
lives. And no wonder: Worldwide, we 
spend 7 billion hours a week playing video 
games—300 mil l ion minutes a day on An
gry Birds alone!—with seemingly nothing 
to show for i t . 

But research suggests that engaging 
in some activities we assume are nonpro
ductive—as tiny exercises—may actually 
be a smart way to spend time, especially 
at work. These practices can make people 
more-resourceful problem solvers, more 
collaborative, and less likely to give up 
when the going gets tough. In other words, 
they can make people more resi l ient. 
That's why I've made it a personal goal to 
waste at least four minutes every hour. 

I began immersing myself in the science 
of resilience after I was laid up for three 
months wi th a traumatic brain injury. I was 
under orders to let my brain rest: no e-mail, 
no writing, no running. Every night I went 

to bed feeling as if the day had been a waste, 
and that made me anxious and depressed. 
I realized that I'd go crazy being so unpro
ductive unless I could redefine what pro
ductivity meant to me. I thought of activi
ties that would speed my recovery—small 
things that would make me feel happy, con
nected, and creative. 

Once I got better, I became curious 
about why some of the biggest wastes of 
time, such as looking at photos of baby ani
mals or wandering around the neighbor
hood, were the activities that had helped 
me the most. That's when I started devour
ing scientific literature about resilience, 
which draws on neuroscience, medicine, 
and psychology. And here's what I learned: 
There are four aspects to the ability to snap 
back and go on after a hit—physical, men
tal, emotional, and social—and each one 
can be developed w i t h activities that ap
pear to fritter away time. 

As you might expect, physical resilience 
is crucial because it allows your heart, lungs, 

and brain to react efficiently to stressful sit
uations. More and more, researchers agree 
that a sedentary lifestyle is the number one 
obstacle to becoming able to endure and 
bounce back. Their advice: Stand up and 
take at least a few steps away from your 
computer every hour. 

Research also shows that willpower gets 
stronger the more we exercise it . Tackling a 
pointless but mildly challenging task, such 
as snapping your fingers exactly 50 times or 
counting backward from 100 by sevens, is a 
scientifically backed way to improve focus 
and determination—and thus mental resil
ience. In fact, the more arbitrary the task, 
the better; wi thout external motivators, 
you have to wi l l yourself to finish. 

How about emotional resilience? To be 
less afraid of failure and more open to us
ing different strategies, try to experience, 
on average, three positive emotions for ev
ery one negative emotion over the course 
of the day. Scientists call this the 3:1 ratio— 
and gazing at an adorable baby animal or 
making a satisfying hit in Angry Birds can 
raise your count. 

Finally, social resilience is about the 
relationships that help us find resources 
when we need them. Here, studies on the 
effects of gratitude and touch suggest de
veloping habits that connect you to others. 
Send a thank-you note once a day by e-mail, 
chat, or text message. When you shake 
hands, hold that grip a little longer. If you 
do it for a ful l six seconds, the touch w i l l 
boost oxytocin levels in your bloodstream 
and your colleague's. (Elevated levels of it 
have been associated wi th trust.) 

Greater resilience wi l l make you more ca
pable, and it wi l l benefit your organization. 
Come up with a regimen—a game, even—to 
build yours every day. I ' l l be happy to have 
wasted your time. C 
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