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Abstract
Research recently showed that boredom proneness was associated with increased social distancing rule-breaking in a sample 
collected early in the COVID-19 pandemic. Here we explore data collected early in the pandemic to examine what factors 
might drive this relation. We focus on political affiliation. Given the functional account of boredom as a call to action, we 
hypothesized that this urge to act may drive individuals towards outlets replete with symbolic value (e.g., ideology, identity). 
In addition, given the politicization of some social distancing rules (e.g., mask wearing), we explored whether those who 
adhere to strong political ideologies—particularly conservative ideologies—would be more likely to rule-break. Moderation 
analyses indicated that boredom proneness and social (but not fiscal) conservatism were indeed predictive of rule-breaking. 
These results highlight the need for both clear messaging emphasizing the strength of communal identity and action (i.e., that 
“We are all in this together”) and for interventions that emphasize shared collective values in contexts that appeal directly 
to social conservatives.
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Introduction

Boredom is ubiquitous in human existence (Chin et al., 
2017; Eastwood et al., 2012). The in-the-moment feeling 
of boredom—i.e., state boredom—is unpleasant (Smith & 
Ellsworth, 1985), and many of the consequences associated 
with both state boredom and trait boredom proneness spell 
personal or social trouble, from higher rates of depression 
(Eastwood et al., 2012) and sadistic aggression (Pfattheicher 
et al., 2020), to increased risk-taking (Kılıç et al., 2020), to 
name just a few.

Although trait boredom proneness is commonly associ-
ated with negative outcomes, the momentary experience of 
state boredom is not inherently dysfunctional. Like other 
negative emotions (Carver & Scheier, 1990), state boredom 

serves a self-regulatory purpose, signaling disengagement 
from our environs (Eastwood et al., 2012). State boredom 
may arise as a function of monotony, evaluations that what 
we are doing lacks meaning, or some combination of these 
and other situational factors (Daschmann et al., 2011; Paw-
lak et al., 2020; Pekrun, 2006; Van Tilburg & Igou, 2011; 
Westgate & Wilson, 2018). Such influences of these factors 
may well be context specific, with recent research demon-
strating distinct trajectories of boredom based on individual 
factors and learning context, in a small sample of students 
learning English as a second language (Pawlak et al., 2020). 
Whatever the circumstantial causes of state boredom, the 
implied need is one of action (Elpidorou, 2014). As a case 
in point, Control-Value Theory (Pekrun, 2006) notes that 
state boredom features in achievement settings (e.g., aca-
demic learning; Pekrun et al., 2010). This theory proposes 
that state boredom arises when an activity is appraised as 
featuring both low levels of perceived control (e.g., the indi-
vidual feels that they have a low capacity to change the situa-
tion) and low value (e.g., the task appears irrelevant to one’s 
goals). Within this framework, state boredom is considered 
an emotion detrimental to performance and persistence in 
one’s current activity (Pekrun et al., 2014; Tulis & Fulmer, 
2013). When bored we seek actions to satisfy our need to be 
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engaged—to break the monotony and add meaning where 
the current circumstance is lacking.

This desire to engage in purposeful actions when bored 
leads to a conundrum for those high in trait boredom prone-
ness: the recognition of the need to act, coupled with a 
failure to launch into anything that would satisfy that need 
(Danckert, 2019; Moynihan et al., 2021; Mugon et al., 2018). 
Certainly, for the trait boredom prone, there are many asso-
ciated ills indicative of maladaptive action choices, from 
increased risk-taking and impulsivity (Dahlen et al., 2004; 
Kılıç et al., 2020), to substance abuse (Biolcati et al., 2018). 
These maladaptive responses may satisfy another need sig-
naled by state boredom—the need to re-establish one’s sense 
of agency (Danckert, 2019; Elpidorou, 2018). When bored, 
we are acutely aware of the fact that we are failing to engage 
with the world effectively. Our desire to avoid boredom may 
be borne of our need to experience agency (Kahn, 2018; 
Pekrun, 2006).

