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Boredom at Work: A Neglected Concept

Nearly everyone experiences episodes of boredom at work from

time to time, regardless of the nature of their job. Previous

research on vigilance and industrial monotony is unable to explain

boredom on any but the simplest of tasks. A broader view of the

causes of boredom, including attributes of the task, environment,

person, and person-environment fit, is proposed. Likely consequences

of boredom are considered, and research needs and implications are

discussed.

Key words: boredom, job design, work attitudes! workload, current

concerns, person-environment fit



BOREDOM AT WORK: A NEGLECTED CONCEPT

Complaints of feeling bored are common both on and off the job. The

experience of work boredom does not seem to be limited to blue collar and

office workers performing repetitive or routine work. Practitioner and

popular journals have featured articles on "managerial malaise" and boredom

in the executive suite (Ginsburg, 1984; Kiechell, 1984). Guest, Williams,

and Dewe (1978) interviewed three samples of British workers spanning all

organizational levels, and found that 11 to 56% reported that they found

their ent-ire job boring, while 79 to 87% maintained that they sometimes

felt bored on the job.

My interest in boredom was piqued by interviews with enlisted Marines

several years ago. Life on a peace-time military base can be quite routine

and inactive (Harris & Segal, 1985), and one might expect most enlisted men

to complain of boredom. Instead, we found a wide range of opinions. The

interviewees all experienced an identical environment (both in terms of

work tasks and non-work entertainment opportunities available on base) f yet

some reported extreme boredom and others had no trouble keeping themselves

interested and productively occupied. This suggests that task or

environment based explanations of boredom may be incomplete, and that

individual difference or person by situation interactions must be

considered.

A review of the extant literature on boredom was relatively

unsatisfying (Fisher, 1987), and it became clear that organizational

researchers know very little about the phenomenon of, boredom. There is no

agreed definition of the construct or well-developed instrument for

measuring it, there is no comprehensive theory of its causes, and there is

uncertainty about its consequences and importance. 'This paper will attempt



2

to remedy some of these deficiencies by proposing a definition, a typology

of causes, a discussion of likely consequences, and an outline of research

needs.

Everyday experience suggests that boredom off the job is also a

frequent complaint (Ramey, 1974). The focus of this paper will be on

boredom at work, but much of what is suggested regarding causes of work

boredom may have equal utility for understanding off-the-job boredom.

Toward a Definition

Davies, Shackleton, and Parasuraman (1983, p. 1) define boredom as an

"emotional response to an environment which is .unchanging or which changes

in a repetitive and highly predictable fashion." Smith (1955, p.322)

defines boredom as an "experience which arises from the continued

performance of an activity which is perceived as either uniform or

repetitious. II Guest et al. (1978) criticize this type of definition for

focusing exclusively on a limited class of environmental situations or

events as sale causes of boredom. However, this approach is understandable

because the purpose of the researchers cited was to explore performance in

extremely low stimulation environments such as vigilance tasks and short­

cycle repetitive jobs which may have minimized individual differences in

the appraisal of the situation (Bowers, 1973). To explore boredom in a

wider range of contexts, attention must be paid to both task and

environmental situations and to the subjective appraisal of these tasks and

situations by the individuals experiencing them.

The position taken in this paper is that boredom is a transient

affective state, so it might be appropriate to first. establish that boredom

exists as a unique affective state. Smith and Ellsworth (1985) have done

this by Showing that boredom can be empirically distinguished from other

emotions. These researchers first derived a typology of dimensions
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A third task-based cause of boredom may be qualitative overload. In

their reports of boredom off the job, Fisher's (1987) students gave

numerous examples of feeling bored and having difficulty in keeping their

attention on lectures and books on topics which they did not understand and

regarded as too difficult. Tasks which confront incumbents with

information which exceeds 'their capacity for understanding provide little

meaningful stimulation and thus may:cause boredom. The idea that an

optimal level of challenge" neither too difficult nor too easy, is required

for a task to engage attention and remain interesting is widespread in the

psychological literature (c.f. Buck, 1988 1 Csikszentmihalyi, 1975; Deci &

Ryan, 1985, Locke & Latham, L990; White, 1959).

