

[image: Illustration]




[image: Illustration]




[image: Illustration]




 


ROBINSON


First published in Great Britain in 2016 by Robinson


Copyright © Sandi Mann, 2016


The moral right of the author has been asserted.


All rights reserved.
No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


A CIP catalogue record for this book
is available from the British Library.


ISBN 978-1-47213-600-8


Robinson
is an imprint of
Little, Brown Book Group
Carmelite House
50 Victoria Embankment
London EC4Y 0DZ


An Hachette UK Company
www.hachette.co.uk


www.littlebrown.co.uk




 


 


Dedicated to Dania, Elisha and Akiva,
who ensure that my life is never boring!





Acknowledgements



Thanks to everyone who has taken part in my boredom research over the years – I hope it was not too boring. Thanks too to my lovely agent, Chelsey Fox, who has put up with my obsession with boredom for many years now – without ever indicating that she was bored of it!





Introduction



My first ever graduate job was as a shop assistant in a very quiet high-street clothes shop, where I was so bored that I resorted to unfolding sweaters and refolding them, just to have something to do (unsurprisingly, the store has since closed down). So began a lifelong interest in boredom that was not quashed by my next job, which was only marginally less tedious; as a cytology screener, my job was to sit gazing down a microscope at cells all day in order to spot the occasional unhealthy one. I remember finding this vigilance task so dull that I begged to be permitted to listen to music via my headphones in order to provide some much-needed stimulation. This request was refused on the grounds that the music might be distracting; and so my mission to explore boredom and to research ways of coping with it was born. My subsequent years of research into boredom have taught me (amongst other things) what I instinctively knew then – that far from being a distraction, extra stimulation like music can help people cope with tedious, repetitive tasks. I would love to be able to go back to my ex-employer and show them my findings, but that job too has now gone, to be replaced by computers (who never get bored!).


This book then is the result of years of research that, unlike my first two jobs, has never been dull. It is for everyone who is ever bored and for those who go to great lengths to ensure they never are. In a world in which many of us seek ever more stimulation in an attempt to counter our lowering threshold for boredom, The Upside of Downtime is about not just helping us cope with boredom, but also about harnessing its power. For the reality is that, despite the ever-increasing ways in which to entertain ourselves today, we appear to be more bored at school, at work and at play than ever before. Internet, DVDs, iPhones, Xboxes, PlayStations, 24-hour supermarkets, multiple TV channels, cinemas, bowling, retail parks, online chatrooms, Facebook, Twitter, MSN, texting . . . today we have so many varied ways to spend our leisure time that we should all surely never know what boredom feels like. Yet boredom appears to be the curse of the twenty-first century; it seems that the more we have to stimulate us, the more stimulation we crave. The fast pace of the world means that in an environment characterised by change, speed and novelty, we are losing the ability to tolerate the routine and repetition of everyday life. We experience this lack of tolerance as the uncomfortable feeling of boredom, and it is the motivation to reduce this ennui that leads us in a never-ending quest for stimulation.


This quest brings a whole plethora of consequences: kids hang out on street corners causing trouble because they are ‘bored’; people of all ages become addicted to drugs or gambling or pornography because they are constantly seeking more stimulation; others take risks or seek ever-more dangerous thrills (hence the growth in ‘extreme’ sports) in order to relieve the tedium of their lives; still more over-indulge in shopping or eating in order to bring much-needed stimulation into their lives.


How has this happened? And, how can we stop it? The Upside of Downtime examines the evidence and looks at the causes and consequences of boredom in the twenty-first century. This book will start with an exploration of the concept of boredom, debunking a few myths along the way (for example, that boredom is the result of having nothing to do). The central premise of the book, that boredom is actually beneficial for us, is suggested from the outset, with this idea being developed as the book progresses. Using my own groundbreaking research into boredom, as well as that of other international researchers, the text tells the story of what we do when we are bored; how we act, react and how we cope.


The causes of boredom are explored in detail, with the relative roles of environment, personality and other people being debated; are we bored because life now is too routine and repetitive? Or is it just that we are more boredom-prone? Or are we bored because other people are boring us (and, heaven help us, could we be that boring person?)?


Boredom within the education system is discussed with an exposé of how schools are creating a boredom-prone society with their increasing emphasis on ‘whizzy’ teaching involving ever-more interactive whiteboard technology. It will be argued that we are growing a nation of children who expect to be entertained to such an extent that they are unable to cope with lower levels of stimulation. Combined with all the instant and engaging (but soundbite-short) technology around them, our kids are growing up with ever-decreasing attention spans and thresholds for boredom. They are getting bored more easily and lack the skills to cure their ennui themselves. And yet, just when people’s boredom thresholds are being lowered, and they need higher levels of stimulation to satisfy their quest for engagement, they find themselves entering a world of work that is increasingly boring (due to increased bureaucracy, paperwork, legislation and routinisation).


The consequences for society of all this boredom are worrying. Much of society’s ills can be laid at the door of boredom, either because of our reactions to being bored (e.g. risk-taking, thrill-seeking, vandalism, drug-taking, etc.) or because of the effects that being bored have on our minds and bodies. Indeed, this book will go on to argue that boredom is the ‘new’ stress, and just as harmful.


