I'll Stop Procrastinating When I Get Around to It


Chapter 3

How to Get Yourself to Write

No pen, no ink, no table, no room, no time, no quiet, no inclination. James Joyce, Irish author. Letter, 7 Dec. 1906, to Joyce’s brother, written from Rome in a state of disillusion. 

Mickey Mouse Among the Greats.

The question is: Should mature adults have to use a bunch of juvenile self-management techniques to get themselves to act like mature adults? Do mature adults have to use performance management on themselves to accomplish their long-range goals? Do mature adults have to give themselves little rules, set up charts, and even use little penalties and reinforcers? Of course, the question is rhetorical. So let’s look at what many successful writers have done.

For openers, consider Irving Wallace, author of The Prize, The Fan Club, etc. He kept meticulous work charts, at first merely recording the date he started and finished each chapter, along with the number of pages he wrote during that period. But when he started his fourth book, he started recording the number of words he wrote each day beside the date for that day, and with any special comments like why he didn’t work on December 25. Wallace also knew the value of guilt. He said, as a freelance writer who had no natural deadlines, he thought he needed some procedure such as this to make him feel guilty when he got off task.

And it turns out many productive novelists have used the same sort of methods. For instance, Anthony Trollope, who wrote over fifty popular novels. He gave himself clear rules to follow — the number of pages he should write per week. Not only that, he kept very close tabs on his compliance with his rules, knowing that he might slip and slide if he didn’t; he defined a page as containing 250 words and had the actual number of words on each page counted to make sure he wasn’t getting a little loose. And he also recognized the importance of guilt control, so he kept his record posted where he could see it, and “a week passed with an insufficient number of pages has been a blister to my eye and a month so disgraced would have been a sorrow to my heart.” Trollope also summarized my feeling about accomplishing major goals: 

A small daily task, if it be really daily, will beat the labors of a spasmodic Hercules.—Anthony Trollope
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And what about the man himself, the great creative genius, Ernest Hemingway. Surely he was above all this Mickey-Mouse motivation. You guessed it, he wasn’t. Hemingway was a word counter par excellence. He counted every word he wrote. And he charted them too, on a big piece of cardboard fastened to his wall. He shot for about 500 words a day. And he also knew the value of guilt control; the day before he planned to go fishing on the gulf stream, he’d knock out twice as many words, so he could fish without guilt.

Let’s face it, writing is hell.—William Styron (b. 1925)

Many other authors seemed to state rules in terms of the number of hours per day rather than the number of words per day they’d write. For instance, Conrad went for eight hours a day; Maugham, four hours; Huxley, five hours. And once they started on a book, they worked every day, no exceptions; would you believe few exceptions? 

But my favorite is Victor Hugo, a man really after my own fanatical little heart. Sometimes he would get so desperate as to take off all his clothes and give them to his valet with instructions not to return them until he had put in his required number of hours writing; otherwise he might end up goofing off on the Champs Elysee.

Wow!

That’s what the world’s greatest literary figures have to go through to be productive. So who are we to feel we’re above such artificial devices? Of course, all this is very offensive to many literary people, and that’s one reason you’ve never heard of most literary people. Because they feel they have free will and a creative genius that allows them to look with disgust at such Mickey Mouse methods. As a result, they never get around to writing that great novel or any novel, or even a short story, or a letter home. It’s really a shame, because no doubt many such people really are very talented, but they just haven’t realized what it takes to turn their talent into written words. (On the other hand, many of us are very good at talking about what we’re going to write; in fact, some of us almost make careers out of talking about what we’re going to do.)

Every drop of ink in my pen ran cold.—Horace Walpole (1717–97)

The Not-So-Great

Enough of the literary greats. Let me now share with you some methods I’ve used to produce my own much more humble writing.
 I think writing is the world’s most difficult task to get yourself to do, the most difficult except flossing that is. But unlike flossing, writing is also one of the most gratifying and fun tasks. And it doesn’t look like it matters whether you’re a world-class writer, like the guys we were just talking about, or a novice like me or maybe you. And it doesn’t matter whether you’re trying to write an epic novel or a postcard. It seems like almost everyone I know has a small sized guilt nibbling away at their conscience, like a mouse nibbling away at the Styrofoam insulation in your walls, not doing major damage, just enough to make your sleep a little restless, just enough to get you to vow that you’re going to set out the traps for that little dickens. 

And that persistent, low-level guilt is because there’s someone you’ve owed a letter to for a long time. Can you relate to that? Wouldn’t it be great to get rid of that guilt? Wouldn’t it be great to set the trap for the problem causing that guilt? O. K., now think for a minute just who is it you should have written to, perhaps months ago? Got it? Now come on; I’m serious, get that name. O. K.? Now, write that name down in the following blank: ______________. No, I’m serious, really do it. See, I did: Aunt Pearl. She’s written me twice in the last six months, and I’ve been meaning to reply for the last six months. But now I feel much better already, knowing I’m well on the way to dealing with that source of guilt. So here’s your last chance. If you didn’t fill the first blank, here’s one more you can fill instead: _________________

 Good work. Feels good, doesn’t it?

