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boredom in leisure’, research investigating leisure boredom and the association with risk 
behaviour started to emerge. 

 
Only one review of literature about leisure boredom and alcohol and drug abuse among young 
people could be located; however, this review focused specifically on young people living in 
rural Australia. The review provided evidence that youth (especially young males) in this area 
experi- enced high levels of leisure boredom and tended to drink large quantities of alcohol, 
which resulted in feelings of alienation and marginalisation that put them at greater risk of 
depression and suicide (Patterson and Pegg 1999). 
 
Research questions and aim 
 
As no previous systematic and comprehensive review of the literature on leisure boredom and 
risk behaviour among adolescents was available, the study addressed the following research 
questions: 

(1) What evidence is there of leisure boredom among adolescents, and its association 
with risk behaviour?  
(2) How has leisure boredom been measured?  
(3) What interventions have addressed leisure boredom among adolescents? 

 
The aim of the study was to summarise, synthesise and critically evaluate empirical research on 
this topic by describing findings from cross-sectional and longitudinal studies of leisure 
boredom among adolescents, and identify areas that warranted further research. 
Methods 
A database search for relevant articles was conducted on Medline, Psychinfo, the Cochrane 
library, African Health Anthology, PubMed, Healthstar, Ovid, PsychLit, Sociofile, Social 
Sciences Index, Index to South African Periodicals, SportDiscus, Academic Search Premier, 
ERIC, Health Source, PsycARTICLES, SocINDEX and BiblioLine (Africa-wide which includes 
South African and African studies). An online search was conducted and details of published 
work were obtained using combinations of the following keywords: leisure, free time, 
boredom, leisure boredom, free time boredom, adolescence, adolescents, teenagers, youth, risk 
behaviour, race, gender, age, school grade, substance use/abuse/dependence, alcohol 
use/abuse/dependence, sexual behaviour, violent behaviour, and school dropout. The 
reference lists of retrieved articles were scanned to identify further relevant publications. A 
hand search was done by scanning tables of contents for relevant journals. Where possible, 
prominent scholars and researchers were contacted to request articles and ensure that all 
relevant publications had been accessed. 
 
Studies were included in the review based on the criteria listed below. No time frame applied and 
all studies that could be located (regardless of when they were published), were included. 
Studies were included if they: 

• Addressed the investigation of, or the measurement of, or intervention for leisure or free 
time boredom, and risk behaviour. 

• Had population samples that included primarily adolescents and young adults. 
• Were English-language articles. 
• Were published in peer-reviewed journals or books. 
• Made use of quantitative methods of enquiry. 

 
An effort to reduce potential researcher bias involved consultation between the researchers and 
an expert in the field of leisure research (Dr Linda Caldwell, see references) to ensure that all 
relevant and available studies were included. Studies that met the inclusion criteria were 
analysed through a process of extracting relevant data and summarising these in tables under the 
headings: authors, journal, title, risk behaviours, sample, age, gender, ethnicity, school grade, 



 
 

rural/urban, location, design, sampling strategy, methods of data collection, measures, validity 
and reliability, analysis, theoretical framework and/or hypothesis, findings, and limitations. 
 
Results and discussion 
 
Sample 
 
Study locations 
The search resulted in the retrieval of 25 articles that met the inclusion criteria. A description of 
the study samples, measurements and variables is given in Appendix 1. The majority of the 
studies were conducted in the developed world, with 16 studies from the USA (Barnett 2005, 
Barnett and Klitzing 2006, Caldwell et al. 2004, Caldwell et al. 1999, Caldwell and Kivel 1998, 
Caldwell and Smith 1994, Caldwell and Smith 1995, Iso-Ahola and Crowley 1991, Iso-Ahola 
and Weissinger 1990, Larson and Richards 1991, Newberry and Duncan 2001, Sharp et al. 
2006, Weissinger, Caldwell and Bandolas 1992, Widmer, Ellis and Munson 2003, Widmer, 
Ellis and Trunnell 1996, Yang and Yoh 2005). Two studies were from Canada (Caldwell, Smith 
and Weissinger 1992, Shaw, Caldwell and Kleiber 1996) and three studies were from Australia 
(Farnworth 1998, Gordon and Caltabiano 1996, Patterson, Pegg and Dobson-Patterson 2000). 
Only four studies were conducted in the developing world, all of them in South Africa (Caldwell 
et al. 2004, Kaufman et al. 2002, Møller 1991, Wegner et al. 2006). 
 
