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ABSTRACT 

This paper examined the concept of industrial boredom; especially as it has to do with its causes, 

consequences and control. The paper adopted a review approach where extant literature was 

diagnosed for existing views on the areas of interest to the authors. Boredom was perceived as a 

state of unpleasantness experienced by the worker in a work context that is due to affective state 

resulting from the underuse of his or her physical or cognitive capacity. This condition was 

found to be prevalent in several industrial settings; and at peak during economic downturns 

which are usually marked by job losses and workforce cuts; which compel people to accept jobs 

that are below their delivery capacity in compliance with the cliché that half bread is better than 

none.  Several factors have equally been adduced as triggers of boredom- ambience, repetitive 

job and incomplete task; just as consequences of boredom were found to include risk of 

accidents, health challenges, job dissatisfaction, absenteeism and many more. The paper further 

suggested increased attention to job, and applying supporting stimulation as some ways to 

remedy boredom. The paper further concluded that boredom is undesired in the organization and 

must be discouraged by every method possible; and recommended that employees need to 

develop job crafting skills as a way to minimize boredom; and that management should create 

lively work environments that will not allow for any dull moment. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Boredom is a very challenging experience for members of any work domain, both employees 

and employers because being physically present but unmotivated and unable to apply one’s full 

potential can become costly for organizations and harmful to employees’ health and general 

well-being. Boredom is considered as one of the most important psychological factors that 

adversely affect workers and their productivity. Accordingly, there has been a growth in research 

interests concerning workplace emotions (e.g. Ashkanasy et al. 2000; Briner 1999; Fineman 

2000; Fisher and Ashkanasy 2000; Payne and Cooper 2001, Weiss and Brief 2001). There has 

also been a great deal of research on motivation and its linkage with boredom (see e.g. Kanfer et 

al. 2006).  

A study by Malachowski (2005) shows that almost one-third of 10,000 surveyed employees 

spent 2 hours on private affairs every working day due to boredom. Consequently, the associated 

cost is estimated at over $750 billion per annum in the US alone. Traditionally studied among 

blue collar workers, emerging evidence also indicates that workplace boredom may equally be a 

serious problem among white collar employees. Loukidou, Loan-Clarke, and Daniels (2009) 

state that ‘‘increases in the educational levels of the workforce, plus the use of technology to 

routinize working practices has meant that the skills of workers, even in many white-collar jobs, 

exceed the requirements of their jobs’’ (p. 382). The implication is that many workers possess 

greater resources than their jobs demand, resulting in under utilization of capacity; especially 

during periods of economic recession like what is being experienced in Nigeria where highly 

educated employees accept lower ranked jobs in times of low job security which (Leonhardt, 

2009; Rosenwald, 2008) had argued is capable of exacerbating the pervasiveness of workplace 

boredom. 

Other studies have equally revealed that feelings of boredom at work are common, with 

prevalence estimates ranging from a quarter up to 87% of the employees reporting that they feel 

bored at work at least some times (cf. Fisher, 1993; Mann, 2007; Van der Heijden, Schepers, & 

Nijssen, 2012; Watt & Hargis, 2010). In a similar vein, research has demonstrated that work-

related boredom links to a variety of negative outcomes such as low effort and performance, job 

dissatisfaction, absenteeism, turnover intentions, counterproductive work behavior, and work 

injuries (Bruursema, Kessler, & Spector, 2011; Frone, 1998; Kass, Vodanovich, Stanny, & 

Taylor, 2001; Reijseger et al., 2013; Spector et al., 2006). More so, Bored employees may 

disengage from a work role that lacks satisfying activities (Eastwood, Frischen, Fenske, & 

Smilek, 2012), or does not enable full use of individual capabilities (Harju & Hakanen, 2016). 

Drawing from the foregoing, we shall examine the concept of industrial or workplace boredom, 
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focusing on its conceptualization, causes, consequences and control, otherwise referred to as the 

4Cs of boredom.  

CONCEPTUALIZING BOREDOM 

Boredom has been the subject of inquiry for diverse theoretical disciplines, including philosophy 

(see Durkheim 1972 [1893]; Sartre 1947), psychology (Vodanovich and Kass 1990), sociology 

(Barbalet 1999; Marx 1967 [1844]) and management (Hackman and Oldham 1976). Various 

approaches have concentrated on aspects of boredom in relation to arousal (e.g. Zuckerman 

1979), motivation (e.g. Greenson 1953), behavior (e.g.Wallbott 1998) and cognition (e.g. 

