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Academic Procrastination as a Product of Low
Self-Esteem: A Mediational Role of
Academic Self-efficacy
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Academic procrastination is a common behavior among university
students. The study was designed to assess the direct and indirect
role of self-esteem in academic procrastination through academic
self-efficacy among university undergraduate students. The sample
comprised of 502 students (210 male and 292 female). The age
range of the participants was between 22 to 24 year (M = 22.64,
SD = .77). The Self-efficacy Scale (Pintrich & De Groot, 1990),
Rosenberg  Self-esteem  Scale (Rosenberg, 1965), and
Procrastination Assessment Scale for Students (Solomon &
Rothblum, 1984) were used to collect the data. Path analysis
through structural equation modeling revealed that academic self-
efficacy fully mediated the relationship between self-esteem and
academic procrastination, and 18 percent of variance in academic
procrastination was accounted for by the indirect effect of self-
esteem via academic self-efficacy. The independent sample t-test
further revealed that male students scored significantly higher as
compared to female students on academic procrastination.
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Procrastination is a practice of carrying out less crucial tasks
instead of more urgent ones, or doing more enjoyable things in place
of less enjoyable ones, and thus, delaying urgent tasks to a later time,
sometimes to the last moments before the deadline. However, it is
dissimilar to simple decision avoidance (Anderson, 2003), where
people’s real purpose is to delay. Procrastination as a psychological
phenomenon has been defined by people from different schools of
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thought as individual’s delays in beginning or completing an intended
course of action (e.g., Ferrari, 1994; Lay & Silverman, 1996), and
behavior as a mechanism for coping with the anxiety associated to
initiating or completing any task or decision. Procrastination is a
disposition which has cognitive, conative, and emotive correlates
(Popoolaas cited in Akinsola, Tella, & Tella, 2007). Procrastination is
one of the commonly observed phenomena (Steel, 2007) and it needs
to be explored by the researchers (Adu, 2014).

Academic procrastination is usually observed in academic
activities as in writing term papers, studying for exam, and completing
academic assignments (Solomon & Rothblum, 1984; Steel, 2010), and
is a common phenomenon among the high school and college level
students (Rabin, Fogel, & Nutter-Upham, 2011; Wolters, 2003). A
substantial amount of work done on procrastination in university
settings suggests that academic procrastination is more frequent
among male students as compared to female students (Balkis & Duru,
2009; Khan, Arif, Noor, & Muneer, 2014; Ozer, Demir, & Ferrari,
2009; Prohaska, Morrill, Atiles,& Perez, 2000).

Besides gender differences, academic procrastination is related to
personality variables and individual differences along self-esteem,
perfectionism, and neuroticism (van Eerde, 2003), and motivational
factors, goals, and planning skills (Dietz, Hofer, & Fries, 2007;
Howell &Watson, 2007). Some of the studies carried out to measure
the tendency to procrastinate have explored the reasons as poor self-
efficacy, low self-esteem, distress related to the accomplishment of
task, personal characteristics, irrational thoughts, inability to
concentrate, fear of failure, poor time management skills, poor
problem-solving  skills, and working habits(Alexander &
Onwuegbuzie, 2007; Watson, 2001).

Given that procrastination can negatively affect learning,
achievement, and quality of life; research has been undertaken to
recognize the factors that cause and maintain this problematic
behavior (Rabin et al., 2011). Freud (1953) was perhaps the first who
made an attempt to explain the dynamics of procrastination, as
avoiding doing something due to anxiety attached to it. According to
Freud, we mostly avoid tasks because they are threat to the ego. In this
way, people safeguard ego from the risk of likely failure by delaying
tasks. Similarly, Birder (1993) proposes that procrastinators are
passive individuals who are hesitant to prove themselves dynamically.
However, Ferrari, Johnson, and McCown (1995) criticized the
psychoanalytical theory for being hard to be empirically tested.
Procrastination is considered as a self-protection of fragile self-esteem
or failure at a task that becomes a sign of a low self-esteem and low
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self-efficacy. Procrastination serves as an ego protecting mechanism,
which is used as a defensive device by people with low self-esteem
(Burka & Yuen, 1983; Tice, 1991).

