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Summary

Boredom is a universal experience overlooked in the scientific community despite most
people having experienced it at some point in their lives. Despite being a common emotion,
boredom has received little attention compared to other emotions such as happiness or anger
(Westgate and Steidle, 2020). Boredom is often considered a trivial and inconsequential
emotion, but recent studies have shown that it can have a significant impact on our wellbeing,
productivity, and even our health. This paper aims to explore the concept of boredom, its
impact on lives and its psychiatric aspect.

Defining boredom

Boredom is a state of mind characterized by a lack of interest, stimulation, or challenge.
It is a subjective experience that can manifest in a variety of ways, including restlessness,
apathy, and disinterest. Boredom can be caused by a lack of external stimulation or by
internal factors such as a lack of motivation or a sense of purpose. It can arise from routine
tasks, repetitive activities, or lack of novelty, which can result in a sense of time dragging or
feeling stuck in a monotonous routine. Boredom can also arise from unmet expectations or a
discrepancy between our desires and our current reality (Eastwood et al., 2012; Van Tilburg
and Igou, 2017; Raffaelli et al., 2018).

The impact of boredom

Boredom can occur in different settings, including work, school, relationships, and
leisure time, and is more prevalent among men, youths, the unmarried, and those of lower
income (Chin et al., 2017; Weybright et al., 2020). While boredom is often seen as an
unpleasant experience, it can have both negative and positive effects on individuals. On the
one hand, boredom can be a source of creativity and innovation in that when bored, brains
are more likely to wander and explore new ideas or perspectives. Boredom can encourage one
to seek novel experiences, discover new interests, or challenge oneself to learn and grow. For
instance during the COVID-19 pandemic, boredom as a result of lockdowns and isolations
helped many explore new ideas and discover new interests. Some explored content creation
as well as other interests such as painting, cooking, baking and knitting (Morse et al., 2021).
Boredom can also prompt to reflect on values, goals, and aspirations, and motivate to make
changes in lives. In this sense, boredom can be seen as an opportunity for self-awareness
and self-improvement. Studies have shown that people who experience moderate levels of
boredom are more likely to engage in creative thinking and problem-solving (Elpidorou,
2018; van Tilburg and Igou, 2019).
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On the other hand, boredom can also have negative
consequences such as decreased productivity, poor mental health,
and even physical health problems. In one study a significant
percentage of participants—67% of men and 25% of women—
preferred to administer electric shocks to themselves rather than
experience boredom while sitting alone with their thoughts (Wilson
et al., 2014). This finding highlights how much people generally
dislike being bored. Boredom has also been associated with various
negative behaviors, such as self-harm, substance use, and engaging
in distractions like watching movies during work (Havermans
et al., 2015; Weybright et al., 2015; Nederkoorn et al., 2016). To
illustrate how boredom can lead to distraction at work, an air
traffic controller was caught watching a crime thriller while at work
during a quiet overnight shift instead of monitoring the space,
exposing the controller’s distraction as a result of boredom at work
(Lowy and Henry, 2016). Similarly, a security guard had to call the
police to release him from handcuffs after he handcuffed himself
out of boredom and lost the key (Darrah, 2019). These incidents
highlight how boredom can affect workers in critical jobs that
require prolonged vigilance. Despite technological advances that
have made their tasks safer and easier, boredom can still creep in
and impact their performance (Cummings et al., 2016).

Psychiatric aspects of boredom

Boredom has significant psychological and psychiatric aspects.
It is not just a feeling of being uninterested or disengaged rather it
can affect various aspects of mental health, cognition, and behavior.
Research has shown that boredom is not only linked to depression,
but it may also be both a risk factor and a symptom of depression
(Sommers and Vodanovich, 2000; Goldberg et al., 2011; Eastwood
etal,, 2012; Mercer-Lynn et al., 2013; Spaeth et al., 2015). A study on
722 students found that students who scored high on boredom scale
also scored high on depression scale an indication that boredom
can be a psychological feature of depressed states (Spaeth et al.,
2015). In another study among 823 undergraduate students aimed
at exploring the relationship between boredom and depression,
the correlation between boredom and depression was substantially
high (r = 0.72, p < 0.001; Goldberg et al, 2011). Boredom
can disrupt motivation, reduce pleasure, and interfere with goal-
directed behavior, which can contribute to the development of
depressive symptoms. Boredom is also associated with anxiety by
triggering anxious thoughts and worries or exacerbate symptoms
of already existing anxiety disorders (LePera, 2011).

