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Boredom at Work: A Neglected Concept

Nearly everyone experiences episcdes of boredom at work from
time to time, regardless of the nature of their job. Previous
raegsearch cn vigilance and industrial monoteony 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,
persor, and person-environment fit, is proposed. Likely consequences
of boredom are considered, and research needs and implications are

discussed.

Key words: boredom, jcb design, work attitudes, workload, current

concerns, person—-environment fit



BOREDOM AT WORK: A NEGLECTED CONCEPT

Complaints of faeling bored are commen 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 beocredom
in the executive suite (Ginsburg, 1984; Kiechell, 1984). Guest, Williams,
and Dewe (1978) interviewed three samples of British workers spanning zl1
organizational levels, and found that 11 to 56% reported that they found
their entire job boring, while 79 tc 87% maintained that they scmetimes
felt bored on the Jjob.

My interest in boredém was piqued by interviews with enlisted Marines
several years ago. Life on a peace-time military base can be guite routine
and inactive (Harris & Ssagal, 1985), and one might expect most enlisted men
to complain of boredom. Instead, we found a4 wide range of opinions. The
interviewees all experienced an iden;ical environment {both in terms of
werk tasks and neon-work entertainment opportunities available on base), yet
scme reported extreme boredom and others had no trcuble keeping themselves
interested and productively occupied. This suggests that task or
envircnment based explanations of boredom may be incomplste, and that
individual difference or psrscon by situation interactions must be
considered.

A review of the extant literature on boredom was relatively
unsatisfying (Fisher, 19%87), and it became clear that organizaticnal
researchers know very little about the phenomenon of}boredom. There is no
agreed definition of the construct or well—develope@ instrument for

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

uncertainty abcut its conseguences and importance. This paper will attempt



to remedy some of these deficiencies by preopesing a definition, a typclogy
of causes, a discussion of likely consequences, and an ocutline of research
needs.

Everyday experiance suggests that toredom 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 1s suggested regarding causes of work

boredem may have egqual utility for understanding off-the-job boredom.

Toward a Definition

Davies, Shackleton, and Parasuraman {1983, p. 1) define boredom as an
"emctional response teo an environment which is aunchanging or which changes
in a repetitive and highly predictables fashion.®™ Smith (1855, p.322)
defines boredom as an "experience which arises from the continued
performance of an activity which is perceived as either uniform or
repetiticus." Guest et al. (1978) criticize this type of definition for
focusing exclusively on a limited class of environmental situations or
events as sole causes of boredom. However, this approach is understandable
because the purpose of the researchers cited was to sxplore performance in
extremely low stimulation environments such as vigilance tasks and short-

cycle repetitive jobs which may have minimized individual differences in

0y

the appraisal of the situation (Bowers, 1973). To explore boredom in
wider range of contexts, attention must be paid to both task and
environmental situations and to the subjective appraisal of thess tasks and
situations by the individuals experiencing them.

The position taken in this paper is that boredom is a transient
affective state, s¢ it might be appropriate to firstfestablish that boredom
exists as a unique affective state. Smith and Ells@orth {1985} have done
this kv showing that boredem can be empirically disﬁinguished from other

emotions. These researchers first derived a typcology of dimensions



underlying common emoticnal states, then asked subjects to describe recent
situations in which they had experienced each of 15 emotions, and rate how
they felt on each dimension at the time. The ratings showed that boredom
was seen as unpleasant, but less so than anger, frustration, sadness, or
contempt. Boredom was the only emotion that was both unpleasant and
passive--all the cther unpleasant emotions (such shame, guilt, fear, anger,
frustration, sadness, stc.) required exertion or increased activation.
Boredom was the lowest scoring emotion on the dimension "attenticnal
activity", indicating that subjects reported diverting thelr attention from
the cause of boredom, trying to igneore it rather than te increase attention
te it. Finally, subjects describing boring incidents were wvery certain
about their emotional state -- they were quite sure that they felt bored.
In sum, boredom is a transient affective state in which the
individual feels a pervasive lack of interest in the current
activity. It is often accompanisd by the feeling that it takes conscious
effort to maintain or return attention to the activity (Csikszentmihalvi,
1978; De Chenne & Moody, 1987, Leary, Rogers, Canfield, & Coe, 1988).
Boredom arises from the subijective appraisal of the current activity or
situation as deficient when compared to the amount of stimulation or type
of activity desired. The amount of stimulaticn desired varies within
persons over time, and also varies between people as a function of age,
personality, and so on. Further, the level of stimulation perceived in a
task or environment is not directly equal to the "objective™
characteristics (i.e. intensity, variety, novelty) of the situation, but is
dependent on attributes of the perceiver. Type of activity desired allows
for interests, current concerns, and values to influgnce the experience of
what is or is not boriné, and is necessary to expla#n why boredom can be

experienced in situations which may appear to offer high levels of



stimulation, or which produce boredom in an individual at one time but not
at another time.

Note that boredom is not an attitude. It is a much mere short-lived
state. ©One may feel bored at one moment and nct bored the next, or bored
by a task one day and fascinated by the same activity another day. I
suspect that the cummulative experience of incldents of boredom (and other
transient affective states such as joy, anger, and frustration) at work
would be related to relatively stable attitudes like job satisfaction, but
the two are by no means synonymous.

As implied above, the traditional approzch to boredom has assumed
that boredom arises largely from causes cutside the person. While this
view will prove to be inadequate alone, there clearly are objective task
and environmental conditions which have "main effects™ on boredom. That
is, they increase the likelihood that a situation will be experienced as
more boring by more people. Task and environmental conditions which may
have such main effects on boredom will be discussed below. A second
appreoach suggests that the amount of boredom experienced by people is
influenced by individual factors such as intelligence, personality, or
mental health. These "person main effects" on boredom will also be
discussed. Finally, a new view will be presented which suggests that
individual differences in schemas and current concerns interact with the
specific content of situations to produce boredom. The interactive
approach seems mest useful in explaining incidents of boredom which are
experienced from time to time by many types of employees on a wide range of
jobs. These proposed causes of boredom are summarized at the left side of

Figure 1.



Task Main Effects on Becredom

Much of the research on boredom has fcocused con extremely low
stimulation tasks such as repetitive and/or machine paced assembly
cperations, vigilance or inspection tasks, and continuous control
activities 1like tracking, driving, Qr piloting. These tasks demand
attention yvet provide very little stimulation in return, and there is no
gquestion that prolonged exposure re@uces chysiclogical arousal and causes
boredom in most people (Cox, 19%80; Davies & Parasuraman, 1982, Davies st
al., 1983; Smith, 19881; Thackray, 19%81). More recently, the literature on
job design has provided insights on task characteristics which are likely
to be found interesting and engage the attention of performers. Tasks
which are high in skill variety, task identity, task significance,
autonomy, and feedback presumably should be less likely to be appraised as
boring {Hackman & Clgham, 1980). If boredom is produced solely by
extremely unstimulating tasks or the absence of task characteristics
identified by Jjob enrichment models, then the construct.has little to add
to what is already known. Howsaver, there is evidence that boredom has a
number of antecedents which are neot included in physiological arcusal or
job design thecries,

In an attempt to identify the full range of tasks and environments
that may result in boredom, Fisher {1987) conducted a gualitative study of
reported incidents of boredom on and off the Jjob. She asked 200 employed
college students to write about a time when they felt very bored at work,
and 340 students to describe an incident of off-the-job boredom. The
incidents were sorted and several categories of antecedents of work boredom
emerged.

