
Understanding procrastination through action control

Ever been down the procrastination rabbit hole and wondered why some people are able
to stop procrastinating and get the job done? Most of us have procrastinated in our life and have
experienced negative consequences by doing so. We continually ignore and postpone working on
an important task or deadline and distract ourselves in enjoyable pursuits, which scientists call a
lack of action control. Action control proposed by Julius Khul outlines the ability to react and
regulate our emotions during certain situations.4 The theory defines two different orientations:
action-oriented people capable of self-regulating their thoughts and emotions and state-oriented
people who lack this ability to self-regulate and complete objectives.6 This implies that people
who are action-oriented are less affected by stress and outcomes of an action.¹ ²

Studies show that the size of the right amygdala is related to action control and suggest
that we can overcome the state-oriented deficiency through meditation and mindfulness. In a
study conducted by Schlüter and team, 266 healthy adults were asked to complete survey
questions related to procrastinative tendencies. They partook in imaging ( fMRI and T1 weighted
high-resolution MRI) for functional connectivity analysis and to identify gray and white matter
sections of the brain scans respectively. Upon analyzing the results, the researchers found a
negative correlation between the volume of the amygdala and action orientation. This discovery
is paramount to understanding procrastination since the amygdala converts sensory data into the
memory of fears. This becomes a basis of decision-making when the significance of a threat or
the danger of not doing a task needs to be evaluated.² ³ Another study by Gupta, et al. showed
that amygdalas with lesions cause bad decision making and the inability to improve succeeding
decisions.10 Meditation relates to the amygdala since it benefits cognitive functions such as
“attentional networks, emotional control and self-awareness”¹¹ which plague procrastinators.

Kuhl defined six different strategies to overcome procrastinative tendencies. These
strategies include focusing on the information needed for current tasks, regulating the amount of
work done, controlling emotions that can interfere with goals, motivating yourself which
strengthens your ability to achieve your goals, optimizing the environment in which you work,
and memorization of information relevant to the current task.⁴ Not only does meditation help
strengthen these six strategies, but also multiple MRI studies have shown that meditation also
decreases the size of the amygdala allowing for better emotional and fear control which in turn
allows for better action control and less procrastination.⁸ ⁵ Meditation puts your mind in a serene
state and regulates your emotions.9 In another study by Gotink and team, researchers “observed
that the meditation and yoga group had a smaller right amygdala” and “stress reduction has been
associated with less amygdala volume.”⁷ Don’t fall into the alluring trap of the untested online
learning environment that may not feel like a regular school year during the Covid pandemic,
make a plan to overcome procrastination by exploring meditation techniques.
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