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Playfulness in adults: an examination of play and playfulness
and their implications for coaching
Renee Lockwood and Sean O’Connor
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ABSTRACT
Playandplayfulnesshavebeenseminal tohumanculture formillennia.
Twentieth-century scientific enquiry was largely concerned with their
evolutionary benefits, though humanistic psychology, and later
positive psychology came to view them as attached to greater
human values and meaning creation. Due to their myriad forms and
manifestations, play and playfulness have been difficult to define
and measure. This paper will explore the nature of these
problematics. It will also highlight the most salient research
concerning the benefits of play and playfulness, and the subsequent
implications for coaching. Based on the latest literature, a definition
of play and playfulness apposite to the coaching framework is
offered, along with suggestions for future research directions.
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Practice points

. To which field of practice area(s) in coaching is your contribution directly relevant? This
article is relevant to coaching practitioners across various domains who are interested
in incorporating the research and praxes emerging from the field of positive psychology
into their own work.

. What do you see as the primary contribution your submission makes to coaching practice?
This contribution summarises the most salient research on play and playfulness, outlin-
ing the most useful definitions for the purposes of coaching. Further, it highlights not
only the value and potential efficacy of play and playfulness, but also the complexity of
these concepts, and the subsequent need for a nuanced approach when incorporating
them into case conceptualisations and coaching practice.

. What are its tangible implications for practitioners?
Fostering playfulness may improve academic performance, foster creativity and inno-
vation, promote healthy relationships and help to build coping strategies.
Play and playfulness are subjective, context-specific constructs, and coaches should
employ evidence-based practice when utilising them.
Particularly within organisational contexts, playfulness interventions which are not care-
fully considered may have counter-productive effects.
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Introduction

Play and playfulness: an overview

Throughout human history, play has occupied a place in myriad cultures beyond the para-
digm of secular enjoyment. Forming the basis of religious rituals, game play has been used
for divination, to alter human consciousness, to commune with the gods, and to solidify
socio-cultural bonds and identities (Caillois, 1961; Galand, 1971). It is thus perhaps unsur-
prising that the twentieth century saw the birth of the scientific study of play and its
relationship to human culture and psychology. While this interest was initially focussed
on childhood development, Huizinga’s seminal work Homo Ludens (1955) brought the
construct into the broader academic discourse, arguing that play is a constituent of all
flourishing societies.

Since then, evolutionary models offered a common lens through which to view play,
suggesting that it developed through processes of natural selection (Göncü & Gaskins,
2007). In this vein, theorists have argued that play provides mammals – including
humans – with essential practice for future skills (Bjorklund & Pellegrini, 2002; Smith,
1982), including cooperation and planning for the unexpected (Spinka, Newberry, &
Bekoff, 2001).

Yet the utility of play has been shown to extend far beyond its evolutionary parameters.
During the early to mid-twentieth century, humanistic psychologists began to explore the
construct of playfulness in the context of self-actualisation, linking it with the free
expression of the authentic self. Abraham Maslow, for example, listed playfulness as a
‘Being-Value’; one that reflects the way the world appears during a ‘peak-experience’
and thus contributing to the creation of meaning in human existence (Maslow, 1970, 1999).

Given the importance placed on the support of, and development towards, flourishing
and self-actualisation within the fields of coaching and positive psychology, it would seem
important to identify current theoretical and empirical developments regarding the con-
structs of play and playfulness which may support or inform the application of coaching.

Play and playfulness in positive psychology

Drawing on humanistic psychological theory, the newer field of positive psychology has
maintained the view of playfulness as a potentially important and positive contributor
to human experience. Peterson and Seligman (2004) have classified playfulness as
being connected to the character strength ‘humour’, which falls under the broader cat-
egory of transcendence, and is thus seen to provide meaning and connection with a
larger universe. While the specific nature of these connections has been questioned
(Proyer & Ruch, 2011), the corresponding Values In Action (VIA) survey is commonly
employed within coaching engagements in order to create positive psychology interven-
tions. Certainly, within the domain of positive psychology, play and playfulness are
regarded as important to human flourishing and psychological health. For example,
Quality of Life Therapy (Frisch, 2013), an evidence-based approach to well-being
through positive psychology interventions, focus on play as 1 of 16 areas that impact
an individual’s well-being.