¢

The work situation which respondents mentioned most often as a cause

of boredom was "having nothing to do", with 55% of the incidents falling

into this quantitative underload category. Respondents invelved in



retailing jobs reported feeling bored when there were no customers to wait
on, while plant and office workers felt bored when there were no orders to
£ill, no phone calls to take, or no typing to be done. Some individua%s
noted that they were particularly bored when a very light workleocad folleowed
a busy period in which they had become accustomsd fo a high level of
activity. Caplan, Cobb, French, Hazrrison, and Pinneau (1%73) offer the
only relevant empirical data, reporting significant negative correlations
in the .20s between a three item self report measure of boredom on the job
and ratings of quantitative workload.

Quantitative underload and work load variablility are not addressad by
current thecries of job design or measures of job characteristics (Hackman
& Qildham, 1980; Sims, Szilagyi, & Keller, 1976). It is possible to
envision a job requiring the use of several important skills, allowing
autonomy as to how the job will be accomplished, and providing intrinsic
feedback, but which can be accomplished in two hours per day. The
Motivating Peotential Score {(Hackman & Oldham, 1980) of this job would be
high, but it seems likely that the incumbent, 1f required t¢ remain at work
for eight hours every day, would report frequent episcdes of boredom.

The second most frequently mentioned cause of boredom in Fisher's
study was categorized as gualitative underlcad. Respondents said they were
bored on Jjobs which were simple, repetitive, had low mental demands, were
net challenging, did net utilize their skills, or required watching for
infrequent events {inspection, life guarding). Caplan et al.'s (1975)
large scale survey provides empirical verification, as they report a
correlation of .59 between reported boredom and self ratings of
underutilization of skills in a sample ?f individuals from 23 occupations.
These findings are consistent with the early work oﬁ industrial monotony

and vigilance, and with current research on Jjob scope and job radesign.



A third task-based cause of boredom may be gualitative overlcad. In
their reports of boredom off the job, Fisher's (1987) students gave
numerous examples ¢f fezling 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 thelr capacity for understanding provide little
meaningful stimulation and thus may;cause beoredom. The idea that an
optimal level of challenge, aneither too difficult nor too easy, is reguired
for a task to engage attention and remain interesting is widespread in the
psychological literature (c.f. Buck, 1988, Csikszentmihalyi, 1975; Deci &
Ryan, 1985, Locke & Latham, 1990; white, 1959).

Qualitative overload has not been explicitly investigated by job
design researchers, though the Hackman and Cldham Job Characteristics Mo@el
{1980) does suggest that requisite skills and abilities are one moderator
of the relaticnship between job characteristics and employee reactions
(Kulik, Oldhamn, & 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" and strongly rejects the item, "The
job is quite simple and repetitive" (Hackman & Oldham, 1980) may either
possess an optimally interesting jok, or one 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
tc 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 quedom
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



environment may either intensify boredom or help to reduce it. Two aspects
of the work envircnmeat which may impact boredom include other people and

organizational control practices.

People

The early literaturs on boredom and monotony at work assumed that the
presence of others would incrsase séimulation and reduce boredom. Further,
decades of research on social fagilitation has verified that the mere
presence of others can increase physiological arousal, and often causes
modest gains in the speed of performance cn simple tasks (Bond & Titus,
1983). Undoubtedly, other people can sometimes provide direct
(conversation, entertainment} or indirect {(mere presence)} stimulation in an
environment which is cotherwise stimulus=-poor. In addition, many of
Fisher's respondents reported off-the-job koredem when they were alone.
Thus, one might hypothesize that jobs allowing contact with others would
tend Lo be perceived as less boring than jobs without 'such contact, all
other things beling equal. |

However, coworkers do not always offset boredom. Some of Fisher's
{1987) respondents stated that they were bored because of uninteresting,
unfriendiy, or uncommunicative coworkers. Uninteresting coworkers were
especilally aversive when there was nothing to do or the task was very
simple, so that respondents wanted and expected to be diverted by
coworkers. Belng with "boring people" was also frequently mentioned in the
incidents of off-the-job boredom. Leary et al. (1986) present three
pioneering studies on boredom in interpersconal situations, concluding that
interacticn partners may be perceived as boring because of the content of
their speech {egocentric, banal) or the style of spgech {slow, low

atfectivity) .



In the job design literature, coworkers were emphasized by early
approaches (Trist & Bamforth, 1951; Turner and Lawrsnce, 1963), but havé
largely disappeared from recent conceptualizations which focus exclusively
on task characteristics (Hackman & Cldrham, 1930). While the presence of
others probably does not produce internal work motivabion per se, it does
affect the amcount of stimulation potentially awvallable, may well influence
whether or not the job as a whole is experienced as boring, and should be
considered when designing Jjobs.

A less direct means by which cther people might affect ezperienced
beredom is through sccial influsnce. Research on the perception of job
characteristics indicates that when co-workers and supericors expréss
opinions that a job is challenging or contains autonomy, for iﬁstance, they
can influence both attitudes toward the Job and percepticns of "objectiye"
job characteristics by other workers (Griffin, 1983; Weiss & Shaw, 1973;
Thomas & Griffin, 1983). Thus, the same Jjcb may be seen as interesting 1f
others draw attention teo the peotential stimulation and coumplexity in job
tasks, but as boring if they suggest that the job is routine and
unchallenging. To produce a consehsual definition of a task or work
environment as bofing, it may be necessary for conly one or a few péers to
initially but wvocally express feelings of boredem. Certainly everyday
experience suggests that boredom can spread like an epidemic through groups
of teenagers or college classes. In short, boredom may sometimes be a

social disease.

Organizational Contreol Practices

Another aspect of the work environment which may contribute to

boredom is the extent to which organizational contrdl practices place

" r

constraints on behavior. The perception of constraint - that one is not

free to meove around, choose activities, focus attentdon where one wishes,
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or escape from a particular setting - has been cited in past literature as
a contributcer to boredom (Geiwitz, 1966; Guest et al., 1878), and some of
Fisher's respondents mentioned that frustratiocn and boredom were
intensified Ly strong constraints. Organizational rules which prohibit
talking, prescribe exact work procedurss, or limit breaks may contribute to
boredom directly by reducing the amount of stimulation and variety
available in the work environment.

Indirectly, constraints and contrels may affect the appraisal of a
situation as boring by producing psychological reactance. Virtually all
jobs impose some limitations on incumbents' f£reedom tc cheoose activities,
locaticns, and behaviors. According to reactance thecory, threats to
freedom of choice produce a desire to reassert freedom, and forbidden
activities actually increase in valence simply because one is nct free to
choose them (Brehm & Brehm, 1981}. Thinking about forbidden alternative
activities may cause individuals to find required job agtivities less
attractive by comparison, more difficult to attend to, and thus more
boring.