According to appraisal-anxiety theory (Lazarus & Folkman,
1984), procrastination is a function of cognitive appraisal of any task
by the person who procrastinates. When an individual faces
challenging situation or is supposed to do challenging task, he/she first
evaluates his/her capability to manage the task based on self-esteem:
A product of past success or failure. If the individual perceives
him/her incapacitated to successfully perform the task, it results into
the feelings of anxiety and the behavioral outcome and an avoidance
to do task is procrastination (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). The theory
highlights the role of self-efficacy as situational self-esteem (Korman,
1976). Steel (2007) validated the claim of appraisal-anxiety theory by
his findings that low self-esteem and self-efficacy are related to
procrastination. Wolters (2003) also reported procrastination is the
result of demotivation attributable to the perception that one lacks the
required skills to perform the assigned tasks.

Zimmerman, Bandura, and Martinez-Pons (1992) advocate that
individuals who have self-efficacy for self-regulated learning, they
know how to manage their learning process by defining applicable
goals for themselves and apply suitable strategies to achieve their
goals; whereas, lack of self-regulated learning leads to low persistence
in pursuing the task and results into procrastination. Self-efficacy
theory (Bandura, 1997) illustrates that the way we believe about
ourselves significantly affects our task choice; amount of effort and
perseverance; and how we eventually perform. Bandura argued that if
adequate levels of ability and motivation exist, initial attempts to do
and continue to work will sustain. Poor self-efficacy may be involved
in avoidance behavior and higher self-efficacy plays a role in the
initiation and perseverance in behavior (Bandura, 1985).

Documented studies in the last decade have also explained
procrastination through motivation variables such as self-efficacy or
self-regulation models (Howell & Watson, 2007; Steel, 2007; Wolters,
2003). Procrastination has appeared to be closely associated with self-
efficacy for self-regulated learning. Researchers like Chu and Choi
(2005) and Steel (2007) have conceptualized procrastination as a form
of self-regulatory failure. Significant inverse relationship exists
between self-efficacy for self-regulated learning and procrastination in
the student population (Wolters, 2003; Zimmerman et al., 1992). High
self-efficacy for self-regulated learning predicts students’ expectations
of doing well and their low academic procrastination (Tan et al.,
2008).
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Procrastination is a self-protective strategy that masks a fragile
self-esteem. Self-esteem is defined as the judgment of global self-
worth (Rosenberg, 1965). Flett, Hewitt, Blankstein, and Koledin
(1991) presented procrastination as to safeguard self-presentation.
Low level of self-esteem has been reflected as an important factor that
results in certain self-defeating attitudes like academic procrastination
and low academic achievement. Numerous studies in the last two
decades have found a significant inverse relationship between self-
reported procrastination and self-esteem (e.g., Adu, 2014; Alves-
Martins, Peixoto, Gouveia-Pereira, Amaral, & Pedro, 2002; Beck,
Koons, & Milgrim, 2000; Ferrari, 1994; Ferrari& Tice, 2000; Saleem
& Rafique, 2012; Vahedi, Mostafafi, & Mortazanajad, 2009). Results
of various studies demonstrate self-esteem as the core determinant of
procrastination (Steel, 2011; Wolters, 2003).

Despite the fact that self-esteem and self-efficacy are different
constructs (Lane, Lane, & Kyprianou, 2004), these constructs
positively correlate with each other. If a person perceives high self-
worth for a particular task, he/she will have higher self-efficacy belief,
so there is likely to be a positive correlation between self-esteem and
self-efficacy (Bandura, 1997).The literature illustrates that self-
efficacy and self-esteem have direct linear relationship with
procrastination and performance, which is independent of fear of
failure (Bandura, 1997; Judge & Bono, 2001). Bandura illustrates that
self-liking does not necessarily bring performance attainments. Some
of the research findings have also demonstrated that self-esteem does
not directly predict performance. At times, low self-esteem does not
directly influence procrastination; rather it lowers self-efficacy belief,
which results into procrastination accomplishments (Mone, Baker, &
Jeffries, 1995). Therefore, it can be inferred that self-esteem
determines self-efficacy rather than self-efficacy determines self-
esteem as suggested by Hermann (2005).

