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ABSTRACT
In recent years, the role of play in the workplace has changed dramatically. Activities and
behaviours that were once considered irrelevant or, at worst, detrimental to achieving
organisational objectives are now being recognised as offering pathways to desired hedonic
and instrumental outcomes at work (e.g., energy, high performance). In light of this shift,
practice has powered ahead of research to adopt play-at-work activities (e.g., gamification,
corporate outings), yet many of the pathways to desired outcomes remain unclear, presenting
challenges for scholars and practitioners. The present thesis contributes to our understanding
of the dimensionality of play-at-work activities and examines pathways to desired hedonic
and instrumental outcomes rooted in the psychological experience play behaviour at work. In
Chapter 1, I provide a general introduction and overview and introduce two key concepts that
will be examined throughout the thesis—activity-based play-at-work and playful
engagement. In Chapter 2, I review and integrate the literature on activity-based play-at-work
to produce a two-dimensional typology of play-at-work activities. By applying an
overarching energy-management framework (Quinn et al., 2012), I highlight these activities’
effectiveness for managing energy in the workplace and emphasise the need for research to
examine the psychological experience of play in the workplace. In Chapter 3, I introduce the
concept of playful engagement as an indicator of this abovementioned psychological
experience and as a first step to addressing this gap. I then develop and validate a measure of
the construct (n = 396 across two samples). In Chapter 4, I draw upon an energy-management
framework to examine playful engagement’s downstream effects on performance outcomes
via the mediating mechanism of task interest using a random experiencing-sampling
methodology (n = 248 across two samples). In these studies, I also develop and test
hypotheses regarding the likely impact of stable and malleable features of an employee’s
work design (i.e., time pressure, work autonomy) on playful engagement and its links to
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hedonic and instrumental outcomes. Finally, in Chapter 6, I discuss the theoretical and
practical contributions of the thesis as a whole and outline where future research is required
to enhance our understanding of play’s effects in the organisation.
Keywords: Play at work, fun, energy management, hedonic, instrumental
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CHAPTER 1
General Introduction

18

1.1.

Background, Aims and Objectives
Many prominent organisations around the world, including Facebook, LinkedIn, and

Zappos, have embraced the idea that play at work may have benefits for employees and the
organisation’s bottom line (Schmidt & Rosenberg, 2014). Whether it be tabletop games,
leading a workshop with LEGO bricks, or ‘goofing off’ with a colleague, play has made a home
for itself in the modern organisation (Michelli, 2012; Stewart, 2013). However, there remain
several unanswered questions about how we can best leverage play at work.
An issue limiting theoretical and practical advancement in the field of play-at-work is
the fact that there are multiple lines of research on play-at-work activities across different fields
(e.g., organisational behaviour, human-computer interaction), each of which has evolved
independently. A play-at-work activity (or activity-based play-at-work) 1 is defined as an
“activity undertaken in a work context that is interactive in nature and undertaken with the
goal of having fun” (Celestine & Yeo, 2020, p. 2). Examples of such activities include sillydress days (Fleming & Sturdy, 2009), LEGO serious play (Roos et al., 2004), and treating one’s
work as a game, puzzle, or sport (Abramis, 1990). The independent development of research
on these activities across fields has hindered the development of a common vocabulary and
architecture (Kelley, 1927; Unsworth et al., 2014). That is, the label ‘play’ as it relates to playat-work activities is used for seemingly different concepts across literatures, and seemingly
similar concepts are often given different labels. These problems, referred to as the “jingle”
and “jangle” fallacies respectively (Kelley, 1927), prevent consensus and consistency in the
literature, which limits accumulation and integration of knowledge.
A flow-on consequence of this issue is that the pathways between employees’
psychological experiences of play and outcomes remain unclear. In this thesis, I argue that
activity-based play-at-work creates the context within which employees invoke the
1In

this thesis (and particularly Chapter 2), I will alternate between using the terms play-at-work activities and activity-based
play-at-work. The reader should consider these terms to be synonymous.
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psychological experience of play at work and that different outcomes may flow from this
psychological experience. To illustrate via two different activities, the consequences of play’s
psychological experience during a corporate team-building activity involving the building of
block towers (e.g., improved team communication) will likely differ from those of the
psychological experience that a delivery worker experiences as she challenges herself to build
a stable prism of boxes upon her trolley while working (e.g., intrinsic motivation). Extant
research has not systematically examined these likely differences in outcomes rooted in playat-work’s psychological experience nor their differing pathways, antecedents, or boundary
conditions. This is problematic as recent works have suggested that the psychological
experience of play is critical for play-at-work activities to have their beneficial effects
(Celestine & Yeo, 2020; Mainemelis & Ronson, 2006), and some findings indicate that the
absence of this psychological experience may invoke a host of negative consequences (e.g.,
cynicism, Fleming & Sturdy, 2009; absenteeism, Plester & Hutchison, 2016).
In light of these gaps, this thesis aims to investigate the outcomes and antecedents of
play-at-work. As a first step toward achieving this aim, I begin by reviewing the literature on
activity-based play-at-work and forward a two-dimensional typology of the concept,
comprising four categories. I then unify these activities under an energy-management
framework (Quinn et al., 2012). The findings of this review and the resulting energymanagement framework highlight that the psychological experience of play is an important
proximal determinant of play-at-work’s hedonic and instrumental effects. Therefore, I
conceptualise the psychological experience of play-at-work via a new concept, which I call
playful engagement, develop and validate a psychometrically sound measure of this experience,
and deploy it in an examination of playful engagement’s antecedents, and hedonic and
instrumental outcomes, drawing on the principles of the abovementioned energy-management
framework.
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Below, I provide an overview of the chapters included in the present thesis and outline
how they contribute to addressing the abovementioned gaps in the literature.
1.2.

Overview of the Chapters
This thesis is composed of five chapters (including the present chapter). The present

chapter is the thesis’ introduction. Chapters 2, 3, and 4 are the body chapters, and Chapter 5 is
the discussion. It should be noted that Chapters 2 and 4 take the form of articles at different
stages of the publication process. Figure 1 shows the overall research model of the thesis and
illustrates how the three body chapters fit together.
Chapter 2, entitled Having some fun with it: A theoretical review and typology of
activity-based play-at-work, takes the form of an article manuscript that was published in the
Journal of Organizational Behavior’s Annual Review Issue (Celestine & Yeo, 2020). The
article presents an integrative review of the activity-based play-at-work literature. As noted
above, this review forms the essential groundwork needed to understand how the psychological
experience of play may flow from play-at-work activities. The article begins by considering
the scope of play-at-work activities and defines the concept based on two key criteria—
interactivity and the goal of fun. Following this, the search strategy for the literature review is
described, and the results of the review are presented in the form of a 2 x 2 typology comprising
four categories of activity-based play-at-work. In the discussion of this article, I overlay an
energy-management theory (Quinn et al., 2012) to highlight the four categories’ commonalities,
while applying specific energy-related theories to each category in such a way that can narrow
down and guide empirical investigations. This theory-building, linking an energy-management
framework to the field of play-at-work, subsequently remains a guiding theme throughout the
remainder of the research and the focal theoretical lens through which I argue we should
interpret play-at-work’s hedonic and instrumental effects.
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The absence of a valid and reliable instrument to measure the psychological experience
of play at work represents a major methodological challenge facing play-at-work scholars.
Thus, in Chapter 3 (which takes the form of a traditional thesis chapter), I describe the process
I undertook to develop and validate a psychometric scale used to operationalise the
psychological experience of play occurring through work tasks (i.e., playful engagement). First,
I employ a deductive methodology (Hinkin, 1998) to generate items for the Playful
Engagement Scale (PES) and assess their content validity. Second, I use a self-report
methodology to evaluate the psychometric properties of the PES according to different
timeframes and examine the nomological network of playful engagement in two samples (n =
577).
Chapter 4, entitled Playful engagement: A pathway to hedonic and instrumental
outcomes at work in the context of job demands and resources, takes the form of an unpublished
article manuscript. The article presents the results of two studies assessing playful engagement
in the field using a random experience-sampling methodology (Csikszentmihalyi & Larson,
2014). Specifically, I assess intraindividual fluctuations in playful engagement stemming from
one of the four categories in the abovementioned 2 x 2 matrix to explore the hedonic and
instrumental outcomes of this form of play—namely, task interest and performance,
respectively. Additionally, I draw on the principles of an energy-management framework
(Quinn et al., 2012), and particularly principles related to job crafting (Zhang & Parker, 2019),
to develop and test hypotheses regarding the likely impact of stable and malleable features of
an employee’s work design on playful engagement and its links to hedonic and instrumental
outcomes. Specifically, I examine one within-person antecedent of playful engagement (time
pressure) and the cross-level, between-person moderating effect of work autonomy. These data
are analysed using a three-level multilevel analysis approach (Muthén & Muthén, 1998).
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Finally, in Chapter 5, I discuss the overall findings of the research. Here, I elaborate on
how Chapters 2-4 contribute collectively to our understanding of play in organisations and
address important gaps in the literature. It is here that I also acknowledge the overall limitations
of this work and identify future research directions. Given that the empirical studies in this
research focus on just one of the four quadrants in the 2 x 2 typology, I make recommendations
for how forms of play behaviour flowing from the remaining three quadrants may be examined
in future research. Finally, I outline practical implications for managers, detailing how they
may harness and facilitate play in organisations in such a way that serves to foster employee
energy effectively.
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FIGURE 1 – Overall Model for the Thesis

Self-/Peer-initiated

Manager-initiated Workembedded – A blending of
work and play initiated by
management.

Self-/Peer-initiated
Work-embedded – A
blending of play with work
tasks that is initiated
volitionally by worker/s.

Manager-initiated
Diversionary – Play
invoked as a managerial
initiative that is separate
from core work
responsibilities.

Self-/Peer-initiated
Diversionary – Play
pursuits initiated by
workers/peers and
undertaken whilst off-task.

InterIndividual
Level

Manager-initiated

Moderators / Mediators

Instrumental
Outcomes

Work
Autonomy
Performance

Intra-Individual

Diversionary

Work-embedded

Antecedents

Time
Pressure

Playful
Engagement

Task
Interest

Proficiency
Adaptivity
Proactivity

Note: The cell in the table that is outlined in bold (i.e., Self-/Peer-initiated Work-embedded) indicates the category of activity-based play-at-work that
acted as the context in which I examined the psychological experience of play-at-work (i.e., playful engagement) in Chapter 4 of this thesis. The
remaining cells represent avenues for future research.
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CHAPTER 2
Having Some Fun With it: A Theoretical Review and Typology of Activitybased Play-at-work
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HAVING SOME FUN WITH IT: A THEORETICAL REVIEW AND TYPOLOGY OF
ACTIVITY-BASED PLAY-AT-WORK
Nicole A. Celestine
University of Western Australia, Business School
Gillian Yeo
University of Western Australia, Business School

In recent decades, practitioner interest in the notion of ‘play’ at work has generated a surge of
research on the topic of play-at-work activities. Findings suggest that activity-based play-atwork can produce an array of positive outcomes for individuals and the organization. However,
there remains uncertainty about which forms of play are effective for meeting which particular
objectives as past reviews have either focused on a narrow activity or treated all activities as
uniform. In this paper, we draw on knowledge from the play and management literatures to
review 122 studies of activity-based play-at-work and its outcomes. By identifying several
activity-based play-at-work concepts from the literature, we apply both theoretical and datadriven approaches to generate a two-dimensional typology comprising four categories. These
categories are manager-initiated work-embedded play (e.g., serious play), self-/peer-initiated
work-embedded play (e.g., experiencing one’s work as a ‘game,’ ‘puzzle,’ or ‘sport’),
manager-initiated diversionary play (e.g., celebrations), and self-/peer-initiated diversionary
play (e.g., joking practices). In our discussion, we unify play-at-work activities under an
energy-management framework and consider implications for understanding each of the four
categories in our typology using both theories applied in past research and energy-related
theories from neighboring literatures.
Keywords:
Play at work; fun; energy management; hedonic; instrumental
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The presumed benefits of ‘play at work’ are creating waves in scholarly research (e.g.,
Petelczyc et al., 2018) and becoming increasingly salient within management circles. Managers
are rolling out playful initiatives (e.g., company outings) to their workforces in the hope of
forwarding an attractive view of the firm to potential applicants (Tews et al., 2012), work is
being ‘gamified’ using point systems (Deterding et al., 2011), and workers are being instructed
to use toys to foster innovation (Roos et al., 2004). These initiatives are all forms of activitybased play-at-work—the focus of this review. Despite the popularization of these play-at-work
activities, scholars face persistent challenges around their conceptualization. A recent flurry of
research has generated multiple overlapping forms of activity-based play-at-work, and as such,
we lack the theoretical precision required to understand distinctions between different types
and differential links to outcomes.
We address these challenges by developing a conceptual and theoretical organizing
framework for the activity-based play-at-work literature. Our first key contribution is to distill
activity-based play-at-work concepts into a typology that provides the necessary platform for
making advances in this space. Recent thinking argues that grounded typologies (Kluge, 2000)
capture empirical reality and synthesize theory, which can aid in identifying patterns in the
literature (Golan & Bamberger, 2015). Our second contribution is to introduce an energymanagement framework for understanding the four categories of play within our typology. This
contribution enables us to consider previously used theories, as well as those that have not yet
been considered, under a unified framework. Doing so identifies theoretical similarities and
distinctions between concepts, which can explain patterns of effects uncovered by our review
and inform directions for future research and theory building.
To understand the types of insights we can uncover via our approach, we highlight two
examples of activity-based play-at-work. Consider a worker who plays table soccer in the
breakroom and another who takes part in a LEGO serious play workshop. The table soccer is
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an off-task activity initiated by the employee, whereas serious play is part of one’s work and
initiated by management. Many questions arise when considering these differences. For
example, should we expect hedonic or instrumental benefits from each of these activities? How
intrinsically motivated will each employee be to participate? Is one of these activities more
likely to have a dark side? The current state of knowledge prevents us from answering these
questions. However, as we demonstrate in this review, our typology and the energymanagement framework that we apply to it allows us to hypothesize answers to existing
questions such as these, as well as generate novel questions concerning theory and practice.
To address our aims, we review 122 studies on activity-based play-at-work and distill
its forms into a two-dimensional typology. We then cross these dimensions to create four
categories of activity-based play-at-work and argue that existing theories cannot account for
the complexity in this construct’s multidimensionality. Therefore, to address this issue, we
introduce an energy-management framework in our discussion that not only emphasizes what
is common across play-at-work activities but also the uniqueness of each category, allowing us
to make targeted suggestions for theory-building and empirical research.
2.1.

