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For 2 million years, humans,
living in savannas and

forests, hunted animals to
eat. Not too long ago, they
worshipped gods. Now, get

ready. Here comes a different
kind of hunt. A hunt for

meaning. We will soon be
taking the first steps into a
world in which we might not
be bored, at least not all the

time. Trouble is, you need the
right tools to tackle a task as
huge as this. Which is why it’s
not surprising that the search
for meaning has led to a new
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science – positive psychology.
This is the science that

examines not what defines
happiness, but how to make

people happier, more
productive and more fulfilled.
There’s a place for this kind
of science. After all, what
better day in the office to

spend an hour or two
listening to Edwig Van

Beethoven’s 6th symphony
than on the most momentous
day in the history of human

evolution? The latest wave of
positive psychology research
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examines the roots of human
happiness and is examining
where meaning comes from

in our lives. Like many a hunt,
it’s not easy to spot the prey
– or even to label it as a goal.
But just in case, the seekers

are on the lookout for
unexpected sources of

meaning – like an afternoon
of beachcombing in a favorite

seaside town, for example.
One thing leads to another.

Once you see an opportunity
to explore the source of

meaning, you might start
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craving adventure. And then
you can start expanding your
notion of what is meaningful
to include, say, a morning

spent hiking in a forest. Or a
morning spent with your
sweetheart. Or a morning
spent sailing in the ocean.
One might lead to another

and another. Eventually, your
quest for meaning could
expand into a career you

never dreamed you’d have. In
most cultures, the hunt for

meaning is wrapped up with
great sex, social
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achievement, travel or simply
enjoying life. There’s no

shortage of “meaning.” But
now let’s take this notion of

what happens when you hunt
down meaning, turn it around
and ask the question: Does

boredom lead to a life of
meaning? Research suggests

that boredom can be the
gateway to positive human
growth. For example, one

study by British psychologist
Nigel Barber and his

colleagues showed that
people who suffer from stress
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and depression often return
to their lives with the hope of

finding greater meaning.
Over the last decade,

researchers have followed up
on these earlier studies and

now see the promise of
boredom in the growth of
human connection and
meaning. One study by
Australian psychologist

Catherine Steger and her
colleagues provides an

example. The researchers
recruited a group of 8-11 year-
old children and asked them
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to write an essay about what
they liked doing most in

school, and what they did to
entertain themselves.

Children who scored at the
85th percentile on this test
were asked to do a simple

experiment to measure their
boredom. They were

instructed to watch a video of
a puppy for six minutes – a

task that many a parent can
attest to. The children who

scored above the 80th
percentile scored significantly

higher on tests of empathy
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and emotional regulation.
That is, they could better
regulate their moods by
shifting their attention in

attentional control, and their
ability to connect with others.
It’s likely that children of this

age group experienced
boredom as a normal part of

life. 5ec8ef588b
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