During the COVID-19 pandemic, we have at times been 
forced to live with constraints on our lives that explicitly 
diminish our sense of agency and are fertile grounds for feel-
ings of state boredom (Boylan et al., 2020; Caci et al., 2020; 
Chao et al., 2020; Yan et al., 2020). One early study of the 
Italian experience asked people to report what they felt were 
the most negative outcomes of social isolation (Barari et al., 
2020). The most prominent response was a ‘lack of freedom’ 
(i.e., diminished agency), followed by in-the-moment feel-
ings of boredom. Alternatively, the negative effects of state 
boredom during lockdown were lower among those who 
maintained a strong sense of control over their actions (Caci 
et al., 2020). Thus, it is not inevitable that constraints on our 
agency will ultimately lead to maladaptive action choices. 
As a case in point, one French man ran a marathon while in 
social isolation—on his balcony (CNN, March 2020)!

Initial results from research conducted during the early 
stages of the pandemic showed that those high in trait bore-
dom proneness were more likely to break the rules of social 
distancing (Boylan et al., 2020; Wolff et al., 2020). In terms 
of a threat to one’s sense of agency, those who experience 
boredom with greater intensity and frequency are more 
likely to seek activities that enable them to re-establish 
agency and a sense of meaning (Kahn, 2018; Tam et al., 
2021), even if those actions are counter to the demands of 
social isolation.

The notion that in-the-moment feelings of boredom rep-
resent a call to action implies that the state itself does noth-
ing to determine which actions might best address the call. 
An additional factor—perception of meaningful behavior—
likely has a strong influence on action choice (Van Tilburg 
& Igou, 2011; Westgate & Wilson, 2018). Van Tilburg and 
Igou (2019) propose that within the cultural landscape that 
humans occupy, the basic expression of state boredom’s call 
to action manifests in the pursuit of behavior laden with 

symbolic value (e.g., ideology, identity), provided that such 
opportunities are readily available. Research suggests that 
the actions following experimentally induced state boredom 
express themselves in behaviors that offer people a sense of 
meaning. For example, higher levels of state boredom com-
mits people more strongly to their national ingroup at the 
expense of members of a threatening outgroup (Van Tilburg 
& Igou, 2011), heightens willingness to support charitable 
causes (Van Tilburg & Igou, 2017), and triggers elaborate 
nostalgic reverie (Van Tilburg et al., 2013). Each of these 
responses offers a sense of meaning or purpose (Klein, 
2017; Routledge et al., 2011; Spears et al., 2004) and are 
established remedies to meaning-threats (Heine et al., 2006; 
Routledge et al., 2008). A sense of meaning, in turn, allevi-
ates feelings of state boredom (Fahlman et al., 2009; Van 
Tilburg et al., 2019).

Boredom and boredom proneness also show important 
relations to one’s adherence to political affiliations (Van 
Tilburg & Igou, 2016). When people are induced into the 
state of boredom they report stronger adherence to political 
extremes at either end of the political spectrum. But it is 
also true that those prone to experiencing situational bore-
dom report holding more extreme political beliefs—again, at 
either end of the political spectrum—a relationship statisti-
cally mediated by the search for life meaning. This may be, 
in part, because political ideology offers solace in the face 
of meaning-threats (e.g., McGregor et al., 2013), perhaps 
because such ideologies tend to offer guidance about one’s 
role and values within society. Furthermore, political ideolo-
gies may help retain or restore a sense of agency. Research 
shows that conservative ideology, in particular may help 
people deal with uncertainty (Jost et al., 2007; cf. Green-
berg & Jonas, 2003) by advocating for the (certain) status 
quo (Jost & Amodio, 2012).