This perspective on playfulness is supported by empirical research, which shows that it
predicts numerous benefits in both children and adults (Son, Kerstetter, Yarnal, & Baker,
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2007), including enhanced positive affect and motivation (Barnett, 2011a; Guitard, Ferland,
& Dutil, 2005; Peterson & Seligman, 2004). It has also been connected to emotional stability
(Berk, Mann, & Ogan, 2006), divergent thinking (Baer, 1993), creative expression (Singer &
Singer, 1998), and overall increases in well-being (Barnett, 1998; Staempfli, 2007).

Discussion

Problems of definition and the implications for coaching

Conceptually, play and playfulness represent complex structures that are difficult to
define. To begin, it is important to recognise their connection; playfulness is integral to
play. Yet, as Youell (2008) asserts, ‘much of what passes for play in our current society is
devoid of playfulness’ (p. 122). This is an important point, highlighted further by Proyer
and Wagner’s (2015) call for the need to differentiate between various types of adult
play, particularly regarding those, like sensation-seeking behaviours, which are often over-
looked. Indeed, Csikszentmihalyi’s description of what makes play enjoyable – intense
focus using skills to meet goals and losing a sense of time and self – have been used to
argue that gambling qualifies as play, and is thus potentially beneficial (Kusyszyn, 1984).
While this may be true in numerous contexts, this example calls attention to the complex-
ities of both play and playfulness.

In contrast to play, several attempts to scientifically identity and measure playfulness
have been made, largely based on the dimensions of spontaneity, pleasure, joy, imagin-
ation, curiosity, and humour (Guitard et al., 2005), though the majority of these measure-
ments have related to children (Barnett, 1990; Lieberman, 1977). With play generally
regarded to be a social act, playfulness has been understood as important in forming
social bonds, and has thus been associated with extroversion (Peterson & Seligman,
2004). Interestingly, it is also correlated with intrinsically motivated goals and life aspira-
tions (Proyer, 2012), along with the desire to experience internal rewards (Barnett,
2011b). In regards to its nature, Youell (2008) describes playfulness as a ‘state of mind’
in which ‘an individual can think flexibly, take risks with ideas (or interactions), and
allow creative thoughts to emerge’ (p. 122). While Youell’s (2008) definition places empha-
sis on the cognitive nature of playfulness, the majority of scientific approaches are
grounded in the understanding that playfulness is a personality trait or predisposition
(Barnett, 1990, 2007; Schaefer, 1993; Trevlas, Grammatikopoulos, Tsigilis, & Zachopoulou,
2003). Perhaps the most widely employed definition of playfulness (see, e.g. Proyer,
2014c; Qian & Yarnal, 2011) is that offered by Barnett, who describes playfulness as ‘the
predisposition to frame (or reframe) a situation in such a way as to provide oneself (and
possibly others) with amusement, humour, and/or entertainment’ (Barnett, 2007,
p. 955). This definition is significant for two reasons, and requires unpacking.

