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Abstract
Procrastination is common among college students, involving irrational delay of 
task completion. Theorists understand procrastination to be an avoidance response 
to negative emotions. Past research suggests that depression and anxiety predict 
procrastination. However, only limited research has examined the unique effects of 
shame and guilt—self-conscious emotions—on procrastination, and no studies have 
examined potential mechanisms. Depressive rumination, the repetitive and maladap-
tive thinking about a negative event composed of brooding and reflective pondering, 
is uniquely predicted by shame—but not guilt—and also predicts greater procrasti-
nation. Thus, the current cross-sectional survey study examined (1) whether shame 
and guilt uniquely predict procrastination and (2) whether depressive rumination 
mediates those effects in a collegiate sample. Results supported a model wherein 
brooding and reflective pondering mediate the unique relationship between shame 
and procrastination. A second model suggested that guilt leads to less procrastina-
tion directly but greater procrastination indirectly via increased reflective pondering. 
Theoretical and clinical implications of the current findings are discussed.
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Introduction

Procrastination is a pervasive issue with myriad negative consequences. Some 50% 
of college students procrastinate chronically (Steel, 2007). Procrastination is linked 
to poorer academic outcomes, depression, anxiety, and higher stress (Beswick et al., 
1988; Flett et  al., 2016). Because it is such a prevalent and problematic behavior, 
research on the predictors of procrastination tendencies has important treatment 
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implications. Sirois and Pychyl (2013) proposed that procrastination is an avoidance 
response to experiencing negative affective states while engaging in or anticipating 
future unpleasant tasks. In previous research, depressed and anxious moods do in 
fact lead to procrastination and short-term emotion regulation efforts at the cost of 
completing necessary tasks (e.g., Baumeister et al., 2007; Constantin et al., 2018). 
Unlike the more basic emotions of sadness and anxiety, the self-conscious emotions 
reflect an evaluative process whereby people compare themselves to others or to a 
set of standards or goals. Because these emotions involve a distressing comparison 
of self with standards and/or other people, they seem particularly relevant for behav-
iors reflecting task performance, such as procrastination. In this study, we examined 
the direct and indirect effects of the self-conscious emotions of shame and guilt on 
procrastination, as mediated by depressive rumination. Studying the contribution of 
these specific negative emotions, as well as a potential mechanism, should guide 
future prevention and intervention efforts to decrease procrastination.

Shame and guilt—the two most commonly studied self-conscious emotions—
occur when people have failed to meet perceived moral or social standards (Gausel 
& Leach, 2011; Tangney et al., 2007). Rational-Emotive Behavior Therapy (REBT) 
conceptualizations of these dysphoric emotions suggest that both emotions involve 
overestimation of one’s failing and unrealistic ideas about others’ disapproval 
(Dryden, 2013). Similarly, both shame and guilt can lead to self-defeating and self-
punitive behaviors. Despite these similarities, REBT theorists and other research-
ers propose meaningful conceptual differences between these two self-conscious 
emotions.

Shame is a dysphoric feeling of contrite self-criticism (Gausel & Leach, 2011). 
It is associated with self-consciousness and feelings of inferiority and involves con-
demning the entire self, not just one’s failed action (Dryden, 2013; Watson & Clark, 
1992). This condemnation of one’s entire identity reflects global and stable attribu-
tions of one’s own inadequacy, as well as assumptions of condemnation and rejec-
tion from others (Gausel & Leach, 2011; Shanahan et al., 2011; Tracy et al., 2007). 
Because shame involves perceived inferiority about one’s self-image and social-
image, it is theorized to be more aversive than guilt, thereby contributing to more 
defensive behaviors and poorer psychological functioning (Tangney et  al., 1996). 
In fact, shame is associated with increased withdrawal, behavioral avoidance, and 
depression (Fee & Tangney, 2000; Orth et al., 2006).