The mediational role of self-efficacy in academic procrastination
and personal or environmental variables like confidence, motivation,
and knowledge of cognitive and meta-cognitive skills is well
documented (Klassen, Krawchuk, & Rajani, 2008). Tuckman and
Sexton (1992) concluded that academic self-efficacy mediated
between external conditions and self-regulated performance, in a way
that it led to academic procrastination. Seo (2008) suggests that that
self-efficacy fully mediates the relationship between perfectionism
and procrastination.

There are very few studies carried out in Pakistan that attempted
to investigate the determinants of procrastination in the academic
setting. This study is an attempt to address this gap in the literature.
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The purpose of this study was to determine the relationship of
academic procrastination with self-esteem and academic self-efficacy.
Based on self-efficacy theory and the role of self-efficacy beliefs as a
mediator of behavior (Bandura, 1985), the work of Tuckman and
Sexton (1992), and Seo (2008), the purpose of the present study was
to assess the mediational role of academic self-efficacy in relationship
between self-esteem and academic procrastination. In view of the
above literature, it was hypothesized that:

1. There is positive correlation between self-esteem and self-
efficacy.

2. There is negative correlation between self-esteem and
academic procrastination.

3. There is negative correlation between academic self-efficacy
and academic procrastination.

4. Academic self-efficacy mediates the relationship between
self-esteem and academic procrastination.

5. Male students score higher on academic procrastination as
compared to the female students

Hypotheses 1-3 were formulated to execute the requirements of
mediational analysis (Baron & Kenny, 1986).

Method

Participants

The sample (N = 502) included 210 male and 292 female students
(243 students from social sciences and 249 students from natural
sciences). The age range of the participants was 22 to 24 year (Mage =
22.64, SD = .77). A purposive sampling technique was applied to
recruit the sample from the last semesters of BA/BSc honors of all the
social sciences departments (viz., Psychology, Philosophy, Political
Science, Statistics, Economics, and Management Studies) and natural
sciences (viz., Botany, Biotechnology, Zoology, Sustainable
Development, Chemistry, Physics, Electrical Engineering, and
Computer Science) departments of GC University, Lahore. This study
was the part of a faculty project funded by GC University, Lahore in
which the final GPA of the students was also required; therefore, the
students from the last semesters were engaged in the study.

Inclusion/exclusion criteria. The departments where medium of
instruction was not English (e.g., Urdu, Persian, Arabic/Islamiyat)
were not included in the study as measures of the study were in
English and try-out phase showed that students of these departments
found difficulty in understanding the statements in the measures.
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Measures

Self-efficacy Scale. It consisted of 9 items (Pintrich & De Groot,
1990), which covered perceived competency and confidence in the
academic performance in class (e.g., “I expect to do very well in this
class”. “I am sure that I can do an excellent job on the problems and
tasks assigned for class”. “I know that I will be able to learn the
material for my class”). The test could be administered in both
individual and group settings and it was a self-report questionnaire.
Participants were instructed to respond to the items on a 7-point Likert
scale (1 = not at all true of me to 7 = very true of me) in terms of their
behavior in the class in general. The score ranged from 9 to 63. In the
present study, the reliability coefficient was .85.