But that’s not all. Let’s really nail it down tight so there’s no chance this one will blow away, before we get it done. Now to set a deadline. When will you get it written and in the mail? (Half the letters I receive have postmarks at least a month later than the date on the letter itself. And half the letters I don’t receive were written but never mailed. (Bet you wonder how I know, don’t you.) O. K., so fill in the next blank with the time and date of the deadline. See, I did; so you can too. Time: 1:00 P.M.. Date: Nov. 3. Your turn: 

Time: _______________________;

Date: _____________________.

Great! Now, take out your appointment calendar, or whatever, and write that task and the deadline on it. Yes, you really need to do this. I just did, and so can you.

Now only two more self-management steps and your letter is as good as written. Give yourself a little added incentive. Make a public commitment. Tell someone you’re going to write that letter and what the deadline is. And ask them to check you out after the deadline has passed. So now you’ve set up a slightly aversive condition: You run the risk of looking foolish in public for failing to write that letter. (A post card will do.) And the sooner you get the letter written, the sooner you’ll be out of that aversive condition.

But let’s add one more small kicker, to be on the safe side. Pledge $1 to your buddy. Tell your buddy he or she will get it if you blow off your deadline no big deal, just makes it a little more interesting. Just a little joke. But now your buddy also might be more likely to check you out when the time comes.

Stop and do it; tell your buddy/performance-manager right now. Or call your buddy. Or write a brief note to your buddy. Or what ever’s right. I just did, so now it’s your turn.

O. K., that was easy — easy if you know the powerful but fragile technology of behavioral self-management. We stated a rule with a clear-cut task, a clear-cut deadline, and a clear-cut, definite outcome (public praise or condemnation supplemented with the threat of losing the $1, the buck not stopping with you.) And that’s all there was to it. Except you also want to make sure that task wasn’t too large. You might think you owe the person a 10-page letter, but you know you’ll never get that done. So settle for a half-page, that’ll be fine. But in fact, the hard part is getting started; the hard part is not kicking out the words once you’ve got that goose quill in hand.
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Imagine, you’ve almost got that burden off your shoulders. Doesn’t that feel great? Fantastic! Now for God’s sake, write that letter!! Don’t make a fool out of me, performance management, and all that we cherish. But I know you’ll do it. . . . I think.

Sending an e-mail to a friend or relative compares to sending a letter, like phone sex compares to hiring a prostitute.—The Reverend Bob

The Three-contingency Model of Performance Management

It helps to look at self-management procedures as a type of performance management where the person whose performance you’re managing is yours rather than someone else’s. And it helps to look at performance management in terms of the three-contingency model of performance management. This diagram is an example of the three-contingency model.
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Inferred Direct-acting Contingency

Before

I fear
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Behavior

I write for 15

minutes.

After

I don't fear

losing $1.

Performance-management Contingency

Before

I will lose $1

when my buddy

checks.

Behavior

I write for 15

minutes.

After

I won't lose $1

when my buddy

checks.

S

D

 (Deadline):

 Before my buddy checks                            

.

Ineffective Natural Contingency

Before

I have some

work done.

Behavior

I write for 15

minutes.

After

I have slightly

more work

done.


A behavioral contingency or contingency, for short, is the occasion for a response (or behavior), the response, and the outcome of the response. 

When we diagram contingencies, it sometimes helps to ignore the occasion and concentrate on the behavior and the before and after conditions. In the first contingency of the preceding diagram, the before condition is that I have some work to do.. The behavior is that I write for 15 minutes. And the after condition is that I have infinitesimally less work to do. 

For the three-contingency model of performance management the three crucial contingencies are: the ineffective natural contingency, the effective, indirect-acting performance-management contingency, and the effective, direct-acting theoretical contingency.

A natural contingency is a contingency that occurs in nature, without being designed by a performance manager to control behavior. (For example, if I write for 15 minutes, I will get infinitesimally more writing done.) And an ineffective contingency is a contingency that does not control behavior. (The results of getting infinitesimally more writing done does not seem to exert much control over my behavior of writing; I won’t naturally sit down and knock off a few pages.) So the first contingency is an ineffective, natural contingency.

A performance-management contingency is a contingency that does not occur in nature and is designed by a performance manager to control behavior. (If I write for 15 minutes, I won’t lose $1 when my buddy/performance manager checks my productivity. There’s nothing natural about that; I, as one of the performance managers designed that contingency to control my own behavior.) That’s the second contingency in our three-contingency model.

And finally, we need to explain why my having to pay $1 at the end of the week, when I meet with my buddy will control my behavior, right now. The problem here is that there’s such a delay between my behavior and the outcome of avoiding the loss of $1 that it’s a little hard to explain how that outcome would control my behavior (at least on a theoretical level). The reason this is a problem is that outcomes (or after conditions) that follow the behavior by more than 60 seconds probably don’t reinforce or punish that behavior. In other words, if such contingencies do control behavior, they are examples of the indirect-acting contingency, a contingency that controls the response, but not because the outcome reinforces or punishes that response.

