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This experiment examined the effects of boredom on the amount and type of food that a person consumes.  The 
first hypothesis was that bored participants would consume more food than interested participants. The second 
hypothesis was that bored participants would preferentially choose sweet flavored foods, rather than bland foods. 
A between subjects experimental design was used to conduct this experiment. Although the results suggested no 
significant difference in the amount of food consumption between bored and interested groups, there was a 
significant difference between the bored participants’ choice in sweet versus bland foods. This study underlines 
the importance of monitoring the impact of emotional states on nutritional choices. 
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In the United States the rate of obesity is increasing 
(Reynolds & Himes, 2007), with obesity being defined as 
having a body mass index of over 30. Between the early 1980s 
and 2002 obesity rates in adults have more than doubled. With 
the increase in obesity there may also be an increase of the 
chronic diseases that are associated with obesity, such as high 
blood pressure, cardiovascular disease, diabetes and arthritis 
(Reynolds & Himes, 2007), which makes it important for 
people to identify factors that may increase food consumption, 
one of which is emotional states.  

Many studies have examined how mood influences 
food consumption. Davis, Freeman, and Solyon (1985) 
measured self-reported eating habits and moods of bulimic and 
non-bulimic participants. Participants in both groups usually 
rated themselves to be in a better mood after eating. 
Nonetheless, consumption differed between the groups. This 
result indicates that emotions can affect consumption, and that 
consumption can affect emotions. However, the researchers did 
not examine specific emotions in this study, rather they 
examined overall mood. Thus, it is not clear which specific 
emotions influence consumption of food. 

In an attempt to determine which specific emotions 
have an impact  on a person’s  eating  behavior,  Macht  (1999)  
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asked participants to describe the food habits that may be 
present when a person experiences specific mood states. The 
mood states were sadness, joy, anger and fear. Participants 
reported that they would be more likely to eat during episodes 
of anger and joy than when feeling fear and sadness. Further 
research could show if these patterns actually occur in these 
mood states. 

The previous research was not experimental, and 
therefore causal effects of specific emotions on eating cannot be 
drawn. To address this issue, Appelhans, Whited, Schneider, 
Oleski, and Pagoto (2011) examined the effects of anger on 
consumption. Participants in the experimental condition were 
told to recall and re-experience a memory that caused them 
anger whereas participants in the control condition were told to 
recall a daily activity. All participants then recorded their mood 
and hunger ratings. The participants were left in a room with 
some of their favorite food items, which they had identified 
previously. The results showed that anger did not have an 
effect on the amount of food consumed by participants.  

Though anger did not cause increased consumption, 
researchers have identified other emotions that do increase 
consumption. Abramson and Stinson (1977) conducted a study 
about consumption and boredom, in which obese and non-obese 
participants were assigned to either an interest condition or a 
boredom condition. The boredom condition consisted of writing 
the letters “cd” continuously, for the duration of the study, 
while the participants in the interest condition wrote stories 
based on pictures. Before being put into a condition, the 
participants were preloaded, which means that they consumed 
as much food as they could until they were full. Each 
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participant was then placed in a room with a bowl of crackers. 
Bored participants in both groups ate more crackers on average 
than interested participants (Abramson & Stinson, 1977).  

Previous studies focused on identifying emotions that 
may cause a person to consume more food. Nonetheless 
previous studies have not addressed which types of food people 
prefer to consume while experiencing boredom. Research 
suggests that rats have a preference for sweet, sugary tastes. 
For instance, in a study done on taste preferences, Bolles, 
Hayward, and Crandall (1981) provided rats with two flavors:  
Vanilla, a flavor associated with high caloric value, and anise, 
the flavor associated with low caloric value. The rats preferred 
the high caloric flavoring even if the meal itself was not 
actually high in caloric value. Thus, this finding suggests that 
the attraction of particular foods may be related to flavor rather 
than its caloric value. Given the phenomenon of increasing 
obesity, this research is valuable because typically sugary 
snacks are high in calories, which can increase weight gain. 

The present study will expand upon the previous 
literature on mood and food consumption by examining the 
effect of boredom on consumption of particular types of foods. 
Although the previous research provides good insight into the 
association between the variables, it does not indicate which 
types of food participants will be more inclined to consume 
when in a bored state. Also, I attempt to replicate Abramson 
and Stinson’s (1977) finding that boredom increases 
consumption, and to expand on this work by identifying the 
type of food that will be favored when bored. The results of 
this study could subsequently establish a connection between 
boredom and a preference for sugary sweets that are high in 
calories, which may contribute to weight gain within the 
population.  

In this study, participants were assigned to either a 
boring or interesting condition. The hypothesis was that 
participants in the boredom condition would eat more in 
general. In addition, when bored participants do consume snack 
foods, it was predicted that they would, like the rats, choose a 
sugary snack over bland crackers, which are less flavorful.  
 

METHOD 
 
Participants  
 Eighteen participants were recruited for the study, 
nine male and nine female. Participants were selected using 
convenience sampling, and the participants were all involved in 
a psychology research methods class. Participants’ ages ranged 
from 19-55 years old (M = 24.55, SD = 10.05). The 
demographics of the participants were 75% white, 5% African 
American, 5% Hispanic, and 15% Asian. Participants with 
diabetes or food allergies were excluded from the sample. 
Participants did not receive compensation. 
 