Guilt is also a dysphoric feeling, strongly associated with sadness (Watson & 
Clark, 1992). Cognitively, whereas shame reflects global concerns about self- 
and social-image, guilt involves judgment of a specific action as wrong, as well 
as attempts to understand why one made the moral failure and how to repair it 
(Dryden, 2013). Because the focus is on understanding the problem and how to fix 
it, guilt likely reflects concerns with social-image but not global self-image (Gausel 
& Leach, 2011). Accordingly, guilt is more likely to inspire corrective behavior to 
restore one’s social-image and mitigate the effects of harmful behavior. In support of 
this theory, guilt is related to greater perspective-taking, desire to make amends, and 
forgiveness-seeking behaviors (Joireman, 2004; Tangney et al., 1996).

Because shame is more aversive and more strongly associated with avoidance, 
we propose that shame but not guilt likely triggers procrastination. The limited 
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research examining the effects of shame and guilt on procrastination supports 
this hypothesis. Two studies with university students found significant correla-
tions between shame, but not guilt, and procrastination (Fee & Tangney, 2000; 
Martinčeková & Enright, 2018). Only the former of these two studies examined 
the unique effects of shame and guilt. Because shame and guilt are significantly 
intercorrelated, it is best to examine their unique effects in a single model (e.g., 
Orth et al., 2006). Therefore, one aim of the current study was to explore whether 
shame—but not guilt—uniquely predicted greater procrastination. A second aim 
was to examine whether rumination constitutes a mechanism of the effect of 
shame—but not guilt—on procrastination.

Rumination, or repetitive thinking about negative events and experiences, 
prolongs negative affect and predicts a wide range of negative clinical outcomes 
(e.g., Watkins, 2008). Because of its association with negative affect, researchers 
have theorized that rumination elicits avoidance coping responses like procras-
tination (Constantin et al., 2018). This theory has been studied specifically with 
depressive rumination, or the tendency to perseverate on the causes, experiences, 
and consequences of sad moods (Nolen-Hoeksema et  al., 2008). For instance, 
depressive rumination was associated with greater procrastination in college stu-
dents (Flett et  al., 2016). In another study, depressive rumination mediated the 
effects of anxiety and depressive symptoms on procrastination (Constantin et al., 
2018). Depressive rumination is often measured as consisting of two related 
constructs: brooding reflects passive comparison of one’s current situation with 
some unachieved standard, whereas reflective pondering assesses analytic efforts 
to understand one’s depressed mood (Treynor et al., 2003). Brooding is consist-
ently associated with worse depressive symptoms; by contrast, reflective ponder-
ing has mixed associations (e.g., Szasz, 2011). To our knowledge, no previous 
studies have examined the effects of brooding and reflective pondering separately 
on procrastination.

Finally, there is evidence that shame, but not guilt, is uniquely associated with 
greater depressive rumination. For instance, dispositional shame is related to height-
ened depressive rumination, even after controlling for guilt (Cheung et  al., 2004; 
Cohen et al., 2011). By contrast, the association between guilt and depressive rumi-
nation is much less clear. Zero-order correlations between these constructs range 
from negative to zero to positive (Cohen et  al., 2011; Smart et  al., 2016). How-
ever, in one study that controlled for shame, guilt was uniquely associated with less 
depressive rumination (Cohen et  al., 2011). In sum, shame seems to be uniquely 
associated with more depressive rumination, whereas the effect of guilt on depres-
sive rumination is ambiguous.

The current cross-sectional study examined (a) the unique effects of shame and 
guilt on procrastination in college students and (b) whether depressive rumination 
constitutes one mechanism by which shame is associated with greater procrastina-
tion. We expected that shame but not guilt would uniquely predict greater procrasti-
nation. In addition, although nonexperimental research cannot prove a causal media-
tional model, we expected to find correlations consistent with depressive rumination 
mediating the association between the unique effect of shame and procrastination. 
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Given past research on depressive rumination, we expected that this mediation effect 
would emerge for brooding but not necessarily for reflective pondering.

Method

Participants and Procedure

The sample consisted of 235 undergraduate students (Mage = 19.49  years, 
SD = 1.38, range = 18–26; 83% female) recruited from a college in the North-
east. The sample was 63% White/Caucasian, 4% Black/African American, 9% 
Hispanic/Latina, 10% Asian/Asian American/Pacific Islander, 6% South Asian/
Indian, and 9% Other.

