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Abstract: Boredom is frequently considered inconsequential and has received relatively 

little research attention. We argue that boredom has important implications for human 

functioning, based on emotion theory and empirical evidence. Specifically, we argue that 

boredom motivates pursuit of new goals when the previous goal is no longer beneficial. 

Exploring alternate goals and experiences allows the attainment of goals that might be 

missed if people fail to reengage. Similar to other discrete emotions, we propose that 

boredom has specific and unique impacts on behavior, cognition, experience and 

physiology. Consistent with a broader argument that boredom encourages the behavioral 

pursuit of alternative goals, we argue that, while bored, attention to the current task is 

reduced, the experience of boredom is negative and aversive, and that boredom increases 

autonomic arousal to ready the pursuit of alternatives. By motivating desire for change 

from the current state, boredom increases opportunities to attain social, cognitive, 

emotional and experiential stimulation that could have been missed. We review the limited 

extant literature to support these claims, and call for more experimental boredom research. 
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Either the well was very deep, or she fell very slowly, for she had plenty of time as she went 

down to look about her and to wonder what was going to happen next. First, she tried to look 

down and make out what she was coming to, but it was too dark to see anything; then she looked 
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at the sides of the well, and noticed that they were filled with cupboards and book-shelves; here 

and there she saw maps and pictures hung upon pegs. 

Lewis Carroll ([1], pp. 10–11) 

1. Introduction 

In the classic story Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland, Alice chases a white rabbit down a well and 

then begins a long fall. While falling, Alice‘s attention shifts frequently. Alice begins by considering 

what is beneath her (the outcome of her fall). Next, she notices the cupboards surrounding her, and 

even interacts with them. She then considers how she will relate this fall to other everyday falls, and 

eventually simulates the conversations she will have with the people she meets on the other side of the 

Earth. Alice does not remain afraid and focused on the outcome of her fall (what is beneath her). While 

this example is fictional and caricatured, it reflects a truth about every day emotional experience—the 

intensity of all emotions fades over time and attention shifts to novel stimuli. What motivates people to 

seek out new goals as previous experiences fade? We propose that as the intensity of an emotional 

experience diminishes, the emotional state of boredom will encourage people to pursue alternate goals 

and experiences, including experiences likely to elicit negative emotions.  

The experience of boredom is ubiquitous and occurs frequently in daily life across a variety of 

cultures [2–5]. Although the experience of boredom is common, and has been a topic of scientific 

interest since the ancient Greeks [6], defining boredom has proven a difficult task, in part because it is 

not clear why people experience boredom. Researchers have defined boredom according to several 

different outcomes associated with boredom, including arousal [7], attention [2], meaning of the 

current situation [8–11], and cognition [12]. Perhaps the most widely used definition of boredom is 

―the aversive experience of wanting, but being unable, to engage in satisfying activity‖ ([2], p. 482). In 

modern psychology, boredom has been considered largely inconsequential for human functioning—a 

fleeting state that results from monotonous tasks or limited external stimulation [13]. However, the 

sheer frequency with which boredom is experienced across individuals and cultures suggests that the 

state may be important for human functioning. Further, a growing body of research suggests that 

boredom proneness (trait boredom) has important implications for a multitude of real world outcomes. 

Trait boredom has been linked to gambling [14], drug and alcohol abuse [15,16], binge eating [17], 

dropping out of school [18] and depression and anxiety [16,19] (see [2] and [20] for reviews). Although 

this work is based on findings regarding trait boredom (the tendency to experience boredom), and 

these findings have informed our proposal, it is important to note that trait and state boredom may be 

quite different [20], similar to other emotions in which trait and state emotions are qualitatively 

different [21,22]. We build on these findings to argue that boredom serves a functional purpose. 

While applied and clinical research on trait boredom appears to be growing, relatively little 

experimental work has focused on the effects of state boredom. In fact, a recent meta-analysis revealed 

510 articles that dealt with the impact of happiness, sadness, anxiety, or anger [23], approximately 128 

articles per emotion, but a similar search revealed only 12 articles detailing experimental studies 

focused on the impact of boredom (see [23] for search criteria). The purpose of this paper was to 

propose a function of boredom through review of relevant research, and encourage further 

experimental work to support this claim. Our proposal is guided by work on the trait of boredom 
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proneness and the relatively little experimental research that has focused on boredom; however, our 

intention was not to review the boredom literature, but to provide predictions to guide future empirical 

work. Specifically, we suggest that, although usually short-lived like other emotions, boredom is a 

commonly experienced functional emotional state that encourages the pursuit of alternative goals and 

experiences. We employ adaptive theories of emotion to integrate existent research on boredom and to 

propose new avenues for empirical work on boredom.  

2. Adaptive Theories of Emotion  

Functional accounts of emotion argue that emotions arise from specific environmental conditions or 

problems, and serve to organize responses to those conditions [24–28]. Generally, emotions reflect the 

current status of progress toward a goal and give information about how well or poorly one is doing. 

Specifically, emotions indicate the status of goals, and cause changes in systems to enable goal 

directed behavior [29,30]. For instance, happiness is an indication of the success of a goal [23,31,32], 

anger signals a goal has been failed, but has a chance to be reinstated [23,33], sadness indicates goal 

failure with no hope for recovery [23,33,34], and anxiety is due to anticipated threat to important  

goals [23,33]. Thus, according to this perspective, each specific emotion signals that individuals need 

to take some action to attain goals or avoid negative outcomes.  

