L) futtnehcadeny The European Proceedings of
Social & Behavioural Sciences
EpSBS

eISSN: 2357-1330

ICEEPSY 2016 : 7" International Conference on Education and Educational Psychology

Meditation and Procrastination

Miriam Thye®*, Katharina Mosen?, Ulrich Weger® and Diethard Tauschel®

* Corresponding author: Miriam Thye, miriam.thye@uni-wh.de

“University of Witten/Herdecke, Department for Psychology and Psychotherapy, Germany
bUniversity of Witten/Herdecke, Integrated Curriculum for Anthroposophic Medicine (ICURAM), Germany

Abstract

The term Procrastination describes a complex disturbance in the process of controlling action and is associated
with low self-regulation capacities. Especially among students for whom 75 percent report being negatively
impacted by the tendency. The study at hand tests the theory that meditation supports self-relational capacities
among students, and therefore leads to a reduction in procrastination behavior. Eight semi structured interviews
were conducted with students experienced in meditation (N=8, age= 20-25 years). The students were instructed to
reflect on their meditation practice and its possible influence on their study habits, especially procrastination.
Qualitative content analysis revealed the following main factors on the relationship between the effectiveness of
meditation and procrastination: time-management, focus of attention, self-regulation, pressure to perform, self-
worth and acuteness of thoughts. Further, to investigate procrastination among the participants the Tuckman
Procrastination Scale (TSP-D) was included. The quantitative results indicate, that the participating students, who
are experienced in meditation show a very low score on procrastination. In conclusion, the study suggests that
mediation is associated lessened procrastination with possible mechanisms of increased acuteness of thoughts,
focus of attention and self-regulation.
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1. Introduction

Students have a busy and varied life that involves dealing with many diverse responsibilities such as
writing papers, study for exams, and many other tasks which require self-regulation. Procrastination
refers to performing tasks other than the ones the person intends on spending their time on such as
washing the dishes, cleaning their house or joining in sports. The meaning of the word

“procrastination” comes from the Latin words “pro: ahead, forward “and “crastinus: tomorrow”.
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2. Problem Statement

To postpone an action to another point of time is in itself not problematic. In fact, the conscious
decision of attributing importance to one action instead of another—therefore choosing to do other
things first—could be regarded as an act of self-regulation. The problem arises, when the intended, but
postponed, action is not executed, and in its place a different and less important task fulfilled. Those
that tend to procrastinate tend to have less active control of their actions and thus tend to put of the
initially intended action. Procrastinators tend to experience stress, a loss of time-management,
inconsistency in their actions and feel bad about their procrastination behavior (Riickert 2014). Almost
75 % of the college students report procrastination behavior hindering their studies (Hocker et al.
2013). Steel (2005) found that 95 percent of a student sample see themselves as procrastinators with a
motivation to reduce the behavior.

In attempting to explain procrastination behavior affective, cognitive and motivational explanations
need be taken into account. Self-doubt appears to play a major role, especially among students (Hocker
et al. 2013; Solomon, & Rothblum, 1984). A behavioral account could explain the origin of the
problem, such that the act of postponing an action and not being able to pursue the intended task at a
chosen point of time, the person in question loses control of the chain of action. During the normal
course of life, decisions between the urgencies of taking different actions need to be taken
continuously. As Hocker (2013) stated, these decisions are highly influenced by the current mood, the
anticipation of success and failure, and the expected influence of the action on the mood. Further, a
cost-benefit ratio of the immediate or postponed fulfillment of the task is being executed (Hocker et al.
2013). If the person keeps on choosing rather the task that seems to be most attractive based on mood,
instead of choosing the most exigent and intended task, the postponing becomes a procrastination
problem (Hocker et al., 2013). Deci and Ryan’s (2000) theory of self-determination proposes different
psychological needs that motivate behavior. Of particular relevance to procrastination is the distinction
between intrinsic and extrinsic motivation. Extrinsic motivation is present in circumstances where the
goal of an action lies out of the range of the act itself. An extrinsic motivation for a student to study
could be the anticipated social appreciation of his future position: “I study medicine and get prepared
Sfor my exam to have good marks to become a physician, because that offers a good career”. Intrinsic
motivation is present where the act itself corresponds with the goal of a person. Thus the intrinsically
motivated student would feel motivated to study by the experience of growing knowledge in the
medical field: “I study medicine because it is interesting”’. This distinction has the potential to explain
the modulation of an intention into action. A high degree of extrinsic motivation is related to a high
degree of feeling heteronomy, while intrinsic motivated for an action, the person experiences a high
degree of self-determination (Deci, & Ryan 2000). Through strictly predetermined degree course
structures, students experience increased levels of heteronomy (Brahm, & Gebhardt, 2011), which
could lead to less intrinsic motivation, and in turn higher levels of procrastination. This is supported by
research which observed a positive relationship between extrinsic motivation and academic
procrastination (Senécal et al., 1995). Self-regulation allows for the internalization of heteronomous

motivations by conciliating the extrinsic matters with the personal needs, feelings and values, which
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leads to a greater feelings of self-determination (Deci, & Ryan 2000). This could in turn lead to less
procrastination. However, those higher in procrastination find it much more difficult to internalize
heteronomous matters to the point that they become intrinsically motivated. (Riickert, 2014). The
problem is that among the population of procrastinators it seems to be impossible to internalize
heteronomous matters to the point that they become intrinsically motivated (Riickert, 2014).