Damrad-Frye and Laird 1989). In respect of arousal, one view of boredom is that boredom 

reflects a non-optimal level of arousal (Zuckerman 1979). However, there is no definite 

conclusion concerning whether boredom is reflected by an increase in arousal (Berlyne 1960; 

Thackray et al. 1977) or by a decrease (Fiske and Maddi 1961; Geiwitz 1966).  

In relation to motivation, some have argued that boredom reflects disinclination to action 

(Greenson 1953), while others have argued that boredom reflects sensation-seeking attitudes and 

a motivation for individuals to change their current ‘boring’ situation (Berlyne 1960; Zuckerman 

1979). An inconsistent pattern is also evident in respect to defining the behavioural aspects of 

boredom. While some studies indicate that boredom is reflected in low movement activity 

(Wallbott 1998), others indicate restless movement such as bodilyfocused repetitive behaviour 

(e.g. nail biting) may reflect boredom (Williams et al. 2007). Moreover, behavioural displays of 

boredom may be acceptable in some jobs, but not others (cf. Humphrey 2000), leading to a 

potential mismatch between displayed and felt boredom. 

Cognitive indicators of boredom are perhaps more consistent, including factors such as difficulty 

sustaining attention (Damrad-Frye and Laird 1989) and off-task thoughts (Gardner et al. 1989; 

McBain 1970). However, like approaches based on arousal, motivation and behaviour, 

conceptualizing boredom by cognitive indicators runs the risk of defining a phenomenon by its 

consequences, thus offering a circular definition. Perhaps the most promising route is to 

conceptualize boredom as an emotion or affective state that can be defined in relation to the two 

major dimensions of affect. Both state and trait affects can be described by two core dimensions: 

pleasure–displeasure and activation– deactivation (Russell 2003). Boredom is categorized as an 

unpleasant and deactivated affect (Watson and Tellegen 1985, see also Conrad 1997; Farmer and 

Sundberg 1986; Fisher 1993; Kass et al. 2003; O’Hanlon 1981). In this respect, boredom is 

similar to depression. This similarity has been noted elsewhere (Farmer and Sundberg 1986). 

Although the two affects are correlated, a study of workplace affect indicated that work-related 

boredom is distinct from work-related depression (Daniels 2000).  



International Journal of Arts and Humanities 

Volume:01, Issue:09 

www.journal-ijah.org 

 

www.journal-ijah.org Page 850 
 

More specifically, work related boredom has a stronger relationship with the activation–

deactivation axis of affect, and work-related depression a stronger relationship with the pleasure–

displeasure axis of affect. In other words, although both are unpleasant, depression is the more 

unpleasant of the two affects. Moreover, while the polar opposite of work-place depression 

appears to be work-related pleasure or happiness, the polar opposite of work-related boredom is 

work-related enthusiasm (Daniels 2000). This is because the phenomenological experience of 

affect has motivational, physiological, behavioural and cognitive correlates, even though the 

nature of these associations may vary between individuals or across individuals over time (Lang 

1985, 1988; Lazarus 1999; Martin and Clore 2001; Russell 2003). 

Nevertheless, conceptualizing boredom as an affective state does require some further 

consideration. In one of the more widely cited definitions, Fisher (1993) states that boredom is a 

transient, unpleasant affect, much shorter-lived than attitudes such as job satisfaction. It is 

questionable whether boredom reflects simply a transient state. For example, Gemmill and 

Oakley (1992) distinguish between chronic and responsive boredom, with the first being ‘a 

largely unconscious, enduring experience of the absence of meaning in one’s work life’ (p. 359; 

see also Brisset and Snow 1993; Darden and Marks 1999). Like other affects, it is possible to 

distinguish between state boredom, which is transient, and trait boredom, which is more 

pervasive and enduring (Watson et al. 1988).  