Online data collection took place after the start of the COVID-19 pandemic. 
Participants were recruited from the Psychology department, provided informed 
consent, and received course credit as compensation. Participants were required 
to be 18 years of age or older; there were no other inclusion or exclusion crite-
ria. The measures were part of a larger survey that took approximately 30  min 
to complete, and the order of all questionnaires and items was randomized. This 
study was approved by the College’s institutional review board and followed all 
ethical guidelines for research with human subjects.

Measures

Shame and Guilt

The Test of Self-Conscious Affect (TOSCA; Tangney et al., 2000) measures shame- 
and guilt-proneness in response to hypothetical life events. For each scenario, reac-
tions are rated on a five-point scale from extremely unlikely to extremely likely. The 
shame items assess general self-condemnation (e.g., “You would think, ‘I’m incon-
siderate’”) and desire to withdraw (e.g., “You would feel like you wanted to hide”). 
The guilt items assess emotional distress and intention for reparative behavior (e.g., 
“You would feel unhappy and eager to correct the situation”). We only scored the 
items assessing shame and guilt and created average total scores across 10 of the 11 
total scenarios (one scenario was not applicable for college students). This measure 
has good construct validity (Woien et al., 2003). Internal consistency for shame and 
guilt in the current sample study were acceptable (α’s = 0.82 and 0.71, respectively).

Rumination

The 10-item Ruminative Responses Scale (Treynor et al., 2003) assesses tendencies 
for depressive rumination. Participants respond to all items on a 4-point scale from 
1 (Almost never) to 4 (Almost always). Higher summed scores represent greater 
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rumination. This scale has two subscales, brooding and reflective pondering. These 
subscales show good convergent and discriminant validity (Schoofs et  al., 2010; 
Treynor et  al., 2003). Internal consistency for brooding and reflective pondering 
subscales in this sample were acceptable (α’s = 0.73 and 0.80, respectively).

Procrastination

The 12-item Pure Procrastination Scale (Steel, 2010) is intended to measure fac-
ets of procrastination relating to decision-making, implementation, and timeliness 
or lateness. Participants respond to statements on a five-point scale from 1 (Strongly 
disagree) to 5 (Strongly agree). Higher mean scores indicate higher procrastination 
tendencies. The measure has good construct validity (Steel, 2010) and demonstrated 
excellent internal consistency in this sample (α = 0.91).

Results

All variables were normally distributed except for guilt, which we successfully nor-
malized using a square root transformation. Descriptive statistics and intercorrela-
tions for all study variables are in Table  1. Higher shame significantly correlated 
with greater guilt, brooding, reflective pondering, and procrastination. Guilt was not 
significantly correlated with brooding or procrastination, although it was associated 
with more reflective pondering. Finally, higher brooding and reflective pondering 
correlated with more procrastination. Females reported significantly higher shame 
and brooding, whereas males reported more guilt, all p’s < 0.05.

We used regression to first examine the unique effects of shame and guilt on 
procrastination. In this total effects model, shame uniquely predicted greater pro-
crastination (β = 0.25, t = 3.64, p < 0.001), while guilt uniquely predicted less pro-
crastination (β = − 0.18, t = − 2.53, p = 0.01). We then ran a mediational model with 
brooding mediating these two associations. We used the SPSS macro PROCESS 
to test the significance of mediation by calculating bootstrap estimates and bias-
corrected confidence intervals for each indirect effect (Preacher & Hayes, 2008). 
In the mediational model, shame significantly predicted more brooding (β = 0.22, 
t = 3.20, p = 0.002), whereas guilt did not (β = 0.06, t = 0.80, p = 0.43). Brooding sig-
nificantly predicted greater procrastination (β = 0.15, t = 2.30, p = 0.02). The direct 