Thus, the bored may seek solace in their political ideolo-
gies. What association can be expected to emerge between 
boredom proneness and political ideology? On the one hand, 
Van Tilburg and Igou (2016) found that—in an Irish sam-
ple—boredom proneness corresponded with more polarized 
political orientations. On the other hand, research with pre-
dominantly US samples suggests that especially conserva-
tive ideologies may offer solace when faced with a lack of 
meaning or uncertainty (Jost et al., 2007). Interestingly, 
adherence to recommendations such as mask-wearing and 
social distancing has become politicized over the course of 
the pandemic (Hart et al., 2020). Within the USA, it appears 
that those who oppose regulations such as mask-wearing 
tend to hue towards the conservative end of the political 
spectrum (Corpuz et al., 2020). If it is the case that boredom 
proneness prompts a drive towards asserting one’s identity 
and values through a variety of means (e.g., bolstering politi-
cal ideology; Van Tilburg et al., 2019), then we might expect 
that boredom proneness predicts the breaking of COVID-19 



633Motivation and Emotion (2021) 45:631–640 

1 3

restrictions especially among those whose political affilia-
tion comes with skepticism towards such restrictions—those 
who hold more conservative political views. Accordingly, 
we explored whether boredom proneness would be more 
strongly associated with rule-breaking among US con-
servatives than liberals. To be clear, this proposed pathway 
assumes that the boredom prone experience the state of 
boredom more frequently and intensely, an assumed truism 
borne out by recent research (Tam et al., 2021). The logic 
here is as follows: the constraints imposed by the social 
distancing and lockdown measures of the pandemic likely 
lead to increased feelings of state boredom (e.g., Barari 
et al., 2020), which in turn will be felt more acutely among 
the highly boredom prone (Tam et al., 2021). These same 
restrictions are also likely to lead to a perceived threat to 
personal identity, perhaps most pointedly for those who 
adhere to conservative ideologies (Corpuz et al., 2020). Both 
state boredom and trait boredom proneness are associated 
with a need to seek meaning in one’s life (Fahlman et al., 
2009; Tam et al., 2021; Van Tilburg & Igou, 2011, 2016). 
This desire can be satisfied by establishing or strengthening 
one’s personal affiliations. In the context of the COVID-
19 pandemic, this was hypothesized to result in increased 
rule-breaking, particularly among the highly boredom prone 
who hold more strongly to conservative political ideologies. 
We tested this hypothesis in data we collected during the 
lockdown imposed to curb the first wave of the pandemic 
(Boylan et al., 2020).

Participants

Our sample has been described elsewhere (Boylan et al., 
2020). Participants were recruited via Amazon’s Mechani-
cal Turk and to be eligible had to have a 95% HIT acceptance 
rate and have completed > 500 HITs. The sample consisted 
of 993 people. Data from 69 participants were removed as 
they were identified as non-serious responders (Boylan et al., 
2020). The final sample consisted of 924 participants (386 
female, 530 male, eight responding as “other” gender; mean 
age = 37.70 years, SD = 11.25; range = 18–77; see Boylan 
et  al., for breakdown of ethnicities). The sample came 
primarily from the United States (n = 913) with data col-
lected between April 28th and May 2nd of 2020. Reliability 
analyses were conducted with participants set as items, and 
participants with item-total correlations > 0.20 removed as 
non-serious responders (overall participant reliability; Cron-
bach’s α = 0.994; Boylan et al., 2020). We used several atten-
tion checks to ensure the integrity of our data (see Boylan 
et al., 2020 for details).

Surveys

Participants completed a large survey of which a subset is 
reported here. To assess political affiliation, we asked people 
to rate their political beliefs on a 7-point scale with respect 
to two domains—economic and social issues (e.g., Crow-
son, 2009).1 We used five anchor points: “very liberal” and 
“liberal” occupying responses 1 and 2, “centrist” occupy-
ing response 4, and “conservative” and “very conservative” 
occupying responses 6 and 7. Higher scores represent affili-
ation with stronger conservative ideologies.