So to explain the effectiveness of this indirect-acting, performance-management contingency, we need to infer a theoretical contingency, an inferred, direct-acting contingency, one that reinforces or punishes the behavior. (We infer that escaping from the fear of losing $1 reinforces my writing for 15 minutes.)

Regular Writing

Now let’s talk about a harder one — regular writing, hopefully every day. 

This will apply to many of you; many of you really have a fair amount of writing you should be doing but aren’t. But some of you don’t need to write regularly. Then think of something else you really should be doing often and are doing rarely, if at all. Something that would give you tremendous satisfaction if you could only get on top of it. Something that might almost make your life complete (I’m not kidding). Something that would really make you feel good about yourself if you could pull it off. Like practicing the guitar, painting, knitting, getting Christmas presents for next year, baking bread, keeping up your diary or personal journal, writing letters regularly, working on that annual report, or the semiannual one, or the budget for next year, sit ups, jogging, reading a good book or even a bad one. Stop and think of something before you read on. You’ve thought of something? Good, write it here: _____________________ 

For me it’s writing. If I can write every day, say for four hours each day, five days a week, then I’ll feel like a real man. But only 19 hours a week and I’m a worthless, spineless wimp. This is a battle I’ve waged for years. Sometimes I win and sometimes I lose. But right now I’ve got a seven week winning streak that won’t stop. I’m sitting on top of the world. I’m so excited I’m about to pop. Imagine, seven weeks in a row, 20 hours a week! Actually, I’m in the second hour of the last day of the seventh week, with nine minutes plus two hours to go, and with every prospect that those nine minutes and two hours will be good ones. This is a PR (personal record) for me, at least during a regular academic year, without someone putting the gun to my head. I haven’t usually done this well, though, for years, the 20 hour writing week has been my goal. For instance, during the winter semester, a year ago, when I was on sabbatical leave so I could write, I only averaged 8.27 hours per week. 

Here are some techniques I’m now using to achieve this goal: first, I use the big three:

· specification

· observation

· consequation.

I specify my goal: Four hours of writing each day, Monday through Friday. Then the observation: At the end of each hour, I write down that I’ve just knocked off one; and at the beginning of the next day, I mark on my graph the number of hours I did that week. If that isn’t enough, I add consequation, like a $5 fine for every hour I fail to write.

The first two weeks, I didn’t have my program going, and nothing happened — no writing. The third week I did an amazing seven hours the first day, and four hours for the next four days to get a total of 23 hours. And the next five weeks were right on the money with four hours per day, five days per week. Then last week, I was right on the money again, but I didn’t mark down Friday until this morning, Monday, when I added the last four hours and drew the vertical bar connecting the top point to the horizontal axis. 

So now the graph looks like this:
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Oh, it is soul satisfying to draw that vertical bar through a perfect week.

But I’ve learned that specification and observation aren’t enough for something as hard to get myself to do as writing. So I’ve also done a behavioral contract with a friend: One dollar for every hour I don’t get done.

Just to make sure you understand how to use this variation on our year-at-a-glance graph, please plot these data for a hypothetical week 10 on the preceding graph.




	

Hypothetical Week 10

	Days
	Hours Writing

	Monday
	4

	Tuesday
	5

	Wednesday
	4

	Thursday
	7

	Friday
	6

	Saturday
	0

	Sunday
	3


Don’t imagine such an impressive performance would result from inspiration. On the rare occasions when I crack 20 hours per week, it’s because the hounds of hell are nipping at my heels, like the week before the semester starts and I have to get the revised course materials written and to the printers, in order to avoid complete chaos on the first day of classes.

I always write a good first line, but I have trouble in writing the others.—Molière (1622–73), French dramatist
Rule Analysis

Here’s the way it may all fit together. This self-management procedure has allowed me to state a clear-cut rule, one with clear behavior, clear deadlines, and clear outcomes: I must write for four hours a day; I must do it Monday through Friday; and if I don’t, my graph will look bad, and I’ll have to pay my friend a dollar for every hour’s failure.

Here’s an example of a vague rule: Do as much writing as you reasonably can so you can get your book written. And here’s what’s wrong with that rule: First, it’s not clear what’s reasonable. Second, it’s not clear when that reasonable amount should be done — no deadline. The result: You don’t know when to start feeling guilty; so no effective guilt control, so no writing: Are you supposed to be writing right now? Well, not necessarily, it’s not necessarily reasonable that you be writing at this very moment. So you don’t feel guilty. So you don’t escape that guilt by starting to write. No guilt, no words.

The problem is, you can’t evaluate your own performance adequately, when your criteria are too vague (i.e., when it’s not clear exactly how much you’re supposed to do and when you’re supposed to do it). 

Now sometimes, for some behaviors, for some people, we only need be more clear-cut about the what and when; we only need to say, “Write four hours a day, five days a week, so you’ll get your book written”; and that’ll do the trick. (For instance, that seems all some great authors needed, at least when they were really cookin’. In other words, “so you’ll get your book written,” was a clear cut enough outcome.)