Further, boredom is implicated in the development and
maintenance of substance use disorders. When individuals feel
bored, they may turn to substances, such as alcohol or drugs, as a
way to cope with or alleviate their boredom (Weybright et al., 2015;
Biolcati et al., 2016). Boredom can also increase impulsivity, leading
individuals to engage in risky or sensation-seeking activities as a
way to alleviate their boredom (Lee et al., 2007; Mercer-Lynn et al.,
2013). In fact, a study on binge drinking behavior in adolescents
found that boredom proneness was a significant predictor of binge
drinking (Biolcati et al., 2016). This impulsive behavior can further
exacerbate mental health issues, such as anxiety and depression
(LePera, 2011).
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Individual and cultural differences affect how boredom is
experienced (Vodanovich et al., 2011). For instance, age and stage
in life can influence how boredom is experienced and expressed.
Children and adolescents may be more prone to boredom due to
their developing cognitive abilities and limited autonomy while
older adults, on the other hand, may experience boredom as a result
of retirement or decreased social interaction (Martin et al., 2006).

African context

In the African context, boredom takes on unique dimensions
shaped by cultural norms, values, and social structures. African
societies are characterized by their rich cultural heritage, diversity,
and communal way of life (Abungu, 2011; Columbus, 2014).
African cultures have a strong emphasis on community and social
cohesion, and people often find meaning and fulfillment through
social relationships, extended family networks, and collective
activities (Columbus, 2014). For example, in some African
cultures, communal activities such as storytelling, music, dance,
and traditional ceremonies provide a rich source of stimulation,
creativity, and social interaction, which may mitigate feelings of
boredom (Idang, 2015; Guide, Guide). However, with the rapid
modernization in many parts of Africa, there are increasing
challenges to traditional ways of life thus boredom has become
a prominent issue. This is more so in the wake of COVID-19
pandemic that limited socialization.

Another aspect of boredom in the African context is the impact
of poverty and inequality. Many African countries face significant
challenges in terms of poverty, unemployment, and limited access
to basic resources and services (Ukpere, 2011; Francis and Webster,
2019). In such contexts, people may experience boredom due to
a lack of opportunities for education, employment, and personal
growth. The feeling of being stuck in a monotonous routine without
prospects for improvement can lead to a sense of hopelessness.

Boredom has emerged as a significant mental health concern
in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic in sub-Saharan Africa
(SSA), according to recent research (Langsi et al., 2021; Coetzee
et al,, 2022). A web-based cross-sectional study conducted during
the lockdown period in most SSA countries found that over half
(52.2%) of the participants reported experiencing mental health
symptoms, with feeling bored being the most prevalent symptom
reported by 70.5% of respondents, followed by feeling anxious
(59.1%), being worried (57.5%), frustrated (51.5%), and angry
(22.3%; Langsi et al., 2021). The impact of boredom on mental
health and emotional responses has been observed across different
age groups. A study on adolescents in South Africa found that
individuals with higher trait boredom were more likely to use
substances (Weybright et al., 2015). Similarly, boredom has also
been shown to trigger psychological distress among students in
22 African countries especially during the pandemic lockdown
(Zahrae Afellat and Alipour, 2021). The findings of these studies
highlight the importance of addressing boredom as a significant
mental health concern in Africa. Reduction of adolescent substance
use, promotion of leisure/recreation opportunities, and provision
of social interaction for children are important strategies to mitigate
the impact of boredom on mental health (Weybright et al., 2015;
Semo and Frissa, 2020).
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Conclusion

In conclusion, boredom is not a trivial experience, but rather
a complex psychological phenomenon that can impact mental
health, cognition, and behavior. It is linked to depression, anxiety,
substance use, impulsivity, and increased risk-taking behavior.
Recognizing and addressing the psychiatric aspects of boredom can
play a significant role in promoting mental health and wellbeing.
There is a need for research on how to quantify boredom, conduct
both quantitative and qualitative research to clearly understand its
epidemiological patterns and potential avenues of intervention.

