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The impact of boredom on our health

In days gone by, many of us longed for a spare moment, or the chance to
spend more time with the kids. However, in this time of restricted living,
many children and adults are now missing their old pace of life. And some
may be complaining of boredom.

But is boredom really bad for us? Should we be looking for ways to relieve
the frustration of having little to do? Or can it actually be a good thing?

Boredom and creativity

According to Dr Sandi Mann, author of The Science of Boredom', a degree of
boredom can actually be a good thing. "When we're bored, it means our
brain is searching for neural stimulation,” she explains. "And it’s that search
for neural stimulation that leads to the frustration and a lack of satisfaction
that we label as boredom.

"My research suggests that some degree of boredom can be good for us -
there are all sorts of documented benefits, but the most important one is
probably creative - when we get bored it leads to an increase in creativity.”

In fact, one of the issues we face today in a society full of entertainment
options is that we don't often have the opportunity to be bored. "People
don't have enough boredom in their lives. We constantly try to swipe and
scroll the boredom away. This can actually lead us to feel more bored in the
long run, because our tolerance for boredom is lowered,” explains Mann.
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Kids and boredom

Those of us with children at home will be all-too-familiar with complaints of
boredom. As parents, these complaints can make us feel as if we're failing
to support and educate our children. But boredom can actually be a
positive experience in childhood. "When my kids complain of being bored,
‘great!’ is my response,” explains Mann. “l see it as a sign of good parenting.
We do need to let our kids get bored and see that as an opportunity -
having real downtime where they have to 'unbore’ themselves.”

If this proves difficult for your children, it's a good idea to offer gentle
support in the process. "We want our kids to learn to re-engage on their
own without external support,” says Baker. "Most children are lucky and
have lots of activities to choose from. Offer them three things - don't make
any of these options screen time, as it will always win! Give them a few
minutes - depending on their age - and step away. Spark their imagination
a little bit. Stick to the suggestion of three things. They may not choose one
of them, but over time you are teaching them an amazingly useful skill.”

Too much of a good thing?

Of course, too much boredom can also become negative. “It's possible to
get so bored that you can almost fall into a hypnotic trance - for example, if
you're binge-watching TV in a zoned-out state,” explains therapist Sally
Baker. "In this state, your breathing becomes shallower and it becomes
impossible to engage. It's also a time when people tend to overeat because
they're not really paying attention.”

For some, being bored can exacerbate negative thought patterns. In a
period of extended boredom, we can also start to overthink,” says Baker.
"For people with unhelpful thinking styles - overthinkers, ruminators and
catastrophic thinkers - this can result in becoming overwhelmed with
circular thoughts. Unhelpful thoughts can be like a seed - if you give them
more attention they will grow and grow.”

Breaking state

If we find ourselves ruminating or if we realise we've been watching endless
episodes of a TV show or scrolling mindlessly through social mediaq, it's
important to ‘break state’.
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"If you're ruminating you need to interrupt your thoughts. You need to make
yourself aware. When you catch yourself doing it, try making a noise - a bit
like a game-show buzzer,” Baker says. ‘If you're alone you can do it out loud,
but if not you can always make the noise in your head to interrupt the
negative thinking."

If you recognise you've been inactive, or haven't been engaging in the
world, you can break state by moving, or making a change. "When you're in
this state you lose the ability to access your inner resources, your ideas and
imagination,” explains Baker. "Go outside, open the window, stop sitting
where you are - this will help you to break out of the bored state.”

Physical impact

Boredom can also take its toll on our physical health, through lack of
physical activity and lack of attention to our eating habits. So if you are
spending too much time in a bored state, it's likely your physical condition
will suffer. Taking part in physical activity - whether an exercise class on
YouTube or a walk in the garden or park - will both relieve boredom and
improve your fitness.

The good news is that those of us with busy lives who are used to the non-
stop nature of daily living may benefit from a bit of additional down-time. It
is only when we spend extended periods feeling bored, become inactive or
spend too much time mindlessly scrolling in a bored state that we need to
take note and make change.

Disclaimer: This article is for information only and should not be used for the
diagnosis or treatment of medical conditions. Egton Medical Information Systems
Limited has used all reasonable care in compiling the information but makes no
warranty as to its accuracy. Consult a doctor or other healthcare professional for
diagnosis and treatment of medical conditions. For details see our conditions.
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