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Abstract 

Even though playing and playfulness can make us feel happy and joyful, for some adults, it 

might not feel comfortable to be playful at work, especially if it is not perceived as contributing 

to productivity. Evidence exists, however, regarding positive outcomes of playfulness in the 

workplace including openness to new ideas and psychological benefits such as divergent 

thinking, emotional regulation, strengthening of relationships, enhancement of positive 

communication skills, and providing resources for dealing with stress (Csikszentmihalyi, 2014; 

Van Vleet & Feeney, 2015b; West, Hoff, & Carlsson, 2016, 2017). Research on playfulness in 

the workplace is quite limited and this study was conducted to shed light on this behaviour trait 

in the context of work. Both interpretive (van Manen, 2014, 2016) and post-intentional (Vagle, 

2018) phenomenological analytical frameworks were applied to explore the research question: 

What is the lived experience of playfulness in the workplace? Through semi-structured 

interviews eight participants, identified as being particularly playful at work and representing a 

range of professions, discussed the feelings and attitudes of playfulness at work. During 

interviews participants described attributes of playfulness as feeling alive, fun, goofy, silly, being 

light-hearted, and happy. Other playfulness attributes were discussed such as an ecstatic 

experience, spirit lifting, as a planned strategy for building relationships, a method of welcoming 

new solutions, and a strategy for overcoming difficult tasks. Data was initially classified into 

categories and clusters of meanings and these summaries were further consolidated into codes 

and subcodes. Subsequently, the codes and sub-codes were considered as being continuously 

interconnected and related, always moving with no clear aspect or reduction to a singular theme 

or essence. Testimonial evidence emerged that revealed the complexity of this phenomenon and 

that creating a playful environment at work is not as easy as saying, “Let’s have fun!” 

Playfulness at work was shown to have interrelated components that are flexible and 
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continuously being produced. The behaviour trait of playfulness in the workplace environment is 

a unique and complex reality and is relatively unexplored. This study contributes to the ongoing 

discussion regarding the complex nature of this phenomenon and offers a recognition of the 

challenges of creating a playful climate at work. By adding to the conversation about possible 

processes for including playfulness in the work environment, this project illustrates that 

developing a playful climate at work involves intersecting components and an awareness and 

consideration of these interrelationships. This exploratory study highlights that there is no 

precise technique to promote playfulness at work, but that it is a complex and continuously 

shifting phenomenon potentially generating positive workplace outcomes.  

“Keywords:” Playfulness, Playfulness at work, Workplace playfulness 
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Chapter One 

 
Even though playing and playfulness can promote joyfulness while having fun, it might 

not be comfortable for adults to be playful at work if it is not perceived as contributing to 

productivity. Playfulness while at work could also be rejected because adults might view it as 

frivolous, over-indulgent, or irresponsible (Van Vleet & Feeney, 2015a, p. 631). Evidence exists, 

however, regarding positive outcomes of playfulness in the workplace including openness to new 

ideas and psychological benefits such as divergent thinking, emotional regulation, strengthening 

of relationships, enhancement of positive communication skills, and providing resources for 

dealing with stress (Csikszentmihalyi, 2014; Van Vleet & Feeney, 2015b; West, Hoff, & 

Carlsson, 2016, 2017).  

As a passionate educator in the field of recreation education I wanted to probe why 

playfulness is not more commonplace in the context of work. In order to examine this issue, I 

designed an exploratory study to answer the question: What is the lived experience of 

playfulness in the workplace? In my review of literature, I found that there is limited research on 

the behaviour trait of adult playfulness and even less on playfulness in the workplace. 

Scholars use the terms, “playfulness” and “play” very loosely. Various definitions of 

playfulness and play extended by researchers and authors point up the indeterminate nature of 

play and its behavioural trait, playfulness. Van Vleet and Feeney (2015a) stated, “There has been 

a disconnect in the literature between the constructs of play and playfulness, although they are 

related and each should inform the other” (p. 632).  

Within definitions of play, researchers appear to agree on common qualities such as fun, 

enthusiasm, enjoyment, intrinsic motivation, and spontaneity. Play is discussed as a behavioural 

orientation and fun seems to be the primary virtue of playfulness, though Sutton-Smith (1997) 
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stated that when it comes to making theoretical statements about play “there is little agreement 

among us, and much ambiguity” (p.1). Ellis (1973) argued that behaviours are not defined as 

play, but playful and quoted Millar (1968, p. 21) who proposed, “Perhaps play is best used as an 

adverb: not as a name of a class of activities, nor as distinguished by the accompanying mood, 

but to describe how and under what conditions an action is performed” (p. 21). Due to the 

inconclusive definitions of play and playfulness, it was noted that researchers measuring 

playfulness have consolidated their analyses to, primarily, one or two-dimensional measures of 

either the quality of fun or the personality dispositions of spontaneity and expressiveness. With 

this in mind, West et al. (2017) stated that the playful state is defined as a behavioural approach 

characterized by the elements of fun (p. 284). Regarding playfulness in adulthood, Fincham 

(2016) cited several authors who have written that there is clear delineation of life into discrete 

stages that have profound effects on feelings and behaviour. One unfortunate effect of fixing 

“appropriate behaviour to particular stages of life is what happens to fun” (pp. 87-90). Van Vleet 

and Feeney (2015b) proposed, however, that play is an “important phenomenon in adulthood” 

because immediate outcomes of play might generate happiness, excitement, inspiration and 

reduce or eliminate feelings of stress (p. 640). In an earlier review of literature regarding 

playfulness in adulthood, Van Vleet and Feeney (2015a) noted that playfulness might have many 

benefits including “adaptability, openness to new ideas…and a tendency to interpret situations as 

challenges rather than threats” (p. 637). Literature indicates that playfulness correlates with 

psychological benefits including nonlinear, divergent thinking, problem solving, emotional 

regulation, and creativity and imagination (Lieberman, 1977; Blatner and Blatner,1988; 

Sansanwal, 2014; West et al., 2017). Specifically related to the workplace environment West et 

al. (2017) stated, “organizations can confidently explore the use of play, and perhaps more 
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importantly, the encouragement of a playful work climate, as a tool for creativity enhancement” 

(p. 291). Sutton-Smith (1997) made the point that work, with a playful approach, can be turned 

into play (West et al. (2017, p. 283).   

Literature showed that particular physiological benefits of playfulness have been 

identified such as cardiovascular health, strength, coordination, and feelings of vitality (Proyer 

(2013b). The strengthening of relationships, reduction of alienation, and enhancement of positive 

communication skills have all been supported as consequences of playfulness (Yarnal, Chick, & 

Kersetter, 2008; Bateson & Martin, 2013; Gordon, 2014; Van Vleet & Feeney, 2015b).  

For this study I used both interpretive (van Manen, 2014, 2016) and post-intentional 

(Vagle, 2018) phenomenological analytical frameworks in order to communicate the feelings and 

attitudes about playfulness as practiced at work. Following these two methodological 

perspectives the focus of this inquiry was not to come to a resolution or conclusive meaning of 

playfulness in the workplace following exhaustive coding into categories or themes. Though 

clusters of meanings were developed, the complexity of this phenomenon was revealed through a 

method considering open, shifting, and cyclical interconnections of various workplace 

components. 

For the study I chose participants who had been identified as having playful behavioural 

attributes and who represented eight different workplace settings. They participated in semi-

structured interviews. From experiences of both leadership and subordinate positions the 

participants had opportunities to provide in-depth responses to questions about the initiation of 

playfulness in the workplace and reactions of such initiation. Descriptions from various points of 

view regarding feelings of being playful, feelings of not being playful at work, and the 

conditions under which these feelings might be generated were discussed. Participants' 
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judgements of playfulness and even contradictory views of the behaviour trait of playfulness 

within the workplace were recorded. Attributes of leadership and definitive environmental 

settings and their relationships to playfulness were explained. As well, specific personality 

characteristics of playfulness in a work environment were considered. The genesis of these 

qualities was discussed and antecedents to feelings of playfulness were articulated along with the 

utilization of playfulness as a tool for specific purposes. Provocative statements regarding 

playfulness were recorded such as Matt’s expression that, “It’s ecstatic.…that’s why we come 

back to it”. Words and phrases describing playfulness including Patti’s remarks that it is 

“conducive to friendliness” and gives permission to be “silly, to make fun of yourself” and to” 

lighten up” supported a view taken by participants of the value of playfulness in the workplace 

towards meeting specific goals under certain conditions. Playfulness at work was discovered to 

have capacities for developing trusting relationships that can contribute to a positive and open 

environment leading to feelings that one’s involvement at work is worthwhile. Clarence 

expressed this outlook by saying, “being playful is a good way to deepen engagement 

[and]…just makes the whole experience more meaningful”. According to the testimonies, 

playfulness can also accommodate group cohesiveness reinforcement, elaboration of creativity, 

productivity advancement, and cater to the preparation of skills that might require executing 

rapid decisions. In emergency services Mike spoke of playfulness as “a helpful tool to create an 

environment where you can overcome difficult tasks and prepare yourself to respond”. Marcia 

discovered that a playful approach created a desire for inclusion and stated, “Everybody wanted 

to be on my team because they knew we'd have a good time doing it”. Furthermore, abrupt 

changes to the workplace due to the global COVID-19 pandemic and resulting Government of 

British Columbia and State of New York protocols were discussed as having a negative effect on 
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playfulness at work. Bruce stated, “Right now it feels pretty task oriented. It definitely feels more 

task oriented”. 

NVivo software was utilized to code testimonies following an interpretive approach (van 

Manen, 2014, 2016). When studying the data and assembling the evidence into categories and 

themes, the intricacy of the components of workplace playfulness became evident. A post-

intentional phenomenological framework (Vagle, 2018) was then employed to consider the 

multiplicity of this phenomenon. The interconnections of the components of playfulness in the 

workplace, according to the participants’ conversations, showed this phenomenon to be more 

complex than simply co-joining it with creativity enhancement or aligning it with workplace 

productivity, for example. Interpreted results showed that conditions for playfulness within a 

workplace include various continuously interconnected factors such as personal history, 

individual personality characteristics, leadership role modelling, the development of trusting 

relationships, workplace culture and bureaucracy, and appropriate timing. Playfulness was 

revealed to be a unique and complex reality involving many flexible, interrelated components 

that are continuously being produced.  

There is no precise technique to promote playfulness at work. It’s not enough to just say, 

“Let’s have fun!” Developing a playful climate at work requires awareness of the intersecting 

components to, as Elizabeth expressed, capture a “bendable moment”. Skills in recognizing 

possible fleeting moments are required, and in this respect, Matt remarked, “I feel that every 

aspect of it is improvisation”.  

There is a dearth of research attention on adult playfulness and research on playfulness in 

the workplace is even more limited. The purpose of this study was the exploration of the lived 

experience of playfulness in the workplace. While its overarching value was expressed by 
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participants, creating a climate of playfulness is a complex process involving relationships 

among multiple concurrently activated components. This study adds to the current limited 

conversation about the complicated phenomenon of playfulness in the work environment. 
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Chapter Two: Literature Review 
 

There is much material on definitions of play with a “Western” view, dating from the 

classical Greek era. In our epoch, the formative work that influenced subsequent material on play 

is considered to be Josef Huizinga’s Homo Ludens: A Study of the Play-Element in Culture 

(1950). Since that time, inquiries into play have led to an abundance of research scrutinizing play 

and playfulness with children, adolescents and young adults (Ellis, 1973; Hendricks, 2015; 

Gordon, 2014; Lieberman, 1977; Sutton-Smith, 1997; Winnicott, 1971). However, since this 

study’s focus is on playfulness and adults, the literature related to play and children, adolescents, 

and young adults is referred to only when making an appropriate point. Due to the fact that most 

workplace playfulness research has been carried out in “Western” countries, I have concentrated 

on ideas, facts, and data from this perspective.  

2.1 Play 

 “Theorizing on play has proceeded since Classical Greek times” (Ellis, 1973, p.4). 

Hendricks (2014) explained that during the last century scholars tried to specify processes 

inherent to play. He remarked that Huizinga (1955), Menninger (1960), Freud (1967), Erikson 

(1963), Piaget, (1962) all developed ways of looking at play from cultural, psychological and 

physiological views (pp. 191, 192, 194). “Sutton-Smith argued that play defies one-factor 

explanations. As his book title, The Ambiguity of Play, makes plain, play is ambiguous” 

(Henricks, 2014, p. 196). Kuepers (2017) explained play using the terms “slippery, elusive and 

evasive” and that it doesn’t fit into “precise definitions or comprehensive conceptualizations” (p. 

2). Van Vleet and Feeney (2015a) suggested that a definition of play incorporates three 

components: it is carried out for amusement and fun, it is approached with an enthusiastic and in-

the-moment attitude, and it is highly interactive (pp. 631, 632). Sansanwal (2014), in a review of 

literature, made it clear that play uses cognitive processes that are involved in creative thinking 
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and, although difficult to define, hypothesized that play is a predictor of creativity. The author 

mentioned Saracho (1992) who, while writing of preschool children, used “criteria like 

motivation by satisfaction, spontaneous behavior and exploration of familiar and non-familiar 

objects, non-literal and free from rules activities to define play” (p. 70). Mainemelis and Ronson 

(2006) discussed play as a behavioural orientation superimposed on work tasks (p. 85). Within 

the workplace, West et al. (2016) agreed, and stated that play involves an intentional reframing 

of a situation or task to make it more enjoyable. Further, West et al. offered that play is an 

“absorbing and intrinsically motivated activity, apparently purposeless, that provides enjoyment 

and a suspension of self-consciousness” (p. 72). According to Van Vleet and Feeney (2015b). 

play is an important phenomenon in adulthood and could generate immediate and personal 

positive feelings of happiness, joy, excitement, interest, amusement, serenity, and inspiration and 

reduce or eliminate feelings of stress (pp. 639, 640).  

 Within the preceding definitions of play is the common thread of fun, enthusiasm, 

enjoyment, intrinsic motivation, and spontaneity and on these qualities researchers appear to 

agree. However, there is no final agreement among researchers on a conclusive definition of play 

and so its refusal to be clearly assessed continues. Sutton-Smith (1997) stated that when it comes 

to making theoretical statements about play “there is little agreement among us, and much 

ambiguity” (p.1). This lack of endorsement of a singular definition becomes even more evident 

when looking at researchers who, in attempting to measure playfulness, required that play be 

clearly defined. Ellis (1973) quoted Millar (1968, p. 21), who proposed, “Perhaps play is best 

used as an adverb: not as a name of a class of activities, nor as distinguished by the 

accompanying mood, but to describe how and under what conditions an action is performed”. 

Furthermore, Ellis (1973) contended, behaviours are not defined as play, but playful (p. 21).  
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2.2 Playfulness 

Notwithstanding the considerable academic literature related to the activity of play, the 

focus of this study is the behaviour trait of playfulness and the context is the workplace. In the 

last century Lieberman (1977) cautioned, “colleagues in psychology and related disciplines 

pointed out the hazards in pursuing a concept as elusive as playfulness. Yet, behaviorally, it 

could be seen … at later developmental stages, as a personality trait of the individual” (p. 3). 

Kinder, Stenvall, and Memon (2019) stated that authors have considered playfulness as an affect, 

an emotional disposition influenced by mood (p. 378).  In their literature review of play at work, 

Petelczyc, Capezio, Wang, and Restubog (2018), noted that play has been described as a 

behavioural orientation that includes playfully approaching any activity. Considering play from a 

trait perspective, the authors stated that playfulness has been considered as a “tendency to 

approach activities in a nonserious manner” (p. 170). Van Vleet and Feeney (2015a), in a review 

of literature regarding playfulness, stated various authors’ views on playful qualities such as a 

“tendency to approach activities in a non-serious manner for one’s enjoyment, a disposition 

characterized by creativity, curiosity, pleasure, humour, and spontaneity, and a tendency to enjoy 

and become engrossed in activities”. Playful people, they reported, have also been described as 

“gregarious, uninhibited, comedic, and dynamic” (p. 632). Akhtar (2011) stated, “In being 

playful, an individual takes a temporary leave from the constraints of reality, knowingly enjoys 

the pleasure of ‘absurdity’, and, in the process, lets his authentic self emerge” (p. 71). Proyer 

(2013b) reported that research findings suggested that playfulness relates to curiosity, creativity, 

love of learning, and emotional strengths such as hope, love, and social intelligence (p. 86). West 

et al. (2017) cited their earlier research (2013) and stated that the playful state is defined as a 

behavioural approach characterized by the elements of fun, frivolousness, imagination and that it 

is voluntary. The authors expressed their view that a playful attitude is in some ways bound by 
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rules or structure (p. 284).  This perspective is contrary to Sansanwal, who described play as 

“free from rules” (2014, p. 70). The study findings of Barnett (2007) showed that “playfulness is 

the predisposition to frame (or reframe) a situation in such a way as to provide oneself (and 

possibly others) with amusement, humor, and/or entertainment”. People who have such 

predispositions, the author concluded, might have attributes such as humour, spontaneity, 

unpredictability, and might present as being energetic, adventurous, sociable, and cheerful. These 

qualities likely disclose playful behaviours such as joking, teasing, and acting silly (p. 955). 

Van Vleet and Feeney (2015a) indicated that there is general agreement about some of 

the personality characteristics of playfulness and no agreement about others. They made the 

point that there is no consistency regarding characteristics of playfulness such as whether 

playfulness involves high internal motivation, if there is a focus on the process of activities to 

feel less constrained by rules or conventions, or if playfulness is considered to be creative, 

spontaneous, or filled with pleasure (p. 632). However, these authors did offer a definition of 

playfulness as an inclination to pursue activities that are highly interactive in nature with the goal 

of amusement or fun, and with an enthusiastic and in-the-moment attitude (p. 632). As noted 

earlier, even though Barnett, in 2007, had suggested many playfulness definitions, the same 

researcher, in 2017, stated that the definition of the playfulness trait should be further broadened 

and that this conception be amended to consider playfulness as more malleable than has, to date, 

been shown (p. 267).  

Play is discussed as a behavioural orientation and fun seems to be the primary virtue of 

playfulness, according to Van Vleet and Feeney (2015a). Playful people, it is alleged, present 

themselves as having the capacity to voluntarily reframe conditions to create a fun and enjoyable 

outlook. This ability appears to involve many extroverted personality characteristics such as 
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frivolity, humor, spontaneity, and sociability. These behaviours, which seem to be for one’s own 

enjoyment, also appear to be fairly stable over time (p. 632). Even though many personality 

characteristics make up a playful approach, it was recommended by Barnett (2017), as earlier 

stated, that the definition of the playfulness attribute be expanded even more (p. 267).  With this 

in mind, looking at the playfulness disposition might require a considerably more expansive 

composition than has been considered to this point.  

Scholars use the terms, “play” and “playfulness” very loosely. Van Vleet and Feeney 

(2015a) stated, “There has been a disconnect in the literature between the constructs of play and 

playfulness, although they are related and each should inform the other” (p. 632). For the 

purpose of this inquiry, the working definition of playfulness I used was drawn from two 

sources. Van Vleet and Feeney (2015a) in their literature review, discussed views of playfulness 

qualities as approaching activities in a non-serious manner for one’s own enjoyment, a 

disposition characterized by creativity, curiosity, pleasure, humor, and spontaneity, and a 

tendency to enjoy becoming engrossed in such activities. Playful people, they reported, have also 

been described as gregarious, uninhibited, comedic, and dynamic. Playfulness was also discussed 

as a dispositional tendency to engage in interactive activities with the goal of amusement or fun 

and with an enthusiastic in-the-moment attitude (pp. 631, 632). Secondly, I have drawn from the 

definition proposed by Barnett (2007) that playfulness is the “predisposition to frame (or 

reframe) a situation in such a way as to provide oneself (and possibly others) with amusement, 

humor, and/or entertainment”. As mentioned earlier, the author suggested that people who have 

such predispositions might be humorous, spontaneous, unpredictable, energetic, adventurous, 

sociable, outgoing, and cheerful, and that these qualities might manifest playful behaviour by 

joking, teasing, and acting silly (p. 955). 
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2.3 Playfulness in Adulthood 

Fincham (2016) cited several authors who have written that there is clear delineation of 

life into discrete stages that have profound effects on feelings and behaviour. One unfortunate 

effect of fixing “appropriate behaviour to particular stages of life is what happens to fun” (pp. 

87-90). As earlier mentioned, West et al. (2017) stated that the playful state is defined as a 

behavioural approach characterized by the elements of fun. Van Vleet and Feeney (2015b) 

proposed a perspective on play and considered play as an “important phenomenon in adulthood”. 

Immediate outcomes of play might generate happiness, excitement, inspiration and reduce or 

eliminate feelings of stress (p. 640). Strong support was found by Yarnal et al. (2008) that play 

fosters women’s friendships (p. 246).  Gordon (2014) noted that Glynn and Webster (1992) 

uncovered five features that constitute adult playfulness: playful adults are spontaneous, 

expressive, fun, creative, and silly and that the similarity in playfulness factors for children and 

adults suggests that playfulness remains, in many ways, consistent across age. The same 

researcher stated that not only does play provide critical resources for dealing with stress and 

generating well-being for adults, but repeated play can also establish and reinforce brain neural 

pathways that lead to the development of playfulness (pp. 249, 252). Gordon (2014) wrote, “it is 

never too late to establish the conditions for subjective well-being which include a high 

happiness set point and a supportive network of friends” (p. 257). It would seem that it might be 

possible to learn to be playful at any stage of one’s life. 

2.4 Impact and Outcomes of Adult Playfulness 

In a review of literature regarding playfulness in adulthood, Van Vleet and Feeney 

(2015a) have noted that playfulness might have many benefits including “adaptability, openness 

to new ideas…and a tendency to interpret situations as challenges rather than threats” (p. 637). 