What is Activity-based Play-at-work?
Scholars have taken different approaches to study play-at-work activities and have

grappled with conceptualization. We thus begin by summarizing existing work on the topic to
clarify the scope of our review and build our typology upon a clear definition of the concept.
Petelczyc et al. (2018) introduced Van Vleet and Feeney’s (2015) definition of adult
play from social psychology to the field of management to conceptualize play at work. This
definition comprises three components: a) the goals of amusement and fun, b) a high level of
interactivity among play partners or with the activity itself, and c) an enthusiastic and in-themoment attitude. We broaden this definition by excluding the component ‘in-the-moment
attitude’ because it excludes legitimate concepts (e.g., fun activities, some forms of ‘goofing
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off’). Thus, we define activity-based play-at-work as activity undertaken in a work context that
is interactive in nature and undertaken with the goal of having fun.
The Oxford dictionary defines ‘activity’ as “the condition in which things are happening
or being done” (Oxford Living Dictionary, 2018). We define the ‘activity’ component of
activity-based play-at-work in line with this definition. As such, any activity (e.g., a
conversation with a colleague, a work task) can be a context in which activity-based play-atwork occurs (i.e., not necessarily through a discrete recreational activity or event). Interactivity
refers to engagement with others, materials, or tasks. For instance, watching television alone
may be experienced as ‘fun,’ yet it is not ‘play’ as it lacks the component of interactivity.
Finally, fun is a discrete emotional experience characterized by pleasure (Kelly, 1987); we view
activity-based play-at-work as encompassing the goal to seek out or foster this emotional
experience for oneself or others. Thus, according to this definition, a game of table soccer in
the break room is likely to represent a play-at-work activity, yet lunchtime yoga or responding
to personal messages while at work may not if participation is driven by motives other than a
desire to have fun (e.g., health, parenting responsibilities).
We now note how activity-based play-at-work is distinct from other forms of play-atwork and related constructs. First, activity-based play-at-work concerns engagement in play
itself. In contrast, play as an organizational characteristic regards the extent to which
organizations are supportive of playful initiatives (Petelczyc et al., 2018), and trait playfulness
reflects a predisposition to approach activities in a playful way (Barnett, 2007). Second, we
note that activity-based play-at-work is distinct from conceptualizations of humor and
subsumes the notion of ‘workplace fun.’ Organizational humor regards amusing
communications that produce positive emotions and cognitions (Romero & Cruthirds, 2006).
While humor may manifest through some forms of activity-based play-at-work (e.g., a
humorous speech at a corporate celebration), the presence of humor is not a necessary
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component. For instance, most gamification initiatives are not inherently humorous. Workplace
fun refers to “any social, interpersonal, or task activities at work of a playful or humorous nature
which provide an individual with amusement, enjoyment, or pleasure” (Fluegge, 2008, p. 5).
Tews et al. (2012) have identified three workplace-fun concepts—co-worker socializing, fun
activities, and fun job responsibilities. While workplace fun can be passive, types of workplace
fun that are interactive and enacted with the goal of having fun are subsumed under our
definition, and our typology shows that the categories of workplace fun can be further broken
down. For instance, a key difference between fun activities and the play occurring through fun
job responsibilities is that the former is initiated by managers and the latter by the workers. As
we will demonstrate, this distinction has important implications.
2.2.

Reviewing the Literature: Typology Development and Findings
In this section, we detail our approach to reviewing the literature and present our results.

We begin by describing our search strategy and assessment of the components in our definition
of activity-based play-at-work. We then introduce our typology, followed by the categorization
scheme used to classify the outcomes examined in each article.
2.2.1. Search Strategy and Assessment of the Activity-based Play-at-work Definition
We aimed to identify all articles that examined activities occurring in the work context
through the lens of play or playfulness. To conduct our search, a bank of play-related terms
stemming from our definition was combined with work-related words in a search of 5 databases
(Google Scholar, ProQuest, EBSCOHost, Wiley, and Ovid).2 Irrelevant articles were excluded
using pre-defined exclusion criteria. 3 This process yielded 122 articles.

2Play-related

terms: ‘fun,’ ‘game,’ ‘gamification,’ ‘gamified,’ ‘gamify,’ ‘play,’ ‘playful.’ Work-related terms: ‘firm,’
‘companies,’ ‘company,’ ‘job,’ ‘organization,’ ‘task,’ ‘work.’ ‘Serious play’ and ‘organizational theater’ were also included
(it was clear that these activities were considered as play, but the original terms were not capturing them consistently).
3Only peer-reviewed academic journal articles in English were included in this review. Articles referring to play outside of a
work context were excluded. Further, play focused on skill acquisition or skill demonstration (e.g., selection and hiring
roleplays) or play activities designed specifically for learning a new skill (e.g., flight simulations) were also excluded.
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We first assessed the legitimacy of our revised definition. To begin, we extracted the
forms of activity-based play-at-work that emerged from the articles (e.g., gamification). We
hereafter refer to these forms as ‘concepts’ (see Table 1 for a list of these concepts). We then
applied a top-down process whereby we coded the concepts against the components in Van
Vleet and Feeney’s (2015) definition (i.e., the goal of fun, interactivity, and in-the-moment
attitude). We also noted whether any other components might have been missed. Consistent
with our revised definition, the notion of ‘in-the-moment attitude’ rarely appeared in
conceptualizations of play-at-work activities, and no additional components were observed.
Therefore, we maintained our decision to exclude the notion of in-the-moment attitude and
focused our definition on the components of ‘interactivity’ and ‘the goal of fun.’
2.2.2. Typology Development
We applied theoretical and data-driven approaches to distill the activity-based play-atwork concepts into an organized structure. This process yielded a two-dimensional typology
(see Table 2). The first dimension was derived from a top-down process whereby concepts
were categorized based on Mainemelis and Ronson’s (2006) distinction between ‘play as
diversion’ (occurring when staff are not engaged in work tasks) and ‘play as engagement’
(constituting a way to engage with work). We labeled these types diversionary play and workembedded play, respectively. The second dimension was derived via a bottom-up approach
whereby we identified sub-categories within both diversionary and work-embedded forms of
play. This process yielded the ‘initiator’ dimension, which refers to whether an act of play is a
top-down initiative from management or bottom-up from the individual/peers.
We observed that the majority of activity-based play-at-work concepts that exist in the
literature are characterized as occurring when workers are either on- or off-task (corresponding
to work-embedded and diversionary activities, respectively) and are stated as being the
initiative of either managers or workers rather than jointly initiated. Therefore, we
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TABLE 1 – Summary of Review Findings

DIVERSIONARY

WORK-EMBEDDED

Concepts (% of articles addressing
this concept)

Dominant
outcome
categories

Least dominant
outcome
categories

Key observations from review findings

Managerinitiated

Gamification
Serious play
Organizational theater
Experiential learning
Play cues
Other

(16.39%) Performance;
(10.66%) communication1
(7.38%)
(1.64%)
(0.82%)
(9.02%)

Attitudes

Frequent reference to metaphor as a means
of communicating ideas and subsequently
improving performance.

Self/Peerinitiated

Work as a ‘game,’
‘puzzle,’ or ‘sport’
Fun job responsibilities
Identity play
‘Galumphing’
Other

Performance;
(5.74%) affect
(1.64%)
(1.64%)
(0.82%)
(10.66%)

Communication

Exhibited the least construct clarity; calls
for future examinations.

Managerinitiated

Fun activities
Celebrations
Other

(10.66%) Performance;
(2.46%) attitudes
(7.38%)

Motivation;
communication

May or may not foster positive attitudes
about the firm in the minds of prospective
staff; risk of fostering negative attitudes
(and possibly resistance and cynicism)
among existing staff.

Self/Peerinitiated

Co-worker socializing
Joking practices
‘Goofing off’
Other

(5.74%)
(4.10%)
(3.28%)
(4.92%)

Motivation

Encompasses various deviant behaviors;
sometimes elicited disapproval from
management; served as a break from work

Affect; behavior

1

While ‘communication’ was not the second-most dominant outcome category for manager-initiated work-embedded play, this was the category in which findings on communication appeared
most, typically appearing together with findings related to performance.
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TABLE 2 – Four Categories of Activity-based Play-at-work and Examples of Concepts

Self-/Peer-initiated

Manager-initiated

Work-embedded

Diversionary

Manager-initiated Work-embedded – A blending of Manager-initiated Diversionary – Play invoked as a
work and play initiated by management.
managerial initiative that is separate from core work
• Gamification
responsibilities.

•

(The use of game design elements in non-game contexts;
Deterding et al., 2011)

•

Fun activities (e.g., a golf outing)
(Tews et al., 2012)

LEGO Serious Play
(Roos et al., 2004)

•

Work ceremony
(Fun, pre-planned events that bring staff together in celebration of
achievements, milestones, or special occasions; Dandridge, 1986)

Self-/Peer-initiated Work-embedded – A blending
of play with work tasks that is initiated volitionally by
worker/s.
•

•

Galumphing
(Suspension of instrumental goals to explore alternate
means of completing a task, usually just for fun; Miller,
1973)

Self-/Peer-initiated Diversionary – Play pursuits initiated
by workers/peers and undertaken whilst off-task.
•

‘Goofing off’
(Abramis, 1990)

•

Jokes; physical joking practices; clowning; nicknaming; satire
(Strömberg & Karlsson, 2009)

Feeling of work as a ‘game,’ ‘puzzle,’ or ‘sport’
(Abramis, 1990)
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crossed the diversionary/work-embedded dimension with the initiator dimension to distinguish
four types of activity-based play-at-work, which are hereafter referred to as ‘categories.’
Manager-initiated work-embedded play refers to play that is embedded into work tasks by
management with the aim of enhancing a worker’s experience of fun (e.g., gamification). Self/peer-initiated work-embedded play refers to play that is initiated by workers/peers seeking to
have fun through the undertaking of their work tasks (e.g., approaching a task as a puzzle).
Manager-initiated diversionary play refers to off-task play activities that are invoked by
management as a fun initiative for staff (e.g., a corporate outing). Lastly, self-/peer-initiated
diversionary play refers to off-task play that is initiated by workers/peers seeking to have fun
(e.g., joking practices).
2.2.3. Activity-based Play-at-work Outcomes and Theoretical Frameworks
We extracted outcomes from the articles and sorted them into themes. We drew on a
combination of existing frameworks in the literature (e.g., the hedonic versus instrumental
functions of play reflected in affective versus performance outcomes; Petelczyc et al., 2018)
and specified others that emerged as being important (e.g., communication). Thus, our focal
outcomes were derived using deductive and inductive processes, yielding eight categories. We
calculated the proportions of findings for each outcome category separately for each category
of play-at-work activity, taking note of whether the research was quantitative or
qualitative/theoretical. These figures are reported in Table 3 and indicate which outcomes have
been examined the most in relation to the different categories of activity-based play-at-work
(i.e., they demonstrate where research interests have been concentrated, allowing us to assess
findings for each category). We also coded each paper according to the theoretical explanations
underlying hypotheses and findings. For a summary, see Table 1.
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TABLE 3 – Summary of Quantitative and Qualitative/Theoretical Activity-based Play-at-work Outcomes

Work-embedded

Cognition

Managerinitiated

Affect

Diversionary

Communication

0.00%

0.61%

8.54%

0.00%

0.00%

(2.98%)

(0.00%)

(0.18%)

(2.46%)

(0.00%)

(0.00%)

n=2

n = 12

n = 17

n = 14

2.96%

n=2

n = 14

3.20%
(0.53%)

n=3

n=7

0.49%

1.72%

(0.35%)

0.61%
n=1

n = 12

0.49%

n=0

(0.35%)

n=3

n=2

(0.53%)

n = 13

(0.53%)

n=3

n=4

n=1

n = 38

9.47%

(1.93%)

0.00%
n=5

n = 20

2.71%

(6.67%)

7.32%

(0.00%)

n=0

(2.12%)

n=0

n = 16

n = 12

n = 65

2.71%

2.96%

0.74%

3.20%

0.99%

0.25%

1.23%

3.94%

16.19%

(1.92%)

(2.11%)

(0.53%)

(2.28%)

(0.70%)

(0.18%)

(0.88%)

(2.81%)

(11.41%)

7.32%

21.95%

4.88%

7.93%

26.83%

16.46%

1.83%

(2.11%)

(6.32%)

(1.40%)

(2.28%)

(7.72%)

(4.74%)

(0.53%)

n = 12

(3.51%)

n = 11

(0.70%)
(0.00%)

n=3

(14.57%)

13.20%

n=0

0.99%
0.00%

n = 83

20.45%

(0.70%)

0.00%
n=4

n = 28

0.99%
(0.00%)

n=0

(0.53%)

1.83%

(5.27%)

n=4

(0.35%)

0.74%

(0.88%)

1.83%

n=3

(19.32%)

18.30%

n=8

0.49%
(0.00%)

n=6

1.23%

(0.35%)

1.22%

(0.00%)

n=3

n=5

n=2

n = 110

31.54%

(2.46%)
(1.40%)

n=1

n = 38

3.45%
4.88%

0.00%

(1.05%)

n=6

n = 14

(4.74%)

(0.53%)

3.66%

(1.05%)

n =2

(0.70%)

0.00%

(0.53%)

n = 11

n=3

n=3

Total % of
Times
Delineated
23.18%
(6.67%)

n=4

6.65%

0.74%

(4.39%)

3.66%

(0.53%)

n=4

0.99%

(1.23%)

1.83%

(0.18%)

n=0

(3.16%)

n = 27

(0.18%)

n=6

6.16%

2.44%

0.61%

(1.05%)

n = 25

Other

(0.70%)

n=0

(0.35%)

3.66%

n=1

4.43%

n=2

0.49%

(4.39%)
(0.18%)

n = 18

n=0

10.59%
0.61%

1.83%

(0.00%)

n=2

n=4

(0.70%)

0.00%

n = 25

(0.70%)
(0.70%)

n=4

n = 14

0.99%

0.99%

(2.46%)
(0.35%)

n=2

n=1

3.45%
2.22%

n=4

2.44%

(0.18%)

n=7

n=1

(2.11%)

0.61%

(1.23%)

n = 13

n = 12

2.96%

(2.46%)

4.27%

(0.35%)

n=0

3.45%

(2.28%)

Total % of
Effects

Attitudes

10.37%

1.83%

Self-/
Peerinitiated

Performance

(0.35%)

(2.11%)

Managerinitiated

Behavior

1.22%

1.22%
Self-/Peerinitiated

Motivation

n = 52

n = 36

n = 67

n=8

n = 27

n = 13

n = 46

n = 44

n = 92

n = 27

n = 21

n=3

12.81%
(3.68%)

n = 46

n = 21

n = 55

12.81%

16.50%

6.65%

11.33%

22.66%

5.17%

11.33%

13.55%

(9.12%)

(11.75%)

(4.74%)

(8.07%)

(16.14%)

(3.68%)

(8.07%)

(9.65%)

Note: n = 570 (comprising 164 quantitative, and 406 qualitative/theoretical findings across all articles). Percentages in the top left portion of the cell reflect the proportions of quantitative
findings, while percentages in the bottom right of the cell reflect the proportions of qualitative/theoretical findings. Percentages not in brackets indicate total percentages of findings within the
respective research paradigm (quantitative or qualitative/theoretical). Percentages in brackets indicate total percentages of findings across both paradigms. Results occurring through forms of
play classified as ‘both’ on either dimension were excluded from the white portion of the table, while results deriving from studies using mixed methods (n = 2) were excluded from all
calculations. In our review, we distinguish behavior from performance by classifying performance as specific outputs (e.g., knowledge acquisition) and behavior as the observable actions that
potentially precede these and other outputs (e.g., repeated practice).
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2.3.