In addition to unique environmental precursors, these accounts typically posit that discrete emotions 

are associated with changes in behavior, cognition, experience, and physiology. For example, anxiety 

engenders behaviors intended to avoid threats, cognitions that highlight threats and coping, the 

subjective experience of anxiety and threat, and physiological changes that prepare the organism for 

self-preservation. A recent meta-analysis supported the general claim that discrete emotions (i.e., 

happiness, sadness, anger, anxiety) are correlated with changes across these outcomes [23].  

Although each emotion (happiness, sadness, anger, and anxiety) signals that action is needed to 

accomplish goals in a functional account of emotion, these models do not indicate when or why people 

will disengage from current goal pursuits. The models include the possibility that extreme sadness, 

indicating that a goal is irrevocably lost (e.g., a loved one has died), might result in goal switching. 

Other than this, though, it is not clear when or why people will take up new goals, which, according to 

qualitative evidence, people do frequently [35,36]. We propose that, as the intensity of emotional 

responses fades during goal pursuit, boredom acts as an emotional signal that current goal pursuits 

should be abandoned and that new goals should be actively selected and pursued. 

3. Boredom as an Emotion  

Previous theoretical work has proposed that boredom is a discrete emotion [8–11,20,37–41]. 

Building on this previous work, we rely on an adaptive theory of emotion to propose that perception of 

specific situational factors will result in the experience of boredom and associated responses [30,32,42,43]. 

Specifically, we argue that boredom arises from the perception that the current situation is no longer 

stimulating, as reflected in diminishing emotional response to the situation. Boredom then organizes 

responses to this situation that encourage people to seek alternative goals and experiences, even if 

those experiences might result in negative emotions. Functional accounts of emotion hold that 

emotions indicate the status of goals [29,30], and, similarly, we argue that boredom reflects the status 
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of goals. We propose that the goal associated with boredom is the importance of persistence toward a 

current goal. Working toward a goal elicits emotional states. As this affective experience begins to 

weaken, the benefit of persistence towards the goal also reduces, as one is no longer succeeding or 

failing at the same rate, and as a result, an alternative goal has the potential for greater reward. 

Boredom is the emotional indication to pursue an alternative goal. Indeed, recent theoretical and 

experimental work have proposed that boredom facilitates pursuit of activities that increase the 

perception of meaning [8–11], and this is consistent with the idea that boredom facilitates the pursuit 

of alternative goals when current goals are not fulfilling.  

It is well known that emotions fade over time [44–46] (see [47] for a review), becoming less 

intense. Once a goal is accomplished (happiness), blocked (anger), threatened (anxiety), or lost 

(sadness), and has been in such a state long enough for the emotional response to begin to fade, we 

suggest that the emotional system signals that it is time to move on to other pursuits. Boredom, we 

propose, is that signal. Boredom would occur as intense or weak reactions fade. The time required for 

boredom to ensue would be determined by the duration of a reaction. Consider, for example, the 

experience of happiness after a goal is attained [31]. Depending on how important the goal was, one 

might spend a short time (e.g., after being gifted a balloon) or a long time (e.g., after marrying a soul 

mate) basking in the happiness created by accomplishing that goal. But even emotional responses to 

important events are short-lived [24], and affective intensity reduces with time and exposure [44], so 

the state of happiness would not persist indefinitely. After a honeymoon, eventually the intensity of 

happiness would fade, boredom with lounging around and communicating with one person would 

begin to intrude, and other goal pursuits would be taken up (e.g., returning to work). Even the 

experience of intense fear caused by a potential threat to life could fade as the threat persists, shifting 

attention to other concerns. Consider, for example, a skydiver that initially feels mind-numbing fear as 

they begin to fall. As the fall persists, the skydiver‘s experience may become similar to Alice‘s fall 

down the well - they begin to notice their surroundings, perhaps the beautiful view and perspective that 

this position affords. We do not argue that one would necessarily experience boredom in this situation, 

but rather believe this common experience illustrates how attention can shift as emotional intensity 

begins to fade, even for very intense emotion. Because emotions are part and parcel of effective goal 

pursuit, there would be no motivation to pursue new goals if emotions did not fade over time, allowing 

for disengagement from that goal. That is, an emotional state is only functional if it ceases to persist. 

Always being happy, angry, sad or afraid about the same goal would have little adaptive value. As the 

intensity of these (and other) emotions begins to subside, boredom arises to indicate a new goal should 

be pursued and motivate responses to switch goals.  

Importantly, boredom does not discriminate the valence of a goal that should be switched to, it 

simply encourages changing to a new goal. We propose that, because boredom motivates a desire for 

change, the specific goal that is desired would be dependent upon the current state. That is, reference 

points would determine the goal that boredom motivates, as the desirable goal would be one that is 

different from the current situation. Due to this, boredom could encourage changes that result in 

negative emotion, such as looking attentively at an animal corpse on the side of road during a long 

drive. Boredom could even motivate goals that result in actual risk, such as high stakes gambling or 

sex with multiple partners. While pursuing negative outcomes and emotions (ant-hedonic behaviors) is 

in many ways maladaptive, there may be some benefits as well. Anti-hedonism permits the attainment 
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of opportunities that would have otherwise been missed [48]. For example, gambling provides a high 

probability of loss, but can also provide fast and easy gains. Without gambling there is no chance of 

experiencing the probable loss, but there is also no chance of attaining the gain. Similarly, unprotected 

sex with multiple partners increases the chance of sexually transmitted infection, but it also increases 

the chance of conception and reproduction. There may also be benefit to exploration. If a violent river 

has never been crossed due to extreme danger, there is no way of knowing what potential gains are 

available on the other side of the river. These situations entail probable negative emotions, but also the 

chance for gains and for information about the environment. Anti-hedonism allows for the attainment 

of possible gains that would otherwise be overlooked. This proposed function is based on an adaptive 

account of emotion; future research is needed to investigate these claims.  

