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Greater Mindfulness is Linked to Less Procrastination
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Abstract
This study examined the relationships between trait mindfulness, a positive psycho-
logical characteristic, attention and procrastination. One hundred and seventy-four
Australian participants, 133 women and 41 men, with a mean age of 35.44, completed
measures of trait mindfulness, ability for sustained attention and procrastination.
Participants recorded a task they thought they might delay completing and were
randomly assigned to a brief mindfulness exercise or a control exercise. Participants
afterwards rated their intention to work on the task. Greater trait mindfulness was
associated with better ability to sustain attention and with less procrastination. Attention
mediated the relationship between mindfulness and procrastination. With engagement
held constant, participants in the mindfulness exercise condition expressed more
intention to work towards completing a task on which they tend to procrastinate than
participants in the control condition. These findings have implications for better
understanding procrastination and for the use of mindfulness to assist those who
procrastinate.
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Procrastination consists of delaying a task for a maladaptively long time (Baumeister
et al. 1994; Steel 2007). A substantial number of adults often procrastinate (Ferrari et al.
2005; Steel 2007) and harmful procrastination is especially prevelant among university
students, with estimates of frequent procrastination in this group ranging from 50%–
95% (Kim and Seo 2015; Steel 2007). Individuals who procrastinate tend to recognize
that their procrastination is harmful, and most of those who procrastinate would like to
change this behavior (Steel 2007). Procrastination is associated with poor performance
(Kim and Seo 2015), experience of stress (Beutel et al. 2016; Sirois 2014), and
depression and anxiety (Beutel et al. 2016; Klein et al. 2017).
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Several characteristics of those who tend to procrastinate provide insight into the
nature of procrastination. In a meta-analytic examination combining the results of 10
studies, Steele (Steel 2007) found an association of r = .40 between procrastination and
finding tasks in general aversive. Steele’s (Steel 2007) other meta-analytic findings
included an association of r = .45 between procrastination and distractibility across 13
studies and an association of r = .58 between procrastination and lower self-control
across 21 studies.

Self-Regulation Theory (Baumeister et al. 1994) provides a theoretical foundation
for understanding procrastination. This theory proposes that a motivational conflict
stemming from disparity between internal standards and focus on more immediate
pleasurable activities or aspects of task aversion lead to delaying tasks. This motiva-
tional conflict described by Self-Regulation Theory involves fracturing of attention
between internal and external experiences and judgemental evaluation of the lure of
approach towards pleasurable activities or avoidance of unpleasant tasks. Further, such
conflicts and diversion of attention depletes an individual’s resources, which may lead
to delaying tasks.

The characteristic of mindfulness may be linked to procrastination, with greater
mindfulness being associated with less tendency to procrastinate. Mindfulness consists
of non-judgmental awareness and acceptance of experience (Kabat-Zinn 2005; Shapiro
et al. 2006). Non-judgemental awareness may reduce the likelihood of motivational
conflicts leading to procrastination as proposed by Self-Regulation Theory (Baumeister
et al. 1994). Several studies have found associations between greater mindfulness and
less procrastination (Cheung and Ng 2019; Glick et al. 2014; Howell and Buro 2011;
Sirois and Tosti 2012). For example, Cheung and Ng (2019) found concurrent associ-
ations between greater mindfulness and less procrastination, with a correlation of
−.41 at an initial measurement, and further found that initial mindfulness longitudinally
predicted less procrastination at later measurement times, with initial procrastination
held constant.

Baer et al. 2008provided empirically-based detail relating to the dimensions of non-
judgmental awareness and acceptance that define mindfulness. They identified the
following five mindfulness facets: observing, noticing, or attending to thoughts, feel-
ings, perceptions, or sensations; describing or labelling these with words; acting with
awareness; being nonreactive to inner experience; and, not judging experience. Of these
facets, not judging and non- reactive awareness may be the most important (Emerson
et al. 2017; Medvedev et al. 2018). In neuro-cognitive examinations of mindfulness,
Vago and Sibersweig (2012) proposed that self-awareness encompassing ability to self-
regulate is central to mindfulness. Wheeler et al. 2017reviewed neurological evidence
suggesting that attention and regulation of emotion are central to mindfulness.