We assessed boredom proneness using the shortened 
boredom proneness scale (SBPS; Struk et al., 2017), an 
8-item scale derived from Farmer and Sundberg’s (1986) 
original 28-item scale (example item: “I don’t feel motivated 
by most things that I do.”). Responses were measured on a 
7-point Likert scale ranging from strongly agree to strongly 
disagree, with higher scores indicating higher levels of trait 
boredom proneness. Struk et al. (2017) report good construct 
validity and internal consistency (Cronbach’s alpha of 0.88). 
Cronbach’s alpha for the current sample was 0.93. Partici-
pants were asked to refer to typical experiences of boredom 
as experienced prior to the pandemic.

Rule‑breaking questions

We assessed compliance with social-distancing require-
ments during the COVID-19 pandemic with nine questions 
(Table 1). Participants were asked to consider their behavior 
over the preceding week. Cronbach’s alpha for these ques-
tions in the current sample was 0.86. To determine whether 
the data was suitable for subjecting to principal components 
analysis we employed several well-recognized criteria. It 
was first determined that all inter-item correlations were at 
least 0.3 or greater suggesting reasonable factorability. Next, 
the Kaiser–Meyer–Olken measure of sampling adequacy 
was 0.85, well above the commonly recommended value of 
0.6. Finally, Bartlett’s test of sphericity was significant (χ2 
(21) = 2912.72, p < 0.05) indicating sufficient significant cor-
relations within the data to enable a principal components 
factor analysis. Results of this analysis revealed a single 
latent component accounting for 54.99% of the variability 
in seven of the nine questions (eigenvalue = 3.84; Table 1). 
The component had high negative loadings on the extent 
to which individuals practiced social distancing, the num-
ber of hours spent at home, and high positive loadings on 
frequency of in-person social visits, shopping, intention-
ally breaking social-distancing rules, and on allowing more 

1 We used single items over full length scales (e.g., Henningham, 
1996) for practical reasons (i.e., to keep completion time for the 
whole survey set reasonable).
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people outside of one’s household to come within close 
proximity. Thus, we labelled this component “COVID-19 
rule-breaking.” Handwashing and the number of days spent 
in isolation did not load on this component (Table 1). We 
extracted individual scores for the COVID-19 rule-breaking 
component using the regression method and treated it as 
the key outcome variable. Higher scores on this composite 
indicate poorer social-distancing and rule-compliance (i.e., 
increased rule-breaking).

Data analysis

We first examined the zero-order correlations between 
political affiliation, trait boredom proneness, and COVID-
19 rule-breaking. Next, to determine whether political 
affiliation and boredom proneness predicted different levels 
of rule-breaking, we conducted a hierarchical regression. 
Given that prior research shows consistent relations between 
boredom proneness, age, and gender (Giambra et al., 1992; 
Isacescu et al., 2017), these factors (age and gender) were 
entered into the model first. We expected age would nega-
tively predict COVID-19 rule-breaking. That is, given that 
boredom proneness declines with age (Giambra et al., 1992; 
Isacescu et al., 2017), it stands to reason that rule-breaking 
should also decrease as boredom proneness diminishes. 
We expected gender to positively predict COVID-19 rule-
breaking such that females (who tend towards lower bore-
dom proneness) should better adhere to social distancing 
protocols than males (who tend towards higher boredom 
proneness; e.g., Isacescu et al., 2017). Boredom proneness 
was added in the second step and economic and social politi-
cal views were added simultaneously in the third step. To 

be explicit, we are assuming that those high in boredom 
proneness also experience the state more frequently and 
intensely (Tam et al., 2021), despite the fact that we do not 
directly measure this. In other words, we are hypothesizing 
that it is in-the-moment feelings of boredom that function as 
the true mechanism underlying the moderation of the rela-
tion between political ideology and rule-breaking, with trait 
boredom proneness standing in as a proxy for state boredom.