Playfulness correlates with a number of psychological benefits including nonlinear, divergent 
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thinking, problem solving, emotional regulation, and creativity and imagination (Lieberman, 

1977; Sansanwal, 2014; West et al., 2017). As well, particular physiological benefits of 

playfulness have been identified such as cardiovascular health, strength, coordination, and 

feelings of vitality (Proyer (2013b). The strengthening of relationships and, therefore, the 

reduction of alienation, as well as the enhancement of positive communication skills have all 

been supported as consequences of playfulness (Yarnal et al., 2008; Bateson & Martin, 2013; 

Gordon, 2014; Van Vleet & Feeney, 2015b).   

2.4.1 Social Involvement and Mental Health   

Researchers have supported the connection of social interaction to a playful mood and to 

the development of creative processes. For example, Kraus, Carpenter, and Bates (1981) referred 

to Etzioni who pointed out that most people need the warmth of continuous positive support 

from others and suggested that part of the power of groups to influence or control their members 

stems from the “social-psychic” hold they have on them. Kraus et al. (1981) also mentioned 

Shaw (1971) who reported that the productivity of groups was determined by the mere presence 

of others and increased the motivational level of an individual (p. 74). Yarnal et al. (2008) 

strongly supported the view that play is social (p. 236). Supportive relationships can increase 

playfulness by providing a secure base for exploratory play, wrote Gordon (2014, p. 256). 

Bateson and Martin (2013) considered that academics such as Sternberg, O’Hara, and Lubart 

(1997) have been explicit about the importance of having fun to develop creativity and that many 

of the conditions that spawn new ideas are “precisely those generated by play” which is 

“accompanied by a positive, light-hearted mood”, thereby fostering divergent thinking. Further, 

the authors contended, “positive social interactions are potentially important” in inducing such a 

mood (p. 84). Scott (2018) noted Huizinga (1955), who observed that a compelling quality of 

play is that it encourages people to establish bonds around the play activity (p. 233). Further, 
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Scott stated, play has the capacity to create bonds that can lead to lasting ties and social groups 

(p. 233). 

 Blatner and Blatner (1988) stated that as an outcome of imaginative play, various skills 

that have psychological benefits can be developed such as enhancing vitality and mental health, 

strengthening social involvement, and reducing alienation. The authors stated that these aptitudes 

may enhance flexibility of mind by becoming acquainted with a variety of techniques and 

strategies including the ability to be comfortable in groups, to negotiate, to support others, to 

develop a sense of humour and to foster clear, constructive, and friendly communication skills 

(pp. 36, 37). Gordon (2014) reported that perhaps the most significant of the benefits conferred 

on adults by a playful approach to life is its relationship to stress reduction and coping strategies. 

Gordon revealed that research has found extraversion or outgoing and sociable tendencies 

significantly predict playfulness in adults and that extraverted individuals report substantially 

lower levels of perceived stress. This direct correlation between playfulness and stress reduction 

showed, the author reported, that playful people find fewer situations stressful and use the coping 

strategies they have more readily than less playful people (pp. 249, 250).  Gordon (2014) also 

explored, from a therapeutic standpoint, the notion that adults can develop attachment through 

play and restore innate playfulness and well-being.  Not only does play provide critical resources 

for dealing with stress and producing well-being, but repeated play can also rewire the brain, 

establishing and reinforcing the neural pathways that lead to the development of playfulness (pp. 

234, 257). Perhaps this suggests that it is never too late to learn to be playful.  

Van Vleet and Feeney, (2015b) reported that play, compared to other activities, “lends 

itself more” to unexpected, casual banter, repartee, and fluid communication, therefore 

demonstrating “compatibility” (p. 641). Citing their previous research (2013), West et al. (2016) 



24 
 

noted that play promotes “openness, intrinsic motivation, and collaboration” (p. 75). The 

following year, West et al. (2017) hypothesized that by preventing boredom, play can promote 

relaxation, mental renewal and increase social cohesiveness (p. 284). In their review of literature 

examining the role of playfulness within the organizational setting, Petelczyc et al. (2018) found 

only one study (Yarnal & Qian, 2011) which showed that playfulness is related to increased 

interactions with others (p. 176). 

2.4.2 Physical Well-Being 

Within the article “The Well-Being of Playful Adults”, Proyer (2013b) stated that adult 

playfulness demonstrated positive relations with life satisfaction as well as an inclination to 

enjoyable activities and an active way of life, suggesting that there were some positive 

relationships between playfulness and physical fitness (p. 84). Proyer (2013b) mentioned that 

playfulness in adults may facilitate positive emotions and that these “positive emotions can be 

helpful in facilitating physical resources such as coordination, strength, and cardiovascular 

health” (p. 86).  The author also reported that by means of the Pittsburgh Enjoyable Activities 

Test, there was an endorsement of enjoyable activities related to physiological parameters such 

as lower blood pressure and total cortisol, lower waist circumference and body mass index, 

greater self perception of physical fitness and lower depression (p. 87). Furthermore, Proyer 

(2013b) disclosed that playfulness relates to the satisfaction of intrinsic life goals and that health 

is one of those goals. It was also recorded that playfulness yielded positive results with an active 

way of life (pp, 86, 90). Proyer (2013b) went on to say that this study showed a positive 

association between playfulness and well-being such as life contentedness and expressed an 

“interesting interaction between physical activity and vitality and between a person’s level of 

playfulness and satisfaction with life” (p. 92). While this author revealed the findings that 

playfulness was associated with the pursuit of enjoyable activities, it was also noted that there are 
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variants of playfulness which relate negatively to lower self regulation with respect to eating 

behaviour, substance abuse, or showing strong security needs (p. 86). 

2.4.3 Healthy Aging 

In a later study, Proyer (2014) found that playfulness contributes to healthy aging because 

of its relationship to positive emotions, intrinsic goals and coping with stress. Playfulness, it was 

argued, facilitates positive emotions in all age groups and these emotions are associated with 

greater well-being.  Positively correlated with happiness, Proyer explained, playfulness can be a 

resource for coping with stressors or as an elicitor of positive emotions. This, the author 

suggested, is an important finding because of the relationship of positive emotions to healthy 

aging and mental well being (p. 511). Based on the perspective of socioemotional selectivity 

theory that emotional experience is optimized and better regulated in old age, Carstensen,  

Isaacowitz, and Charles (1999) found that positive emotions are maintained in both frequency 

and intensity across adulthood (p. 172). Repetition of positive emotions might endorse Van Vleet 

and Feeney (2015b,) who reported that their model predicted that the long-term personal and 

relational benefits gleaned from play are likely to predispose individuals to engage in play more 

frequently over time (p. 642). Similarly, West et al. (2016) stated that playfulness is a personality 

trait that seems to be stable over time (p. 72). Along with Proyer’s findings that playfulness can 

elicit positive emotions, playfulness could, then, possibly build on the frequency and intensity of 

positive emotions. Such recurrence may have significant implications for an individual because 

Gordon (2014) let it be known that not only does play provide critical resources for dealing with 

stress and producing well-being, but repeated play can also bestow brain changes that might lead 

to the development of playfulness. By establishing and reinforcing neural pathways leading to 

playfulness, Gordon put forward, “it is never too late to establish the conditions for subjective 
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well- being” (p. 257). It might be possible, then, to learn or to relearn to be playful at any time in 

adult life. Perhaps it is, therefore, never too late to learn to be playful.  

2.4.4 Creativity 

Blatner and Blatner (1988) stated that imaginative play develops a variety of skills, 

including strengthening learning capabilities and stimulating creative aptitudes. These 

competencies may enhance flexibility of mind, initiative, constructive and friendly 

communication skills as well as improvisational capabilities (pp. 36, 37). Gordon (2014) added 

to these findings regarding the relationship between play and creativity by stating, “The benefits 

of playfulness in adults overlaps in many ways with those for children, including enhanced 

creativity” (p. 249). Similarly, Van Vleet and Feeney (2015b) mentioned that play allows an 

individual to increase divergent thought repertoires, problem-solving skills, and improve one’s 

ability to think flexibly or in unconventional ways (p. 641).  

Play as an antecedent of creativity was looked at in a literature review by Sansanwal 

(2014) who reported that pretend play uses cognitive processes that are involved in creative 

thinking and that play is a predictor of creativity (p. 70). Sansanwal (2014), in accordance with 

Blatner and Blatner (1988), Gordon (2014), and Van Vleet and Feeney (2015b), stated, 

“Theoretically play fosters development of creative thinking by developing the cognitive and 

affective processes involved in the play” (p. 71). However, within Sansanwal’s (2014) literature 

review two views emerged. While conducted with children and adolescents, not adults, research 

carried out by Mullineaux and Dilalla (2009) showed that sociability of the developing child, 

along with educational training, established enriched creative experiences. Conversely, the 

review of the material of both Lau and Li (1996) and Lau et al. (2004) showed that a lack of 

willingness to take risks or to face failure, along with peer pressure, acted as blocks for the 

development of creativity for the growing child. The point made by Sansanwal (2014) was that 
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pretend play in early childhood was shown, in one study, to be predictive of later life creativity 

and another showed that there was no relationship between pretend play and creativity in later 

life (p. 72). With regard to play as an antecedent of creativity, West et al. (2016) mentioned 

Csikszentmihalyi (1996), who identified playfulness as an important aspect of the creative 

personality (p. 73). Much earlier, Csikszentmihalyi (1975) stated that play is an integral 

component of the creative process: “The working out of creative ideas also involves analogous 

experiences. In fact, almost any description of the creative experience … gives experiential 

accounts which are in important respects analogous with those obtained from people at play” (p. 

44). Though they did not specifically distinguish between children and adults, Csikszentmihalyi 

(1975, 1996) and West et al. (2016) communicated that a playful approach can forerun creativity. 

2.4.5 The Context of Environment 

Finsham (2016), building on the work of Becker (1964), suggested that there are personal 

and social forces which determine behaviour and that these forces are “mediators…despite 

changes in the contexts in which we find ourselves”. Becker referred to this conduct as 

“situational adjustment” (p. 87). West et al. (2016) mentioned and affirmed Van Vleet and 

Feeney’s (2015a, p. 632) findings that playfulness, as a personality trait, is a state or frame of 

mind influenced strongly by context (p.72). As earlier communicated, Ellis (1973) supported the 

work of Millar (1968, p. 21), who proposed that play could be described by how and under what 

conditions an action is performed (p. 21). With respect to context and play, Barnett (2017) 

suggested that the playfulness trait be considered as more flexible than has to date been shown 

and more adaptable to environment (p. 267). In their review of literature regarding play at work, 

Petelczyc et al. (2018) reported that the existing research in this area of investigation is 

fragmented and inconsistent and that general theories of play may not consider unique variables 

of the organizational setting (p. 164). 
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2.4.5.1 Playfulness in the Context of the Workplace Environment. 

Lieberman (1977) wrote of the influence of playfulness on imagination and creativity. 

According to Lieberman, these factors can become part of any given occupation, and “the playful 

approach would guarantee …real productivity” (p. 143). West et al. (2016) looked at play and 

playful approaches for the enhancement of creativity. They suggested that play and playfulness 

can be important for creativity in organizations (pp. 73, 74). In addition, West et al. (2017) 

pointed out that “in play we can experiment with new behaviors and new ideas, as play is not 

bound to the consequences or limitations of real life. In play, mistakes are welcomed and players 

are limited only by their imagination” (p. 284). Specifically related to the workplace 

environment West et al. (2017) further stated, “organizations can confidently explore the use of 

play, and perhaps more importantly, the encouragement of a playful work climate, as a tool for 

creativity enhancement” (p. 291). 

Within the workplace Mainemelis and Ronson (2006) discussed play as a behavioural 

orientation towards work tasks (p.85). Further to this view, Csikszentmihalyi (2014) stated that 

creative people are intrinsically motivated and that work and enjoyment are deeply interwoven 

(pp. 119, 120)). Specifically regarding the behaviour trait of playfulness, Petelczyc et al. (2018), 

in their systematic review, cited studies that focused on the consequences of this trait within the 

workplace such as increased optimism (Yarnal & Qian, 2011), effective management of 

challenge and failure (Guitard, Ferland, & Dutil, 2005), and job satisfaction (Yu, Wu, Chen, & 

Lin, 2007) (p. 176). According to Glynn and Webster (1992), Guitard et al. (2005), and Yarnal & 

Qian (2011), Petelczyc et al. (2018) wrote that playfulness has been shown to be associated with 

cognitive spontaneity, flexibility and adaptability to change and that creativity, ingenuity and 

divergent thinking are biproducts of playfulness at work.  The authors went on to state that, in 

terms of task-related consequences, playfulness has been found to be positively related to task 
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performance and involvement as well as innovative behaviour (p. 176). Sutton-Smith (1997) 

made the point that work, with a playful approach, can be turned into play, and was cited by 

West et al. (2017, p. 283).  A year earlier West et al. (2016) wrote, “companies such as LEGO 

group, Google Inc., and IDEO LLC explicitly value and encourage a playful workplace to foster 

innovation” (p. 74). However, how such a climate is facilitated was not discussed. Kuepers 

(2017) stated that the trait of playfulness has the flexibility and openness needed for skills of 

improvisation and that these actions facilitate a “productive interaction” that allows something to 

arise which may not have been “expected, predicted, planned, or prepared in advance” (pp. 5, 8). 

The social qualities of a playful environment can relate directly to the workplace setting. 

Csikszentmihalyi (2014) articulated that creativity within organizations, with an emphasis on 

social creative processes, will be instrumental in corporate success in the future, particularly in 

industries with complex, changing business environments and that the creative process is heavily 

dependent on social interaction and involvement (pp. 67, 70). Van Vleet and Feeney, (2015b) 

reported that play, compared to other activities, lends itself to unexpected casual banter, repartee, 

and fluid communication, therefore demonstrating compatibility (p. 641). West et al. (2016) 

discussed the motivational elements relative to creativity among groups such as building social 

networks and establishing participant safety or a non-judgemental environment. They went on to 

say that results from earlier research, (West et al., 2013), showed that play promotes “openness, 

intrinsic motivation, and collaboration” (p. 75). By preventing boredom, play can have 

implications at work by promoting relaxation, mental renewal and increasing social cohesiveness 

(West et al., 2017, p. 284). Related to social cohesiveness, supportive relationships can increase 

playfulness by providing a secure base for exploratory play, wrote Gordon (2014, p. 256).  
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West et al. (2017) reported that play scholars have argued that “play increases 

psychological safety by fostering tolerance to new ideas and by allowing team members to 

deviate from socially prescribed behaviors” and that “play breaks hierarchical and social barriers 

allowing group members to make mistakes and contribute their ideas without fear of how other 

group members will respond” (p. 285). Kinder et al. (2017) suggested that play can democratize 

ideas and erode connections between the values of ideas and bureaucratic positions. The authors 

further stated that playful learning exposes old governances to challenge (pp. 391, 392).  

Overall, authors and researchers seem to agree that the immediate relational outcomes of 

play such as the shared experience of positive emotions can lead to group cohesiveness which 

can enhance motivation to cooperatively work towards creative solutions. However, Kuepers 

(2017) wondered about the meaning of organizations allowing, as Mainemelis and Ronson 

(2006, p.121) mentioned, the temporary suspension of structural obligations and conformity in 

order for the playful transition to an “in-between space” for exploration and experimentation to 

“play freely with new ideas” (p. 1).  

As previously mentioned, Petelczyc et al. (2018) reported that general theories of play 

may not consider the unique variables of the organizational setting (p. 164). The authors also 

stated that there is little consensus in academic literature regarding the role of play in the 

workplace, and yet considered the “relatively neglected topic of play” to be highly relevant to the 

understanding of organizations (p. 163). Mainemelis and Ronson (2006) contend that play is 

“among the least studied and least understood organizational behaviours” (p. 82). Yet play, 

Kinder et al. (2019) counseled, “produces more innovative thinking than business techniques” (p. 

379).  
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2.5 Measuring Playfulness 

In 1977 Lieberman wrote that play and its outcomes for creativity and innovation could 

be measured. The author stated, “the broad areas of play, imagination and creativity suggests … 

the need to introduce more narrowly defined concepts leading to dimensions of behavior that 

could be identified, measured, and experimentally manipulated” (p. 3). Twenty years later, 

Schaefer and Greenberg (1997) attempted to attain an operational measure of the primary 

characteristic of play by developing the Playfulness Scale for Adults (PSA). This scale was 

constructed, from a psychotherapist’s point of view, to measure an individual’s predisposition to 

play and resulted in identifying five factors identifying playfulness: “fun-loving, sense of 

humour, enjoys silliness, informal, and whimsical” behaviour (p. 21). At that time the authors 

discussed Glynn and Webster’s (1992) Adult Playfulness Scale (APS) which considered the 

factors of spontaneity, expressiveness, creativity, and fun (p. 22).  Schaefer and Greenberg’s  

Playfulness Scale for Adults (1997) focussed primarily on the fun aspect of play which, they felt, 

had the obvious advantages of clarity and simplicity (p. 22). However, contrary to Schaefer and 

Greenberg (1997), Proyer (2017b) proposed that models that considered only one emotional 

response to playfulness, such as joy, were restrictive and too narrow (p. 121). Twenty years after 

Schaefer and Greenberg’s findings, the same difficulty in definition of playfulness that had been 

initially expressed by Leiberman forty years earlier, was recalled by Proyer (2017a), who wrote, 

“One consistent problem across disciplines is that play and playfulness are difficult to define and 

measure. Especially, questions of the distinctiveness prove complex to resolve” (p. 241). 

In looking at playfulness scales, Shen, Chick and Zinn (2014) stated, “existing adult 

playfulness measures (Glynn & Webster 1992, 1993; Schaefer & Greenberg 1997; O’Connell et 

al. 2000) … share a weak theoretical basis and a dubious construct validity” (p. 347). They stated 

that the construct validity of these three measures remains unclear due to limited empirical 
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validation (the PS), questionable translation fidelity (the APS), and a relatively narrow 

conceptualization (the PSA) (p. 353). These researchers developed their own Adult Playfulness 

Trait Scale, assessing an individual’s disposition for uninhibited and spontaneous fun and 

reported that the scores correlated with measures predicted by theories (p. 345, 363). The authors 

did not identify the Short Measure of Adult Playfulness developed in 2012 by Proyer. They 

stated confidently that their own research provided empirical evidence of a measurement of 

playfulness in adulthood (p. 363). Proyer (2017a) explained how the uniqueness of playfulness is 

difficult to define and that working on playfulness can be methodologically challenging thereby 

highlighting the importance of “measurement issues” (p. 241). 

2.5.1 Assessing Playfulness 

These examples of researchers who are engaged in analysis and assessment draw 

attention to the variations in measuring playfulness. The assorted definitions of play and 

playfulness extended by researchers and authors point up the indeterminate nature of play and its 

behavioural trait, playfulness. Due to the inconclusive definitions of play and playfulness, 

researchers measuring playfulness have consolidated their analyses to, mainly, one or two-

dimensional measures of either the quality of fun or the personality dispositions of spontaneity 

and expressiveness.  I found research primarily attending to the measurement of playfulness as a 

behaviour characteristic, but no agreement on a current scale of analysis. Some researchers were 

critical of the definitions used within the measuring tools of colleagues in this field. Proyer 

(2017a) pointed out the difficulty of defining play and playfulness and that there are, therefore, 

problems with interpretation of findings, although the number of publications on playfulness 

involving adults has steadily increased (p. 241). Van Vleet and Feeney (2015a) stated, 

unequivocally, that measures of play and playfulness that accurately reflect the definition of the 
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phenomena must be developed and proposed that working definitions of each construct will 

provide a foundation for developing useful measures. The authors highlighted steps they viewed 

as critical for launching this area of research including devising an empirically sound and well-

validated playfulness measure that fits a well-specified definition of playfulness. Therefore, the 

authors put forward, researchers will be able to identify people who possess this characteristic 

and examine long-term outcomes of being playful (pp. 637, 638, 639). As pointed out 

previously, the difficulty in defining play and playfulness creates the problem of interpretation of 

findings. Petelczyc et al. (2018) mirrored this and presented their views that the various scales of 

playfulness that were looked at in their literature review of play at work were all designed to 

measure individual differences in the trait of play, but they did not “capture our 

conceptualization of play” (p.181).  

Van Vleet and Feeney (2015a), Proyer (2017a), and Petelczyc et al. (2018) have 

expressed the lack of a conclusive and agreed upon definition of playfulness for measurement 

purposes. I question if an absolute definition of playfulness is required. Is it not the very nature 

of playfulness that it cannot be ultimately disclosed? Why does it have to be unambiguous? 

Adults are able to articulate when they feel joyful, spontaneous, enthusiastic, inspired, and full of 

excitement. I feel similarly to Barnett (2017, p. 267) and Proyer (2017b, p. 121) that the 

definition of the playfulness trait and emotional responses to the state of playfulness should be 

broadened. Playfulness, as a construct and as imagined could be expanded, not narrowed. I 

submit that researchers look at an enlarged picture for measurement purposes, and not confine 

playfulness to a rigidly held framework. I lean in the direction of Petelczyc et al. (2018) who 

wrote of a course of action in leisure research, following a subjective approach, in which the key 

measurement is participants’ views (p. 182). 
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With respect to methodologies that probe playfulness, some literature exists related to 

adults and there is little placing playfulness within the workplace. Literature reviews regarding 

playful qualities, ways in which play fosters creativity in the organizational setting, and how 

pretend play might predict later life creativity have been carried out by several authors 

(Sansanwal, 2014; Van Vleet & Feeney, 2015a; Petelczyc et al., 2018). Over the past thirty years 

many scholars have developed a variety of scales for measuring adult playfulness: The Adult 

Playfulness Scale (Glynn & Webster, 1992), the Playfulness Scale for Adults (Schaefer & 

Greenburg (1997), the Short Measure of Adult Playfulness (Proyer, 2012), and the Adult 

Playfulness Trait Scale (Shen, Chick & Zinn (2014). Online surveys (Proyer, 2014; Yarnal et al., 

2008) and questionnaires (Proyer, 2011, 2012, 2013, 2014, 2017) have extracted information to 

be calculated. West et al. (2017) delivered self reporting questionnaires on play and creativity 

through improvisational theatre in the workplace. An embodied phenomenological perspective of 

play related to organizational life was carried out by Keupers (2017) and the role of play and 

playfulness in health care services was examined through interpretive narrative studies (Kinder et 

al., 2019). West et al. (2016) carried out both meeting groups and questionnaires looking at play 

and productivity. Through employee interviews the boundaries of workplace fun was studied by 

Fleming (2005).   