The function that we propose for boredom is somewhat similar to that proposed for other negative 

emotions that encourage goal pursuit, most notably anger and frustration [29]. We argue that boredom 

is motivating and encourages action towards a new goal as emotional intensity fades. Anger and 

frustration have been proposed to also motivate action to attain goals, particularly when one is 

relatively close to goal attainment. However, the environmental conditions that result in boredom and 

anger are actually quite different, and the responses to those conditions are also different. Anger results 

when an identified object or person is blocking a specific recognized goal, but a chance to attain the 

goal remains [49,50]. For example, a person might be angry if while rushing to a meeting they are 

slowed by unexpected traffic. In this example the goal would be making it to the meeting on time, and 

the object blocking the goal would be the traffic. Boredom, in contrast, does not require a clearly 

identifiable goal (beyond change from the current state), and there is not a recognizable object 

blocking that goal. For instance, while waiting in slow moving traffic for an extended amount of time, 

a person might look attentively at a gruesome accident as they eventually pass. In this example, the 

goal would be a change from the current experience (i.e., waiting in slow moving traffic) and an 

available alternative experience would be the accident. To take the example further, a person might 

initially be angry that they are slowed in traffic, as their goal is to reach their destination, and it is 

being blocked by the traffic. With time, however, the intensity of the anger experience would begin to 

fade, and the person would begin to become bored. Boredom would then motivate pursuing an 

alternative goal, such as observing the damage of a car accident. Thus, we propose that boredom arises 

as emotional intensity fades and one approaches a ―neutral‖ state.  

It is also important to distinguish two affective states involving dissatisfaction with the current 

situation: boredom and apathy. Apathy results from recognition of complete failure or helplessness [29] 

and is characterized by a lack of motivation [51] and a failure to seek alternatives. In contrast, we 

propose that boredom results from recognition that the current goal is no longer stimulating (i.e., is 

associated with less intense emotion) and is characterized by motivation to change the current situation 

and seek alternatives [52]. Increased motivation would allow for the pursuit of alternate goals. For 

example, if a person was unsatisfied with their current romantic relationship, but is not attempting to 

improve their relationship or seek alternatives because they view the situation as hopeless, it would be 

apathy. A person bored with their current romantic relationship would likely seek to change the 

situation, either by pursuing new goals in their current relationship or seeking an alternative partner. 

The difference in resulting motivation is a crucial distinction between boredom and apathy, as both 
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states are sometimes colloquially referred to as ―boredom‖, but they have very different effects. 

Indeed, recent research has demonstrated that apathy and boredom are discrete constructs [53]. 

Based on our proposal regarding the environmental conditions that give rise to boredom, we next 

discuss the potential specific and unique impacts of boredom on cognition, behavior, experience, and 

physiology. These impacts are outlined in Table 1. Akin to other discrete emotions, the impacts of 

boredom should help resolve the conditions that elicit boredom [23]. Specifically, boredom should 

encourage the pursuit of goals and experiences that differ from those currently experienced. In many 

cases, this would come in the form of novel stimulation which would introduce opportunities for 

cognitive and social growth, even if the alternative situations might elicit negative emotion. That is, by 

creating a desire for change, boredom encourages people to alter their current situation, which permits 

the attainment of opportunities that might have been missed.  

Table 1. Proposed effects of boredom and the manifestation of those effects. 

 Effect Manifestation 

Behavior 

Motivational—Pursue a new goal 

Social—encourage others to create 

new situation  

Preferences for novel stimuli; preference for risk. 

Express boredom through facial movement and 

nonverbal cues such as eye rolling.  

Cognition Motivational—pursue a new goal  
Attention devoted to novel stimuli; mind 

wandering. 

Experience Motivational—pursue a new goal 
Experience the current state as negative and averse; 

elicits avoidance of a state of boredom. 

Physiology Motivational—pursue a new goal Increased autonomic arousal. 

4. Behavior  

The proposed function of boredom to motivate pursuit of alternative goals and experiences, even 

those that might elicit negative emotions, should be reflected in behavior. Research examining the 

relationship between trait boredom and risk taking behaviors partially supports this proposal, although 

trait boredom may well differ from the effects of state boredom [20]. A trait tendency to experience 

boredom has been associated with several risk taking behaviors, including drug and alcohol abuse [15,16], 

binge eating [17], dropping out of school [18] and problem gambling [14,54]. Although risky behavior 

may elicit negative emotions, it represents an opportunity to pursue alternative goals likely to stimulate 

and elicit intense emotional responses [48], and thus, these findings, though based on trait boredom, 

are consistent with our proposal.  

The impact of the experience of state boredom on behavior has received relatively little research 

attention. In one of the few studies we are aware of, participants completed a task to induce boredom, 

and then were told that, due to time constraints, they would only be able to complete one of two follow 

up studies. Participants were then allowed to choose between a study described as completing 

questionnaires of common events (e.g., how often do you eat breakfast) or a study involving watching 

a film that would elicit intense negative emotions and high arousal and then answering questions. A 

small portion of participants chose to complete the study described as intensely negative and arousing. 