But sometimes, for some behaviors, for most people, we also need a more clear-cut outcome. “So you’ll get your book written” just won’t get it. The problem is that such a vague outcome won’t stop procrastination. We know goofing off for just five more minutes isn’t going to really matter, or even for a whole hour, or a whole day, or a whole week, and what’s a month when you get right down to it? The outcome is too soft, too flexible. No single violation of our rule really affects achieving our goal that much. Only the accumulation of many violations really matters. Only when the minutes of procrastination run into years of procrastination, does it really affect when or whether we’ll have to get really serious about this, but not right now. So most books don’t get written. And most letters don’t get written either. Same thing with BA honors theses, MA theses, and Ph.D. dissertations.

And that’s where the graph and the dollar bill come in. If you don’t write four hours today, your graph will look bad. It will be a blister to your eye. That’s certain, there’s no way around it. And I think that’s the main purpose of graphing — to give you a nice picture of your life, one you don’t want to screw up by goofing off. Incidentally, it helps to show that nice picture to people now and then. That increases its reinforcer value. But just in case the aesthetics of graph drawing isn’t enough, the dollar sweetens the outcome a bit. So now you’ve got a clear-cut outcome: Goof off for just one hour and you’ve messed up your graph and lost a dollar. Goof off for two hours and it’s twice as bad.

However, you shouldn’t make your procedure more complex than need be; if you don’t need these added outcomes, don’t bother with them. And if you can get your book written without the rigidity of the clearly specified behavior requirements and deadlines, forget ‘em. But if you’re having trouble, you now know what to do. Don’t risk failure, just to save your precious dignity, just to avoid using a Mickey Mouse, self-management procedure. Join the club. 

M-I-C-K-E-Y . . . .

Thus, with child to speak, and helpless in my throes,
Biting my truant pen, beating myself for spite:
Fool! said my muse to me, look in thy heart, and 
write.

Sir Philip Sidney (1554–86), English poet, diplomat, soldier.

Some Refinements

Now, as tight as our writing rule seems, there’s still much room for slop. For instance, how do we define “writing”? Can I say I’ve written an hour, if all I did was sit and stare at my typewriter? Maybe once in a while, but we don’t want to make a habit of it. So when that becomes a problem, here’s what I do. I say that I must write 100 words each hour; just loggin’ in my time won’t do. That really does the trick for me, it wipes out that old writer’s block pronto. And the words start to flow. Sometimes I even kick out 500 or 600 words per hour. Sometimes I really start smokin’. Sometimes I have to take a break to let my computer cool off, otherwise the keys are liable to melt down. But at the very least, I get my meager 100 words out each hour. Of course it costs me $1 if I don’t.

Now things get a little tricky when it comes time to edit. So I say I have to edit four pages. But often I have to edit my writing several times. So the next time, it’s red ink, and then green ink, then chartreuse, etc., on and on until the manuscript has to be retyped to be legible.

It gets even trickier when all I need to do is think. Those are really dangerous times; so I try to avoid thinking whenever possible. But if I really must think, and I’m having trouble doing it, here’s what I do. I say I must type 100 words of thought every hour. And that usually does the trick. I think best with my fingers on the keyboard anyway. I believe all my brains are in my finger tips. The problem I have to combat, when trying to think, is that I drift off task and end up daydreaming about next weekend instead of thinking about what I’m writing. But the clear-cut rule that I have to knock out 100 words, brings my behavior much more under the control of the task at hand.

What about quality control? Won’t I just type out garbage to meet my word criterion, whether it’s to get more writing or more thinking? No, at least no more than usual. I think the hardest part about writing is just to start getting black ink down on white paper. Once you start writing, the words you write seem to reinforce the act of writing them; it’s automatically reinforcing when those words make sense and are halfway reasonable, and it’s automatically punishing when they aren’t ; so you do a fairly decent job, at least a good enough job that your writing’s ready for the first edit. So my motto is: 

Write, don’t think.

And I believe many other writers give the same advice. 

Here’s another technique that works pretty well to keep me on task: Sometimes I use a timer that beeps every five minutes. And when the timer beeps, I mark on a graph, whether I was on task or off task at the time of the beep. That’s a great one for cutting down on my daydreaming. It gives me a rule that specifies a more immediate deadline. Stay on task, because that timer is going to beep pretty soon, and you don’t want to ruin your graph. So instead of having a daily deadline, or an hourly deadline, I’ve got a sort of five-minute deadline, except I’m never too sure how soon it’s going to be. 

Now I think the beeper works two ways: If I’m daydreaming when it beeps, the beep serves to interrupt my reverie; and it’s also a cue that I’d better get back on task. So this way I can’t daydream for more than five minutes without a gentle nudge toward responsibility. Otherwise, I wake up from my daydream an hour later; and I haven’t gotten anything written. And if I’m just starting to drift off task, I seem more likely to detect that drift and then give myself that good rule: “Get back to it or the beeper is liable to catch you with your drawers down.” In other words, the beeper helps me increase my self-awareness. 

This beeper system works really well for me. I think that when I’m doing really hard, technical writing, I’m liable to be on task no more than 60% of the time, daydreaming or worrying the other 40%, especially if my life happens to be a little complex then, and my life often gets a little complex. But when I started the beeper system, I was on task an amazing 94% of the time. By the way, I don’t find the beep, and the marking of my graph to be too . . . beep . . . Where was I? . . . Oh, yes . . . too disruptive of my writing. What I was writing continues to exert pretty good control over what I write next.