Organizaticnal control practices may also affect the appraisal of a
situation as boring by the processes specified in thecries of intrinsic
motivation and self-perception. When individuals feel that their.task
behavior is caused by external factors, they tend to lose interest in the
task, & phenomenon which attribution theorists have labeled "over-
justification” (c.f. Leppser & Grsene, 1978; and Staw, 1976). If one
performs a task while plausible extrinsic reascns for deoing s¢ are present,
then one need not infer that one is interested in the task, and may in fact
conclude that one must not be, because others have fglt it necessary to
apply extrinsic control methods. |

The more salient the extrinsic contrel, the less likely one is to

netice any stimulating or intrinsically interesting features of the
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activity itself. Manipulations as diverse as paymenit, evaluative feedback,

surveillance, and imposed goals and deadlines have been shown to increase

=N

feelings of contrel by others and result in reduced intrinsic interest in a
task (Amabile, dedong, & Lepper, 1976; Daci & Ryan, 1985, Harackilewicz,
Abrahams, & Wageman, 1587; Lepper & Greene, 19753). Ryan {(1%82) has shown
that even internally impossd coantrols, such as perxforming out of sense of
duty or to avoid feelings of guilt,%can reduce intrinsic interest. Thus,
many work activities may be appraised as bering simply becauss salignt
external or internal pressures to perform are present and draw atisntion
away from the activity itself,

The job characteristic "autonomy"” seems tTo have gomething in common
with the idea of conStraint. Freedom te choose which task to do first and
how to approach each task should reduce reactance and allow performers to
change tasks or otherwise increase stimulation when they habituate to one
task. However, the concept of autonomy does not consider the phenomenon of
cver-justification, which might make a2ll work tasks seem less interesting
if high performance or simply presence ai work is coerced by extrinsic
factors. Autonomy also ignores the possibility that boredom might be
produced by internally generated controls on behavior. In fact,
individuals with the greatsst job autonomv (executives, professionals, the
self-employed;} probably also engage in the most self-imposed control,
foreing themselves to continue working out ¢of a sense of duty when they

feel bored and would rather be deoing something else.

Perscon Main Effects on Boredom
This section considers some individual differepces which may have
"main effects™ on the appraisal of situations as bo%ing. Individual
differences which ssem to have main effects on boredom include variocus

aspects of capacity, perscnality, and mental health:
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Capacity

A small amount of research suggests that individual performance
capacity may affect the degree to which different people experisnce boredom
on the same task. Presumably individuals with higher capacity will find
the same task relatively easier to perform and hence less challenging and
stimulating than individuals of lower capacity. Early theorists suggested
that more intelligent people were more likely to feel bored on a simple
task, and there is limited evidence that this may occur (London, Schubert,
& Washburn, 1972; Thompson, 1929)}. The idea of gualitative coverlcad
proposed earlier suggests that less intelligent people might report a
higher incidence of boredom on complex tasks which exceed their abilities.
However, boredom has seldom been measured when reactions to more complex
tasks are assessed, s5¢ this predicticn remains untested.

Drory (1982) measured capacity more broadly, as age, heaith, military
rank, education, intellectual activities, tenure, and vears since
immigration. Except for age, which displayed the typical negative
correlation with boredom (c.f. Smith, 19535; Stagner, 1975), all of the
variables were positively related to the self-reported boredom of long haul
truck drivers on a monctconous section of road. Together, the capacity
variables accounted for 50% of the variance in boredom.

One might predict that over time the appraisal of a moderate
complexity task would change as capacity changes. At the outset, the new
task might be beoring at times because it is too difficult and confusing to
held attention. After some experience, the task might be appraised as
interesting because i1t is optimally challenging to tpe developing skills of
the incumbent, while later still the task may be éeéu as boring if it
bacomes so well learned that it is performed automatically and without

thought.
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Personality

Perscnality factors have also been investigated as determinants of
reactions to repetitive tasks. Smith {1955} developed a self-report
measure of "restlessness in deily habits and leisure" which pradicted
experienced boredom at work. Those who preferred structured and sedentary
activities off-the-job were also less bored by routine tasks on-the-iob.
Individuals who are high on the personality dimension of extraversion
appear to require more external stimelaticn to maintain optimal levels of
arcusal and activation (Eysenck, 1%67). Consistent with this
characteristic, they are also more likely to be hored on monotonous tasks
than are introverts {(Davies & Parasuraman, l1%82; Gardner & Cummings, 1588;
Guest, et al.,, 1978; Hili, 1975bh; Smith, 1955; Smith 1981;.

Zuckerman and his colleagues (1979; Zucksrman, Kolin, Price, & Zoob,
196%) have developed the Sensation Seeking Scale to measure individual
differences in optimal arousal levsl. One 18 item scale is called Boredom
Susceptibility. There has been nc research on owverall sansation sseking or
on boredom susceptibility as correlates of reactions to specific jobs, but
there is evidence that sensation seeking may play a roie in job cheoice.
For instance, medical and psycnology practitioners who choose ho work in
crisis intervention situaticns {such as emergency rooms and rape crisis
centers) are higher on sensation seeking than their peers who work in nen-
emergency settings (Best & Kilpatrick, 1977; Irey, 1974).

These findings suggest that there are stable individual differences
in how much stimulation is desired or needed. Individuals whose optimal
level of arousal (or characteristic level of activat}on) is low, or who can
internally generate needed stimulation, may appraisé é low stimulation

setting as less boring, while those who need higher levels of stimulation
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from external sources should be more likely to feel bored in the same work

environment.

Mental Health

There is a swmall body of literature which indicates that prolonged or

are pathological. Over the vearsg, geveral theories 0f Lhe causes of
pathological boredom have appeared in the psychiatric literature (c.f.
Bernstein, 1975; Fenichel, 1%951; Gabriel, 19%88; Hamilton, 1i983). These
theorists disagree about the exact roote and psychodynamics of chronic
boredom, but all agree that pathologically bored individuals have either
repressed or failed to develop thelr capaclty to percelve the stimulation
inherent in various activities in the way that normally adjusted pecple do.
They alsc agree that moest individeals who experience internally caused
pathological béredom incorrectly but strongly attribute their feelings to
deficiencies in the external environment. Thus, chanically.bored
employees are likely to bhlame the work enviryenment for their unhappy state.
If they do so vocally they may influence their peers te define the work
situation, regardless of its actual characteristics, as one lacking in
meaningful stimulaticon and thus likely to cause boredom. The possibility
of organizaticnal "Typhoid Marys™ who influence otherwise healthy and happy

employees with their patheology merits further research.

Perscn—-Situation Fit and Boredom
The above main effect approcaches add to cur understanding of boredcm,
but are incomplete in themselves. Neither is broad ?nough te explain the
episodes of boredom that are experienced from time go time by nearly
everyone, including those with enriched jobs and pefsonality and capacities

appropriate to their work.
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Locke and Latham (19890, p. 239) suggest that boredom cccurs when the
individual decides that "there is no value significance to the
activity...there is nothing in it for me". To pradict when thers will be
"something in it for me™, an lntsractive approach utilizing a more
sophisticated view of beth the situation aznd the person is needsd. {(n the
situation side, it is necessary to consider not 3ust the level of
stimulation, complexity, or varisty,; as has been dons in past research, but
also its specific gontent. On the person side, a more fine-grained
understanding of preferences and values for different types of content 1is
needed. When there is a match between what the situation cffers and what
the person wants and can appreciate, boredom should be at a minimum.