Of the South African studies, only one (Wegner et al. 2006) specifically investigated leisure 
boredom and risk behaviour (substance use). The second study (Møller 1991); investigated 
the leisure prospects of black urban township youth between 1988 and 1991; however, the study 
took place during the latter years of the apartheid system and the results should be considered 
within this context. The third South African study was a description of a pilot study for an 
intervention that addressed leisure boredom (and other risk behaviour) by means of a 
comprehensive school-based life skills curriculum called HealthWise (Caldwell et al. 2004). The 
fourth study was included because it considered how adolescents’ use of time influenced sexual 
risk behaviour (Kaufman et al. 2002). 
 
Whether studies were conducted in an urban versus a rural context was not considered as a 
factor for comparison of studies (although this is indicated in Appendix 1), as the definition of 
these constructs varies widely depending on the location of the study. For example, in South 
Africa rural areas are typically remote parts of the country where people often live in very 
traditional ways and where there are few amenities such as electricity, running water and shops. 
In the USA, rural areas usually refer to towns with relatively small populations that often have an 
agricultural focus. 
 
Study sampling procedures 
Eleven of the studies made use of random sampling (Caldwell et al. 2004, Caldwell and Kivel 
1998, Caldwell et al. 2004, Caldwell and Smith 1995, Caldwell et al. 1992, Kaufman et al. 2002, 
Larson and Richards 1991, Møller 1991, Sharp et al. 2004, Wegner et al. 2006, Widmer et al. 
2003). Six studies included students who were enrolled in specific classes (Gordon and 
Caltabiano 1996, Iso-Ahola and Weissinger 1990; Patterson et al. 2000, Shaw et al. 1996, 
Weissinger et al. 1992, Widmer et al. 1996); thus providing samples that were not strictly 
random in nature. Four studies made use of voluntary sampling (Barnett 2005, Barnett and 
Klitzing 2006, Caldwell et al. 1999, Newberry and Duncan 2001), which may have introduced a 
degree of bias into the studies. Four studies used non-probability sampling based on the 
availability of respondents (Caldwell and Smith 1994, Farnworth 1998, Iso-Ahola and Crowley 
1991, Yang and Yoh 2005). Thus, there exists a degree of heterogeneity within the sampling 
procedures of the studies, which might account for any variations in findings across studies and 
make direct comparisons of findings difficult. 



 
 

 
Twelve study samples involved school students (Caldwell et al. 2004, Caldwell et al. 1999, Caldwell 
and Kivel 1998, Caldwell et al. 2004, Caldwell and Smith 1995, Caldwell et al. 1992, Gordon and 
Caltabiano 1996, Larson and Richards 1991, Newberry and Duncan 2001, Sharp et al. 2004, Shaw 
et al. 1996, Wegner et al. 2006). Six study samples involved college or university students 
(Barnett 2005, Barnett and Klitzing 2006, Patterson et al. 2000, Iso-Ahola and Weissinger 1990, 
Weissinger et al. 1992, Yang and Yoh 2005). Five studies included special groups of youth such as 
those identi- fied as high-risk (Caldwell and Smith 1994) and criminal offenders on probation 
(Farnworth 1998), and those attending substance use centres (Iso-Ahola and Crowley 1991), 
detention centres (Widmer et al 1996) and psychiatric treatment centres (Widmer et al. 2003). 
Two studies involved a mix of youths who were at school, or working or unemployed (Kaufman et 
al. 2002, Møller 1991).  
 
The majority of the studies involved mainstream school-going or college students indicating a 
degree of homogeneity in these 18 samples. Only one study involved disabled youth (Yang and 
Yoh 2005), and no study focused specifically on adolescent dropouts; thus reflecting extremely 
limited research among these marginalised groups and indicating scope for future research. 
 
Study designs 
The majority of the studies were cross-sectional in design (n = 22), with only three of the 
studies being longitudinal (Caldwell et al. 2004, Caldwell et al. 1999, Sharp et al. 2006). The 
relatively low number of longitudinal studies reflects the lack of maturity in the field. Also, 
longitudinal studies are more costly and time consuming than cross-sectional studies; however, 
they provide a far more comprehensive investigation of a situation over time and allow for 
causal predictions to be made about variables.  
 