The literature reviews mentioned in this study inform readers about the current material 

within this subject. Some of the aforementioned research study methodologies consider the 

measurement of playfulness, but as Proyer (2017a) pointed out, one consistent problem is that 

both play and playfulness are difficult to define and therefore, to measure (p. 241). Most of these 

approaches, in my opinion, restrict the inquiry of the feelings and behaviours of the lived 

experiences of playfulness in the workplace. The interpretive narrative study and the embodied 
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phenomenological report are, perhaps, closer to considering this view. While both quantitative 

and qualitative studies are represented, there is little literature on the behaviour trait of 

playfulness in the workplace environment and inquiry employing a post-intentional 

phenomenological approach is not represented.  

2.6 Analysis: Impact and Outcomes of Adult Playfulness  

In conclusion, the literature indicates that playfulness may have more significant 

outcomes than formerly considered. As discussed previously, Barnett (2017) suggested that the 

definition of playfulness should be expanded and proposed that playfulness be considered as 

more flexible than has to date been shown (p. 267). Even though researchers have studied many 

significant and diverse outcomes of adult play and playfulness over an individual’s lifetime, 

personal benefits may be reaped from playfulness that may not have been fully explored. In 

summary of various benefits, Van Vleet and Feeney (2015b) stated that play allows an individual 

to become fully absorbed in the present activity which assists a person in feeling liberated and 

uninhibited in ways that other contexts do not. Play is likely, the authors stated, to produce 

several personal benefits over time because it could be health protective and increase positive 

psychological and physical well-being. Reducing chronic stress, contributing to physical and 

mental stimulation across the aging process, developing and maintaining healthy relationships, 

and equipping people with flexible thinking patterns towards improvisation and innovation may 

be outcomes of play that can be expanded more fully. There may even be an optimal amount of 

play in adulthood that best predicts well-being, given the many responsibilities in adults’ lives 

(pp. 640-643). Petelczyc et al. (2018) suggested that play theories are limited and do not address 

dysfunctional outcomes of play (p. 182). Similarly, Proyer (2013b) noted that there are variants 

of playfulness which relate negatively to lower self regulation with respect to eating behaviour, 

substance abuse, or showing strong security needs and that there is little understanding of how 
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play can lead to both short and long-term outcomes (p. 86, 93, 94). According to Petelczyc et al. 

(2018) it was suggested that engaging in play at work can lead to dysfunctional outcomes. One 

possibility is that some forms of play at work can drain resources. Playing with colleagues may 

mean that less time is spent on work, leading to resource cost such as the loss of time and energy 

that can compromise task performance and effectiveness (p.183). Alternatively, these authors 

wrote that positive outcomes may result when organizations have a playful environment (p.186). 

Overall, these findings suggest that playfulness may serve a purpose that is much more 

extensive than previously thought and that its benefits persist across an individual’s entire 

lifespan. Also, these studies disclosed that adult playfulness might contribute to a person’s 

resilience because of the unique employment of playful coping styles in stressful situations. As 

Gordon (2014) suggested, repeated play can also elicit brain changes that can lead to playfulness 

reinforcement, suggesting that it might always be possible to learn to be playful (p. 257). With 

this in mind, and, viewing playfulness along a continuum from low to high, Magnuson and 

Barnett (2013) suggested that virtually every individual possesses at least some amount of 

playfulness, therefore permitting playfulness to be learned or enhanced (p. 140).  
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Chapter Three: Method 

3.1 Role of the Researcher 

I have never understood why many people do not spend most of their time at work having 

fun. My desire for such a workplace approach comes from a history of playing with six of my 

cousins and my two sisters. Rich in a playfulness heritage, I am positioned in the middle of two 

large families. Just being together is the spark to be playful! Interspersed, even alongside 

distressing events, playful behaviours have been a way of life with continuous music, humour, 

laughter, fun, and entertainment. For several years we all lived close to each other within the 

same neighbourhood. There was always something fun going on, perhaps feeling that if we were 

laughing and having fun, everything was okay. The desire to make other people giggle and to be 

goofy brought anticipated excitement and fun and this transferred to my adult life at work. 

Additionally, engaged in painting and in collaboration with jazz musicians, I have 

experienced being vibrant and energetic since these two activities are entirely devoted to 

individual creation and improvisation in an atmosphere of dynamism which provides activated 

exhilaration. During personal recreational activities I have felt boisterous while being physically 

active. These spirited attributes have also vitalised my work while facilitating adult learning in 

the field of sport leadership and coaching, in the sphere of physical fitness leadership training 

and direct instruction, and in administering recreation education programs.  

Existence is wonderous. Living at the bottom of Grouse Mountain, my early life was full 

of sensation and amazement, play, and playfulness. Looking straight up at wilderness on walks 

to and from school surrounded by forests, creeks, the Capilano River, and wandering up the 

mountain to look for Santa Claus were all delightful, expectant, and fascinating expeditions. 

With forests close by I have lived next to the ocean for most of my life. These environments are 

full of activity involving moment to moment changes which are miraculous to me. My 
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perspective is that everything is animated. Our realities are energetic and vivacious and are 

continuously changing. For me, this awareness of animation is acknowledged through reflection 

as well as through the continuous realization of the eternal creative life forces that are so evident 

in my familial and natural environments, musical settings, and workplace circumstances.  

Animation is the playful creative force characterising existence and it is through play and 

being playful that the world becomes known. We learn through playfulness, as Hendricks (2014) 

pointed out. Play is a “fundamental way creatures make coherent their possibilities for acting in 

the world” (p. 190). We learn effectively by playing and being playful and are constantly being 

challenged to learn in environments that are changing in multiple ways at all times. Playfulness 

is experiential and having had such experiences in my personal life and in the workplace, I am 

strongly oriented to this spirited behaviour. In my view, awareness of this trait begets learning. 

Husserl (1970, p. 109) wrote, “all knowledge begins with experience” (van Manen , 2014, p. 40).  

Due to my playful experiences while at work in the setting of adult recreation education, I agree 

with Merriam and Cafarella (2007), who stated that self directed learning in adulthood is 

grounded in the humanistic approach that personal growth is the goal of adult learning. Further to 

this consideration, “individuals possess virtually unlimited potential for growth” (p. 107). Tisdell 

(2008) wrote of “sacred moments” offering new learning which can bring elation or joy and 

affirm the interconnectedness of everything (p. 31). As adults, we can learn effectively and fully 

by playing and we are continuously challenged to be playful while learning in environments that 

are changing in multiple ways continuously.  

Over time my frame of reference has developed: everything changes, not just from 

moment to moment, but from second to second. While in the forest hiking, skiing, living in a 

cabin, walking alongside creeks and rivers, being beside the ocean and on it while sailing, it is 
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important to be watchful for quickly changing environmental features. Listening carefully, 

watching closely, being highly sensitive to shifting tides, changing currents, wind, debris, 

weather changes, seasonal changes, animals, birds and watercraft, as well as light and darkness, 

all require a second-by-second intensive alertness to the changing surroundings. It can be 

catastrophic if one does not have a heightened awareness at all times. My outlook is the same 

expressed by Collins (1974) in the novel, The Woman in White. Nature is engaged in “generating 

a vast variety of co-existent productions”. It can be confusing “to distinguish between the 

different processes” being carried out simultaneously (p.72). Attentiveness is not only essential; 

it can be crucial.  

Additionally, within a jazz performance it is important to listen closely, anticipating, and 

being perceptive of passing chord changes that are occurring simultaneously from multiple 

instruments, possibly at a fast tempo. Alertness applies to working environments as well. To 

distinguish between various simultaneous processes is important, in my view. The 

administration, facilitation, and instruction of recreation education, sport, coaching, and physical 

activity programs all operate in environments that require attention to continuously changing 

forces. Learning environments shift, people change, the marketplace fluctuates, workplace 

climates alter. All of the work that I have carried out has created, in me, a need to be constantly 

aware of the dynamic fluctuations in workplace settings. Due to the COVID-19 global pandemic, 

the impact of external forces on workplace environments made this required attention 

immediately evident. The continuously shifting and oscillating nature of our existence is the 

perspective I am bringing to the interpretation of playfulness in the workplace.  

From my viewpoint, openness to and awareness of continuously fluctuating pathways of 

spirited creation are unique to the individual and are continuously available. It is almost always 
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possible to be playful. So why not at work? With colleagues who do not have this approach, why 

not take the path of Margaret Atwood’s character in Surfacing? 

After lunch they all sat around expectantly, as though waiting for me to dole out the 

crayons and plasticine or regiment the sing-song, tell them what to play. I searched 

through the past: what did we do when it was sunny and there was no work? 

How would you like, I said, “to pick blueberries?” Offering it as a surprise: work 

disguised in some other form, it had to be a game.” p. 84. 

 

The most playful workplace environments in which I have been engaged, and the most 

creative and productive, in terms of meeting both established and unfixed goals, have been in 

atmospheres of playfulness. Playfulness behaviours were expected, not only from the leader of 

the teams, but by the group members as well. In a climate of swiftly changing values of physical 

fitness, rapidly changing demographics demanding appropriate fitness, leadership and coaching 

programming, and in a rapidly changing marketplace, it has been expected that all staff be “in 

touch”, at all times, with these shifting parameters. Working in this environment is 

extraordinarily fun, exhilarating, and highly goal-oriented, resulting in significant productivity in 

meeting both approved and surprise outcomes.  

Because of its educational features and highly significant well-being and restorative  

possibilities, I value playfulness. Yet, even though playing and playfulness make us feel joyful 

while we are having fun, for adults it might not be comfortable to be playful if it is not perceived 

as contributing to productivity. Certainly, this has also been my observation during the 

administration and instruction of adult recreation education and sport programs. However, as 

previously reported, evidence exists regarding the contributions of adult playfulness to various 

benefits of playfulness not only for physical, but for psychological well-being (Proyer, 2013, 

2014; Gordon, 2014; Van Vleet & Feeney, 2015b; West et al., 2016). Specific to the workplace 

environment, by preventing boredom, play can have implications by promoting relaxation, 
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mental renewal and increasing social cohesiveness (West et al., 2017, p. 284). Lieberman (1977) 

wrote of the influence of playfulness on imagination and creativity and that a playful approach 

guarantees productivity (p. 143). West et al. (2017) stated that organizations can confidently 

explore the encouragement of a playful work climate to augment creativity (p. 291). However, 

adult play and being playful for its own sake –just goofing around - continues to be undervalued. 

As earlier discussed, Van Vleet and Feeney (2015a) wrote that adults may view play as 

frivolous, over-indulgent, and irresponsible (p. 631). Adults can be reluctant to engage in playful 

activities because they may not want to appear foolish, or they may be fearful of making 

mistakes or of appearing childish while playing at something that might be considered trivial. 

As it became especially evident to me that this research on workplace playfulness was 

being carried out during the global COVID-19 pandemic, I considered the possible frivolousness 

and inconsequence of playfulness in the workplace and contemplated my own conceptions of 

playfulness. During and after the interviews with participants on the subject of playfulness in the 

workplace I was acutely aware of the fact that working environments for millions of people had 

been altered significantly over a very short period of time. It seemed ironic that the state of 

global workplace settings was directly opposed to the investigation of playfulness in the 

workplace. I found myself questioning the importance of considering the lived experience of 

playfulness in the workplace. I was deeply moved by the conversation of one of the interviewees 

and his testimony of the complete negation of playfulness in his workplace due to the required 

gowns, face shields and masks. From my perspective, playfulness in the workplace is 

wonderous, productive, mysterious, and of enormous value. My view has altered to the extent 

that this perspective has been further entrenched in me. More than ever I am dedicated to the 

advancement of playfulness in work environments.  
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The world is full of activity. The choreography of these moment-to-moment changes are 

miraculous to me. My secured perspective is that existence is animated and playful. Playfulness 

is full of wonder and my chosen methodology supports this view. As van Manen (2014) stated, a 

phenomenology almost always starts with wonder. Furthermore, van Manen mentioned 

Heidegger’s suggestion that phenomenological thinking compels us into this disposition of 

wonder (p. 37). Following a phenomenological approach, I was willing to wonder about and to 

inquire into playfulness in the workplace and was compelled to surrender logic, reason, and 

common sense, while carrying out this specific research during the COVID-19 pandemic. In my 

own life, I perceive that the continuous changes in workplace settings are obliquely related to the 

animated natural environment and the musical genre of jazz. These apparent tangential 

connections are consistent with Vagle’s approach to “intentionality” which I have adopted for 

this post-intentional phenomenological inquiry of playfulness in the workplace. 

3.2 Methodology 

Lieberman (1977) cautioned, “colleagues in psychology and related disciplines pointed 

out the hazards in pursuing a concept as elusive as playfulness” (p. 3). Wondering about the 

transient characteristic of playfulness was at the heart of this study and the lived experiences of 

playfulness in the workplace was its focus.  

Specific to the behaviour trait of adult playfulness, there is literature utilizing online 

surveys (Proyer, 2014), and questionnaires (Proyer, 2011, 2012, 2013, 2014, 2017b), as well as 

articles on multidisciplinary perspectives of playfulness (Proyer, 2017a). A synthesis of research 

from several disciplines on the role of play in healthy development was compiled by Gordon 

(2014) as was a literature review summarizing play behaviour and its relevance to social 

psychology by Van Vleet and Feeney (2015a).  Reporting on the outcomes of play was drawn 

together by Van Vleet and Feeney (2015b) and participant ratings of playful characteristics were 
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taken into account by Barnett (2007, 2013). Yarnal et al. (2008) created an online survey 

inquiring into play activities of a women’s organization and Sansanwal (2014) carried out a 

literature review of pretend play and its predictive features for later life creativity. 

Specifically regarding playfulness in the context of the workplace, Petelczyc et al. (2018) 

carried out a literature review on play at work. Duerden, Courtright, and Widmer (2018) 

proposed a conceptual model of elements associated with the promotion of recreation at work 

and an embodied phenomenological perspective of play related to organizational life-worlds was 

considered by Keupers (2017). Interpretive narrative studies of the role of play and playfulness 

in health care services (Kinder et al. 2019) have been examined. West et al. (2017) delivered self 

reporting questionnaires on play and creativity utilizing playful improvisational theatre in the 

workplace. West et al. (2016) also carried out meeting groups and questionnaires looking at play 

and productivity. Boundaries of workplace fun were studied by Fleming (2005) through 

employee interviews and Csikszentmihalyi (2014) wrote of the relationship of play to the 

development of creativity in the organizational setting. 

While the interpretive narrative study and the embodied phenomenological perspective 

offer informative and enlightening interpretations, most of the aforementioned research study 

methodologies restrict the inquiry and data collection of the feelings and behaviours of adult 

playfulness lived experiences. Also, there is little literature on the behaviour trait of playfulness 

in the workplace and inquiry applying a post-intentional phenomenological approach is not 

represented. In order to consider the depth of an adult’s playful lived experiences at work and to 

better understand the complexities of this phenomenon in this context, both interpretive and post-

intentional phenomenological approaches were applied. 
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Play is an important phenomenon in adulthood according to Van Vleet and Feeney 

(2015b, p. 643). The authors suggest that play could generate immediate and personal positive 

feelings of happiness, joy, excitement, interest, amusement, serenity, and inspiration while 

reducing or eliminate feelings of stress (Van Vleet & Feeney 2015b, p. 640). As noted in the 

literature review of this research project, the working definition of playfulness used for this study 

is that of Van Vleet and Feeney (2015a) who stated, “Playfulness is a dispositional tendency to 

engage in play (i.e., an inclination to pursue activities with the goal of amusement or fun, with an 

enthusiastic and in-the-moment attitude, and that are highly-interactive in nature)” (p. 632). I 

also drew from qualities proposed by Barnett (2007) that “playfulness is the predisposition to 

frame (or reframe) a situation in such a way as to provide oneself (and possibly others) with 

amusement, humor, and/or entertainment” and that people who have such predispositions are 

typically “funny, humorous, spontaneous, unpredictable, impulsive, active, energetic, 

adventurous, sociable, outgoing, cheerful, and happy”. These attributes, Barnett wrote, might 

reveal playful behaviour by “joking, teasing, clowning, and acting silly” (p. 955). Barnett’s and 

Van Vleet and Feeney’s identifications were, for me, guiding characterizations of the 

behavioural trait of playfulness. 

 Van Vleet and Feeney (2015a), in considering various authors’ views, stated that 

playfulness has been described as “a tendency to approach activities in a non-serious manner for 

one’s own enjoyment” (p. 632). Enjoyment, Hendricks (2012) stated, and with reference to 

Csikszentmihalyi (1991), is “understood as an autotelic experience in which we create for 

ourselves a context that is intrinsically rewarding” (p. 236). Playfulness, manifesting as 

enjoyment, then, might be an autotelic or hidden experience: having within itself the purpose of 

its existence. van Manen (2014) wrote of Heidegger (2010, p. 33) who stated that 
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phenomenology is chosen to show “something that lies hidden”, but that also belongs to itself so 

fundamentally as to establish its meaning (p. 28). As the objective of this methodology aims to 

show something that is hidden, phenomenology allows the investigation of the autotelic nature of 

playfulness.  

This project was an exploratory research study and phenomenology, van Manen (2014) 

stated, “does not pose a problem to be solved” but starts with passing through a state of 

“wonder”. van Manen mentioned Heidegger, who suggested that phenomenological thinking 

compels us into a state of wonder and moves us to ask, “what does this mean?” (p. 37). In 

surrendering to this state of wonder, van Manen (2014) stated the aim is to gain insights into the 

meanings of this phenomenon in peoples’ lives (pp. 27, 40). To enter into this attitude of wonder, 

to be curious about, and to eventually interpret the various meanings of the experiences of 

workplace playfulness, phenomenology is an appropriate methodology. In fact, as van Manen 

(2018) pointed out, playfulness is an attitude that may give rise to phenomenological insights (p. 

678). The value of this methodology is that it prioritizes how people experience the world (van 

Manen, 2014, p. 58). To experience something is “to live through something” (van Manan, 2014, 

p. 53). As Hendricks (2014) pointed out, play is a “fundamental way creatures make coherent 

their possibilities for acting in the world” (p. 190). van Manen (2016) stated that a 

phenomenology aims at establishing “renewed contact” with original knowledge and experience 

(p. 31). From the viewpoint of van Manen (2001, pp. 8-13) “phenomenology is the study of lived 

experience…the description of experiential meaning we live as we live them…and a search for 

what it means to be human” (Vagle, 2018, p. 61). Phenomenology is the systematic “attempt to 

uncover and describe…the internal meaning structures of lived experience” (van Manen, 2016, 

p. 10). It is the notion of “lived experience” with an intent to explore involvement in the “now”, 
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as van Manen expressed, and before it has been “named” or “thematized” (van Manen, 2014, p. 

57). This is, perhaps, what Merleau-Ponty had in mind, wrote van Manen (2005), when speaking 

of phenomenology as an attitude and attentiveness to the things of the world (p. 4). There are 

different aspects of seeing the world, according to Marton (1981, p. 159). This methodology 

supports the different ways people experience their perceptions, emotions, attitudes, and feelings,  

which are unique and personal conceptions (van Manen, 2016, pp. 3,7).  

Sparkes and Smith (2014) mentioned Smith, Flowers, and Larkin (2009), who discussed 

phenomenological analysis as exploring people’s relatedness to a particular process (p. 40). 

Vagle (2018) wrote, in crafting “Heideggerian-oriented phenomenological research one is 

studying the in-ness of intended meanings” (p. 43). Again, mentioning Heidegger, Vagle (2018) 

wrote that people live as interpreted beings in a continuously interpreted world (p. 81). 

Vagle (2018) described phenomenology as the study of phenomena and relatedness or 

inseparable connectedness between people and all other things and referred to these connections 

as intentionalities. A phenomenological inquiry, according to Vagle, involves studying a 

phenomenon and the intentional relations of how people are meaningfully connected to the 

world. Vagle wrote of Merleau-Ponty (1964 [1947]), who described these intentionalities as  

invisible threads that connect people to their surroundings whether they are conscious of this 

connection or not (p. 29). Describing a Husserlian phenomenological research approach Vagle 

(2018) wrote, “intentionality is assumed to have essential structures or qualities” (p. 31). While, 

according to Vagle (2018), phenomenology is the study of how people are connected 

meaningfully with the things of the world, this “intentionality is always moving, is unstable, and 

is constantly being produced” (p. 32). This level of inquiry moves towards contexts, situations, 

away from essence and is flexible (p. 34). From the viewpoint of Husserl, Vagle (2018) argues, 
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the process is “not about finalizing anything”, but rather capturing what makes a particular 

phenomenon what it is for people in their intentional relations with the world (p. 31). 

