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Too bored to bother? Boredom as a potential threat to the efficacy of pandemic
containment measures

Abstract

Coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) caused by coronavirus (SARS-nCoV?2) is currently
spreading across the world. In response, different sets of pandemic containment measures
have been employed by several countries. The effectiveness of non-pharmacological
measures such as home confinement hinges on adherence by the population. While adherence
to these social distancing measures appears to be high in general, adherence might be more
challenging for some individuals and complying with these measures might become more
difficult the longer they last. Here, we suggest that boredom and self-control are two
important psychological concepts for understanding the challenges the COVID-19 pandemic
containment measures pose to individuals. To maximize adherence to these measures, we
propose to consider the specific and combined effects of boredom and self-control demands

elicited by this situation on subsequent behavior.



Too bored to bother? Boredom as a potential threat to the efficacy of pandemic
containment measures
1 Current situation

The worldwide spread of Coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) has been called a
pandemic by the World Health Organization (WHO 2020). COVID-19 is highly infectious
and it can have severe health consequences and even lead to death (Huang et al. 2020).
Currently (May 2020), there are no therapeutic agents available and there is presumably no
pre-existing immunity in the population against COVID-19. As COVID-19 is spreading
exponentially around the world, there has been an urgent call for targeted action (European
Centre for Disease Prevention and Control 2020). Given the current situation, several non-
pharmacological pandemic containment measures have been employed by many countries.
These measures include isolation, quarantine!, social distancing (sometimes also referred to as
physical distancing), suspension of gatherings, closing of borders, schools and workplaces
among others. Moreover, several countries have adopted nationwide home confinement
periods, during which everyone must stay at home, with no physical contact with other
persons not living in the same home.
2 Human behavior during a pandemic

Measures like home confinement can only be effective if the public adheres to them.
At the time of writing, general compliance appears to be high in the US (Wolff et al. 2020),
although compliance rates appear to somewhat differ among countries (Travaglino and Moon,
2020). However, gatherings of people have still been observed in different countries even
though full home confinement has been ordered (Valiante 2020). In some countries, people
have even gathered to protest the COVID-19 pandemic containment measures (Deutsche
Welle 2020), although social distancing has been regarded as the currently most effective way
to slow the spread of COVID-19 (Gollwitzer et al. 2020). So, the question arises why do some

people not stay at home even though these measures are imposed to slow the spreading of the



COVID-19 pandemic? Staying at home comes with costs, such as reduced social and physical
contact, loss of freedom, loss of routines, and a recent review (Brooks et al. 2020) confirmed
the aversive psychological impact of confinement measures, especially in terms of anxiety
and depressive symptoms (see also Park and Park 2020). The authors (Brooks et al. 2020)
identified several stressors during home confinement including duration of confinement, fears
of infection, inadequate supplies, inadequate information and boredom. Even though at first
glance it might be appealing to have time to do nothing, research shows that being left alone
with one’s own thoughts might cause boredom and boredom is perceived as highly aversive:
in one study, some participants even preferred to self-administer mild electric shocks instead
of being on their own with their thoughts (Wilson et al. 2014).

Here, we draw upon recent theorizing on the potential interplay between boredom and
self-control in guiding goal-directed behavior (Wolff and Martarelli 2020) to emphasize the
psychological challenges pandemic containment measures impose on the individual. We
develop the hypothesis that both sensations of boredom and perceived self-control demands
likely affect the efficacy of pandemic containment measures (see Figure 1 for the proposed
working model). Both concepts can contribute to understand why people find it difficult to
stay at home even though these measures have personal and public health benefits. Our goal is
to highlight how boredom (subsection 2.1), self-control (subsection 2.2) and their interplay
(subsection 2.3) are likely to affect compliance with the current pandemic containment
measures and to stimulate thinking about possibilities to enhance individual adherence to
these measures (subsection 3).