The majority of studies (n = 22) involved the use of self-report questionnaires or surveys. The 
advantage of self-report questionnaires is that large numbers of respondents can be surveyed 
more economically and in a shorter time, the anonymity and privacy encourage more candid 
responses, and reliability can be established (Babbie and Mouton 2001). However, they do 
require respondents to be literate (which may be problematic especially when surveying young 
adolescents where literacy is a definite problem – as in many parts of South Africa). Thus, 
face-to-face interviews mean fewer incomplete questionnaires and misunderstood questions. 
Five studies examined use of time by means of interviews, and either experience sampling 
methods (Farnworth 1998, Larson and Richards 1991), or time-use diaries (Caldwell et al. 1999, 
Kaufman et al. 2002, Møller 1991, Shaw et al. 1996). Experience sampling methods 
(Csikszentmihalyi and Larson 1987) entail the use of electronic pagers which bleep respondents 
who then need to complete a report. This method can be costly and requires a certain level of 
commitment from the respondent, although the method seems to have been used successfully in 
the studies. 
 
Evidence of leisure boredom 
The findings of the studies were examined for evidence of the experience of leisure boredom, 
which was then categorised into three broad themes according to the causes of boredom: (1) social 
control, (2) psychological disposition, and (3) the influence of context. Of interest, although 
not surprising, was that the first two themes are theories relating to boredom, but these were 
equally well suited to explain leisure boredom. A summary of findings about evidence of leisure 
boredom, and the association with risk behaviours is presented in Appendix 2. 
 
Social control and leisure boredom 
Social control theory refers to the social mechanisms that regulate the choices individuals make 
about engaging in activities and behaviour, which lead to conformity and compliance with the 



 
 

rules of society (Hirschi 1969). Thus, parents, teachers, schools and societal laws constitute 
examples of social mechanisms that may directly or indirectly exert control over adolescents in 
an effort to avoid deviant or negative behaviour. Hirschi (1969) suggested that involvement in 
activities such as structured recreation strengthens social bonds by promoting attachment, 
commitment, involvement and belief in a common value, and reduces delinquent behaviour. 
However, as adolescents are striving for autonomy, any mechanism that constrains this drive 
may be met with resistance, which can be expressed as boredom. Shaw, et al. (1996) found 
support for the notion that social control mechanisms lead to a lack of choice in free time 
activities and feelings of boredom in adolescents, in response to adult restrictions, structures 
and expectations. As discussed in the next section, parental monitoring, gender and 
developmental age are factors that can be linked with social control mechanisms, and thus 
influence the experience of leisure boredom. 
 
Parental monitoring 
Parents influence their children’s experience of leisure boredom through the extent to which 
they monitor their children’s activities. Not unsurprisingly, younger adolescents and girls were 
monitored by parents to a greater extent (Møller 1991, Sharp et al. 2006). Adolescents who 
perceived lower levels of parental monitoring were more likely to be bored (Caldwell et al. 
1999); however, these were 13-year olds, and this developmental age group would expect their 
parents to have greater knowledge of their whereabouts and activities. Sharp et al. (2006) 
referred to this as parental knowledge and found that it had a positive effect on adolescent 
interest, motivation and self-regulation in free time. On the other hand, parental control occurs 
when parental monitoring is regarded as restricting autonomy in leisure. This had a negative 
effect on interest, and was associated with amotivation (Sharp et al. 2006). 
 
Gender and identity 
The literature is divided as to the likelihood of experiencing boredom as a function of gender. 
The lives of adolescent girls appear to be subject to more restrictions as a result of social control 
mechanisms than boys, and girls spend more time in obligatory activities than boys (Shaw et 
al. 1996). Accordingly, it may be expected that girls might experience greater leisure boredom than 
boys. Several studies found evidence supporting this notion. Females in South Africa (Wegner et 
al. 2006) and in rural areas of Australia (Patterson et al. 2000) experienced higher levels of 
boredom than boys. Gender significantly moderated relationships between individual 
characteristics and boredom in free time (Barnett and Klitzing 2006). Other studies found that 
males reported higher boredom (Shaw et al. 1996) and were more prone to boredom (Newberry and 
Duncan 2001) than females. 
 
Gay youth, and youth questioning their sexual identity, experienced leisure differently and more 
negatively than their non-gay peers (Caldwell and Kivel 1998). Gay males were more bored in 
their leisure time, tended to use free time to rebel, and reported that their parents had too much 
control over their free time. They were less likely to do healthy pursuits in their free time, go out 
for fun in the evening, and engage in aerobic activity. They were also more likely to engage in 
binge drinking, feel sad, depressed, under pressure and stressed, and attempt suicide (Caldwell 
and Kivel 1998). 
 