Specifically related to the realm of playfulness and play, Sutton-Smith (1997) wrote that 

when it comes to making theoretical statements about play “there is little agreement among us, 

and much ambiguity” (p.1). Hendricks stated that Sutton-Smith “argued that play defies one-

factor explanations. As his book title makes plain, play is ambiguous” ( 2014, p. 196). This 

concept is consistent with Vagle’s view of phenomenology. Drawing from the work of Husserl, 

not trying to “center the meaning”, Vagle (2018) stated that in exploring philosophical concepts 

of phenomenology, there can be a move to ambiguities in pursuit of interpretations and 

understandings, “not the understanding” (p. 2). Joseph Campbell, within his work, The Power of 

Myth, made this point of intentionality: 

Schopenhauer concludes that … everything links to everything else, moved by the one 

will to life which is the universal will in nature. … an idea that appears in India in the 

mythic image of the Net of Indra, which is a net of gems, where at every crossing of one 

thread over another there is a gem reflecting all the other reflective gems. Everything 

arises in mutual relation to everything else, … as though there is a single intention behind 

it all, which makes some kind of sense, though none of us knows what the sense might 

be. (Campbell, 1988, p. 229)  

 

Awakening a sense of wonder and amazement of the mysteriousness of the world 

animates the questioning we have of the meaning of our experiences (van Manen, 2016, p. 185). 

Phenomenology is a study of the lifeworld and is interested in the significant world of the human 

being, attempting to explicate meanings in everyday existence (van Manen, 2016, p. 9). The 

focus of this study was the concept of authentic acquaintance with playfulness and searching for 

the essential elements of playfulness in the workplace. A phenomenological approach, therefore, 

is congruous with an inquiry into playfulness. Henricks (2014) stated, “In my view, play is a 

distinctive pathway for the construction of self. Play is a commitment to the act of 
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transformation” (p. 208). According to van Manen (2016), the ultimate aim of phenomenological 

research is the fulfillment of our human nature: to become more fully who we are (p. 12). 

Participants’ cognitive and behavioural descriptions of playfulness and their body 

language, including vocal inflection and tone, offered important information for an inquiry into 

the lived experience of playfulness in the workplace setting. As previously mentioned, 

phenomenological methodology supports the different ways that people experience their 

perceptions, emotions, attitudes, feelings, and conceptions (van Manen, 2016, p. 3). A 

phenomenology, Creswell (2013) wrote, incorporates both what individuals have experienced 

and how they have experienced it (p. 79). In my view, an important point is the consideration of 

the nature of the “individual” in the utilization of this analysis framework. It is a theory of the 

unique and a philosophy of the personal (van Manen, 2016, p. 7).  

A phenomenological approach was an appropriate methodology to interpret the various 

meanings of the experiences of workplace playfulness. Initially, this qualitative content and 

textural analysis followed a phenomenological analytical framework as outlined by van Manen 

(2014), describing the “existential empirical meaning structures” of the phenomenon (p. 348).  

However, I then followed the frame of reference of Vagle (2018), considering the meaningful 

connections people have to their world experiences and that this level of inquiry moves toward 

contexts, away from essence and that it is flexible (pp. 28-34). For this inspection into the 

behaviour trait of playfulness in the workplace and to add to the discussion of this phenomenon, 

I have taken this perspective and have utilized the design of a post-intentional phenomenological 

inquiry methodology. This framework was the relevant and applicable methodology to marvel 

about, question, and to decipher the various meanings of the experiences of playfulness in the 

workplace. A post-intentional phenomenological approach supports the lived experience of 
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playfulness in the workplace and provides a particular lens through which to view this perceived 

phenomenon. 

3.3 Method 

To inquire into lived experience requires looking closely at the phenomenon. According 

to van Manen (2014), the method of “phenomenological seeing” originated with Husserl as 

exercises in “phenomenological seeing” (p. 48). Husserl (1982, p. 252) stated, “Meanings 

inspired only by remote, inauthentic intuitions…are not enough: we must go back to the ‘things 

themselves’” (van Manen, 2014, p. 50). 

To Look at Any Thing 

To look at any thing,  

If you would know that thing,  

You must look at it long: 

To look at this green and say 

‘I have seen spring in these 

Woods,’ will not do --- you must 

Be the thing you see: 

You must be the dark snakes of 

Stems and ferny plumes of leaves,  

You must enter in  

To the small silences between 

The leaves,  

You must take your time 

And touch the very peace 

They issue from. (Moffitt, 1962, p. 12) 
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Previous to this research study, and as part of my course work, in 2019 I carried out a 

pilot phenomenological project inquiring into the lived experience of adult playfulness. The 

study followed the analytical framework of van Manen (2005, 2014, 2016, 2018) with written 

expressions of post-intentional content analysis structure proposed by Vagle (2018). Three 

participants were personally contacted to engage in practice interview sessions. These pilot 

interviews were carried out to consider interview questions, recording devices, observational 

skills of the interviewer, to operationalize field notes, decide on a transcribing program, and to 

learn NVivo data analysis software. The second part of the pilot study involved five participants 

who were interviewed, their responses analyzed through NVivo and results documented. This 

process provided me with experience operationalising interview questions, a working knowledge 

of transcribing software, and learning NVivo software for analysis purposes. Four themes, each 

with several sub-themes, were developed from collected data and results were commented on, 

with discussion. A full report was submitted to Dr. John Meldrum on August 12, 2019. I was 

then prepared to begin the study exploring the lived experience of playfulness in the workplace. 

As stated earlier, according to van Manen (2016), the ultimate aim of phenomenological 

research is the fulfillment of our human nature: to become more fully who we are (p. 12). Vagle 

(2018) described that he has always been drawn to the “open, malleable, responsive” ways of 

van Manen’s approach and that he finds it “inviting and hopeful” (p. 62). I am in agreement with 

this style and its subsequent analytical structure. During the pilot study I had primarily followed 

the approach suggested by van Manen (2016) and described the “particular manifestations of the 

essence” of a phenomenon (p.10). I recognized within this approach that there is, as Vagle 

(2018) wrote, an “open quality to how phenomena are explored” (p. 62). While I was interested 

in maintaining this “open quality”, moving to a contextualized analysis for this research study, 
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and becoming more familiar with the interconnections of elements related to playfulness in the 

workplace, I became less inclined to follow an approach to determine an essential core or 

essence of this phenomenon. Becoming increasingly aware of the complexity of playfulness at 

work I felt that an additional approach to phenomenological analysis could illustrate the possible 

intricacies that might be revealed with respect to playfulness in the workplace environment. 

Investigating other ways of representing this data, I shifted to the post-intentional analysis 

framework defined by Vagle (2018) that moves “away from essence and toward contexts, 

situations…not trying to centre the meaning” (p. 34). Adhering to the process of going “back to 

the things themselves” (van Manen, 2014, p. 50), I did examine the details of the data. However, 

reflecting on my pilot study, I determined that the best way to understand an intricate concept 

such as the lived experiences of playfulness in the workplace setting was to consider the findings 

of this research study in a way that was more appropriate and better suited to understanding the 

complexity of this phenomenon. I then studied the findings as Vagle (2018) posits, considering 

them as “decentered…multiple…partial, and endlessly deferred” (p. 32). 

3.3.1 Limitations 

In March, 2020, due to the global COVID-19 pandemic, face to face research protocols 

were suspended by the University of Victoria. Therefore, interviews were held via the Zoom 

platform. From time-to-time the bandwidth of two participants’ internet connections reduced the 

sound quality of responses. To mitigate this situation, I had to listen very carefully and to listen 

many times to particular sections of a recording. For a few transcriptions I had to ask for 

clarification of specific words. While I was able to see and hear participants, the full body 

language that I had experienced during the in person interviews of the pilot project was not 

possible. Upper body images were accessible to me as interviewer, but the full range of 

communication through observation of total body nuances was not available. In my opinion, this 
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was a significant limitation for the discovery of textural, salient, and notable physical 

communication characteristics. The quality of sound was, from time to time distorted. This could 

have been due to internet connection related to my location or the location of the participant. 

Loss of sound occurred for two to five seconds approximately three times each in two of the 

interviews. I used a PC with Microsoft software and some participants were, perhaps, on Apple 

computers. This could have created sound difficulties as well. When transcribing the interviews 

to text, I used bold face, underlining, or highlighting to indicate tone of voice, volume, emphasis 

of a word or phrase. In my opinion, this is a very limiting approach to indicating vocal 

inflections. Text can never illustrate emotion as effectively as audio, in my opinion. 

3.3.2 Delimitations 

One year earlier, during the pilot study, interviews were carried out to consider interview 

questions, to practice my observational skills, and to achieve writing detailed field notes. As 

well, decisions about a recording device, a transcribing software program, and further skill 

development of NVivo data analysis software were all confirmed. From these experiences I had 

developed research analysis protocols appropriate to this current study. 

 I am a very attentive listener due my training in communication and interviewing and as 

a jazz musician. In using Zoom platform video and, in particular, audio software, I felt similar to 

Roth (2012), who wrote that audio software “represents pitch, speed intensity” and “constitutes a 

form of communication”. As listener, one recognizes the voice as the voice of a particular person 

with a recognition that it is “communication of the incommunicable” (p.71). So important is 

audio quality to me, in order to mitigate the audio limitation, which I considered significant, I 

was very attentive to facial expressions, arm and hand movements, vocal tone and inflections 

during the interviews. Otter.ai software was used for transcriptions of interviews. However, the 

transcriptions were far from perfect and I edited them to verbatim transcripts before submission 
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to each participant for verification and also to my supervisor. The technology used was 

consistent with all participants as all were familiar with the Zoom platform. Under the 

circumstances of the COVID-19 pandemic and the March, 2020 suspension of face to face 

interviews by the University of Victoria Human Ethics Research Board, the use of web based 

technology was advantageous to being able to carry out this research. 

3.3.3 Participant Selection and Recruitment 

Creswell (2013) recommended that participants be carefully chosen because each needs 

to have experienced the phenomenon (p. 83). This concern was echoed by Ashworth and Lucas 

(2000), who wrote that choices have to be made about the delimitation of the phenomenon to be 

studied, such as the choice of participants and the mode of analysis and it is for the researcher to 

be explicit about such choices (p. 307). Participant selection and recruitment for the present 

study was limited to adults who have been in the workplace for at least 10 years. This decision 

was based on the exploratory nature of the study and it was felt that a minimum of 10 years’ 

experience in the workforce is sufficient and significant time to have been involved in a range of 

experiences in the setting to be examined. Therefore, the minimum age of a participant was 

required to be 28 years and ten participants were contacted. Available for this study were eight 

participants. Of these participants, three were women and five were men. Well known to me 

were seven of the participants and one was an acquaintance. By coincidence, all participants 

currently held or had held positions of authority. All participants self-identified and had also 

been identified by me as having behaviour that is exceptionally “tuned in” to playfulness at 

work. Characteristics such as laughing, smiling, making jokes, being socially competent in a 

variety of situations, and having a capacity to “have fun” under many different circumstances 

were demeanors observed by me in three participants over the course of thirty years. I had 

previously observed three other participants in their workplace environments and two 
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participants were individuals who had expressed, to me, their playful approaches at work. All 

participants seemed to embody characteristics noted by Moore (2004) which includes the 

beneficial child spirit that is fully compatible with adult life, far from literal childishness and 

fully enhancing sophisticated maturity (p. 203).  

The study participants who were chosen due to their playful workplace attributes were all 

initially approached, by me, in person or by phone and/or email. These correspondences 

explained the study, inquired if each participant was interested and had the time available for an 

interview and to verify the transcription of the interview. The recruitment script is indicated at 

Appendix C. All said, “Yes”, to the inquiries. Three months later I telephoned and emailed seven 

participants and exclusively emailed one participant to explain, once again, the research proposal 

and that it had been approved by the Human Research Ethics Board of the University of Victoria, 

which is shown at Appendix B. It was explained that due to the global COVID-19 pandemic, 

face to face research had been suspended by the university. Since the research application had 

included the possibility of carrying out interviews via web-based technology, each person was 

asked if the half hour interview could be carried out via the Zoom platform, and each said, 

“Yes”. Participants were then contacted by email regarding this research study, that it would 

involve a half hour vocally recorded interview of questions regarding playfulness in the 

workplace. All were emailed the University of Victoria Participant Consent Form, as shown at 

Appendix D, and were asked for an emailed consent, with the expectation of receiving the signed 

consent form after the face to face suspension is rescinded by the university. All participants 

emailed or texted a signed copy to me and these are on file on my computer. Five participants 

also emailed, to me, a personally written statement of consent. These are also on file on my 

computer. Mutual agreement with each participant regarding interview date and time was 
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established. All participants comprehended written and spoken English and were able to vocally 

answer questions in English. 

3.3.3.1 Participants. 

Participants waived confidentiality and allowed the use of their real names. 

 

Mike worked in Municipal Fire Service for 31 ½ years as a firefighter, Lieutenant, Fire 

Captain and as Captain in Fire Prevention. He is an extreme athlete and a has a cutter rigged 

sailboat which he sails with his family. Frequently Mike also sails throughout the West Coast of 

North America as a solo sailor. 

As a Doctor of Clinical Psychology, Elizabeth worked for many years in private practice 

in Anchorage, Alaska and served as a Military Family Life Consultant with the United States of 

America Military Health Network in California. 

During the study interviews Marcia spoke of her work as the Dean of Developmental 

Services as well as Dean of several administrative divisions with the College of New Caledonia 

in Prince George, British Columbia. Marcia worked in these capacities for over 30 years. 

Bruce works with ageing populations as Recreation and Volunteer Coordinator of 

Christenson Village in Gibsons, British Columbia, a long-term care organization. He is a 

certified TimeSlips facilitator and master trainer. Bruce has worked with many recreation, sport, 

and disabled sporting organizations including pediatric rehabilitation, adaptive skiing, 

windsurfing, and has worked as Coordinator of B.C. Wheelchair Sports. He is co-leader of 

Raising the Curtain Project and creator of The Creativity Engaging podcast. 

Clarence is an Anglican priest, having served with the Diocese of New Westminster, 

British Columbia, in that capacity for over 20 years. He is currently the Executive Director of the 

Sunshine Coast Association for Community Living, an association supporting adults with mental 

disabilities. 
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A retired elementary school teacher and principal, Barry worked with British Columbia 

School District #46 for 42 years. He currently acts as a principal on call and carries out 

administrative and teaching responsibilities as International Education Coordinator with this 

School District. 

Patti is an actor in regional and national theatre and film. She is a playwright, singer, and 

artist in residence with several B.C. School Districts, Richmond Gateway Academy, Vancouver 

Youth Theatre, and is a sessional acting instructor with Simon Fraser University. Patti 

participates in new play workshops, and previous to her work in film, theatre, and radio, she 

worked as a teacher in elementary education with School District #46.  

Matt is a jazz drummer and music educator who teaches with many organizations and 

schools around the world, including The New School in New York City. He is well known as 

one of the top jazz drummers in the world. Matt has many recordings and world-wide 

performances to his credit, working as a band leader, ensemble member, accompanist, and as a 

session musician. 

3.3.4 Data Collection Strategies 

As stated in an earlier chapter, lack of a conclusive and agreed upon definition of 

playfulness for measurement purposes has been expressed by researchers Van Vleet and Feeney 

(2015a), Proyer (2017a), and Petelczyc et al. (2018). While I have declared the authors who have 

provided me with guiding characterizations and attributes of adult playfulness, I questioned if an 

absolute definition of playfulness were required. Adults are able to articulate when they feel 

joyful, spontaneous, enthusiastic, inspired, and full of excitement. Similar to Barnett (2017, p. 

267) and Proyer (2017b, p. 121), I felt that the definition of the playfulness trait and responses to 

the state of playfulness could be broadened and looked at as an enlarged picture, not narrowed 

and confined to a rigidly held framework. I support Petelczyz et al. (2018) who suggested that, 
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taking a subjective approach, participants’ own views be the key measurement (p. 182). Adults 

know when they are in a state of interest, pleasure, amusement, and serenity. While key terms 

had been considered such as those put forward by Barnett (2007, p. 955) and Van Vleet and 

Feeney (2015a, pp. 631, 632), without imposing definitions of playfulness for analytical 

purposes, I took the view that the voices of adults should be heard. Merriam and Tisdell (2016) 

stated that qualitative inquiry focuses on meaning in context and needs a data collection 

instrument receptive to “underlying meaning when collecting and interpreting data” (p. 2). 

Without imposing definitions of playfulness, for data collection and analytical purposes, I took 

the view that the voices of adults should be heard. Therefore, measures were adopted to inquire 

about the feelings, perceptions, reactions and even conflicts participants might experience.  

I have had lengthy first-hand experience gathering comprehensive data for recreational 

and educational programming purposes. While varying from person to person, asking questions 

of participants has extracted specific and detailed responses. In my experience and in my 

opinion, this broad and open approach to listening to peoples’ stories and opinions, increases the 

depth of information and significance of an individual’s exclusive and unique responses to 

inquires. For this investigation into the lived experience of playfulness in the workplace setting, 

the method of data collection was semi-structured interviews designed for participants’ 

reflections of experiences. Informal interviews using an open-ended approach allowed the 

conversations to direct the questioning, as advocated by Diamond, Horn and Uttal (2009, pp. 71, 

72). Following the proposal of Boudah (2011), questions were designed to require more than 

one-word answers, allowing the participants to take the responses into areas that the researcher 

might not have considered (p.138). The purpose of the interview questions was not to present the 

interviewer’s perceived categories, but to access, as Merriam (1988) pointed out, the viewpoints 
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of the people being interviewed (p. 73). I followed the Kvale and Brinkmann (2009) method, 

reported by Creswell (2013), and every attempt was made to create “collaborative interviewing” 

in which I, as researcher, and each participant, were on equal terms questioning and interpreting 

(p. 173). Interview questions were designed to flesh out feelings, emotions, and perspectives of 

experiences to illuminate the meanings and any significant features of playfulness while at work. 

Examples of interview questions are: How did/does it feel to be playful at work?, Was/is there a 

line between feeling playful and not feeling playful?, Do you/did you ever initiate playfulness at 

work? The full Interview Guide is shown at Appendix E. Semi-structured interviews allowed 

participants to express their emotional and physical responses to workplace playful experiences 

and to also voice perspectives and values of what it means to be playful at work, leaving room 

for elaboration. Adults know when they are in a state of playfulness or not and it was important 

to take a subjective approach mentioned by Petelczyc et al. (2018), to let adults speak for 

themselves, allowing for this commentary (p.182).  

In the English language, the word “play” can mean activities and it can also mean the 

actions of being playful such as in the statement, “I am going out to play”. As mentioned earlier, 

scholars use the terms “play” and “playfulness” very loosely. Further to this consideration, Van 

Vleet and Feeney (2015a) stated, “There has been a disconnect in the literature between the 

constructs of play and playfulness, although they are related and each should inform the other” 

(p. 632). During interviews for this study, it was noted that participants did not necessarily 

distinguish a difference and would, from time to time, use the word “play” to mean “being in a 

playful state” or “feeling playful”. Another interesting example of the English language and the 

use of words in the context of playing and working was noted when Matt stated, “we play music, 

we don’t really work music”.  
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While all interviewees agreed to be interviewed via the Zoom platform, I tried to set a 

comfortable, relaxed environment as much as possible under these circumstances. I explained the 

study and the format for the half hour interview and told the participants that they were free to 

stop the interview at any time. I told each participant that the semi-structured half hour interview 

of questions and responses would be vocally recorded on my iPhone. The conversations were 

also recorded onto my computer and then transcribed using Otter.ai software to Word 

documents. When transcribing the interviews to text, I used bold face, underlining, or 

highlighting to indicate tone of voice, volume, emphasis of a word or phrase. In my opinion, 

these are feeble attempts at indicating vocal inflections. Text can never illustrate vocal meaning 

as effectively as an audio reproduction. This was recounted in the limitations that I noted in 

documenting this study. I did not video record the interviews, however, detailed field note 

descriptions of the interviews were carried out immediately after the interviews. Following the 

method proposed by Creswell (2013), “textural descriptions” of participants’ experiences took 

place by documenting all of the impressions that I had of the interview including descriptions of 

the setting in which participants experienced the phenomenon (p. 82), This strategy is 

appropriate because, as Stake (1995) noted, observation and keeping good notes provides a 

relatively genuine record, letting the event tell the story (p. 62). Also, this procedure allowed for 

immediate descriptions of verbal interaction between me and the participants, as well as 

documentation of facial expressions, arm and hand movements, vocal tones and inflections, and 

other upper body language. Participants’ cognitive and behavioural descriptions of playfulness, 

as well as their body language, including vocal inflection and tone, offered important 

information.  Sparkes and Smith (2014) discussed interpretive phenomenological analysis as 

describing and interpreting the “means by which people make sense of their experiences” (p. 40). 
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Such detailed observations can produce thick descriptions which can have a major impact on 

how an experience is viewed, according to Diamond et al. (2009, p. 62). The aim is, as van 

Manen (2016) suggested, interpretive descriptions that exact “fullness and completeness of 

detail” exploring the nature of the phenomenon being addressed (p. 17). Phenomenological 

research encourages an attentiveness to the details of everyday lives (van Manen, 2016, p. 8). 

Every attempt was made, as van Manen (2016) advocated, to “remain sensitive to the uniqueness 

of the person in this particular situation” (p. 6). To vividly describe the experiences of the 

participant was purposefully attempted to create, in me, reflective responses of wondering, 

questioning, and, hopefully, understanding. According to van Manen (1997), Gadamer (1996) 

suggested that this evocative process sets our intuitive capacities in motion turning familiarity 

into strangeness (pp. 353, 354). And vivid descriptions create nearness or presence from this 

strangeness (Linschoten, 1987, p. 99) as cited by van Manen (1997, p. 353). In the case of this 

study of playfulness in the workplace, both textural and structural descriptions took place to be 

fully immersed in a phenomenon that I thought was familiar to me, but to purposefully create a 

foreign mindset.  