As well as being a trait, or habitual pattern of perception and thought, mindfulness
can be a momentary state (Kiken et al. 2015). Trait mindfulness may give rise to more
mindful states and conversely, frequent mindful states may build trait mindfulness
(Kiken et al. 2015). An aspect of a mindful state is awareness and attention to the
moment (Kabat-Zinn 2005). Increases in mindfulness may lead to changes in cognition,
including better ability to sustain attention. For example, Zeidan et al. (2010) found that
brief mindfulness training resulted in sustained attention as assessed by performance
tests. Wong et al. (2018) found that mindfulness training led to improved sustained
attention assessed by a performance test and by EEG. Engagement, or active
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involvement, can facilitate acquisition of skills (Reeve 1996). Greater engagement with
the learning of mindfulness skills may help encode these skills.

The non-judgmental aspect of mindfulnessmaymake it less likely that an individual high
in mindfulness will judge tasks as aversive, which is characteristic of procrastination.
Awareness, attention, non-reactivity and self-regulation aspects of mindfulness may make
it less likely that an individual high in mindfulness will have low self-control or will be
distracted, characteristics associated with procrastination. Some support for these proposi-
tions come from Glick et al. (2014) and Sirois and Tosti (2012), with both studies finding
significant associations between the higher scores on the awareness aspect of mindfulness as
well as the non-judgement aspect of mindfulness with less procrastination.

Attention and awareness are central aspects of mindfulness. Symptoms relating to
inattention are characteristic of attention-deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD)
(American Psychiatric Association 2013). Mindfulness training has shown some suc-
cess in improving these symptoms in individuals with ADHD (Househam and Solanto
2016; Hoxhaj et al. 2018; Mitchell et al. 2017; Van de Weijer-Bergsma et al. 2012),
suggesting that mindfulness may improve attention among individuals with deficits in
this quality. Likewise, a path between greater mindfulness and less procrastination may
be the ability to sustain attention facilitated by mindfulness.

Mindfulness is a concept distinct from the perceptions of task aversion, distractibility
and self-control that have been found to be associated with procrastination (Steel 2007);
however, certain features of mindfulness may make it less likely that an individual high
in mindfulness will judge tasks to be aversive, be distracted, or have low self-control. In
relation to the Self-Regulation Theory foundation of procrastination, mindfulness may
make is less likely that attention is fractured or that temptation to deviate from internal
standards is judged harshly by the self. Thus, mindfulness may help an individual
conserve resources, and such conservation of resources may reduce the likelihood of
procrastination.

Procrastination may be changeable. Intervention studies drawing on approaches
such as cognitive behavior therapy (e.g., Eckert, 2018; Rozental, Forsell, Svensson,
Andersson, & Carlbring, 2015) have shown some promise in reducing procrastination.
In a review, Zacks and Hen (2018) concluded that there have been relatively few
procrastination intervention studies because of the numerous possible underlying
factors contributing to procrastination. Low mindfulness may be one underlying
factor, and to date no systematic studies have explored mindfulness as an
intervention strategy for assisting those who procrastinate. Based on observations of
procrastination among students who had sought assistance from writing tutors, Kervin
and Barrett (2018) suggested that judgement of the self may lead to negative emotions,
which students may deal with through procrastination on tasks which lead to negative
evaluations of the self. They proposed that facilitation of mindfulness may assist in
helping students overcome procrastination tendencies by increasing non-reactive self-
awareness and lessening judgement of the self, which in turn would lessen the
propensity to procrastinate.

The aim of the present study was to examine the relationships between trait
mindfulness, attention, and procrastination. Model testing assessed the possible medi-
ating role of attention in the relationship between mindfulness and procrastination. An
experimental pilot study explored the potential causal role of mindfulness in procras-
tination through a brief state-level mindfulness intervention.
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The hypotheses were as follows:

1. Greater mindfulness is associated with better ability to sustain attention.
2. Greater mindfulness is associated with less procrastination.
3. Better ability to sustain attention is associated with less procrastination.
4. Ability to sustain attention is a path connecting greater mindfulness with less

procrastination (i.e., focus mediates between mindfulness and procrastination).
5. Participants who engage in a brief mindfulness exercise will afterwards have more

intention to work towards completing a task on which they tend to procrastinate
than those in a control condition.