Qualitative overload has not been explicitly investigated by job

design researchers, though the Hackman and Oldham Job Characteristics Model

(1980) does suggest that requisite skills and abilities are one moderator

of the relationship between job characteristics and employee reactions

(Kulik, Oldham, & Hackman, 1987). However, a respondent who strongly

endorses the Job Diagnostic Survey item, "The job requires me to use a

number of complex or high-level skills H and strongly rejects the item, "The

job is quite simple and repetitive" (Hackman & Oldham, 1980) may either

possess an optimally interesting job, or Oile which is so complex that he or

she is bored due to lack of understanding. Presumably, few people hold

jobs which are totally above their ability for long, but many might be able

to point to specific tasks within the job which they find so hard or so

confusing that paying attention is difficult.

Work Environment Main Effects on Boredom

When the task itself provides little meaningful stimulation, the

surrounding work environment probably becomes important in determining the

extent to which the total work experience is appraised as boring. The
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from external sources should be more likely to feel bored in the same work

environment.

Mental Health

There is a small body of literature whicb indicates that prolonged or

frequent feelings of boredom independent ,of immediate situati{)nal causes

are pathological. Over the yearB, several theories of the causes of

pathological boredom have appea.red in the psychiatric literature (c.f.

Bernstein, 1975; Fenichel, 1951; GabrielI' 1988; Hamil:ton" 1983). These

theorists disagree about the exact roots and psychodynamics of chronic

boredom, -.hut all agree that pathologicalLy bored indivictuals have either

repressed or failed to develop their capacity to perceive the stimulation

inherent in various activities in the way that normally adjusted people do.

They also agree that most individuals who experience internally caused

pathological boredom incorrectly but strongly a-ttribute their feelings to

deficiencies in the external environment. Thus f chronically bored

employees are likely to blame the work environment for their unhappy state.

If they do so vocally they may influence their peers to define the work

situation, regardless of its actual characteristics, as one lacking in

meaningful stimulation and thus likely to cause boredom. The possibility

of organizational "Typhoid Marys" who influence otherwise healthy and happy

employees with their pathology merits further research.

Person-Situation Fit and Boredom

The above main effect approaches add to our understanding of boredom,

but are incomplete in themselves. Neither is broad rnough to explain the

episodes of boredom that are experienced from time to time by nearly

everyone, including those with enriched jobs and personality and capacities

appropriate to their work.
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Klinger (19B7b, p. 38) has no'ted that "workers in boring jobs often

use daydreams to keep themselves stimulated and awake. In studying

lifeguards and truck drivers, I found that over 80% occasionally launch

into vivid daydreams deliberately to I..:;:ase the boredom." Klinger has also

found that two thirds of daydreams are about current.: concernS r so this

method of increasing stixllulation also all'Ows one the satisfaction of

redirecting attenti.on. to matters which ;are personal.ly r'elevant.

The effects of seeking additional stirnul,a-tioTI on performance seem to

vary with the amount of att,ention Dequi:r(ed f.ort.ask perfo:rmanoe If

continuous attention to the task is .required (as in an inspection task),

most kinds of subsidiary beh.avior s,eem to reduce performance (Kishida,

1977). However, additional stimulation received through a channel not

needed for performance, such as listening to music or white noise while

engaged in a strictly visual task, can help to m;aintain alertness and

reduce boredom (Davies et al., 1983; McBai.n,1961,; Warml 1986).

A final method of increasing stimulation while continuing to perform

the same task is to vary the pac,e ormet.hod of woek (Runcie l 1980). Hill

(1975a) found that on a repetitive task, ,extravert'ssponlaneously

introduced more variation in the way they perfDrrned the task. This is

consistent with the research suggesting that ex'traverts need more

stimulation from the environment to maintain their characteristic level of

activation.

Increasing Stimulation by Act.hrity Change..... A d.ifferent means of

seeking additional st.imulation is to -change activLties. This may mean

taking a break, getting something to eat" making a personal phone call,

,visiting a coworker in another part of the building f ,' or simply changing to

a different work task. O'Hanlon (1981) notes that p,erformance on the

original task recovers markedly after a short break, so limited amounts of

these alternate activities could well prove to be functional.
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