Interpretation of Review Findings
A key premise of this paper is that it is vital to have a typology of activity-based play-

at-work to understand potentially differential effects and explanations. Consistent with this
argument, the conclusions drawn from the literature regarding activity-based play-at-work’s
effects differed depending on an activity’s category. However, some findings applied to playat-work activities in general. We begin by discussing the findings for activity-based play-atwork overall, then summarize the findings for each separate category.
2.3.1. Activity-based Play-at-work as an Overarching Concept
Studies showed that play-at work activities were usually beneficial for individuals and
firms. This trend was reflected in the outcomes examined (e.g., affect, performance) and the
findings, which almost always revealed beneficial relationships. Only 16 out of 122 studies
identified that activity-based play-at-work was related to an undesirable outcome (e.g.,
bullying, poor performance). However, these studies usually reported beneficial effects, too.
Concerning methodology, we found that only 31 of the 122 articles yielded from our
search were purely quantitative while the remainder were qualitative, discussion, or mixedmethod. Consequently, most findings were derived from qualitative and theoretical work (406
conclusions about IV-DV links) rather than quantitative work (164 effects).
Empirically, performance and affective outcomes were the most prominent categories
(comprising 23.86% and 18.07% of findings, respectively), which is in line with a consistent
focus on both the hedonic and instrumental effects of play (Petelczyc et al., 2018). Further,
only a few studies reported relationships between activity-based play-at-work and motivation
(6.14%)—the least-explored category of outcome. Notably, although many of the concepts
could be enacted by individuals independently or in groups, an overwhelming majority of
studies considered activity-based play-at-work occurring in a social context (90.59%).
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From a theoretical perspective, there was little agreed-upon theory in the activity-based
play-at-work literature. Not all studies incorporated theory in their papers, and the 63.12% of
articles that did were often vague in their linking of theory to hypotheses. Next, we describe
the concepts that appeared under the four categories of our typology and examine our findings
in terms of theoretical explanations, inconsistencies, and gaps.
2.3.2. Separate Categories of Activity-based Play-at-work
Manager-initiated Work-embedded Play. This category constituted an intentional
blending of work and play by management that was undertaken with the aim of fostering fun.
It exhibited the most construct clarity and was the most frequently studied, accounting for
43.18% of concepts. A dominant category of outcome examined together with managerinitiated work-embedded play was communication as more than half (69.20%) of studies
examining communication did so in relation to this category. Findings indicated that this
category of play is effective for facilitating communication and enhancing performance—
another prominent category of outcome for this category of play (26.35%). It was often the
case that the managers initiating play-at-work activities under this category viewed the aim of
having fun as a vehicle through which to achieve work goals and produce output for the firm.
Concepts emerging under this category included serious play (Roos et al., 2004; n =
14), organizational theater (Clark & Mangham, 2004a; n = 9), play cues (West et al., 2016; n
= 1), experiential learning (Meyer, 2003; n = 2), and gamification (Deterding et al., 2011; n =
22). Interest in communication as an outcome appears to have stemmed from an implicit
understanding that improving communication within a group can generate performanceenhancing ideas. Moreover, several activities under this category share similarities in that they
facilitate the creation of metaphors for the organization and its practices to aid in the
communication of ideas (e.g., performing a play to represent a problem in the firm). These
metaphors can then be actioned to improve processes and outputs.
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Serious play involves a paradox of intentionality, whereby managers encourage staff to
engage in fun activities to achieve work objectives (Statler et al., 2011). For instance, in the
study by Roos et al. (2004), workers were asked to use LEGO bricks to build physical
metaphors representing their firm’s position relative to market competitors, allowing them to
express mental models and generate strategic insights (Heracleous & Jacobs, 2008). The
conclusion across studies is that serious play can facilitate communication in workshop settings
and lead to the generation of performance-enhancing knowledge.
Organizational theater revolves around a stage production that utilizes improvisation
and audience participation (Clark & Mangham, 2004a). Organizational theater groups work
with managers to encapsulate an organizational problem in a script (Meisiek & Barry, 2007).
This script is then performed for staff, who generate solutions that management can implement
(Badham et al., 2016). Explanations for effects include the notions of metaphorical or liminal
space and Luhmann’s (1998) theory of second-order observation, whereby everyday reality is
split and presented such that the taken-for-granted becomes susceptible to change. An example
is the study by Badham et al. (2016), where bank tellers took part in a theater intervention to
increase customer-service self-efficacy. In general, there is still contention around whether
organizational theater is effective and concerns about the power held by management to dictate
the outcomes of performances and control employee attitudes (Clark & Mangham, 2004b).
Among the lesser-studied forms of manager-initiated work-embedded play were the
notions of experiential learning (3.57%) and play cues (1.79%). Experiential learning is a
cyclical model of learning where learners experiment, reflect, and make abstract connections
(Kolb, 1984). There has been a substantial amount of theory built around the practice (see Kolb
et al., 2001 for a review), and our review highlighted that many experiential learning activities
can be playful. For instance, Meyer (2003) studied how corporate teams’ behaviors when
participating in outdoor-adventure activities (e.g., obstacle courses) served as metaphorical
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content from which they could extrapolate effective work strategies—a process referred to as
generative metaphor intervention. Conclusions drawn from studies on this practice suggest that
it can be effective for enhancing performance, provided that lessons learned from the activities
are translated back into the organization. Play cues can be any object or behavior that signals
play is permissible in the work context (West et al., 2016). For example, West and colleagues
(2016) examined play cues in the form of foam dart guns and stick-on mustaches, which were
embedded into meetings and produced reports of increased productivity and a more creative
climate. Although this form of activity-based play-at-work does not utilize metaphor like others
in this category, this first study points to the potential effectiveness of play cues for enhancing
work performance.
Gamification refers to the use of game-design elements (e.g., point systems,
leaderboards) in non-game contexts (Deterding et al., 2011). Due to its being examined with
different methodologies and in relation to different outcomes, conclusions drawn from research
on this concept deviated markedly from those pertaining to the other concepts in this category.
As such, gamification is one of the few concepts in our typology that has been examined in
relation to motivational frameworks (e.g., self-determination theory, goal-setting theory), and
studies on this concept drew mostly on quantitative methods. The tendency toward examining
motivation appears to be to test claims that gamification is a ‘fad’ based on outdated theories
(e.g., reinforcement theory; Bogost, 2011), while the prevalence of quantitative methods seems
to stem from the ease with which gamification can be installed in digital technologies to gather
quantitative data. An example study is that by Landers and colleagues (2017), who
demonstrated how leaderboards motivate people to set challenging performance goals. In
summary, studies suggest that when gamification is introduced in such a way that employees
perceive its intrinsic value, it can have positive motivational effects.
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Overall, we found that even though the literatures under this category of activity-based
play-at-work rarely speak to one another, several have independently generated theories
suggesting that communicating about facets of the organization through metaphor and analogy
can have instrumental benefits. This finding particularly applied to serious play, organizational
theater, and experiential learning, but the pathways to instrumental outcomes via these
activities were only well evidenced in relation to serious play. We speculate that this is because
serious play includes an extra ‘step’ that the other practices do not. While organizational theater
and experiential learning aim to generate ideas or influence attitudes through the ‘doing’ of a
metaphor, serious play involves an interpretation stage; participants build the metaphor, then
engage in reflective interpretation. This finding implies that future research may want to
consider where inspiration can be drawn from neighboring theories and methodologies in the
design of such activities, so as to maximize their instrumental benefits.
Self-/Peer-initiated Work-embedded Play. This category of play, which is initiated by
staff and occurs through the undertaking of tasks, was the second most studied category
(20.46%), yet it exhibited the least construct clarity. Studies under this category tended to
examine play-at-work activities with reference to performance and affective outcomes (23.42%
and 18.92%, respectively). There was an insufficient number of empirical studies to suggest
clear findings and relationships between this category and these two sets of outcomes.
However, a wide array of concepts emerged, including experiencing one’s work as a ‘game,’
‘puzzle,’ or ‘sport’ (Abramis, 1990; n = 7), fun job responsibilities (Tews, et al., 2012; n = 2),
identity play (Ibarra & Petriglieri, 2010; n = 2), and ‘galumphing’ (Miller, 1973; n = 1). The
interest in both affective and performance outcomes appeared to stem from a recognition that
play can produce hedonic benefits, such as a lift in mood or energy, as well as instrumental
benefits, like enhanced performance. However, this ‘dual function’ was not explicitly
discussed. Moreover, concepts under this category were often discussed together with concepts
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under other categories (e.g., fun job responsibilities as one of the three categories of workplace
fun), so theoretical discussions tended to lack focus.
The feeling of work as a ‘game,’ ‘puzzle,’ or ‘sport’ was a concept identified by
Abramis (1990). Studies considering this concept typically did so with reference to flow theory
(Csikszentmihalyi, 2000). For example, in Smith and colleagues’ (2009) study, participants
likened the work inside a railway control room to that involved in solving a crossword puzzle,
which facilitated exploratory learning—a performance outcome. Another form of play under
this category is that occurring through one’s fun job responsibilities. These are activities that
are perceived to be enjoyable and interesting (Tews et al., 2012). Although the concept has not
featured in many empirical studies, it has been demonstrated that the presence of fun job
responsibilities results in an organization being perceived as a fun place to work (Tews et al.,
2012), suggesting that the concept may embody hedonic benefits.
Identity play and ‘galumphing’ were two lesser-studied concepts. The former involves
exploring alternative selves through work in preparation to take on a new role or innovate. For
instance, in their theoretical paper, Ibarra and Petriglieri (2010) note that workers may ‘play’
with a new identity in safe contexts, then seek feedback before deciding whether to claim the
identity publicly. An example is if a hardware engineer were to stay after-hours to program
software for fun and eventually pitch the software to management as part of a new product line.
‘Galumphing’ refers to the deliberate introduction of obstacles in one’s work to create an
enjoyable but crooked path to task completion. To illustrate, the programmers in Hunter and
colleagues’ (2010) ethnography spent time coding technical features into software for fun that
were not formally requested, but ‘nice to have,’ even at the expense of time available to fulfill
the other requests. While these concepts have yet to be closely examined, early work suggests
that the blending of hedonic motivations (e.g., interest and passion) with everyday work tasks
may enhance the quality of outputs and foster innovation.
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Overall, even though this category requires theoretical development, several of its
concepts exhibited similar themes around the allocation of personal resources and energy to
change some facet of work, seemingly to create conditions that encourage work behaviors to
be propelled by intrinsic motivation.
Manager-initiated Diversionary Play. This category regards off-task play activities
that are invoked by management as a fun initiative for staff (e.g., company picnics) and was
one of the least studied categories, accounting for 18.18% of concepts. The performance and
attitudes outcome categories were considered most often in relation to this category of play
(18.97% and 15.52%, respectively), and while findings for the former were less clear, findings
for the latter suggested that this category of play can generate strong attitudinal responses from
staff. Specific concepts falling under this category included fun activities (Peluchette & Karl,
2005; n = 14) and celebrating (Dandridge, 1986; n = 3). Research on this category was divided
as there is interest in both how it generates positive attitudes by outwardly displaying a firm’s
value of ‘fun’ but also work drawing on neo-normative control theories to consider how
participation in this category of play may feel like an obligation, subsequently generating
negative attitudes and fostering internal resistance (Fleming, 2005).
Fun activities include practices and events like gift-giving and outings. An example is
the practice of dress-up days, which were shown to foster engagement for some employees
while irritating others who would choose to be absent (Plester & Hutchison, 2016).
Celebrations—events endorsed by managers to recognize achievements (e.g., an awards
night)—sometimes fell under this same label. There is inconsistent evidence for the benefits of
these two concepts, which seem to vary depending on who is being targeted. To illustrate,
studies have shown that while many managers view fun activities as necessary for attracting
staff (Redman & Matthews, 2002), these activities may actually have little impact on an
organization’s attractiveness to potential new hires (Tews et al., 2012). Similarly, while some
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studies indicate that fun activities foster retention (Tews et al., 2014), others have suggested
they do not (Tews et al., 2015). Some have even found that they may risk fostering cynicism
and distrust toward management as workers sometimes felt that the initiatives were patronizing
or a ploy to make them work harder (Fleming, 2005).
In sum, these findings signal the presence of unexamined factors that affect whether
play-at-work activities succeed in generating a positive hedonic experience or whether they fail
and possibly have undesirable effects. More broadly, the findings flag the importance of
alignment between employee and managerial aims when introducing play-at-work activities.
Self-/Peer-initiated Diversionary Play. This category of activity-based play-at-work
regards workers’ engagement in pleasurable off-task activities and accounted for 18.18% of
concepts. Outcomes examined were wide-ranging but tended to be affective (19.48%; e.g.,
stress reduction), and indeed, this category was shown to exhibit effects on these outcomes,
often serving as a source of ‘relief’ from work. Key concepts included co-worker socializing
(Fluegge-Woolf, 2014; n = 7), joking practices (Strömberg & Karlsson, 2009; n = 5), and some
forms of ‘goofing off’ (Abramis, 1990; n = 3), and some of these were shown to be deviant in
nature. While the positive-affective consequences of this category were often observed in the
field, no overarching theories explained the relationships in this category.
Co-worker socializing regards play enacted through enjoyable social interactions with
peers that are unrelated to immediate work tasks. As an example, Roy’s (1959) seminal case
study documents the ritualistic precision with which factory machine operatives took part in
diversionary social activity as they shared food—interactions that were shown to be crucial for
combatting boredom and strain throughout their monotonous workdays. Regarding joking
practices, several ethnographic studies by Plester (2015) and colleagues (Plester & Orams,
2008; Plester & Sayers, 2007) explore how self-/peer-initiated diversionary play manifests
within workgroups through concepts that have an element of humor, such as joking, pranking,
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teasing, and “taking the piss”—practices which ranged from being harmless and widely
enjoyed, to offensive and even dangerous (e.g., Plester, 2015). In studying this form of play,
Plester (2009; 2015) has drawn on frameworks such as Morand’s (1995) conceptualization of
the informal workplace and gender performativity (Butler, 1990) to consider how humor can
not only alleviate strain but perpetuate masculine organizational cultures. Finally, the lesserstudied concept of ‘goofing off’ is described as being an unstructured form of play involving
the components of humor and joking, thus exhibiting overlap with the previous concepts
(Abramis, 1990). While this form of play has been examined in relation to affective outcomes
(e.g., joy), its effect on performance (e.g., technical skill) has also been examined. It was found
to exhibit modest positive relationships with the former and negative or null relationships with
the latter (Abramis, 1990), suggesting that too much ‘goofing off’ may invoke a trade-off
between hedonic and instrumental gains.
Overall, studies in this cell raised questions around whether it is appropriate to cease
work and play and whether employees should be given the autonomy to do so (Hunter et al.,
2010). Activities in this cell ranged from being innocuous to deviant or dangerous. In some
cases, the more deviant activities manifested as retaliation to managerial practices (e.g.,
mocking managers behind their backs; Strömberg & Karlsson, 2009) or resulted in
reprimanding by management (Borman, 1988). At other times, these behaviors were simply
the unchallenged norm (e.g., crude joking practices; Plester, 2015). However, in general, self/peer-initiated diversionary play activities were typically shown to have restorative potential
by allowing workers to replenish energy, irrespective of the possibility for deviance.
In summary, we have shown that while the literature on activity-based play-at-work is
diverse, activities can be grouped according to whether they are diversionary or embedded in
the work itself and whether they are initiated by employees or management. We have also

44

shown that while there are many different outcomes and theories associated with activity-based
play-at-work, these can be better understood by categorizing them within a typology.
2.4.