Participants that chose the negative arousing follow up study were those that experienced a lower level 

of sensory stimulation [55]. Based on these findings, and building on previous theory [7,48], we 
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speculate that boredom should motivate preferences for novel stimuli, including risky situations. This 

preference should be reflected in choices of unfamiliar situations and objects (e.g., interacting with 

strangers, choosing challenging tasks). Preference could be given to experiences that are likely to elicit 

positive emotions, such as a funny movie, or negative emotions, such as a sad movie. Choosing 

situations likely to elicit negative emotions, such as watching a sad movie or horror film, may be 

particularly likely after boredom was elicited by recent experience with a situation that elicited 

happiness (that has now faded in intensity). That is, the new outcome that is pursued would likely be 

determined by the situation that has now faded and produced boredom; if a person became bored 

during a positive experience (e.g., a funny movie), a negative experience might become desired and 

pursued (e.g., a sad movie). Thus, boredom could motivate behavior to pursue novel opportunities, either 

positive or negative. 

Preferences for novelty following boredom could also be reflected in changes in arousal. With 

repeated exposure, events become familiar and the amount of arousal they produce diminishes [7]. 

Boredom that results from acclimatizing to a low arousal situation (e.g., reading a paper) might 

encourage pursuit of a high arousal activity (e.g., an intense workout at the gym). Similarly, recent 

experience with a high arousal activity (e.g., speeding through traffic) might encourage pursuit of a 

low arousal activity (e.g., listening to a lecture), as this activity represents a change in the level of 

arousal. Interestingly, there may be individual differences in the tendency to prefer changes in arousal 

versus continuing high arousal. Some individuals, notably those high in sensation seeking, may prefer 

to seek additional arousing activities when their current arousal fades (i.e., sensation seekers; [7,56]). 

A substance abuser that uses an ever increasing amount of a substance to attain a similar level of 

arousal would be an example of this type of pursuit.  

Another line of experimental studies investigating the impact of boredom on behavior has examined 

the role of meaning. The pursuit of meaning is proposed to be a fundamental aspect of human life, and 

provides a sense of purpose [57]. According to this perspective, boredom results from a meaningless 

situation [8], and engenders an urge to seek more meaningful activities. In a series of studies 

participants have sought out more meaningful outcomes after a boredom induction [9–11]. Specifically, 

while experiencing a state of high compared to low boredom, participants were more favorable of their 

in group, and treated out group members more harshly, as group membership provides a sense of 

meaning [9]. Further, when bored, participants were more likely to use nostalgia to return a sense of 

meaning to their lives, suggesting that memory was altered to promote a sense of meaning [11]. These 

important findings demonstrate that boredom motivates behavior to change the current situation. While 

these studies have focused on the importance of meaning in boredom, and have demonstrated the value 

of meaning, we contend that behavior is not always driven by meaning [58,59]. That is, boredom may 

sometimes motivate behaviors meant to increase a sense of meaning; however, more broadly speaking, 

boredom motivates behaviors with the intent to change the current situation. Other emotions can also, 

at times, motivate behaviors without meaning. For instance, a person might become anxious by a 

passing shadow. This would still result in an experience of anxiety, but there would not be an actual 

threat. Thus, boredom, like other emotions, could motivate behaviors without meaning. Importantly, 

we propose that boredom results from diminishing emotional stimulation in a situation and prompts 

responses to facilitate the pursuit of alternative goals. 
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Boredom may also serve a function in social situations, as emotions are proposed to have powerful 

impacts on interactions [26]. Typically the social function of emotion is fulfilled through 

communicating emotion to others through expression [26,28,42]. For instance, an expression of fear 

communicates that there is a present threat to others [28]. We propose that boredom expresses to others 

that a person is seeking change and stimulation, potentially prompting others to respond by assisting in 

this pursuit. Notably, these are expressions of boredom based on the proposed function of boredom, 

but there is limited empirical work related to the experience of boredom. The expression of boredom 

would be that of closed lips without flexion of the zygomatic muscle, this could serve as a 

demonstration of disengagement from the situation and others [60]. A recent study also found that the 

buccinators muscle is activated during experiences of boredom, differing boredom from shame and 

sadness [61]. Eyes should be open, but with the lids slightly drooped [61]. Gaze should not be directed 

toward anything specific. This would demonstrate to others that interest is lost, and that attention is not 

on them [60]. The eyes might also be rolled as a further demonstration that boredom is being 

experienced. The posture of boredom is slouched and hunched over [60,62], likely because no new 

goal has been identified. Overall, the expression of boredom has received little research attention. The 

extant research agrees with our proposed function of boredom, but much of this is based on a single 

study. Additional research is required to reliably establish expressions associated with boredom. 

5. Cognition 

The pursuit of alternative goals and experiences engendered by boredom is likely to be reflected in 

shifting attention to novel stimuli. This could be reflected in alternative external or internal stimuli. 

External stimuli would be any change in the environment. This could be moving to a different location, 

pursuing a new activity or challenge (e.g., quitting work to return to school), or engaging a different 

person or group of people. Internal stimuli could be changes in thoughts, affect, arousal, or attention 

(e.g., to stop attending to what is being read and start focusing on the birds heard outside the window). 

All of these changes would introduce new stimulation.  

Consistent with our proposal, boredom has powerful effects on attention (for a complete review  

see [2]). In particular, boredom makes it difficult to attend to a task that is currently being completed. 