Viewing boredom as an affective state implies that it is reactive to the environment. In this 

respect, boredom may be seen as a property of the jobs people do. Viewing boredom as a trait 

implies boredom is a relatively stable property of the individual. In between these two extremes 

are two strands of research that locate the individual in his/her work environment. One strand of 

research locates individuals in their social context and attempts to understand how social context 

influences individuals or the meaning individuals extract from their social context. The other 

strand maps boredom directly onto the processes by which individuals relate their work 

experiences to personal goals. From whichever strand one looks at boredom, scholars have 

offered fitting definitions.  

Workplace boredom refers to an unpleasant affective state resulting from the underuse of a 

person’s physical or cognitive capacity at work (Kass, Vodanovich, & Callender, 2001; 

Loukidou et al., 2009; Ikulas & Vodanovich, 1993). Boredom is equally seen as an aversive 

affective state associated with a lack of interesting, meaning, and attention-based engagement 

(e.g., Eastwood, Frischen, Fenske, & Smilek, 2012; Nett, Goetz, Daniels, 2010; Fahlman, 

Mercer-Lynn, Flora, & Eastwood, 2013; Vodanovich et al., 2011). Job boredom is regarded as 

the opposite of work engagement (Salanova, Del Líbano, Llorens, & Schaufeli, 2014); and more 

specifically, an unpleasant state of passiveness that is characterized by attentional difficulties and 
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a distorted sense of time (Reijseger et al., 2013; Fisher, 1993). .More so, boredom can be viewed 

as a condition characterized by perception of one’s environment as dull, tedious, and lacking in 

stimulation to the extent that it can affect job delivery adversely. This can also result from leisure 

and a lack of aesthetic interests. The majority of studies on workplace boredom focus on factors 

that cause boredom. Job characteristics, like work underload and monotony, have frequently 

been considered as important determinants of workplace boredom (e.g., Shackleton, 1981). It is 

also widely accepted that some individuals are more boredom prone than others, explaining why 

individuals in similar jobs and with similar requirements may vary in their levels of boredom 

(Farmer & Sundberg, 1986). 

CAUSES OF WORKPLACE BOREDOM 

Several factors have been adduced to be responsible for the occurrence of boredom. Some of 

such are here presented. 

Repetitive Nature of Work- This is when boredom is caused by repetitive work. When workers 

do the same job over prolonged period of time, then the chance of being bored from that 

particular work arises. It is factual that, when work repeated overtime, it becomes machine like 

and requires no logical support, reduced concentration on the part of the worker which results in 

boredom. The best method to overcome boredom at this stage is ‘job rotation’ or exchange of 

jobs. By this, worker become more attentive, they concentrate on new task which automatically 

encourage them to do work. In a study by Wyatt (1929) some people were engaged in cutting 

cigarette papers and making cigarette alternatively, at an interval of 1 ½ hours. Their 

performance was better than those who were engaged in either of the tasks for the whole day. 

Maier (1970) found that because of exchange of the jobs,  improvement in work was noticed. 

Similarly, in a laboratory study of assembling bicycle chains, Wyatt (1929) observed that output 

increased from 2.4 to 5 due to change in work. Wyatt and Frasner concluded that reduction in 

output is constantly noted, especially where there is constant complaint of boredom. Thus, 

variability in the same job should be permitted as far as possible. 

Rest Pause- A long rest pauses usually creates disturbance in different types of mental work 

because the worker loses the continuity and interest of work. The remedy is to introduce frequent 

and short rest pauses in order to be more effective. The amount of rest pause varies with the 

nature of work because manual work require more frequent rest pause as against mental work. 

Ambience- Unfavourable ambience also creates boredom. When an employee dislikes their 

workplace automatically after some time they get bored. One of the remedy to overcome this 

problem is introduction of music. Music at workplace helps in reducing boredom, improving the 

mental state of workers and raising the level of production and efficiency. A study by Kerr 
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(1945) suggested that music not only improved production, it also improved the attitude of the 

workers and had a favourable effect on their mental state. Smith (1947) reported a finding which 

revealed that there was an average increase of 7% in the day shift and 17% in the night shift with 

the introduction of music. However, McGehee and Gardner (1949)8 did not find any 

improvement in production due to the introduction of music. 