Discussion
Our review highlights that the activity-based play-at-work literature needs a stronger

theoretical foundation and an overarching framework to tie it together. A significant
contribution of our work is that we propose an energy-management framework (Quinn et al.,
2012) for considering play-at-work activities as a whole and also as a foundation for
understanding the uniqueness of each category in our typology. This framework underscores
the value of our typology by showing that the activity-based play-at-work literature can not
only be unified under a single framework but that the nuances of its four categories can be
better understood by applying specific energy-related theories to each.
We begin by introducing our proposed framework. We outline three key principles of
energy management that are pertinent to a consideration of the activity-based play-at-work
literature and apply them to our two typology dimensions to understand the distinctions
between work-embedded vs. diversionary play and self-/peer- vs. manager-initiated play. Next,
we use this framework and its principles to consider implications for understanding our
typology categories as they relate to theories used in the past, as well as new theories that have
the potential to advance understanding. We then continue with a discussion of methodological
considerations, avenues for future research, and practical implications.
2.4.1. An Energy-management Perspective of Activity-based Play-at-work
Quinn et al.’s (2012) integrated model of human energy argues that energy is an
essential ingredient of human functioning. Possessing energy has the hedonic benefit of being
a pleasant experience while also making work-relevant resources more accessible
(Fredrickson, 2009). However, energy is a limited capacity resource; as this resource is
depleted, humans must find ways to restore it (Feldman, 2004; Sonnentag & Fritz, 2007). We
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argue that play-at-work activities can be considered energy-management strategies and that
considering them in this way reveals their effects on hedonic and instrumental outcomes. We
arrived at this proposition by considering our typology through an energy-management lens,
which revealed three key principles that can be used to understand play-at-work activities and
their effects. First, energy-management activities are presumed to differ according to whether
they restore energy by a) ‘replenishing’ resources (i.e., creating a context in which a person
can conserve or rest their resources, thus allowing capacity to be naturally replenished; Hobfoll,
2002) or b) ‘building’ new resources (i.e., investing resources in such a way that fosters new
resources via upward cycles; Fredrickson, 2009; Quinn et al., 2012). Second, energymanagement activities are presumed to have hedonic benefits in the form of energetic
activation, while also potentially having instrumental benefits in the form of work-relevant
resources that flow from such hedonic experiences (Quinn et al., 2012). Finally, intrinsically
motivated engagement is viewed as the key mechanism explaining the positive impact of
energy-management activities on energy as it is this form of engagement that is assumed to
replenish or build energy (Hobfoll, 2002; Laran & Janiszewski, 2010; Quinn et al., 2012).
Next, we consider the implications of these principles for understanding play-at-work
activities. Regarding the first principle, we assume that play-at-work activities have the
potential to energize employees and that this energizing process occurs via either resourcereplenishment or resource-building pathways. Indeed, we observed that play-at-work activities
could either create a context within which the body could conserve energy and naturally
replenish its capacity (e.g., ceasing work to doodle at one’s desk) or invest resources in such a
way that new energy could be built (e.g., a puzzle at one’s desk that requires concentration but
elevates mood). Regarding the second principle, we expect that all play-at-work activities have
the potential to exhibit hedonic benefits, and, in some cases, there may be scope for these
activities to lead to instrumental outcomes, either directly or via the experience of hedonic
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outcomes (Fredrickson, 2009). Finally, regarding the third principle, we suggest that the
beneficial effect of play-at-work activities on energy and instrumental outcomes is explained
by intrinsic motivation—specifically, the degree to which engagement in activities is propelled
by intrinsic motivation. Thus, the extent to which play-at-work activities are expected to restore
energy and yield instrumental benefits should depend on factors that influence how intrinsically
motivated the employee is when engaging in the activity.
When applied to our typology’s two dimensions, these three energy-management
principles reveal important distinctions (see Figure 2). First, the diversionary/work-embedded
dimension can be understood in terms of the first principle, such that work-embedded activities
are likely resource-building, whereas diversionary activities may be either resourcereplenishing or resource-building. The initiator dimension can be understood according to the
two remaining principles. Manager-initiated activities are likely to be undertaken with the aim
of achieving instrumental outcomes through hedonic pathways, whereas self-/peer-initiated
activities are likely undertaken in the pursuit of hedonic benefits with potential for incidental
effects on instrumental outcomes. Additionally, when activities are initiated by workers/peers,
workers’ participation is more likely to be propelled by intrinsic motivation compared to when
activities are initiated by managers as engagement in the activities is more likely to stem from
an internal locus of causality (characterized by control and autonomy; Ryan & Deci, 2000). As
we will show next, crossing these two dimensions and considering the energy-management
principles provides a theory-driven framework for understanding the similarities and
differences among the four categories of activity-based play-at-work.
Manager-initiated Work-embedded Play. Our energy-management framework and its
principles conceptualize manager-initiated work-embedded play as aiming to achieve
instrumental outcomes through resource-building pathways (e.g., serious play). However,
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FIGURE 2 – Energy-management Principles Applied to Activity-based Play-at-work Typology Dimensions
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given that these activities are externally mandated, employees may lack an internal locus of
causality when participating. In such cases, engagement may not be intrinsically motivated,
and the activities may not restore energy (Laran & Janiszewski, 2010). Considering the
activities in this space together with theory on embodied metaphors (Low, 1994) supports the
above propositions. First, the activities in this cell all required an investment of resources to
enjoy an energy-related payoff (e.g., attention when building a LEGO model), which is
consistent with the argument that manager-initiated work-embedded play activities exhibit
their energy-related effects via a resource-building pathway. Second, the theories in this space
suggest that the activation of nerves in the body via kinaesthetic experiences can stimulate
thoughts and emotions that serve as instrumental content informing the strategy-development
process (Heracleous & Jacobs, 2008). Lastly, the articles in our review suggested that
motivational factors, such as interest and curiosity (e.g., around the meaning underlying a
LEGO model), are critical ingredients for these activities to have their desired instrumental
effects. Without them, there is a risk that participants will simply ‘go through the motions’ or
lack motivation to translate learnings back into the work environment.
While research in this cell has not explicitly discussed the activities’ potential to build
energy or measured the role of intrinsically motivated participation (barring gamification), the
arguments in these papers, stemming from embodied metaphor theory, are consistent with the
energy-related arguments we are proposing. Thus, future research should expand the
application of embodied metaphor theory under an energy-management framework and
consider the role of intrinsic motivation as the key explanatory mechanism of effects. Doing
so may reveal the circumstances under which desirable outcomes may or may not be realized.
Self-/Peer-initiated Work-embedded Play. Applying energy-management principles
positions self-/peer-initiated work-embedded play as emphasizing hedonic benefits with the
potential for instrumental benefits occurring via resource-building pathways. According to our
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framework, engagement in these activities is also likely to be propelled by intrinsic motivation
as they are initiated by the workers, who therefore get to enjoy a sense of autonomy and control
through their undertaking (e.g., by treating one’s work as a ‘game,’ ‘puzzle,’ or ‘sport’). Our
findings reinforce these assertions as reports of activities under this category suggested that
they required participants to invest additional resources into their tasks but that doing so
resulted in greater enjoyment for the work (i.e., positive hedonic experiences). Findings also
suggested that the effects would sometimes flow on to have instrumental benefits (e.g.,
conducting trains more efficiently in a railway control room; Smith et al., 2009). Lastly,
descriptions indicated that participants were always enthusiastic about engaging in the
activities, suggesting that intrinsic motivation drove participation.
We observed that there was no overarching theory explaining the mechanisms for these
effects. Thus, we suggest that job crafting theories, some of which have an energy-management
focus, can enhance understanding of this category (Wrzesniewski & Dutton, 2001). Job crafting
regards the physical and cognitive changes individuals make to tasks or the relational
boundaries of work to satisfy needs and preferences (Zhang & Parker, 2019). Findings evidence
job crafting’s effectiveness for energy management as those who job craft have been shown to
avoid states indicative of low energy (e.g., burnout; Tims et al., 2013) while experiencing states
indicative of high energy (e.g., engagement; Bakker et al., 2012). Job crafting is also linked
with discrete positive emotions and has been shown to produce instrumental benefits via these
emotions, much like play-at-work activities. For instance, Tims and colleagues (2014) found a
mediated relationship between job crafting, enjoyment, and performance. It has also been
shown that seeking new challenges through job crafting enhances motivation generated by
tasks (Zhang & Parker, 2019). This finding exhibits parallels with our notion of resourcebuilding and behaviors observed in our review (Hunter et al., 2010) as seeking challenges

