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Abstract: Academic procrastination is often described as a voluntary delay of intended coursework despite 
awareness of negative consequences. Although motivational and emotional explanations have strong empirical 
support, a growing body of research suggests that procrastination is also meaningfully related to executive 
dysfunction, understood as difficulties in cognitive control processes that enable goal-directed behavior. From a 
cognitive control perspective, procrastination can be conceptualized as a breakdown in the capacity to maintain 
academic goals, resist competing temptations, initiate effort in the face of aversive affect, and flexibly regulate 
attention and action across time. This article synthesizes theoretical and empirical literature linking executive 
functions to procrastination in university students, with emphasis on how deficits in inhibition, working memory, 
goal maintenance, task switching, and emotion-related control may contribute to delays in starting and sustaining 
academic work. A narrative review approach is used to integrate evidence from self-report and performance-
based executive function measures, findings from ADHD-related research, and cognitive neuroscience models of 
control including conflict monitoring and proactive versus reactive control. The reviewed evidence converges on 
the view that executive dysfunction is not merely an accompanying feature of procrastination but can operate as 
a psychological vulnerability that increases reliance on short-term mood repair and reward-driven choice at the 
expense of long-term academic goals. Implications for assessment, prevention, and intervention are discussed, 
highlighting the value of integrating cognitive control training, environmental design, and cognitive-behavioral 
techniques in university support services.    

 

Keywords: Academic procrastination; executive dysfunction; executive functions; cognitive control; inhibition; 
working memory; goal management; university students. 

 

Introduction: Academic procrastination remains one of 
the most common self-regulatory problems reported in 
higher education, affecting study routines, assignment 
completion, and exam preparation. Contemporary 
theory emphasizes that procrastination is not 
adequately captured by “poor time management,” 
because many students delay even when they 
understand deadlines, value their goals, and possess 
the technical skills required to complete tasks. Instead, 
procrastination is increasingly framed as a failure of 
self-regulation that emerges when immediate affective 
and reward pressures overpower longer-term 
intentions. Meta-analytic work has characterized 
procrastination as a pervasive self-regulatory failure 
with consistent links to lower performance and 
maladaptive psychological correlates.  

Within this broader self-regulation framework, 

executive functions (EFs) provide a crucial bridge 
between intention and action. Executive functions 
refer to higher-order cognitive processes that support 
the control of attention, thought, emotion, and 
behavior in the service of goals. They include inhibitory 
control, working memory, and cognitive flexibility, 
along with higher-level processes such as planning, 
monitoring, and goal management. When students 
plan to begin an assignment but repeatedly delay, the 
difficulty may not lie in understanding what to do; 
rather, it may lie in sustaining goal representations, 
shielding attention from distractions, initiating effort 
under negative affect, and persisting when tasks feel 
boring, ambiguous, or threatening. These are precisely 
the domains that cognitive control theories associate 
with prefrontal control systems and their coordination 
of behavior across time.  
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Executive dysfunction is typically used to describe 
clinically meaningful or functionally disruptive 
weaknesses in these control processes. In student 
populations, executive dysfunction is often 
operationalized via self-report inventories of everyday 
goal-management failures or by performance on 
laboratory-based executive tasks that index inhibition 
and control costs. Notably, procrastination has been 
linked to self-reported executive functioning difficulties 
in college samples, consistent with the interpretation 
that procrastination reflects problems in volition and 
goal management rather than simple laziness. Evidence 
from behavioral genetics also suggests that 
procrastination shares variance with general executive 
function ability and everyday goal-management 
failures, supporting a deeper connection between 
procrastination and control capacity.  

A cognitive control perspective can help explain why 
procrastination intensifies under stress, time pressure, 
fatigue, and emotionally loaded tasks. In these 
contexts, coping resources are depleted, the 
immediate emotional “cost” of starting rises, and the 
ability to tolerate discomfort decreases, making 
avoidance more attractive. Conceptual work has 
highlighted the role of context and stress in increasing 
procrastination risk through reduced coping resources 
and lowered tolerance for negative emotions, which 
aligns with the notion that cognitive control is a limited, 
dynamically recruited resource. From this view, 
executive dysfunction is not the only cause of 
procrastination, but it may be a central vulnerability 
that amplifies the impact of aversive affect and 
competing temptations on academic behavior. 