The Upside of Downtime, however, ends on a positive note. Despite the gloom and doom of boredom, it has its upsides too. The antidote to boredom is humour and fun, both of which can be used to enrich society. Boredom also carries with it many useful functions, including being the catalyst for creativity, and my new research demonstrating this link is described here. The book offers the somewhat radical view that the solution to the ‘boredom problem’ is to harness boredom rather than trying to avoid it. As a society, we think we have failed if we are bored, but this book will argue that boredom can be a powerful, motivating force that instils creativity, intelligent thinking and reflection – if only we allow it back into our lives. Some people are already catching on to this, with signs that there is a movement away from wanting constant stimuli in our lives towards a desire for the real freedom that gadget- and connection-free time (e.g. on holiday) can provide. British journalist and broadcaster Mariella Frostrup’s recent comments in The Times1 about her ‘downtime’ holiday illustrate this trend: ‘left to idle away a week with little phone signal and no technology was the greatest luxury we could hope for.’ She is not alone in seeking time out from the demands of a 24/7 society as we are starting to tip more positively towards boredom. The Upside of Downtime aims to lead the way.





1



The Quest for Engagement: What is Boredom?




‘When I am bored, it feels frustrating, like I ought to be doing something useful, but I just can’t motivate myself.’


‘When I am bored, I can’t be bothered to do anything.’


‘I feel more bored when I am tired . . . and yet being bored makes me feel tired!’


‘Being bored means my mind wanders. I can’t concentrate on anything – at least nothing I’m meant to be thinking about. It’s all just too much effort.’


‘I just want to go to sleep when I am bored.’


‘I get bored when there isn’t enough to keep my mind active. I get bored in queues, or when reading the same book over and over to my kids. It feels like my brain cells are falling asleep.’


‘I get depressed when I am bored.’


‘When I am bored, I waste time.’


‘Boredom is the feeling of having nothing to do.’





We all know what it is to feel bored. Which of us cannot relate to some or all of the comments above shared with me by participants in my own research? Some researchers believe that up to half of us ‘often’ feel bored1 whilst one study claims that we typically spend six hours a week feeling ‘completely and utterly bored with life’2 (a finding that led one commentator to dryly observe ‘only six hours?’).3 Clearly then, most of us have an all too intimate knowledge of ennui, a condition that has been part and parcel of life probably since time began. Philosophers, scientists, journalists and religionists have contemplated boredom and its effects for centuries, mostly seeing it as a profoundly negative force. Researchers have even identified the most boring day in history (Monday, 11 April 1954, when, apparently, very little actually happened),4 the most boring time of the year (January, according to both a poll of students5 and my own ‘straw’ poll of people, of whom 44 per cent claimed that January is indeed the most tedious time of year) and the most boring museums in the world (see Box 1.1).




Box 1.1: The most boring museums in the world?


•   The British Lawnmower Museum, Southport, Merseyside, UK


•   The Dog Collar Museum, Leeds Castle, Maidstone, Kent, UK


•   The Pencil Museum, Keswick, Cumbria, UK


•   The Locksmith’s House, Willenhall, West Midlands, UK


•   York Quilt Museum and Gallery, York, UK


•   The Bakelite Museum, Williton, Somerset, UK


•   British Optical Association Museum, London, UK


•   The Spam Museum, Austin, Minnesota, USA


•   Cork Museum, Palafrugell, Girona, Spain


•   Museum Cemento Rezola, (Cement Museum), San Sebastián, Spain


•   The Salt and Pepper Shaker Museum, Gatlinburg, Tennessee, USA


•   Musée du Papier Peint (Wallpaper Museum), Rixheim, France


•   The Hair Museum of Avanos, Cappadocia, Turkey


•   Paris Sewers Museum, Quai d’Orsay, Paris, France


•   Soap Museum, Sidon, Lebanon


•   The Japanese Sword Museum, Tokyo, Japan


•   Ethnography Museum, Ankara, Turkey


•   India Seashell Museum, Tamil Nadu, India





Work is, for many people, totally boring, whilst for others it is certain elements of their job that bore them, such as paperwork or attending meetings. Many people also spend a large portion of their non-working day in a state of boredom – on the train during the daily commute, at home listening to their spouse drone on about their day and at dull parties at the weekend. Our kids regularly complain they are bored – school is boring, family days out are boring (if they are teenagers), homework is boring . . . the list is endless. Men and women have affairs because they are bored with their partner, people get hooked on internet poker sites or the shopping channel in order to combat boredom, and teenagers steal cars, smash bus shelters, take drugs, and perhaps even take part in organised riots – as happened in the UK in the summer of 2011 – all to relieve the tedium that is their lives. But, though we may know exactly what it is to be bored, when it comes to explaining this state, no one can quite come up with a definitive description.