Rosenberg Self-esteem Scale. It was a 10-item scale that
measured global self-worth using both negative and positive approach
to evaluate the self (e.g., “I feel that I have a number of good
qualities”; “At times I think I am no good at all’; “I take a positive
attitude toward myself”). The scale was uni-dimensional (Rosenberg,
1965). All items were answered on a 5-point Likert scale format
ranging from strongly agree = 5 to strongly disagree = 1. Items 2, 5,
6, 8, and 9 were reverse scored. Sum of scores for all ten items was
treated as total score. The score ranged from 10 to 50. Higher scores
indicated higher self-esteem. Reliability and validity of the scale has
been well established in documented studies (e.g., Baumeister,
Campbell, Krueger, & Vohs, 2003; Ciarrochi, Heaven, & Fiona,
2007). The alpha reliability for the present study was .81.

Procrastination Assessment Scale for Students (PASS). It was
a 52 item scale consisted of 3 major divisions (viz., Areas of
Procrastination, Reasons for Procrastination, and Interest in Changing
Your Procrastination) containing 18, 26, and 8 items, respectively. In
the current study, only incidence of academic procrastination in 6
major areas (viz., writing a term paper, studying for exam; keeping up
with weekly reading assignments, academic administrative tasks;
filling out forms, registering for classes, getting ID card, attendance
tasks; meeting with your advisor, making an appointment with a
professor; university activities in general) was considered. As per
instructions provided by the authors of the PASS (Solomon &
Rothblum, 1984), the first two scales related to frequency and
problems with procrastination were computed. Two questions were
asked in each area of procrastination (To what degree do you
procrastinate on this task? To what degree is procrastination on this
task a problem for you?). Each area contained 3 items. Last item in all
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areas was regarding the desire to change procrastination behavior (To
what extent do you want to decrease your tendency to procrastinate on
this task?). In the current study, six items from all subscales were
excluded and the final items that were used to measure academic
procrastination were twelve. The sum of the twelve items was
computed for total academic procrastination score ranging from 12 to
60. Response options were Never Procrastinate = 1, Almost Never =
2, Sometimes = 3, Nearly Always = 4, Always Procrastinate = 5). The
higher score indicated higher academic procrastination. High
academic procrastinators are defined as those who score 36 or above
on the scale and low procrastinators are defined as those who score a
35 or below (Hoppe, 2011).The Cronbach alpha in the present study
was .78.

Procedure

After the approval of research project from the Advance Studies
and Research Board of GC University Lahore, data collection was
started. Permission from the chairpersons of all the departments,
which were included in the study, was sought to collect data from the
students in their compulsory classes, so that all the students could be
contacted in a single visit. Students were approached in their classes
and the concerned teacher was requested to spare the class to complete
a set of questionnaires. Students were briefed before distributing the
questionnaires. Students who were absent on the day of data collection
were not included in the sample. It took two months to collect data
from all the departments. No incentive was given to the students as
per university policy. Data from 555 students were collected and 502
sets of questionnaires were found complete in all dimensions, hence,
considered suitable for data analyses.

Results

Pearson Product Moment Correlation and the independent
samplet-test were run by using SPSS 21.0 and mediational path
analysis through structural equation modelling (SEM) was run by
using AMOS 21.0 version.
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Table 1

Correlations and Descriptive Statistics for Self-esteem, Academic Self-
efficacy, and Academic Procrastination (N=502)

r Range
Variables 1 2 3 Min. Max. M SD
1 Self-esteem 467 -187 8 50 34.55 8.51
2 Academic self-efficacy  -42" 12 49 2729 8.71
3 Academic B 13 58 33.48 10.05

procrastination
Note. ™ p<.01.

Table 1 shows that there is a significant positive correlation
between self-esteem and academic self-efficacy. Whereas, significant
negative correlations appears for self-esteem and academic self-
efficacy with academic procrastination. The first three hypotheses
have been confirmed to meet the assumptions for mediation analysis.

Table 2

Decomposition of Path Analysis (Standardized Effect)

Predictors Outcome Variables Direct Indirect Total
Effect Effect Effect

Self-esteem Academic self-efficacy 464 .000 464

Self-esteem Academic procrastination .000  -.198 -.198

Academic self-efficacy Academic procrastination -.427  .000 -427

Table 2 shows that self-esteem (independent variable) has .00
direct and -.198 indirect effect on academic procrastination (dependent
variable) that academic self-efficacy (the mediator) carries to
academic procrastination.