The aim of this article is to synthesize evidence on the 
role of executive dysfunction in student procrastination 
by integrating findings from educational psychology, 
clinical and differential psychology, and cognitive 
neuroscience models of control. The central thesis is 
that procrastination can be understood as an outcome 
of insufficient or inefficient cognitive control, 
particularly when students must initiate and sustain 
effort in emotionally aversive or distraction-rich 
environments. This perspective has direct implications 
for assessment and for designing interventions that 
move beyond time management to target goal 
maintenance, inhibition, and emotion-related control 
processes. 

A narrative review approach was employed to integrate 
heterogeneous evidence on executive dysfunction and 
academic procrastination. Literature was identified 
through searches using combinations of terms related 
to procrastination (academic procrastination, delay, 
self-regulation failure) and executive 
functioning/cognitive control (executive dysfunction, 

inhibition, working memory, goal management, 
cognitive control, prefrontal cortex). Priority was given 
to peer-reviewed empirical studies in university 
samples, influential meta-analyses and conceptual 
reviews of procrastination, and foundational cognitive 
control models relevant to executive functioning. 
Particular attention was paid to studies directly 
measuring executive functions in relation to 
procrastination, including self-report executive 
function measures and laboratory-based indices of 
inhibition and control. 

Because measures, samples, and operational 
definitions vary substantially across studies, evidence 
was synthesized thematically rather than quantitatively 
pooled. The synthesis focused on patterns of 
association, plausible mechanisms linking executive 
dysfunction to procrastination, and the degree to 
which intervention findings support a causal role for 
cognitive control processes. 

Across the reviewed literature, procrastination shows 
meaningful associations with executive dysfunction, 
especially when executive functioning is 
conceptualized as everyday goal management and self-
regulatory capacity. One of the clearest empirical 
signals comes from studies linking academic 
procrastination to self-reported executive functioning 
difficulties in college students. In this work, higher 
procrastination corresponds to greater problems with 
initiation, planning, organization, sustained attention, 
and self-monitoring—functions that are central to 
completing multi-step academic tasks. Such findings 
are important because academic work often requires 
students to self-generate structure, maintain goals 
over long delays, and coordinate effort without 
immediate external reinforcement. Under these 
conditions, weaknesses in goal management can 
reasonably be expected to manifest as delayed starts, 
last-minute rushing, and difficulty sustaining steady 
progress. 

Evidence also suggests that procrastination relates to 
broad executive function ability at trait and genetic 
levels. Research examining executive function and 
procrastination has found that procrastination is 
associated with poorer general EF, and that this 
relationship is partly attributable to the procrastination 
component shared with everyday goal-management 
failures. This pattern supports a cognitive-control 
interpretation in which procrastination reflects a 
tendency toward goal neglect, not simply a preference 
for leisure. It also implies that interventions may need 
to address stable control-related vulnerabilities, 
particularly in students who chronically struggle with 
initiating and following through on intentions. 
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A key question is which executive components matter 
most. The executive function literature typically 
distinguishes inhibition (resisting impulses and 
suppressing dominant responses), working memory 
(holding and updating goal-relevant information), and 
shifting/flexibility (adapting behavior when rules or 
priorities change). In procrastination contexts, 
inhibition is relevant because students must resist 
immediate temptations such as social media, 
messaging, entertainment, and alternative “easier” 
tasks. Working memory is relevant because students 
must keep task goals and next steps active while 
navigating distractions and delays. Flexibility matters 
because academic tasks often require switching 
between reading, writing, problem solving, and revising 
while avoiding unproductive avoidance cycles. 

Studies focusing on inhibition provide more nuanced 
support. Research grounded in the self-regulation 
failure account has argued that inhibition capacities are 
central to carrying out intentions and has examined 
inhibition alongside negative affect and gender as 
contributors to procrastination. Although inhibition is 
difficult to measure cleanly due to task impurity and 
the fact that executive tasks engage multiple 
processes, the broader pattern suggests that weaker 
inhibitory control increases vulnerability to 
procrastination when temptations are salient or when 
the immediate emotional cost of task engagement is 
high.  

