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Procrastination style Technological solutions, then & now Whither willpower?

Procrastination is hardly a novel phenom-
enon, but in the digital era, it may have 
reached its apotheosis. Today’s Internet 
user is subject to a constant stream of 
e-mails, viral memes, addictive games, 
social media updates, and Wikipedia spe-
lunking sessions. It’s raining lolcats and 
doges—and it would appear to be wreak-
ing havoc with our productivity.1

No surprise, then, that many employers 
continue to block “time-wasting” web-
sites such as Facebook or Twitter, or that 
studies have found that digital technolo-
gies are distracting to workers. Faced 
with such temptations, we’ve often 
turned to the help of technology itself.

The use of technology to prevent procras-
tination is not new. In the 1920s, Hugo 
Gernsbeck invented human blinders: 
“The Isolator,” seen at left.2 Internet 
critic Evgeny Morozov locks his smart-
phone and router cable in a timer-con-
trolled safe, allowing him to work without 
Internet distractions.3

The digital era brings technologies that 
run on the very devices that we find so 
distracting. Many word processors virtu-
ally mimic the narrow eye-slit of the Iso-
lator with“focus modes.” Applications 
such as Freedom and SelfControl can 
block the Internet for pre-specified 
lengths of time. Two web-based services, 
Beeminder and stickK, threaten pecuniary 
punishment of procrastination.

The names and iconography of these 
technologies provide interesting clues to 
how we think of procrastination and un-
productiveness. When we are quite liter-
ally left to our own devices, we are inca-
pable of focus, self control, or, ultimately, 
freedom: we are slaves to our appetites, 
thralls to unproductivity. The promise of 
these technologies is emancipation.  

But what about the virtue of practicing 
discipline or restraint? Using extrinsic ap-
proaches to eliminate distractions seems 
like a cheat. Instead of exercising our will 
and growing in virtue, we’re letting tech-
nology solve our problems for us.

This view is overly self-flagellating. First, 
there’s nothing wrong with reasonable 
entertainment, even if it’s online. 140m 
hours of Gangnam Style is only 1.2 min-
utes for each of Earth’s 7b inhabitants. 
Second, it may well be that the Internet is 
especially distracting: our attention has 
become a scarce resource. But even so, 
offline techniques or methods of coping 
are not inherently more virtuous. If the 
technology to avoid distraction exists, it’s 
prudent to use it. Third, even technologi-
cal solutions require willpower—Freedom 
isn’t free, and users must choose when to 
cut themselves off.

The Isolator helmet, invented in the 1920s: the original distrac-
tion-free writing mode

Beeminder charges users for missing goals—a business model 
wagering on the fundamental idleness of customers

Somewhat more benignly, apps such as RescueTime report on 
how users spend their day online

Freedom allows users to block the Internet altogether, entirely or 
piecemeal; authors such as Zadie Smith are customers

Our use of technology against technolo-
gy offers insights on life in the digital 
age. It reveals discomfort with using the 
same devices for entertainment and 
work. It foregrounds increasingly desper-
ate attempts to capture our attention. But 
it also makes us reconsider procrastina-
tion itself. “Cyberloafing” might actually 
boost productivity;4 social media can 
strengthen social connections; and Wiki-
pedia can encourage learning and invite 
serendiptitious innovation. We should 
embrace technology that helps us focus 
when we need to—and lets us surf when 
we don’t.

“The best minds of my generation 
are thinking about how to make 
people click ads.”

Jeff Hammerbacher,
former Facebook employee