2.1 Boredom as a signal to change behavior

Boredom is a psychological state that most people experience on a regular basis
(Harris 2000). The Meaning and Attentional Components (MAC) model of boredom proposes
that attentional failure (i.e., being unable to successfully engage attention with an activity)

and/or a perceived lack of meaning can lead to boredom (Westgate and Wilson 2018). Most



prototypically, boredom occurs when stimulation is low. As quotes related to home
confinement reveal?, boredom can be a challenge to confined people. Boredom might be
exacerbated when an activity/situation is perceived as meaningless. This might be the case, if
one does not believe in the efficacy and/or necessity of being in home confinement for

slowing the spread of COVID-19.
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Figure 1. Simplified adaptation of the theoretical model proposed by Wolff and Martarelli 2020 on the
potential interplay between boredom and self-control during the current COVID-19 containment
measures. The model proposes that boredom and self-control demands change over time

(duration arrow in the model), changes illustrated by the blue and yellow gradients highlighting
increases in boredom and self-control demands during pandemic containment measures. Please note
that changes must not be linear, the Figure is schematic and meant to illustrate the dynamical interplay
between boredom and self-control. According to the model, boredom signals whether one should
explore behavioral alternatives (“change behavior!” arrow in the model) and self-control demands
signal whether one should stop investing further effort ( “avoid effort!”” arrows in the

model). We propose that adhering to the pandemic containment measures leads to more boredom in
boredom prone individuals, thereby making adherence more difficult for them. Thus, the effect
boredom has on adherence should be mediated by the perceived difficulties to adhere to these
measures (mediation hypothesis). Adhering to the measures, although it is difficult, should rely on
self-control. Therefore, the model proposes that high trait self-control buffers the effect of difficulties
on adherence (moderation hypothesis). A recent study has provided first empirical evidence for the
proposed mechanisms (Wolff et al. 2020). Crucially, there are other variables that are likely to
influence the perceived difficulty of the measures and the adherence to the measures. For example,
variables such as fear of the virus (Harper et al. 2020), understanding of the risk posed by the virus
(Pennycook et al, 2020), or socio-cultural context (e.g., inequalities in access to resources, economic
disadvantage, racial discrimination, culture, ideological differences; Van Bavel et al. 2020) also affect
adherence to pandemic containment measures. Research is needed to unravel how these variables
covary with the experience of boredom and the exertion of self-control (e.g., different socio-cultural
contexts might be linked with different capacities to be bored).

Being bored affects behavior. High boredom proneness (trait boredom) has been

linked to various negative outcomes (Eastwood et al. 2012), like gambling behavior



(Goldstein et al. 2016), poor mental health (Binnema 2004), violent offenses (Daderman and
Lidberg 1999) and even youth suicide (Heled and Read 2005). However, other findings
indicate that boredom can also trigger pro-social interactions (Van Tilburg and Igou 2017) or
creativity (Harris 2000). In light of its’ high prevalence in everyday life and its’ powerful
effect on behavior, researchers have become increasingly interested in the specific function
boredom might have in guiding behavior (Geana et al. 2016; Gomez-Ramirez and Costa
2017). For example, recent theorizing proposes that boredom’s primary function is to instigate
a change in behavior (Wolff and Martarelli 2020). The mechanisms by which boredom is
thought to instigate this change is via a discounting of an ongoing activity’s current value and
an increased orientation towards more rewarding behavioral alternatives. Thus, a person that
is adhering to the pandemic containment measures, might get bored because the available
behavioral options become less attractive as a function of exposure, while attention for more
rewarding alternatives increases as a function of time. For example, watching TV while in
home confinement is likely to become less attractive over time, while the joy of going out
with friends will become ever more salient. Further, when one’s current activity diminishes in
value, other options are likely to increase in relative value, prompting people to engage in
(potentially detrimental) activities they would normally abstain from. Thus, boredom should
make adherence to containment measures more difficult.

Importantly, people differ in their boredom proneness. Specifically, research on trait
boredom indicates that compared to females, males have a higher tendency to get bored
(Vodanovich and Kass 1990), whereas age is negatively associated with boredom proneness
(Isacescu et al. 2017). This suggests that boredom induced challenges to adhering to
pandemic containment measures are likely to vary between individuals. Indeed, preliminary
research regarding compliance with COVID-19 containment measures in China indicates that
males where more likely to visit crowed places and less likely to wear a mask (Zhong et al.

