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WHY DO PEOPLE START STUDYING AT THE LAST MINUTE?
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Abstract: This article investigates the widespread academic behavior of last-
minute studying, commonly referred to as cramming. The aim of the research is
to identify the psychological, neurological, social, and systemic factors that drive
students to delay their study sessions until just before an exam or deadline.
Research methods include a review and synthesis of scholarly literature in the
fields of psychology, behavioral economics, and neuroscience. The findings reveal
that last-minute studying is primarily a consequence of procrastination rooted in
emotional avoidance, fear of failure, self-handicapping, temporal discounting, and
a lack of effective time management skills. The study also highlights the role of
social norms and overloaded academic schedules in perpetuating this behavior.
The conclusion emphasizes that equipping students with evidence-based study
strategies and building supportive academic environments are the most effective
approaches to breaking the cycle of last-minute studying.

Keywords: procrastination, last-minute studying, cramming, time management,
emotional regulation, fear of failure, self-handicapping, temporal discounting,
spaced repetition, academic behavior.

NIMA UCHUN ODAMLAR O'QISHNI OXIRGI DAQIQAGA QOLDIRISHADI?

Annotatsiya: Ushbu maqola talabalar o'rtasida keng tarqalgan hodisa — oxirgi
dagigada o'gishni boshlashning sabablarini o'rganadi. Tadqiqot maqgsadi:
prokrastinatsiyaning psixologik, neyrologik, ijtimoiy va tizimiy sabablarini aniglash.
Tadqgiqot metodlari: psixologiya, xulg-atvor iqtisodiyoti va neyrologiya sohasidagi
ilmiy adabiyotlarni tahlil gilish. Natijalar shuni ko'rsatadiki, oxirgi dagigada o'qish
ko'pincha hissiy qochish, muvaffagiyatsizlikdan go'rquv, vaqtni boshgara olmaslik
va ijtimoiy normalar bilan bog'lig. Xulosa: samarali o'quv strategiyalarini o'rgatish
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va go'llab-quvvatlovchi akademik muhit yaratish bu muammoni hal etishda asosiy
omil hisoblanadi.

Kalit so'zlar: prokrastinatsiya, oxirgi dagigada o'gish, vagtni boshgarish, hissiy
tartibga solish, muvaffaqiyatsizlikdan qo'rquv, o0'z-o0'ziga to'siq, intervalli
takrorlash, akademik xulg-atvor.

NOYEMY NIOAU OTKNALBIBAIOT YYEBY HA NOCNEAHMUIA MOMEHT?

AHHOTaumA: [laHHaA cTaTbs MCCneayeT WMPOKO PacnpocTpaHEHHOe cpeaun
CTYAEHTOB AB/NIeHMEe — OTK/laAblBaHWe Y4€Obl Ha NnocneaHnt MOMeHT. Lienb
nccneno0BaHUA: BbIABUTb MCUXONOMMYECKME, HEBPOIOTUYECKME, COLMAbHBIE U
CUCTEMHbIE NPUYMHbBI MPOKpPacTMHaUMnN. MeToapl: aHaIn3 Hay4yHOM NMTepaTypbl B
obnacTu ncMxonornun, NoBeAeH4YeCKo SKOHOMUKU U HEMPOHaYKKU. Pe3ynbTaTbl
NOKAa3bIBAOT, YTO AaHHOe NoBegeHMe 06yCI0BNEHO SMOLMOHAIbHbBIM
nsberaHnem, CTpaxom Heyaa4ym, camocaboTaxkem, BPEMEHHbIM
AVNCKOHTUPOBAHMEM M HEAOCTAaTKOM HaBbIKOB YNpaBAeHUA BpeMeHeM. BbiBoA:
obyyeHune cTyaeHToB 3G PEKTUBHBbIM CTPaATErMAM Y4€ObI 1 CO3aaHMe
noAAepPKUBAIOLLLEN aKaAeMUYECKOM cpebl ABAAIOTCA KAHYEBbIMU PeLLEHUAMMU
AaHHOM npobnembl.

KntoueBble cnoBa: NpokpacTUHauUms, yuéba B nocneaHUN MOMEHT, ynpaBaeHue
BpeMeHeM, IMOLIMOHabHAA Perynaums, CTpax Heyaaum, camocaboTax,
MHTEpPBaNbHOE NOBTOPEHWNE, aKaJEMMUYECKOE NOBEAEHME.

INTRODUCTION

Last-minute studying — the practice of concentrating all study efforts in the hours
immediately before an exam or deadline — is one of the most common and
widely recognized behaviors among students worldwide. Despite being broadly
understood as an inefficient and stressful approach, the behavior persists across
educational levels and cultural contexts. A student may spend weeks intending to
prepare, yet find themselves frantically reviewing material the night before an
examination.

This phenomenon is not simply a product of laziness or lack of motivation. A
growing body of research in psychology, neuroscience, and behavioral economics
reveals that last-minute studying is driven by a complex interplay of cognitive,
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emotional, and social factors. Understanding these factors is essential for
developing meaningful and lasting solutions.

The aim of this article is to examine the core reasons why students delay their
studying until the final moments, drawing on interdisciplinary evidence, and to
offer practical recommendations for both students and educational institutions.

LITERATURE REVIEW AND METHODS

The scientific study of procrastination — the voluntary delay of an intended
action despite knowing it will lead to worse outcomes — has produced a
substantial body of literature. Steel conducted a comprehensive meta-analysis
confirming that procrastination is one of the most prevalent forms of self-
regulatory failure, affecting an estimated 15-20% of adults chronically and the
vast majority of students at least situationally [1].