50

implies that one must invest resources (e.g., attention, time) to build new resources (e.g.,
positive mood, new skills).
In sum, a key implication is that understanding of self-/peer-initiated work-embedded
play can be enhanced by examining it through a job crafting lens. For example, researchers
could study how, when, and why employees craft their tasks to make them more fun and the
extent to which these factors influence potential outcomes. Given that this category was the
second-most studied yet suffers from a lack of theory, such research promises high impact.
Manager-initiated Diversionary Play. Applying our energy-management principles
suggests that manager-initiated diversionary activities can be either resource-replenishing or
resource-building and are directed toward achieving instrumental outcomes. However,
engagement in these activities may not always be propelled by intrinsic motivation and thus
may not always have their desired effects. These propositions were reinforced by our findings
as there was diversity in whether the activities exhibited their effects through resourcereplenishing pathways (e.g., picnics) or resource-building pathways (e.g., competitions; Tews
et al., 2014), and many of the managers interviewed viewed the activities as having positive
spill-over to the way that staff would treat customers and clients (Redman & Matthews, 2002).
At the same time, some scholars viewed the activities as having the potential to unfairly control
staff by reinforcing organizational values (Fleming, 2005), which, at times, diminished
participants’ intrinsic motivation and thwarted the activities’ desired impact.
The literature did not reveal how these activities could control staff, so we apply the
energy-management theory of interaction ritual chains to shed some light. Interaction rituals
enable the exertion of influence through emotional contagion in social contexts; they occur
when two or more people focus on a common activity and emotional experience, generating
group solidarity and individual energy (Collins, 2004). While not drawing on this theory
explicitly, we see manifestations of such rituals in Rosen’s (1988) ethnography, featuring an
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energetic Christmas party. Attendees of the event were observed dancing and venting their
frustrations, signaling the positive hedonic effects of the activity. However, Rosen (1988) and
other scholars (Barsoux, 1993) surmise the instrumental effects of such activities, too,
including strengthened commitment and the diffusion of relational conflict, both of which may
reduce turnover and improve productivity. In contrast, imagine a ceremony that is felt to be an
empty formality. Such an activity would be unlikely to generate energy (Laran & Janiszewski,
2011), and may even deplete it, as suggested by the finding that employees may intentionally
remain absent from such activities (Plester & Hutchison, 2016).
While this category lacks theoretical grounding, considering its effects via the energymanagement theory of interaction ritual chains underscores the necessity for engagement in
this category’s activities to be driven by intrinsic motivation and shared emotions if the
activities are to have their desired effects. The theory also offers a framework within which
researchers can consider other ritualistic, playful activities, such as after-work happy hours.
Self-/Peer-initiated Diversionary Play. Considering self-/peer-initiated diversionary
play through the lens of energy-management principles flags that this category achieves
hedonic outcomes via either resource-replenishing or resource-building pathways. Further, we
assume that engagement in these activities is propelled by intrinsic motivation because the selfchoice provides a sense of autonomy and control. Indeed, our review findings indicated that
activities under this category, including some forms of ‘goofing off’ and co-worker socializing,
were often perceived by workers to be pleasurable and help them ‘recharge.’ However, there
was contention around their timing, duration, and appropriateness within a work context, which
sometimes elicited disapproval from management and concerns that the activities may have
negative consequences for instrumental outcomes (e.g., Borman, 1988).
The literature has not yet adopted an overarching theory addressing these complexities.
We suggest that recovery theories (Sonnentag & Fritz, 2007) can be used to consider how self-
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/peer-initiated diversionary play may trigger recovery experiences that help workers to manage
energy. Recovery is a process through which functional systems that have been called upon
during stressful experiences return to their pre-stressor levels (Meijman & Mulder, 1998). The
two key ways to facilitate recovery are consistent with our first energy-management
principle—one can either refrain from activities that call upon the same systems as those
required for work (i.e., replenishing activities) or invest resources in such a way as to gain new
work-relevant resources (i.e., resource-building activities; Sonnentag & Fritz, 2007). As such,
resource-replenishing self-/peer-initiated diversionary play activities (e.g., ceasing work to
doodle) may replenish energy, and resource-building activities (e.g., completing a challenging
puzzle at one’s desk) may build energy and other resources, such as positive mood. According
to conservation of resources theory (Hobfoll, 2002)—a sub-theory of Quinn et al.’s (2012)
framework and a core theory underlying the recovery literature—individuals are intrinsically
motivated to conserve and gain resources, thus explaining why these play-at-work activities
are inherently motivating. Further, while these activities are typically undertaken for hedonic
reasons, taking time to replenish energy through them may also foster downstream instrumental
outcomes, such as if a person was subsequently more efficient following a period of self-/peerinitiated diversionary play (e.g., Roy, 1959).
While this category lacked theory, recovery theories may help us to understand how
self-/peer-initiated diversionary play invokes recovery experiences (e.g., relaxation when
doodling at one’s desk or mastery experiences via lunchtime sports; Sonnentag & Fritz, 2007).
Future research may want to consider the ideal timing and duration of these activities with
reference to the work breaks literature as breaks are likely an ideal context in which to engage
in this form of play without distracting from performance (e.g., Hunter & Wu, 2016).
In summary, considering play-at-work activities through the lens of an energymanagement framework reveals whether energy generation is likely to occur via resource-
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replenishing or resource-building pathways while highlighting whether the outcomes of such
activities are likely to be hedonic or instrumental. This approach also flags whether employees’
engagement in activities is likely to be propelled by intrinsic motivation, thereby producing
energy and other desired outcomes. Given the lack of theory in the play-at-work literature,
addressing play-at-work activities under the banner of energy management emphasizes
commonalities across activities while not stripping each cell of its uniqueness. Thus,
considering play-at-work activities in this way has the benefit of tying the play-at-work
literature to more developed literatures so that theoretical developments can continue. Next,
we will consider the implications of our work for methods, future research, and practice.
2.4.2. Methodological Considerations
There is a preponderance of studies in this space that use qualitative methodologies.
Those that captured play-at-work activities quantitatively tended to do so cross-sectionally
(e.g., Abramis, 1990). Although such cross-sectional, individual-level designs gain us an
overall picture of play-at-work’s nomological network, they give little indication of how
relationships between activity-based play-at-work and outcomes fared over time or how its
emergence was enabled or quashed across contexts. To advance research, we make two
methodological recommendations pertaining to group and within-person levels of analysis.
First, we observed an absence of research examining activity-based play-at-work from
a multilevel, individuals-within-groups perspective (0%). This result is problematic for two
reasons. First, when managers initiate play-at-work activities for staff, it implies the presence
of hierarchy, yet no analyses have accounted for this nested structure. Second, accounting for
this nested structure will become especially important if scholars choose to examine play
activities in a group context as opposed to play that is undertaken individually. Indeed, such is
the trend, as 90.59% of our findings were on play-at-work activities occurring in a social
context, most of which involved groups. Thus, we recommend that future studies align the
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level(s) of theory with that of design, measurement, and analysis. For example, researchers
examining play-at-work behavior in social contexts should consider whether a play concept
ought to be conceptualized as behavior occurring inherently at the group level or as the sum of
several individuals’ behaviors, whereby the playful behavior of each individual within the
group aggregates in a bottom-up, emergent process to produce group-level play (Chan, 1998).
Second, we encourage the adoption of within-person designs to quantitatively capture
activity-based play-at-work and its outcomes as these relationships unfold within individuals
over time. Petelczyc et al. (2018) argue that play might be a dynamic construct that fluctuates
(together with its outcomes) according to different timescales; these scholars speculate that
play may occur more frequently on days when demands are low, as well as earlier in the day
when workers are “settling in.” These examples highlight the malleability of play-at-work
activities and suggest there may be value in employing experience-sampling designs (e.g.,
Hunter & Wu, 2016; Yeo & Frederiks, 2011). Such designs may also highlight differences in
the frequency of play-at-work activities that are contingent on their position in our typology.
For instance, manager-initiated activities may occur infrequently (e.g., one-off workshops),
while self-/peer diversionary play (e.g., co-worker socializing) may occur several times a day.
2.4.3. Avenues for Future Research
Social Dimension of Activity-based Play-at-work. We observed that 90.59% of studies
considered play-at-work activities occurring in a social context compared to only 9.41%
undertaken individually. This prevalence of research on social activities has two key
implications. First, it suggests that, in addition to employing multilevel methods when
considering social forms of play, there needs to be more explicit consideration of the
psychological mechanisms individuals may jointly experience when playing. Second, this
finding suggests that more research should examine play activities undertaken by individuals.
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Regarding the first implication, and drawing again on an energy-management
framework (Quinn et al., 2012), emotional contagion (or lack thereof) is likely a key
determinant of an activity’s potential to replenish or build new energy. Emotional contagion is
“the tendency to automatically mimic and synchronize expressions, vocalizations, postures,
and movements with those of another person’s and, consequently, to converge emotionally”
(Hatfield et al., 1993, p. 96). Among the studies that addressed activity-based play-at-work
occurring in a social context, they described its key function as generating shared emotions. In
the absence of these emotions, the intended effects of the activities would often fail to manifest.
For example, Roos et al. (2004) note that while serious play draws on participants’ emotional
experiences to generate strategic content, one case study, which lacked emotional energy due
to the CEO’s dominant presence in the room, failed to generate this content (Roos et al., 2004).
Further, the energy-generating effects of interaction ritual chains, discussed in relation to
manager-initiated diversionary play, rely heavily on emotional contagion, lest the activity is
perceived as dull. Therefore, scholars in this space should consider capturing the degree of
contagion pertaining to emotional experiences when studying social play-at-work activities as
it may be a determinant of these activities’ links to outcomes. We speculate that this sense of
collective energy is a more guaranteed outcome of self-/peer-initiated diversionary activities
(e.g., employees self-organized after-work happy hours), so managers seeking to have an
impact through such activities may want to tap into workers’ existing knowledge about what
activities successfully generate this energy.
Regarding the second implication, few activity-based play-at-work concepts were
examined in an individual context. This gap was concentrated in the diversionary cells of our
typology with only 1 (staff-oriented workplace fun; Chan, 2010) out of 45 concepts within
these cells considering activities occurring exclusively in an individual context. This disparity
is surprising because, theoretically, a number of the examined activities could be enacted
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independently (e.g., it seems that one could sometimes ‘goof off’ alone). This finding indicates
the presence of a gap requiring future consideration as we believe that most people would have
experienced individual forms of activity-based play-at-work (e.g., doodling), yet these types of
activities have gone relatively unexplored. We encourage more individually based research
facilitating the assessment of the social environment in conjunction with our typology,
particularly with reference to diversionary play. We expect that further investigation into the
social context will reveal important conceptual questions. For example, is it the case that social
context is, in fact, a third dimension that crosses with our existing two to produce eight
independent forms of activity-based play-at-work concepts, or does social context moderate
the relationship between play-at-work activities and their outcomes?
The Dark Side of Activity-based Play-at-work. Several play-at-work activities derived
from our review were deviant in nature. Given that these appeared exclusively in the
diversionary cells of our typology, both managers and the workers can be implicated in their
occurrence. We suggest that a consideration of both workplace deviance theories (Robinson &
Bennett, 1995) and organizational climate (Glick, 1985) could be helpful for understanding
and managing this potential ‘dark side’ of activity-based play-at-work.
When an individual or group perceives a threat to its autonomy, workplace deviance in
the form of expressive motivations (i.e., behaviors enacted to ‘let off steam’) may manifest
(Lawrence & Robinson, 2007; Louw et al., 2016). This observation is theoretically relevant to
a consideration of self-/peer-initiated diversionary play as our review turned up studies where
workers would, for example, mock domineering managers behind their backs (Strömberg &
Karlsson, 2009). However, while this instance of play was adversarial in nature, others were
not. In one example (Fleming, 2005), the CEO himself would participate in and encourage
deviant behaviors. Thus, although play’s effects were overwhelmingly positive and beneficial,
those interested in play-at-work’s dark side may need to consider climate- or culture-level
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variables and theories to understand when deviant forms of activity-based play-at-work risk
arising. We see evidence pointing to the potentially dark climate-level effects of play-at-work
in the related literature on organizational humor, which suggests that observing aggressive
humor and ridicule may foster cultures of conformity and fear of failure (Romero & Cruthirds,
2006). It is possible that continual exposure to these interactions may have negative lasting
effects on a work climate.
The flipside of our findings regarding deviance is that our review did not turn up any
studies examining whether work-embedded play activities exhibit a dark side. Past research
has speculated as to play-at-work’s dark side (e.g., Petelczyc et al., 2018), and now our
typology allows us to explore more precise questions concerning particular categories. For
example, is it the case that work-embedded play produces positive outcomes without the risk
of harm, or has the literature been built around an implicit (or invalid) theoretical assumption?
It is not hard to imagine the ways that an improvised organizational theater session could go
awry or how gamification could lead to cheating behaviors. Thus, we recommend that this
potential dark side of work-embedded play be examined more closely.
Antecedents. Few studies explored activity-based play-at-work with reference to its
antecedents. Likewise, in Petelczyc et al.’s (2018) review of organizational, trait, and activitybased play-at-work, we identified only five papers that examined the individual and
environmental characteristics conducive to invoking play. However, we see great scope for
examining antecedents in future research and strongly encourage researchers to do so. In the
process of conducting this review, we have flagged some potential starting points.
Several studies implied that leaders are fundamental in signaling that play is permissible
in the workplace (sometimes by modeling playful behavior themselves; Plester, 2015).
Similarly, workers’ individual attitudes may affect whether play ultimately thrives in a firm.
To draw on an example from the workplace fun literature, Karl et al. (2005) examine how
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workers’ attitudes regarding the appropriateness of fun at work, its importance, and its potential
to produce benefits/harm may all differ. Lastly, the characteristics of an organization’s work
design may influence the play-at-work activities that manifest. For instance, one might suspect
that open-plan offices and interdependent work may foster social forms of self-/peer-initiated
diversionary play. Similarly, jobs that provide real-time performance feedback may present
more opportunities for self-/peer-initiated work-embedded play, such as that in Smith et al.’s
(2009) railway control room.
Mediators. Our energy-management framework provides a generic framework for
understanding activity-based play-at-work and its hedonic and instrumental effects. Using this
framework, we argue that resources may be restored either by withholding their allocation,
allowing replenishment to occur, or through their investment as a means to build new resources.
We also argue that the crucial mechanism driving activity-based play-at-work’s beneficial
effects is the experience of intrinsic motivation during the activities’ undertaking. While Quinn
et al. (2010) offer an overarching framework (as was the creators’ intention), the framework
itself incorporates other more specific theories that enable scholars to answer targeted questions
around when and how play-at-work activities’ have their effects.
For instance, attention restoration theory (Kaplan & Kaplan, 1989) proposes that
experiences in nature facilitate a state of attentional hold known as ‘soft’ fascination, during
which attentional capacity may be replenished (Basu et al., 2018). To the extent that forms of
‘hard’ attention do not dominate play-at-work activities occurring in nature (e.g., picnics,
corporate bowls), these activities may halt the allocation of resources, thereby allowing the
body to replenish energy. Research on self-determination theory (SDT) may also reveal when
participation in play-at-work activities is likely to be driven by intrinsic motivation. This body
of works suggests that games that satisfy core needs for autonomy, competence, and relatedness
are those that people will be intrinsically motivated to play (Przybylski et al., 2010). These
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same needs may function as moderators of the path between play-at-work activities and
intrinsic motivation, dictating whether intrinsic motivation will drive employees’ participation
and lead to desired outcomes. Furthermore, a consideration of SDT may aid predictions around
the effect of extrinsic motivation as another potential mediator of the link between play-atwork activities and outcomes—most likely in cases when the activities are externally mandated
(i.e., manager-initiated activities).
2.4.4. Practical Considerations
Based on our findings, we can recommend several ways that managers might leverage
play-at-work activities. Regarding diversionary activities, we would caution that a one-sizefits-all approach may not always be appropriate. Consistent with our claims regarding the
importance of intrinsic motivation as a driver of activity-based play-at-work’s effects, our
review revealed several studies where manager-initiated diversionary play activities were
viewed as an interruption. Hence, managers need to be wary that forcing play upon workers
who are not interested may risk fostering cynicism. Likewise, managers should gauge whether
participation in play-at-work activities is being driven by intrinsic motivation and that staff are
not participating out of obligation. Moreover, given that workers and managers may seek to
meet different objectives through play (e.g., workers may prioritize pleasant hedonic
experiences while managers may seek to achieve instrumental outcomes), there may be scope
to employ participative decision-making (PDM) frameworks (Locke & Schweiger, 1979) to
rectify these two parties’ divergent goals. According to Black and Gregersen (1997), the degree
of involvement that employees have in decisions is related to satisfaction with those initiatives,
as well as subsequent performance (Graham & Verma, 1991). Thus, there would be value in
using PDM frameworks to guide the implementation of play-at-work activities, so as to
maintain employees’ sense of ownership over the initiatives, thereby ensuring a mutually
beneficial balance between hedonic and instrumental outcomes.
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We observed that work-embedded play activities did not appear to exhibit the same
risks as diversionary forms of play, and may, therefore, be a safe target for managers. Indeed,
several studies (Tews et al., 2012; Tews et al., 2015) have shown that self-/peer-initiated workembedded play activities are generally valued more by employees than manager-initiated
activities. Therefore, we recommend that managers attempt to understand the ways that
workers already embed play into their work tasks, identify whether there are facets of the work
role that are facilitating this play (e.g., elements of the work design), and assess whether this is
having benefits for the worker or organization. Managers may then wish to consider whether
roles can be designed such that self-/peer-initiated work-embedded play becomes feasible for
more staff, such as by enabling workers to job craft. Managers may also consider employing
work-embedded play interventions when seeking to enhance performance and communication
effectiveness in group settings—serious play may be a suitable activity to achieve this. Again,
managers should inquire with those involved in any intervention to ensure that intrinsic
motivation is driving participation, rather than a sense of obligation.
2.5.

Conclusion
In this review, we developed a two-dimensional typology of the activity-based play-at-

work literature that delineates its various forms. We also applied key principles from an energymanagement framework to offer a foundation for understanding the similarities and differences
between varying forms of play-at-work activities and their outcomes. Although it is clear that
there is great potential to leverage play-at-work activities within organizations (as well as
several pitfalls to avoid), more research is required. Therefore, we encourage scholars to use
our typology, overarching energy-management framework, and methodological and theoretical
suggestions as a launching pad for future investigations and theory building. We hope that this
review helps to generate further interest in the topic of play-at-work and inspires practitioners
to integrate and endorse play activities in their work environments.
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CHAPTER 3
Playful Engagement Scale: Nomological Network Analysis and Scale
Validation
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3.1.

Introduction
This thesis aims to investigate the outcomes and antecedents of play-at-work. As the

review in Chapter 2 has highlighted, a key proximal determinant of play-at-work’s effects on
hedonic and instrumental outcomes is the psychological experience of play.
Based on the findings of this review, I argue that to understand the potential outcomes
and antecedents of play-at-work and achieve my theoretical and empirical aim, I must focus
more proximally on the psychological experience of play. I make these arguments for two
reasons. First, and as noted in the previous chapter, it would be unsatisfactory to attempt to link
play-at-work activities directly to instrumental outcomes (e.g., performance) because doing so
would neglect the important role of energy as a precursor to these outcomes. Second, several
scholars have argued that play-at-work activities may not necessarily be experienced as play
(Plester et al., 2015; Smith et al., 2009; Statler et al., 2011) and may sometimes be experienced
as more of an unpleasant obligation (Fleming & Sturdy, 2009; Plester & Hutchison, 2016).
Thus, this psychological experience of play appears key to bringing about play-at-work’s
desired effects (or avoiding its undesirable effects).
Despite these arguments and this psychological experience’s centrality to
understanding play-at-work antecedents and outcomes, my review indicated that little to no
research has conceptualised this psychological experience nor operationalised it. Therefore, I
take the view that considering the psychological experience of play is the next important step
toward addressing challenges in the play-at-work literature and that doing so has the potential
to enhance insight into the benefits of play by examining a proximal driver of play-at-work’s
hedonic and instrumental effects. To this end, a valid and reliable instrument is required.
Therefore, this chapter describes a process that was undertaken to develop a measure of playat-work’s psychological experience, which I refer to as playful engagement. Later, in Chapter
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4, I employ this psychometric measure to assess the antecedents and outcomes of this
psychological experience, thereby achieving the aim of this thesis.
In what follows, I first conceptualise the psychological experience of playful
engagement and highlight its defining characteristics—fun and interactivity. I also position this
construct as an energy-management strategy under the framework developed in Chapter 2.
Next, I describe the process that was undertaken to develop and assess the psychometric
properties of the Playful Engagement Scale (PES). This process involved the employment of a
deductive methodology (Hinkin, 1998) to generate items for the PES and assess their content
validity. Following this, I drew on two samples (n = 396) using a self-report methodology to
evaluate the psychometric properties of the PES according to different timeframes using
confirmatory analysis (CFA). I also assess the nomological network of playful engagement by
examining correlations between the PES and constructs that are thought to be conceptually
similar and unrelated, which, in combination, provide initial support for the construct’s
convergent and discriminant validity. I also examine correlations between the PES and
constructs that are thought to be playful engagement’s outcomes, serving as initial evidence for
the scale’s predictive validity.
3.2.