1 Methods

1.1 Participants and Procedure

Participants were recruited after approval from the university institutional review board and
all participants provided informed consent. The 174 participants included 133 women and
41 men, with 170 participants completing all measures. Four participants discontinued
participation while completing the pre-measures. Participants were both mature age and
traditional age university students from Australia, with a mean age of 35.44, SD = 11.46.
With power set at .80, this number of participants is adequate to detect a medium effect size
in a mediation analysis and is adequate to detect a medium effect size in a two group
comparison. Please see Fig. 1 describing the participant flow through the study.

After approval of the study by the university institutional review board, participants
provided informed consent and completed measures of trait mindfulness, attention and
procrastination on the Qualtrics electronic research platform. Participants also recorded a
task they would like to complete in the next month that they thought they might delay
completing. To help ensure completion of measures, the research platformwas programmed
to only allow progression through the study when participants provided responses to items.
After completing pre-measures, participants were randomly assigned, with equal numbers to
conditions, through the on-line platform, to either a brief three minute mindfulness exercise
consisting of audio instructions intended to induce non-judgmental awareness and attention
to present body sensations, including breath (Penman 2011), or a control exercise consisting
of the instruction to reflect on activities of the previous day and tomake brief written notes of
these activities. In relation to the mindful state induction condition, non-evaluative focus on
body sensations, with a special emphasis on breath, is a core aspect of a number of
successful mindfulness inducing mediation techniques (Burke 2012). The mindfulness
exercise, practiced once, was intended to facilitate a mindful state. An equal amount of
time, threeminutes, was allotted to each condition. Participants in both conditions rated their
engagement with the activity comprising their respective exercises immediately after com-
pleting the exercises. Finally, immediately after completion of the relevant condition,
participants in both conditions rated their intention to work on the task they had earlier
indicated they would like to complete in the next month.
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2 Measures

2.1 Mindfulness

The short form of the Freiburg Mindfulness Inventory (Kohls et al. 2009; Walach
et al. 2006) assessed trait mindfulness, conceptualized as comprising awareness
and acceptance, or non-judgement. Respondents rate themselves on a 5-point scale
on items such as “I am open to the experience of the present moment.” and “I see
my mistakes and difficulties without judging them.” Previous research has shown
the measure to have good internal consistency and evidence of validity (Walach
et al. 2006), with community participants with and without meditation experience
(Kohls et al. 2009). In the present study internal consistency, assessed by
Cronbach’s alpha, was .88.

174 participants entered study

170 participants completed 

pre-measures of mindfulness, 

procrastination, attention, and 

recorded  a task they would 

like to complete

Random Assignment:

85 participants allocated to 

mindfulness condition

85 participants allocated to 

control condition

Completion of Post measures:

85 participants in mindfulness 

condition completed 

engagement and intention post 

measures

85 participants in control 

condition completed 

engagement and intention post 

measures

Fig. 1 Flow of Participants
through Study
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2.2 Procrastination

Lay’s General Procrastination Scale (Lay 1986) assessed global tendencies towards
procrastination. Respondents rate themselves on a 5-point scale on items such as “I
often find myself performing tasks that I had intended to do days before. “and “In
preparing for some deadline, I often waste time by doing other things. “Previous
research indicates that the measure has good internal consistency of .82, and evidence
of validity (Lay 1986). In the present study internal consistency, assessed by
Cronbach’s alpha, was .88.

2.3 Attention

The Adult ADHD Self-Report Scale-V1.1 Symptoms Checklist (ASRS-V1.1), which
provides a continuous score of typical sustained attention versus inattention, assessed
participants’ general ability for sustained attention. Respondents rate themselves on a 5-
point scale on items such as “How often do you have difficulty keeping your attention
when you are doing boring or repetitive work?” and “How often do you have difficulty
concentrating on what people say to you, even when they are speaking to you
directly?”. Attention was coded so that higher scores indicated better attention. Previ-
ous research indicates that this measure has good internal consistency, with Cronbach’s
alpha of .88, and evidence of validity (Adler et al. 2006). The scale has been used with
various populations to assess ability for sustained attention on a continuum, including
with university student samples (Gropper and Tannock 2009). In the present study
internal consistency, assessed by Cronbach’s alpha, was .77.