Intelligence- One of the causes of boredom is intelligence. It is quite unusual that the most 

important asset of the workers’ leads to boredom. The reason behind that is that a worker with 

low intelligence may be satisfied with the job like floor cleaning but under such situations an 

intelligent worker will not find any interest and job satisfaction. How to overcome this problem 

is one of the major concerns for employer. Here, employers try to designate the work based on 

employee’s capability and interest and of course their personal profile will definitely minimize 

the chance of being bored. 

Incomplete Task- If work is not completed at the right time, the worker can develop a sense of 

dissatisfaction which creates boredom. If management divides the task into different subparts 

and when a part is completed the employee experiences a feeling of completion. According to 

Maier (1970), “Task completion represents a form of motivation inherent in the nature of job and 

therefore is one of the most practical ways for creating interest”. 

CONSEQUENCES OF BOREDOM 

Lau et. al., (2003), Bruursema et al., (2011); and Spector et al., (2006) are in convergence in their 

reports that boredom helps to build a counterproductive behavior at the workplace. Harmful 

effects of boredom have been empirically noticed. Boredom is considerably related to negative 

affect like anger, depression and anxiety (Ahmed, 1990; Gana & Akremi, 1998; Gordon, 

Wilkinson, McGown, & Jovanoska, 1997; Rupp & Vodanovich, 1997; Sommers and 

Vodanovich, 2000; Vodanovich, Verner, & Gilbride, 1991, Game, 2007; Sommers & 

Vodanovich, 2000; Wiesner, Windle & Freeman, 2005) 

Boredom and associated serious negative consequences have been reported across many other 

high risk settings including unmanned aerial vehicle operation (Thompson et al., 2006), process 

control plant supervision (Sheridan, Vámos, & Aida, 1983), train engineers (Haga, 1984), train 

drivers, and professional truck drivers (Dunn & Williamson, 2011; Oron-Gilad, Ronen, & 

Shinar, 2008), as well as anesthesiologists (Weinger, 1999). In boring environments where task 

load is low, typical in highly automated supervisory control environments, operators often find 

other tasks to help them sustain some level of attention and in many cases, simply to help them 

stay awake. With a global push to introduce more automation and autonomy into numerous 
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safety critical work environments, (e.g., driverless cars, positive train control in rail, and 

completely automated mines), boredom will likely be a growing problem. 

Research has shown that boredom is often associated with significant health problems. Boredom 

has been linked to premature death due to cardiovascular disease (Britton & Shipley, 2010), and 

has been given as a primary reason for recreational drug use (McIntosh, MacDonald, & 

McKeganey, 2005). Boredom proneness has been linked to increasing risk of anxiety and 

depression (Sommers & Vodanovich, 2000; Vodanovich, Verner, & Gilbride, 1991), as well as 

substance abuse (Farmer & Sundberg, 1986; LePera, 2011) and eating disorders (Abramson & 

Stinson, 1977). Recent research suggests that job boredom has an affective, cognitive, and 

behavioral component (Reijseger et al., 2013).  For example, bored employees may feel 

dissatisfied, have a distorted sense of time (standing still or moving slowly), and engage in 

distractions. Hence, for organizations, employee boredom might be both unproductive and 

counterproductive, because some studies associate it with employee misbehavior (Bruursema, et 

al., 2011). Furthermore, a study on manufacturing workers found that job boredom was linked to 

higher job dissatisfaction and absenteeism (Kass, et al., 2001). A more recent study on office 

workers also found a positive relationship between job boredom and turnover intentions (Kass, et 

al. 2001).  These studies imply that job boredom is experienced in diverse working 

environments, and that it may also have negative organizational and individual consequences 

(Harju, et al., 2014). 

Other consequences of boredom may include the following:  

 Reduction in the efficiency of the worker. 

 Loss interest on particular task. 

 Reduction in feeling of job satisfaction. 

 Downfall in production. 

 Various health problems like, sleepiness, nervousness, anxiety, laziness etc. 

 Workers become sarcastic. 

 Lack of concentration and many more 

 

CONTROL FOR BOREDOM 

Fisher (1993) has identified two major ways in which individuals might cope with the experience 

of boredom. These are (i) focusing attention on the task (see also, Hamilton et al. 1984) and/or 

(ii) seeking additional stimulation. In relation to this first strategy, Game (2007) has indicated 

among the most successful strategies for dealing with boredom is engaging with the task in such 

away as to make it more interesting. Examples of seeking additional stimulation include 
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daydreaming, singing, talking to nearby co-workers, playing mental games, fidgeting and 

looking around, reading novels or writing letters to friends, taking more interest in clients, asking 

for more work or training, finding additional tasks to do or helping other employees (see also 

Fisher 1987; Game 2007). 