Baumann & Kuhl (2013) found, that internalization can enhance intrinsic motivation through self-
knowledge which can be supported by meditation. Further, neuropsychological findings on the effect of
meditation show increasing activity in brain areas—especially in the medial praefrontal cortex—
associated with emotional regulation and self-regulation (Holzel et al., 2007; Hoélzel et al., 2011;).
Fianly, meditation practitioners show more activation at the anterior cingulum what leads to the
conclusion, that meditation practitioners have more attention regulation and are less easy disturbed

(Purdy, 2013) .

3. Research question

If motivation and self-regulation seem to play a major role in procrastination behavior, and
meditation practice seems to lead to a better attention-, emotion- and self-regulation:

Do meditation practitioners display lower rates of procrastination?

4. Purpose of the Study

The study investigates the experienced effects of meditation on procrastination behavior among

current students.

5. Research methods

A qualitative research paradigm was used to investigate the first hand experiences of current
students. The study aims to understand how the participating students derive meaning from their
behavior, and how their behavior influences their actions. The research question focuses on the
experienced effects by students who practice meditation from a self-reflection perspective. For this
reason, a semi structured interview scheme with open questions was developed. The interviews were
taken with students, who are experienced in meditation, transcribed with support of the software F5 and
based on Mayring (2000) content analyzed with the software Atlas TI V.7 . The German Version of the
Tuckman Procrastination Scale (TSP-D) was included to quantify procrastination among the

participants and analyzed by using SPSS for Windows V21.

5.1 Instruments
5.1.1 Interview scheme
The students were invited to reflect on their meditation practice and a possible interrelation with

their study habits and especially procrastination. Based on a literature-review on procrastination and
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meditation an interview scheme was developed, consisting of four thematic sections: (a) warm up:
definition meditation (b) perceived effects of meditation in general (c) perceived effects of meditation
on study/procrastination (d) summary.

The interview scheme was meant to provide a guideline throughout the interview, but followed the
principle of open and theory generating research. Thus process orientated adaption of questions based

on the content of the participants’ answers was possible.

5.1.2 TSP-D

The German version of Tuckman’s scale to measure procrastination is a 16 item scale with a
possible range from 16 to 80 points using a 5 point likert-scale. A higher score indicates a higher
amount of procrastination (Tuckman, 2002). The analysis of the TSP-D is conducted by adding the raw

scores of the 16 items, reversing 7, 12, 14 and 16.

5.1.3 Sample description

The following inclusion criteria were devised: (a) participants must be students whose curriculum is
at a point where exams must be written—to ensure that a certain degree of pressure within periods of
intense learning; (b) participants need to have practiced meditation at least for the last eight weeks—a
minimum period of time to show effects of meditation (Berking, & Kénel, 2007); (c) a counterbalanced
gender ratio; and (d) a well-balanced ratio of different courses of study.

The sample consists of eight students, four male, four female, aged 20-25 years old, studying
psychology, medicine, economy, and culture. According the inclusion criteria, all participants practiced
meditation at least eight weeks before the interview. Psychology students had the option to gain

research credit points for their curriculum by participating.

6. Findings

6.1 Demographics

The participants (N=8) age ranged between 20-25 years (u = 22, SD = 1,41). The meditation
experience ranged between seven months and four years. The current practice varied between 0,5 times
a week for 60 minutes till 7 times a week for 60-120 minutes meditation practice. The mean amount of
practice was 4,81 times a week (o =2,20). The duration of the interviews varied between 19:14 and

43:55 minutes.

6.2 TSP-D

The quantitative analysis showed results ranging between 22 — 44,5 (mean= 29,88 ; ¢ = 6,80).
Tuckman (2002) proposes the following classification for the grade of procrastination based on it
standardized questionnaire: 80-64= very high; 64- 57= high; 56- 50= moderate; 49-35= low. With an
average result of mean=29,88, the participants within this study scored very low on procrastination
tendencies. The quantitative results indicate, that the participating students, who are experienced in

meditation show extreme low levels of procrastinate.

68



http://dx.doi.org/10.15405/epsbs.2016.11.8
elSSN: 2357-1330 / Corresponding Author: Miriam Thye
Selection and peer-review under responsibility of the Organizing Committee of the conference

6.3 Interviews

The qualitative content analysis depicted a very homogenous picture of the experienced effects of
meditation, and the interrelation between meditation and procrastination. The following main factors of
meditation were depicted by the participating students as playing a major role influencing their
procrastination behaviour: time-management, focus of attention, self-regulation, pressure to perform,
self-worth and acuteness of thoughts.