Sirois and Pychyl repositioned procrastination not as a time management
problem but as an emotion regulation problem: individuals avoid tasks that
generate negative emotions (anxiety, boredom, self-doubt) in order to gain short-
term emotional relief, at the cost of long-term well-being [2]. This framing has
significantly influenced subsequent research and intervention strategies.

From the perspective of behavioral economics, Kahneman demonstrated that
human cognition operates through two competing systems — a fast, emotion-
driven system and a slow, deliberate, rational system — and that procrastination
arises when the impulsive system overrides the planning system [3]. This
neurological framework helps explain why students who genuinely intend to
study in advance repeatedly fail to do so.

Dunlosky et all provided compelling evidence that distributed practice (spaced
repetition) produces far superior long-term retention compared to massed
practice (cramming), establishing a clear empirical basis for recommending study
habits that are spread over time [4].

The research method employed in this article is a qualitative synthesis and critical
review of peer-reviewed studies, theoretical frameworks, and empirical findings
in the fields of educational psychology, cognitive neuroscience, and behavioral
science.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
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The most consistent finding across the literature is that procrastination is
primarily an emotional, rather than a time management, problem. When students
encounter a task that feels difficult, overwhelming, or boring, the brain
instinctively seeks relief through avoidance. Postponing studying provides
immediate emotional comfort — the anxiety associated with confronting the
material temporarily disappears. Over time, this avoidance behavior is reinforced
through negative reinforcement, making it increasingly automatic and difficult to
break.

This explains why simply telling students to "just start earlier" is rarely effective.
Without addressing the underlying emotional dynamics, the avoidance response
remains intact regardless of how many times a student resolves to change their

habits.

Temporal discounting refers to the universal human tendency to assign greater
value to immediate rewards than to future rewards. When an examination is
three weeks away, the reward associated with studying (a good grade) feels
abstract and distant, while the reward offered by leisure activities
(entertainment, social interaction) feels immediate and concrete. As a result, the
brain consistently prioritizes the present over the future — until the future
arrives.

Compounding this is what Kahneman calls the planning fallacy: the systematic
tendency to underestimate how long tasks will take and to overestimate future
motivation. Students repeatedly believe they will "feel more like studying" next
week, only to discover that next week brings the same resistance as this week [3].

A counterintuitive but well-documented finding is that students who care most
deeply about academic performance are sometimes among the most likely to
procrastinate. This paradox is explained by the mechanism of self-handicapping:
by deliberately not studying in advance, students create a built-in excuse for poor
performance. If they fail, it is attributable to lack of time, not lack of ability. This
preserves their self-concept as a capable person who simply did not try.

Perfectionism reinforces this pattern. The perfectionistic student waits for the
ideal conditions — sufficient energy, a distraction-free environment, complete
clarity on where to begin — and since such conditions rarely materialize, studying
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is perpetually deferred. Ironically, perfectionism frequently produces the most
rushed and least thorough work.

From a neuroscientific perspective, the prefrontal cortex — responsible for
planning, self-regulation, and long-term thinking — must actively suppress the
impulses generated by the limbic system to enable disciplined study behavior.
Under conditions of fatigue, stress, or cognitive depletion, the prefrontal cortex
becomes less effective, and the impulse to seek immediate gratification gains
dominance.

When a deadline becomes imminent, a physiological stress response is triggered,
releasing adrenaline and cortisol, which temporarily heighten alertness and focus.
This creates the experience of productive last-minute work. However, memory
research clearly shows that information encoded under high stress and sleep
deprivation is processed at a surface level and forgotten rapidly. Dunlosky et al.
confirmed that cramming produces shallow encoding that does not support long-
term retention [4].

Beyond individual psychology, structural and social factors significantly contribute
to last-minute studying. Many students carry heavy combined loads of academic
work, part-time employment, and personal responsibilities, leaving studying to be
perpetually displaced by more immediately pressing demands. Effective time
management is rarely taught explicitly within educational curricula, meaning
students are expected to develop these skills independently.

Equally important is the social normalization of cramming within student culture.
Statements such as "l only studied for two hours and still passed" are often
shared with pride, creating a social environment in which procrastination is
rewarded with status rather than discouraged. This cultural dimension reinforces
the behavior at a collective level, making individual change more difficult.

CONCLUSION

Last-minute studying is not a simple problem attributable to laziness or poor
character. It is the product of overlapping psychological mechanisms — emotional
avoidance, temporal discounting, fear of failure, and self-handicapping —
combined with neurological limitations, inadequate time management education,
and social norms that normalize crisis-mode learning.
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The neurological and educational evidence is clear: distributed, intentional study
over time produces superior learning outcomes compared to concentrated last-
minute effort. Breaking the cycle requires a dual approach. Students must
develop emotional regulation skills, adopt evidence-based strategies such as
spaced repetition and implementation intentions, and cultivate a growth mindset
that separates self-worth from academic performance. Educational institutions, in
turn, must teach study skills explicitly, introduce low-stakes formative
assessments throughout the semester, and foster an academic culture that values
process over performance.

Ultimately, education should be understood not as a series of high-stakes hurdles
to be cleared at the last possible moment, but as a sustained, cumulative process
of building knowledge, understanding, and genuine intellectual curiosity. That
shift in perspective must begin long before the night before the exam.
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