The ADHD literature offers additional insight because 
ADHD is strongly associated with executive 
dysfunction, particularly in behavioral inhibition and 
sustained goal-directed behavior. A study in college 
students reported that executive functions mediated 
the relationship between procrastination and ADHD 
symptoms, indicating that executive difficulties can be 
a mechanism through which ADHD-related 
characteristics translate into greater academic delay. 
This does not mean that procrastination is reducible to 
ADHD, but it underscores that executive dysfunction 
can plausibly drive procrastination behaviors even in 
nonclinical student populations, especially under high 
distraction and low structure. The theoretical model 
linking behavioral inhibition deficits to downstream 
executive difficulties provides a coherent 
developmental account for why some students may be 
chronically vulnerable to procrastination across 
contexts.  

From a cognitive neuroscience angle, cognitive control 
is often described as the ability to orchestrate thought 
and action in accordance with internal goals. An 
integrative account of prefrontal cortex function 
proposes that control arises from actively maintaining 
goal representations that bias processing toward goal-

relevant actions. Procrastination fits well with this 
account when academic goals are weakly maintained 
or frequently displaced by immediate incentives. If goal 
representations are unstable, the student may 
repeatedly “re-decide” whether to work, and each 
decision becomes an opportunity for avoidance, 
especially when the task is emotionally aversive or 
cognitively demanding. 

The conflict monitoring framework adds another layer 
by proposing that control is recruited when conflict 
between competing response tendencies is detected. 
In academic settings, conflict is constant: work 
competes with rest, distraction, social engagement, 
and short-term mood repair. Conflict monitoring 
theory suggests that when conflict is detected, control 
signals should increase to support goal-consistent 
action. Procrastination can be interpreted as a failure 
of this system to upregulate control sufficiently, or as a 
pattern in which conflict repeatedly resolves in favor of 
immediate relief rather than long-term goals. 
Importantly, conflict detection alone does not 
guarantee action; control must be deployed and 
sustained, which can be difficult when stress, fatigue, 
or negative affect reduces available resources. 

The dual mechanisms of control framework further 
clarifies how students may differ in the style of control 
they employ. In this framework, proactive control 
involves sustained maintenance of goal information 
before challenges occur, whereas reactive control 
involves transient recruitment after conflict or difficulty 
arises. Students who rely more heavily on reactive 
control may be particularly prone to procrastination 
because they delay engagement until external pressure 
forces action, such as an approaching deadline or a 
surge of anxiety. This pattern resembles the common 
procrastination trajectory in which motivation and 
focus improve only when time pressure becomes 
intense, potentially creating a reinforcing cycle in which 
delay is “rewarded” by eventual completion under 
stress. 

Emotion regulation models converge with cognitive 
control accounts by emphasizing why procrastination is 
attractive in the moment. A prominent argument is 
that procrastination often serves the priority of short-
term mood regulation: delaying reduces immediate 
distress associated with aversive tasks, even though it 
increases long-term costs for the future self. Stressful 
contexts are particularly relevant because they deplete 
coping resources and lower tolerance for negative 
emotions, increasing the likelihood that students 
choose avoidance. From a control perspective, emotion 
regulation demands compete with task demands for 
executive resources. If a student must both manage 
anxiety and initiate complex work, executive resources 
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may be overextended, leading to disengagement and 
delay. 

Finally, outcome-focused evidence supports the 
relevance of executive dysfunction indirectly through 
academic performance links. Meta-analytic work 
indicates that procrastination is generally negatively 
related to academic performance, though 
measurement choices matter. A classic longitudinal 
study similarly found patterns consistent with short-
term benefits and longer-term costs, with 
procrastinators reporting lower stress earlier but 
higher stress and worse outcomes later. These findings 
are consistent with reactive-control and mood-repair 
interpretations, in which students delay until pressure 
forces action, often at the cost of sustained learning 
and well-being. 

The reviewed literature supports a coherent 
interpretation of student procrastination as a cognitive 
control problem that often manifests as executive 
dysfunction in everyday academic life. This does not 
imply that procrastination is purely cognitive or that it 
can be solved by “training willpower” in isolation. 
Rather, executive dysfunction appears to shape how 
students respond to common academic challenges, 
particularly when tasks are aversive, ambiguous, or 
long-term and when distractions are omnipresent. In 
such contexts, students require the capacity to 
maintain goals, inhibit alternative impulses, and 
regulate emotions, and these capacities vary across 
individuals and fluctuate across time. 