(As a brief report from the field of introspective behaviorism
, I notice that occasionally I can be on task and off task at the same time. Often, when the task is non-verbal, such as waiting for a computer file to load, I will spend that ten seconds daydreaming a sort of micro-dream. But I do count that as on task if the beeper happens to catch me in one of those sets of concurrent activities.)

The beeper system also helps me when I’m trying to do the sort of thinking where I’m just not going to be able to write it down. However, even when I’m just thinking, I usually write it down at the same time, because my brains seem to be in my fingers; I think with my fingers; if I’m not writing it down, I don’t think; I just space out. So I usually think and key board at the same time.

Again, however, when I don’t need it I don’t use it. For instance, the words for this book are flowing with sufficient ease that I don’t need to specify a quota per hour or use the beeper. So I’m not using them. But I do need my behavioral contract along with its clear-cut rule: “Write four hours per day, or else.” 

 Composition is, for the most part, an effort of slow diligence and steady perseverance, to which the mind is dragged by necessity or resolution, and from which the attention is every moment starting to more delightful amusements.—Samuel Johnson (1709–84), English author.

Accountability

Now, my writing is going smoothly enough that I don’t have to worry about contacting my monitor. I’ll just slip her a few bucks if I ever fall off the wagon. But there were times when I’ve needed to contact her every day, or I’d fall apart. And I find it works the best if I contact her at the beginning of the day; then I can make a clear-cut, public commitment to stick to my contract for that day. Otherwise, when the going gets rough, I’m liable to rationalize that I didn’t really mean to do my full four hours that day anyway.

Sometimes, I’ve also had such a hard time writing, that I had to have my writing checked by showing it to a secretary every hour, to stay on task, the understanding being that she got $1 if I didn’t have enough words. And she’d initial each page, just to keep me honest; just to prevent me from running the same page by her twice. But, since I’ve gotten my beeper, I’ve not had to use the hourly checks. 

Writing is not an amusing occupation. It is a combination of ditch-digging, mountain-climbing, treadmill and childbirth. Writing may be interesting, absorbing, exhilarating, racking, relieving. But amusing? Never!—Edna Ferber (1887–1968), U.S. writer

Things Fall Apart.

The biggest problem with self-management and writing behavior contracts to control your performance is that the systems are liable to gradually deteriorate. You’re liable to gradually stop calling your monitor, and your monitor is liable to stop checking on you. 

And you let it go for a few days, then a few weeks, and then it’s all gone. So you must always be on top of it. And you must be prepared to get out the duct tape and bubble gum to stick the system back together. And you must be prepared to occasionally blow the whistle on yourself when you’re getting too loose.

Graphing is another fragile area. Most performance managers agree that graphing is important, but still it’s hard to keep it from falling out of the system. It’s reinforcing to look at your graph when it is looking good and it’s aversive to look at your graph otherwise. And I think graphing helps you hang in with your self-management. But the sight of the graph is often not a sufficient reinforcer to keep you hanging in with the graphing itself, paradoxical though it may seem. So you may have to add to your contract that you’ll keep your graph up to date daily.

Try the Get Thee Behind Me Satan Technique

Get Thee Behind Me Satan.

—Jesus Christ
Jesus was on to an excellent self-management rule. And if it was good enough for Him, it’s good enough for you and me, despite our religious heritage or current preference. He said, “Get thee behind me Satan.” We stumble often enough on that straight and narrow path toward the good life, without the devil tempting us with insidious
 reinforcers that will cause us to fall by the wayside.

Early Morning

So when we set up a self-management program, we want to get rid of as many of the devil’s distractions as possible. For instance, many productive writers do their writing early in the morning, usually, just after they’ve gotten up, though some do it just before they go to bed. But the important thing is that they do it when everyone else is in bed, and the distractions are at a minimum. No telephone, no spouse, no kids, no friends, no colleagues. Just the writer and the blank paper. Oh yes, there’s still those hundred pencils to sharpen, and those bills to pay, and that mail to answer, and the dishes to wash and the daydreams to dream, and the window to stare through. And perhaps worst of all, the magazines and books that you need to flip through ever so briefly—we’ll call it scholarly research. Yes, the devil has still left us with many reinforcing but incompatible activities. That’s why we will still need our behavioral contracts. But getting the other people out of the system removes some of the most powerfully distracting reinforcers.