Firstly, this binding of playfulness and humour permeates the literature. Peterson and
Seligman (2004) combine them to create a single character strength, ‘humour [playful-
ness]’ defined as ‘liking to laugh and tease; bringing smiles to other people; seeing the
light side; making (not necessarily telling) jokes’ (p. 30; see also Seligman, 2002, p. 157).
However, recent research suggests that adult playfulness does not necessarily correlate
with humour, and that, while related, they are in fact distinct (Proyer, 2014a; Proyer &
Jehle, 2013). Indeed, recent studies have shown that playfulness in adults often correlates
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just as strongly with intellectual factors like possessing wit, critical thinking, and cognitive
spontaneity (Proyer, 2011, 2014a). Additionally, other VIA strengths besides humour are
found to be strong predictors of playfulness, including appreciation of beauty and excel-
lence (Proyer & Ruch, 2011). Coaches should thus take a more nuanced approach to play-
fulness and its nature during case conceptualisation. If the concept of playfulness is to be
integrated into a coach’s understanding of their client, through case conceptualisation, in
order to inform intervention approaches, a careful nuanced understanding of playfulness
is required in order for effective application towards positive outcomes. An example of the
need for this exists in aging and retired populations, who have been shown to remain
playful, though to conceive of this differently from younger individuals (Yarnal & Qian,
2011). The example provided suggests that if a coach is to employ playfulness in their
case conceptualisation when working with a client, then the client’s conceptions of play-
fulness may need to be established in order for a shared understanding to inform colla-
borative change approaches. Without establishing this shared understanding specific to
the coachee, a coach runs the risk of misunderstanding and potentially limiting the effec-
tiveness of any intervention design seeking to leverage the benefits of playfulness.

Further, Barnett’s widely used definition also reflects the common understanding of
playfulness as a stable, unchanging personality trait (Webster & Martocchio, 1992;
Yager, Kappelman, Maples, & Prybutok, 1997), a definition that leaves little room for its
potential cultivation through coaching interventions. However, as Boyer (1997) points
out, an inherent or genetic model of playfulness has never been theoretically or empiri-
cally established, and a deterministic perspective on the development of adult playfulness
is not yet tenable (Gordon, 2014). Indeed, the most recent measurements of playfulness
are showing greater nuance in this regard. As such, a brief discussion of these is required
before a working definition of play and playfulness within an applied coaching and posi-
tive psychology framework can be offered.

Measures of playfulness

A primary reason why forming a definition of adult playfulness has proved problematical is
that it exists in various forms, making it difficult to isolate or measure (Gordon, 2014; Peter-
son & Seligman, 2004). As discussed, the list of strengths in the VIA survey includes humour
(and playfulness), thus measuring the extent to which individuals possess it in relation to
other character strengths. However, this instrument does not measure the unique qualities
of playfulness within an individual. Further, Barnett’s (2007) study of young–adult playful-
ness must be seen as potentially problematic for older adults who may conceive of and
relate to the construct quite differently (Yarnal & Qian, 2011). The same problem applies
to Staempfli’s (2007) Adolescent Playfulness Scale. Correspondingly, while an Adult Play-
fulness Scale was presented two decades ago (Glynn & Webster, 1992), many of its com-
ponents were based on the research and measurements of children’s playfulness, and are
thus potentially inconsistent with adult perceptions of the construct.

Recent scientific interest in the value of playfulness is evidenced by the sudden increase
in potentially more nuanced measurements for adult playfulness that have emerged in the
last four years. Yarnal and Qian (2011), for example, recently proffered a scale for measur-
ing playfulness in adults aged 65 and over, finding that playful older adults are psycholo-
gically upbeat, cognitively spontaneous, creative, humorous, whimsical, impish, and
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inclined to instigate unexpected or quirky events. This latter characteristic was significant
in that it was not observed in the studies of children or young adults, suggesting that play-
fulness is in fact more of an attitude than a trait (Yarnal & Qian, 2011), and thus potentially
capable of cultivation.