Strength and limitation

While there is general knowledge that boredom can have both
negative and positive effects as well as have significant psychological
and psychiatric aspects on individuals, in the African context it can
be experienced differently due to the cultural norms, values, and
social structures that exist in Africa unlike in other non-African
countries. Therefore, in attempt to write about boredom in African
setting, it has downed on us on the importance to study boredom in
Africa and more so in the Kenyan where we have no documented
clinical cases to draw from.

References
Abungu, G. (2011). Africas rich intangible heritage: managing a
continent’s  diverse heritage.  Safeguarding Intang  Herit. 2011, 57-70.

doi: 10.9734/bpi/mono/978-93-5547-847-4/CH6

Biolcati, R., Passini, S., and Mancini, G. (2016). “I cannot stand the boredom.”
Binge drinking expectancies in adolescence. Addict. Behav. Rep. 3, 70-76.
doi: 10.1016/j.abrep.2016.05.001

Chin, A., Markey, A., Bhargava, S., Kassam, K. S., and Loewenstein, G. (2017).
Bored in the USA: experience sampling and boredom in everyday life. Emotion 17,
359. doi: 10.1037/emo00000232

Coetzee, B. J., Gericke, H., Human, S., Stallard, P., and Loades, M. (2022). How
young people experienced COVID-19 disease containment measures in the Western
Cape, South Africa: a qualitative study including the perspectives of young people,
their parents, teachers and school counsellors. Psychol. Psychother. Theory Res. Pract.
95, 383-401. doi: 10.1111/papt.12374

Columbus, O. (2014). African cultural values and inter-communal relations: the
case with Nigeria. Dev. Ctry. Stud. 4, 208-217.

Cummings, M. L., Gao, F., and Thornburg, K. M. (2016). Boredom in the workplace:
anew look at an old problem. Hum. Fact. 58, 279-300. doi: 10.1177/0018720815609503

Darrah, N. (2019). “Bored” Wisconsin Security Guard Handcuffs Himself, Forgets Key
at Home: Police. Wisnonsin: Fox News. Available online at: https://www.foxnews.com/
us/wisconsin-bored- security- guard-handcuffs

Eastwood, J. D., Frischen, A., Fenske, M. J., and Smilek, D. (2012). The unengaged
mind: defining boredom in terms of attention. Perspect. Psychol. Sci. 7, 482-495.
doi: 10.1177/1745691612456044

Elpidorou, A. (2018). The good of boredom. Philos. Psychol. 31, 323-351.
doi: 10.1080/09515089.2017.1346240

Francis, D., and Webster, E. (2019). Poverty and inequality in South Africa:
critical reflections. Dev. South Afr. 36, 788-802. doi: 10.1080/0376835X.2019.16
66703

Goldberg, Y. K., and Eastwood, J. D., LaGuardia, J., and Danckert, J. (2011).
Boredom: an emotional experience distinct from apathy, anhedonia, or depression. J.
Soc. Clin. Psychol. 30, 647-666. doi: 10.1521/jscp.2011.30.6.647

Guide, V. F. African Traditions. African Traditions are expressed through music, art,
dance and sculpture. Available online at: https://www.victoriafalls- guide.net/african-
traditions.html#:~:text=African

Frontiersin Sociology

10.3389/fs0c.2023.1213190

Author contributions

All authors listed have made a substantial, direct, and
intellectual contribution to the work and approved it for
publication.

Conflict of interest

The authors declare that the research was conducted
in the absence of any commercial or financial relationships
that could be
of interest.

construed as a potential  conflict

Publisher’s note

All claims expressed in this article are solely those
of the authors and do not necessarily represent those of
their of the publisher,
the editors and the reviewers. Any product that may be

affiliated organizations, or those

evaluated in this article, or claim that may be made by
its manufacturer, is not guaranteed or endorsed by the
publisher.