Results

Descriptive statistics and bivariate correlations are shown 
in Table 2. Trait boredom proneness was positively asso-
ciated with political affiliation for both social and fiscal 
issues. Direct contrast of these relationships using z-scores 
(DeCoster, 2007) showed that the relation between boredom 
proneness and social conservatism was significantly stronger 
than the relation between boredom proneness and fiscal con-
servatism (z = 3.39, p < 0.001). Rule-breaking was also posi-
tively associated with political affiliation; those expressing 
stronger conservative views were more likely to break the 
rules of social distancing (Fig. 1). Contrasting the relation 
between social and fiscal conservative views indicated that 
the relation was stronger for social conservative views and 
rule-breaking (z = 5.59, p < 0.001).

Next, to determine the extent to which our variables 
predicted rule-breaking, we conducted a step-wise hier-
archical regression. In the first step age and gender were 
predictive of rule-breaking; both were negative predictors 
of rule-breaking, indicating that older people and females 
were less likely to rule-break. Next, we added boredom 

Table 1  Rule-breaking questions and factor loadings

Questions Scale Loadings

To what extent are you practicing social distancing? 1–4 (not at all—very much) − 0.60
On average, how many hours of the day are you spending in your household (including your garage 

or yard but not going into the neighborhood or other public spaces)?
1–24 − 0.59

How frequently have you gone out for in-person social visits? 1–5 (not at all to constantly) 0.77
How frequently do you go out to shop in-person? 1–5 (not at all to constantly) 0.72
How many times have you intentionally broken social distancing protocols? (best guess; not counting 

people who live with you in your household)
Free numerical entry 0.86

How many people have come within 6 feet of you over the last week (best guess, other than people 
who live with you in your household)?

Free numerical entry 0.80

In the past week, how many social gatherings have you had at your home (i.e., gatherings with peo-
ple other than those with whom you live)?

Free numerical entry 0.81

Not included in rule-breaking component Correlation 
with com-
ponent

How many days have you spent in isolation? Free numerical entry 0.39
To what extent are you washing your hands with soap and water in response to the COVID-19 

pandemic?
1–4 (not at all—very much) 0.11
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proneness, which was a strong positive predictor of rule-
breaking. We then added political affiliations for both social 
and economic issues simultaneously. Results showed that 
only self-reported affiliation with social issues acted as a 
positive predictor of rule-breaking, indicating that endorsing 
stronger social conservative views was predictive of a higher 
incidence of rule-breaking.

Finally, we conducted a moderation analysis to deter-
mine the extent to which political affiliation moderated the 
influence of boredom proneness on rule-breaking (Fig. 2; 
Table  3). Results indicated that social, but not fiscal, 

conservatism positively moderated the association between 
boredom proneness and rule-breaking, indicating that the 
positive association between boredom proneness and rule-
breaking was especially strong among social conservatives.

Discussion

In-the-moment feelings of boredom function as a call to 
action for more satisfying behavior (Elpidorou, 2018); which 
actions best address this call are likely moderated by other 

Table 2  Summary of 
descriptive statistics and 
bivariate correlations

BPS boredom proneness scale
*p < 0.05

Mean SD 1 2 3 4

1. BPS 2.87 1.43 – 0.53* 0.16* 0.09*
2. Rule-breaking 0.00 1.00 – 0.36* 0.25*
Political views
 3. Social − 0.55 1.98 0.80*
 4. Economic − 0.19 1.93 –

Fig. 1  Bivariate correlations between political views (social views on the left and economic views to the right) and rule-breaking (top), and 
boredom proneness (bottom)
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Fig. 2  Political views plotted as 
a function of rule-breaking and 
boredom proneness (BP)

Table 3  Hierarchical regression 
predicting rule-breaking

BPS boredom proneness scale; PV political views
*p < 0.05

Predictors Estimates 95% CI t-value p-value

Step 1
 (Intercept) 0.31 0.08 to 0.55 2.62 0.009*
 Age − 0.01 − 0.01 to 0.00 − 2.93 0.003*
 Gender − 0.15 − 0.22 to − 0.09 − 4.53  < 0.001*
  R2/R2 adjusted 0.038/0.036

