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The Meaning of Boredom
in Organizational Life

GARY GEMMILL
JUDITH OAKLEY
Syracuse University

Lack of vitality and creativity within an organization is often attributed to widespread boredom
and the underlying lack of personal meaning members associate with their work process.
However, exploration of the causes of chronic patterns of boredom in organizational life is often
blocked because of the indiscussibility and repression of powerful negative feelings that surface
with the experience of boredom. By developing a beuter understanding of the meaning of
boredom in organizations, organization members can lcarn to constructively confront their
boredom, thereby expanding their awareness and unblocking repressed feclings. The net effect
of exploring such decper meanings and unblocking them is the infusion of vitality and new
personal meaning into the experience of work.

Without work all life goes rotten.
But when work is soulless, life
stifles and dies.
—Albert Camus (1974)

It is our purpose here to examine the meaning of boredom in organiza-
tional life and explore if, and how, it can be creatively managed. Boredom,
as we conceptualize it, occurs in organizational life when members are unable
to emotionally and intellectually experience personal meaning in what they
are doing in their work process. It may seem somewhat paradoxical that with
the great array of technology and the proliferation of new activities and
products anyone could experience boredom. However, a proliferation of
activities and products does not of itself provide a basis for the experience
of personal meaning in one’s life and what one is doing (Frankl, 1975).

Although it seems somewhat contradictory, boredom at work is intrinsi-
cally connected to experiencing either too little or too much stimulation in
one’s work (Klapp, 1986). The image of the bored assembly line worker is
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an example of boredom due to too little stimulation; however, research
indicates that repetition per se does not restilt in boredom (Naughton, 1988).
For some individuals, repetitive work can free the mind and spirit to exist in
a state similar to meditation and can be experienced as quite meaningful. In
contrast, highly stimulating work can be experienced as meaningless, over-
whelming, and boring if too many possibilities and no clear rationales for
choosing exist (Naughton, 1988). Actually, in both cases the issue is whether
a continuous basis for experiencing a personal meaning in the activity exists.
Without such a basis every choice may seem random and arbitrary.

From the popular press of managerial articles and books it is easy to grasp
the sense that boredom is a significant issue in terms of overall organizational
performance. Managers are euphemistically advised as to how to increase
“passion,” “renew,” or “revitalize” organization members (Peters & Austin,
1985). The darker side of this issue is couched in more abstract and esoteric
terms by social scientists, who use terms such as ennui, apathy, alienation,
anomie, and repression to describe what we call chronic boredom (Durkheim,
1947; Frankl, .1975; Fromm, 1955; Mayo, 1945). Those concermed with
evoking passion as well as those focusing on boredom’s darker side are
concerned with the apparent lack of a meaningful life, and whether, and how,
one can engender “life” and “excitement” where weariness, mindlessness,
and dullness exist (Elmes & Gemmill, 1990).

Following the work of Bernstein (1975), two types of boredom in organ-
izational life can be distinguished: responsive and chronic. On one hand,
responsive boredom is a conscious, transient experience of lack of intellec-
tual or emotional meaning in what one is doing in his or her organizational
life. On the other hand, chronic boredom is a largely unconscious, enduring
experience of the absence of meaning in one’s work life analogous to the
states of alienation, anomie, and ennui. In a state of chronic boredom, the

-individual is unable to fully experience his or her own emotions about work

with directness and intensity.

Perhaps surprisingly, the experience of boredom (particularly chronic), its
determinants, and its consequences have been the subject of little systematic
theorizing as well as relatively little empirical study. Smith (1981), in
reviewing studies of boredom from the period of 1926 to 1981, found it
difficult to find more than 40 articles directly concerned with boredom, which
is less than one article per year for 53 years. He comments:

The amount of research devoted to the topic of boredom by psychologists and
psychiatrists is astonishingly small when compared to literary treatments and
the acknowledged importance of the topic by individuals concerned with the
quality of life, especially in the workplace. (p. 338)