Table 1  Descriptive statistics 
and correlations for all variables

*p < .05. **p< .001

Mean (SD) 1 2 3 4

1. Shame 3.38 (.74) –
2. Guilt 4.42 (.43) .38** –
3. Brooding 11.32 (3.37) .24** .12 –
4. Reflective pondering 12.15 (3.70) .20* .20* .65** –
5. Procrastination 2.77 (.82) .19** −.08 .18** .24**
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effects of both shame and guilt on procrastination remained significant (β = 0.22, 
t = 3.09, p = 0.002; β = − 0.17, t = − 2.44, p = 0.02; respectively). Finally, the indirect 
effect for shame was significantly different than 0 (IE = 0.04, 95% CI = [0.0084 to 
0.0934]). The indirect effect of guilt was not significant (IE = 0.06, 95% CI [− 0.0648 
to 0.2959]).

Next, we ran a second mediational model with reflective pondering as the media-
tor for the effects of shame and guilt on procrastination. Both shame and guilt sig-
nificantly predicted greater reflective pondering, (β = 0.152, t = 2.20, p = 0.029; 
β = 0.148, t = 2.15, p = 0.033; respectively). Reflective pondering significantly pre-
dicted more procrastination (β = 0.24, t = 3.59, p < 0.001). The direct effects of both 
shame and guilt on procrastination remained significant (β = 0.22, t = 3.25, p = 0.001; 
β = − 0.20, t = − 2.92, p = 0.004; respectively). The indirect effect of shame on pro-
crastination was significant (IE = 0.0418, 95% CI [0.0042 to 0.0987]). This time, the 
indirect effect of guilt was also significant (IE = 0.2795, 95% CI [0.0460 to 0.6686]). 
Because of the gender differences in several variables, we also reran all of our mod-
els controlling for gender; the results (not shown) were unchanged.

Discussion

The goal of the current study was to examine whether depressive rumination medi-
ates the unique effects of shame and guilt on procrastination. Using a cross-sectional 
survey of college students, we examined the unique effects of both shame and guilt 
on procrastination, as well as whether depressive rumination mediates the effects 
of shame and guilt and procrastination. We hypothesized that shame but not guilt 
would uniquely predict more procrastination. We also expected that the brooding 
subscale of depressive rumination would mediate the unique effect of shame on pro-
crastination. The present study is the first to our knowledge to examine the unique 
and indirect effects of shame and guilt on procrastination via both brooding and 
reflective pondering. Different findings emerged for shame and guilt, and each is 
addressed in turn below.

In line with hypotheses, shame uniquely predicted greater procrastination. This 
finding aligns with the two previous studies to examine the effect of shame on pro-
crastination (Fee & Tangney, 2000; Martinčeková & Enright, 2018). Our results 
build on past research by finding that depressive rumination is a potential mecha-
nism of this association. Specifically, both brooding and reflective pondering medi-
ated the unique effect of shame on procrastination. This pattern aligns with past 
findings that shame predicts greater depressive rumination (Cheung et  al., 2004; 
Cohen et al., 2011). Shame elicits feelings of self-condemnation, global incompe-
tence, and severe perceived defects in social- and self-image. This negative focus 
on self-identity may lead to rumination, as people are especially likely to ruminate 
when their core sense of self is challenged. Thus, rumination may be a particularly 
common cognitive response to shameful feelings that in turn increases task-avoid-
ant behaviors such as procrastination. Interestingly, shame uniquely predicted both 
brooding and reflective pondering individually as separate sub-constructs, which to 
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our knowledge has not been studied before. Although brooding is more consistently 
associated with depressive symptoms, both brooding and reflective pondering focus 
on general self-image as well as comparing oneself negatively to others. Given that 
shame reflects self-condemnation concerning one’s self- and social-image, it makes 
sense that shame increases both brooding and reflective pondering.