Telephone

If you write during more reasonable hours, you will no doubt have to deal with the telephone. If you’re writing in your office at work, the worst place to write, you may have a secretary to answer your phone and screen calls for you. Almost everything can really wait until you’ve achieved your daily quota. At your office or at home, you might want to turn the bell off, disconnect the phone, or get one of those little shut off switches from Radio Shack, depending on your phone. The thing is, you’re not going to be able to ignore the ringing phone. So you’ve got to make sure it doesn’t ring, if it gets to be too much of a problem. Of course, your answering machine can be a real shield between you and distractions of the real world; but even when it’s covering for you, that ringing phone is still hard to ignore.
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Here’s a solution that works well for my home phone: one of those answering machines. That way my caller can leave a message, and I can return the call when I’ve knocked off my four hours. Now so far this year, I’ve been answering the phone because I don’t seem to be getting more than a couple calls per day while I’m writing, and they rarely take more than two or three minutes, and I don’t find them so upsetting that I can’t quickly get back to my writing. But in the past, I’ve found the answering machine was essential, as an interface between me and the real world. In fact, some people even preferred the answering machine to me. (By the way it finally happened, a calling machine did call my answering machine; a Sears machine called to tell my machine that my mail-order goods had arrived. I suppose the next stage will be when the Sears machine calls to tell my machine that the new late model answering machine has arrived to replace my current machine, and my current machine unilaterally erases the message before I get to hear it, or refuses to record the message at all!)

Behavior Inertia

Behavior Inertia
 Rule:

It’s harder to start most behaviors than to keep them going.
Physicists define inertia as the tendency of a body at rest to remain at rest. Does that apply to your body as well as it does mine? The hardest part of writing is getting up, going to the computer, sitting down, turning it on, putting fingers to keyboard, applying pressure to keys, and starting to write. Once the words start dribbling out, it’s much easier to keep up your word dribble. And on rare occasions, it’s even hard to stop writing, once you’ve started: For example, you’ve procrastinated on writing your “divorce” (Dear John/Jane) letter to the person who’s about to become your ex-lover. But once you get started on the list of horrible offenses of which your soon-to-be ex-lover is guilty, you can hardly stop.

The behavioral inertia rule is also why coitus interruptus is such a poor means of birth control. You know what they call people who practice coitus interruptus? Parents.

But let’s assume you haven’t even gotten near the problem of writers interruptus on your next term paper (not a completely wild assumption). Your big behavioral inertia problem is sitting down and starting. Well, your first self-management project might be simply to design a performance-management contingency
 for the behavior of sitting down at your computer for an hour a day (or 15 minutes even). 

And if that doesn’t do the trick, then implement this rule, with or without a performance-management contingency: You have to start writing words, within 1 minute of when you sit down. Words, any words. Ideally they will be words somewhat related to your term paper. Just random ideas about the topic or what the topic might be. Just start spewing out the words. And keep it up. And don’t be critical (time for that later). 

And when later rolls around, you might be amazed that not all those words make you absolutely sick to your stomach. Delete all those that do and see what you have left. And start filling in the gaps between and within those sentences that don’t completely suck. And make sentences out of those words that aren’t sentences.

Now you’re moving. Now you’re doing it. Good work. Somebody call the fire department, ‘cause you’ve been spewing out words so fast your computer’s on fire!

Writing is a dreadful Labour, yet not so dreadful as Idleness.—Thomas Carlyle (1795–1881), Scottish essayist, historian.

That’s the paradox of it all. You feel so dreadful when you’re not doing the writing you should be doing, and you feel so good when you are writing, at least when the words are flowing; and, yet, it’s so hard to sit down and get started.

Word Processors Aren’t the Answer

 Many people think that they have trouble writing because the mechanics are too hard. If they just turn in that goose quill for a fountain pen, the words will flow. Or if they turn in that fountain pen for a typewriter. Or the manual typewriter for an electric typewriter. Or the electric typewriter for a computer with a word processor that lets you edit your writing with ease. Or this year’s super-fast computer for last year’s no-longer-super-fast computer.

Yes, each of those steps may make writing a little easier, but not enough to get it to the place where it’s no longer the hardest thing you ever did. I’ve tried all of those media extensively, except the goose quill pen, and I still need all the performance-management support I can get. I think the problem may not be the physical work involved in writing, or even the lack of reinforcers. (I find it very reinforcing to put words down on paper.) The problem may be the mental effort, the psychological effort. And that’s something we don’t know how to measure yet. But probably most of you would agree that it requires more psychological effort to read your text book than to watch the Simpsons, though the physical exertion might be about the same. And it requires even more psychological effort to write an assignment based on that text book than to read it.

Sometimes my students have the nerve to give me crap because my computer is not as powerful as theirs. Here’s my generic reply:

What counts is not the power of the computer. What counts is the power of the person at the keyboard.—Uncle Dickie

Many of us do spend too much time and money upgrading to more powerful computers that will save us 10 minutes a year, when what we should be doing is trying to get our own personal act more powerful, through the use of performance-management technology. Of course it’s easier to buy a more powerful computer than to become a more powerful person.

The snooze button is the devil's tool.-Uncle Dickie
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Case Study: The Conscientious Kid

Based on a report by Kelly Garner, MA Student, 1996

Kelly went out of state to grad school and wanted to keep a daily journal so she’d have something worth writing when she wrote her weekly letter home. But it wasn’t working, until she implemented a self-management contingency.

First, Kelly decided to make a daily journal entry so she’d be able to remember the interesting things that had happened that week and report them in her letter to her parents. But, as her graph shows, she had trouble getting around to making the journal entries.