Other studies have found that gender was not a significant predictor of boredom (Caldwell et 
al. 1999; Weissinger et al. 1992). However, that studies differ with regard to gender findings 
may be attributed to the heterogeneity within the methodologies employed in the various 
studies, as mentioned previously. Caldwell et al. (1999) conducted their study with a small 
sample (n = 82) of high-school students who volunteered to participate in the in-depth 
interviews and activity diary portion of the project; which may have introduced bias into the 
study. Weissinger et al. (1992) used convenience sampling to recruit their sample (n = 525) 



 
 

whose age range was 18–40 years (mean 20.9 years). The fact that this study also involved 
adults may have resulted in the finding that gender did not significantly predict boredom in this 
study. 
 
Age 
Age plays a role in the experience of leisure boredom. Boredom was higher among younger adoles- 
cents than older adolescents during school (Larson and Richards 1991) and leisure time (Wegner 
et al. 2006). It is likely that social control mechanisms are responsible for this finding; younger 
adoles- cents might be restricted from leisure engagement due to parental control, and other 
constraints such as lack of transport and money. However, there is not enough evidence to 
support this, and future research could examine this further. 
 
Psychological disposition and leisure boredom 
 
Motivation 
Self-determination theory (Deci and Ryan 1985) posits that the individual’s need for 
intrinsic rewards – self-determination and competence – lies at the core of intrinsic motivation. 
The individual becomes aware of the need and that it can potentially be satisfied, and selects 
and enacts goal- oriented behaviour to meet the need. Individual differences in the desire for 
intrinsic rewards mediate this process. Weissinger et al. (1992) suggested that boredom was the 
result of a disruption in this process. The authors found that higher levels of desire for 
intrinsic rewards were negatively associated with leisure boredom. Intrinsic motivation to seek 
enjoyment was negatively related to leisure boredom (Barnett and Klitzing 2006). Adolescents 
with lower intrinsic motivation were more likely to be bored (Caldwell et al. 1999). A 
motivation was negatively related to adolescents’ experiences of interest and positively 
associated with parental control (Sharp et al. 2006). Adolescents who were more motivated 
and self-regulated had parents who were more knowledgeable about their free time (Sharp et 
al. 2006). Thus, individual motivation is clearly a factor influencing leisure boredom. 
 
Personality and affect 
The literature provided support for the idea that individual disposition effects the experience 
of leisure boredom. The Aristotelian Ethical Behaviour in Leisure (AEBL) scale, and the 
shortened version – the AEBL-S – were used to measure intellectual and creative activity, 
meaningful relation- ships and moral behaviour among youth in the USA (n = 346, n = 2 948 
respectively), and were shown to have a Cronbach’s alpha score of 0.90 (Widmer et al. 1996; 
Widmer et al. 2003). The authors found that students who scored low on these scales also 
experienced higher levels of leisure boredom. Individuals who had difficulty entertaining 
themselves, who preferred fantasy and imagination, who were introverts, and who preferred 
novelty and variety in their free time were most likely to be bored (Barnett and Klitzing 2006). 
Those who had a generally negative affect (Barnett and Klitzing 2006) or who were depressed 
and had low self-esteem (Larson and Richards 1991) tended to be more bored. 
 
The influence of context on leisure boredom 
 
Having nothing to do 
Context influences how adolescents choose to engage in activities and spend their free time. 
Situational differences (or the reasons for engaging in activities) accounted for 77% of variance 
in adolescents’ reported boredom (Caldwell et al. 1999). When adolescents ‘wanted to’ take part 
in a leisure activity, the experience of leisure boredom was lower and intrinsic motivation was 
higher, compared to adolescents who were participating because they ‘had to’ or ‘had nothing 
else to do’ (Caldwell et al. 1999). Adolescents experienced boredom during school because they 
disliked certain classes, and thus felt forced to take part; however, outside of school, the most 
frequent explanation for boredom was that there was nothing to do (Larson and Richards 1991). 



 
 

Clearly, the evidence showed this to be the most common reason for leisure boredom, as 41% of 
the time adolescents felt there was nothing to do (Caldwell et al. 1999) and felt bored 42% of the 
time (Farnworth 1998). 
 