Our findings with guilt did not parallel those with shame. First, although guilt 
was not correlated with procrastination, in regression analyses it uniquely predicted 
less procrastination. In previous studies to examine guilt and procrastination, the 
associations were also negative, although non-significant (Fee & Tangney, 2000; 
Martinčeková & Enright, 2018). These results alone suggest that some unique aspect 
of guilt—perhaps its association with fixing problems—leads to less procrastination. 
Interestingly, guilt predicted greater reflective pondering but did not significantly 
predict brooding. Accordingly, reflective pondering but not brooding mediated the 
unique effect of guilt on procrastination. Specifically, guilt predicted greater reflec-
tive pondering, which in turn predicted greater procrastination. We can infer from 
this suppressor effect that guilt directly leads to less procrastination but also indi-
rectly increases procrastination through greater repetitive thinking about reasons for 
one’s negative mood. Taken together, these results suggest that guilt, when separated 
from shame, influences procrastination in two distinct, contradictory ways. Future 
research will have to explore reasons for this suppressor effect. Arguing that guilt is 
a multidimensional construct, some researchers have assessed two components of 
guilt: fear of impending punishment and need for reparation (Caprara et al., 1992). 
Fear of punishment, but not need for reparation, is associated with greater rumina-
tion. The authors suggest that guilt may have maladaptive or functional outcomes 
based on whether it is fear-driven or empathy-driven. Thus, the two contradictory 
pathways between guilt and procrastination could reflect guilt being a more multi-
faceted construct than is usually assessed.

Limitations in this cross-sectional study can be addressed by future research. 
Longitudinal and/or experimental study designs would facilitate conclusions about 
directionality and causality, which is particularly important for a mediational model. 
Because there were so many women in this sample, it is unclear how well our results 
generalize to men. Women experience shame and depressive rumination more 
frequently than men (Kushnir et  al., 2016; Nolen-Hoeksema et  al., 2008; Wetter-
löv et al., 2021). Not surprisingly, women in our sample reported more shame and 
brooding than did men. Although none of the study results changed when control-
ling for gender, future research should include more men to be able to better general-
ize these results.

Other limitations include our choice of measures. First, the measure of shame 
and guilt we used is not fully reflective of the REBT conceptualization of these con-
structs. Specifically, the TOSCA (Tangney et  al., 2000) assesses shame primarily 
as self-condemnation and inclination for withdrawal, and guilt primarily as desire 
for reparation. These operationalizations focus more on the cognitive aspects of 
shame and guilt, rather than their feeling states. Thus, the different associations we 
found between shame versus guilt and procrastination may reflect the impact of cog-
nitive appraisals and behavioral tendencies, rather than dysphoric affects. In addi-
tion, we cannot tease apart the relative relevance of self-versus social-image that we 
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discussed in our conceptualization of these constructs. Although the TOSCA has 
been widely used, future research should employ more nuanced measures of shame 
and guilt. Finally, although we measured depressive rumination because of the pre-
ponderance of previous studies doing the same, future researchers might develop a 
measure of rumination specifically about shame and guilt. Such a measure would 
more directly test the theory that shame and guilt lead to repetitive thinking about 
those emotions.

Procrastination makes a significant impact not only on individual mental and 
physical health, but on the economy as well. Spira and Feintuch (2005) concluded 
that $588 billion is lost in U.S workplace productivity each year due to distractions 
stemming from use of technology, (e.g., social media, email, internet surfing) that 
result in procrastination. Americans who wait until the day before Tax Day to file 
their taxes pay an additional $400 in unnecessary taxes due to rushing and miss-
ing eligible deductions (Kane, 2014). Addressing solutions for minimizing the 
impact of procrastination is critical. The present findings suggest that depressive 
rumination (both brooding and reflective pondering) mediates the unique effect of 
shame on procrastination. Guilt may also increase procrastination by promoting 
reflective pondering. Thus, any therapy that targets shame and in particular rumi-
nation should help prevent procrastination. One of the core founding components 
of REBT is shame-attacking exercises (Ellis, 1995). More recently, evidence shows 
that training in mindfulness decreases both shame and rumination (Goffnett et al., 
2020; Proeve et al., 2018; Shapiro et al., 2008). In fact, integrating mindfulness with 
REBT leads to decreases in shame (Chenneville et al., 2017). In addition, rumina-
tion-focused cognitive–behavioral therapy effectively decreases rumination (Jacobs 
et al., 2016). Given these promising treatments, mental health providers have many 
options for using rumination- and shame-focused interventions in order to prevent 
procrastination.
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