In my own research,6 which surveyed hundreds of people in the north-west of the UK, people reported that when they are bored they feel ‘listless’, ‘demotivated’, ‘tired’, as though they cannot ‘concentrate’, or that their ‘mind wanders’. Respondents to my survey claimed that when bored, they ‘have nothing to do’ or, perhaps more pertinently, that what they are meant to be doing does not appeal or keep their attention. People do seem to be unclear as to whether they are bored because they have nothing to do, or because they are tired, distracted, demotivated, or whether, indeed, all these states are part of the boredom experience. Put simply, is boredom dependent on the task in hand (i.e. we are bored because the task itself is boring), or is it dependent on the individual (we are bored because we are boring people)? And, if it is the task that is boring, what is it about the task that makes it so? If it is we who are boring, what aspects of our personalities contribute to make us more prone to experience boredom? These questions will be addressed in more detail in later chapters.




Box 1.2: What does ‘bored’ look like?
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Harald G. Wallbott, a psychology professor at the University of Salzburg, Austria, showed that we can easily recognise when a person looks bored. Actors in his 1988 study who held a collapsed upper body (i.e. slumped), leant their heads backwards and who engaged in few bodily movements were recognised by participants as being bored.7






A Brief History of Boredom


According to the Oxford English Dictionary the word ‘boredom’ first appeared in English in 1750, but it was not until 1852 that the first written record of the word appeared in literature: in the novel Bleak House, Charles Dickens refers to Lady Dedlock’s state as a ‘chronic malady’. The expression ‘to be a bore’, however, had already been in use in the sense of ‘to be tiresome or dull’ since 1768. Even before the use of the actual term, however, the concept had been well documented, with the word ‘acedia’ (tedium) dominating ancient descriptions of monotony.




Box 1.3: How many words?


There are various words that can be used to describe boredom: tedium, ennui, monotony, dullness and possibly even listlessness.


Common expressions to emphasise a state of acute boredom include: bored to death, bored to tears, bored out of my mind and bored rigid.





It was not until the early 1920s, however, that researchers, usually psychologists, first began to study boredom, concentrating initially on bored workers in factories. One of the earliest studies of boredom in a laboratory setting was in the late 1930s, when Joseph Barmack of the City College of New York proposed that boredom was a ‘sleeplike feeling’.8 Barmack’s study was fascinating, not only for what it revealed about boredom, but also for what it revealed about the lack of ethics in research in the 1930s; he gave participants drugs such as amphetamines to see if boredom could be reduced (it could). Such research would never pass muster with modern-day research ethics committees.


Since those early days many researchers have concluded that boredom is a distinct emotion. Cynthia Fisher, a workplace psychologist in the United States who was one of the first modern researchers of boredom (and someone I meet often on the ‘boredom’ circuit at international conferences), points out that ‘boredom is an unpleasant, transient affective state in which the individual feels a pervasive lack of interest in and difficulty concentrating on the current activity [such that] it takes conscious effort to maintain or return attention to that activity’.9 Thus, she says, boredom is an emotion, albeit an unpleasant one, akin perhaps to anxiety or sadness. In trying to understand boredom, then, we must first understand what emotions are and what roles they play in our lives.


What is an Emotion?


According to Abraham Maslow, the psychologist responsible for much of our understanding about motivation, emotion is the ‘measure of humankind’.10 That is, humans’ experience of emotions is what distinguishes us from other lower-order animals. Whilst in modern times it is debatable to what extent other animals do experience emotions (and well beyond the scope of this book), it is highly unlikely that they experience quite the range of emotions that we humans do.


Many researchers believe that there are a number of distinct and universal emotions that all people, whatever their culture, exhibit and recognise; these include anger, fear, sadness, joy, disgust and surprise (but not boredom). They are sometimes termed ‘primary emotions’ and it is thought that they are innate – in other words, we do not need to learn to express or recognise these emotions, but are somehow born already wired with the ability to have these emotional experiences. If you need any proof of this, try feeding a tiny baby a new non-sweet food group; my own 6-month-old produced an expression that was clearly distinguishable as disgust – even his 6-year-old sister was able to recognise the emotion on his face (which greatly amused her). The reason for these innate, universal primary emotions is evolutionary, i.e. our very survival – a point that will be returned to shortly.


Most researchers believe that emotions consist of four distinct components and some believe that to truly experience an emotion, all four components must exist. These are:


•   Our cognitions: i.e. what we think and our interpretation of events that produce the emotion. For example, thinking about a sad event such as bereavement induces sad emotions.


•   Our feelings: we label the way we feel as being angry, sad, etc.


•   Our physiological reactions: how our bodies react, e.g. sweating, raised heartbeat, etc. These include the bodily changes that we cannot see or notice, such as chemicals secreted from various glands during the experience of an emotion.


•   Our behaviour: such as running away, hitting someone/something, hugging someone etc.


Thus, to experience the phenomenon of an emotion with which we are all so familiar, the emotional trigger or stimulus must penetrate our consciousness, there must be some kind of reaction in our body, we must produce some kind of behavioural change – and we label the whole thing as an ‘emotion’.


It is important to remember that all emotions, arguably, are experienced for a reason – even boredom. That is, they are part of our evolutionary response, designed to help us adapt and survive in the world. Thus, for example, the function of anger is to prepare us for a response (such as fighting) against the person who has angered us – in addition, our angry faces indicate the strength of our feelings to our enemy and, with a bit of luck, they will run away before we have to get our hands dirty. Boredom, whilst not recognised as a ‘primary’ emotion (in other words, it is a more complex emotion), too, arguably, has similar adaptive purposes, and these will be discussed in more detail in Chapter 11.