Surprisingly, the literature on boredom seldem ceonsiders that
individuals vary in their interests and needs, and that situations which do

not match interests or meet needs will probably be appraised as more boring

than those which do. A situation may be cobjectively comolex and

~
i

T

stimulating, but not be interesting or meamningful to a particul

individual at a particular point in time {Hill & Perkins, 1985). I propose
two related views of why this may happen; the first based on knowing, the
second on caring. More specifically, the first draws on the research on
schema complexity and has to do with perceiving and understanding the
variety and stimulation potentially av%ilable in a task, while the other

relies on Klinger's ideas about how current concerns (what one cares about

most at the moment) affect attentive processes and thought content.

Schema Complexity
One individual difference which interacts with the specific content
of a situation to affect boredom may be the complexity of an individual's

schema for perceiving and interpreting that type of situaticon (Linville,

1982). & complex or "expert" schema allows a percelwver to understand and
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appreciate more of the information and variety in & situation, while a
simple or nonexistent schema for that type of situation produces subjective
monoctony or sameness, and thus feelings of boredom. As an example,
consider the task of watching an American football game. An individual
with a complex schema for this task will be able to perceive, Judge, enijov,
and recall the subtleties of play choice and the expertise of sxecution by
players in différent positions. A viewer with a simple or nonexistent
schema for football will see 22 men rumning arcund and falling down, a
sight which quickly leses its ability to charm.

The only evidence to date for z link between schema complexity and
boredom comes from a study by Perkins and Hill (1985). These researchers
found that on the same task {(rating photos of different types of
motorcycles), subjects who spontanecusly generated mors constructs along
which to rate and made finer distinctions among the photos reported being
less bored. More constructs and finer distinctions are indicative of the
use cof a more complex schema for processing information azbout the task.

Objective measures of task characteristics {Hackman & Oldham, 1980}
or stimulus complexity (Weod, 188&) would suggest that different tasks with
egqual scores should be equally interesting to performers. For novel lab
tasks on which subjects do not have pre-existing schemas, this is probkably
true, However, in mere complex real life activities, individuals who have
learned to sse and appreciate the variet§ in one activity should find it
less boring than an equally complex activity about which they know little.
The bored fcotball viewer may be much more knowledgeable about baseball and
find this equally slow-paced sport full of interesting nuances.
Alternatively, the_bored football viewer may simply POt care much about

football. Klinger's work on current concerns addresses the latter idea.
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Current Concerns

Eric Klinger's research has perheps the most to contribute to the
understanding of boredom in a wariebty of settings. ®Klinger (L677: 1987a)
has pursued an extensive program of researxch relating to thought content,
attention, and motivation. He suggests that Life has meaning for people

because of the incentives or goals they choose to pursus. Havin
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until the goal is either reached or forsaken. Current oonoscns have a
great deal of influsnce on the content of thought. Thoughts and images
which "pop into one's head" while one is relaxed or which intrude during
ongoing activities are usually related to current concerns, especially when
the concern is important, will soon be realized, has & high probability'of
being realized, or has become problematic (Elinger, Barta, & Maxeiner,
1980). Pre-attentive gatekeeping processes screen in cues related to
current concerns and rejaect others, thereby increasing the representation
of current concerns in moment to moment thoughts.

Activities which are not related to current coacerns will be harder
to attend to. -"A perscon working on a mental task who is in the grip of a
very strong concern about something else will have trouble keeping his or
her mind on what he or she is doing--he or she will be fighting a lot of
mind wandering." (Klinger, 1977, p. 61). Job activities which are not
somehow related to a current concern probably will not be perceived as
interesting, and the individual will be readily distracted from them by
thoughts about current concserns. Even when & job is typically experienced
as interesting and related to a current concern, othgr concerns can become
stronger and intrude from time to time. For instanée, a fairly relevant
and engaging task may begin to pale when lunch time approaches and the

imminent satisfaction of an increasingly important fcod concern becomes
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salient. Likewise, the ability to attend to work may be compromised by
intrusive thoughts from a mors importani current CONCErn Such as a problem
at home or an impending pesitive or negatiwve svent. Thus, whather a work
task is able to hold & performer’s attention depends both on its diresct
relevance to the current concerns of the person, and on the relative
strength of unrelataed concerns which can intruade and distragc astention,
Virtually any task omr any Jjob may aﬁ times be parceived as boring or
irrelevant, compared to a temporarily mors salienf concexrn.

Working within Klinger's fﬁamework, Hackman and Cldiam's {(1980)
concept of Growth Need Strength I[GNS) might be viewed as a measure of the
importance of challenging work as an ongoing concern te the performer., GNS
is the extent to which challenge and growth on the job are goals or
incentives to which the performer is committed. High GNé performers should
experience the positive affect that accompanies progress toward a goal
{Klinger, 1977) when they work in enriched jobs, but will find this concern
frustrated and be open to intrusive thoughts when placed on an
unchallenging jocb. Lower GHS performers should recsive less intrinsic
satisfaction from a challenging job, and may find themselves distracted by
off the Job concerns which are more pressing than their relatively weak
concern about growth and develcopment on the job. Research has shown that
GNS moderates responses tce enriched jobs in a manner which is ocutwardly
consistent with this interpretation (Kulik et al., 1987). However, to
fully verify these predictions would require the use of Klinger's (1978)
"thought sampling" techniques to find out what high and low GNS performers
actually think about from moment to moement while working on enriched and
unenriched jobs. One would predict that low GNS individuals would ke more
likely to daydream or otherwise think non—job—relatéd theughts than high

GNS people while working on an enriched task.
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Klinger's framework can accommodate much of the earlier research on
task and work environment causes of boredom if current concerns are treated
as a filter or standard against which incoming stimulation is judged. For
example, simple and repetitive tasks are often perceived as boring because
they are irrelevant o the important concerns of most people. Further,
performing such tasks may actively frustrate the pursuit of more important
concerns and invite disrupting thoughts from these concerns. Enriched jobs
are less boring on average becauss Lhey have relevance £o the longer term
concerns of most peoplie for perscnal growth, achiewement, or career
success. Friends, sccial relatiomships, and fesling loved and wanted were
very lmportant concearns for T70-90% of z sample of ¢pilege students polled
by Klinger {1977}, so Fisher's (1987) finding that work situaticns lacking
in congenial coworkers were sometimes cited as boring is not surprising.
Salient external controls on behavior may frustrate and invite intrusion by
the important and widely shared concerns for independence and self-
direction postulated Ly reactance theory, and thus contribute to boredeom.

The schema complexity view also fits well with the curreant concerns

ramework. Individuals should be more likely to develop complex schemas
for activities which interest them and are related to ongoing concerns, and
which they thus spend a great deal of time thinking about. Expert schemas
about football are seldom developed by pebple who find the sport utterly
irrelevant to any of their concerns,

However, it is not necessary to =smbed all possible causes of beoredom
in the current concerns framework. For instance, social influences on the
perception of a task as boring need not operate through current concerns.
Further, boredom probabiy dg@s have physiological ropts in declining
reticular activation at extrenely low levels of stimﬁlation {Gardner &
Cummings, 1988; Scott, 1966). While thresholds vary from person to person

(with characteristics such as extraversion), it seems likely that there is
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some minimal level of stimwlation which is necessary to hold attention and
maintain braln function, regardless cof the relevance of the stimulation to
current concerns. In practice, most incldents of boredom probably have
multiple causes involving the level of stimulation awvailable and perceived
in a situation, and the relevance of the stimuiation to ﬁoncerns.. For
instance, a mederately complex job rnight become unendurably boring even to
a high GNS incumbent on the first fine day of Spring when the constraint of
remaining at one's desk all afternoon becomes highly frustrating o the
suddenly more pressing concern of catching some rays.