2.4 Intention towards Task

Before being randomly assigned to either a mindfulness or control exercise, participants
recorded a task they would like to complete in the next month that they thought they
might delay completing. After participation in the experimental or control exercise,
participants then saw the task they recorded piped in as the stem for their ratings of
items assessing intention towards completing the task in the next month. For example,
if a participant recorded ‘Paint House’ prior to random assignment to a condition, the
post-condition intention assessment stem read ‘Previously you described a task you
would like to complete in the next month. This task is Paint House. Please rate what
you are likely to do regarding this task on the following statements.’ Participants then
rated their agreement with the following three statements using a seven-point scale: ‘I
will work hard on completing this task’, ‘I will wait to start working towards this task’
(reversed), ‘I will start working towards this task today’. The internal consistency of
this three-item intention measure, assessed by Cronbach’s alpha, was .74.

2.5 Engagement

Following the experimental and control condition exercises, participants were asked to
indicate on a scale from 0 (not at all) to 100 (a great deal) to their level of engagement
with the exercise.

International Journal of Applied Positive Psychology (2020) 5:1–126



3 Results

3.1 Demographic Differences

There were no significant differences between women and men in mindfulness,
attention or procrastination (see Table 1). Older participants were more likely to have
sustained attention and were less likely to procrastinate (see Table 1). Age was not
significantly associated with mindfulness (see Table 1).

3.2 Associations between Mindfulness, Attention and Procrastination

Pearson r correlations tested the hypotheses that greater mindfulness is associated with
better ability to sustain attention, that greater mindfulness is associated with less
procrastination, and that better ability to sustain attention is associated with less
procrastination were tested with. (see Table 1). Greater mindfulness was significantly
associated with better ability to sustain attention and was significantly associated with
less procrastination. Better ability to sustain attention was significantly associated with
less procrastination. Because older age was associated with greater attention and less
procrastination, partial correlations investigated whether the associations between
mindfulness, attention and procrastination would still be significant when age was held
constant. The partial correlation results showed the relationships to still be significant
and of similar magnitude when age was held constant.

3.3 The Relationship between Mindfulness and Procrastination Mediated
by Attention

The hypothesis that ability to sustain attention is a path connecting greater mindfulness
with less procrastination was tested through mediation analysis using an SPSS macro,
PROCESS model 4. The model was significant, R = .60, p = .001. Ability for sustained
attention significantly mediated the relationship between mindfulness and procrastina-
tion. Please see Fig. 2 for the mediation model and results.

Table 1 Descriptive statistics and correlations

Variable Gender Age Mindfulness Attention Procrastination

1. Gendera –

2. Age .03 –

3. Mindfulness −.08 .15 –

4. Attention .01 .27** .38** –

5. Procrastination −.02 −.24** −.27** −.56** –

M – 35.44 34.05 49.92 58.04

SD – 11.46 7.44 7.29 23.32

n = 170. **p < .01. a Dummy coded (Male = 1; Female = 2)
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3.4 The Effect of a Brief Mindfulness Exercise on Intention to Work on Task

Analysis of Covariance (ANCOVA) tested the hypothesis that the participants who
engaged in a brief mindfulness exercise would afterwards report more intention to work
towards completing a task on which they tended to procrastinate. Engagement with the
intervention exercise was associated with intention to work on the task,
r(169) = .23,p = .01, and this was used as the covariate in the analysis, with condition
as the independent variable and intention to work on the task as the dependent variable.
Engagement was selected as a covariate both because of its relevance to the impact of
the mindfulness intervention and because of its relationship with intention to work on
the task. The ANCOVA showed that the 85 participants in the mindfulness condition
had a greater intention to work on the task (mean = 13.82, SD = 3.98) than the 85
participants in the control condition (mean = 12.92, SD = 4.09), F(2,167) = 5.45,
p = .02, two-tailed. As older age was associated with less tendency to procrastinate in
the pre-measures, another ANCOVA used both engagement and age as covariates. This
analysis also showed that the 85 participants in the mindfulness condition had a greater
intention to work on the task than the 85 participants in the control condition,
F(2,166) = 5.58, p = .02, two-tailed.

When engagement and age were not held constant, there was no two-tailed signif-
icant difference between groups, F(1,168) = 2.19, p = .14, two-tailed.