More recently, two instruments for measuring adult playfulness have emerged. Firstly,
the Short Measurement of Adult Playfulness (SMAP) was designed to measure the onset
and intensity of the playful experience (Proyer, 2012). With less focus on humour, the
scale is potentially more suitable for adult understandings of play and playfulness. The
SMAP has been used to evidence that playfulness is comparable across age spans, and
that playful individuals express this trait in various and divergent age-specific ways
(Proyer, 2014b). Secondly, the Adult Playfulness Trait Scale (APTS) assesses ‘an individual’s
disposition for uninhibited and spontaneous fun’ (Shen, Chick, & Zinn, 2014b, p. 345). This
scale is based on the premise that previous measurements of playfulness have been pro-
blematic due to the mixing of psychological qualities (curiosity, intrinsic-motivation, etc.)
with behaviours (laughing, teasing, etc.). The authors of the APTS thus focussed on the
interconnected cognitive qualities central to playfulness, specifically intrinsic fun-
seeking motivation, uninhibitedness, and spontaneity (Shen, Chick, & Zinn, 2014a).

Further to the position expressed above, the changing conception of playfulness across
time suggests that there is a developmental component to how playfulness emerges,
changes or is expressed across the life span. Given the positive benefits identified
above for playfulness in older adults and the potential for cultivation of a playful attitude,
coaching would seem to be well placed as a practical intervention methodology to scaf-
fold and support the development of effective playful attitudes for individual benefit.

Play and playfulness defined for a coaching framework

Considering the above discussion, it is possible to propose a working definition of playful-
ness which is apposite to coaching. Within this framework, playfulness may be understood
as a cognitive attitude towards being intrinsically motivated and uninhibited, supported
through a behavioural orientation towards fun-seeking and spontaneity. Based on the
latest research into playfulness, this definition encompasses the primary qualities
observed in playful adults, while allowing for a more subjective and nuanced application,
based on the age, strengths, and personality of the coaching client while also identifying
the potential for development approaches.

When anchored in this definition, play can be defined as the thinking, actions, and
activities, which express, facilitate, and promote feelings of playfulness. Within the frame-
work of applied positive psychology and coaching, these activities will also tend to
promote feelings of relatedness, autonomy, and engagement, as well as improved well-
being.

Evidence for the benefits of playfulness and implications for coaching

As an applied positive psychology, a primary function of coaching is the enhancement of
well-being, as well as the facilitation of organisational or individual flourishing. As such, the
ample research supporting the benefits of playfulness in this regard has important impli-
cations for coaching theory and practice. Coaches working within adult education should
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be aware of the fact that fostering playfulness may in fact improve university student per-
formance (Proyer, 2011; Proyer and Ruch, 2011). Further, a strong positive correlation
between playfulness and creativity in adults has been used to suggest its enhancement
within organisations will promote innovation (Bateson & Martin, 2013; Bateson & Nettle,
2014; Styhre, 2013); a task that a coach is well-positioned to facilitate. However, more
than supporting academic or commercial success, playfulness can be incorporated into
coaching practice in order to pursue higher value goals and foster well-being.

Evidence for the benefits of playfulness to human relationships exists in various con-
texts, from intimate, romantic connections (Aune &Wong, 2002; Aron et al., 2000), to work-
place and organisational interactions (Yu, Wu, Chen, & Lin, 2007). In particular, the laughter
and shared positive experience elicited by social play has been shown to assist in the cre-
ation of lasting social bonds and attachments (Aron et al., 2000). Because quality, suppor-
tive relationships are primary contributors to well-being (Berscheid, 2003), their facilitation
is a commonly identified goal within coaching engagements. Subsequently, employing
interventions that cultivate playfulness within various relationships could be highly ben-
eficial. For couples and families, this might include dancing or singing together
(Campion & Levita, 2014; Gordon, 2014), though the individual client’s perception of play-
fulness must of course be considered in case conceptualisations. In an organisational
context, the creation of environments conducive to playfulness may facilitate its emer-
gence (Qian & Yarnal, 2011). Coaches could work with leaders in organisations to construct
situational contexts in which playfulness is promoted and its benefits utilised.