Indeed, at the trait level, there is a relationship between boredom proneness and attention deficit 

hyperactivity disorder [63,64]. This relationship also holds in experimental work on state boredom. In 

multiple studies meant to assess the effect of boredom on vigilance, participants are required to 

monitor carefully for the appearance of certain stimuli. These stimuli are rarely presented, and the 

tasks are usually quite long (about 90 minutes). As the task progresses, reported level of boredom 

increases and task performance decreases. Participants also report that it is increasingly difficult to 

maintain attention [65–67]. One limitation of these studies is that boredom is manipulated by the same 

task on which performance is measured, meaning that it is unclear if boredom elicits a general 

tendency to limit attention to tasks or a general lack of attention to any task. 

Consistent with our proposal that boredom shifts attention to alternative goals and experiences, 

research also suggests that boredom is associated with greater mind wandering. ―Mind wandering‖ 

refers to shifts in attention away from a current task and toward unrelated cognitions and feelings [68,69]. 

Mind wandering to information unrelated to current tasks has been associated with a failure to engage 
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attention to the current task [68], and may be caused by boredom. Recent research has suggested that 

mind wandering occurs frequently, and people feel more negative affect while mind wandering [3]. 

This might be due to people being more likely to mind wander to something positive than something 

negative [3]. Mind wandering to something more positive than the current situation could be an 

indication the current situation is of low functional importance; this would reduce satisfaction with the 

current task [70] and encourage change. When the mind wanders to a more negative event, satisfaction 

with the current activity may be bolstered, and encourage one to maintain attention. A recent theory of 

boredom suggests that an inability to sustain attention, and mind wandering, lead to boredom [2]. We 

contend, however, that mind wandering may be result from boredom. Specifically, as the intensity of 

an experience fades, the experience of boredom begins. Mind wandering is then motivated by boredom 

and is an attempt to find a new goal. It is also possible, however, that as an emotional experience 

begins to fade, the mind starts to wander as the increased attention associated with an emotional 

experience also fades, before a state of boredom is actually experienced. Extant research demonstrates 

that mind wandering is a negative experience [3,71], and that boredom and mind wandering are related [2], 

the causal relationship of the two, however, is currently unclear. 

Finally, it has been suggested that boredom can increase creativity [72–74], despite the fact that folk 

ideas often consider boredom and creativity to be opposites [73,74]. In support of this claim, one study 

found that, when asked about the subjective positive outcomes of boredom, some participants listed 

increased creativity [72]. Future research should examine the effects of an induced state of boredom on 

creativity tasks.  

6. Experience  

The experience of boredom should be negative and aversive, creating a desire to change from the 

current state and avoid future states of boredom. Consistent with this proposal, research has found that 

boredom is reported to be a negative affective experience [10,63,75–78]. The experience of boredom 

as a negative state appears to arise in part from a subjective sense of time passing slowly [79]. In one 

study, participants completed a task in front of a clock. In one condition, the clock showed that 10 

minutes had passed and in the other condition it showed 30 minutes had passed. In both conditions the 

actual time of the experiment was 20 minutes (i.e., the clocks were manipulated to show more time or 

less time had passed than actually had). Participants reported more boredom when the clock showed 

they had worked on the task for 10 minutes, compared to 30 minutes. This is due to participants feeling 

like more time had passed (and it actually had), causing them to report more boredom, as boredom 

could account for time seemingly passing slowly [80]. Boredom also includes a sense of being unable 

to escape an undesirable moment [2,12]. This would create a feeling of being trapped in the current 

experience, and we propose would encourage attempts to change the experience. The slow perception 

of time passage, and feeling incapable of escaping, likely make the experience of boredom subjectively 

more negative and increase the desire to seek alternative goals and experiences. 

A recent series of studies assessed the self-reported experience of boredom compared to other 

emotions [10]. The self-reported feelings, thoughts, action tendencies, actions, and motivational goals 

experienced while bored were distinct from those of anger, frustration and sadness. Specifically, 

boredom was reported to uniquely include simultaneous feelings of restlessness and a lack of 
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challenge. Distinct thoughts included that the current situations served no purpose. Participants also 

reported a desire for doing something completely different and a desire to do something with purpose [10]. 

These findings provide important differences between the experience of boredom and other similar 

emotions and, although differences among emotions were self-reported, suggest directions for future 

work to establish the effects of boredom. 

7. Physiology  

Boredom should be associated with increased autonomic arousal to enable the pursuit of alternative 

goals and experiences, but potential physiological changes due to boredom have received little 

research attention. In two studies boredom was manipulated through the use of a vigilance task, or a 

repetitive writing task (i.e., writing the letters ―cd‖ repeatedly), or participants wrote stories to describe 

the events in a picture (the second study was a within-subjects design, and counterbalanced the order 

of condition). While completing the task, participants galvanic skin potential (study 1), skin 

conductance and heart rate were recorded (study 2). Results showed that higher levels of reported 

boredom were accompanied by increased autonomic arousal (i.e., heart rate and galvanic skin 

response; [81]). This finding might seem counterintuitive, based on the conventional lethargic 

conceptualization of boredom. Indeed, the extant research on the physiological effects of boredom is 

mixed, with some findings that boredom is associated with low arousal [82], some findings that 

boredom is a high arousal state [72,81], and some findings that boredom can be associated with both 

low and high arousal [2,6,20]. These mixed findings appear to result from a failure to distinguish 

between apathy (a low arousal state) and boredom (potentially a high arousal state). We contend that, 

because boredom encourages seeking alternative goals and experiences, it should be associated with 

increased activity from the autonomic nervous system. In addition to the experimental findings above, 

this claim is indirectly supported by findings that under-stimulated (i.e., bored) rats run faster [83], and 

children exposed to a stimulus for a long period of time respond faster to a signal noise than children 

exposed for a short period [84]. These findings suggest that boredom prepares for action, likely due to 

increased autonomic arousal.  