Limited leisure resources 
Contexts where there is a lack of awareness of the benefits of leisure, and environments that offer 
limited leisure resources contribute to the perception of having nothing to do, and thus, result 
in higher levels of leisure boredom. Students who reported being aware of leisure resources 
were significantly less bored in their free time than those who were less aware, and individuals 
who liked to experience a challenge in their leisure were usually less bored with their free time 
(Barnett 2005). Leisure boredom was found to be higher among black and coloured adolescents 
in Cape Town, South Africa (Wegner et al. 2006). The authors suggested that this may have 
been due to the poor living conditions and lack of leisure resources for the majority of these 
adolescents, but this is an area that requires further research. Youth who were not attending 
school and unemployed had more free time available yet were unable to fill this time, and more 
than half complained of feeling bored (Møller 1991). Evidence shows that adolescents, especially 
girls, living in rural parts of Australia experienced relatively higher leisure boredom than their 
urban counterparts (Patterson et al. 2000). Participation rates in passive leisure activities were 
highest for rural adolescents, and highest for social leisure in urban adolescents, resulting in 
rural adolescents experiencing higher levels of leisure boredom than urban adolescents (Gordon 
and Caltabiano 1996).  
 
Lack of challenge 
In line with the theory of boredom as lack of challenge (Csikszentmihalyi and Csikszentmihalyi 
1988) and under arousal (Zuckerman 1990, 1991), when activities are perceived to be under 
challenging and provide insufficient stimulation, adolescents feel bored. Generally, engaging in 
passive leisure activities such as watching television and hanging out occurs as a result of having 
nothing else to do, and the outcome is a feeling of boredom. This is a common experience for 
adolescents, and juvenile offenders reported that 62% of their time was spent in under 
challenging activities in relation to their perceived skills, and that they experienced boredom 
with passive leisure activities more than active activities (Farnworth 1998).  
 
Time use  
Comparing the amount of time spent in leisure activities was difficult due to the different ways 
in which time use was measured. As a guide, we estimated adolescents to be asleep for 
approximately eight hours a day, leaving 16 hours for obligatory activities (such as schoolwork 
and chores) and non-obligatory activities (free time and leisure). In Australia, adolescents on 
average spent 54.7 hours per week on leisure (Gordon and Caltabiano 1996), which is 
approximately eight hours a day. For young offenders in Australia, 57% (or about nine hours) of 
their waking time was spent in leisure occupations – predominantly passive leisure such as 
listening to music or watching TV (Farnworth 1998). Canadian adolescents spent half their 
waking time in non-obligatory activities (about eight hours a day), the most common non-
obligatory activity being social activities with friends including hanging out, talking on the 
phone and going to parties (Shaw et al. 1996). Thus, it appears that Australian and Canadian 
adolescents have an average of eight to nine hours of free time daily. 
 
Obtaining an accurate picture of South African adolescents’ use of time is difficult, as few studies 
have investigated this construct. Møller (1991) found that young black people on average have five 
hours free on weekdays, and seven-and-a-half hours free on weekend days, with dominant free 
time activities including conversations with friends, watching TV, listening to music, relaxing 
(which included doing nothing and thinking), reading, playing sports and other physical activities. A 
more recent time-use study showed that boys spend one to three hours a day time hanging out 



 
 

(defined as doing nothing, spending time at the mall or on street corners, going to bars or parties – 
generally unsupervised and unstructured activities), compared to girls who spend one hour or less 
hanging out (Kaufman et al. 2002). However, both of these studies have limitations – Møller’s 
study (1991) was conducted nearly two decades ago with black youth during the apartheid era, 
and Kaufman et al. (2002) conducted their study in and around Durban, South Africa. Thus, the 
findings of these two studies cannot be considered applicable or representative to other groups of 
adolescents in South Africa. 
 
Leisure boredom and risk behaviour 
 
The next phase of the literature review was to examine the studies for evidence of an 
association between leisure boredom and risk behaviour. The findings are presented in Appendix 
2. 
 
Substance use 
Studies in the developed world provided evidence that adolescent substance abusers were signifi- 
cantly more bored during their leisure time than non-substance users (Caldwell and Smith 
1994, Iso-Ahola and Crowley 1991). Significant negative correlations were found between scores 
on the AEBL and the AEBL-S, and leisure boredom and substance use (Widmer et al. 1996, 
Widmer et al. 2003). In other words, students with less intellectual and creative activity, who 
lacked meaningful relationships and had lower moral standards and behaviour, experienced 
higher leisure boredom and used substances more than those who scored high on these 
variables. It is important to note that all of these studies included high-risk youth in special 
programmes.  
 