What Produces an Emotion?


There is no clear-cut answer to this and psychologists and researchers have battled this one for years now. What is it that gives us the sensation of experiencing an emotion? How do we distinguish one emotion from another; how do we know we feel scared and not angry? Or bored and not just tired?


The earliest researchers into emotion in the nineteenth century, James and Lange,11 thought that emotions are triggered by us noticing our physiological responses and identifying them as an emotion. For example, imagine that you are walking down a dark alley late at night. You hear footsteps behind you and you begin to tremble, your heart beats faster, and your breathing deepens. You notice these physiological changes (which are different from physiological changes that occur with, say, happiness or dismay) and recognise them as your body’s preparation for a scary situation. You then experience fear. Thus, it is the feedback from our bodily reactions that allows us to experience an emotion – and different emotions produce different physical reactions in the body.


More recent explanations focus on the role played by our brains in interpreting physical sensations as emotions. It is not enough just to experience the physical reactions in our body; we must also have reason to interpret and label these changes as a particular emotion. It is now acknowledged that the actual physical changes we experience may be the same for every emotion; it is our interpretation of the environment, etc., that leads us to label these sensations as a particular emotion.


Imagine what might happen if you noticed that you were feeling hot and sweaty. The way you interpret these physical sensations will depend on what has happened before you noticed them:


•   Scenario 1: Before feeling hot and sweaty, you had just sprinted 400 yards to catch a bus. You immediately assume that the physical sensations are due to your unaccustomed exercise (and you resolve to get fitter!).


•   Scenario 2: A few minutes ago, you narrowly avoided being hit by a bus. You had been walking along, minding your own business, when the bus mounted the kerb, missing you by inches. You interpret the sweating and hot feelings as fear as you appreciate the danger you were in.


•   Scenario 3: This time, you were at the bus stop in good time but the bus didn’t stop and went sailing past. It wasn’t even full! Here, you interpret your physical sensations as the emotion of anger.


So, our emotional experiences rely on us noticing physical changes in our bodies and giving them an appropriate emotional label. For some interesting studies illustrating this, see Box 1.4.




Box 1.4:


1. The Wobbly Bridge Study
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Psychologists Dutton and Aron12 visited the Capilano Canyon in Canada, which is crossed by a number of bridges. One bridge was a rickety and apparently unstable suspension bridge that tends to sway, tilt and wobble, giving users the impression that they are likely to fall 70 metres (230 feet) into the canyon below. Another bridge is a solid wood one that is upstream and only 3 metres (10 feet) above a shallow part of the canyon below. People walking across the rickety bridge tend to be quite aroused with fear – their pulse rates quicken, they may sweat and their hearts pound. Indeed, this may be why they choose that bridge. No such arousal is likely on the lower, solid bridge.


The experimenters interviewed men crossing each of the two bridges and tested how attracted they were to a female confederate on the other side of the canyon. What they found was that those men on the rickety suspension bridge were more attracted to the woman than those on the sturdy bridge. The reason given by the psychologists was that the men on the scarier bridge experience a state of arousal, which, in the presence of a woman, they interpret as attraction for her. However, the men on the sturdy bridge have no such physical feelings to misinterpret.


The study shows why colleagues at work who have been through some emotional experience together (such as beating a tight deadline, winning a big contract, etc.) can end up in a romance – they misinterpret the emotions they are feeling as love!


2. The Adrenaline Study


Psychologists Schacter and Singer13 carried out an intriguing (if ethically dubious by today’s standards) study to show that our emotional experiences can be manipulated by altering the way we label the physical changes that accompany emotions.


They told subjects they were studying the effects of vitamins on performance. Half the participants were given an injection, not of a vitamin, but of an adrenaline-like substance. Adrenaline makes people feel hot and sweaty and causes their heart rate to rise. The other half were given a saline injection (the placebo).


The adrenaline participants were then told one of three things about how the injection might make them feel; one group were told that they would experience sweaty palms and racing heart (the correctly informed group). A second group were told that they would start to feel itchy (the incorrectly informed group) and a third group were told nothing at all (no information group). They were then left with a confederate who acted aggressive and irritating, with the aim of inducing anger in the experimental participants. So, which group would report feeling the most angry?


They found that those subjects given the adrenaline but the incorrect information were the angriest group. This is because they experienced physical sensations in their body that they could not attribute to the injection (unlike the correctly informed group). Instead, they concluded that their physical reactions must be caused by their experience of anger. The other groups had other explanations to hand (or did not experience the physical bodily changes at all, in the case of the placebo group) so did not label their arousal as anger.





These same misinterpretations can occur with the experience of boredom. Imagine you are doing something that isn’t particularly engaging – maybe some paperwork or repetitive data entry. You glance at the clock every so often, hoping perhaps that it will soon be home time and you can do something more fun. But time seems to be moving so slowly – every time you look at the clock, it seems to have barely moved much at all. Gosh, you think, this task is so boring!


Now, imagine that you are in the same situation, but this time when you look at the clock, time seems to be flying by. This time you think, ‘Wow, I must be having more fun than I thought with this data entry!’