8. Conclusions  

Boredom is frequently and commonly experienced, suggesting that it plays a valuable role in human 

goal pursuit. We propose that boredom is a discrete functional emotion, and serves to encourage 

people to seek new goals and experiences. Boredom provides a valuable adaptive function by signaling 

it is time to pursue a new goal. Much like Alice becoming distracted from her fear of falling and 

shifting her attention towards the cupboards and her upcoming conversations; we propose that 

boredom will motivate the pursuit of new goals as the intensity of the current experience fades. 

Experimental research is needed to test these claims, but the current paper provides a much needed 

direction for basic boredom research.  

Acknowledgments 

The authors would like to thank Brea Grant for her valuable insight into the entertainment field.  

  



Behav. Sci. 2013, 3 469 

 

Conflict of Interest 

The authors declare no conflict of interest.  

References 

1. Carroll, L. Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland; Random House: New York, NY, USA, 1968. 

2. Eastwood, J.D.; Frischen, A.; Fenske, M.J.; Smilek, D. The unengaged mind: Defining boredom 

in terms of attention. Perspect. Psychol. Sci. 2012, 7, 482–495. 

3. Killingsworth, M.A.; Gilbert, D.T. A wandering mind is an unhappy mind. Science 2010, 330, 

932–932. 

4. Klapp, O.E. Overload and Boredom: Essays on the Quality of Life in the Information Society; 

Greenwood Publishing: Westport, CT, USA, 1986; pp. 174–174. 

5. Sundberg, N.D.; Latkin, C.A.; Farmer, R.F.; Saoud, J. Boredom in young adults: Gender and 

cultural comparisons. J. Cross Cult. Psychol. 1991, 22, 209–223. 

6. Martin, M.; Sadlo, G.; Stew, G. The phenomenon of boredom. Qual. Res. Psychol. 2006, 3, 193–211. 

7. Zuckerman, M. Sensation Seeking: Beyond the Optimal Level of Arousal; Erlbaum: Hillsdale, 

NJ, USA, 1979. 

8. Barbalet, J.M. Boredom and social meaning. Br. J. Sociol. 1999, 50, 631–646. 

9. Van Tilburg, W.A.P.; Igou, E.R. On boredom and social identity: A pragmatic meaning-regulation 

approach. Pers. Soc. Psychol. B.2011, 37, 1679–1691.  

10. Van Tilburg, W.A.P.; Igou, E.R. On boredom: Lack of challenge and meaning as distinct 

boredom experiences. Motiv. Emotion 2012, 36, 181–194. 

11. Van Tilburg, W.A.P.; Igou, E.R.; Sedikides, C. In search of meaningfulness: Nostalgia as an 

antidote to boredom. Emotion 2013, 13, 450–461. 

12. Todman, M. Boredom and psychotic disorders: Cognitive and motivational issues. Psychiatry 

2003, 66, 146–167. 

13. O‘Hanlon, J.F. Boredom: Practical consequences and a theory. Acta Psychol. 1981, 49, 53–82. 

14. Mercer, K.B.; Eastwood, J.D. Is boredom associated with problem gambling behaviour? It 

depends on what you mean by ‗boredom‘. Int. Gambl. Stud. 2010, 10, 91–104. 

15. Lee, C.M.; Neighbors, C.; Woods, B.A. Marijuana motives: Young adults‘ reasons for using 

marijuana. Addict. Behav. 2007, 32, 1384–1394. 

16. LePera, N. Relationships between boredom proneness, mindfulness, anxiety, depression, and 

substance use. New School Psychol. Bull. 2011, 8, 15–25.  

17. Abramson, E.E.; Stinson, S.G. Boredom and eating in obese and non-obese individuals. Addict. 

Behav. 1977, 2, 181–185. 

18. Robinson, W.P. Boredom at school. Br. J. Educ. Psychol. 1975, 45, 141–152. 

19. Goldberg, Y.K.; Eastwood, J.D.; Laguardia, J.; Danckert, J. Boredom: An emotional experience 

distinct from apathy, anhedonia, or depression. J. Soc. Clin. Psychol. 2011, 30, 647–666. 

20. Vodanovich, S.J. Psychometric measures of boredom: A review of the literature. J. Psychol. 2003, 

137, 569–595. 



Behav. Sci. 2013, 3 470 

 

21. Broadbent, D.; Broadbent, M. Anxiety and attentional bias: State and trait. Cognition Emotion 

1988, 2, 165–183. 

22. Gaudry, E.; Vagg, P.; Spielberger, C.D. Validation of the state-trait distinction in anxiety 

research. Multivar. Behav. Res. 1975, 10, 331–341. 

23. Lench, H.C.; Flores, S.A.; Bench, S.W. Discrete emotions predict changes in cognition, judgment, 

experience, behavior, and physiology: A meta-analysis of experimental emotion elicitations. 

Psychol. Bull. 2011, 137, 834–855. 

24. Keltner, D.; Gross, J.J. Functional accounts of emotions. Cognit. Emot. 1999, 13, 467–480. 

25. Keltner, D.; Kring, A.M. Emotion, social function, and psychopathology. Rev. Gen. Psychol. 

1998, 2, 320–342. 