As earlier mentioned, due to the suspension of face-to-face interviews by the University 

of Victoria due to the global COVID-19 pandemic, the interviews were held via Zoom meeting 

software and were vocally recorded on that platform and on my iPhone. Otter.ai software was 

used for transcribing interview recordings, which were then transferred to Word documents. 

Edited from version one to verbatim version two. words and phrases were then highlighted and 

subsequently transferred to documents showing clusters of meanings, categories, and themes. 

These documents were imported into NVivo data analysis software. 
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3.3.5 Data Analysis Strategies 

Field notes were perused, and text transcriptions were read numerous times. Interview 

recordings were listened over multiple sessions following a protocol of whole-part-whole 

analysis. The analysis method, as proposed by Vagle (2018), who mentioned van Manen in this 

regard, requires attending to the whole interview, capturing a fundamental meaning, listening to 

and reading the interview many times to highlight revealing or essential experiences of the 

participants, then carrying out a detailed analysis by looking at the interview line by line 

(pp.114,115). Themes were developed by listening to the recordings and reading the 

transcriptions many, many times. This content analysis examination of transcripts for recurrence 

of certain thematic terms was carried out by highlighting words and phrases in order to code into 

categories the interrelated themes emerging from the data. Major and subordinate concepts were 

coded into patterns and clusters of meanings. As previously mentioned, transcriptions of each 

interview into groups of meanings were then imported into NVivo software. Analysis for 

possible specific themes took place. As Creswell (2013) stated, this aggregation of information 

into clusters of ideas supports the themes (p. 293). NVivo data analysis software was used to 

categorize and develop relationships of how components were possibly connected. Specific 

“family” and “parent” coding took place using NVivo software and subcodes or “children” were 

subsequently developed as a connecting strategy to possibly link data. These procedures created 

many codes and subcodes and were shifted and changed many times. The continuous altering, 

removing, shuffling, and reshaping of codes and subcodes was intended and purposeful because I 

wanted to reflect and explore possible intersections of data based on the testimonies. I took the 

approach of Vagle (2018) that post-intentional phenomenological texts may not be organized as 

descriptive or interpretive texts might be. There are many tasks and many ways to represent the 

data. This pathway considers the significance that a phenomenon is in a “constant state of 
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production” accommodating certain segments of the data that are particularly provocative 

(p.160).    

Considering how playfulness emerges in the workplace, the following list shows the 

grouping of categories I produced from the interview questioning and subsequent probing of the 

data. Refer to Appendix E to view the full Interview Guide. The NVivo software representation 

of these findings is illustrated at Appendix F. 

Conditions for Playfulness 

 

• Antecedents for playfulness 

 

• Boundaries for playfulness 

 

• Positive impacts and responses of playfulness 

 

• Risks to playfulness 

 

• You need an environment that allows you to be playful 

 

o Nature or nurture. 

 

Feelings After Being Playful 

 

Feelings of Not Being Playful 

 

Feelings of Playfulness 

 

Frequency of Playfulness at Work 

 

How Long Might Playfulness Have Lasted? 

 

Initiation of Playfulness 

 

• Leadership characteristics 

 

Leadership and Playfulness at Work 

 

Negative Responses to Playfulness 

 

Playfulness as a Tool 
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Playfulness on Your Own 

 

Productivity and Playfulness 

 

Spontaneous Playfulness 

 

Words Expressing Playfulness 

 

 

Vagle (2018) addresses the use of software to analyze phenomenological data and stated, 

“I worry about it producing mechanistic representations rather than a deeply embodied crafting” 

(p.109). A more accurate conception of the process of categorizing themes, in my opinion, is the 

model shown by Vagle (2018, p. 34). In not trying to centre a meaning of a phenomenon, I 

interpret the overlapping areas of consideration as numerous, impermanent and transitory. In 

imagining this as a moving symbol, I view the configuration as being continuously drifting and 

repositioning. 

Moving to this stage of my analysis I began looking at the data as a whole and from a full 

and vast perspective. The codes were then considered as being related to each other always, and 

continuously producing interconnections among each other. The vantage point is bigger and 

more expansive, seeing this phenomenon in its fullness, with all the different voices. The project 

map illustrated below and generated by NVivo software illustrates, in a rudimentary way in my 

opinion, the concept of data analysis from a post-intentional viewpoint. 
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The interconnections and the complexity of this phenomenon were illustrated also 

through linear representation. The inter-relationships shown in the nine diagrams at Appendix H 

reveal the complexity of the interrelationships of the evidence. To visually indicate the 

complexity of the interconnectedness of the data was the intention of these diagrams. One 

conceptual coding diagram is shown below. 

 

Using playfulness as a tool 

 

Productivity, creativity, mental health, group cohesiveness, skills development 

 

Individual personal history 

Individual personality characteristics  Improvising/spontaneity 

 

Reactions to playfulness 

Relationships among co-workers 

 Personality characteristics of leader 

 

 

Animation of the analysis process is shown at Appendix I. The animation is, for me, the 

closest conceptual representation of the data from a post-intentional perspective.  
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Taking a post-intentional analytical approach, representation of the specific components 

of this phenomenon and their interrelationships was challenging.  

3.3.6 Trustworthiness and Credibility Considerations  

I have worked in the field of adult learning in the context of recreation education 

programming for four decades and am well positioned to collect and analyse data on adult 

playfulness. Study participants reviewed the transcription of their individual conversations to 

confirm clarification of the transcript and that it reflected exactly what had been said. Dr. John 

Meldrum, Supervisor, checked the transcriptions. This “member checking”, and having a neutral 

party analyse the transcripts had the intention of reviewing the material for accuracy and to 

provide alternative interpretation of the data, as suggested by Stake (1995, p. 115). Even though 

there could be a complexity of perceptions for which no consensus about what really exists can 

be found, Stake (1995) made the point that there are ethical obligations to minimize 

misrepresentation and that triangulation offers protocols that go beyond mere repetition of the 

data gathering attempts. Minimizing misunderstanding is a deliberate effort to find the validity of 

the data (p.109). Also, this technique of comparing and contrasting information from a variety of 

sources is a strategy to eliminate bias, according to Mathison (1988, p. 13). Triangulation was 

addressed by asking participants and a neutral party for confirmation of the transcribed 

interviews, to ensure accuracy. Trustworthiness was, thereby, addressed. 

3.3.7 Ethical Considerations 

This study was reviewed and approved by the University of Victoria Human Research 

Ethics Board. There existed a social risk due to the familiarity of seven of the participants to me. 

Voluntary informed consent was received from all participants. All participants waived 

confidentiality and agreed to the use of their first names within the text of this document. Due to 

the use of the Zoom platform, which is a web-based technology based in the United States, all 



66 
 

participants were informed of the University of Victoria Human Research Ethics Board 

requirement that "If using a web program (online surveys, video conferencing etc.) with a server 

located in the United States (e.g. SurveyMonkey), or if there are other reasons that the data will 

be stored in the US (e.g. use of US-based cloud technology, sharing data with US colleagues, 

etc.), you must inform participants that their responses may be accessed via the U.S. Freedom 

Act." After reviewing, via email, this specific statement, all participants agreed to continue 

involvement in the study. All study documentation is to be stored in a secure location at the 

University of Victoria and this was made known to the participants. Field notes and paper 

documentation will be shredded at the conclusion of the study. 

As mentioned, I was well positioned to collect and analyse workplace playfulness data. 

Because I have worked in the recreation education field for four decades, I was considered by 

some participants to be an “insider” in the culture of adult learning and recreation education. I 

was known to seven of the study participants, therefore, rapport and trust had been previously 

established with these participants. I made every effort to be mindful of my presence and 

knowledge. Stake (1995) addressed the issue of researchers drawing systematically from 

previous knowledge and, through protocols, cutting down on misperceptions. Still, he wrote, 

“there is … much intuitive processing to the search for meaning” (p. 72). With this in mind, I 

followed a bracketing approach mentioned by Creswell (2013), who suggested that bracketing is 

not forgetting what one has experienced, but is a matter of not letting past knowledge get in the 

way of determining experiences (p. 79). I was aware of concerns such as those expressed by van 

Manen (2014), who suggested that within phenomenology there is a search for genuine openness 

in one’s relation with the phenomenon. However, one needs to overcome one’s 

“subjective…preferences” that may “tempt one to…one-sided understandings of an experience” 
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(p. 224). Taking into account this risk, Creswell (2013) expressed, “I see researchers who 

embrace this idea when they begin a project by describing their own experiences with the 

phenomenon and bracketing out their views before proceeding with the experiences of others”. 

This might allow, as much as possible, a fresh perspective of the phenomenon under examination 

(p. 80). Furthermore, Creswell commented, bracketing is “a reflective move that cultivates 

curiosity” (p. 83).  

During interviews I understood that my participation in the conversations during 

interviews was secondary to the role of information gatherer. Suspension of personal bias during 

interviews was employed as much as possible. I was thoroughly engaged when listening to the 

responses of participants to the interview questions and, from time to time, openly laughed or 

expressed, “Wow!” to the narration of some experiences. During one interview I was 

significantly moved by Bruce’s recounting of lack of playfulness during the COVID-19 

pandemic due to required gowns, masks, and face shields and I said, “That makes me feel sad”. I 

was aware of my emotional response to the descriptions of the experience that were verbalized 

by this participant. Creswell (2013) suggested that bracketing personal experiences may be 

difficult (p. 83). This concern was echoed by Ashworth and Lucas (2000), who wrote that the 

task of bracketing presuppositions can “never be fully achieved”. However, the authors wrote, 

there is “scope for variation” within the practice of phenomenology. “Choices have to be made 

about the delimitation of the phenomenon to be studied” and “it is for the researcher to be 

explicit about such choices” (p. 307).  While I was certainly engaged during the interviews, I 

made very attempt to be as objective and neutral as possible in my own responses. 

In addition to bracketing as much as possible, I was keenly aware of my involvement in 

this study as researcher, and I also took the position of bridling. This approach involves the 
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principle of bracketing in pre-understandings that are “restrained” in order for the researcher to 

remain open and to continuously work towards the “understanding of the phenomenon as a 

whole” (Vagle, 2018, pp. 73,74). Dahlberg (2006) wrote that researchers “are not these 

objectivistic scientists that distantly register meanings” but are “immensely involved in the 

explication of meaning”. Applying the metaphor of handling the reins of a bridle in one’s 

fingers, Dahlberg suggested that researchers “scrutinize the involvement with…the investigated 

phenomenon and its meaning(s)”. Bridling, Dahlberg goes on to say, is an approach during 

which understanding is not too careless or too fast (p.16). Assessing Dahlberg’s bridling 

metaphor, Janek (2018), citing Vagle, Hughes, and Durbin (2009, p. 349), wrote that the 

connectedness of the researcher is considered, and examining one’s own assumptions and pre-

understandings guides the research and the development of the researcher’s “intentional 

relationship with…the research subject” (p. 91). I was particularly aware that there is a process 

of confronting personal bias during which emotions may surface and this came to my immediate 

attention responding to Bruce and saying, “That makes me feel sad”, when he gowned and 

masked up to indicate his required work attire resulting from the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Collecting and analyzing the results of the data through the lens of a bridling approach, I took the 

view of Vagle (2018) to become more and more familiar with my own judgements so that they 

did not compromise openness to the phenomenon (p. 14). 
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Chapter Four: Results 
 

Interviews were held via the web-based Zoom platform because one participant lives in 

New York, while I live on the west coast of Canada, and because the University of Victoria, in 

March of 2020, had suspended in person interviews due to the global COVID-19 pandemic. The 

Zoom medium is adequate, but not exact in gaining information from body language. Facial 

expressions were evident and my eyes are trained to notice facial expressions and body language, 

but small gestures and lower body movements were not seen. In addition to audio documentation 

via Zoom, recording of the interviews was also carried out on my iPhone, which was a good 

vehicle for reproducing tone and inflections of voice. My listening capabilities, due to training in 

jazz music performance and in the recording of vocal jazz, allow me to notice minuscule vocal 

changes as well as, of course, extreme variations. An interviewee’s instant and unguarded 

opinion and vocal expression of feelings might tell an interviewer an enormous amount about an 

individual’s experiences of the phenomenon. For example, the more quietly and more slowly a 

person speaks can elicit a lot of information. From journalists I have been told that the “tell” in 

vocal inflection can represent the authenticity of a person’s opinion. For this reason, I paid very 

close attention to the audio scripts, listening to them many times. However, this is a text 

document and, in my opinion, written words do not fully convey a phenomenon. There is  

considerable challenge in expressing a phenomenon through text: tone of voice, meaning, and 

intent through inflection can be lost. With this document I was reporting my own and others’ 

thoughts through writing, but this is just a snapshot because the phenomenon can never be totally 

captured in this way. Always in the forefront of my mind was this significant limitation. 

Therefore, during interviews I was extremely attentive to body language and vocal nuances, 

knowing that these notable characteristics were to be translated, by me, to text. 
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I was continuously struck by the sincerity and forthrightness of the participants’ 

responses and noticed that a participant might pause before answering a question indicating, I 

felt, thoughtfulness about the response. During interviews, participants were quickly able to 

describe personal responses to playfulness. The body language of participants, when describing 

these experiences at work, were animated with arms moving around, voice inflections going up 

and down in excited ways and voice volume increasing or decreasing depending on the point 

being made. Elizabeth and Matt rolled back and forth in their chairs and moved from side to side 

frequently and both used their hands and arms to express their views, as did Patti and Marcia. 

Patti used her hands frequently, opening and closing her fingers many times. Matt also gestured 

by opening his arms widely and by putting his hands together several times. I had an impression 

that he wanted to jump up as I have seen him do in performance, but that would be out of view of 

the camera. Facial expressions showed smiling and, while describing experiences, participants 

often laughed boisterously. Marcia smiled broadly and laughed loudly many times, also laughing 

energetically after talking about her experiences or at a statement that she had just made about 

herself! Some participants looked up to one side or down to one side, while others looked back 

and forth to opposite sides when pausing and thinking before answering a query. Marcia moved 

into the camera and then away from the camera, as did Matt and Patti. One participant blinked a 

lot and all eight participants looked directly at me in my eyes. Two participants never took their 

eyes off of me during the full half hour interview. These were invitations, I felt, that they were 

ready to be interviewed about a subject that they were not only familiar with, but one about 

which they were very enthusiastic. Mike’s eyes “danced” and all eight participants spoke very 

loudly and in excited tones when expressing an enthusiastic response to an interview question. 

Marcia interrupted me to make a point and was very emphatic about the point she was making. 
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Several times interviewees said my name loudly to make a point. I took this to mean “listen up, 

Jacquie”. When making an important point, Barry and Matt spoke quietly, in a reverential way. 

All participants were intent on the questions, some asking for clarification and sometimes taking 

long pauses before answering, looking down or up, being reflective and spending time thinking 

about their responses before answering the interview question. I noticed that all participants were 

articulate, comprehensive, and thoughtful about their feelings and experiences of playfulness in 

the workplace and never faltered to explain themselves. From time-to-time participants answered 

an inquiry immediately and with conviction. Every so often a participant would respond with a 

raised voice level and occasionally without a jolly and happy vocal inflection, but with a serious 

tone. I felt that this underlined the importance of a particular perspective of workplace 

playfulness. Also, some participants cut me off when I was speaking, and interjected with 

enthusiasm. I interpreted this as an important point to be made by the participant. Bruce’s body 

language was particularly still when describing the protocols for gowning and masking up for his 

work which had been significantly altered due to workplace COVID-19 protocols. Vocal 

inflections were particularly subdued and quiet during this interview with Bruce, which I found 

to be very different from my past conversations with him. Bruce was articulate about how the 

pandemic has significantly impacted his playful interactions at work with staff and residents. 

Matt was also very clear about his experiences and reactions to moving quickly from in-person 

performance and instruction to working exclusively through the use of virtual techniques due to 

the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Within this text I have bolded or underlined specific words or phrases to indicate 

participants’ emphasis through vocal inflection, tone, or volume.  
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4.1 Developing an Understanding of this Phenomenon 

While codes were initially assigned to data, it is important to understand that I was not 

looking for a central core of a meaning of playfulness in the work environment. Nor was I 

attempting to peel away layers of this phenomenon to consider how it might undo, remake and 

undo itself or become “unpacked”. I did not try to centre a meaning of the phenomenon or to 

reduce playfulness in the workplace to an “essence”. Instead, I took a post-intentional approach 

proposed by Vagle (2018), towards context and situations considering the flexibility and 

expansiveness of the phenomenon (p. 34). I perceived the identifiable elements of playfulness at 

work to be always shifting, continuously moving, and overlapping. 

4.2 Provocative Statements and Words and Phrases Describing Playfulness in the  

      Workplace 

After listening to the interview recordings many times, reading the transcripts over  

again, and ruminating on them all, two distinctive features were immediately separated out. One 

was words and phrases describing playfulness in the workplace and the other was provocative 

statements, both indicated at Appendix G. 

4.2.1 Provocative or Catalytic Statements 

Vagle (2018) suggested that a particular statement or word might be a catalyst igniting 

something about the phenomenon (p.160). The eighth and final interview, which was with Matt, 

provided, for me, the most compelling description of playfulness in the workplace. The word 

was “ecstatic”.  

It's ecstatic! So that playfulness is part of how comfortable that is, and that means 

flexibility of sharing and means you're being flexible. If you're rigid, then it's pretty hard 

to share. You know, you want to share it, so I think, yeah. It’s ecstatic. Yeah. There’s 

something about…that’s why we come back to it. 

 

To have a possibility of an ecstatic experience at work through playfulness is 

extraordinary, in my view.  
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4.2.2 Words and Phrases Describing Playfulness in the Workplace 

At the conclusion of each conversation, interviewees were asked to describe playfulness 

in the workplace using a word or phrase. Elizabeth characterized playfulness in the workplace as 

a “bendable moment” and Patti replied that it is “conducive to friendliness” and that it gives 

“permission” to be “silly, to make fun of yourself, to lighten up, let it go and be goofy”. Clarence 

responded that playfulness could be a “personal discipline or even a work practice”, that “being 

playful is a good way to deepen engagement [and] the sense of connections” and that it “just 

makes the whole experience more meaningful”. Mike expressed that playfulness at work is “a 

helpful tool to create an environment where you can overcome difficult tasks and prepare 

yourself to respond.” Barry used the words “free to let go and have fun” and said that playfulness 

is an attitude as well as a belief. Bruce expressed, “it’s just taking advantage of the moment”. 

Matt used the phrases “you’re free. You’re loose, you’re free. It’s carefree and sometimes people 

can just come in, and with their actions, with the way they are, just liberate a whole group.” 

4.3 Role Models and Family History 

Family history of playfulness was discussed as a condition for a positive response to 

playfulness in the workplace. Elizabeth’s client had not had an opportunity to develop 

playfulness as part of her behavioural repertoire which restricted the client’s possibilities to be 

playful. Patti cited family playful history as the genesis of her own inclusion of playful activities 

with colleagues stating, “maybe that had to do with our upbringing and the excitement that that 

brought. The fun that that brought. The desire to make other people giggle and to be goofy.” 

Barry wondered about playfulness origins, questioning both genetics and rearing and leaned in 

the direction of upbringing.  

It's a nature nurture question. It's really hard to say. I guess if you look at the kind of role 

models you've had, you know, if you've had playful parents and been in a playful family, 

I think that certainly is something that becomes part of your repertoire. 

 



74 
 

 Elizabeth felt similarly that if a person didn’t experience joking at home or if playfulness 

was squashed at home, then being playful may not feel comfortable. Participants expressed their 

observation of negative childhood experiences that can hinder the adult’s ability to react 

playfully in a work environment. According to two participants, the cards are stacked against 

some people from early on in life. In her graduate work in clinical psychology, Elizabeth studied 

babies and felt strongly that “you're born with a temperament and some people are kind of just 

light-hearted. And some people are just kind of heavy. And you're born that way.”   

 Elizabeth spoke of her own background. 

So, you know, when you laugh, your whole face changes, you're smiling, you know, in 

the corners of your eyes, your mouth, all of that stuff. eyes, you know, all of that, and I 

kind of get a little bit more animated. That's just me. By the way, my mother's Puerto 

Rican, and I'm half Latin, and the Latins are all over the place! I know I was born with it.  

 

Alternatively, Elizabeth spoke of a client who was fearful of doing something accidently 

that might be considered to be immature. 

We were walking around, and it was uneven. And she just about, you know, took a fall, 

and I grabbed onto her so she didn't fall. And then she said later to me “that was amazing, 

because my mother would have criticized me, and you didn't say anything to me.” She 

expected the whole thing to come crashing down and that was such a shock to her ‘cause 

she expected a beating! A beating! 

 

While talking with the study participants and viewing their facial expressions, as well as 

hearing their vocal intonations, it occurred to me that they might be people who may not have 

lost touch with the child within themselves. They did not appear to romanticize the child, but nor 

did they seem to reject their earlier playfulness. The participants seemed to refer to their past 

experiences and to utilize them for attitudinal resources that allowed possibilities for responding 

creatively and playfully to workplace opportunities. The participants seemed to have avoided 

what Thomas Moore (2004) considered to be the presentation of the one-sided characteristic of 

the child within that is not supporting the adult. According to Moore, without these references to 
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the past, the adult may not have one’s childhood to refer to, and that these qualities can offer 

vitality and joy to the adult (p. 201). This was evident in the description by Patti of an education 

workplace experience based on a childlike approach: 

We all kind of snuck into the cloakroom during silent reading, and we had this thing 

worked out. We were going to sing, “When the sun in the morning…” and I think I had 

this big sun, so there was a place in the cloakroom wall that kind of separated so you 

could stick something over it. It was dead silent, and we all snuck into the cloakroom. 