At first, I thought the following might be the ineffective natural contingency.
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But I think the real issue is that she could always procrastinate a little bit longer and still have time to make that journal entry. In other words, there was no solid deadline for making the entry. So instead, I think it might be better to say, procrastinating for a few minutes would only put slightly more pressure on her to get her journal entries made. A few minutes more procrastination would have only an infinitesimally aversive effect.

To put a serious deadline into her performance-management contingency, Kelly contracted with her friend, Brena. She’d have to write one journal entry every day. For each day she failed, she’d have to do Brena’s chores, including cleaning her apartment and doing the dishes and laundry.
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Here are Kelly’s excellent results:
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During baseline (first 2 weeks), Kelly made 1 to 3 entries per week; and after the first week of intervention (next 7 weeks) she increased to 7 entries per week. Not bad at all.

Case Study: The Writer

Based on a report by Sean Laraway, MA student, 1996

Sean was all dressed up but wasn’t going anywhere; he had his computer and his word processor, but he wasn’t writing, not until he used a behavioral approach to self-management, that is.

At first, I wanted to say that the natural outcome of Sean’s writing one page would be that he’d have written infinitesimally more, as I did in the diagram earlier in this chapter. But I’m not really sure that’s the way we should be doing it. It’s not so much that one page is a trivial accomplishment. It’s that accomplishing it now vs. one hour from now doesn’t matter; he’s still got a lifetime to get caught up, to hit his lifetime writing goal. So let’s try a variation on that theme for our ineffective natural contingency. 

For his initial performance-management contingency, he’d pay himself $1 for every page he wrote; and he could use only this money to buy books, one of his favorite reinforcers. Sort of an analog to a reinforcement contingency. Sounds good, except when you look at the second phase of his graph, you see that he still had a ways to go. Probably because there was no deadline. He could always procrastinate a little more and earn the dollars later.

[image: image10.jpg]Pages Written

Writing Pages on the Computer
Sean Laraway, MA student, Fall, 1996

/

o

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8
Weeks

Baseline: No performance management
Reinforcement Analog: Earn $1 per page to buy books, not otherwise available.
Avoidance Analog: Lose $20, if less than 10 pages by Sun. midnight.






[image: image11.wmf]The Three-Contingency Model of

Performance Management

Performance-management Contingency

Before

Sean must

infinitesimally

postpone buying

a new book.

Behavior

Sean writes one

page.

After

Sean needn't

infinitesimally

postpone buying

a new book.

S

D

 (Deadline):

 None                                                           

.

Ineffective Natural Contingency

Before

Sean will have

infinitesimally

less time to hit

life writing goal.

Behavior

Sean writes one

page.

After

Sean won't have

infinitesimally

less time to hit

life writing goal.

Inferred Direct-acting Contingency

Before

Sean has

infinitesimal fear

of postponing

buying a book.

Behavior

Sean writes one

page.

After

Sean has no

infinitesimal fear

of postponing

buying a book.


So Sean changed the contingency, and added a deadline. He had to write 10 pages by midnight every Sunday or pay $20! As the results show, it worked.
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Case Study: Paper Due Date: August 1

Lori Diener, MA Student, 1998

Analysis of the Problem

Before starting this self-management project, I put absolutely no time into working on a paper I needed to write.

Goals, Design, and Implementation

The goal of my performance-management project was to complete a significant portion of a paper, due on August 1. The reasons I chose this task for my performance management project are as follows:

 If I completed the paper by August 1, I could spend my energy on other important tasks, such as my thesis, before the Fall semester begins.

 If I completed this paper by the deadline, I could have a peaceful and restful birthday.

 If I had a significant portion of the paper completed ahead of time, I would avoid the stress of last minute paper writing (which I have experienced too many times in my life).
The desired behavior included reading, writing, and researching for a minimum of ½ hour a day, 7 days a week. My performance manager was strict. He would not allow me to make up any days, for instance, if I spent extra time the day before or the day after working on my paper, I was not allowed to apply it to a day I missed. I live with my performance manager, which enabled him to do two things to keep me on task:
 Prompt me when he knew I hadn’t gotten my ½ hour.

 Make me pay up before I went to bed on days I did not put a ½ hour into the paper. 
Failure to work on my paper for a minimum of a ½ hour a day resulted in a loss of $10. Though the money went to a good cause, the Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals, the loss of $10 was notably aversive to me. My performance manager helped me out of the kindness of his heart; he didn’t want me to lose the money. 

We started my self-management project on July 1.

Evaluation

I failed to work at least ½ hour on my paper, five of the 25 days the performance-management contingency was in place, during this course; so I lost a total of $50. Although $50 is quite a bit of money, I feel that the overall project was a success, because I would still be at 0 hours of working on the paper if it were not for my self-management project.  