Havermans, R. C., Vancleef, L., Kalamatianos, A., and Nederkoorn, C. (2015). Eating
and inflicting pain out of boredom. Appetite 85, 52-57. doi: 10.1016/j.appet.2014.
11.007

Idang, G. E. (2015). African culture and values. Phronimon. 16, 97-111.
doi: 10.25159/2413-3086/3820

Langsi, R., Osuagwu, U. L., Goson, P. C., Abu, E. K., Mashige, K. P., Ekpenyong,
B., et al. (2021). Prevalence and factors associated with mental and emotional health
outcomes among africans during the COVID-19 lockdown period—a web-based cross-
sectional study. Int. J. Environ. Res. Public Health. 18, 899. doi: 10.3390/ijerph18030899

Lee, C. M., Neighbors, C., and Woods, B. A. (2007). Marijuana motives:
young adults’ reasons for using marijuana. Addict. Behav. 32, 1384-1394.
doi: 10.1016/j.addbeh.2006.09.010

LePera, N. (2011). Relationships between boredom proneness, mindfulness,
anxiety, depression, and substance use. New School Psychol. Bull. 8, 15-25.
doi: 10.1037/e741452011-003

Lowy, J., and Henry, R. (2016). FAA Suspends Controller for Watching Movie
on Duty. Washington, DC: Post and Courier. Available online at: https://www.
postandcourier.com/faa- suspends- controller- for- watching- movie- on- duty/article_
789158f9-b639-589d-ad1c-57b2ca03b28a.html

Martin, M., Sadlo, G., and Stew, G. (2006). The phenomenon of boredom. Qual. Res.
Psychol. 3, 193-211. doi: 10.1191/1478088706qrp0660a

Mercer-Lynn, K. B., Hunter, J. A., and Eastwood, J. D. (2013). Is trait boredom
redundant? J. Soc. Clin. Psychol. 32, 897-916. doi: 10.1521/jscp.2013.32.8.897

Morse, K. F., Fine, P. A,, and Friedlander, K. J. (2021). Creativity and leisure during
COVID-19: examining the relationship between leisure activities, motivations, and
psychological well-being. Front. Psychol. 12, 609967. doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2021.609967

Nederkoorn, C., Vancleef, L., Wilkenhoner, A., Claes, L., and Havermans,
R. C. (2016). Self-inflicted pain out of boredom. Psychiatry Res. 237, 127-132.
doi: 10.1016/j.psychres.2016.01.063

Raffaelli, Q., Mills, C., and Christoff, K. (2018). The knowns and unknowns
of boredom: a review of the literature. Exp. Brain Res. 236, 2451-2462.
doi: 10.1007/500221-017-4922-7

Semo, B., and Frissa, S. M. (2020). The mental health impact of the COVID-19
pandemic: implications for sub-Saharan Africa. Psychol. Res. Behav. Manag. 713-20.
doi: 10.2147/PRBM.S264286

frontiersin.org


https://doi.org/10.3389/fsoc.2023.1213190
https://doi.org/10.9734/bpi/mono/978-93-5547-847-4/CH6
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.abrep.2016.05.001
https://doi.org/10.1037/emo0000232
https://doi.org/10.1111/papt.12374
https://doi.org/10.1177/0018720815609503
https://www.foxnews.com/us/wisconsin-bored-security-guard-handcuffs
https://www.foxnews.com/us/wisconsin-bored-security-guard-handcuffs
https://doi.org/10.1177/1745691612456044
https://doi.org/10.1080/09515089.2017.1346240
https://doi.org/10.1080/0376835X.2019.1666703
https://doi.org/10.1521/jscp.2011.30.6.647
https://www.victoriafalls-guide.net/african-traditions.html#:~:text=African
https://www.victoriafalls-guide.net/african-traditions.html#:~:text=African
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.appet.2014.11.007
https://doi.org/10.25159/2413-3086/3820
https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph18030899
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.addbeh.2006.09.010
https://doi.org/10.1037/e741452011-003
https://www.postandcourier.com/faa-suspends-controller-for-watching-movie-on-duty/article_789158f9-b639-589d-ad1c-57b2ca03b28a.html
https://www.postandcourier.com/faa-suspends-controller-for-watching-movie-on-duty/article_789158f9-b639-589d-ad1c-57b2ca03b28a.html
https://www.postandcourier.com/faa-suspends-controller-for-watching-movie-on-duty/article_789158f9-b639-589d-ad1c-57b2ca03b28a.html
https://doi.org/10.1191/1478088706qrp066oa
https://doi.org/10.1521/jscp.2013.32.8.897
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2021.609967
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psychres.2016.01.063
https://doi.org/10.1007/s00221-017-4922-7
https://doi.org/10.2147/PRBM.S264286
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/sociology
https://www.frontiersin.org

Ndetei et al.