This is what actually happened in a study performed in the 1970s14 that showed how changing the environment can influence how bored people feel. The researchers showed that if a wall clock was fixed so as to move more slowly than it should, participants in an experiment reported feeling more bored doing tasks than did participants when the clock moved at a normal pace. They misinterpreted the apparent slow passage of time as boredom.


In another study, participants were given very dull, repetitive tasks to do. Some participants had to do this in noisy conditions and others in a quiet room. In the noisy conditions, they interpreted their inability to concentrate as due to the distracting effect of the noise, but in the quiet room they attributed their difficulty in concentrating to the boring nature of the task.15


These studies show how our experience of emotions like boredom is heavily dependent on our interpretation of events and environmental cues. In Chapters 4 and 5 we will examine a range of other factors that contribute to our experience of boredom (as well as discussing why some of us are more boredom prone than others).




Box 1.5: The most boring calendars in the world?


Why have an exciting calendar when you could have one of these on your wall?


•   Post Boxes of Wales, 2015


•   Fast Disappearing, Red . . . . . . Telephone Boxes of Wales, 2014
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•   Goats in Trees, 2012


•   Round a bouts of Redditch, 2003 (which sold 100,000 copies worldwide)


•   Highland Cattle, 2015


•   Toilets Around the World, 2015


•   North American Grain Elevators, 2015


•   City Chickens & their Coops, 2014


•   Dull Men of Great Britain, 2015





What is This Emotion of Boredom, Then?


Boredom, then, described as a ‘plague of modern society’,16 is just one of a range of emotional states that we might experience. Contrary to popular opinion, boredom is not the result of having nothing to do, but rather of having nothing to do that appeals at that time. It is actually quite hard to think of situations where a person’s options are so limited that s/he literally has nothing to do (with the probable exception of prisoners in solitary confinement) – although we can all think of those where of the range of available activities, there is actually nothing that we would like to do.


It is quite possible to find yourself with the same task or situation but that you only find yourself bored with it on some occasions and not others. That is, the same task, situation or even person, can appeal to us and engage us one day, but cause us utmost boredom the next. Clearly, boredom is not a uni-dimensional concept in that Task A is either boring or not; the elements of the task must somehow interplay and interact with the characteristics of the individual (hence, what is boring to one person is the epitome of excitement to another) and with the characteristics of the situation (thus, I may enjoy writing this book on Monday, but a bad night combined with the distraction of a sunny afternoon on Tuesday conspire to relegate the task to boring levels). All these elements will be explored in later chapters of this book.


Boredom, then, is partly independent of the task, situation or individual. It is described as an emotional state in ‘which the level of stimulation is perceived as unsatisfactorily low’.17 It is this lack of external stimulation that leads to increased neural arousal in search of variety – failure to satisfy this leads to the experience of boredom. In other words, for whatever reason, the task in hand fails to stimulate us. Whether this lack of stimulation is due to other competing distractions, or due to the nature of the task itself (perhaps it is repetitive or requires little mental effort – more on this in later chapters) – the point is that it is, in some way, unstimulating. We then engage in an effort to seek the missing stimulation – if we find it, all well and good. But seeking and failing to find that stimulation leads to the experience of the emotion that we label as ‘boredom’. The more mental effort we have to put into trying to sustain our attention on something that is failing to provide adequate stimulation, the more bored we are likely to feel.


Thus the emotion of boredom is felt when:


1.   There is not enough neural arousal or stimulation and either,


2.   Effort is required to sustain attention to something that is not intrinsically captivating and/or,


3.   Attempts are made to meet optimal arousal levels from other sources instead.


4.   We are aware of the above and attribute the resulting negative experience as boredom.


 


Thus, boredom is a state of low arousal; you cannot be excited whilst at the same time bored. People prefer to be in their optimal level of arousal and this preferred level will be different for different people; some prefer a low level of arousal, with not much going on to stimulate them, whereas others like more of an all-singing, all-dancing atmosphere to keep them amused (this relates to the personality traits of extroversion/introversion, which will be discussed in Chapter 5). If arousal becomes higher than is comfortable (e.g. through information overload), the person will be motivated to do something to reduce that arousal (escape, etc.). Similarly, if the arousal is too low, then the person will take action to increase their level of arousal by seeking a less boring situation. In this way, boredom is often viewed as an avoidance emotion because it triggers a motivation to avoid or escape. Unfortunately, in many situations (dull meetings, boring job tasks, etc.), we cannot easily seek to increase our levels of arousal – though we try with techniques such as doodling, drawing boxes, writing our shopping lists, etc. Under other circumstances attempts to increase our levels of arousal can lead to risk-taking behaviours or unhealthy responses (such as drug use, ‘joy’ riding, gambling, etc.) – see Chapters 2 and 3 for more on this.


Boredom, then, is a negative or uncomfortable state to be in. As eminent boredom researchers William L. Mikulas and Stephen J. Vodanovich say, ‘for it to be boredom, the person must not like it’.18 You can be in a state of low arousal but be comfortable with that – you are relaxed and content, not bored. Similarly, some people enjoy being ‘bored’, relishing the sheer pleasure of having nothing to do: according to a report in the Guardian in 2007, the then US President, George W. Bush, was most looking forward to ‘getting bored’ once he stepped down from the Presidency in January 200919 (the fruits of his newfound leisure included his book Decision Points and a series of portraits of world leaders, dogs and himself in the bathtub). Again, this is not really boredom as the term has to imply a dissatisfaction with the status quo.