In contrast to this, no significant association between leisure boredom and substance use was 
found among adolescents in Cape Town, South Africa (Wegner et al. 2006). However, this 
study did not include high-risk adolescents (in special programmes) and was conducted among 
students attending mainstream, public high schools. Finally, this was the only study in the 
developing world to have examined leisure boredom and risk behaviour. Clearly, more research 
needs to be done in the developing world to investigate this topic further. 
 
Sexual risk 
No studies examined sexual risk behaviour and leisure boredom specifically. However, a study of 
time use conducted in KwaZulu-Natal, South Africa, found that the number of hours spent hanging 
out was positively associated with having had sex in the last year (significant in African boys p = 
0.000, African girls = 0.000 and Indian boys p = 0.031) (Kaufman et al. 2002). Furthermore, the 
number of hours spent hanging out was negatively associated with condom use, although this was not 
significant for any group. 
 
Dropout 
No studies that examined dropout and leisure boredom were located. 
 
Negative affect and delinquency 
The review provided evidence for a link between leisure boredom, negative affect, delinquency 
and risk behaviour. Leisure-alienated youth – or those who felt bored in leisure time and used 
leisure to reject adult structure – engaged in higher risk behaviour (cigarette and alcohol use, 
vomiting on purpose, attempting suicide and being depressed) than their peers (Caldwell and 
Smith 1995). Boredom co-occurred with tiredness and drowsiness (under-stimulation), 
indicating a state of lower arousal, with frustration (forced-effort), and anger (resistance) 
(Larson and Richards 1991). This study also found that free-time boredom was significantly 
correlated with socially disruptive behaviour. Adolescents involved in delinquent activities were 
prone to experience boredom, and the tendency to experience boredom was significantly related 



 
 

to the number of arrestable behaviours reported (Newberry and Duncan 2001). Finally, among 
disabled college students, there was a positive correlation between aggressive behavioural 
tendency and free-time boredom, especially when respondents felt that time was standing still 
(Yang and Yoh 2005). 
 
Sensation seeking 
Some studies have investigated the relationship between leisure boredom, risk behaviour and 
sensation seeking. Significant two-way interaction effects between sensation-seeking, leisure 
boredom and self-esteem were found for substance use in both rural and urban adolescents in 
Australia (Gordon and Caltabiano 1996). In this study, urban adolescents who engaged most 
heavily in substance use had low self-esteem and high leisure boredom. Urban adolescents who 
scored high on both sensation-seeking and leisure boredom engaged most heavily in substance 
use. Substance-abusing adolescents reported higher leisure boredom and participated in leisure 
significantly more often than non-substance users (Iso-Ahola and Crowley 1991). The authors 
offered the explanation that substance-users tended to differ from non-substance users in that 
they were more likely to be sensation seekers with a low tolerance for repetitious activities 
(Zuckerman 1979) and became bored more easily, particularly if activities did not meet their 
need for optimal arousal and challenge (Csikszentmihalyi and Csikszentmihalyi 1988). This 
was supported by Caldwell and Smith (1994), who found that students who went out for fun 
five or more times a week were more bored and consumed higher levels of alcohol than their 
peers who went out less than five times a week. However, contrary to the findings of the above 
studies, Caldwell and Smith (1995) found that females who were bored engaged less in leisure 
activities than their peers, and bored males were less likely to go out in the evenings for fun. 
 
An examination of the samples in these studies reveals certain differences that may explain the 
differences in the findings. Gordon and Caltabiano (1996) conducted their study with high-school 
students (n = 145, mean age 14.3 years) in rural and urban Australia. The other three studies were 
all done in urban parts of the USA. Caldwell and Smith (1994) conducted their study with high-
risk adolescents in a specialised programme (n = 129, age range 12–16 years), and Iso-Ahola and 
Crowley (1991) conducted their study with adolescents diagnosed with substance use who were 
admitted to a treatment centre (n = 39, mean age 16.6 years) and a control group of non-substance 
users from a private high school (n = 81, mean age 16.1 years). All of these studies had relatively 
small sample sizes, thus potentially lacking the necessary statistical power, in comparison to the 
study by Caldwell and Smith (1995) who conducted their study with 2 756 high-school students in 
grades 9–12.There is clearly a need for further research on the role of sensation seeking in 
leisure boredom and risk behaviour. 
 