In the default Model 1, chi-square value and df are zero, TLI= 1,
but no values appeared for GFI and RMSEA, and it did not support
the fitness of model. When direct non-significant path from self-
esteem to procrastination was removed, the estimates of Model 2
showed best fit on all the indices (TLI= 1.00, GFI = 1.00, RMSEA=
.000) where chi-square is non-significant.
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Figure 2. Mediational model
illustrating the indirect effect of
self-esteem through self-efficacy
on the procrastination level of
undergraduate university students.

Figure 1. Model explaining the
direct and indirect effect of self-
esteem (through academic self-
efficacy) on the procrastination.

Figure 1 shows that direct path between academic self-efficacy
and academic procrastination is non-significant, so this path was
removed in the second model to improve the model.

Figure 1 and Table 2 show that academic self-efficacy has non-
significant path to academic procrastination and the model is not fit.
However, when non-significant path is removed, Model 2 (see Figure
2)it becomes best fit.

Table 3

Estimates of Model Fit Indices
Model Chi-square df p TLI GFI RMSEA
1 .000 0 1.00 -
2 .194 1 .659 1.00 1.00 .000

Table 3 shows that in Model 1 chi-square value and df are zero,
TLI= 1, but no values for two important indices of model fit appear to
support the fitness of model. When we removed the direct
insignificant path from self-esteem to procrastination, the estimates of
model 2 show best fit on all the indices (viz., insignificant value of chi
square, and values of TLI, GFI and RMSEA).

Sobel’s test (1990) was carried out to see the significance of
indirect effect of self-esteem on academic procrastination through the
mediation of academic self-efficacy. The result shows significance at
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alpha = .01 (z= 7.89, p = .00). Academic procrastination was fully
mediated via academic self-efficacy, as the direct path between self-
esteem and academic procrastination is nonsignificant (r = .02,
p=.66). Findings indicate that 18 percent of variance in students’
academic procrastination is accounted for by self-esteem through
academic self-efficacy (see Figure 2).

Finding along gender differences on academic procrastination
shows that there is a significant difference along gender with t(500) =
5.41 at p <.000 with 95% CI [3.15, 6.52]. Male students (M = 35.83,
SD = 8.40) have scored higher than female students (M = 30.99,
SD = 10.80) on academic procrastination. Effect size (Cohen’s d= .48)
shows the moderate level of effect size.

Discussion

Following the literature that argues that academic procrastination
is associated with personal factors, this study examined the association
of self-esteem with academic procrastination, and academic self-
efficacy as a mediator between this relationship. Gender differences
on academic procrastination among university undergraduate students
were also assessed.

The results indicated significant positive relationship between
self-esteem and academic self-efficacy (see Table 1). Our result
coincides with the previous studies (e.g., Pahlavani, Nezhad, &
Nezhad, 2015) that high self-esteem empowers and strengthens the
self-efficacy belief to do any particular task and vice versa. Significant
negative relationships of the self-esteem and academic self-efficacy
with academic procrastination support the ‘appraisal-anxiety theory’
(Korman, 1976), and results coincide with the previous findings (e.g.,
Hen & Goroshit, 2014; Steel, 2007; Tan et al.,, 2008; van Eerde,
2003). Among all the variables, in the extant literature that have been
studied in association with academic procrastination, variables related
to personal qualities and trait have received the supreme attention
(Ferrari, 2000; Klassenet al., 2010). Howell, Watson, Powell, and
Buro (2006) found academic self-efficacy as the strongest predictor of
academic procrastination among the other variables. Chu and Choi
(2005) declared procrastination as a form of failure in academic self-
efficacy for self-regulated learning.