Regardless of the exact cause, boredom is sexperienced as an
unpleasant state, one which is likely to ftrigger various kinds of
consequences as well as behavior intended to remedizte the discomfort;

These will be described in the next section.

Immediate Consequences of Boredom
Boredom may have two levels of conssguences. First, at the time that
it is being experienced, a variety of immediate responses and conseguences
may occur. Second, frequent and long duration feelings of boredom, perhaps
operaticnalized as the "typical® level of boredom experienced at werk, may
have aégregate effects on attitudes, behavior over time, and even physical

health.

Performance

One immediate consequence of boredom may be decrements in
performance. When meaningful stimulation from a task is very low,
physiological arcusal begins to decline and a personjexperiencing bocredom
may begin tc feel sleepy. However, long before the berfoxmer actually goes
to sleep, performance is impaired. Individuals experience lapses of

attention, take longer to notice and correct errors, and have accidents
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more frequently after working on a monctonous task for a period of time

(Cox, 1%80; Drory, 1982; O'Hanlcn, 1981).

Behavioral Sslf-Management

In the case of self-paced or less structured work, individuals may
repond to boredom with efforts at self-management {c.f. Manz, 1986j.

First, they may force thémselves o :attend to the task, regardiess of their
current feelings about it. In the case of tasks with a2 reasonable level of
inherent stimulation, forced attention may be aecessary only at the cutset,
as the performer becomes absorbed in the task after a short period of
effort. A second strategy is to set a definite goal for task
accomplishment. Several studies have found that specific and difficult
goals seem to reduce boredom, especially on simple tasks {Locke & Brvan,
1967; Mossholder, 1980). Locke and Latham (1%%0) suggest that this may
happen bhecause goals give a sense ¢f purpose and engage generalized values
{(concerns) for achievement and competence. Goals alseo add undertainty to 
an otherwise predictable situation {will I or will I not reach the goal?),
break an unending repetitive task into meaningful segments (3 gocal for each
hour, dav, or week), gi%e utility to any feedback which is available, and
may stimulate the development of new performance strategies and
experimentation with noﬁhabitual ways of accomplishing the task.

Third, if relative concern for a work task'ié low because of
intrusive thoughts from a mors relevant concern, Klinger (1982} suggests
that an appropriate solution is to redpce the urgency of the competing
concern, This cén pbe accomplished by stopping the work activity
temporarily and doing something toward achieving the(more pressing concern.
Short term concerns can be achieved in their entire{y {making the phone
call one keeps thinking about, getting lunch}, while more distal concerns

may be reduced in urgency by making plans or taking some preliminary steps
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toward achieving them. Then, having reduced the impertance of the
intruding concern and thereby increased the relative importance of the work
task, one will be free to refocus on the original task with fewer intrusive

thoughts.

Seeking Additional Stimulation

Because boredom is aversive, individuals often fry to reduce ﬁhe
feeling by seeking additional stimuiztion {(London, et al., 1972; Scott,
1966} . Bryant and Zillmann (1284) clearly documented #his tendency in a
laboratory study. Half their subjects were made to feel bored by werking
on a repetitive task for a long period of time, while the other half were
arcused by working on a difficult task under ﬁigh performance pressure.
Subjecés were then allowed to choose from among 6 television programs for
15 minutes of viewing. Subjects exposed to the repetitive task
overwhelmingly preferred the three exciting programs to the three relaxing,
tranquil programs (13.2 minutes wversus 1.2 minutes). Subjects who had
experience high levels of arousal under the stressful performance conditien
showed equal preferences for the two types of programs.

Increasing Stimulation on the Same Task. Efforts te reduce boredom
can occur while performing the original task, or by substituting another
activity for the original one. In the first case, individuals may engage
in what Kishida (1977} has.called *subsidiary behaviors,"™ such as
daydreaming, singing, talking to nearby coworkers, plaving mental games,
fidgeting, and looking around. Gardner (1990) found that subjects working
on a low complexity task perfcocrmed more of these non-task-related and self-
stimulating behaviors {gazing, stretching, yawning, and arm, head, and
torso movements) than subjects on a moderate-coqgle%ity task which

inherently provided more stimulation.
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Klinger (1%87b, p. 38) has noted 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 wvivid daydreams deliberately %o sase the beoredom." Klinger has also
found that two thirds of daydreams are about current concerns, 8¢ this
method of ingcreasing stimulation also allows one the satisfaction of
redirecting attention Lo matters which are personally relevant.

The effects of seeking additional stimulation on performance seem Lo
vary with the amount of aftention reguired for task performance If
continuous attentison to the task is reguired (as in an inspection task),
most kinds of subsidiary behavior seem to reduce performance (Kishida,
1977). However, additional stimulation received through a channel not
needed for pérformance, such as listening to music or white noise while |
engaged in a strictly wvisual task, can help to meintain alertness and
reduce boredom {(Davies et al., 1983; McRain, 1%61; Warm, 1986).

A final methced of increasing stimumlation while continuing to.perform
the same task is te vary the pace or method of work (Runcile, 19830). Hill
{1975a) found that on a repetitive task, extrawverts spontanscusly
introduced more variation in the way they performed the task. This is
consistent with the research suggesting that extraverts need more
stimulation from the environment £o maintain thelr characteristic level of
activation.

Increasing Stimulaticn by Activity Change, A different means of
seekinq.additional stimulation is %o change activities. This may mean
taking a break, getting something Lo =at, making & perscnal phone call,
visiting a coworker in ancther part of the building,, or simply changing to
a diffgrent work task. O'Hanlon {(1%21) notes that éérformance on the
original task recovers markedly after a short break, so limited amounts of

these alternate activities could well prove t¢ be functional.
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When Fisher (19%87) asked her respondents how they had reacted to
being bored at work, quite a number said that they performed non-work
activities such as reading novels oz writing letters to friends. Howsver,
these non~work activities were chosen mainly when incumbents were bored by
gquantitative underload. Because there was no work Lo be done, these
activities did not damage productivity per sg, bubl simply made more
enjoyable time which would have beeﬁ anproductive in any case.

Twenty~four percent of the respoandents salid they tried to relieve
episodés of boredom by engaging in desirable work-related behavicgrs, such
as taking more interest in clients, asking for more work or training,
finding additional tasks to de on their own, and helping other employees
with their work. Recent research on "organizational citizenship behavior®
(OCB) has focused attention on this type of positive extra-role activity
(Organ, 1988). OCB researchers have found up to three factors within lists
of positive extra-role behaviors (Smith, Cxrgan, & Near, l9ﬁ§; Williaﬁs,
Podsakoff, & Huber, 1986), One of these factors, labeled al£ruism or
helping behavior, includes activities such as giving extra assistance to
coworkers and superiors and volunteering for additional tasks; the type of
actions that Fisher's respondents took to reduce boredom. There is
evidanée that helping another person can be pleasurable in its own right
{Harris, 1977}, and helping is sometimes undertaken by individuals in bad
moods to improve the way they feel (Morris & Reilly, 1%87; Schaller &
Cialdini, 1988). Thus, helping behaviors may be especially effective at
reducing boredom, both because they allow a change of activity and are
directly satisfying. In addition, extra-role behaviors are by definition
entirely voluntary, so their interestingness is not compromised by
reactance or over-Jjustification. :

The other OCB dimensions have hkeen labeled compliance and/orx

attendance. They include behaviors such as arriving at work early and
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staying late, taking few breaks, scrupulously obeying the rules, not
spending time in idle conversation, and so on, These behavicrs probably
would not be effective in reducing boredom, as they minimize the chances to
increase stimulation and wvariety. Thus, it seems reasonable to predict
that boredom with job actiwvities should lead Lo most kinds of helping
behaviors but bz negatively related to the compilance and attendance

dimensicns of OCB.