The end of class has arrived, but my performance management will continue. (Yeah, well, I’ve heard that one before. Easier said than done. So I thought I’d check back with Lori.—Uncle Dickie)
Follow Up
Dr. Malott, I did continue tracking my time spent on writing the paper. The last 3½ weeks are the follow-up data I took after your class stopped. I also reduced the fine from $10 to $5, which was still aversive enough. And I lost an additional $20, for a total of $70. Still worth it, though. (The following graph is called a stacked bar graph. Each segment of a bar indicates the amount of hours of writing for the corresponding day of that week.)
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I remained a procrastinator, according to my data. When I designed my project I didn’t realistically take into account the positive impact of the natural contingencies. The paper was not going to be edited, it was going to be taken as is and printed in the OBM (organizational behavior management) book; and the surrounding chapters would be written by most of my idols, and this was my first publication. So I had underestimated the amount of time I needed to create a quality paper. That’s why you see the big acceleration in my writing during the last 3 ½ weeks. It might have set me up for failure though, if I had raised the standards for each week. This self-management project and writing this paper was one huge learning experience.

The system has been improved and is now in place for managing the writing performance for Peter Dams’ comps., Doug LaFleur’s thesis and dissertation, and my thesis. Its a very strict system, and we’ve given quite a bit of money to “the cup”, but we are all progressing.

Take Care, Lori
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� This book is heavy on autobiography. Maybe too heavy. The reason is not that Dick Malott is so fascinating or that you should give a damn about him. It’s just that I’ve got more inside info on Malott than I have on anyone else. So I frequently use his humble, little, personal case studies to illustrate some of life’s problems and the performance-management techniques that can help solve them. I take Malott as just a typical representative of the slob on the street doing his best to keep his act together.


� The most basic general rule of behavior analysis: The best predictor of future behavior is past behavior. It’s been many years since I wrote the first draft of this chapter. And right now Sunday, February 21, 1999, I’m sitting in my motor home (named The Brute by Aunt Pearl) in the beautiful, 400-year-old Mexican silver-mining village of Copala in the foothills of the Sierra Madre mountain range, editing this chapter; and I haven’t written 93-year-old Aunt Pearl since I left the states. So the way I’m doing my reminder now is with my laptop computer, using MS Outlook 98, a personal information manager (PIM), I highly recommend using some sort of PIM and require all my grad students to use Outlook. I’ve written it as a recurring task that will pop up on my computer once a week for the rest of my trip. Check out MS Outlook 98, when you get a chance. It’s cool.


Friday, April 9, 1999. Still in Mexico, still sitting in The Brute, this time on the beautiful Pacific coast, with the breakers caressing the white sand beach, again editing this chapter. I have managed to send a couple postcards to Aunt Pearl, far fewer than the one per week I’d hoped for, but a couple more than I would have without my performance management contract. And today, I got an e-mail from my sister Peggy. The heading was Aunt Pearl. I knew what it meant. You probably know what it means too. Aunt Pearl had died in a nursing home. Maybe with a couple postcards from me; that’s not much. I didn’t cry when I got Peggy’s e-mail, but I cry, as I write this. Man, sometimes, it takes everything we’ve got to be the kind of thoughtful, loving, caring people we strive to be.


� Late one night, while deep in the clutches of computer degeneracy, I ran across the Church of Bob, http://www.geocities.com/TimesSquare/5934/ or was it the Church of the SubGenius, http://www.subgenius.com/index.html, where I found this quote and other messages of enlightenment. Check out these sites only if you’re not easily offended by slacker humor. These delightful sites are for immature adults only. And don’t go telling Mommy that Uncle Dickie’s trying to corrupt you.


� The expression introspective behaviorism is an oxymoron. An oxymoron is a rhetorical figure in which incongruous or contradictory terms are combined, as in a deafening silence and a mournful optimist (MS Bookshelf, 99). Other oxymorons people have coined are military intelligence and young republicans. Oxymorons are fun to play with, especially if you like to mess with people’s head a little bit. So introspective behaviorism is an oxymoron because most behaviorists think introspection is too unscientific a technique for them to make use of. But I find looking inside to give me a lot of tentative insights not only about what’s making me tick, but also what’s making other people tick, at least to the extent that I’m representative of other people, a proposition that has not gone with out challenge.


� in·sid·i·ous (adjective) 1. Working or spreading harmfully in a subtle or stealthy manner: insidious rumors; an insidious disease. 2. Intended to entrap; treacherous: insidious misinformation. 3. Beguiling but harmful; alluring: insidious pleasures.


� The ringing phone reminds me of an exotic dancer on Bourbon street in New Orleans. A tassel twirler. She had one tassel attached to each breast, one to each rear cheek, and one to her naval. She could twirl all five at the same time; all clockwise, all counterclockwise, or two clockwise and the other three counterclockwise, simultaneously. She said, “It may not be sexy, but you can’t ignore it.” Equally true of the ringing phone.


� in·er·tia (noun) 1. Physics. The tendency of a body to resist acceleration; the tendency of a body at rest to remain at rest or of a body in motion to stay in motion in a straight line unless acted on by an outside force. 2. Resistance or disinclination to motion, action, or change: the inertia of an entrenched bureaucracy.


� A behavioral contingency The occasion for a response (behavior), the response (behavior), and the outcome of the response (behavior).





	Ch 03 F2004
	Chapter 3. Page 1
	5/14/2007



_1090329044.vsd

_1090329141.vsd

_1090329215.vsd

_1090329085.vsd

_1090328908.vsd