Sommers, J., and Vodanovich, S. J. (2000). Boredom proneness: its relationship
to psychological-and physical-health symptoms. J. Clin. Psychol. 56, 149-155. doi: 10.
1002/(SICI)1097-4679(200001)56:1<149::AID-JCLP14>3.0.CO;2-Y

Spaeth, M., Weichold, K., and Silbereisen, R. K. (2015). The development of
leisure boredom in early adolescence: predictors and longitudinal associations with
delinquency and depression. Dev. Psychol. 51, 1380. doi: 10.1037/a0039480

Ukpere, W. 1. (2011). Globalisation and the challenges of unemployment,
income inequality and poverty in Africa. African ]. Bus. Manag. 5, 6072.
doi: 10.5897/AJBM11.905

Van Tilburg, W. A. P., and Igou, E. R. (2017). Boredom begs to differ: differentiation
from other negative emotions. Emotion 17, 309. doi: 10.1037/emo00000233

van Tilburg, W. A. P, and Igou, E. R. (2019). The unbearable lightness of boredom:
a pragmatic meaning-regulation hypothesis. Boredom is your mind. A Shar Psychol.
Approach 2, 11-35. doi: 10.1007/978-3-030-26395-9_2

Vodanovich, S.J., Kass, S. J., Andrasik, F., Gerber, W. D., Niederberger, U., Breaux,
C., et al. (2011). Culture and gender differences in boredom proneness. N. Am. J.
Psychol. 2011, 13.

Frontiersin Sociology

04

10.3389/fs0c.2023.1213190

Westgate, E. C., and Steidle, B. (2020). Lost by definition: why boredom
matters for psychology and society. Soc. Personal Psychol. Compass. 14, €12562.
doi: 10.1111/spc3.12562

Weybright, E. H., Caldwell, L. L, Ram, N, Smith, E. A, and Wegner,
L. (2015). Boredom prone or nothing to do? Distinguishing between state
and trait leisure boredom and its association with substance use in South
African adolescents. Leis Sci. 37, 311-331. doi: 10.1080/01490400.2015.10
14530

Weybright, E. H., Schulenberg, J., and Caldwell, L. L. (2020). More bored today than
yesterday? National trends in adolescent boredom from 2008 to 2017. J. Adolesc. Heal.
66, 360-365. doi: 10.1016/j.jadohealth.2019.09.021

Wilson, T. D., Reinhard, D. A., Westgate, E. C., Gilbert, D. T., Ellerbeck, N., Hahn,
C., et al. (2014). Just think: the challenges of the disengaged mind. Science 345, 75-77.
doi: 10.1126/science.1250830

Zahrae Afellat, F., and Alipour, H. (2021). The impact of boredom on the
attitudes and behaviours of edutourists during the era of COVID-19 and the
mediating role of psychological distress. Tour. Manag. Perspect. 40, 100885.
doi: 10.1016/j.tmp.2021.100885

frontiersin.org


https://doi.org/10.3389/fsoc.2023.1213190
https://doi.org/10.1002/(SICI)1097-4679(200001)56:1<149::AID-JCLP14>3.0.CO;2-Y
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0039480
https://doi.org/10.5897/AJBM11.905
https://doi.org/10.1037/emo0000233
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-26395-9_2
https://doi.org/10.1111/spc3.12562
https://doi.org/10.1080/01490400.2015.1014530
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jadohealth.2019.09.021
https://doi.org/10.1126/science.1250830
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tmp.2021.100885
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/sociology
https://www.frontiersin.org

	Boredom–understanding the emotion and its impact on our lives: an African perspective
	Summary
	Defining boredom
	The impact of boredom
	Psychiatric aspects of boredom
	African context
	Conclusion
	Strength and limitation

	Author contributions
	Conflict of interest
	Publisher's note
	References