And the kids all sort of got themselves in a position to peek out around the side of the 

cloakroom wall, and I stood up on the thing so that I peeked over, and we started singing, 

“When the sun in the morning peeks over…”. And this guy was so straightlaced and he, 

he looked up and looked around. You knew it was sort of impossible. The kids knew if 

they started laughing, they'd be in big trouble, but he started laughing so the kids started 

laughing. So, it just allowed everybody to laugh and, and have fun.  

 

In his workplace, Matt discussed his desire to be open to his own guileless approach by saying:  

 

I want to be an idiot! I mean, in a good way. I don't want to know. Great masters, to me, 

remain really vulnerable and kind of dumb about the whole thing. You know, that's why 

they get excited. You maintain that inexperience. 

 

4.4 Feelings of Being Playful at Work 

Participants responded to questions regarding the feelings of being playful at work with 

references to both physical and emotional reactions. Physical feelings of being playful were 

remembered by Elizabeth as “it felt good, it felt light. My whole body felt lighter and more 

expansive”. Patti remarked: 

 I think it was more about the way that it made me feel watching the other people have a 

good time. There was always this excitement when they saw what was going to happen, 

when they heard what was happening, the surprise of it, and it would just tickle me. On 

the inside. It just made me so happy. 

 

Clarence expressed the same sentiment regarding how he felt observing playfulness at 

work by saying: 

 It feels good and just the magic of observing how people would respond to playfulness 

either through a sense of humour and [or]sometimes it’s playfulness being communicated 

through body language and hand gestures. It could come in many different forms. 
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Clarence also expressed a connection between playfulness, feeling good, and 

meaningfulness at work beyond being task oriented:  

 It feels [that the] work is more meaningful because it is not just trying to complete the 

task. There's actually a higher level of enjoyment in being playful and being able to be 

playful with another person as well.  

 

4.5 Feelings of Not Being Playful at Work 

Participants were asked how they each felt when not feeling playful and the most 

interesting statement on this topic, to me, was made by Matt. It is a concept that I have 

considered for some time: if we are able to articulate our emotional and physical feelings 

regarding our own responses to playfulness, then we must know what it feels like to not be 

playful. I also think that the opposite is possible. If we are feeling not playful, then we must 

know what it is to feel playful. Matt expressed this concept clearly: 

You know, the only way you know what playfulness is, is not to be. It’s like, if all the 

music is serious then it's not serious after a while, right? You want to have these 

contrasts: 

 

Bruce expressed this significant contrast within his present workplace when responding 

to the COVID-19 protocols required for his workplace when he articulated that there's a physical 

presence of being together. “Now it's separate”, he said. “It seems more task oriented. 

Everything seems task oriented”. This awareness of not feeling playful emphasized the 

sensitivity to the perception of playfulness. 

4.6 Connections between Feelings of Playfulness and Leadership 

4.6.1 Being in a Position of Leadership and Playfulness Feelings 

The connection between leadership and playfulness feelings was considered by Marcia 

who expressed that by injecting playfulness behaviours and activities she felt more of a leader 

and that this enhanced her own feelings of competence as a director of post-secondary 

administrative services: 
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I felt like a leader because people were doing it, but the fact that they enjoyed doing that 

made me feel like whoa, yeah, I've accomplished something. Everybody's happy. And it 

was a way to look forward to Friday. I couldn't believe it! And we had a good time. I 

mean, there was a couple of times where we would get a bit overboard and you know, no 

work would get done. But, because I was the main administrator in the office, I didn’t 

care! We had a good time! And it was just, yeah, it was just fun. 

 

In a leadership position, as a Captain in the Fire Service, Mike noticed different feelings 

when initiating playfulness: 

I would say probably a bit, in the early days, a bit anxious. You know, you're a bit 

nervous…how's this going to work out? But as I got going, I knew that it always kind of 

worked. And it always made for a better day and more positive environment. So, yeah, I 

would feel good about it. I’d feel confident that it’d work out fine.  

 

4.7 Reactions to Initiation of Playfulness in the Workplace 

Reactions to the initiation of playfulness were mixed, as reported by study participants. 

There was a clear understanding that playfulness can be viewed with derision and that adults 

might not want to look stupid or immature or conforming to what their interpretation of 

“childish” is. These remarks echoed van Manen’s statement, “Unfortunately, play is often 

misunderstood and undervalued as something childish and trite in the human scheme of things” 

(2018, p. 676). 

As a subordinate, Mike addressed reactions to playfulness and its connection to 

leadership: 

We’d go, “It's done. We already did it”, and they [it] just drove them crazy. So, out of 

that we got called the “bad attitude boys”, because we had this bad attitude. It was rooted 

in wanting to be good. That was at an early stage of my career that we sort of got into that 

thing of having a bad attitude. But we were keeners. 

 

In response to the inquiry about whether or not she had had negative reactions to her 

initiation of playfulness, Elizabeth stated that being playful can “really just make people mad.”  

There's jealousy from other shifts or other individuals, according to Mike and a feeling of being 
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left out was in the remark made to Barry: “I've had people say, “How come you guys are the fun 

school? We want to be the fun school!”  

 When asked if he had ever had a negative response to his playful actions, Matt 

responded with a laugh: 

Of course. It’s one of the risks you take. Right? Don't know how far to go. I think there 

were maybe moments where it's like, “Oh, come on”. It's about comfort, but sometimes 

making people a little uncomfortable gets them to another place. Welcomes, you know. 

Every night is different, I feel that every aspect of it is improvisation. 

 

Patti responded immediately to this inquiry: 

 

A lot of people are very set in their ways, and they don't want to be goofy. They think it's 

immature and they think it's just stupid and a waste of time. Usually that's to do with their 

fears, that they're afraid to look stupid, or ridiculous, or goofy, and it's embarrassing. Or 

not what the image of themselves is. 

 

Marcia discussed both negative and positive reactions to her initiation of playfulness 

while in a position of authority, which, she felt, was an important component: 

And it would kind of - because they weren't included. So, when they would come to the 

office and they'd be dressed in work attire, and we'd have boas on and stuff, they just, 

like, “what the hell’s goin’ on here”. And it didn't take long for people to know, Oh! 

that’s what we were doing, and they kind of thought, “what the hell”, you know? And I 

think the fact that I was an administrator made it acceptable. 

 

4.7.1 Appropriateness of Playfulness in the Workplace 

Connected to reactions to playfulness at work is the perception of the appropriateness of 

this behaviour at a specific time. Both Mike and Elizabeth related examples in the fields of 

emergency services and mental health care, respectively. Both participants related that being 

playful is not a fitting behaviour under certain circumstances such as dealing with a client who is 

grieving a loss or working at a rescue call in which the focus is on life saving. “So, there's times 

to be serious, to honour what's coming”, as Elizabeth stated. Patti noted that in a rehearsal theatre 

setting when the Director is giving instructions about the philosophy of the play, avoiding 

playfulness is prudent because it may not be appreciated at that particular time. Elizabeth 
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mentioned that some people can be oblivious to the discrimination of when playfulness might  

not be appropriate. She stated, “Sometimes people can be playful and kind of be insensitive”. To 

be perceptive and to understand that if playfulness just “thuds on the ground” and doesn't grab 

the other person, then you don't share it. If you're “playful and nothin’ happens”, then, Elizabeth 

suggested, “Okay, don't do that again. Don’t do that again”.  

4.7.2 Boundaries of Playfulness at Work 

sometimes you have to “get down to work”. 

Playfulness might be enjoyable, but there are times when tasks are the priority, as 

Elizabeth related: 

When you really have to get something done, you don't want somebody coming in and 

joking and yukketty it up. It's got to be mutual. If you're on a task and you really need to 

stay on task, then stay on task. And [if]somebody isn't on task and they're coming to say 

“Hi”, and yakkety yak…this isn't the time. This isn't the time. 

 

Matt discussed the need for limits and to have borders because “limitations create 

freedom”. While laughing, he was very clear that sometimes you just have to get down to work: 

Yeah, oh yeah! Sometimes it’s work, too. Sometimes you just gotta go to work. 

Sometimes you’ve got to write some songs! You gotta go sit over at that piano…that's 

why…what was Cole Porter’s great line? “There's nothing more inspiring than a 

deadline”. 

 

Furthermore, Matt went on: “A lot of times it [playfulness] comes from the work being 

done. If nobody's getting the work done, then it's not really much fun because eventually you got 

to toe the line. I think there's the balance of work and play”. 

4.7.3 Spontaneous Playfulness and Imposed or Contrived 

Spontaneous playfulness was considered to be the most beneficial approach although it 

might have, in actuality, been planned. “I hate to legislate playfulness”, Clarence said. “Just like 

it to flow out spontaneously.” Barry agreed. “I think the best playfulness is spontaneous. I think 

the spontaneous stuff’s the best stuff”. Mike recounted, “I think later it was more premeditated 
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because it was in the context of me planning the day. It was playfulness and just trying to make it 

fun, but still get the job done and not in a controlling kind of manipulative way.” This possible 

presentation of playfulness as imposed or contrived was recognized by Matt who stated, “I don't 

want to say inappropriate, but maybe it was a tad bit selfish or maybe a little contrived.” Mike 

provided explanation of this feature: 

 Creating that playful atmosphere is the challenge and not wanting people to feel like 

they're not duped into it. It can't be tricky. It's got to be wide open. It wasn't like I was 

trying to trick them into doing something. And most people want to play if they can. 

 

4.8 Workplace Culture 

To create a workplace culture of playfulness, all participants expressed the need for 

specific leadership personality characteristics that encouraged the development of trusting 

relationships. Marcia said, “you need an environment that allows you to do that [be playful]. A 

very forgiving, very comforting, very involved community”. Matt also used the word “comfort” 

and added “carefree” to the relational attributes of community that can foster playfulness. 

Clarence and Barry both expressed the specific need for the development of trusting 

relationships that could foster playfulness and these are further elaborated on in the section on 

antecedents to playfulness at work. 

4.8.1 Workplace Bureaucracy  

4.8.1.1 Leadership and Personality Characteristics. 

The descriptions of approaches to playfulness by both Mike and Marcia, while in 

leadership positions, are related, I feel, to both personality characteristics and leadership qualities 

and that these are all linked to the organizational management. 

Marcia reported: 

And we had a good time. I mean, there was a couple of times where we would get a bit 

overboard and you know, no work would get done. But, because I was the main 

administrator in the office, I didn’t care! We had a good time! And it was just fun. 

 

Mike had a similar theme at work. 
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It was just playful, fun…and sometimes it was a little bit in spite of the man[agement]. 

You know, the union was sort of overseeing you a bit, but generally I had support from 

management because they knew I was doing a good job. But yeah, like breaking a few 

rules that didn't really matter.  

 

Specifically, because of her personality characteristics, Marcia was, from time to time, 

asked to join specific groups during strategic planning: 

 And she told me that she realised that I was able to put everybody… calm things down, 

make everybody feel a little bit better before we started talking about the big important 

things. Now, you know, you have to remember I did have some big important stuff and 

there were times when I would fire people. We weren't dancing around then. Most of the 

time, if there was anything about union issues or something like that, just talking about 

what we'd done, and I think also the relationship that people knew, knew about me, that, 

always, the meeting started off - even if it was going to be tense, it was able to make 

people feel good - for the most part, and lighten the mood, and then go onto the meeting. 

To the point where she started having me come in to all of her really difficult meetings. 

Which was not much fun for me in the beginning. Oh, come on! I'm like the white flag 

waving. And it worked! 

 

Everybody wanted to be on my team. Because they knew we'd have a good time doing it. 

It would be to the point where my boss would say to me, “you know what, why don't you 

come in later?” “Oh, okay, and join a group?” So that way I would join a group. And 

sometimes I’d go, okay, I'm gonna join the cranky group, you know, just because I knew 

that was, that was important to my boss, that people participated and all that kind of 

thing. And so, I would go in with the cranky group and try my best. You know. I could 

see the other ones that were more inclined to my thing and they…I want to be over there 

with them. But… 

 

According to Barry it is the responsibility of the person who is in a position of leadership 

to engage others:  

That’s one of the leader’s jobs. To be sensitive to what makes people feel comfortable, 

and being able to be part of a scene like that [playfulness] because all our senses of 

humour are different and some people have more serious attitudes about the workplace. 

 

4.8.1.2 Leadership and Workplace Bureaucracy. 

Costea, Crump, and Holm (2005) suggested that play may be perceived as disruptive and 

subversive to organizational order and control (Petelczyc et al., 2017, p. 162). Mike was in a 
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position of having to address this issue as a Fire Captain because he had responsibilities to both 

his crew and to the union:  

I faced problems from other shifts where there was jealousy. They'd hear what we were 

doing and would complain to their officers like, “How come Mike's doing that with his 

crew?” Then they'd phone the union and complain to the union about me. And I'd get a 

call from the union president at home, saying, “Did you really do this?” And I'm like, 

“Ah, what do you think?” And they'd say, “Oh, okay.”  

 

4.8.2 Playfulness on Your Own 

Clarence stated that playfulness does not always require the involvement of colleagues:  

Sometimes I wait for the moment. I may have a playful thought and I just play around 

with it in my head until I see the moment that I could actually act it out or share it. 

Especially in a setting that I am not in a position of power. I am not a chair. I don't direct 

the agenda of the event. I would have to keep playing in my head and see if I could [find] 

a moment that I could act out that playfulness. 

 

 Additionally, in response to an inquiry about why she initiated playfulness and to what 

purpose, Marica replied: 

I think for myself, only. To entertain myself. Because, you know, it just made life easier. 

It makes life easier all the way around. It makes it easier because you feel good. And you 

find-what I found-is that even in the crappiest thing you had to do, you could always 

inject a bit of levity. 

 

4.9 Conditions that Enhance/Restrict Workplace Playfulness 

Individual personality characteristics such as a reluctance to be “vulnerable”, as Matt 

discussed, could hinder workplace playfulness. Personal history was noted as a condition that 

might restrict or enhance playfulness in the workplace. Using playfulness as a tool in the 

workplace was dependent on individual personalities and histories. However, Mike, Marcia, and 

Patti all suggested specific ways in which situations involving resistant individuals might be 

eased. For example, Mike placed the most reluctant of his fire crew in the driver position:   

 I would make the negative guy in the hall, who didn't want to do it, drive the truck. And 

we'd run with weed eaters and we’d do 80 hydrants in a day instead of 10. We’d just 

blow it off and it made it fun. We're all getting in good shape and having fun. 
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Different people react differently, according to Clarence. And Marcia, mentioning that 

playfulness worked with a certain group of people and didn't work well with other people, stated 

that one just has to press on:  

You had to kind of want to let go. You had to want to have fun. If you didn't really want 

to enjoy what you were doing, and there are people like that, then they wouldn't 

participate. Sometimes they would be a damper. But you know, you just have to continue 

on. 

 

4.10 Antecedents to Playfulness at Work 

4.10.1 Leadership that Creates Permission to be Playful 

As an antecedent to a playful workplace climate, an environment that permits playfulness 

was discussed by all participants as paramount to the inclusion of this behaviour at work. The 

creation of such an environment was considered to be a component of leadership. Qualities of 

leadership were considered the important influence for relationships to be built on trust, thereby 

allowing permission for individual vulnerability to playfulness. For the development of a playful 

culture at work, being in a position of authority could make the environment more conducive to 

possibilities for playfulness, according to Mike, Marcia, and Clarence.  Creating a permissive 

climate to be playful was expressed by Patti and Matt as a factor of leadership.  

4.10.1.1 Creating Relationships.  

All participants were articulate about the development of relationships that are fabricated 

on trust and that this can create a workplace environment conducive to playfulness. Barry said 

that playfulness in the workplace initially comes out of having companionable relationships, 

because then, he said, “you can be yourself and let people just be”. He felt that creating such a 

climate and culture must be based, first, on trusting relationships and “then the fun happens!” 

Marcia mentioned that you can always inject a bit of playfulness that makes people realise 

you've got more in common than they thought and “it makes you [all] cohesive”. Clarence 

interpreted being playful at work as a good way to deepen engagement and the sense of 
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connection with other people. Barry elaborated on relationships in the workplace setting as 

related to playfulness by saying that openness is important:  

If somebody is able to be open and be honest, that's a sign of trust. If people feel valued, 

they're more likely to participate and feel honoured and supported and recognize that the 

work they're doing is meaningful. I think you get more involvement. And I think the 

more involvement, the more commitment you get, and the more opportunity there is for 

playfulness. 
 

4.10.1.2 Role Modelling in Positions of Leadership. 

In order to develop a playful workplace culture Barry, Clarence, Marcia, Matt, and Patti 

all remarked on the importance of specific playfulness role modelling by those in positions of 

leadership. “I think it’s what you model. I don't think adults want to be taught those things”, 

Barry contributed. Clarence felt that leadership modelling is important. “If the leader is able to 

model some degree of playfulness,” he said, “it gives permission to be playful.” This can create 

trust among staff and give permission for playfulness to be expressed, allowing vulnerability to 

this behaviour within a comfortable environment.  Matt called this the creation of a “comfortable 

enough zone” in which one can be carefree about the environment and that sometimes a whole 

group can be liberated because of the expectation that “it’s going to be fun.” With respect to role 

modelling by leaders who then give permission to allow playfulness behaviours to be present in 

the workplace, Patti said, “they just thought it was fun and goofy. And because I was laughing all 

the time when I was doing it, they would have permission to do that themselves.” Barry put it 

another way: 

It doesn't mean that that first character doesn't have those traits. It just means in this 

situation, that character can't reveal those traits. I think it’s essential in the workplace and 

I think it's essential that the teacher or the leader models that. Gives people permission. 

 

4.11 Using Playfulness as a Tool 

When asked if there are biproducts to using playfulness at work, Mike responded 

immediately that it was infinite! Speaking of training firefighters, “If someone could hand the 
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bottle [Self-Contained Breathing Apparatus] through a little space and it [the building] collapsed, 

you knew you [could] do your own. I just tried to make a game of it.” Mike and Patti talked of 

playfulness at work as a stress reliever in order to “let people bust out of the constraints of what 

they're supposed to be, or what a character is supposed to be”, as Patti commented. In stressful 

workplace environments, working in health care and emergency services, both Elizabeth and 

Mike spoke from experience, and with considerable knowledge, about the importance of 

playfulness under disquieting and disturbing conditions.  

Elizabeth: 

I found that in gallows humour. It’s permission to allow this gallows humour to come 

out. And you're in a group who are into it also. And you don't want somebody 

overhearing this because it's not good. But there's the permission and a solidarity between 

the two or three people. Instead of this down feeling, it's a lighter feeling. And you can go 

on with that. It was a way to kind of expel that energy.  

 

Playfulness, according to Barry, assists in opening people's brains to relax and be more 

available to fun and creative ideas. Clarence felt that there's actually a higher level of enjoyment 

which makes work feel more meaningful and can be a way of redirecting focus and attention. 

Playfulness during work could even be a personal discipline or work practice, he observed. As a 

Fire Captain, Mike responded that in a firefighting scenario it’s just an amazing tool to create a 

positive environment where you can overcome difficult tasks, build a really strong team, and 

prepare yourself to respond. Patti mentioned that the payoffs were people laughing and having 

fun and being surprised by it and then having an opportunity to laugh together. When asked if 

she had ever used playfulness as a tool while Dean of Developmental Services, Marcia 

responded emphatically, “I did use it as a tool. I never even thought about that. I did, I did use it 

as a tool!”  
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4.11.1 Playfulness and Productivity 

When asked, “How would you respond to a person who commented that if you're playful, 

you're certainly not productive?”, Clarence immediately replied, “Oh, that is just nonsense. That 

is just nonsense”. He said that he did not see playfulness as an obstacle in terms of getting work 

done and that playfulness in the right amount would enhance productivity. Clarence went on to 

elaborate that being playful is a good way to deepen engagement and connections and that 

engagement through playfulness allows people to feel that their work is more meaningful and 

they will, therefore, be more productive:  

People are more engaged [and] if playfulness could help people to feel the work they're 

doing is meaningful [then] that definitely is a factor into enhancing productivity. I tend to 

believe that engagement and meaningfulness of the job gets enhanced through 

playfulness and, therefore, I believe productivity gets enhanced as well. I would go 

further to say that playfulness is integral to productivity. 

 

In response to the specific inquiry about whether or not playfulness at work is related to 

productivity, Marcia replied immediately, “Yes! Definitely! Productivity! My goodness! When 

people are “up” and feel like doin’ things you’ve got something in common, so you’re willing to 

help each other. Yeah!” To the same question, Matt replied, “Yeah, Definitely. I think the 

rewards are more. It's welcoming new solutions, welcoming new ways. I think it's essential to 

productivity”.  

Mike responded slightly differently because, he said, measuring productivity in the 

firehall is difficult. However, he felt that playfulness promotes excellence.  

4.11.2 Playfulness and Creativity 

Lieberman (1977) wrote that playfulness influences creativity which can lead to 

productivity in the workplace (p. 143). Regarding the workplace environment West et al. (2017) 

stated, “organizations can confidently explore the use of play, and perhaps more importantly, the 

encouragement of a playful work climate, as a tool for creativity enhancement” (p. 291). These 
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considerations of the development of creativity in the workplace through playfulness were 

expressed by participants. Patti remarked that playfulness opens people's brains up to relax and 

“allow themselves to laugh and just put themselves back into their playful young kid body”. This 

would make them be more available to fun and creative ideas. Matt suggested that “play is 

welcoming and the rewards are more. It's welcoming new solutions, you know, welcoming new 

ways”. 

4.12 Playfulness, Risk, and Danger 

There is an element of danger to playfulness while at work according to Patti, who felt 

that playfulness, risk, and danger are connected to individual personality characteristics. As Patti 

articulated, “There might be this element of risk involved too…as an adult, figuring out how to 

let go of the thing that makes you risk going into playfulness.” 