4 Discussion

The results of the study supported the hypotheses that trait mindfulness is associated
with better ability to sustain attention and less tendency to procrastinate. The results
also supported the hypothesis that better ability to sustain attention is associated with
less procrastination and that ability for sustained attention links greater trait mindful-
ness with less tendency to procrastinate. These findings add to the body of literature
demonstrating the utility of mindfulness.

Fig. 2 Model and Mediation Results of Mindfulness as a Predictor of Procrastination, mediated by Attention,
with the indirect effect based on 2000 bootstrap resamples. Values are unstandardised beta coefficients. N =
170
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The finding of the present study that greater mindfulness is associated with less
tendency to procrastinate corroborates Glick et al.’s (2014) and Sirois and Tosti’s
(2012) findings regarding the relationship between mindfulness and procrastination.
The findings of the present study also are congruent with previous findings regarding
mindfulness and sustained attention (Wong et al. 2018; Zeidan et al. 2010). The present
study extends these previous findings in suggesting that the ability to sustain attention
facilitated by mindfulness may link greater mindfulness with less procrastination.

To explore both the possible causal link between mindfulness and procrastination in
a small pilot test, the present study randomly assigned participants to a brief mindful-
ness exercise or a control exercise. When engagement, as reported by participants, with
the exercise was held constant, participants in the mindfulness exercise condition
reported significantly more intention to work on a task on which they might procras-
tinate than participants in the control condition; when engagement was not held
constant, the difference between the conditions was not significant.

These findings from the pilot experimental portion of the study provide tentative
support for a causal role of mindfulness in reducing procrastination. The pilot study
intervention was focused on participants’ state of mindfulness. Repeated mindfulness
states may result in increases in trait mindfulness (Kiken et al. 2015). Future research
might examine more comprehensive mindfulness training intended to increase trait
mindfulness and assess the effects of this on general tendencies to procrastinate.

Comprehensive mindfulness training to lessen procrastination might be based on
Mindfulness Based Stress Reduction (MBSR, Kabat-Zinn 2013). Mindfulness Based
Stress Reduction programs encompass a series of exercises, such as mindfulness
meditation, and preparation for applying mindfulness in everyday situations, that are
intended to develop mindfulness capacity (Grossman et al. 2004). Meta-analyses of the
effect of mindfulness-based interventions have found a significant benefit of mindful-
ness training on both mental health outcomes and physical health outcomes across
studies (Grossman et al. 2004; Khoury et al. 2013). A randomized controlled trial of
MBSR intended to increase trait mindfulness in order to assist those who procrastinate
might find that lessening of procrastination adds to the list of beneficial outcomes
resulting from MBSR. Such research might help determine the optimal length and
format of mindfulness interventions intended to assist those who procrastinate and
might explore approaches to increasing engagement with mindfulness exercises, pos-
sibly through innovative technologies, such as use of virtual reality.

The results of the present study should be interpreted in light of several
limitations. First, the model-testing portion of the study examining the relation-
ships between mindfulness, sustained attention and procrastination was based on a
concurrent data collection design and does not allow conclusions regarding cau-
sality. The suggestive findings from the small random assignment experimental
pilot study showed that the state-based mindfulness exercise resulted in signifi-
cantly less tendency to procrastinate on a task compared to the control exercise,
but only when engagement with the exercise as reported by participants was held
constant. It may be that an adequate level of engagement is needed in order for
brief mindfulness interventions to have an effect. Second, participants were
university students from one country. The results might not generalize to other
populations. Future research might investigate the applicability of the findings for
other populations.
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Future research might build on Self-Regulation Theory (Baumeister et al. 1994)
applications in other areas in conjunction with mindfulness training to develop the most
effective procrastination intervention programs. For example, such research might
investigate whether mindfulness training buffers exhaustion of self-regulation capacity
in relation to procrastination under demanding circumstances. Future research might
also investigate the impact of mindfulness training in preventing procrastination in
specific realms of life.

In conclusion, the results of the present study suggest that greater trait mindfulness is
linked to less procrastination, and that this relationship is mediated by the sustained
attention facilitated by mindfulness. Mindfulness-based programs intended to increase
trait mindfulness through repeated inductions of state mindfulness may have promise in
assisting those who procrastinate.
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