Step 2
 (Intercept) − 1.04 − 1.29 to − 0.79 − 8.13  < 0.001*
 Age 0 − 0.01 to 0.00 − 0.07 0.946
 Gender − 0.09 − 0.15 to − 0.04 − 3.23 0.001*
 BPS 0.36 0.32 to 0.40 17.95  < 0.001*
  R2/R2 adjusted 0.291/0.289

Step 3
 (Intercept) − 0.74 − 0.98 to − 0.50 − 5.96  < 0.001*
 Age 0.00 − 0.01 to 0.00 − 1.22 0.224
 Gender − 0.07 − 0.13 to − 0.02 − 2.72 0.007*
 BPS 0.32 0.29 to 0.36 16.8  < 0.001*
 Political views: social 0.16 0.12 to 0.21 7.30  < 0.001*
 Political views: economic − 0.03 − 0.07 to 0.02 − 1.12 0.265
  R2/R2 adjusted 0.37/0.366

Step 4
 (Intercept) − 0.85 − 1.08 to − 0.62 − 7.37  < 0.001*
 Age 0.00 − 0.01 to 0.00 − 1.36 0.174
 Gender − 0.06 − 0.11 to − 0.01 − 2.18 0.03*
 BPS 0.35 0.31 to 0.38 19.16  < 0.001*
 Political views: social − 0.21 − 0.30 to − 0.11 − 4.36  < 0.001*

Political views: economic 0.07 − 0.03 to 0.16 1.40 0.162
BPS x PV: social 0.12 0.10 to 0.15 8.62  < 0.001*
BPS x PV: economic − 0.03 − 0.06 to 0.00 − 1.89 0.059
R2/R2 adjusted 0.462/0.458
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factors. Within the context of COVID-19 lockdowns—a 
breeding ground for state boredom (Caci et al., 2020; Chao 
et al., 2020; Yan et al., 2020)—this call for action has been 
associated with rule-breaking behavior among those high in 
trait boredom proneness (Boylan et al., 2020; Wolff et al., 
2020). However, the factors that influence this relation 
between either state boredom or trait boredom proneness 
and rule-breaking remain unknown. Interestingly, the cul-
tural landscape that humans occupy tends to channel state 
boredom’s call towards behaviors that are symbolically sat-
isfying: acts that offer a sense of meaning or agency (Van 
Tilburg & Igou, 2019). One such symbolic response is the 
strengthened commitment to political ideologies, a strength-
ening that is evident following both induction of feelings 
of state boredom and in those prone to situational boredom 
(Van Tilburg & Igou, 2016). Based on this, we hypothesized 
that trait boredom proneness would be strongly associated 
with rule-breaking behavior if this behavior is in line with 
one’s political beliefs. Specifically, we hypothesized that the 
link between boredom proneness and rule-breaking would be 
strongest among conservatives (vs. liberals) whose ideology 
trends more towards oppositions to COVID-19 regulations 
(Corpuz et al., 2020). Our results support this hypothesis for 
social conservatism in particular: although boredom prone-
ness was generally associated with breaking social distanc-
ing rules, this association was most prominent as partici-
pants’ social conservatism increased.

The relation between boredom—both state and trait bore-
dom proneness—and conservative ideology may reflect a 
sense that, for some, the constraints of the pandemic have 
translated into a belief that their personal identity is threat-
ened. That is, the prohibitions on personal action are seen 
as a threat to identity that in turn translates into a strong 
need to establish one’s personal affiliations. Certainly, 
when people are induced to feel state boredom, they tend to 
strengthen their commitment to various ideological frame-
works (Moynihan et al., 2021). Such “in-lab” manipulations 
of boredom may pale in comparison to the enduring chal-
lenges imposed by the rules of social distancing during the 
pandemic.