Measurement of leisure boredom 
Only three studies could be located that measured leisure boredom specifically. These are 
presented in Appendix 3. The Leisure Boredom Scale (LBS) (Iso-Ahola and Weissinger 1987, 
1990) focused specifically on leisure boredom, while the Leisure Experience Battery (Caldwell et 
al. 1992, Barnett 2005) incorporated leisure boredom as one of four dimensions in the leisure 
experience. 
Iso-Ahola and Weissinger (1987) devised the LBS based on literature regarding leisure and 
boredom constructs. The 16-item instrument is scored on a 1–5 scale, with higher scores 
indicating higher leisure boredom. Secondary analysis of three studies of American college 
students (n = 175, n = 174, n = 344, mean age 21 years) provided support for the reliability and 
validity of the LBS, with Cronbach’s alpha coefficients of 0.85, 0.88 and 0.86 for the respective 
studies. No test-retest reliability was carried out in any of these studies. In further support of the 
validity and usability of the LBS, all constructs significantly correlated in the predicted manner; 
leisure boredom was negatively related to social competence, self-esteem, self-as-entertainment, 
social desirability, intrinsic leisure motivation, social desirability, leisure satisfaction, leisure 



 
 

ethic, frequency of participation in leisure activities, and perceived satisfaction with mental and 
physical health (Iso-Ahola and Weissinger 1987). The authors suggested that further research 
was necessary to determine the applicability of the LBS with non-college student populations. 
 
Caldwell et al. (1992) developed the Leisure Experience Battery for Adolescents (LEBA). This 
instrument includes four dimensions of leisure: (1) boredom (adapted from Iso-Ahola and 
Weissinger 1987); (2) awareness (adapted from Iso-Ahola and Weissinger 1987, Weissinger, 
Caldwell and Mobily 1987); (3) challenge (adapted from Weissinger 1985); and (4) anxiety 
(developed for the study based on literature). The study was conducted with grade 10 students 
(n = 1 407, mean age not given) in Ontario, Canada. Test-retest reliability was calculated by 
following up with these students in grade 11. Results from the internal consistency reliability 
analyses and the factor analysis indicated that the LEBA had promising reliability for use with 
adolescents, with Cronbach’s alpha scores of 0.70 for boredom, 0.70 for challenge, 0.55 for 
awareness and 0.63 for anxiety. The authors felt that although these internal consistency scores 
were somewhat low, this was due to the low number of items in each scale rather than 
systematic error. The measures appeared to be consistent and stable over time, thus indicating 
that the LEBA could be used to evaluate the efficacy of leisure interventions where changes in 
scores could be interpreted as being due to the interven- tion rather than as a result of systematic 
error variance (Caldwell et al. 1992). 
 
Barnett (2005) conducted a study to establish the psychometric properties of the LEBA with 
American college students (n = 657, mean age 21 years). Results provided further support for 
the validity of the LEBA, with Cronbach’s alpha scores of 0.73 for boredom, 0.72 for challenge, 
0.67 for awareness, and 0.67 for anxiety (alpha increased to 0.74 when one item was deleted). 
Furthermore, the study provided support for the inclusion of boredom, challenge, awareness 
and anxiety as aspects of research about leisure among young people; however, there could be 
other factors that could also form part of a battery to measure leisure experiences. 
 
It is important to note that all of these studies were conducted in North America. In order to use 
the LBS and the LEBA with different populations, the psychometric properties of these 
measurements would first need to be established. This is particularly so in the developing 
world, where social, cultural and economic differences may be more evident. 
 
Interventions for leisure boredom 
 
Only two studies reported on interventions that addressed leisure boredom. These are presented 
in Appendix 4. Both interventions were school-based interventions that aimed to reduce risk 
behaviour through positive use of free time. Time Wise (Caldwell et al. 2004) was 
implemented with mainly white grade 7 students in rural Pennsylvania, USA. Health Wise 
(Caldwell et al. 2004) was implemented with coloured and black grade 8 students in a low 
socio-economic area of Cape Town, South Africa. Time Wise was a longitudinal study that 
followed one cohort of grade 7 students through three years of schooling. The seven-lesson Time 
Wise curriculum focused specifically on leisure awareness and motivation, and developing 
leisure interests in an effort to reduce substance-use risk behaviour. The Health Wise curriculum 
was designed as a 17-lesson curriculum that incorporated components of the Time Wise 
intervention, but also included life skills such as anger management and conflict resolution in 
an effort to address both substance use and sexual risk behaviour. Students who participated 
in the Time Wise curriculum showed improvements in motivation, an increase in 
participation in new leisure activities, and a reduction in boredom (Caldwell et al. 2004). The 
Health Wise study was a description of the pilot study in preparation for a large randomised 
control trial; outcomes were therefore not available. However, the authors reported a positive 
response to the curriculum from participating educators and students. Once the outcomes are 



 
 

available it will be interesting to compare these two studies that had fairly similar goals and 
curricula, yet were conducted with totally different populations of students and settings. 
 