Possibly the most salient research on adult playfulness in regards to coaching is that
which correlates a playful attitude with stress-reduction and coping strategies (Hutchin-
son, Yarnal, Staffordson, & Kerstetter, 2008). Playful people have been found to more fre-
quently employ adaptive coping strategies, and be less likely to employ avoidant, negative
ones than their less playful counterparts (Magnuson & Barnett, 2013). This is important
considering that adaptive coping strategies are strongly correlated with well-being and
mental health (Vaillant, 2004). Further, individuals with medium to high levels of playful-
ness have been shown to experience lower levels of stress (Qian & Yarnal, 2011). Magnu-
son and Barnett (2013) suggest that this may be a result of less playful individuals
possessing fewer resources to deal with stressors, while those higher in playfulness are
able to perceive stressful situations as mere ‘bumps in life’ (p. 137). This supports the
idea that playfulness is a valuable positive psychological construct which, when cultivated,
is able to broaden one’s momentary thought-action repertoire, and thus build the per-
sonal recourses necessary for coping and flourishing (Fredrickson, 2001). Given the
inclusion of play as a positive emotion within the broaden and build theory (Fredrickson,
2001) for enhancing well-being, and the relevance to this model for coaching approaches
to support flourishing, playfulness would seem an important construct for coaches to work
with.

In coaching, this may prove to be particularly important in regards to aging popu-
lations, for whom the cultivation of positive emotions through play and playfulness may
assist in difficult times of transition such as retirement. Here, coaches could work with
clients to promote playfulness through preferred leisure activities. Additionally, they
could work with a cognitive behavioural approach, seeking to support playful cognitions
and playful interpretation of everyday experience in order to support flourishing when
other forms of engagement may be limited. While relevant to the elderly, this approach
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may be just as useful in any context where a more playful attitude or interpretation is
possible.

Finally, playfulness and coping are both constructs which emphasise the cognitive
reframing of situations in order to obtain more positive outcomes. Indeed, Magnuson
and Barnett (2013) have evidenced a linear rise in positive reframing as playfulness
increased. Given that a primary role of the coach is to help foster novel and creative
ways of perceiving situations and circumstances in clients, playfulness may well be an
important construct for coaches to incorporate into their praxes. It has been argued
that simply by engaging in playful acts, one cultivates playfulness, and thus potentially
benefits from the advantages it proffers (Gordon, 2014). Coaching interventions in this
regard could include recollections of times in the past when the client felt playful, in
order to tap into their own experiences of the sensation. This could also be done
through keeping a playfulness diary, recording times throughout the week when these
feelings were experienced. Finally, the coach may suggest interactions with people who
the client identifies as being playful, since surrounding oneself with such individuals, or
even playful animals, may increase this tendency in the coachee (Gordon, 2014). Further-
more, if engaging in playfulness potentially unlocks creative approaches to goal attain-
ment as suggested here, coaches might be able to include activities and approaches
within coaching sessions that induce a playful experience. By being more playful and
creating a playful climate, coaches might additionally unlock their own creative and
complex understanding of a client’s situation, which could in turn be supportive of
well-being and goal attainment both within and across coaching sessions.

Further implications for coaching

While play and playfulness are clearly relevant to coaching, the act of play itself is
potentially not enough to elicit the benefits suggested by the positive psychology
research. As Csikszentmihalyi (2008) has argued, a professional athlete may be
involved in the act of play without any real engagement. Similarly, while play and
playfulness may be encouraged by coaches within organisations, as is often seen in
team-building activities, the context, environment, and type of activity will clearly
impact the outcomes of this. Indeed, recent research has suggested that the familiarity
of more traditional game-based structures of leadership and team-building activities
in the workplace can trigger resistance (Dennis, 2014). Consequently, the facilitation
of activities that require a greater level of spontaneity and the disruption of everyday
thinking, such as improvisation, may be more effective in promoting feelings of play-
fulness and the social bonds it creates (Dennis, 2014). Coaches should be particularly
mindful of these concepts when focussing on play and playfulness within executive
and organisational contexts.

