "But suppose one credit card company stepped out of 
the pack," I continued, "and identified itself as a good guy— 
as an advocate for the credit-crunched consumer? Suppose 
one company had the guts to offer a card that would actually 
help consumers control their credit, and better still, divert 
some of their money into long-term savings?" I glanced 
around the room. "My bet is that thousands of consumers 
would cut up their other credit cards—and sign up with 
you!" 

A wave of excitement crossed the room. The bankers nod
ded their heads and chatted to one another. It was revolu
tionary! Soon thereafter we all departed. They shook my 
hand warmly and assured me that we would be talking again, 
soon. 

Well, they never called me back. (It might have been that 
they were worried about losing the $17 billion in interest 
charges, or maybe it was just good old procrastination.) But 
the idea is still there—a self-control credit card—and maybe 
one day someone will take the next step. 
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