Defining Playful Engagement
In this thesis, I adapt generic definitions of play to introduce and focus on the concept

of playful engagement in the work domain, which occurs when a person is having fun doing a
work task in a different way than usual. Put differently, to playfully engage is to have fun
invoking new or varied behaviours in the performance of a work task. To illustrate, imagine a
delivery worker loading a platform trolley as part of her daily tasks, who has fun attempting to
produce a perfect rectangular prism upon the trolley using the boxes. Another example of
playful engagement may be a greenhouse worker sowing chickpeas; in an effort to make the
repetitive task of sowing the chickpeas fun, the worker may suggest to his colleague that they
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race to see who can sow a pair of identical fields faster. Alternatively, he may have fun racing
himself and his previous ‘best time’ to get the job done.
In line with these examples and perspectives in the broader play literature, I
conceptualise playful engagement as a psychological experience that occurs in the context of
one’s work tasks. I also conceptualise playful engagement as an experience that may vary both
within and between individuals and apply at different levels of domain specificity. Regarding
within- and between-person variation, I argue that a single person may, for example, playfully
engage more in the context of one task than another, or more at the beginning of their workday
than at its end (suggestive of within-person variation), and one person may be more inclined to
playfully engage overall than another person (suggestive of between-person variation). 4
Regarding domain specificity, I argue that, even at the interindividual level, there are likely to
be meaningful differences between people in terms of their general tendency to playfully
engage across contexts. For instance, people may differ in the extent to which they playfully
engage in the academic environment, at home, and at work.
An additional point regarding conceptualisation is that playful engagement may occur
across various contexts that extend beyond the work domain. For instance, after a day of
playfully engaging using multiple software packages throughout his workday, an employee
may attend an evening class and playfully engage in the way he collaborates with his teammates
on an assignment. This same person may then go home and playfully engage as he turns the
task of folding laundry into a game for himself. Therefore, I conceptualise playful engagement
broadly as a psychological state that can emerge in any domain. However, to contribute to the
literature on organisational behaviour, the primary empirical investigations throughout this
thesis (see Chapter 4) focus on playful engagement in the context of work.

4This

initial validation effort was focused on the between-person level by examining correlations between the PES and
constructs from the broader organisational behaviour literature, assessed at the level of the respondent. Later, in Chapter 4, I
run multilevel confirmatory factor analyses to confirm the PES’ model fit at the within-person level, providing additional
evidence of the scale’s psychometric soundness.
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As part of my conceptualisation, I position playful engagement as a psychological
experience that is commonly (but not always) associated with the behaviour of job crafting.
Job crafting refers to the physical and cognitive changes individuals make to tasks or the
relational boundaries of work to satisfy needs and preferences (Zhang & Parker, 2019). An
example of job crafting would be if a data analyst were to change how she completes her tasks
by using a different software package than her colleagues because she finds it easier to use.
This definition and example highlight job crafting’s conceptual overlap with playful
engagement, the definition of which includes ‘doing a task in a different way to usual’. For
instance, if the consequence of using the alternative software package were that the analyst
began having fun completing her tasks, her experience would become one of playful
engagement. However, we note that playful engagement need not always flow from job crafting,
which regards changes initiated by employees as opposed to managers. Indeed, playful
engagement can flow from changes to a job that managers instate. For instance, in an act of
manager-initiated work-embedded play, a manager may gamify a team’s digital work
environment. This team’s subsequent engagement with the new system may still invoke the
psychological experience of playful engagement because they are doing their tasks in a
different way to what they formally did, even though the structural changes to the tasks were
instated by management. Taken together, this means that playful engagement is a psychological
experience that is often, but not always, associated with job crafting.
In line with the definition above, playful engagement is characterised by fun and
interactivity. Fun refers to a discrete emotional experience characterised by pleasure (Kelly,
1987). Indeed, play scholars tend to converge on the view that ‘play’ without fun either ceases
to be play or never was in the first place (Barsoux, 1993; Stewart, 1996). The consequence of
fun’s centrality to play is that those who are playing experience a heightened emotional
engagement with their activities and context, which taps into individual processes that typical
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work situations cannot access (Roos et al., 2004). Interactivity refers to engagement with others,
materials, or tasks. For instance, watching television alone may be experienced as ‘fun,’ but it
is not ‘playful’ as it lacks the component of interactivity inherent in layperson definitions of
play, which is an energetically activated (rather than a passive, low-activation) experience.
In line with the theorising in the previous chapter, I consider the effects of playful
engagement according to an energy-management framework (Quinn et al., 2012). Energy is
presumed to be an essential ingredient of optimal human functioning. It is believed that
possessing energy (or ‘feeling energised’) has the hedonic benefit of being a pleasant
experience while also potentially facilitating instrumental outcomes, such as by aiding
employees in directing their limited resources toward work performance or building resources
that can be directed to work (Quinn et al., 2012), thereby enhancing performance. I position
playful engagement as an energy-management strategy under this banner because playful
engagement is an energetically activated experience, which should, therefore, have
consequences for these abovementioned outcomes associated with energy.
3.2.1. Construct Distinctiveness
The psychological experience of play at work, as reflected in playful engagement, is a
unique construct that has yet to be explored in the literature. To evidence this, I now discuss
the construct’s distinctiveness from the related concepts of intrinsic motivation, regulation
through identification and integration, and work engagement.
Intrinsic motivation is defined as “the doing of an activity for its inherent satisfactions
rather than for some separable consequence. When intrinsically motivated, a person is moved
to act for the fun or challenge entailed rather than because of external prods, pressures, or
rewards.” (Ryan & Deci, 2000, p. 56). In this definition, we see mention of ‘fun’—a discrete
emotional experience and defining component of playful engagement. However, fun is widely
considered to be just one subtype of intrinsic motivation, alongside other inherently pleasant
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experiences, such as the experience of interest, excitement, or flow (Csikszentmihalyi, 2014).
As such, the concept of intrinsic motivation invokes a broader scope of inherently pleasant
experiences than that encapsulated in playful engagement, which is limited to the discrete
emotional experience of fun. Further, intrinsic motivation can be present within the context of
a range of activities that do not necessarily require the interactive approach required of playful
engagement (e.g., passive activities, such as watching television). Therefore, the concept of
intrinsic motivation is related but conceptually distinct from playful engagement.
According to self-determination theory, identification occurs when a person “has
identified with the personal importance of a behavior and has thus accepted its regulation as
his or her own” (Ryan & Deci, 2000, p. 62). An example of regulation through identification
would be if a researcher were to learn a new software package because she sees it as relevant
to becoming a well-rounded scholar, which she values as a life goal. Integrated regulation,
defined as “identified regulations have been fully assimilated to the self” (Ryan & Deci, 2000,
p. 62), takes this a step further by bringing new regulations into congruence with other values
and needs. Ultimately, however, behaviour driven by both of these forms of regulation is still
extrinsically motivated because it is enacted for its presumed instrumental value with respect
to some outcome that is separate from the behaviour (Ryan & Deci, 2000). In contrast, the
psychological experience of playful engagement is characterised by ‘fun’, which is a form of
intrinsic motivation, thereby distinguishing this intrinsically motivated form of regulation from
those of identification and integration.
Finally, work engagement is defined as a “positive, fulfilling, work-related state of
mind that is characterized by vigor, dedication, and absorption (Schaufeli et al., 2002, p. 74).
Work engagement’s component of vigour, indicative of energetic activation, positions the
construct such that it exhibits conceptual overlap playful engagement, which is also an
energetically activated experience. However, dedication (a strong sense of identification with
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one’s work) and absorption (similar to Csikszentmihalyi’s conceptualisation of flow) are not
necessary components of playful engagement. Further, unlike playful engagement, work
engagement need not necessarily flow from changes or modifications to a task. It also lacks the
discrete emotional experience of ‘fun’. For instance, a worker may participate in a team
meeting in such a way that they are experiencing vigor, dedication, and absorption, but their
involvement in the meeting may not reflect a deviation from the usual way they would
participate in that meeting, and they also may not experience the meeting as ‘fun’. Therefore,
playful engagement is conceptually distinct from work engagement.
Next, I describe the process that was undertaken to generate items for the PES and
assess the scale’s psychometric properties and nomological network in two samples.
3.3.

Item Generation and Scale Development
My primary supervisor and I employed a deductive methodology (Hinkin, 1998) to

generate 24 items deemed to be reflective of the playful engagement construct. The 24 items
were subjected to a content validity analysis by 17 doctoral students in organisational behaviour
and industrial-organisational psychology. Raters were presented with the construct definition
and two examples of playful engagement and asked first to rate each of the items based on how
accurately they felt that they measured the proposed construct, and second, to rate them based
on their suitability for inclusion in the final scale. This was done in order to not only assess
content validity but to identify potential issues with comprehensibility (respondents were
invited to explain their ratings or provide extra detail in a field at the end of the questionnaire).
The ratings for each of these two criteria were provided on Likert scales ranging from -2 to +2.
Items that received an average rating of less than +1 (13 items) were removed. Five additional
items were removed as raters felt that they did not adequately encompass a change in one’s
interaction with a task, but rather their perceptions of it. Later, two more items were removed
as they referred to ‘interest’ and ‘enjoyment’ and were thus considered to be inconsistent with
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the conceptualisation of playful engagement, which is defined by the discrete emotion of ‘fun.’
Therefore, the final scale comprised of four items. The final four scale items were: “I have been
doing aspects of the task differently in order to have fun”, “I have been having fun changing
aspects of the task”, “I have been modifying aspects of the task because I have wanted some
fun”, and “There have been moments when I have had fun undertaking aspects of the task
differently”. All items were rated on a 5-point Likert scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5
(strongly agree).
3.4.

Hypothesis Development
The descriptive statistics and internal consistency of the PES were assessed using data

from two samples of undergraduate students undertaking a course in organisational behaviour
at an Australian university. In conducting these assessments, this initial validation effort was
focused on the between-person level by examining correlations between the PES and constructs
from the broader organisational behaviour literature, assessed at the level of the respondent.
Later, in Chapter 4, I run multilevel confirmatory factor analyses to confirm the PES’ model
fit at the within-person level, providing additional evidence of the scale’s psychometric
soundness.
It was expected that the playful engagement items would represent a unidimensional
construct. Thus, I assessed the fit of a single-factor structure using global fit indices. I also
established a nomological network for playful engagement by assessing whether the scale
demonstrated hypothesised correlations with existing measures of conceptually related (and
unrelated) variables. Specifically, I examined the scale’s relations to affect, attitudes toward
fun at work, conceptually relevant traits, work motivation, psychological detachment, and
creative performance (see Table 4 for construct definitions, a summary of hypothesised
correlations, and details of measures).
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Convergent validity was tested by examining how the PES related to constructs
assumed conceptually similar. The conceptually similar constructs assessed were (a) an
affective variable exhibiting conceptual overlap with the playful engagement definition
(Watson et al., 1988), (b) attitudes toward fun at work (Karl et al., 2005), and (c) conceptually
relevant traits. Regarding (a), it was expected that the PES would converge with a measure of
high-activation pleasant affect (Watson et al., 1988) because playful engagement reflects an
experience of energetic activation and pleasant affect, so these two constructs exhibit
conceptual overlap via both their activation and hedonic-tone components.
Regarding (b), attitudes toward fun at work (Karl et al., 2005), it was expected that the
PES would relate positively to scales assessing the perceived desirability, appropriateness, and
positive consequences of fun at work. Given that fun is a defining component of playful
engagement, it was believed that the intensity with which participants reported this experience
would be consistent (and correlated) with the strength of these attitudes toward fun at work.
Regarding (c), conceptually relevant traits, it was expected that the PES would relate
positively to scales assessing trait playfulness (Proyer, 2012) and extraversion (Lucas & Diener,
2001; Donnellan et al., 2006). Trait playfulness is defined 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 consistent with
playful engagement, which involves changing a task to invoke a positive psychological
experience and is, thus, one way to ‘reframe’ a situation in order to experience positive
emotions. Regarding the hypothesised positive correlation with extraversion, the umbrella
concept of extraversion refers to the shared variance of traits such as gregariousness and a high
activity-level (Donnellan et al., 2006; Lucas & Diener, 2001). Definitions of playfulness and
playful behaviour in adults often include the component of gregariousness (Barnett, 2007), and
a high level of activity is inherent in playful engagement as it is conceptualised as an
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TABLE 4 – Description and Definition of Focal Variables Included in Nomological Network Analysis
Variable

Item No.

Affect Variables
High-activation
pleasant affect

4

Lead-in (with domain underlined)

Response
format

“For THIS SEMESTER, please
indicate below approximately how
often you have felt each of the
following. Everyone has a lot of
overlapping feelings, so you'll have
a total for all the items that may be
greater than 100% of the time.”

7pt Likert
(frequency)

Construct definition

Example items

E.g., ‘enthusiastic’, ‘inspired’,
‘excited’, ‘joyful’ (Watson et al.,
1988).

“enthusiastic”, “inspired”.

The perceived social appropriateness
of fun in the work context (Karl et
al., 2005).

“University hours are the time
to work and non-university
hours are the time to have
fun”, “Jokes, laughing, or
having a ‘playful attitude’
while on the job is immature
and unprofessional”.

The extent to which a person feels
that experiencing fun at work is
important (Karl et al., 2005).

“If my studies stopped being
fun, I would look for another
course”, “I prefer to work
with people who like to have
fun”.

Perceptions that fun at work has
positive consequences for workrelated outcomes (Karl et al.,
2005).

“Students with a healthy sense
of humour tend to work well
with others”, “When
university work is fun,
students work harder and
longer”.

Attitude Toward
Fun at Work1
4

CONVERGENT

Appropriateness

Salience

5

Perceived
consequences

8

“The following statements refer to the
way in which you generally
experience your UNIVERSITY
work. Please indicate the extent to
which you agree with the following
statements, using the scale
provided.”

5pt Likert
(agreement)

1

These constructs were not defined by the authors, so stated definitions have been inferred from the items.
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TABLE 4 – Description and Definition of Focal Variables Included in Nomological Network Analysis (cont.)
Variable

Item No.

Lead-in (with domain underlined)

Response
format

Construct definition

Example items

Trait Variables

DISCRIMINANT

CONVERGENT

Playfulness

Extraversion

5

4

“Using the scale below, please
respond to each statement
according to how you would
normally describe yourself.”

5pt Likert
(agreement)

“Why have you put effort into the
tasks involved with your
UNIVERSITY work throughout
THIS SEMESTER?”

5pt Likert
(agreement)

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 (Proyer,
2012).

“I am a playful person”, “I
frequently do playful things
in my daily life”.

An umbrella concept, reflecting the
shared variance of more specific
traits, such as gregariousness,
assertiveness, enthusiasm,
talkativeness, activity level, and
excitement-seeking (Donnellan et
al., 2006; Lucas & Diener, 2001).

“I am the life of the party”, “I
talk to a lot of different
people at parties”.

Doing an activity to obtain rewards or
avoid punishments administered by
others (Gagné et al., 2015).

“To get others’ approval (e.g.,
professors, peers, family,
tutors…)”, “Because I risk
not getting a good job if I
don’t put enough effort into
them”.

Motivation
Extrinsic work
motivation

6
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TABLE 4 – Description and Definition of Focal Variables Included in Nomological Network Analysis (cont.)
Variable

Item No.

Lead-in (with domain underlined)

Response
format

Construct definition

Example items

DISCRIMINANT

Well-Being
Psychological
detachment

4

“The following statements refer to the
way in which you have generally
experienced your LEISURE/
DOWN TIME throughout THIS
SEMESTER. Please indicate the
extent to which you agree with the
following statements, using the
scale provided.”

5pt Likert
(agreement)

An individual’s sense of being away
from a work situation (Sonnentag
& Fritz, 2007).

“I have forgotten about
university during these
times”, “I haven't thought
about university at all during
these times”.

Motivation

PREDICTIVE

Intrinsic work
motivation

3

“Why have you put effort into the
tasks involved with your
UNIVERSITY work throughout
THIS SEMESTER?”

5pt Likert
(agreement)

Doing an activity (work) for its own
sake, that is, because it is
interesting and enjoyable in itself
(Gagné et al., 2015).