In a study of clerical workers, Baker (1992) identified a set of coping strategies similar to 

Fisher’s, but also provided evidence about the motives underpinning these strategies. For 

example, some of the sample that was underloaded would ask colleagues for additional work. 

However, this was done in order to retain an element of control over their workload, since it was 

felt better to help colleagues than have work allocated by supervisors. Another activity to cope 

with periods of underload was to work more slowly in order to store work for slack periods. 

Baker also found that individuals would engage in various forms of impression management 

activity in order to present the facade of being busy when in fact they were not. However, where 

supervisors were not able to observe clerical workers, staff would engage in non-work 

conversations, read books or magazines or eat. Similarly, Molstad (1986), in a study of industrial 

brewery work, found that individuals engage in distractions. Molstad reports that activities 

engaged in include forms of fantasizing, daydreaming, playing, singing and talking. 

Interestingly, it is suggested that continuing to perform the work, but without giving it attention 

and engaging in flights of fancy, is preferable to disengaging from the task, as refocusing 

attention on reality is more painful than concentrating on mentally pleasurable activities (p. 227).  

Molstad argues that these coping strategies therefore reinforce employees’ alienation from work. 

Although coping is often characterized in many studies as an individual activity (see e.g. Lazarus 

1999) for a review), coping has a collective element (Korczynski 2003). Studies indicate a social 

dimension to coping with boredom in the workplace. Indeed, the presence of other people has 

been proposed as one way of alleviating boredom while performing a monotonous task (Bond 

and Titus 1983). Roy’s (1959) account of the ‘banana game’, played by workers is a good 

example of how co-workers can help reduce the boredom inflicted by a non stimulating work 

environment. This reflects coping strategies based on distraction. Garson (1976) and Burawoy 

(1979) also identified the importance of gameplaying in industrial settings. More recently, Taylor 

and Bain (2003, 1495) identified the use of humour in call centres as a mechanism for relief from 

boredom and routine. Taylor and Bain (2003) also identified the use of gossip about, and among, 

call-centre employees as another way of alleviating boredom. Employees, including team leaders 

would ‘take the piss’ out of each other, with the roles of victim and persecutor rotating freely.  
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Other remedies include that:   

 Psychological guidance and counseling should be given to neurotic workers. Because 

neurotic workers lose interest in the job and get bored very quickly. 

 If repetitive work is made entirely automatic or semi-automatic, the feeling of boredom 

can be reduced to a considerable extant. 

 Group discussion can be used to reduce boredom. 

 Feeling of progress in their experience when introduced amongst the workers in 

workplace it will avoid boredom. 

 Introduction of social events also reduce the work boredom like picnic,  formal get-to-

gather etc. 

 Encourage informal group in workplace this will differently reduce the   boredom. 

 Boredom reduces by giving employees responsibility and opportunities of judgments. 

CONCLUSION 

Workplace boredom refers to an unpleasant affective state resulting from the underuse of a 

person’s physical or cognitive capacity at work. Boredom can result in numerous unhealthy 

conditions for the affected employee; hence remains an undesired occurrence and the need to 

remedy it cannot be undermined. Generally, boredom can result in reduction in the efficiency of 

the worker, loss interest on particular task,  reduction in feeling of job satisfaction,  downfall in 

production and several other health problems like, sleepiness, nervousness, anxiety, laziness etc. 

these kinds of conditions would definitely affect productivity if not properly checked.  Boredom 

can be ameliorated using several methods; including the use of psychological guidance and 

counseling, job design and redesign as well as the creation of social events that encourages 

employee socialization. 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

1. Employees need to develop job crafting skills as a way to minimize boredom. 

2. Management should create lively work environments that will not allow for any dull 

moment. 

3. Management should engage in periodic job designs and redesign. 

4. Employees should not be under engaged with work. 

5. Involvement in informal group activities should be stimulated in the workplace. 
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