A key component of in-the-moment feelings of boredom 
is the threat to one’s sense of agency (Elpidorou, 2020; 
Kahn, 2018). It may be the case that the relations observed 
here reflect both a need to establish meaning (i.e., through 
strengthened affiliations with political identity) and a need 
to re-establish agency. The two are likely related, with mean-
ingful behaviors typically characterized as those deemed 
highly instrumental in the pursuit of high value goals (Van 
Tilburg & Igou, 2013). Consistently, work in academic set-
tings indicates that students are most bored when they find 
activities to be both low in value and lacking a sense of 
control (i.e., agency; Pekrun, 2006). When lockdown con-
straints are applied, as happened at various times during 

the pandemic, agency is clearly curtailed. The tendency to 
break the rules imposed by such a lockdown clearly works to 
re-establish agency and when couched in terms of political 
ideology comes packaged with a ready-made justification. 
Clearly, future work of this kind would benefit from direct 
inclusion of metrics of the need for agency. Beyond agency, 
it will be important to explore the role played by meaning 
and meaning seeking in one’s life, as these factors likely 
interact with the need to establish agency (Pereboom, 2014; 
Van Tilburg & Igou, 2011, 2013).

Although trait boredom proneness was strongly corre-
lated with more conservative views in both fiscal and social 
domains, the association was more pronounced for social 
issues (Fig. 1). It may be the case that people find it easier 
to comprehend—and therefore endorse—what is meant by 
“social issues.” It is also plausible that our participants reso-
nated more with social issues given some of the polarizing 
debates of our time (e.g., anti-masks). Further research could 
use more detailed surveys of political attitudes to directly 
explore the association between boredom proneness and dis-
tinct aspects of political affiliation. What seems evident here 
is that there was a strong relation between high boredom 
proneness and strong adherence to conservative political 
ideology.

This work has implications for public policy. As we 
hinted at in our original paper (Boylan et al., 2020), it may 
be more productive to focus public messaging on what peo-
ple can do as opposed to what they are constrained from 
doing. It is also clear that the politicization of public health 
policies can have negative effects, perhaps especially for 
vulnerable individuals (i.e., the boredom prone). It may be 
the case that interventions will have greater success when 
they emphasize collective attitudes and values (Lindenberg 
& Steg, 2007, 2013; Verplanken et al., 2009; Ybarra & Trafi-
mow, 1998). That is, research has shown that priming either 
self-focus or collective values (cast in the context of envi-
ronmentally friendly action intentions) predicts the weight-
ing participants give to behavioral intentions in predictable 
ways. That is, social norms predicted behavioral intentions 
when collective values were primed (Verplanken et al., 
2009; see also Verplanken & Holland, 2002). Interventions 
that emphasize collective values (as opposed to personal 
affiliation with specific ideologies) may be more successful 
in promoting adherence to the rules of social distancing. It 
will be important that any attempt to promote adherence 
to the strictures of social distancing consider the degree to 
which aspects of the intervention are considered acceptable 
to the wider public (i.e., not simply appealing to one side of 
the political spectrum or another), as well as the efficacy of 
specific features of the intervention (i.e., components that 
are most likely to lead to success; see Rowe & Frewer, 2000 
for a detailed review of a wide variety of methods for public 
engagement in science-based policy making).
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Regardless of the approach taken to promote adherence to 
the rules of social distancing, it is clear that what is needed is 
leadership that promotes social coherence and public health 
measures as opposed to politicizing the pandemic response. 
It may be helpful to develop ways for people to experience a 
sense of community while being mindful of the challenges 
of social distancing—promoting the notion that “we are all 
in this together.” Such messaging may help people ground 
their sense of identity and control within a positive frame-
work that promotes adaptive behaviors. Indeed, the desire 
to tie one’s identity to a broader framework is a fundamental 
one (Baumeister, 1997). Adaptive responses to crises like the 
current pandemic are threatened when factors like boredom 
proneness push people to hunker down within identity silos 
that work against personal and societal well-being.
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