 I think there's something about the risk to be spontaneous and not be afraid if it works or 

it doesn't work. If you stood up and went, “OOOO” in the middle of a meeting and 

people just kind of go, “Oh god, what's she doing?” That might not have worked, but you 

still took the risk and did it.  

 

In a workplace setting, Matt said confidently, “it’s one of the risks you take.” If, as 

Elizabeth recounted, “It just doesn't grab the other person. It just thuds on the ground. You're 

playful and nothin’, [then one might say to oneself], “Okay, don't do that again.” These detached 

and unruffled acknowledgements echo Marcia who stated that under such circumstances “you just 

have to continue on”. 

 The ingredient of danger under a pressure situation in performance can illicit playfulness 

and be exhilarating, suggested Matt:  

Glenn did a piano introduction to the great Johnny Mandel tune, Emily. But when he 

started, when we came in, I didn't know really where it was. I played and I just waited 

and I knew that the door would open and that I would figure out what it was, but I didn't 

tighten up, and I realized that's what I've been missing this whole time. Because I could 

sit in here and play and work on stuff, but you're not in that zone where there's that little 

bit of danger. It is a certain form of danger, that like “Oh, wow”. And that's what was 
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thrilling. So that vulnerability…and when we found it, it was so deep compared to if we 

would have known what was supposed to happen or what was counted off. I just love 

that! That's what part of it is, is that, that being - “Where are we?” 

 

The environment of risk and danger associated with the development of playfulness is 

enhanced through a permissive climate that allows risking this behaviour. Matt: 

Larry's playing a solo piano piece or solo piano introduction. So, I just rolled this chair 

from there, up the stairs to the drums and just used that sound as part of the… It was 

there. Wow! He just looked at me, like …he always talks about that. You give people 

permission. You give people permission that it's okay. 

 

It is this relational permissive environment that allows risking playfulness behaviours, 

according to Patti: 

If you make yourself be goofy and go into it fully, and people see that, I think that gives 

them permission. Unlocks something in people to allow themselves to do it. And then  

the process of that is this sort of finessing and gradually encouraging people to come in 

and open up more. The more encouragement, I think, helps them to start to open up. And 

you step outside of the usual boundaries of things because your brain goes, Oh, wait a 

minute, what could we do? There's some element of togetherness in this, for sure, that's 

fun. The interaction between people. 

 

4.13 Playfulness at Work and the Global COVID-19 Pandemic 

Although the initiation of this research study took place before the global COVID-19 

pandemic was affirmed, the data collection occurred within a few weeks of its declaration in 

Canada. I recognized that worksites in nearly every sector around the world changed 

immediately and dramatically. Two participants spoke of the implications of these changes to 

playfulness in their workplaces. The possible lack of freedom to be playful and to express 

oneself in an uninhibited and relaxed manner in the workplace, along with altered ways of 

communicating and connecting with people, significantly affected playfulness at work for these 

two participants. Bruce, in his position as recreation and volunteer director of a long-term care 

facility said, “Right now it feels pretty task oriented. It definitely feels more task oriented”. As 

an educator and jazz performer, Matt spoke of having to switch promptly to online teaching and 
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performing. The ramifications of these alterations were expressed in a tone of being stymied and 

disheartened, but having a forthright attitude to make the situation as fun as possible. By taking 

this approach, Matt felt, he was more productive in the process: 

I decided today just to have as much fun with this as possible. I set up this Canvas page at 

the New School. I put a welcome mat sign and I made different colors and made a class 

description that was just totally “out” because…I don't know if they’ll even look at it, but 

I want them to. I decided if I'm gonna do this, I'm gonna try to have as much fun with it 

as possible. Play with it. Try things and, and write crazy stuff and give weird 

assignments, put different colors and all this stuff. And I decided, yesterday, I was taking 

this way too seriously. And I'm having a lot more fun and being a lot more productive 

with it by not taking it quite so seriously. I've already got a lot of it done today. I felt like 

that's when I turned the corner. I'm not gonna be put into a box for this, I don't want the 

format to have to turn me into a machine. We’ll explore and play with sound and all this 

stuff. 

 

The presentation of playfulness in the workplace every day at a care home was markedly 

altered as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic. As recreation and volunteer director, Bruce spoke 

of wardrobe changes that had to be made by staff, altering the ability to communicate, thereby 

affecting relationships and possibilities of being playful with staff and residents: 

Under this, it's more restrictive right now. There's obviously a different level of 

playfulness right now. And the main reason being is this. I’ll show you. [gets up and 

brings his face shield and mask into view]. It's basically when you have this on [face 

mask] and you have this on [face shield] all the time, it creates a different energy level for 

the playfulness that might come. It’s more about being able to communicate with people 

now. Putting on that gear, it's really interesting to see what happens. Because it does 

impact your ability to communicate. We work with a population [who] can't see my lips 

moving so you can't read my lips. You know, some people are really soft talkers and we 

have some very soft talking staff. I can't hear them at times, either. So, I know that 

residents can't hear them at all. So, it impacts that level of communicating.  

We’re into the whole physical spacing too. Playfulness usually is about engaging with 

people. It might be a tap on the back or on the shoulder or a shake of a hand. You know, 

that doesn't tend to happen, ‘cause you're constantly aware. I guess what it is is that when 

you move into a space with somebody, you're constantly aware of where I should be in 

relation to them.  
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4.14 Understanding the Phenomenon of the Lived Experience of Playfulness in the    

        Workplace 

The complexity of the identified features of this phenomenon was immediately evident 

when reviewing audio recordings and transcripts of participants’ discussions of their experiences 

of playfulness in the workplace. My intention was to illustrate the interconnections and 

interrelationships of the data. 

Considering how playfulness emerges in the workplace, I initially grouped ideas that had 

been produced from the questioning. With the audio transcribed recordings having been 

imported to NVivo, I created “families” which were the groupings of responses into clusters of 

meanings. Separated immediately were two categories: specific words describing playfulness at 

work and provocative statements. The next combinations of codes, all relating directly to the 

interview questions, were then considered as being associated with each other at all times and 

continuously producing interconnections amongst each other. The project map shown in the 

previous chapter illustrated the concept of data analysis from this viewpoint. The further 

illustration of interrelationships drawn by me both in handwriting and using two functions of 

Word software, shown also in the previous chapter, are ways in which I conceptualize these 

interconnections.  In addition to the project map and my own drawings, a more accurate 

conception of this process, in my opinion, is the animation created by Seth Lanki, inspired by the 

model of Vagle (2018, p. 34). With a recognition of intentionality and meaningful 

connectedness, I looked at the data and the subsequent codes as always moving in several 

directions with no single, clear aspect. The evidence is considered to be expansive and connected 

at all times and to be continuously in a state of production while being influenced by catalysts, or 

as Vagle defined, provocations (2018, p.160).  In not trying to centre a meaning of the 

phenomenon, the overlapping elements are considered to be numerous, impermanent and 
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transitory (Vagle, 2018, p. 34). Imagining this as a moving symbol, the configuration would be 

continuously drifting and repositioning.  

As previously mentioned, creating a specific point around which all the codes might 

revolve was not my intention. Revealing the complexity of their interconnectedness was my aim. 

Based on the testimonies, I considered that these groupings all related to each other in one way 

or another. For example, utilizing playfulness as a tool is connected to relationships as developed 

in the workplace and also to conditions related to leadership. Playfulness as a means to reach 

goals in the workplace is also connected to both positive and negative reactions to playfulness 

and to the development of productivity, in whatever way “productivity” might be defined in the 

particular workplace. Feelings of being playful are connected to workplace environment 

conditions and permission to be playful is connected to the leadership of the workplace, allowing 

for vulnerability to the playfulness trait. Antecedents to playfulness, workplace relationships, and 

conditions within the workplace, including leadership are connected. Conditions for playfulness, 

individual personality characteristics and personal history are interconnected with the utilization 

of playfulness as a tool in the workplace. Conditions that enhance or restrict playfulness are 

related to role modelling, which is connected to personal history and, within the workplace, is 

also considered to be a function of leadership. Appropriateness of playfulness and the 

consideration that playfulness at work has boundaries is connected to feelings of initiating 

playfulness because the reactions to this initiation are possibly received differently by different 

people. Spontaneity of playfulness and its relationship to responses to the initiation of 

playfulness is also connected with playfulness as an imposed or contrived approach. Individual 

personality characteristics are connected to leadership style, which is connected to workplace 

conditions that can create a playful environment. Personality temperaments play a role in the 
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development of a climate that fosters permissiveness for vulnerability to the behaviour trait of 

playfulness. Organizational bureaucracy figures in the possible acquisition of a playful 

workplace environment and the use of playfulness as a tool at work for declared outcomes is 

affected by management administration and authority. A playful demeanor and perceived danger 

are associated with both individual personality characteristics and with the creation of a 

permissive environment that allows risking this behaviour. This research took place during the 

beginning of the declared global COVID-19 pandemic. The consideration of playfulness at work 

under restricted circumstances due to Provincial and State Health Orders and Guidelines was 

discussed in two conversations. Specific interrelationships between components of playfulness at 

work as reported by participants and interpreted by me are also indicated in the diagrams of 

Appendix H. The interconnections are considered to be unstable, continuously being produced, 

decentered, flexible, and permeable. The various ways in which I have represented the 

intentionalities of the data illustrate the suggestion made by Vagle (2018): “…organize the text 

by the shape you want to communicate. Which might look a bit more irregular, and a bit less neat 

and clean” (p. 160).  

One participant commented that even though the benefits of playfulness can be 

significant in a workplace environment that might be considered a sophisticated one, many 

people don’t acknowledge or recognize the apparent simplicity of such an approach. 

Alternatively, the complexity of this phenomenon is revealed through the interconnections of 

identified features discussed by participants of this study. In my view, having a playful approach 

at work is a complex process requiring being both constantly aware of the intersecting 

possibilities for the emergence of playfulness and also being ready to take immediate action in 

order to quickly capture the moment. 
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Chapter Five: Discussion 

5.1 Introduction  

In the context of the working environment there is little research examining playfulness. 

The purpose of this exploratory study was to inquire into the lived experience of playfulness in 

the workplace. As a result of the pilot project that I carried out previous to this study, it became 

evident that the phenomenon of adult playfulness involves multiple continuously mingling 

factors. The post-intentional framework that was used in this study helped to discover that there 

are strong interconnections between components that create complexity in the development of 

playfulness in the workplace. Areas of discernment are interconnected with several companions 

and literature is consistent with some of these findings. Looking forward, the results of this study 

offer an insight into the various outcomes of playfulness that benefit the workplace environment 

and these could be further investigated. Practical implications of playfulness at work are 

suggested and methods of sharing that knowledge are indicated. Conclusions are presented to 

expand the discussion of this phenomenon within the workplace context. 

5.2 Important Findings 

Petelczyc et al. (2018) considered the relatively neglected topic of play to be highly 

relevant to the understanding of organizations (p. 163). The complexity of the interrelationships 

of workplace playfulness factors highlights that there is no specific recipe for playfulness in the 

workplace setting. While its overarching value was expressed by participants, creating a climate 

of playfulness is complex because it includes various continuously intersecting variables 

including personal history, individual personality characteristics, leadership role modelling and 

the development of trusting relationships, workplace culture, and appropriate timing. Regarding 

the abrupt changes to the workplace due to the global COVID-19 pandemic, protocols were 

discussed as having a markedly detrimental effect on playfulness at work.  
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Establishing conditions for playfulness at work requires self-awareness with an ability to 

consider several concurrently operating circumstances and to have an ability to assess a situation 

accurately and quickly. Petelczyc et al (2018) reported that general theories of play do not 

consider unique variables of the organizational setting (p. 164). This is an important point. The 

uniqueness of the constantly shifting, continuously interacting relationships creates the 

complexity of this phenomenon in this particular environment. In a workplace context, being “in 

tune” with the many converging factors can, for an individual or a group of co-workers, create 

feelings for being playful. Patti described these as “it felt good, it felt light. My whole body felt 

lighter and more expansive. The surprise of it…would just tickle me. It just made me so happy”. 

Marcia explained, “I do see how it had a profound effect! My goodness! When people are ‘up’ 

and feel like doin’ things, you’ve got something in common, so you’re willing to help each other. 

Yeah!” Additionally, Matt conveyed, “I think the rewards are more. It's welcoming new 

solutions, welcoming new ways”. Clarence commented that being playful is a good way to 

deepen engagement and connections and that engagement through playfulness allows people to 

feel that their work is more meaningful. I suggest that these positive feelings contributed, for the 

participants, to a sense of the value of playfulness in the workplace. Having a heightened 

awareness at all times of interacting features for the inclusion of a playful environment is 

demanding. It can be very inspiring and at the same time, enormously challenging, not to 

mention, exhausting. Perhaps it is no wonder, as Mainemelis and Ronson (2006) wrote, that play 

is “among the least studied and least understood organizational behaviours” (p. 82). Possibly this 

is due to the intricate and complex nature of this phenomenon, which might be the major 

challenge of creating a playful environment at work. 
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5.3 Relationship to the Literature  

There is limited literature on the behaviour trait of playfulness in the workplace. To my 

knowledge, to date, no literature considers the various simultaneous intersecting relationships of 

variables that can create playfulness in the workplace context. I am not aware of literature that 

discusses the intricate interrelationships of the specific factors elaborated on by the participants 

of this study. I did not find literature regarding playfulness at work and its relationship to 

personal history and to individual personality characteristics, nor did I find literature connecting 

playfulness at work with an exclusive relationship to specific leadership qualities. However, 

literature does indicate the connection of playfulness at work to particular outcomes. Authors 

have identified individual factors that connect this behaviour trait to outcomes applicable to the 

workplace setting. Some are consistent with the remarks made by participants.  

5.3.1 Creativity 

The consideration that creativity in the workplace can be enhanced through playfulness 

was expressed by participants. Patti remarked that playfulness opens people's brains up to relax 

and allow themselves to laugh and that this would make them more available to creative ideas. 

Matt suggested that “play is welcoming and the rewards are more. It's welcoming new solutions, 

welcoming new ways”. These commentaries are consistent with West et al. (2017) who stated 

that “organizations can confidently explore the use of play, and perhaps more importantly, the 

encouragement of a playful work climate, as a tool for creativity enhancement” (p. 291). 

Playfulness influences creativity which can lead to workplace productivity (Lieberman, 1977, p. 

143). West et al. (2016) suggested that play can be important for creativity in organizations (pp. 

73, 74). Further, West et al. (2017) pointed out that “in play we can experiment with new 

behaviors and new ideas, as play is not bound to the consequences or limitations of real life. In 

play, mistakes are welcomed and players are limited only by their imagination” (p. 284). In my 
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view, these examinations of playfulness and its relationship to creativity and imagination are 

specific findings and directly connect playfulness with an outcome of creativity, though possibly 

oversimplifying the outcome of creativity through playfulness. The results of this research study 

indicate much more complexity in an organizational setting showing that playfulness and 

creativity are contingent on many other continuously shifting factors. 

5.3.2 Social Relationships 

Mike mentioned that playfulness added to the imperative need to build relational bonds 

among fire fighters in order to competently carry out their tasks. Marcia mentioned that you can 

always inject a bit of playfulness that can make you [all] cohesive and Clarence interpreted being 

playful at work as a good way to deepen engagement and the sense of connection with other 

people. These observations and explanations are supported by literature that indicates that social 

qualities of a playful environment relate directly to the workplace setting. Csikszentmihalyi 

(2014) articulated social and group creative processes will be a “key factor” in organizational 

success in the future, “particularly in industries with complex, changing business environments” 

and that “the creative process is heavily dependent” on effective social interaction and 

involvement (pp. 67, 70).  Participants expressed the connection of having an environment built 

on trusting relationships that can give way to vulnerability to playfulness as a necessary 

component for the development of factors in the workplace including creativity, but not 

exclusive to that outcome. Barry said that playfulness in the workplace initially comes out of 

having companionable relationships and that by initially creating such a climate of trusting 

relationships the fun can, then, happen. Consistent with Csikszentmihalyi’s view is the 

articulation by all participants that the development of relationships that are fabricated on trust 

can create a workplace environment conducive to outcomes such as creativity. Playfulness 

appears to precede an outcome such as creativity and this behaviour might appear only after 
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social relationships have matured. Literature indicates that such behaviour can enhance 

socializing. As earlier mentioned, Van Vleet and Feeney (2015b) reported that play, compared to 

other activities, “lends itself more to unexpected, casual banter, repartee”, and “fluid 

communication”, therefore demonstrating “compatibility” (p. 641). West et al. (2016) discussed 

the motivational elements relative to creativity among groups such as building social networks 

and establishing participant safety or a non-judgemental environment. Continuing on, the authors 

wrote that findings from earlier research (2013), showed that play promotes “openness, intrinsic 

motivation, and collaboration” (p. 75). By preventing boredom, play can have implications at 

work by promoting relaxation, mental renewal and increasing social cohesiveness (West et al., 

2017, p. 284). 

There is an antecedent to trusting relationships leading to possible creativity and that, 

participants offered, is role modelling of playful behaviour by those in positions of leadership. 

Modelling playful behaviour is important since, as participants remarked, it gives permission to 

be playful. This can create trust among coworkers, thereby letting playfulness be expressed, 

allowing vulnerability to this behaviour within a comfortable environment. To this end, wrote 

Gordon (2014), social cohesiveness and supportive relationships, not just playful individuals, can 

“increase playfulness by providing a secure base for exploratory play” (p. 256). Matt mentioned 

that sometimes a whole group can be liberated by one person. As Patti found, “Because I was 

laughing all the time when I was doing it [working], they would have permission to do that 

themselves.”  

5.3.3 Productivity 

The complexity of interacting factors related to playfulness which might lead directly to a 

specific outcome in the workplace is not considered in the literature. However, productivity 

resulting from playfulness is implied by various authors. As mentioned in the previous sections 
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on creativity and social relationships, scholars have considered playfulness as a means to 

creativity and socializing, implying that these factors enhance productivity. In other words, 

playfulness which fosters creativity and social relationships might lead to productivity in specific 

ways, as defined by an organization.  

While participants were explicit that both spontaneous and planned playfulness can create 

conditions that enhance the development of workplace goals, these outcomes were defined as 

distinct to the workplace. Participants spoke of the term, productivity, in categorical terms. For 

some, it meant the creation of bonds between team members and increasing cohesiveness among 

co-workers. For one participant productivity referred to meaningful relationships among co-

workers and for another the concept of productivity was the opportunity for team members to 

feel confident and competent about carrying out specialized duties and responsibilities. 

Alternatively, playfulness can beget improvised surprise results that had not been previously 

considered. This was found by Blatner and Blatner (1988) who stated that imaginative play 

develops a variety of skills and competencies such as the development of learning capabilities 

and the stimulation of creative aptitudes. The authors added that these attributes may enhance 

flexibility of mind, initiative and improvisational skills, as well as strengthen constructive and 

friendly communication skills (pp. 36, 37). Kuepers (2017) stated that the trait of playfulness has 

the flexibility and openness needed for skills of improvisation and that these actions “allow 

something to arise which may not have been expected, predicted, planned, or prepared in 

advance” (pp. 5, 8). Speaking of playfulness at work, Matt was emphatic: “I feel that every 

aspect of it is improvisation”. 

5.3.4 Stress Reduction and Mental Health 

Participants mentioned the role of playfulness at work as an ingredient for reducing 

stress. Patti talked of playfulness at work as a stress reliever in order to “let people bust out of the 
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constraints of what they're supposed to be.” In stressful workplace environments, Elizabeth and 

Mike spoke about the importance of playfulness under unpleasant, even life-threatening 

circumstances. This commentary by participants is consistent with findings by academics. The 

phenomenon of adult playfulness could generate immediate and personal positive feelings and 

reduce or eliminate feelings of stress according to Van Vleet and Feeney. (2015b, p. 639). Proyer 

(2014) found that playfulness contributes to healthy ageing because of its relationship to positive 

emotions and coping with stress. Gordon (2014), citing (Barnett and Magnuson 2011; 

Hutchinson et al. 2007) reported that perhaps the most significant benefits conferred on adults by 

a playful approach is its relationship to stress reduction and coping strategies, and that playful 

people find fewer situations stressful and use the coping strategies more readily than less playful 

people (pp. 249, 250).   

5.3.5 Bureaucracy 

West et al. (2017) reported, “Play scholars have argued that play increases psychological 

safety by fostering tolerance to new ideas and by allowing team members to deviate from 

socially prescribed behaviors and … that play breaks hierarchical and social barriers allowing 

group members to make mistakes and contribute their ideas without fear of how other group 

members will respond” (p. 285). Kinder et al. (2017) suggested that play can democratize ideas 

and “erode connections” between the values of ideas and bureaucratic positions (p. 391). The 

authors further stated that playful learning “exposes old governances to challenge” (p. 392). 

Similarly, Kuepers (2017) wondered about the meaning of organizations allowing the temporary 

suspension of “structural obligations” and conformity in order for the playful transition to an “in-

between space” for exploration and experimentation to freely play with new ideas (p. 1). Marcia 

expressed both her positive and negative experiences as a leader initiating playfulness at work. 

Costea, Crump, and Holm (2005) suggested that play may be perceived as disruptive and 
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subversive to organizational order and control (Petelczyc et al., 2017, p. 162). This precise 

situation was expressed by both Marcia and Mike. Having responsibilities to both his fire 

fighting crew and to the union Mike had to deal with these issues as a Fire Captain when “they'd 

phone the union and complain to the union about me”. Marcia, also in a position of leadership, 

had to deal with co-workers feeling not included and wondering “what the hell’s goin’ on here.” 