Dysfunctional Responses

With the excepticn of performance decrements, mosc of the above
consequences of boredom are fairly neutral or even functional for the
organization, particularily 1f they are sffective in reducing the feeling
of boredem. However, scme responses to boredom may be far from benign.
Kiechell (1584) notes that bored executives often "start to bug peoplé“ by
attempting to micro-manage subordinates, ¢r may be tempted Lo acquire
another company just for the excitememt. Boredom has long been thought to
be a factor in juvenile delinguency, and there is evidence That self-
reports of boredeom are related to truancy, alcohsl consumption, and other
deviant behaviors in teen-agers (Hamilton, 1983; Crcutt, 1%84: Robkinson,
1975; Wasson, 1981). High sensation seekers, who presumably feel bored
more frequently, are more likely than others to gamble, voluntesr for
uvnusual psychology experiments, engage in risky sports, and experiment
with drugs and sex (Zuékerman, 1979y . In the work setting, boredom may
provoke drug use, unsafé work practices, excessive horseplay, sabotaée, or
employee theft. These activities may reduce borsdom by creating a change
of pace, reasserting personal freedom of choice, or provi&ing the
excltement of risking injury or discovery. | ' .
If none of the above means of reducing boredom are feasible or

effective, boredom may escalate to a stronger negative emoticnal state.
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Robinson {1975) has peointed cut that when individuals are unable to escape
or increase stimulation when they experience boredom, they may "become
restless, zagitated, and emctiocnally upset™ 4p. 141 . CG'Hanlon (1981}
reviaewed several studies in which pilots became quite hostile afier long
and monoteonous £light simulations. These stronger negative emotions could
conceivably lead to undesirable ilmpuisive behavior such as aygression
toward coworkers, clisnts, or equipﬁﬁﬂt. Although ﬁe did not specifically
set out to assess horedom, our interviews with enlisted Marines tended to
suggest that those who drank to excess and got into fights were also the

ones who complained of boredom.

Longer Term Consequences of Frequent Boredom
Research on mood shows effects for both immediate, transient mood
state and for longer term measures of "typical mood" {(George, 1989%; Kralger
at al., 1989). T¢ the extent that beoredom has been assessed in
organiéational tfield research, it has usually been conceptualized as the
latter, with individuals repecrting how bored they typically feel or how
boring they perceive their jobs to be. Possible consequences of a high

level of typical boredom are described in this section.

Job Satisfaction

Because boredom is an unpleasant emotion, it seems likely that
frequent feelings of bkecredom on the job would contribute to job
dissatisfaction, at least with the facet(s) held responsible for the
experienced boredom. Emotions experienced at work are one of several
contributors to Jjob attitudes, and boredom is only one of several emotions
which éhould impact ovéra{} satisfaction with the jo;. For inspance, the
freguency and intensity with which anger, frustration, and joy are

experienced at work should alse contribute to satisfaction.
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One might wonder to what extent existing measures of job satisfaction
explicitly reference boredom. Only two of twelve scales of overall job
satisfaction reviewed in The Sxperience qf Work (Copk, Hepwoarth, Wall, &
Warr, 1%81) mention boredom. ©Of the facet satisiaction scales reviewed,
only the Job Diagnostic Inventory {Smith, Xendall, & Hulia, 136%) uses the
term "boring' on a work itself subscale. Both the JDI and its managerial
clone (the Managerlial Opinion Scaleéby Warr angd Routledge, 1949) use
"boring” as a descriptor in their satisfaction with coworkers subscals.

Although there have been ac serious etfforts to develop generally
applicable, construct valid indices ¢f either transient or typical work
boredom, thers is some data on the relationship between responses to ad hoc
typical boredom scales and owerall jeb satisfaction. OfHanleon's review
found several studies in which the beredom - satisfaction relationship was
nonsignificant, while Caplan et al. (197%) found a highly significant
relaticnship of =.63. The extent to which typical boredom level impacts
overall job satisfaction may vary with ths salience and level of other job
facets. The number of antecedents of boredom present may &1so have an
effect. For instance, 1f an employee feels bored bscause of quantitative
and quélitative underload} constraints on remedizal behavicrs. and
unstimulating coworkers, one might ewpecht grearer dissatisgfaction than if

only one of these conditions prevailsd,

Absenteeism and Turnover

Reported bhoredom is sometimes, but not always, related to absenteeism
{c.f. O'Hanlon, 1981; Saito, Xishida, Endo, & Salte, 1872). Being absent
from work would sesm to remedy many possible causes pf boredom, in that one
escapes an envircnment perceived as unstimulating, c;early asserts one's
freedom from external control, and is potentially able to substitute non-

work activities which are more relevant Lo current concerns,
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Actual cbserved relationships may be weak for three reascns., First
is the difficulty of clearly distinguilshing between voluntary
absenteeism/abuse of sick leave which may be an attempt to escape boredom
or other unpleasant work experiences, and absence dus to genulne illness or
other unpreventable causes, Second, the jobs most likely to contribute to
boredom dus to gualitative undericad and strong exiernal constraints are
also those in which sanctions for unexcmsed absence tend to be most severe,
that is, unskilled hourly Jjobs. W%While incumbents on these jobs may
strongly wish to be absent, they may not be willing to risk the
consequences of acting upen their preferences. Third, individuals who are
bored because of internally imposed controls on behavior are unlikely to be .
absent. The same sense of duty or guilt which robs their work of interest
also forces them to attend faithfully.

There is wvery little ressarch on typical horedom level as a
contributor to tﬁrnover, but certainly changing employers 1s one way to
escape tasks and a work environment percelved as unstimuiatiﬁg. Even 1if
the new job i1s as ultimately as unstimulating as the old one, it will be
interesting until it is well.learned and the novelty has worn off.
Conceivably, feelings of boredom could facilitate turnover in several ways.
According to traditional models of turnover, this could occur if boredom
impacts the level of satisfaction with the present job. However, boresdom
may also directly increase thoughts of guitting and the valence of
alternative Jjobs as follows. Low stimulation Jjobs ({either quantitative or
gualitative underload) create free mental time at work. While thinking
about how bored they feel, emplovees may amuse themselves by the subsidiary
behaviors of fantasizing about quitting, daydreaming, about better jobs they
could hold, and actually planning a job search straﬁégy. Further, when
constraints are salient, any alternate activity, inﬁluding a different job,

might be perceived more attractive than the current situation.
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Physical and Mental Health

Cross-secticonal designs comparing different occupational groups
provide some gvidence thar workers on repetitive, machine paced jobs {which
presumably result in greater lewvels of typical boredom for moest people}
experience more physical health problems than those on less repetitive jobs
{c.f. Caplan et al., 1%875; Frankenhaeuser & Gardell, 1876; Samilowa, 1971).
Two Swedlsh studies fouwnd that thé moneteny Level of ogcoupations was one of
the strongest predictors of the occurreape of fatal heart atitacks in men
under age 457 {3lfredsscon, Xarasek, & Theosrell, 1282; Ortﬁ-Gom@r, Hamsten,
Perski, Theorell, & de Faire, 1985).