Limitations 
 
Certain limitations in this systematic review of the literature require consideration. Firstly, it 
is possible that there was a selection bias as only one researcher (as opposed to a team) 
conducted the search and decided which studies to include, although an effort was made to 
restrict this bias (see Methods). Secondly, the review did not include a meta-analysis as the 
studies did not all lend themselves to statistical comparison. Finally, only studies published in 
English were included. The implication of not including studies published in other languages is 
that important and relevant insights and knowledge may have been missed in this review. 
Spanish or Portuguese studies conducted in South America (as part of the developing world) 
may have provided useful comparisons for the present research. 
 
Further research 

 
A useful outcome of a systematic review of literature is that gaps in the knowledge base are 
revealed; thus, areas for further research can be identified. The most striking finding of this 
review was that from the perspective of the developing world, there has been very little research in 
the field of leisure boredom and risk behaviour among young people. In fact, the phenomenon 
of leisure boredom has received relatively little attention throughout the world. 
 
There have been no investigations into the psychometric properties of measurements of leisure 
boredom among adolescent populations in the developing world. It is important that the 
reliability and validity of measurements is established before research about leisure boredom can 
be done in these contexts. No studies anywhere have investigated the association between leisure 
boredom, dropout from school and sexual risk. In South Africa, where problems such as dropout, 
substance use and sexual risk behaviour (leading to teenage pregnancy and sexually-transmitted 
infections including HIV) are concerning, it is vital that research be conducted to investigate the 
factors that are associated with these risk behaviours. Furthermore, most studies in this field are 
cross-sectional studies and very few longitudinal studies of leisure boredom exist. There is a 
need for more longitudinal studies of leisure boredom and risk behaviour, as these would reveal 
whether leisure boredom is a predictor of risk behaviour, and how this changes over time. 
 
Despite leisure boredom being identified as a factor associated with risk behaviour in the 
developed world, there is a paucity of research that has determined the efficacy of 
interventions that address leisure boredom among young people. There is a need for such 
interventions to be developed, implemented, adapted and evaluated for their efficacy and 
effectiveness, in both the developed and the developing world. Cross-cultural comparisons of 
interventions and young people’s responses to the interventions would further enhance this 
process of investigation. Building on this concept, another potential area of research is to 
conduct cross-cultural comparisons between different groups of adolescents regarding leisure 
boredom, related factors such as motivation and self-determination, and risk behaviour. This 
would give insight as to how the leisure experience differs or is similar in different contexts and 
environments. 
 
Finally, only studies that employed quantitative methods of enquiry were included in this 
systematic review of the literature. However, the value and usefulness of using qualitative 
research to understand the phenomenon of leisure boredom and risk behaviour should not be 
underestimated. 

 
 



 
 

Conclusion 
This systematic review has summarised and synthesised empirical research about leisure 
boredom among adolescents. Specifically, the review examined the evidence of leisure boredom 
in adolescents and the association with risk behaviour, measurement of leisure boredom, and 
interventions that have addressed leisure boredom among adolescents. Due to a degree of 
heterogeneity in the methodologies employed in the various studies, comparisons of findings 
were complicated. Gaps in the knowledge basis were identified, thus providing some direction for 
future research. 
 
This review revealed that leisure boredom is a multi-faceted, complex phenomenon that 
warrants more attention from both researchers and programme developers. The most striking 
observation from this review was how few studies have actually focused on leisure boredom and 
risk behaviour in adolescents, despite the multitude of studies that have cited boredom in 
relation to risk behaviour. Furthermore, the experience of leisure boredom is influenced by a 
variety of different factors, not least of which is the environment or context within which 
adolescents are situated. It follows that leisure boredom is a phenomenon that requires further 
ongoing investigation in relation to adoles- cent risk behaviour. This is particularly vital in the 
developing world, where previous research in this regard has been seriously lacking. 
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