Boredom is thus an attentional phenomenon and the opposite of engagement or what happiness guru Mihály Csíkszentmihályi called ‘flow’,20 which is when we are able to maintain attention without any difficulty at all. When we are in flow, we are totally immersed in what we are doing and unlikely to be bothered by distractions. Boredom is different too from disliking something or from other states of dissatisfaction, such as frustration. It is also an emotion unlike most others, for ‘it doesn’t have the short-lived intensity of more tangible feelings such as anger or fear’.21 Indeed, whilst most emotions have been recognised throughout human history (anger, jealousy, disappointment, etc. are all mentioned, from the Bible through to Shakespeare), boredom appears to be a thoroughly modern emotion, with the noun itself only dating from the mid-nineteenth century. Boredom, it would seem, is the scourge of modernity, caused by our increased exposure to routine, repetitiveness, office work, bureaucracy, automation and regimentation (for more on the causes of boredom, see later chapters). However, that is not to say that boredom always has to have negative consequences: on the contrary, it will be argued in Chapter 11 that the seeking of arousal in order to reduce boredom can be a positive and motivating force.




Box 1.6: The world’s most boring research study
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When people hear that I study boredom, often they assume that this must be a boring occupation (it isn’t!). There is research far more boring than boredom! For instance, in the world’s longest-running scientific study, scientists have spent more than 85 years since 1927 watching pitch to try and spot rare drops of it falling in order to prove that the pitch, although appearing to be a solid, is in fact a liquid. (The study was set up by Thomas Parnell (1881–1948), a physics professor at the University of Queensland in Australia.) There have only been 8 drops in the past 75 years. The first drop fell in 1937, but it was another 10 years of observation before the next one fell in 1947. Since then, drops have fallen in 1954, 1962, 1970, 1979, 1988 and lastly in 2000. The study now has a webcam (http://smp.uq.edu.au/content/pitch-drop-experiment) so enthusiasts from all over the world can gaze at the pitch too, in the hope of spotting the next drop (which could be any time in the next 100 years). And they say the study of boredom is boring.


Other researchers who are surely close contenders for the honour of having carried out the world’s most boring scientific study include:


•   Henrietta Swan Leavitt: she was a researcher at Harvard College Observatory in Massachusetts and spent 20 years from 1895 scanning photographic plates to catalogue the brightness of stars.


•   George Ungar: this eminent pharmacologist at the Baylor College of Medicine trained 17,000 goldfish in 1968 to distinguish colours so that he could then dissect each one to examine their brains.





Different Kinds of Boredom


Boredom does not always feel the same. In fact boredom researchers such as Richard Farmer and Norman Sundberg in 1986 (who developed the Boredom Proneness Scale that will be discussed in Chapter 5) and Stephan Vodanovich in 200322 suggest there are two main kinds of boredom:


1.   The type characterised by the desire to seek sensation, being restless and looking for arousal.


2.   A more withdrawn kind characterised by negative affect and a withdrawal from the world.




Dull, boring and bland places to live


The town of Boring in the USA, near Portland, is named after its founder, William H. Boring, who began farming in the area in the 1870s. It recently twinned (unofficially – it is not large enough to have an official twinning) with the town of Dull in Scotland, which is 121 kilometres (75 miles) north of Glasgow. Both towns celebrate their twinning with road signs (‘Welcome to Dull, paired with Boring’ and vice versa) and an official Dull and Boring Day each year (the last one was 9 August 2015). The organisers are now hoping to link up with the Australian town of Bland too.





In 2014, Thomas Goetz of the University of Konstanz and colleagues from the Thurgau University of Teacher Education in Konstanz, Germany, expanded on this dichotomy. They collected real-time data from university and high-school students multiple times a day over a two-week period.23 They had 63 university students and 80 high school students answer smartphone-based surveys about their activities and experiences and used the results to identify four different kinds of boredom (and later on, a fifth). Whilst some of us experience different types of boredom at different times, many people only ever really experience one kind in their lives.


Indifferent boredom: This is the most pleasant form of boredom, experienced as rather relaxing and even positive. In this kind of boredom, you just zone out and are happy to just let your mind wander without the need to deliberately seek stimulation.


Calibrating boredom: This is a less satisfying type of boredom that involves a casual search for ways to minimise the bored feelings. It involves a half-hearted search for stimulation but one that is never really satisfied – either because the bored individual doesn’t quite know how to find that stimulation, or because it isn’t there to be found (e.g. in a boring meeting when other, more exciting options are limited). In this state, people find their minds wandering but generally feel that they don’t really know what they want to do. They are open to other options, but don’t necessarily actively seek them out.


Searching boredom: People who experience searching boredom are far more motivated to find a more interesting activity than in the calibrating boredom state. Searching boredom feels more unpleasant too. This type of boredom can lead to innocuous behaviour like texting a friend, or doodling. It can also, of course, lead to the creative options that will be discussed in Chapter 11.