She felt that the fact that she was an administrator made it acceptable and as both she and Mike 

discussed, because they were in positions of leadership, the playful approach they were taking 

was more acceptable to both superiors and subordinates. Blatner and Blatner (1988) stated, as an 

outcome of imaginative play, various skills that have psychological benefits can be developed 

and that these aptitudes may enhance flexibility strategies including the ability to negotiate (pp. 

36, 37). Marcia mentioned that, due to her congenial and playful approach, if union issues were 

to be debated and “it was going to be tense”, her superior “started having me come into all of her 

really difficult meetings”. Marcia recounted that this was able to “calm things down, make 

everybody feel a little bit better before we started talking about the big important things”.  

5.4 Practical Implications  

The value of playfulness in the workplace was made clear in the testimony of all 

participants. According to Hendricks (2014), play is a “fundamental way creatures make 

coherent their possibilities for acting in the world” (p. 190). This research study indicates that 

playfulness in the workplace creates possibilities that have both intrinsic and extrinsic value. 

Playfulness was described as an attitude as well as a belief and by taking advantage of the 

moment as Matt said, “you’re free, you’re loose and sometimes people can just come in, and 

with their actions, with the way they are, just liberate a whole group”. Playfulness is “conducive 

to friendliness” and gives “permission” to be “silly, to make fun of yourself, to lighten up, let it 

go and be goofy” and is a way of welcoming and, for some, a new way of feeling good according 
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to Patti. It could be a “personal discipline or even a work practice” that “just makes the whole 

experience more meaningful” Clarence mentioned. Under playful circumstances, everyone liked 

coming to work, Marcia noticed. Playfulness at work was expressed by Mike as a “helpful tool to 

create an environment where you can overcome difficult tasks and prepare yourself to respond. 

The value of playfulness is infinite”. Expressions of playfulness having a profound positive 

effect in the workplace setting were made clear. 

There is no precise technique to promote playfulness in the workplace. It is a complex 

and continuously changing method requiring awareness of individual personalities and personal 

histories of leaders and co-workers, role modelling behaviours, and knowledge of workplace 

bureaucracy. It is not enough to just say, “Let’s have fun!”. To create a workplace culture of 

playfulness all participants expressed the foremost need for specific leadership personality 

characteristics that encourage trusting relationships. Marcia said, “you need an environment that 

allows you to do that [be playful]. A very forgiving, very comforting, very involved 

community”. Matt also used the word “comfort” and added “carefree” to the relational attributes 

of leaders that can foster playfulness and create a climate that promotes permissiveness to be 

open to the behaviour trait of playfulness. Various components can create a possible opportunity 

for playfulness to emerge requiring immediate and spontaneous improvisational skills to capture 

the elements present in a particular situation. Alternatively, conditions for playfulness might be 

planned with the purpose of meeting specific goals. There is a fine balance required for 

awareness and understanding of individual personality characteristics and histories, the 

workplace culture, and role modelling capabilities of leaders. Training in these definitive skills 

of management could be prescribed. A method for leadership that divulges how playfulness 

might evoke the connections of workplace relationships for the development of feelings of 
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meaningfulness of one’s work, or to meet specifically defined workplace goals could be 

recommended. 

5.5 Future Considerations  

Due to the limited research examining the lived experience of playful behaviours in the 

workplace, this study took an exploratory approach. Many parameters of playfulness at work 

were probed and, based on the value of playfulness in the workplace as expressed by the 

participants, continued investigation into the complexity of this phenomenon is warranted. 

The COVID-19 global pandemic was reported as having created a new kind of presence 

which had a profoundly detrimental effect on playfulness in a long-term care workplace. An 

inquiry could consider the effects of the lack of playfulness opportunities due to the COVID-19 

pandemic, in this and other workplace settings. 

A surprise finding of this research study was the connection made between playfulness 

being initiated at work and the element of risk and danger associated with that inception. Some 

participants found it exciting to be daring to initiate playfulness and to risk unknown 

consequences. An examination of the personality characteristics of individuals who are aroused 

by the possibility of an unidentified outcome of such behaviour within a workplace setting could 

be carried out. 

 Further to an inquiry of playful individuals, and building on this research study, one that 

looks at the effect of personal histories on those who are not playful could provide insight into 

the possible origins of being uncomfortable with this behaviour. Gordon (2014) suggested that 

repeated play can elicit brain changes that can lead to playfulness reinforcement (p. 257). 

Perhaps it might always be possible to learn to be playful. Viewing playfulness along a 

continuum from low to high, Magnuson and Barnett (2013) suggested that “virtually every 

individual possesses at least some amount of playfulness”, thereby possibly permitting 
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playfulness to be learned or enhanced (p. 140). With consideration of these studies, an inquiry 

into the personal histories of individuals and their relationship to playfulness might give insight 

into the various feelings of playfulness while at work and to the differing responses to 

playfulness initiations. Further to that, personal histories related to playfulness and its possible 

connection to relationships at work that enhance or inhibit group cohesiveness, could be 

examined. An exploration of connections between individual personality characteristics and 

leadership role modelling could also be explored. As well, how these associations might 

establish trusting relationships providing an openness to playful possibilities might be 

considered.  

With regard to productivity, qualitative appraisal of playfulness approaches for 

specifically defined workplace goals could be considered. For example, playfulness for the 

encouragement of group cohesiveness in which teamwork is paramount such as in firefighting 

could be studied, as could playfulness in the setting of relational work for the development of 

feelings of meaningfulness of one’s tasks. Furthermore, quantitative assessment of productive 

outcomes due to workplace playfulness behaviours could be analyzed. 

While all of the participants in this study held positions of leadership, I wonder if 

playfulness initiation exists only in the domain of those in positions of authority. From a 

different perspective, investigation into how playfulness filters upwards from subordinates 

within an organization could be examined.  

A longitudinal study considering the various conditions that lead to playfulness, as 

conveyed by the participants of this study, could provide further insight into the prioritized order 

of antecedents to playfulness in the workplace.  
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The collection of data through observations, in addition to interviews, in a dyad or triad 

combination of administrative staff, team members, and personnel in leadership positions, would 

provide different perspectives of the inclusion or exclusion of playfulness in the workplace. 

Mike mentioned that a playful approach helps to overcome difficult tasks and prepare 

oneself to respond. Professional athletes are at work and it would be interesting to look at playful 

training practices in this context. A question to be considered: can a playful approach by both 

athletes and coaches enhance the development of specific skills leading to enhanced competence 

of cognitive responses and subsequent physical reactions during competition? 

Participants responded to inquiries regarding feelings of being playful and feelings of not 

being playful. An embodied phenomenology might give insight into the physical qualities of 

playfulness at work and further, might provide understanding about the longevity of playfulness 

throughout adulthood. 

5.6 Knowledge Translation 

The results of this inquiry into the lived experience of playfulness in the workplace will 

be disseminated through standard means. 

▪ Distribution of the results of this study to all participants 

▪ Publication of findings in related academic journals 

▪ Presentation of the results of this study to conferences in the recreation 

education, wellness, and organizational development fields 

▪ Submission of articles to related magazines, zines, and blogs 

▪ Development of leadership seminars and workshops  

In addition, the data can also be represented and mobilized unconventionally to reach a 

wider audience. 

▪ Representation of this data in theatrical and musical productions 



105 
 

▪ Interpretation of this data in storytelling podcast format and through other 

channels and platforms as indicated in Appendix J 

5.7 Conclusion 

This study explored the lived experience of playfulness in the workplace which was 

revealed as a complex and unique reality. It seems very simple to just “lighten up” and be 

playful, but there is subtlety and much complexity in the details of its development in the 

workplace. The conditions that enhance playfulness in the working environment contribute to a 

complex phenomenon involving many interacting features. What works for some might not work 

for others due to personal history, workplace culture, leaders’ playful role modelling 

competencies, individual personalities, and one’s position within the workplace hierarchy. 

There is no prescribed program or method for the development of playfulness at work. 

Contrary to one participant who felt that the inclusion of playfulness at work is simple, it appears 

to be intricate. Leiberman (1977) described playfulness as an elusive concept that might be 

precarious to pursue (p. 3). In the workplace environment it is a complex and frequently 

changing phenomenon and requires a climate of trusting relationships which can permit 

vulnerability to this behaviour. Playfulness might be planned or spontaneous, be lasting or be a 

fleeting moment. Awareness of the complexity of this phenomenon is paramount in order to 

assess a situation accurately and quickly. Uncertainty is always present and this is the interesting 

point. 

Vagle (2018) suggested that, in carrying out a phenomenological research study, a 

particular “provocation” or catalyst might provide something enlightening about the 

phenomenon (p. 160). Matt’s comment provided, for me, the most compelling and illuminating 

description of playfulness in the workplace.  
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It's ecstatic! So that playfulness is part of how comfortable that is, and that means 

flexibility of sharing and means you're being flexible. If you're rigid, then it's pretty hard 

to share. You know, you want to share it, so I think, yeah. It’s ecstatic. Yeah. There’s 

something about…that’s why we come back to it. 

 

To have an opportunity for an ecstatic experience at work is remarkable and 

extraordinary, in my opinion. 

Playfulness has value in the workplace due to benefits that can lead to positive outcomes  

for creativity elaboration and productivity advancement, a way to deepen feelings of 

meaningfulness of one’s work, a method to redirect focus and attention, and a pathway to 

overcome difficult tasks and prepare to respond. “Most people want to play if they can”, Mike 

remarked. There is irony in wanting to do something so seemingly simple as having fun and 

being playful at work because it is a significantly complicated pursuit. It requires attention to 

much simultaneous detail. “Everyone wants to be spontaneous and playful, but few do it 

seriously”, according to Thomas Moore (2004, p.197). Having a playful approach is a complex 

and quickly shifting process which might be a deliberate action requiring constant awareness of 

the intersecting possibilities for the emergence of playfulness, being alert to the shifting patterns, 

and ready to respond promptly and appropriately. 

Research on playfulness in the workplace is quite limited. The findings of this research 

study communicate the complexity of this phenomenon, adding to the discourse and further 

deepening the literature on playfulness behaviour in the workplace environment.  
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Appendix C 

Recruitment Script 

 

Recruitment Script 

 

 

Contact: phone/email 

As a graduate student at the University of Victoria, Canada, I am carrying out a research study 

looking at the lived experience of adult playfulness in the workplace. This work is for my 

Masters thesis. The study has been reviewed by my supervisor, Dr. John Meldrum, Director, 

School of Exercise Science, Physical and Health Education, University of Victoria and has 

received University of Victoria Human Research Ethics Board approval.  

You are receiving this invitation for research because you come to mind as a person who is 

particularly acquainted with the behaviour trait and disposition of being playful while at work. 

Would you be willing to be interviewed by me for ½ hour, at a time of your convenience, 

sometime within the next month? In addition, would you be available to review the transcription 

of our conversation to ensure its accuracy? 

If you know someone who might fit the description of being playful while at work, please 

forward this invitation to them and ask them to contact me directly, if they are interested. 

Thank you for your kind consideration of this request. 
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Project Title:  The lived experience of playfulness in the workplace     
   
Researcher: Jacqueline Allan, MA Kinesiology Candidate, University of Victoria, Victoria, Canada  
jallan@telus.net 
 
Supervisor: John Meldrum, Director, Exercise Science, Physical and Health Education, University of 
Victoria, Victoria, Canada  
 
 
Purpose(s) and Objective(s) of the Research:  

• Even though playing and playfulness make us feel joyful while we are having fun, for adults it 
might not be comfortable to be playful if is not perceived as contributing to productivity. 
Evidence exists, however, regarding the contributions of adult playfulness to various benefits of 
physical and psychological well-being.  

• Adult play and being playful for its own sake –just goofing around - continues to be 
undervalued. because it might be viewed by adults as frivolous, over-indulgent, and 
irresponsible. Adults can be reluctant to engage in playful activities because they may not want 
to appear foolish or they may be fearful of making mistakes or of appearing childish while 
playing at something that might be considered trivial. 

• Play is a “fundamental way creatures make coherent their possibilities for acting in the world” 
and is an important phenomenon in adulthood that could generate immediate and personal 
positive feelings of happiness, joy, excitement, interest, amusement, serenity, and inspiration 
and reduce or eliminate feelings of stress. “Western” science has been studying well-being since 
the time of Aristotle, however, play has emerged as a serious focus of study only within the last 
century. Playfulness in adults is an understudied topic and that there is a need for more 
research on playfulness, specifically in the 20-80 age groups. A dearth of research attention to 
adult playfulness has resulted in a need for more information about this behaviour trait. 

•  Even though playing and playfulness make us feel joyful while we are having fun, for adults it 
might not be comfortable to be playful if is not perceived as contributing to productivity. To 
shed more light on the impact of a playful approach in the workplace I will explore the feelings 
and attitudes of playfulness as experienced at work. Taking an interpretive hermeneutic 
phenomenological approach, I will describe, from various points of view, what happens during a 
playful approach, participants' judgements of playfulness and even contradictory views of the 
behaviour trait of playfulness within the workplace. 

 
This Research is Important Because:  
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Participant Consent Form 
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• The majority of scientists studying health and well-being have largely ignored the study of play. 
Because the study of well-being envelopes the social, economic, psychological, spiritual, and 
physical state which encompasses the overall condition of an individual or group, the absence of 
play is a serious omission, in this researcher’s opinion. With this holistic view of the individual, 
and, considering the amount of research that has established the many varied benefits of play, 
continued investigation into adult playfulness has merit. The personal transformative features of 
play and its behaviour trait, playfulness, are fundamental to the recreative condition of an 
individual’s existence. Play has the power to transform. This innate quality of play is of the 
highest order and analyzing the lived experience of adult playfulness in the workplace could 
have significant positive consequences for the well-being of adults in the workplace setting. 

 
Participation: 

• Even though play remains on the margins of the broader professional discourse about well-
being it has remained underprioritized, unappreciated, and underfunded. Playfulness in adults is 
an understudied topic and that there is a need for more research on playfulness, specifically in 
the 20-80 age groups. A dearth of research attention to adult playfulness has resulted in a need 
for more information about this behaviour trait. 

• Women and men ages 28-80 

• Women and men who have spent at least 10 years in the workforce 

• Women and men who have been identified as being tuned in to playfulness at work  
 

• Participation in this project is entirely voluntary.   

• Whether you choose to participate or not will have no effect on your position [e.g. employment, 
class standing] or how you will be treated. 

 
Procedures:  

• Interview - .5 hours and follow up interview – 1 hour 

• Via telephone 

• Via web based technology: Skype or Facetime or Zoom  

• Duration:  1.5 hours 

• Location:  at the convenience of the participant 

• Inconvenience: time 
 
Benefits:  
If every individual possesses at least some amount of playfulness, therefore, permitting playfulness to 
be learned or enhanced that it is never too late to learn to be playful, then the implications of adult play 
and playfulness for well-being over a person’s lifetime are tremendous. The personal transformative 
features of play and its behaviour trait, playfulness, are fundamental to the recreative condition of an 
individual’s existence. Play has the power to transform. This innate quality of play is of the highest order 
and analysing the lived experience of adult playfulness in the workplace could have significant positive 
consequences for the well-being of adults. 
 
Risks:  

• There are no known or anticipated risks to you by participating in this research or [E.G., 
EMOTIONAL, SOCIAL, PSYCHOLOGICAL, PHYSICAL, ECONOMIC, ETC.] 
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Withdrawal of Participation:   

• You may withdraw at any time without explanation or consequence.   

• Should you withdraw, your data will be deleted and shredded. 

• By consenting to be interviewed participants are agreeing to ongoing consent consisting of 
follow up interviews and the possibility of using the data in future research. 

• The researcher is seeking your approval to waive confidentiality as the researcher would like to 
use audio and video in translation of the results. 
 

Research Results will [may] be Used/Disseminated in the Following Ways:  

• Research results will be communicated directly to the participants. 

• Research results will be made available as a journal article or thesis posted on University 

of Victoria website UVic Space, which can be accessed by the public, through 

presentations, the media, and publications. 
 
Disposal of Data 

• Data from this study will be disposed of: ELECTRONIC DATA WILL BE ERASED; PAPER COPIES 
WILL BE SHREDDED. Data will be disposed of five years after the study is complete. 

 
Questions or Concerns:  

• Contact the researcher(s) using the information at the top of page 1. 

• Contact the Human Research Ethics Office, University of Victoria, (250) 472-4545 ethics@uvic.ca 
 
Consent  
Your signature below indicates that you understand the above conditions of participation in this study 
and that you have had the opportunity to have your questions answered by the researchers, and that 
you consent to participate in this research project. 
 
 

     

Name of Participant  Signature  Date 
 

A copy of this consent will be left with you, and a copy will be taken by the researcher. 
 

mailto:ethics@uvic.ca
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Appendix E 

Interview Guide 

The Lived Experience of Playfulness in the Workplace. 

Interview Guide 

 

Interviewer will have a general understanding of the context in which participants work/ 

have worked. 

Welcome 

set comfortable relaxed atmosphere  

explain study and that it is exploring playfulness, not play  

confirm that consent form has been signed  

tell participants that they are free to stop the interview at anytime  

 

Describe playfulness in the context of employment 

Interviewer: some of the most playful experiences that I have had at work have been creating 

new promotional projects for the organization with which I have been involved…  

Thinking of being at work, can you describe playful experiences that you have had at work? 

 

How did/does it feel to be playful? at work?  

 

How often might playfulness have occurred for you?  
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How long might the feelings of playfulness have lasted? 

  

Was/ is there a line between feeling playful and not feeling playful?  

 

When might it not be a time to be playful?  

 

Can you/did you feel playful at work on your own?  

 

Do you/did you ever initiate playfulness for a group of people?  

 

Do you recall specific reactions to your initiation or behaviour of playfulness?  

 

Feelings of playfulness in the workplace 

While at work did you/do you know that you are in a playful state? 

 

Is there something that initiates playfulness for you? Is there an antecedent to playfulness? 

 

How do you feel before feeling playful?  

 

How do you feel after feeling playful?  

 

Reflect on a time when you did not feel playful at work? How did you feel?  

 

Conditions for playfulness in the workplace 

Is there a good way for you to get to feeling playful at work? 

 

Are there/were there certain conditions that have to/had to be in place before you could feel 

playful?  

 

Are there/were there things that constrain playfulness?  

 

Are there/were there things that enhance and enable playfulness?  

 

Did you/do you have control over these conditions?  

 

Can you feel playful at work on your own?  

 

Can you feel playful at work with others?  

 

Do you/did you use playfulness as a tool at work? 

 

Did you ever decide on purpose to be playful at work?  

 

If so, for what purpose?  

 

Does a playful state evolve over time or can it happen immediately “out of the blue”? 
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Do you think a playful state can be sustained at work?  

 

Are there positive impacts of playfulness at work? 

 

Are there negative impacts to playfulness at work?  

 

Do you think playfulness is planned or spontaneous, or both?  

 

Final interview questions 

Overall, does playfulness have a place in the workplace setting?  

 

Why or why not?  

 

For you, would there be one word that would capture and define playfulness in the workplace?  

Thank you very much. 

 

Appendix F 

 

NVivo Coding 
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Appendix G 

 

Provocative Statements/Words and Phrases Regarding Playfulness 
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You’re free to let go and have fun It’s taking advantage of the moment 

 

You’re Free You’re Loose  Carefree You feel light  Lighten up  

 

It’s a bendable moment  It can liberate a whole group 

 

Conducive to friendliness You can be goofy You can be silly It’s an attitude  

 

It’s a belief You can let it go     You can make fun of yourself     

 

It can be a personal discipline and a work practice 

 

It’s a good way to deepen engagement and a sense of connections 

 

It just makes the whole experience more meaningful 

 

It’s a helpful tool to create an environment where you can overcome difficult tasks and 

prepare yourself to respond 

 

It’s ecstatic 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Appendix H 

Conceptual Coding 

 

 

Using playfulness as a tool 

 

Productivity, creativity, mental health, group cohesiveness, skills development 
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Individual personal history 

Individual personality characteristics  Improvising/spontaneity 

 

Reactions to playfulness 

Relationships among co-workers 

 Personality characteristics of leader 

 

 

 

 

 

Feelings of being playful and feelings of not being playful 

 

Workplace conditions/bureaucracy 

      

Relationships among co-workers Personal history 

Personality characteristics of leader 

Personality characteristics of co-workers 

 
 

Permission to be playful 

 

Role modelling by leader of playful behaviours 

 

Creating positive and trusting relationships among 

co-workers 

Development of cohesiveness among co-workers  Allowing vulnerability to playfulness 

 

 

Antecedents to playfulness 

 

Conditions within the workplace 

 

Leadership    Workplace bureaucracy Personal history 

 

Creating positive workplace relationships   Role modelling playful behaviours 

 

Permission to be vulnerable to be playful 

 

 

Conditions enhancing/restricting playfulness 
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Playfulness role modelling by leader  Personal history  

 

Individual personality characteristics   Using playfulness as a tool 

 

 

Appropriateness of playfulness 

 

Playfulness has boundaries  Feelings of initiating playfulness 

 

Spontaneous/imposed/contrived Responses to initiation of   

      playfulness 

 

Individual personality characteristics  Personal history 

  

 

Workplace culture/bureaucracy 

 

Playfulness on one’s own Personality characteristics of leader  

 

Workplace setting 

 

 

Risk/Danger 

 

Personal history Individual personality characteristics   

 

Workplace culture/bureaucracy allowing or disallowing playful behaviour   

 

 

Playfulness at work and the COVID-19 global pandemic 

 

Provincial health guidelines and orders Individual personality characteristics 

 

  Workplace setting/bureaucracy 
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Appendix I 

 

 

Conceptualized Coding Animation 

 

Playfulness 

animation.mp4
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Appendix J 

 

Literature Review Podcast Preview 

 

 

2018 04 20 Play And 

Playfulness Literature Review Podcast Preview.m4a 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