A clear causal link between the actual frequency and intensity of
boredom experienced at work and health, both measured at the individual
level and controlling for cther job characteristics, has nct been
established (Thackray, 1981). However, O'Hanlon (1981, p. €9) concludes
that, "Althouch physical health impalrment has not besn related to borsdom
per se, the striking incidence of psychoesomatic disease in occupations
where sevefe boredom is prevalent, ﬁeasonably leads onme to infer that
relationship;“

Morris and Reilly (1987) note that negative meods sometbimes sap
energy and. reduce the will to tzy to change the fesling or the situation
causing the feeling. Prolonged exposurs to a vary monotonohs task with
many constraints on coping mechanisms may result in learned helplessness
and passive tolerance. This idea is consistsnt with Kornhauser's classic
study of autoworkers {1965}, which concluded that simple, repetitive, and
presumébly bering work reduced the mental health of workers, and with Kohn
and Schooler's {1878, 1982) finding% that low compig%ity and high
routinization in work eventually reduced the inteileétual flexibility of

jok incumbents.
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Aside from the above studies which tie work characteristics (rather
than the experience ¢f boredor per se) to mental funciioning in general,
there is virtually no research which considers off~the-job consequences of
a high level of typical boredom at work. The above studies might suggast a
"spillover effect™ in which horedom at work contributes to boredom after
work as well. Jdn the other hand, the Marimg Uorps imnerviews might suggest
a "compensatory effect” in which boredom on the job leads to intense thrill
seeking off the Zob. <Clearly, thiis is an area which merits further

research by those interested in work - life interactions.

Boredom: Research Directions

As discussed zbove, the experience cof boredom at work seems to 1) be
common, 2 be unpleasant and have a number of consequences, and 3) have
many causas thah have not been well researched. This suggests that boredom
may be a useful concept as bath a dependent and an indepémd&nt variable,
and that it is deserving of more systematic research than it has received
in the past; A number of hypothesss have been suggested in the paper thus
far. Additional Ehoughts about research nseds follow.

The first step in researching boredom must be to learn more about how
the phenomenon is perceived by those experiencing it. Qualitativé studies
in which individuals are asked to describe aspects of their work which they
find bering, or time/situations in which they were bored, will help to more
clearly define the construct and suggest additional causes. I imagine that
this process will produce indications that intrusive thoughts from other
concerns often agoompany incildents of boredom, though it would still be
_necessary to determine whether intrusive thoughts gggﬁg boredom with the

present task, or whether boredom allows/invites tho@ghts about unrelated

current concerns.
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The next step will be to develop operaticnal measures of the
construct of boredom. In the past, researchers have measured beredom with
home-mads scales or single items which varied widely from study to study.
In some cases, poredom has been considerad an internal feeling state; in
others, a property of the jobv_ In a fair number of studies, experienced
boredom has not seven been divectly measured, but has been inferred bassd on
work cycle time in repetitive tasksﬁ or fregquency of target appearance in
vigilance tasks. Only Drory {i%82) has made a sericus effort to develop a
valid self-report measure of boredom, but hig instrument is specific to the
Jjob of truck driver.

At least two measures are needed. One would assess immediate.
feelings of borsedom. Since this instrument would have to be administered
frequently, be filled out guickly before feeling states change, and avoid
toe many demand characteristics, a brief adjective checklist or semantic
differential scale covering the experience of several emotions (not just
boredom) might provide the best format. This tvpe of measure is Lruest to
the conceptualization of boredom as a transient affective state trigyered
by the appraisal of an event, situation, br environmenf being currentliy
experienced.

A second type of measure should focas on typical boredom level.

Items might ask about the intensity and freguency of feelings of boredom
experiénced in the past week or month, extent of difficulty in kseping
attention on tasks, problems with mind wandering, awareness of desire to do
something else, etc.. Typical poredom could be assessed with respect to the
entire work situation or separately for differsnt tasks within the job. If
possible, both instruments should be designed to assess boredom either on
or off the Job, with only minor changes in inst:ucti?nal set,

Given valid measures of boredom, further studies of the possible

consequences of boredom should be next on the agenda’. Transient boredom
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measures should correlate with immediate performance, accidents, subsidiary
behaviors, altruistic OCBs, thoughts of quitting, intrusive thoughts from
other concerns, and emotions Eiké he&tiiity!‘whiie wypical borsdom should
predict aggregate measures of theée responses over time, plus longer term
consequencas such as Job sabisfaction, reported guallty of work 1ife,
absenteelism, Lurnover, and paossibly health and guality of iife in general.
If horedom measures do consistemtlyfielate to a varisty ©f undesirable
outsones as expectéd, then a more thorough study of individual and work
event/environment precursors to horedom will be warranted.

in studying event/environment antecedents of boredom, it may be
useful to develop scales for assessing the "boredom potential"™, or
alternatively "stimulation potential' of situations. Current measure of
job characteristics could be augmented with subscales suqh as
repetitiveness and attention demand of the task, duration of wark session
on the same task, guantitative underload, qualitative overload, constraint,
availability of co-workers, and feasibility of subsidiary behaviors as
scurces of additional stimulatrion. Both incumbents and superiors could be
used as raters on these scales. An aitsynative approach to environmental
precursors of boredom would e to uwse highly objective measures of “task
based stimulation™, such as the number of sensory modalitiss stimulated and
the vafiability and intensity of stimulation for esach modality, as
suggested by Schwab and Cummings in 1976. Wood {1986) has proposed a
highly objective method of measuring task complexity by analyzing the
number of distinct, non-redundant acts and information cues required to
complete a task, the amount of coordinaticn between acts, and the degree of
variability in cue validity over time. When combined with existing .
measures of Jjob scope, these measures should predicqﬁmuch of the

situational variance in boredom. The possibility cof a curvilinear
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relaticnship alsc exists, if overloads of stimulation or complexity beccome
meanihglegs an@ thus boring to the percelver.

Because there is some evidence rhart boredom or boredom proneness may
be & stable tralt of individozails {(Hamilton, 198353; Orcntt, 1584; Smith,
1935%), further work on a measure of chronic boredom across settings may
prove fruitful. Existing measures of personzlity constructs which seemn
related.to boredoem {sach as Senﬁatiﬁﬁ seaking and‘extraversioné.could also
be explored as predicters of reactions Lo jubs of differing levels of
stimulation. The possibility that boredom iz secially transmitted is also
worthy of field research. Studies ef the wariability im meporred boredom
within and between groups 0f employees performing identical jobs might
suggest whether or not a social component is ¢operating in the perception of
boredom.

The role of current concerns in boredom needs further explecration.
Thought sampling technigques could be used to see if intrusive thoughts
covary with experienced borsdom on simple znd moderately stimanlating tasks,
or if intrusive theoughts and boredom wvary with the relevance of the task to
enduring concemns. In addition, boredom could be measursd while subjects
work on a task after being primed or not primed to think about salient non-
task concerns. If intrusive thouwghts cause boredom, the primed group

should report greater buredom.

