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The paper was interested in the effectiveness 
of setting potentially ______________as a way 
to overcome procrastination. 

To address this issue, the paper looked at tasks 
on which performance could be evaluated 
objectively.

Wertenbroch and Ariely 2002: Introduction
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Three questions on commitment devices to 
overcome procrastination:

Are people willing to self-impose costly deadlines 
to overcome procrastination?
Are self-imposed deadlines effective in improving 
task performance?
Do people set their deadlines optimally for 
maximum performance enhancement?

Wertenbroch and Ariely 2002: Introduction
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Participants
a semester-long executive-education course at MIT
99 professionals: most of whom participated in the 
class via interactive video

One part of the course requirements was to 
write three short papers.

A random assignment of sections to treatments
2 sections, 2 conditions

STUDY 1: THE FREE-CHOICE/NO-CHOICE STUDY
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Students in the no-choice section (48 students) 
were given fixed, evenly spaced deadlines for 
the papers (a paper at the end of each third of 
the course). 
Students in the free-choice section (51 
students) were given detailed instructions 
about setting their own deadlines.

STUDY 1: THE FREE-CHOICE/NO-CHOICE STUDY
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The free-choice condition:
Each student was free to choose the dates by which he or she wanted to 
hand in the short papers. 

Four external constraints were set regarding the 
dates: 

first, students had to hand in their papers no later than the last 
lecture; 
second, students had to announce the deadlines for submission 
prior to the second lecture; 
third, the dates were final and could not be changed; 
and fourth, the dates were binding,____________________
__________________________________________________.

STUDY 1: THE FREE-CHOICE/NO-CHOICE STUDY
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The free-choice condition:
There were ______________________________ 
__________________because the instructor would 
not provide grades or feedback on the assignments 
before the end of the course.

Explaining to the students that there would be no 
feedback before the end of the course was important 
because it eliminated incentives for students to hand 
in papers early in order to get feedback that they 
could use to improve subsequent papers.

STUDY 1: THE FREE-CHOICE/NO-CHOICE STUDY
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The free-choice condition:
The external incentives for the students in the free-
choice section encouraged submission of all three 
papers on the last possible day. 
• By setting their deadlines as late as possible,____________  

________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________.
• Students also had an incentive to set submission dates late 

because__________________________________________
_________________________________________________
_________________________________________________
.

.

STUDY 1: THE FREE-CHOICE/NO-CHOICE STUDY
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Each deadline was scored by taking its distance 
(number of days) from the last day of class, so 
that a score of zero indicates a planned 
submission on the last day of class.

The mean deadlines were significantly earlier than 
the last possible deadline

41.78 days before the end of the course for the first paper
26.07 days before the end for the second paper
9.84 days before the end for the third paper

STUDY 1: RESULT
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People are willing to self-impose deadlines to overcome 
procrastination, even when these deadlines are costly (our first 
question). 

The students could have chosen less binding private deadlines, 
but instead chose deadlines that involved more commitment 
and greater potential cost (a grade penalty for being late).

It seems that they were willing to take the risk of losing grade 
points to apply the self-control mechanism of precommitment.

STUDY 1: RESULT
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(a) If students do not have self-control problems, greater 
flexibility should lead to___________________. 
(b) If students do have self-control problems, and if they both 
use deadlines to overcome these problems and set these 
deadlines optimally, _________________should allow them to 
achieve higher grades. 
(c) If students do have self-control problems, and they use 
deadlines to overcome these problems, but do not set these 
deadlines optimally, greater flexibility might lead to________ 
______________.
The grades in the no-choice section (M = 88.76) were higher 
than the grades in the free-choice section (M= 85.67).

Higher grade?
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Proofread three texts due on certain dates over 
21 days:

Paid $0.10 per correction
Lose $1/day if late

60 students participated in the study, randomly 
assigned to the three experimental conditions

[A] Even-spaced deadlines: one due every 7 days
[B] End deadline: all three due after 21 days
[C] Self-imposed deadlines within 3-week window

STUDY 2: THE PROOFREADING STUDY
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The results showed that participants in this 
condition [c.] chose to space out their 
proofreading tasks, thus showing a preference 
for self-imposing costly deadlines.

STUDY 2: THE PROOFREADING STUDY
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Ø Are people willing to self-impose costly deadlines 
to overcome procrastination? >> ______

Ø Are self-imposed deadlines effective in improving 
task performance? >> _______
Ø Self-control Problem:________
Ø Sophistication:____________

Ø Do people set their deadlines optimally for 
maximum performance enhancement? >>_____
ØPartial naivete:________

Ø This paper is a support for___________________   
_________________________________

Wertenbroch and Ariely 2002:
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