26. Niedenthal, P.M.; Brauer, M. Social functionality of human emotion. Annu. Rev. Psychol. 2012, 

63, 259–285. 

27. Oatley, K.; Jenkins, J.M. Human emotions: Function and dysfunction. Annu. Rev. Psychol. 1992, 

43, 55–85. 

28. Shariff, A.F.; Tracy, J.L. What are emotion expressions for? Curr. Dir. Psychol. Sci. 2011, 20, 

395–399. 

29. Carver, C.S. Negative affects deriving from the behavioral approach system. Emotion 2004, 4, 3–22. 

30. Lench, H.C.; Levine, L.J. Effects of fear on risk and control judgements and memory: 

Implications for health promotion messages. Cognition Emotion 2005, 19, 1049–1069. 

31. Fredrickson, B.L. The role of positive emotions in positive psychology: The broaden-and-build 

theory of positive emotions. Am. Psychol. 2001, 56, 218–226. 

32. Isen, A.M. Positive Affect and Decision Making; Guilford Press: New York, NY, USA, 1993;  

pp. 261–277. 

33. Gross, J.J.; Levenson, R.W. Emotion elicitation using films. Cognit. Emot. 1995, 9, 87–108. 

34. Lerner, J.S.; Keltner, D. Fear, anger, and risk. J. Pers. Soc. Psychol. 2001, 81, 146–159. 

35. Aarts, H.; Custers, R.; Holland, R.W. The nonconscious cessation of goal pursuit: When goals and 

negative affect are coactivated. J. Pers. Soc. Psychol. 2007, 92, 165–178. 

36. Shah, J.Y.; Kruglanski, A.W. Priming against your will: How accessible alternatives affect goal 

pursuit. J. Exp. Soc. Psychol. 2002, 38, 368–383. 

37. Damrad-Frye, R.; Laird, J.D. The experience of boredom: The role of the self-perception of 

attention. J. Pers. Soc. Psychol. 1989, 57, 315–320. 

38. Izard, C.E. Human Emotions; Plenum Press: New York, NY, USA, 1977. 

39. Pekrun, R.; Goetz, T.; Daniels, L.M.; Stupnisky, R.H.; Perry, R.P. Boredom in achievement 

settings: Exploring control-value antecedents and performance outcomes of a neglected emotion. 

J. Educ. Psychol. 2010, 102, 531–549. 

40. Scherer, K.R. On the nature and function of emotions: A component process approach. In 

Approaches to Emotion; Scherer, K.R., Ekman, P., Eds.; Erlbaum: Hillsdale, NJ, USA, 1984;  

pp. 293–317. 

41. Farmer, R.; Sundberg, N.D. Boredom proneness: The development and correlates of a new scale. 

J. Pers. Assess. 1986, 50, 4–17. 

42. Frijda, N.H. Emotion, cognitive structure, and action tendency. Cognit. Emot. 1987, 1, 115. 



Behav. Sci. 2013, 3 471 

 

43. Lerner, J.S.; Keltner, D. Beyond valence: Toward a model of emotion-specific influences on 

judgement and choice. Cognit. Emot. 2000, 14, 473–493. 

44. Frederick, S.; Loewenstein, G. Hedonic adaptation. In Well-Being: The Foundations of Hedonic 

Psychology; Russell Sage Foundation: New York, NY, USA, 1999; pp. 302–329. 

45. Gilbert, D.T.; Lieberman, M.D.; Morewedge, C.K.; Wilson, T.D. The peculiar longevity of things 

not so bad. Psychol. Sci. 2004, 15, 14–19. 

46. Wilson, T.D.; Gilbert, D.T. Explaining away: A model of affective adaptation. Perspect. Psychol. 

Sci. 2008, 3, 370–386. 

47. Robinson, M.D.; Clore, G.L. Belief and feeling: Evidence for an accessibility model of emotional 

self-report. Psychol. Bull. 2002, 128, 934–960. 

48. Vodanovich, S.J. On the possible benefits of boredom: A neglected area in personality research. 

Psychol. Educ. Interd. 2003, 40, 28–33. 

49. Levine, L.J. Young children‘s understanding of the causes of anger and sadness. Child Dev. 1995, 

66, 697–709. 

50. Roseman, I.J.; Antoniou, A.A.; Jose, P.E. Appraisal determinants of emotions: Constructing a 

more accurate and comprehensive theory. Cognit. Emot. 1996, 10, 241–277. 

51. Marin, R.S. Differential diagnosis and classification of apathy. Am. J. Psychiatry 1990, 147, 22–30. 

52. Vodanovich, S.J.; Kass, S.J. A factor analytic study of the boredom proneness scale. J. Pers. 

Assess. 1990, 55, 115–123. 

53. Goldberg, Y.K.; Eastwood, J.D.; Guardia, J.L.; Danckert, J. Boredom: An emotional experience 

distinct from apathy, anhedonia, or depression. J. Soc. Clin. Psychol. 2011, 30, 647–666. 

54. Blaszczynski, A.; McConaghy, N.; Franknova, A. Boredom proneness in pathological gambling. 

Psychol. Rep. 1990, 67, 35–35. 

55. Larsen, R.J.; Zarate, M.A. Extending reducer/augmenter theory into the emotion domain: The role 

of affect in regulating stimulation level. Pers. Individ. Dif. 1991, 12, 713–723. 