“Because I have fun doing my
university tasks”, “Because
what I do in my studies is
exciting”.

6

“The following statements refer to the
way in which you have generally
experienced the tasks involved with
your UNIVERSITY work
throughout THIS SEMESTER.”

5pt Likert
(frequency)

Active exploration or discovery
learning in which minimal
guidance is provided to learners
(Naveh et al., 2015).

“I have tried new things”, “I
have sought by myself new
ways to improve”.

Creative
Performance
Exploration
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TABLE 4 – Description and Definition of Focal Variables Included in Nomological Network Analysis (cont.)

PREDICTIVE

Variable

Item No.

Problem
identification

3

Information
searching/
encoding

3

Idea generation

5

Idea validation

5

Lead-in (with domain underlined)

“The following statements refer
to the way in which you have
generally experienced the tasks
involved with your
UNIVERSITY work
throughout THIS SEMESTER.
Please indicate the extent to
which you engaged in the
following strategies when
completing tasks or solving
problems.”

Response
format

5pt Likert
(agreement)

Construct definition

Example items

Structuring a problem and identifying
the goals, procedures, restrictions,
and information needed to solve
the problem (Reiter-Palmon &
Illies, 2004; Zhang & Bartol,
2010).

“I have spent considerable time
trying to understand the
nature of problems”, “I have
thought about problems from
multiple perspectives”.

Retrieving information from internal
and external sources, connecting it,
synthesising it, and encoded it in a
manner that facilitates creative
production (Reiter-Palmon & Illies,
2004; Zhang & Bartol, 2010).

“I have spent considerable time
shifting through information
that helped to generate new
ideas”, “I have retained large
amounts of detailed
information in my area of
expertise for future use”.

Generating alternative solutions to a
problem (Reiter-Palmon & Illies,
2004; Zhang & Bartol, 2010).

“I have generated a significant
number of alternatives to the
same problems before I chose
final solutions”.

Soliciting feedback from others at
work about a creative idea
(Harrison & Wagner, 2016).

“I have tried to get others'
opinions about my new
ideas”, “I have tested out my
ideas by explaining them to
my peers”.
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energetically activated experience. Therefore, these constructs should exhibit conceptual
overlap and be positively correlated with playful engagement.
Discriminant validity was tested by examining how the PES related to constructs
assumed theoretically unrelated. The constructs examined were (a) extrinsic work motivation
(Gagné et al., 2015) and (b) psychological detachment (Sonnentag & Fritz, 2007). Regarding
(a), it was expected that the extent to which a person is extrinsically motivated by their work
should have no bearing on the extent to which they playfully engage because playful
engagement is pursued because it is intrinsically satisfying (i.e., because it is fun), not for
extrinsic rewards. Thus, it was hypothesised that these concepts would be conceptually distinct
and uncorrelated. Regarding (b), psychological detachment is a recovery experience denoting
the extent to which an employee feels mentally disengaged from work when they are not on
the job (Sonnentag & Fritz, 2007). While off-task forms of play may be beneficial for invoking
this recovery experience (see the discussion of Chapter 2), the extent to which a person
playfully engages should have no impact on the extent to which a person psychologically
detaches outside of work because playful engagement only occurs in the context of ongoing
work tasks. Therefore, it was hypothesised that psychological detachment would be distinct
from playful engagement.
An initial test of predictive validity was conducted by examining correlations between
the PES and hedonic and instrumental outcomes speculated to be relevant based on the
principles of the energy-management framework put forward in Chapter 2. In particular, the
constructs examined here were (a) intrinsic work motivation (Gagné et al., 2015) and (b)
creative performance (e.g., exploration, problem identification; Harrison & Wagner, 2016;
Zhang & Bartol, 2010).
As described in the discussion of Chapter 2, intrinsic work motivation (a) is likely to be
a proximal outcome of play-at-work and a crucial mechanism driving play-at-work’s beneficial
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effects. I explore these themes more in the empirical investigation in Chapter 4, but briefly (and
drawing on an energy-management framework; Quinn et al., 2012), experiencing or
anticipating that energetic activation will flow from engagement in an activity produces
intrinsic motivation to engage in that activity because energetic activation is inherently
pleasurable (Collins, 1993; Quinn et al., 2012). Given that playful engagement is an
energetically activated experience, it is hypothesised that playful engagement and intrinsic
work motivation should be correlated, thereby providing initial evidence for the PES’
predictive validity.
Regarding (b), an energy-management framework also suggests that playful
engagement should be related to instrumental outcomes. Here, I draw on several behaviours
indicative of creative performance—namely, exploration, problem identification, information
searching/encoding, idea generation, and idea validation (Harrison & Wagner, 2016; Zhang &
Bartol, 2010). The act of performing work tasks in a different way than usual is likely to
function as a useful precondition for creative performance. This is because one of the key
pathways to creativity is thought to be flexibility, characterised by divergent thinking and shifts
between schemas (Boot et al., 2017; De Dreu et al., 2008). Therefore, performing a task in a
different way than usual through playful engagement may activate the divergent cognitive
processes that facilitate creativity.
In what follows, I describe the between-person correlations between the PES and the
abovementioned constructs in cross-sectional self-report data drawn from two samples (n1 =
199; n2 = 197). These data were both collected from a student participant pool at the University
of Western Australia. These analyses serve as an initial step toward evidencing the convergent,
discriminant, and predictive validity of the PES, as well as its psychometric properties. While
in Sample 1, I assess the PES and its correlations in relation to experiences participants had
during their semester at university, in Sample 2, I broaden the focus to a consideration of
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playful engagement experienced in general as a means to assess the construct at different levels
of domain specificity.
3.5.

Sample 1 — Method

3.5.1. Participants and Procedure
In Sample 1, an online survey was sent to a sample of 218 (54.1% male; 32.7% female;
13.2% not specified), who completed the survey in exchange for course credit. The majority
were aged between 18-24 (81.8%) and in the first year of the bachelor’s degree (62.7%). After
duplicate responses were removed, 199 cases remained in the final dataset.
3.5.2. Measures
Participants responded to the PES items as they related to their experiences in the
current semester. As such, the lead-in to the items was as follows: “The following statements
refer to the way in which you have generally experienced the tasks involved with your
UNIVERSITY work throughout THIS SEMESTER. Please indicate the extent to which you
agree with the following statements, using the scale provided.”
All other scales used to assess convergent, discriminant, and predictive validity were
validated in past research (see Table 4 for details and example items). High-activation pleasant
affect experienced throughout the semester was assessed using the Brief PANAS inventory
(Watson et al., 1988). Attitudes toward fun at work as they related to participants’ general
experience of university were assessed using Karl and colleagues’ (2005) Attitude Toward Fun
at Work Scale. Trait playfulness was assessed using Proyer’s (2012) Short Measure of Adult
Playfulness. Trait extraversion was assessed using Donellan and colleagues’ (2006) Mini-IPIP.
Intrinsic and extrinsic work motivation as they related to participants’ experience of university
throughout the semester were assessed using the respective subscales of Gagné and colleagues’
(2014) Multidimensional Work Motivation Scale. Psychological detachment as it related to
students’ non-study time throughout the semester was assessed using the items from Sonnentag
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and Fritz’s (2007) Recovery Experience Questionnaire. Exploration as it related to participants’
approach to undertaking university tasks throughout the semester was assessed using the items
from Naveh and colleagues’ (2015) Enactive Exploration Climate measure with adapted
wording that referred to individual behaviours rather than climate. Finally, creative process
engagement (problem identification, information searching/encoding, idea generation, and idea
validation) as it related to participants’ approach to undertaking university tasks throughout the
semester was assessed using scales by Harrison and Wagner (2016) and Zhang and Bartol
(2010).
3.6.

Sample 1 — Results

3.6.1. Descriptive Statistics and Internal Consistency
The mean for the PES was 3.12 (SD = .77). Cronbach’s alpha for the scale was a = .86,
suggesting that it is sufficiently reliable.
3.6.2. Confirmatory Factor Analysis
A CFA was conducted using Mplus (v. 8.0). A one-factor model, in which all four items
loaded onto a one-factor model was specified. There were no grounds upon which to divide the
items into a two-factor model for comparison, so I focused on indices of model fit. All global
fit indices (x2 = 1.12, df = 2, CFI = 1.00, TLI = 1.00, SRMR = .01, RMSEA = .00) suggested
good fit (Hu & Bentler, 1999), and all standardised loadings were above .80 (see Table 5).
3.6.3. Convergent, Discriminant and Predictive Validity
The correlations shown in Table 6 were used to assess patterns of correlations with
variables that were presumed to be related and unrelated to playful engagement, assessed in
relation to the university semester. In examining these correlations, I sought to gain insight into
playful engagement’s convergent, discriminant, and predictive validity. In support of
convergent validity, the PES was positively correlated with high-activation pleasant affect
experienced throughout the semester (r = .39, p < .01). The PES also exhibited a positive
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TABLE 5 – Playful Engagement Scale (PES) Items, Descriptive Statistics and Factor Loadings for Samples 1 and 2
Sample 1

Sample 2

Semester Domain
Playful Engagement Scale Items
1. I have done aspects of my tasks

Global Domain

Semester Domain

M

SD

λ

M

SD

λ

M

SD

λ

3.09

.90

.83

3.28

.85

.79

2.96

.93

.91

3.15

.91

.82

3.42

.88

.83

3.04

.91

.85

3.05

.93

.85

3.29

.88

.85

2.99

.93

.88

3.20

.88

.68

3.43

.82

.78

3.13

.91

.83

differently in order to have fun
2. There have been moments when I have
had fun changing aspects of my tasks
3. I have modified aspects of my tasks
because I have wanted some fun
4. There have been moments when I have
had fun undertaking aspects of my tasks
differently

Note: All factor loadings are standardised and significant at p < .001. The wording of the items presented is that of the items in Sample 1,
presented according to the semester domain (wording was adapted slightly to apply to the global domain).
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TABLE 6 – Sample 1 Descriptive Statistics, Reliabilities, Hypotheses and Correlations

DISCRIMINANT

Affect Variables
High-activation Pleasant Affect
Attitude Toward Fun at Work
Appropriateness
Salience
Perceived Consequences
Trait Variables
Playfulness
Extraversion
Motivation Variables
Extrinsic Work Motivation
Well-Being Variables
Psychological Detachment

PREDICTIVE

CONVERGENT

Correlates

Motivation Variables
Intrinsic Work Motivation
Creative Performance Variables
Exploration
Problem Identification
Information Searching/Encoding
Idea Generation
Idea Validation

M

SD

a

Hypotheses

Correlations

3.91

1.20

.92

++

.39**

3.33
3.23
3.60

.82
.65
.51

.78
.64
.72

+
+
+

-.03
.29**
-.03

3.67
3.23

.70
.88

.83
.83

++
+

.30**

3.27

.72

.77

3.24

.94

.86

3.12

.91

.87

++

.41**

3.51
3.46
3.45
3.31
3.30

.67
.74
.71
.73
.82

.86
.75
.72
.87
.89

+
+
+
+
+

.39**
.35**
.33*
.48**
.52**

.26**

-.10
.12
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correlation with the salience subscale assessing general attitudes toward fun at work as it
related to university work (r = .29, p < .01) but was uncorrelated with the other two subscales,
appropriateness (r = -.03, p > .05) and perceived consequences (r = -.03, p > .05). Lastly, and
in line with my predictions, the PES was positively correlated with trait playfulness (r = .30, p
< .01) and extraversion (r = .26, p < .01).
In support of discriminant validity, the PES was found to be unrelated to extrinsic
motivation (r = -.10, p > .05) and psychological detachment during participants’ non-study
time (r = .12, p > .05) throughout the semester. In support of predictive validity, and in line
with my hypotheses, intrinsic motivation experienced throughout the semester exhibited a
strong positive correlation with the PES (r = .41, p < .01). The PES was also positively related
to exploration throughout the semester (r = .39, p < .01) and creative process engagement
throughout the semester—namely, problem identification (r = .35, p < .01), information
searching/encoding (r = .33, p < .05), idea generation (r = .48, p < .01), and idea validation (r
= .52, p < .01).
3.7.

Sample 2 — Method
A limitation of the analyses in Sample 1 is that playful engagement was only assessed

in relation to experiences at university throughout the semester. However, even at the
interindividual level, I view playful engagement as likely being meaningful at different levels
of domain specificity. For instance, people may not only differ meaningfully in terms of their
tendency to playfully engage at university, but also in general (i.e., across a range of life
domains). Therefore, in Sample 2, I examine whether a global assessment of playful
engagement (i.e., assessed in general and not specifically in relation to the university domain)
would exhibit the same patterns of correlations as in Sample 1. I also cross-validate the PES’
unidimensional factor structure and assess its nomological network pertaining to the university
semester a second time.
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All hypotheses regarding convergent, discriminant, and predictive validity were the
same as those put forward in Sample 1.
3.7.1. Participants and Procedure
In Sample 2, an online survey was sent to a sample of 323 (36.5% male; 48.9% female;
14.5% not specified) undergraduate students, who completed the survey in exchange for course
credit. The majority were aged between 18-24 (90.0%) and in the first year of the bachelor’s
degree (52.9%). Two attention check items were included in this survey. After removing cases
that failed one or more of the attention checks, as well as duplicate and blank responses, 197
cases remained in the final dataset.
3.7.2. Measures
Playful engagement was assessed using the PES developed in this chapter. However,
in this sample, the scales were presented in reference to an additional domain beyond the past
semester—namely, playful engagement occurring in general, using the following lead-in: “All
of the questions in this Part will ask about your characteristics and views in general. Using the
scale below, please indicate the extent to which you agree with the following statements”. All
other scales (and their framing) were the same as those presented to Sample 1.
3.8.