To test for the interrater-reliability another researcher, well experienced in qualitative research,
coded the interviews. The interrater-reliability was 73% (Cohens Kappa x=0,7). So the researchers

consistently coded the developed categories that can be regarded as substantial (Landis, & Koch, 1977).

Frequency distribution of categories (in %)

Acuteness of thought
Self-worth

Pressure to perform

Self-regulation

Focus of attention

Time-management

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80

Fig. 1. Frequency distribution of categories.

6.4 Acuteness of thought

Three participants (37,5%) state that by practicing meditation, they improve their ability to arrange
their ideas and thoughts. Through meditation, they can see clearly what they want to do or what they
need. For participant CZ23 this comes along with the feeling of not connecting her! feeling of self-
worth with the learning task. VH71 states, that by meditation ones feelings can be controlled what

makes her free of distracting thoughts when planning to study.

6.5 Focus of attention
Five participant (62,5%) report an increasing ability to focus their attention and to concentrate
easier. 12 paraphrases depict, that the participants can study more effective, more concentrated and less

interrupted.

! her is used to refer to all participants, the participants gender cannot be drawn from this
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6.6 Self-worth
37,5% of the participants declare to stable their feeling of self-worth by practicing meditation. This
comes along with a no judging state of mind towards negative feelings about oneself and an acceptance

of one’s impairment as participant MG13 stated.

6.7 Self-regulation

Without being asked about self-regulation, 62,5% of the participants report an increased ability to
self-regulate as and perceived transformation through meditation. When being asked for the
interrelation between self-regulation and meditation, all participants acknowledged ascertaining this.
Intrinsic motivation, self-determination and the acceptance of aversive tasks is supported by meditation
as participant MG13 pointed out. Emotional regulation is regarded as a part of self-regulation as five
participants depicted. HH59 stated that by facilitating self-perception through meditation, the ability to
regulate her emotions is strengthened. By deductive reasoning she states, meditation operates on her

general state of mind and a conscious attitude so regulation comes with conscious decision making.

6.8 Decreasing pressure to perform

Four out of eight (50%) participants describe, that because of practicing meditation they experience
less pressure while studying. Getting started for studying becomes easier, because of a reduced
experienced amount of expectations, as CZ23 states. The participants experience a general feeling of

relaxation through meditation practice what releases tension from the learning process.

6.9 Time-management

75% of the participants interrelate the effects of their meditation practice on their learning behavior
with their ability to manage their time. By practicing meditation on a regular base, they increase their
general reliability, regularity and structure. By this, procrastination does not occur that often, MG13

stated.

7. Conclusions

The results provide confirmatory evidence for the theoretical overlap between procrastination and
meditation. As depicted in the results of the TPS-D, the meditating students participating in this
research show extremely low levels of procrastination. The preceding analysis of the interviews shows,
that the participating students know about the concept of procrastination, the interdependency of
meditation, and the lack of procrastination problems. The experienced effects of meditation are in line
with the results of current findings on meditation, what underlines the hypothesis that meditation could
have a positive effect on the student’s behavior to reduce procrastination. However, the sample is quite
small and the results needs to be verified in a larger sample with the use of standardized questionnaires.
Interventional studies could also be used to test the hypothesis.

As Meibert et al. (2006) describes, the capacity to concentrate, and the acuteness of thought seem to
relate to the feeling of insight in one’s inner feelings and drives, their values and intrinsic motivation

that are stimulated by meditation (Meibert et al. 2006). The participants describe this as a major factor
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for their lack of procrastination behavior. In the literature the question of intrinsic versus extrinsic
motivation for a task is crucial for the occurrence of procrastination (Deci, & Ryan 2000). Additionally,
self-regulation is associated with procrastination (Hocker et al., 2013), and is positively influenced by
meditation, as is suggested by the interviews in this study. The participants describe that their self-
regulation especially influences attention regulation, the regulation of emotions (like anxiety), and their
self-perception. Procrastination is about the intention to fulfill a task and instead of fulfilling the
intended task, another, mostly unimportant task is fulfilled. If the alternative task is perceived as more
attractive, and the intended one as aversive, procrastination is more likely to occur. Meditating students
seem to be able focus their attention better on an intended task, and don’t feel disturbed by alternative
tasks. They feel more self-confident and experience less anxiety, which is another explanation for
procrastination among students (Hocker et al., 2013). The participating students explained that by
meditation their emotional regulation is strengthened. Disturbing emotional states are perceived as less
disturbing, and by controlling their focus of attention, meditating students can stick to their planned

tasks and do not get caught up with alternative tasks.

7.1 Prospect

The results indicate that the hypothesis that meditation could have a positive effect on
procrastination or could even prevent procrastination is worth further investigation. Future confirmation
of this hypothesis could influence university policies to consider motivating their students to engage in
meditation practice. Special meditation training could be part of the curriculum to help students to
improve their self-regulation, intrinsic motivation, and concentration to prevent procrastination

behavior.
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