2020). Taken together, (some) COVID-19 containment measures are likely to induce



boredom, and this might make adhering to these measures particularly challenging for
individuals that are high in boredom proneness. Indeed, a recent study provides tentative
support for this proposition: High boredom proneness was associated with lower self-reported
adherence to social distancing and a higher likelihood of having contracted COVID-19 (Wolff
et al. 2020). Importantly, the association between boredom and adherence was mediated by
perceptions of difficulty. Thus, individuals with high boredom proneness perceived adherence
to social distancing as being more difficult and were consequently less likely to practice social
distancing.

2.2 Exerting self-control reduces willingness to invest effort

Self-control, loosely defined as the capacity to control predominant behavioral
impulses (Ridder et al. 2012), is strongly related with a plethora of positive outcomes (Moffitt
et al. 2011). It is conceivable that — in addition to inducing boredom - COVID-19 containment
measures place substantial self-control demands on the individual. For example, self-control
is required to control the habitual response of shaking hands with friends (incidentally, the
voluntary control of such habitual actions has been used in self-control trainings because of
the demands for self-control they impose; Friese et al. 2017).

However, applying control is perceived as effortful and aversive (Wolff et al. 2019).
Consequently, people try to avoid the exertion of control (Kurzban et al. 2013). More
specifically, if two activities yield the same reward, people will generally choose the one that
demands less self-control®. Thus, self-control is only applied when its’ benefits outweigh its’
costs. Accordingly, recent theorizing on self-control proposes that the sensation of effort that
accompanies the exertion of self-control has the function of signaling the costs of control
(Kurzban et al. 2013). Exerting self-control affects subsequent acts of self-control on the
behavioral (Hagger et al. 2010) and/or the perceptual level (Milyavskaya et al. 2019). More
precisely, a large body of research indicates that exerting self-control leads to impaired

performance in subsequent activities that rely on self-control (Cunningham and Baumeister



2016). While the existence and magnitude of these behavioral effects is debated (Carter and
McCullough 2014; Wolff et al. 2018), a relatively consistent body of research shows that self-
control exertion leads to feelings of fatigue and frustration (Wolff et al. 2019). The latter
finding is consistent with theoretical accounts proposing that these sensations have the
function of tracking the costs of control (Shenhav et al. 2017). This implies that rising costs of
control will skew the cost-benefit analysis and make control application
unfavorable. Specifically, recent functional theorizing on self-control proposes that applying
control reduces the willingness to invest further effort (Wolff and Martarelli 2020). For
example, during the first day of home confinement one might be more willing to apply the
necessary self-control that is required to comply with the measures than after
one full week. Providing tentative support for the ideas presented here, a recent study showed
that low trait self-control was associated with lower adherence to social distancing (Wolff et
al. 2020). Importantly, self-control also moderated the relationship between perceived
difficulties to adhere and actual adherence. Thus, individuals with low trait self-control were
less able or willing to apply the effort needed to adhere to social distancing when this was
perceived as difficult.
2.3 The combined challenge of boredom and self-control

Crucially, it has been proposed that the sensation of boredom and the perceived costs
of self-control exertion uniquely and interdependently affect behavior (Wolff and Martarelli
2020): While boredom signals that one should do something else, the exertion of self-control
signals that one should avoid further exertion of effort. If the current situation requires to
sustain boredom (e.g., due to a lack of behavioral alternatives), then resisting the urge to do
something else relies on self-control. However, if compliance with containment measures has
already relied on self-control, then this is likely to reduce the willingness to ward off the
boredom-induced behavioral impulses. Similarly, in the beginning, some of the self-control

demands that are created by the containment measures might be somewhat motivating. For



example, resisting the tendency to touch doorknobs or other potentially dangerous surfaces
might pose a playful challenge that one can try to excel at. However, after having done this
for a prolonged time, the not-touching of dangerous surfaces will not be a challenge
anymore, but it might become boring.