Reactant boredom: This is the most negative of all the boredom types. It is characterised by the individual who is restless and feeling wound up about being bored. They look for ways out of their bored state by reacting against the situation that they believe has led to the negative feelings they are experiencing. It is reactant boredom that can lead to hostile or aggressive behaviours, like vandalism or violence.


Apathetic boredom: This type of boredom was a later addition made by the researchers. Apathetic boredom is a very unpleasant form of boredom accompanied by a lack of motivation. It seems to be similar to depression or helplessness, and it may have more negative consequences than other types. Thirty-six per cent of the students in the original study were thought to experience apathetic boredom.


There is also a distinction between chronic (or existential) boredom and situational boredom. Situational boredom is what we experience in a dull meeting or when your friend shows you their extensive holiday album. Chronic boredom is when we are bored of life. It is often related to ‘meaningfulness’; studies show that having ‘life meaning’ predicts levels of boredom, and that changing perceptions of life meaning can lead to changes in boredom levels.24 Feeling that life has no purpose or meaning leads to an ‘existential vacuum’,25 which manifests itself as chronic boredom characterised by apathy and indifference. As researcher J. M. Barbalet put it in a 1999 paper entitled ‘Boredom and Social Meaning’,26 ‘an absence of meaning in an activity or circumstance leads to an experience of boredom’. Later researchers go further, pointing out that perception of activities as meaningless is central to the experience of boredom.27 Boredom thus leads us in a quest for meaning; researchers have shown that people who are frequently bored are much keener to search for meaning in life than those who are less bored.28


The concept of meaningfulness in relation to the experience of boredom will be returned to in later chapters.




How bored are you? A quiz*


Tick the answer that most applies to the following questions:


1. When waiting in a queue at the supermarket, do you generally:


Enjoy time out from the rush (1).


Feel impatient (4)


Find yourself daydreaming (3)


Occupy yourself by looking at the contents of other people’s trolleys (2).


2. During meetings at work do you generally:


Switch off (4).


Concentrate and enjoy full involvement in what’s going on (1).


Find yourself doodling, colouring in the letters on your minutes, etc (2).


Constantly look at your watch (3).


3. On the commute to work do you:


Read the paper (2).


Do some work (1).


Gaze out of the window (3).


Tap your fingers impatiently (4).


4. When talking to people do you:


Listen attentively (1).


Tend to finish off their sentences (2).


Interrupt a lot (3).


Throw surreptitious glances at your watch/BlackBerry (4).


5. On a workday morning do you:


Look forward to the challenges of the day (1).


Want to go back to sleep (2).


Struggle to find anything to look forward to during the day (3).


Dread the day (4).


6. When you read a newspaper do you:


Read it from cover to cover (1).


Read the situations vacant ads first (2).


Skim read without absorbing much in depth (3).


Find little of interest to read (4).


7. When your partner tells you about his/her day, do you:


Switch off (4).


Ask relevant questions (1).


Do something else at the same time (3).


Try to stifle a yawn (2).


8. If you were reading a bedtime story to a child, would you:


Find that your mind wanders away from the plot (3).


Feel that you are totally involved in the story (1).


Enjoy being with the child (2).


Rush through it as quickly as possible (4).


9. Do you generally feel . . .


Lethargic (4).


Full of energy (1).


Demotivated (3).


Enthusiastic (2).


10. I think boredom is:


Something rare in my life (2).


Something to be avoided (4).


A good thing (1).


All too common in my life (3).


Now, count how many ones, twos, threes and fours there are.


Mostly ones


Boredom is not a significant problem for you. You tend to be quite good at finding enjoyment and pleasure in even the most mundane activities; finding things to interest you is a great skill to have. Use this book to hone those skills.


Mostly twos


Boredom is part of your life but you are pretty good at dealing with it. You generally look for ways to deal with any boredom you experience, perhaps by looking for interesting aspects to the situation, where possible.


Mostly threes


Boredom is a problem for you. Life is often boring, boring, boring! You struggle to find constructive ways to fill ‘boring’ time and often find it hard to concentrate on the task in hand. You need to learn better coping mechanisms for those boring episodes in your life – this book will lead the way!


Mostly fours


Oh dear, you are bored with life! Large swathes of your day are eaten by boredom. It is hard for you to find pleasure and interest in routine tasks and you spend a lot of time rushing through them, or watching the clock until the monotony passes. This book may not be able to take away all the boredom in your life, but it will help you reduce it by learning more useful coping strategies.








 


* This quiz is not intended to be a diagnostic tool, but a fun way to help you start thinking about the way you deal with boredom.
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What Do We Do When We Are Bored? (Or, Why Boredom is Propping Up the Confectionery Industry)


Boredom, as shown in Chapter 1, is an unsatisfactory state. When we feel bored, we are motivated to ‘unbore’ ourselves; this drive, after all, is what boredom is. If we are not driven to increase the stimulation we receive then we wouldn’t label that state as boredom, but as something else entirely (e.g. relaxation). How then can we ‘unbore’ ourselves? We attempt to do this by seeking out additional stimulation. There are really only two ways that we can achieve this; we can either:




(A)    Refocus our attention and resources on the boring task or activity at hand and try to make it more stimulating or meaningful, or,


(B)    Look for extra sources of stimulation that are not centred around the boring task at hand; these might be gleaned from other activities external to us, or from activities internal to us (i.e. within our own mind).