A cognitive control perspective helps integrate several 
seemingly different accounts of procrastination. 
Motivational models emphasize that tasks with 
delayed rewards are discounted and that effort feels 
costly. Cognitive distortion and self-efficacy models 
emphasize appraisals of competence and fear of 
failure. Emotion regulation models emphasize mood 
repair. Executive dysfunction can amplify each of these 
pathways. When goal maintenance is weak, long-term 
incentives lose psychological salience and the 
motivational system becomes dominated by 
immediate rewards. When inhibition is poor, even mild 
temptations can derail intention. When working 
memory and planning are strained, tasks feel more 
confusing and effortful, which increases aversiveness 
and makes avoidance more likely. When cognitive 
flexibility is limited, students may become stuck in 
unproductive cycles of rumination and switching 
between low-priority activities, undermining sustained 
engagement. 

The cognitive neuroscience models are especially 
useful for translating these mechanisms into concrete 
hypotheses about how procrastination unfolds in real 

time. The prefrontal goal-maintenance account 
suggests that interventions should strengthen how 
goals are represented and protected from interference, 
which can be operationalized through environmental 
design and external supports that reduce reliance on 
fragile internal control. Conflict monitoring theory 
suggests that procrastination may involve not only 
weak inhibition but also inefficient recruitment of 
additional control when conflict between work and 
temptation arises. The dual mechanisms framework 
suggests that students who rely on reactive control 
may benefit from strategies that shift them toward 
proactive control, such as establishing stable cues for 
action and pre-commitment systems that reduce the 
need for repeated effortful decisions.  

These insights have practical implications for 
assessment in student support settings. Because 
executive dysfunction is often captured more 
sensitively by everyday self-report than by single 
laboratory tasks, combining measures of 
procrastination with validated self-report executive 
function scales may help identify students at risk, 
particularly those who report chronic initiation and 
organization problems. Instruments such as the BRIEF-
A were developed to capture executive functioning in 
everyday environments and include domains that map 
well onto academic challenges, though careful 
interpretation is required given self-report bias and 
overlap with mood symptoms. The ADHD-related 
evidence further suggests that screening for attention 
and executive difficulties may be useful when 
procrastination is severe, persistent, and impairing.  

Intervention implications also follow naturally from the 
cognitive control view. If procrastination reflects 
executive dysfunction, then solely teaching time-
management techniques may be insufficient unless 
students also receive tools that reduce control load and 
support goal maintenance. The aim is not to eliminate 
emotion from academic work, but to prevent negative 
affect and distraction from hijacking action selection. 
CBT approaches for procrastination, including internet-
based CBT formats, have shown promise for reducing 
self-reported procrastination difficulties, which is 
consistent with the idea that changing appraisals and 
strengthening coping can reduce the control burden 
associated with aversive tasks. At the same time, 
emotion regulation accounts emphasize that 
procrastination is often chosen to repair mood in the 
short term, implying that interventions should include 
strategies for tolerating discomfort and initiating action 
despite anxiety or boredom, rather than waiting for 
motivation to appear.  

A major limitation of the current evidence base is that 
many studies are cross-sectional and rely on self-report 
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measures for both executive functioning and 
procrastination, which makes causal inference difficult 
and inflates associations due to shared method 
variance. It is plausible that procrastination itself 
increases perceived executive difficulties, for example 
through stress, sleep disruption, and self-critical 
rumination that further undermine control. 
Longitudinal and experience-sampling designs are 
needed to test whether executive dysfunction predicts 
subsequent procrastination episodes in daily academic 
life and to examine how stress, fatigue, and digital 
distraction moderate these links. Additionally, future 
research should differentiate executive components by 
task type, because the executive demands of writing, 
studying, and problem-solving differ and may evoke 
different control failures. Progress will also depend on 
measurement strategies that integrate self-report, 
behavioral tasks, and ecologically valid indicators such 
as learning analytics and time-stamped assignment 
behaviors. 

A cognitive control perspective provides a compelling 
account of why many university students procrastinate 
despite strong intentions. Executive dysfunction, 
especially in everyday goal management, inhibition, 
and sustained control, appears to function as a 
psychological vulnerability that increases the likelihood 
of choosing short-term relief over long-term academic 
goals. The most coherent interpretation is not that 
procrastination is a single deficit, but that it emerges 
when cognitive control resources are insufficient to 
manage the combined demands of complex tasks, 
negative affect, and competing temptations. 
Integrating executive-function-informed assessment 
with interventions that reduce control load, strengthen 
proactive goal maintenance, and support emotion 
regulation may improve the effectiveness of university 
efforts to prevent and treat chronic academic 
procrastination. 
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