56. Zuckerman, M. Dimensions of sensation seeking. J. Consult. Clin. Psychol. 1971, 36, 45–52. 

57. Heine, S.J.; Proulx, T.; Vohs, K.D. The meaning maintenance model: On the coherence of social 

motivations. Pers. Soc. Psychol. Rev. 2006, 10, 88–110. 

58. Aarts, H.; Dijksterhuis, A. Habits as knowledge structures: Automaticity in goal-directed 

behavior. J. Pers. Soc. Psychol. 2000, 78, 53–63. 

59. Maslow, A.H. A theory of human motivation. Psychol. Rev. 1943, 50, 370–396. 

60. Kroes, S. Detecting Boredom in Meetings; University of Twente: Enschede, The Netherlands, 

2005; pp. 1–5.  

61. Scherer, K.R.; Ellgring, H. Multimodal expression of emotion: Affect programs or componential 

appraisal patterns? Emotion 2007, 7, 158–171. 

62. Wallbott, H.G. Bodily expression of emotion. Eur. J. Soc. Psychol. 1998, 28, 879–896. 

63. Fahlman, S.A.; Mercer-Lynn, K.B.; Flora, D.B.; Eastwood, J.D. Development and validation of 

the multidimensional state boredom scale. Assessment 2013, 20, 68–85. 

64. Malkovsky, E.; Merrifield, C.; Goldberg, Y.; Danckert, J. Exploring the relationship between 

boredom and sustained attention. Exp. Brain Res. 2012, 221, 59–67. 

65. Pattyn, N.; Neyt, X.; Henderickx, D.; Soetens, E. Psychophysiological investigation of vigilance 

decrement: Boredom or cognitive fatigue? Physiol. Behav. 2008, 93, 369–378. 



Behav. Sci. 2013, 3 472 

 

66. Scerbo, M.W. What's so boring about vigilance? In Viewing Psychology as a Whole: The 

Integrative Science of William N. Dember; Hoffman, R.R., Sherrick, M.F., Warm, J.S., Eds.; 

American Psychological Association: Washington, DC, USA, 1998; pp. 145–166. 

67. Thackray, R.I.; Bailey, J.P.; Touchstone, R.M. Physiological, subjective, and performance 

correlates of reported boredom and monotony while performing a simulated radar control task. In 

Vigilance: Theory, Operational Performance and Physiological Correlates; Mackie, R.R., Ed.; 

Plenum: New York, NY, USA, 1975; pp. 203–216. 

68. Smallwood, J.; O‘Connor, R.C.; Sudbery, M.V.; Obonsawin, M. Mind-wandering and dysphoria. 

Cognit. Emot. 2007, 21, 816–842. 

69. Smallwood, J.; Schooler, J.W. The restless mind. Psychol. Bull. 2006, 132, 946–958. 

70. Critcher, C.R.; Gilovich, T. Inferring attitudes from mindwandering. Pers. Soc. Psychol. Bull. 

2010, 36, 1255–1266. 

71. Carriere, J.S.A.; Cheyne, J.A.; Smilek, D. Everyday attention lapses and memory failures: The 

affective consequences of mindlessness. Conscious Cogn. 2008, 17, 835–847.  

72. Harris, M.B. Correlates and characteristics of boredom proneness and boredom. J. Appl. Soc. 

Psychol. 2000, 30, 576–598. 

73. Schubert, D.S. Boredom as an antagonist of creativity. J. Creative Behav. 1977, 11, 233–240. 

74. Schubert, D.S. Creativity and coping with boredom. Psychiat. Ann. 1978, 8, 46–54. 

75. Fahlman, S.A.; Mercer, K.B.; Gaskovski, P.; Eastwood, A.E.; Eastwood, J.D. Does a lack of life 

meaning cause boredom?: Results from psychometric, longitudinal, and experimental analyses.  

J. Soc. Clin. Psychol. 2009, 28, 307–340. 

76. Hill, A.B.; Perkins, R.E. Towards a model of boredom. Br. J. Psychol. 1985, 76, 235–240. 

77. Perkins, R.E.; Hill, A.B. Cognitive and affective aspects of boredom. Br. J. Psychol. 1985, 76, 

221–234. 

78. Vodanovich, S.J.; Verner, K.M.; Gilbride, T.V. Boredom proneness: Its relationship to positive 

and negative affect. Psychol. Rep. 1991, 69, 1139–1146. 

79. Greenson, R.R. On boredom. J. Am. Psychoanal. Assoc. 1953, 1, 7–21. 

80. London, H.; Monello, L. Cognitive manipulation of boredom. In Thought and Feeling: Cognitive 

Alteration of Feeling States; London, H., Nisbett, R.E., Eds.; Aldine: Oxford, UK, 1974;  

pp. 239–239. 

81. London, H.; Schubert, D.S.; Washburn, D. Increase of autonomic arousal by boredom. J. Abnorm. 

Psychol. 1972, 80, 29–36. 

82. Mikulas, W.L.; Vodanovich, S.J. The essence of boredom. Psychol. Rec. 1993, 43, 3–12. 

83. Fowler, H., Satiation and curiosity: Constructs for a drive and incentive-motivational theory of 

exploration. Psychol. Learn Motiv. 1967, 1, 157–227. 

84. Kubose, S.K. Motivational effects of boredom on children's response speeds. Dev. Psychol. 1972, 

6, 302–305. 

© 2013 by the authors; licensee MDPI, Basel, Switzerland. This article is an open access article 

distributed under the terms and conditions of the Creative Commons Attribution license 

(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/). 