Materials 
 Two separate videos, one showing grass and one 
showing a construction cone, were put together to form a five-
minute boring clip for this experiment. The interesting video 

clip was a five-minute clip from the movie Finding Nemo 
found on YouTube.com. A researcher chose these clips based 
on lack of activity for the boredom condition, and the large 
amount of activity for the interesting condition.  M&Ms (the 
sweet snack) and Saltines (the bland snack) were measured in a 
measuring cup and put in bowls.  The bowls were measured 
previously on a small digital scale. The amount of each cup 
was converted to grams to compare pre-experiment amounts to 
post-experiment amounts. A post-experiment questionnaire was 
also given to participants asking them questions about how 
interested they were in the video and if they had food allergies, 
and to gather demographic information. 
 
Procedure 
 The participants who gave their consent to participate 
in a study on perception were randomly assigned to either the 
boring condition or the interesting condition. The rooms in 
both conditions were furnished similarly, with three computers, 
one turned on, three chairs and two bowls, one with M&Ms 
and one with Saltines.  Each participant was assigned to his or 
her own room, and there were six rooms being used at a time. 
The bowls were weighed prior to beginning the experiment so a 
comparison could be made pre- and post-experiment. The 
M&Ms bowl contained one cup of candy, and the Saltines bowl 
had 10 crackers in it. The participants were told to take a seat 
in front of the computer that was turned on, and the researcher 
instructed the participant to read the consent form. Upon 
obtaining consent, the researchers read a script that told 
participants that this was a study of perception, and that they 
would be watching a short video clip. Since the study was on 
perception, the participants were told to watch the video 
closely. The researchers informed the participants that the food 
was there because their teaching assistant had extra food 
remaining from a different experiment, and gave it to the 
experimenters to use when conducting the experiment.   

The researcher began playing the video clip and left 
the room.  After five minutes the researcher came back in the 
room to give the participant a post-test and to debrief them. 
Once they were debriefed on the study they were thanked and 
told they could go. Every time a participant left the room, the 
remaining crackers were counted, and the remaining M&Ms 
were measured using a measuring cup. The measurements were 
then converted to grams.  
 

RESULTS 
 

The mean amounts of food consumed by each group 
are shown in Table 1.  A mixed-model two-way ANOVA was 
performed to determine if there was a significant difference in 
consumption between the bored and interested groups or for 
M&Ms versus saltines. The post survey was used to determine 
that participants were in fact bored in the bored group, and 
interested in the interested group. The result showed that the 
bored and interested variable was manipulated properly. There 
was no main effect of the type of video (interesting or boring) 
on  amount  of food  consumed  [F(1,18) = 0.28,  p = 0.604].   
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TABLE 1.  Mean amounts of food consumed (in grams) in the two 
conditions. 

 

 M&Ms Saltines Total 

Bored M=32.0, SD=29.4 M=4.2, SD=5.9 M=36.2, SD=8.9 

Interested -- -- M=45.5, SD=15.2 

 
There was no significant interaction between type of video and 
type of food [F(1,18) = 0.77, p = 0.39], indicating that the 
type of video had no effect on the type of food that subjects 
chose to eat.  There was a significant main effect of food type 
[F(1,18) = 15.66, p = 0.001], though this is not particularly 
meaningful because it probably is inappropriate to compare the 
two types of food in terms of weight.  

 
DISCUSSION 

 
The hypothesis that participants in the boredom 

condition would eat more than the participants in the interested 
condition was not supported by the results of the experiment. 
This result contradicts the previous study on boredom and 
consumption, which found that bored participants eat more than 
those who are not bored (Abramson & Stinson, 1977).  The 
results of the experiment did not support the second hypothesis 
that bored participants would eat more sugary foods than bland 
snacks. The participants ate approximately the same amount of 
food overall, and they ate the same proportions of M&Ms and 
saltines.  

Numerous methodological differences are found 
between this experiment and the past research, which may have 
contributed to the non-significant effect of boredom on 
consumption. In the present study, the deception may not have 
been effective and therefore the participants may have been 
aware that boredom and consumption were the topics of the 
study. With the limited budget of the project, it may have been 
suspicious   that   food   simply  was  being  given  away.   The  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

researchers tried to conceal the true reason by telling 
participants that it was food left over from their teaching 
assistant’s lab. However, the deception may not have been 
effective because on the top of the consent form and post-test 
there was a running head that read: BOREDOM AND 
CONSUMPTION. Not all participants recognized this; 
however, it is likely that some did. If participants were privy to 
the subject topic they may have altered their eating habits. 
Since limitations exist in this experiment, it is important to look 
to future research to help make any further claims. Perhaps it 
would be possible to equate two types of food in terms of 
volume or caloric content.  Additional research is important 
because it may be necessary to use different food options and 
different manipulations of boredom and interest to determine if 
the effect on food preferences is generalizable. 
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