Finally, the value of playfulness within the coaching engagement should be considered.
Tschannen-Moran and Tschannen-Moran (2010) suggest that allowing the coachee to ‘see
the lighter side of things’ may enable them to become flexible and open to changes and
development (p. 45). Peltier (2010) also suggests that executive coaches should make it a
priority to combine fun with work during the coaching engagement, though concedes
that this should be done carefully in order to suit the unique traits of the client. Certainly,
a primary purpose of coaching is to elicit passion, excitement, and purpose in the client in
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relation to their goals, and maintaining a playful atmosphere may contribute to this
endeavour.

Given the argument so far, playfulness seems to be an important consideration not only
for how coaches run a session and their use of playful attitudes for the coaching process,
but also for how a coachee may benefit from seeking playful experiences and developing
playful attitudes in the attainment of their goals and their broader experience more gen-
erally. However, a number barriers exist that may limit the leveragability of the playfulness.
Currently, the coaching industry is often belaboured in establishing itself as a professional
and efficacious developmental approach. Particularly when coaching in organisations, a
degree of formalisation accompanied by a serious tone flavours agreements and inter-
actions alike. Integrating playfulness in these formal engagements may require careful
explanation, which also reinforces the need for coaches to have a clear understanding
of the evidence base supporting its application.

Additionally, given the variation of individual conceptions of playfulness, coaches may
need to be quite flexible and adaptive (or even playful) in how they express their own play-
fulness, as well as how it is integrated into intervention design and client case conceptu-
alisation. Coaches need to carefully consider the application and their own expression of
playfulness based on the individual conceptions their clients hold.

Research on play and playfulness in adults is often carried out in relation to leisure and
free time (Barnett, 2011a; Qian & Yarnal, 2011). Considering the fact that this arena consti-
tutes one in which individuals are not constrained by the realities of work and every day
existence, and thus freer to be and express their ‘authentic’ selves, this is a logical corre-
lation (Csikszentmihalyi, 1975). However, while the field of leisure is indeed a burgeoning
area of research, an understanding that playfulness occurs or is facilitated only in these
‘out-of-the-ordinary’ contexts is extremely limiting, particularly considering its potential
for enhancing well-being. Further, much of the research done in this area is carried out
on emerging-adult and college populations, who quite possibly perceive leisure and play-
fulness differently to older populations engaged in full-time work and family duties
(Barnett, 2011b; Qian & Yarnal, 2011). It could be argued that the potential for the cultiva-
tion of playfulness in adults in everyday life – rather than solely within leisure time – should
be regarded as an important area of future research, particularly within the field of coach-
ing psychology.

Another limitation of the application of playfulness in coaching is the fact that, to date,
no specific empirical research exists in which playfulness in coaching has been applied and
tested directly. While much utility is implied here and appropriately inferred from the
empirical base on playfulness that exists more broadly, a conservative approach is
suggested. As is the case with much of the empirical base for coaching, more direct evi-
dence is required.

Conclusion

Clearly, the constructs of play and playfulness are more complex than might be assumed.
Within a coaching context, this complexity should not be ignored. Evidence-based,
nuanced approaches should be taken during case conceptualisation and intervention
design. At least to some extent, consultation with clients is necessary in order to clarify
their subjective, context-specific, and age-appropriate understanding of playfulness.
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Once these aspects are considered, the potential for coaching engagements to utilise the
benefits of playfulness as evidenced by positive psychology research is considerable.

The field of coaching psychology would benefit from future research on the efficacy of
such tailored interventions, as well as the reality of playfulness cultivation in adults. If Hui-
zinga (1955) was correct in his hypothesis that play is foundational in the human drive to
create thriving civilisations, ones which pulse with creative expression and innovation,
then perhaps it is an inherently human trait, and thus one which may be cultivated in
many, if not all, populations. Considering the benefits play and playfulness appear to offer,
particularly in regard to overall psychological well-being, it is certainly a construct worthy
of further researchwith particular attention to development and applicationwithin coaching.
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