Implications of Research on Boredom
A thorpugh ressarch efforr dewoted to the <auses and Consequences of
boredoem might produce a number of practical applications.. For instance,
the areas ¢f job design, selection, placement, traindng, and socialization
might ge impacted. There has already been a great éeal of research on Jjob
design. However, even this preliminary review of the concept of boredom

suggests possible additions to the practice of job design. For instance,
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organizations might arrange to provide stimulation through unneeded sensory
channels to maintain an optimal level of alertness, or might reduce
unnecessary c¢onstraints and highly visible means of contrel. Systems such
as flexitime would both enhance personal contrcl and allow work time to be
more closely matched to actual workload. The increasingly popular
autonoéous work group idea also should be highly effective in reducing
boredom. Mermbers of these groups ndt only perform more varied tasks under
less exterﬁal cont&ol, but also engage in social interaction as they manage
their group. In some cases, work groups are allowed to select their own
new members, thus increasing the chances that coworkers Qill be compatible,
congenial, and entertaining. |

A number of self-initlated remedial responses to boredom seem
possible, so jobs might be designed to allow more subsidiary behavior,
self-scheduled breaks or changes in activity, and freedom to attend briefly
to pressing current concerns. Shrank (1978) has suggested that allowing
blue collar workers the same freedom as white collar emplovees to engage in
these kinds of behaviors when desired might reduce dysfunctional
stimulation seeking activities such as theft and sabotage.

Recognition of the fact that having nothing to do (quantitative
underlecad) is a freguently occurring problem may lead Co better scheduling
of employees, the creation of a backlog of tasks or training experiénces
which can be undertaken when immediate demand is low, or the removal cof
prohibitions on performing enjoyable non-work behaviors at work when time
permits. This may be especially important in the rapidly growing service
sector. As several organizational theorists have pointed out, many
services must be performed on-demand, while the cliept is present. To
avoid lost sales, service organizations must staff t# meet their less-~than-
perfecﬁly—predictable peak demand periods (Chase & Ténsik, 1583; Mills &

Margulies, 1980). This means that service employees' may be particularly
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likely to experience boredom due to quantitative underleads, and to the
sharp contrasts betwsen periods of full worklesd and siack times.

Because boredom depends in part op individuesl factors, selection and
placement processes might be adjusted o take relevant individual
differences into account. The chronically bored or those who are wery high
on sensation seeking or extraversion could be passed over for all but the
most stimuiating or risky jobs. Indiwiduals with a particularily high
tolerance, or even a prefersnce, for routime work could be selected for
repetitive Jobs, and the interest/need/value match to job content could be
given mOre welght in job assignment decisions. Individuals with a high
ability to entertain themselves might be chosen for jobs in which the
workload is often low. Placement processes which match the leng-term
concerns and valuaes of smployees to job demands should reduce the incidence
of boredom due to inmtrusiwe thoughts from other concerns. Training might
be useful to decrease boredom due to gmalitative gverlead, or to the
application of overly simple schemas o jobs which contain uﬁ:ecognized
variety and complszity.

If poredom is5 socially transmitted, organizations would wish to awvoid
placing chronically bored individials in work groups in which cthers might
model their reacticns. Further, as Griffin {1983) has successfully
demonstrated, superviscrs can be trained Lo point out interesting aspects
of the job to their subordinates. In addition, the corganization can
promote the idea that “"the job is as incermsting as you make it", shifting
responsibility to LChe incumbents Lo entertain themselves. Relaxing rigid
job descriptions and modeling organizational citizenship behaviors would
open up new ways in which individuals could productively find more 3
stimuelation in their jobs, and come to consensually ?efine the work éet;ing
as full of interesting opportunities rather than boring tasks and

unnecessary constraints.
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Interest in work boredom began in the 1%20s with the wide spread
adoption of assembly lines and the simplification of many Jobs. As we
entar the post-ipndustrial informationm age, it 15 again necsssary o ask how
humans will be affected by the changing nature of thelir work., In so far as
it is possible to predict, it seems that some j0bs will become more likely
to cause bhoredom and many will becowe Less Likely Lo cause Doredom as
compuLers aﬁd automation play a larger rocle in the workplace. Grose {1989)
points.out‘that.huﬁans evolved to agh, not to passively moriter, hence the
tendency of understimulated brains to stimulate themselwes by dapdreaming,
or even hallucinating in the case of extreme sensory deprivation. In some
jobs, there will be less and less for people to do. Meonitoring the process
of a nuclear power plant, computer controlled refinery, automated mail
sorting machine, or roboticized assembly line are examples. When humans
must moenitor critlical processes, it would be wise to include unmistakable
visual and auditory warnings when processses start to go awry, in order to
‘call attention back to a task which is hard to comCentrate on for long.

Quite a number of jobs may become less boring becauss of computers
and automation. Already, wobeois ars foselny auto workers from repetitive
tasks involving painting, welding, and instzlilation of some parts. Word
processors have certainly reduce the amount of mindless retyping that used
to be necessary when changes in documents were needed. Quinn and Paguette
{1990) give a number of examples of hcw computers axe févolutionizing the
service industry, and making jobs more interesting as & side effect.
Domino;s Pizza, for instance, has provided store managers with a program to
relieve them of much of the drudgery of "ordering, payreoll, maxketing, cash
flow, inventory, and work contrel functiens. This frees store executives
to perform more valuable superv%sory... activities-—%xpanding and elevating
their management roles" (Quinn & Paquette, 1990, p. 70). These authors

also note that computers and networks "empower" lower level service
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providers, freeing them to “"concentrate their attention on the more
conceptual 5: wersonalized tasks only people can perform”™, and to provide
sophisticated forms of ssrvics thar would oihexwise be impossible at their
level of experience and trainming (p. 70f. It iz not the purpese of this
paper Lo explore the effects of changing technology on boredom in any
depth, but this is certainly an interesting area for research.

Social changes may also afﬁeéﬁ-the éxxenﬁ £0 which boredom at work is
a problem inm the futnre. For instance, Lleisure, family, and other non-work
pursuits seem to be increasing in legitimacy and importence in our society.
If greater concern for these spheres reduces relative comcern for work
related acfivities and gozls, then episcdes of intrusiwve thoughts and
boredom.on the job may become more frequent. In addition to value changes
which affect the fype of stimmlation which is considered important, there
may also be changes in the abseclute level of stimulation desired by workers
in the futurse. The individuzis who will soem be entering the labor force
have grown up with an unprecsdented level of envirommental stimulation,
such as MTV, Walkmans, and Niatendco. It is possibbe that these individuals
will find mest work tasks unstimuelating by comparison, and s¢ will be more
bored than their predecessors.

The existing research on boredom provides & foundation for further
work, but is woefully inadequate to address the problems of boredom in the
Qorkplaces of today and tomorrow., Lab studies of unrealistically simple
tasks and field studies of repetitive assembly operations {fast becoming
obseolete}) have been the source of mest existing knowiedge. Field research
on borgdom in less exrreme siiumations is almost nonexistent. In short, a
great deal more research will be necessary to test and expand upon the
suggestions made in this paper about who will ks boéedf when,.and why; how
boredom affects organizationally and personally relevant outccomes; and how

individuals and organizations can manage and reduce boredom.
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Figure 1
Possible Causes and Consequences of Boredom

Causes Conseguences
Task-Based Person X Situation &1l Sequences
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