Finally, research indicates that boredom proneness and self-control are inversely
related on the trait level (Mugon et al. 2018). Thus, people, who tend to get bored also tend to
display low self-control. In regard to the COVID-19 pandemic, this is important: The
structural properties of the necessary containment measures are likely to induce boredom and
pose self-control demands. These challenges are likely to become stronger, the longer the
containment measures last. Trait differences in the tendency to be vulnerable to these
challenges are likely to covary in a systematic fashion. Thus, it is likely that a person who
gets bored quickly during home confinement also has less self-control to control boredom-
induced behavioral impulses. Preliminary evidence indicates that younger (male) adults show
lowest compliance with containment measures (Zhong et al. 2020). Incidentally, research
indicates that boredom proneness tends to be high (Isacescu et al. 2017) and the negative
consequences of low self-control appear to be more pronounced (Ridder et al. 2012) in this
group. Given that young adults appear to be the most likely carriers of the SARS-CoV-2
virus, it is crucial to turn to the psychological demands that potentially make compliance to
confinement regulations particularly challenging to this group of people. Interventions could
be tailored specifically to combat boredom and reduce self-control demands in this potentially
critical subpopulation.

3 Concluding remarks

Pandemic containment measures have been shown to be associated with aversive
experiences including boredom (Brooks et al. 2020) and adherence despite being bored is
likely to be self-control demanding (Wolff and Martarelli 2020). Since boredom is understood

to be a powerful motivator for behavioral change (Westgate and Wilson 2018), it might lead



to negative (e.g., ignoring social distancing recommendations) or positive (e.g., volunteering
to do grocery shopping for the elderly) behavioral impulses. Consequently, interventions that
highlight positive behavioral alternatives might be a cost-effective way to channel this
impulse in a manner that is conducive to personal and public health. On an individual level,
learning to recognize and use boredom in an adaptive manner might be useful. For example,
making a list of realistic alternatives that are perceived as interesting and engaging, to be used
when boredom arises might be promising. Next, to create optimal conditions in the
environment, other possibilities to improve adhesion to containment measures are more
related to internal changes such as refocusing on the meaning of pandemic containment
measures (i.e., public health) when boredom arises. This strategy should in turn also make
adhering to containment measures less self-control demanding. Others before us have
proposed that knowing that people benefit from one’s home confinement make it easier to
adhere to home confinement (Brooks et al. 2020). The importance of meaning is highlighted
by recent theorizing on boredom (Westgate and Wilson 2018) showing that perceived lack of
meaning is associated with the experience of boredom.

As countries begin to gradually relax some of the pandemic containment measures, it
is important to think about the effect this might have on boredom and self-control. While it is
conceivable that boredom goes down, self-control demands might actually increase during the
process of easing. Although the expected alleviation of boredom might reduce some of the
self-control demands, an easing of restrictions is also likely to add new challenges to self-
control. Having more individual responsibility in regard to one’s COVID-19 related
behavioral choices might increase self-control demands because these choices can be difficult
to make. Indeed, research shows that having to make choices can be self-control demanding
in its’ own right (Vohs et al. 2008). Moreover, several measures, such as keeping a specified
distance at all time or hand sanitizing will continue to place substantial self-control demands

on the individuals. Especially, when aspects of the social environment make it difficult to
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adhere to these measures. Thus, if home confinement was experienced as effortful,
individuals might simply not be willing to further exert the required effort. Therefore,
interventions that are tailored to lower the situational self-control demands might help
individuals that struggle with the easing of restrictions.

To conclude, boredoms motivational force poses a risk as well as an opportunity
during the current COVID-19 pandemic. A currently highly popular meme states “Your
grandparents were asked to go to war. All you are being asked to do is sit on the couch. You
can do this” (2020). Clearly, going to war is not comparable in terms of difficulty to sitting on
the couch. In the current paper, we focused on home confinement measures and suggested
that the interplay of boredom (signaling to change behavior) and self-control demands
(signaling to avoid effort) make the task of sitting on the couch more challenging than it
might appear at first glance.

4 Notes

1. Isolation is the separation of individuals who have been diagnosed with COVID-19,
whereas quarantine is the separation of individuals who have potentially been exposed
to COVID-19 (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 2017).

2. As for example “time flies — that’s the saying. But in this situation, it can go slow. The
days are long” (Ribeiro 2020).

3. However, it has recently been suggested that the opposite can also be true: Exerting
self-control across time can also have its own value and individuals sometimes choose
alternatives because they require more effort (Inzlicht et al. 2018).
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