The results also demonstrate that academic self-efficacy fully
mediated the relationship between self-esteem and academic
procrastination (see Figure 2). These findings are in line with (Pajares
& Valiante, 2002; Seo, 2008) and the findings of Klassen et al. (2008,
2010) that support the relationships between self-efficacy, self-
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regulation, and academic procrastination. Mediational role of
academic  self-efficacy Dbetween self-esteem and academic
procrastination is also in line with Hen and Goroshit (2014). The
results are dissimilar to the work by Hajloo (2014) that concluded that
self-esteem mediated the relationship between self-efficacy and trait
procrastination. Our results support the notion that procrastinators are
people with low self-esteem (Flett et al., 1992) who delay or avoid
obligations not just to protect self-esteem by providing an excuse for
inadequate performance and negative results, but due to their low
academic self-efficacy that is regulated by their low self-esteem. It
appears that self-esteem does not directly cause procrastination
behavior, but it determines our belief of academic self-efficacy which
leads to academic procrastination.

Independent sample t-test was applied to see the gender
differences on academic procrastination and the results showed that
male students scored significantly higher than female students. Our
results are in line with the existing literature (e.g., Balkis & Duru,
2009; Khan et al., 2014; Ozer et al., 2009; Prohaska, et al., 2000) that
male students usually procrastinate more than female students. The
results support the impression that in the academic setting, boys
procrastinate on multiple assignments, because they prefer to work
under pressure and in one large slot of time rather than in a larger
number of smaller blocks of time (Schraw, Wadkins, & Olafson,
2007). Male students normally show resistance (e.g., in the form of
procrastination) to control the authority as a result of their inclination
to risk taking and rebellion as compared to female students (Balkis &
Duru, 2009; Ozer et al., 2009). This could also be one of the reasons
of their procrastination in this study. However, our results challenge
the researches that illustrate that women are more likely to
procrastinate than men (e.g., Washington, 2004).

Limitation and Suggestions

This is an initial study and needs to be further validated on
different populations and in relation to other possible predictors of
academic procrastination. We studied only two personal factors (viz.,
self-esteem and academic self-efficacy) in predicting academic
procrastination, whereas, the literature reveals that other personal
characteristics like, perfectionism and neuroticism (van Eerde, 2003),
distress related to the accomplishment of task, irrational thoughts,
inability to concentrate, fear of failure, poor time management skills,
poor problem-solving skills, working habits (Alexander &
Onwuegbuzie, 2007; Watson, 2001), motivational factors, goals and
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planning skills (Dietz et al., 2007; Howell &Watson, 2007) also have
strong impact on procrastination behavior. So these variables are
suggested to be assessed in future studies to see the relative strength of
these variables in predicting academic procrastination. Although, this
study included a good number of participants, but it utilized self-
reported measurements, so we cannot rule out the social desirability
factor and the issue of common method variance. The study was
carried out in one university that is high merit university, so we should
be cautious in generalizing the results. A cross-sectional design was
used, so the relationship may not be supposed as causational.
Longitudinal studies are recommended to determine causes of
academic procrastination.

Implications

The study has implications for academicians, counselors, and
educational psychologists that self-esteem of students plays critical
role in their academic self-efficacy belief to complete their
assignments for securing good grades. If students have lower self-
esteem, it weakens academic self-efficacy belief that may result in
academic procrastination. Frequent academic procrastination
negatively affects their academic achievement and drops their grade
that can further lower their self-esteem and this vicious cycle will
never stop. Higher scores of boys on procrastination suggest that
intervention plans for boys should be designed to modify their attitude
of procrastinating on their academic assignments. A qualitative study
will help the educators and counselors to explore the reasons of boys’
procrastination behavior in the perceptive of Pakistan.

Conclusion

Findings indicate that academic self-efficacy serves as a mediator
between self-esteem and academic procrastination. Self-esteem seems
to function as an academic self-regulatory mechanism that seems to
help in decreasing academic procrastination. It is concluded that self-
esteem does not affect academic procrastination directly, but it
regulates students’ academic self-efficacy that determines the level of
academic procrastination. The study has also validated the notion that
boys procrastinate more than girls in the academic setting.
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