I have spent several years looking at what different populations of people do when they are bored, and believe that all the things that they do may be slotted into those two categories. For example, I asked 102 office workers* what they do when they are bored (at work).1 The most common response (from over 60 per cent of respondents – see Table 2.1, below) was to drink something – usually coffee, tea, etc. This is clearly a Category B response, aimed at adding some extra sensory stimulation to otherwise dull proceedings. Taking a break was almost as popular – again, a Category B response, assuming that the break involved doing something more exciting than the current activity (even if it was just a bathroom visit). Almost as many people said they chatted to other people when they are bored, which is again a Category B response aimed at increasing the level of stimulation (by expecting others to stimulate them).


Forty-five per cent of people said they ‘think’ when they are bored. This could be a Category A response, if they are thinking about the task in hand and how to make it more interesting. If, however, they are merely deep in thought about a new recipe they want to try for dinner that night, or ideas about solving the Middle East crisis, then it would be a Category B.


Interestingly, over 40 per cent of people eat something when bored – usually chocolate or unhealthy snacks, which is why I titled a poster of my findings presented at a British Psychology Society Conference, ‘A Mars A Day Keeps The Boredom Away (Or How Boredom is Propping Up the Confectionery Industry)’.1 More on eating and boredom shortly.














	Table 2.1: What We Do When We are Bored; Study of 102 Office Workers







	Activity


	Percentage of people in study claiming they did this when bored







	Drink something, e.g. coffee


	64







	Chat to other people


	60







	Think


	45







	Eat something, e.g. chocolate


	43







	Daydream


	33







	Write shopping list (or similar)


	29







	Doodle


	26







	Play music


	23







	Take a break


	6








 


Around a third of people daydream when bored – a Category B response that is internal, i.e. focused on seeking extra stimulation via thoughts and internal mental processes (more on daydreaming in Chapter 11). Writing shopping lists (29 per cent) and doodling (26 per cent) are both Category Bs, designed to provide extra stimulation to an otherwise boring existence, but playing music (23 per cent) could allow people to refocus their attention on a boring task (by providing the missing stimulation from a source external to the task), so could be a Category A.


The real Category A responses that would help make the task or activity more interesting were rarely mentioned by my respondents; these include things such as making the task more meaningful (perhaps by reminding oneself of its importance). As discussed in Chapter 1, it is thought that lack of meaning in tasks contributes to boredom so anything that increases meaningfulness might be a useful way to cope with boredom. The problem, of course, is that it can be very hard to make some tasks appear more meaningful, especially when they seem petty, repetitive, lack personal significance or are routine or undemanding. This will be explored more in Chapter 9.


Some of these responses to boredom will be discussed in more detail throughout the rest of this chapter.


Why Do We Eat When We Are Bored?


Although my research suggests that eating is one of the main things we do when we are bored, surprisingly, there is not a lot of other research on eating and boredom; whilst there is plenty of research on ‘emotional eating’, few studies have looked specifically at eating in relation to boredom. One of the earliest studies that did suggest a link between boredom and eating behaviour was in 1977, when psychologists found that participants ate more when they were given a boring task to do than when they were given a more interesting task.2 A rather more recent survey carried out by the Priory Clinic in 20043 of 2,000 people found that 47 per cent of adolescents aged 16–24 and 40 per cent of those aged 35–44 claimed to eat because they were bored – figures remarkably close to that of my own research.


A study carried out in 2011 at Bowling Green State University4 confirms how prevalent the boredom-eating link is. In that study, 139 young men and women were asked to report their eating habits using the Emotional Eating Scale, which is designed to assess how much emotions are a trigger for eating behaviours. The original scale grouped emotions into three subscales: (a) Depression, (b) Anxiety, and (c) Anger/Frustration, but this current study added an additional boredom subscale. The results suggested that eating out of boredom more than out of the other states of emotion such as anxiety or depression was linked to overindulging.


This reinforces the findings from an older study at California State University, back in 1977, which aimed to examine the differences in eating behaviours of obese and non-obese people. The researchers there fed obese and non-obese people until they were full, then gave them boring tasks to do. During the tasks, food was available and the researchers were interested to see how much food was consumed at this time. Results indicated that whilst the 30 obese participants consumed significantly more food than the non-obese, boredom markedly increased food consumption for both obese and non-obese.5


All of which suggests that eating must provide some sort of stimulation and thus is something we might do when we are lacking adequate levels of stimulation. But why does eating provide the extra stimulation sorely missing at that point in our lives? Scientists believe that the answer lies with a chemical called dopamine which, when released in our brain, gives us a stimulating buzz. Researchers have found that boredom is associated with reduced levels of dopamine in our brain6 and our quest for boredom-busting stimulation is really a quest to increase our dopamine activity. Indeed, Peter Toohey, a professor at the Department of Greek and Roman Studies at the University of Calgary, argued in his book, Boredom: A Lively History, that ‘boredom-prone individuals may have a naturally lower level of dopamine, which then requires from these individuals a heightened sense of novelty – to get the dopamine flowing’.7
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