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Procrastination - What's Below the Iceberg?
Looking beneath delay to understand task paralysis, emotion, executive function and overwhelm

Procrastination is easy to judge from the outside. Underneath can be fear of failure, perfectionism, anxiety,
low self-belief, emotional overwhelm, executive-function difficulties, sensory overload, unclear expectations,
unmet needs and avoidance used as protection.

It is not always about motivation
A person can care deeply about a task, think about it constantly and still struggle to start. Calling that laziness
misses the mechanisms that may be making initiation difficult. Procrastination can involve emotion regulation,
executive function, uncertainty, fatigue and the environment as much as motivation.

What people may see
Putting something off; scrolling; doing smaller jobs instead; repeatedly reorganising; missing deadlines; waiting
until pressure becomes extreme; avoiding emails; starting many things but finishing few; needing somebody
nearby before beginning; or saying 'I'll do it later' while feeling increasingly distressed.

What may be underneath
Overwhelm: the task feels too large, vague or full of hidden steps.
Fear of failure: starting creates the possibility of discovering the outcome will not be good enough.
Perfectionism: postponement can feel safer than an imperfect attempt.
Anxiety: the task may involve judgement, conflict or uncertainty.
Low self-belief: previous struggles can create an expectation of failure.
Executive function: initiation, sequencing, working memory, prioritising and time perception may all be involved.
Avoidance as protection: delay reduces unpleasant emotion temporarily.
Sensory load and unmet needs: noise, fatigue, hunger, pain or insufficient support can consume capacity.

The procrastination loop
A task appears, uncomfortable emotion rises, the task is delayed and there is temporary relief. Later, pressure and
self-criticism increase. The task now carries both its original difficulty and the emotional weight of having delayed it.
Understanding this loop gives us several places to intervene.
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ADHD, executive function and task paralysis
ADHD can affect task initiation, working memory, time awareness, motivation and prioritisation. Knowing
something is important does not automatically create the neurological conditions needed to begin it. Interest,
novelty, urgency and immediate feedback may activate attention more readily than distant consequences.

Task paralysis
Sometimes the person is not choosing between 'do it' and 'don't do it'. They may be stuck between several
possible starting points and unable to select one. The task remains mentally present, so they are neither
completing it nor enjoying genuine rest.

The emotional side
Procrastination can function as short-term emotion regulation. Avoiding the task temporarily removes boredom,
uncertainty, shame or fear. Unfortunately, relief is followed by increased pressure and a shorter deadline, making
the next attempt harder.

Perfectionism and the impossible first draft
Perfectionism can make starting feel like committing to a final standard. Separate the stages: rough notes, first
attempt, revision, final version. A deliberately imperfect first draft lowers the emotional price of beginning.

Time blindness
For some people, a deadline days away does not create the same immediacy as one hours away. Externalising
time with visible calendars, timers, intermediate deadlines and scheduled start points can make the future more
concrete.

Sensory and environmental barriers
Ask whether the room is noisy, interruptions are constant, the task is screen-heavy, the body needs movement or
the workspace itself creates discomfort. Sometimes changing the environment is more effective than increasing
willpower.

Why shame makes it worse
Being repeatedly called lazy or unreliable can attach shame to tasks. Shame consumes attention and increases
avoidance. Accountability can help, but it works better when it is specific, respectful and focused on action
rather than character.

A better question
Instead of 'Why haven't I done this?', ask: 'What is making starting difficult right now?' The answer may be
unclear instructions, fear, fatigue, too many steps, sensory load, boredom, a missing resource or genuine need for
support.
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Practical ways into the task
The aim is not to find one productivity trick that works forever. It is to identify the barrier in front of you today and
choose a tool that matches it.

Shrink the starting line
Not 'sort finances' but 'open the banking app'. Not 'write report' but 'create the document and type the heading'. Not
'clean kitchen' but 'put five items away'. The smaller the first action, the less executive work is required before
movement begins.

Body doubling
Some people find it easier to begin or continue when another person is quietly present. The other person does not
need to supervise. Their presence can provide external structure, accountability and a clearer sense of time.

Externalise executive function
Use visible checklists, alarms, calendars, timers, written sequences and prepared workspaces rather than
expecting working memory to hold everything. Put the next action where it can be seen. Systems reduce the
cognitive work required before the real task begins.

A procrastination iceberg worksheet
The task I am delaying: _______________________________

What others can see: _________________________________

What may be underneath: ______________________________

The hardest part of starting is: _________________________

The emotion I notice: __________________________________

The support or adjustment I need: ________________________

My smallest first action: _________________________________

When I will begin: ______________________________________

Match the strategy to the barrier
Vague task: define the first three actions.
Time disappears: visible timer and calendar block.
Boredom: movement, novelty or a short sprint.
Fear: lower the standard for the first attempt.
Working-memory overload: write everything down.
Difficulty starting alone: try body doubling.
Sensory load: change the environment first.
Exhaustion: consider whether rest is the intervention.

Supporting someone
Avoid reminders that only increase shame. Ask which part is stuck. Help turn vague tasks into concrete actions.
Agree on deadlines together and clarify what 'finished' means. Support should increase autonomy rather than
becoming permanent rescue.
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Creating a system that works with you
The best system is not the most impressive one. It is the one you can still access on a difficult day.

Separate rest from avoidance
Rest is intentional recovery. Avoidance often feels restless: the task stays mentally active while you try not to
engage with it. If you need rest, name it and take it deliberately. A defined recovery period can be more restorative
than hours of guilt.

Build evidence, not self-criticism
Keep a record of tasks you started, what made starting easier and which supports worked. This creates a personal
manual for your brain. Success does not have to mean completing everything; recognising the barrier earlier is
progress too.

A message from Maggie
If you have spent years being told that you procrastinate because you are lazy, you may have started believing
it. But there can be a huge amount underneath that delay: executive-function difficulties, fear of getting it wrong,
overwhelm, sensory load, exhaustion and memories of being criticised for struggling. Understanding that does
not mean giving up on responsibilities. It means finding a way into them that actually works for you. Make the
first step smaller. Put the information outside your head. Ask for support where you need it. Needing a system
is not the same as failing.

Books and further reading
Taking Charge of Adult ADHD - Russell A. Barkley with Christine M. Benton.
Smart but Scattered Guide to Success - Peg Dawson and Richard Guare.
The Now Habit - Neil Fiore.
How to Keep House While Drowning - KC Davis. A practical, non-shaming approach to everyday tasks and care.

Professional context
This guide is psychoeducational and informed by research on procrastination, emotion regulation and executive
functioning alongside neurodiversity-affirming practice. Further information can be found through NICE guidance
relevant to ADHD, NHS ADHD resources and established psychological literature on procrastination and cognitive
behavioural approaches.

When more support may help
Consider professional support if procrastination is causing major difficulties with work, finances, healthcare,
education, relationships or essential daily tasks. Assessment may be useful where longstanding executive-function
difficulties suggest ADHD or another underlying issue. Severe fatigue, low mood, anxiety or major changes in
functioning also deserve appropriate assessment rather than being assumed to be procrastination.

Space to Breathe Therapy
Understanding creates change.