Sample 2 — Results

3.8.1. Descriptive Statistics and Internal Consistency
The mean of playful engagement assessed in the university domain was 3.03 (SD =
.83), and the mean reported level of global playful engagement was 3.35 (SD = .74). The PES
was shown to be sufficiently reliable when assessed according to both domains (aglobal = .89;
asemester = .92), and the intercorrelation between the two was r = .44 (p < .01), suggesting that
while tendencies toward playful engagement in different domains are related, they are not
identical.
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3.8.2. Confirmatory Factor Analysis
A CFA was conducted using Mplus (v. 8.0). A two-factor model in which the two sets
of four items (i.e., playful engagement in relation to the semester and in general) were loaded
onto their respective domains was specified. All global fit indices (x2 = 27.77, df = 19, CFI
= .99, TLI = .99, SRMR = .02, RMSEA = .05) suggested reasonable fit (Hu & Bentler, 1999),
and all standardized loadings were above .70 (see Table 5).
3.8.3. Convergent, Discriminant and Predictive Validity
The correlations displayed in Table 7 were used to assess patterns of correlations with
variables that were presumed to be related and unrelated to playful engagement across the
university and global domains. In examining these correlations, I sought to gain insight into
playful engagement’s convergent, discriminant, and predictive validity across different
domains. In support of convergent validity, high-activation pleasant affect was positively
correlated with both the global and semester assessments of the PES (rglobal = .19, p < .01;
rsemester = .34, p < .01). Likewise, the salience subscale assessing attitudes toward fun at work
as it related to university work exhibited positive correlations with the PES assessed in both
domains (rglobal = .30, p < .01; rsemester = .28, p < .01). The appropriateness of fun at work subscale
was modestly correlated with the global assessment of the PES but uncorrelated with the
assessment in relation to the semester (rglobal = .15, p < .05; rsemester = -.02, p > .05), and the
perceived consequences of fun at work subscale was uncorrelated with the PES in both domains
(rglobal = .13, p > .05; rsemester = .01, p > .05). In line with my predictions, trait playfulness (rglobal
=

.33, p < .01; rsemester = .11, p > .05) and extraversion (rglobal = .17, p < .05; rsemester = .06, p >

.05) were both positively correlated with the global assessment of the PES.
In support of discriminant validity, both extrinsic motivation (rglobal = .06, p > .05;
rsemester = -.05, p > .05) and psychological detachment (rglobal = .08, p > .05; rsemester = .04, p >
.05) were found to be unrelated to the PES in both domains.
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TABLE 7 – Sample 2 Descriptive Statistics, Reliabilities, Hypotheses and Correlations

CONVERGENT

Affect Variables
High-activation Pleasant Affect
Attitude Toward Fun at Work
Appropriateness
Salience
Perceived Consequences
Trait Variables
Playfulness
Extraversion

DISCRIMINANT

Motivational Variables
Extrinsic Work Motivation
Well-Being Variables
Psychological Detachment

PREDICTIVE

Correlates

Motivational Variables
Intrinsic Work Motivation
Creative Performance Variables
Exploration
Problem Identification
Information Searching/Encoding
Idea Generation
Idea Validation

M

SD

a

Hypotheses

Correlations
I
General

II
Semester

3.55

1.21

.88

++

.19**

.34**

3.63
3.33
3.80

.68
.54
.43

.67
.57
.66

+
+
+

.15*
.30**
.13

-.02
.28**
.01

3.52
3.18

.65
.87

.78
.83

++
+

.33**
.17*

.11
.06

3.09

1.09

.85

.06

-.05

2.90

.96

.86

.08

.04

2.93

.88

.88

++

.15*

.37**

3.66
3.54
3.55
3.39
3.31

.64
.74
.68
.67
.84

.87
.82
.72
.84
.91

+
+
+
+
+

.21**
.11
.07
.11
.12

.22**
.25**
.10
.22**
.21**
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Finally, in support of predictive validity, and in line with my hypotheses, intrinsic
motivation exhibited a positive correlation with the PES, assessed in relation to both domains
(rglobal = .15, p < .05; rsemester = .37, p < .01). Exploration was also positively related to the PES
in both domains (rglobal= .21, p < .01; rsemester = .22, p < .01). The PES was also related to most
forms of creative process engagement in the university domain; the scale was related to
problem identification (rglobal = .11, p > .05; rsemester = .25, p < .01), idea generation (rglobal = .11,
p > .05; rsemester = .22, p < .01), and idea validation (rglobal = .12, p > .05; rsemester = .21, p < .01).
The scale was uncorrelated with information searching/encoding in both domains (rglobal = .07,
p > .05; rsemester = .10, p > .05).
3.9.

Discussion
This chapter conceptualised the psychological experience of playful engagement and

detailed the development of a new scale designed to operationalise and assess this experience.
Specifically, I underwent a process of generating items for the PES and assessed patterns of
correlations with variables that were presumed to be related and unrelated to playful
engagement as a first step toward understanding the construct’s nomological network. The
results from two samples demonstrated the independence of playful engagement from related
constructs, as well as its association with, and thus potential to predict, hedonic and
instrumental outcomes between individuals and across different domains. Broadly, the findings
provide support for the internal consistency, unidimensionality, construct validity, and
practical utility of the PES.
It was found that the construct generally adhered to the hypothesised pattern of
correlations with other theoretically related and unrelated variables indicative of affect,
attitudes toward fun at work, traits, work motivation, psychological detachment, and creative
performance. In particular, a majority of the scale correlations were in support of the notion
that playful engagement is similar but distinct from related concepts, not correlated with
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constructs assumed theoretically unrelated, and has potential to predict outcomes indicative of
both hedonic and instrumental aspects of work (e.g., intrinsic motivation, creative
performance). This is an important finding that reinforces existing speculation that play
possesses wide-ranging utility in organisations (Petelczyc et al., 2018).
While the majority of the correlations evidencing convergent, discriminant, and
predictive validity were in line with my predictions, several are worthy of discussion and
potentially further investigation. First, regarding convergent validity, it was found that the
salience subscale of the Attitude Toward Fun at Work scale was consistently correlated with
the PES but that the remaining two subscales (i.e., appropriateness and perceived
consequences) were uncorrelated with the PES. Notably, the salience subscale assessed the
desirability and importance of fun with an emphasis on hedonic benefits, whereas the
appropriateness and perceived consequences subscales pertained more to instrumental
outcomes (e.g., fun’s usefulness for enhancing professionalism, encouraging longer working
hours). While unexpected, this finding aligns with the discussion in Chapter 2, speculating that
employees who seek the psychological experience of play (or fun) may be more attuned to a
behaviour’s hedonic benefits and less concerned about its instrumental benefits, which is more
likely to be a concern held by management. Thus, the finding that the PES was uncorrelated
with these subscales reflective of instrumental outcomes perhaps makes sense in light of theory.
A second point to note regards differences between the patterns of correlations for the
PES assessed in relation to the university semester and the PES assessed globally. Notably, in
the second sample, the traits of playfulness and extraversion (which were hypothesised to
converge with the PES) were found to be correlated with the global assessment of the PES but
not that in relation to the university semester. This finding may reflect understandings in Person
x Situation theories (Pervin, 1984), suggesting that while a person may have a general
inclination toward playful engagement, certain domains or contexts may suppress this
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tendency. Likewise, it was found in the second sample that indicators of creative performance
(which were hypothesised to be predicted by the PES) exhibited correlations with the PES
assessed in relation to the university semester but not the global assessment of the PES. One
interpretation of this finding is that the measure may require a clear reference point to be
meaningful. Indeed, this need for a clear referent seems particularly likely given the inclusion
of the word ‘task’ throughout the items, implying the presence of tasks within a particular
domain (e.g., work, home, school, volunteerism, etc.) Overall, these different patterns of
correlations highlight the importance of distinguishing between different domains when
assessing the psychological experience of play.
3.9.1. Strengths
This study has several strengths. First, developing and validating the PES has made a
contribution to the play-at-work literature by providing initial evidence for the nomological
network of play-at-work’s psychological experience and offering a tool that can be used to
advance understanding of this concept and its relationships to other constructs. To my
knowledge, this is the first study of its kind to home in on play’s psychological experience in
the work context and the first to develop and validate a measure of this experience.
A second key contribution of this chapter is that it has clarified the conceptualisation
of a core construct thought to be proximal to the effects of play-at-work—one that potentially
underlies the effects of all the activity-based play-at-work concepts revealed in Chapter 2.
Namely, this chapter has elucidated the defining characteristics of this psychological
experience (i.e., fun and interactivity). This is a significant contribution, especially given
challenges in the broader play literature, where scholars have grappled with the task of defining
‘play’ for decades (Sutton-Smith, 2009).
Third, this chapter has established evidence for the reliability and validity of the PES
across two samples. That is, content validity analysis found the PES items to be representative
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of the conceptual domain of playful engagement. Results from the reliability analyses across
both samples also evidenced the internal consistency of the scale, and factor analyses supported
the unidimensionality of the scale.
A fourth contribution regards the versatility and brevity of the PES (four items). While
there are benefits of longer measures for adequate domain sampling and internal consistency
(Cronbach & Meehl, 1955), such measurement instruments can have limited practical utility in
applied research, where time constraints must be navigated and participant burden must be
minimised, particularly in repeated-measures designs or when multiple scales are being
administered at one time. A strength of shorter scales is that they require less time to administer
and are less prone to missing data and response biases caused by fatigue (Hinkin, 1995).
Further, it has been argued that three to four items are generally sufficient to ensure internal
consistency and item homogeneity within a latent construct; additional items tend to have
progressively less impact on scale reliability (Cortina, 1993; Hinkin, 1998). Additionally, the
PES’ items are designed in such a way that they can be applied to different domains (e.g.,
home, work, university, volunteering) and temporal frames (e.g., in general, in the past
semester, in the past week), simply by adjusting the lead-in. That is, the scale is versatile and
not too situation-specific. The advantage of this feature of the scale is that it should allow the
PES to be utilised across a variety of contexts, enabling researchers to answer questions across
a wide variety of domains and timeframes.
3.9.2. Limitations and Future Research
There is more work to do to ensure the reliability and validity of the PES. First, and as
noted in the opening, I see playful engagement as a psychological state that can vary both
within and between people. Therefore, a limitation of the present study is that I have only
assessed the scale’s suitability for use to assess between-person differences in playful
engagement. A second limitation of this study is that, due to the cross-sectional nature of its
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design, it was not possible to confirm the predictive validity of the scale confidently. While I
have assessed the PES’ correlations with constructs presumed to be outcomes of playful
engagement (i.e., intrinsic motivation, creative performance), confident statements about
predictive validity cannot be made without time separation between predictors and outcomes.
A third limitation is the use of self-report data, which may be vulnerable to response
biases (Baer et al., 2003). While a one-off assessment of a psychological state may be
vulnerable to response bias, it has been shown that psychometric measures of subjective states
tend to share little variance with measures of social desirability and impression management
(Matthews et al., 1990; Matthews et al., 1999). Nonetheless, a remedy to response biases may
be to collect immediate assessments of playful engagement, as it has been shown that such an
approach tends to improve the accuracy of retrospective self-reports when assessing transient
psychological states (Diener et al., 1995; Ericcson & Simon, 1980; Hedges et al., 1985).
Finally, the undergraduate student population that was sampled represents another limitation.
Without assessing the hypothesised patterns of correlations in a working sample, the
generalisability of this study’s findings to a working population cannot be guaranteed.
To address several of these limitations, I employ two within-person repeated-measures
studies in Chapter 4. In conducting these investigations, I verify that playful engagement is an
experience that can vary within people. Further, the nature of the experience-sampling design
and the controls I incorporate (e.g., lagged dependent variables) helps provide support for the
scale’s predictive validity (Gabriel et al., 2019). These two studies also minimise response bias
as the random experience-sampling design I employ asks participants to report their playful
engagement in the moment immediately before commencing a given survey. Given that
participants will be reflecting on such a recently occurring activity, it is unlikely that responses
will be impaired by memory deficits. Additionally, the second of the two studies draws on a

90

sample of full-time employees, helping to verify the relevance and applicability of the
relationships explored here to a working population.
3.10.

Conclusion
Examining playful engagement at work through the lens of energy management serves

as a powerful way to understand the relationship between play-at-work and a range of hedonic
and instrumental outcomes. This study has taken the play-at-work literature a step forward by
moving beyond play-at-work activities to conceptualising and operationalising play’s
psychological experience—an important contribution given the presumed proximity of playat-work’s psychological experience to all forms of activity-based play-at-work. The findings
of this study have also provided preliminary evidence for play-at-work’s nomological network
and potential to predict hedonic and instrumental outcomes. In parallel, this study has made a
methodological contribution by validating a brief measure of playful engagement for use in
different domains that can be used to assess the psychological experience of play and its
associations at the between-person level, thereby aiding future researchers in advancing
knowledge in the field of play-at-work.
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CHAPTER 4
Playful Engagement: A Pathway to Hedonic and Instrumental Outcomes at
Work in the Context of Job Demands and Resources
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4.1.

Foreword
In the previous chapter, I developed and validated a psychometric scale to

operationalise the psychological experience of play occurring through work tasks (i.e., playful
engagement). The results from two samples evidenced the independence of playful engagement
from related constructs, as well as its association with, and thus potential to predict, hedonic
and instrumental outcomes across different domains. The findings also provided support for
the internal consistency, unidimensionality, construct validity, and practical utility of the
Playful Engagement Scale (PES) and addressed a significant methodological gap in the playat-work literature—the absence of a measure of play-at-work’s psychological experience.
By employing the scale developed in the previous chapter, this chapter takes the final
step toward achieving my aim, which is to investigate the outcomes and antecedents of playat-work. Specifically, I present the results of two studies assessing playful engagement in the
field using a random experience-sampling methodology (Csikszentmihalyi & Larson, 2014),
enabling an assessment of intraindividual fluctuations in playful engagement stemming from
one of the four categories of activity-based play-at-work presented in Chapter 2 (i.e., self-/peerinitiated work-embedded play). In conducting this examination, I explore the hedonic and
instrumental outcomes predicted by playful engagement—namely, task interest and
performance. I also draw on the principles of an energy-management framework (Quinn et al.,
2012), and particularly principles related to job crafting (Zhang & Parker, 2019), to develop
and test hypotheses regarding the likely impact of stable and malleable features of an
employee’s work design on playful engagement and its links to these outcomes—namely, time
pressure and work autonomy.
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PLAYFUL ENGAGEMENT: A PATHWAY TO HEDONIC AND INSTRUMENTAL
OUTCOMES AT WORK IN THE CONTEXT OF JOB DEMANDS AND
RESOURCES
Nicole A. Celestine
University of Western Australia, Business School
Gillian Yeo
University of Western Australia, Business School
March To
University of Western Australia, Business School

We examine the concept of playful engagement, which is a dynamic state whereby workers
“have fun doing a work task in a different way than usual”. Specifically, we examine the
antecedents and consequences of within-person fluctuations in this state. Drawing on energymanagement theory, we hypothesize that when employees playfully engage, they experience
increased task interest, which, in turn, enhances task performance. We also specify malleable
and stable work design features (time pressure and work autonomy, respectively) as interactive
antecedents of playful engagement. We conducted two studies to test our hypotheses, drawing
on a sample of students (n = 111) and full-time workers (n = 137) and employed a random
experience-sampling methodology to survey participants six times per day for five workdays.
Modeling the data at three levels, we found support across both studies for our hypothesis that
there would be a positive indirect effect linking playful engagement to performance via task
interest within days. We also found support in Study 2 for our proposed antecedents—
specifically, we found that high levels of stable work autonomy buffered the negative, withinperson effect of time pressure on playful engagement. We discuss the implications of these
findings for scholars and practitioners.
Keywords:
Play at work; fun; energy management; hedonic; instrumental
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There is growing interest among scholars and practitioners in the potential benefits of
play at work. Specifically, several works across diverse fields have speculated that the
psychological experience of play may have proximal effects on hedonic and instrumental
outcomes, such as affect (Boland & Hoffman, 1986; Wells, 1988; Wilson, 1988) and
performance (Glynn, 1994). However, despite the likely potential of this psychological
experience, no theory or research has developed or tested these ideas; nor do we know what
factors (e.g., features of one’s work design; Sandelands, 1988) promote this supposedly
beneficial experience.
In this paper, we contribute to the field of play-at-work by examining the antecedents
and consequences of play-at-work’s psychological experience—playful engagement—
conceptualized as being associated with job crafting (Wrzesniewski & Dutton, 2001) that is,
therefore, anchored in the occurrence of ongoing work tasks. Examining play’s psychological
experience according to this conceptualization enables us to answer questions around not only
the hedonic function of play (which may manifest in any context), but also its instrumental
functions (e.g., in a context where one is regularly expected to demonstrate effective
performance). We also conceptualize playful engagement under Celestine and Yeo’s (2020)
recent energy-management framework of play-at-work (Quinn et al., 2012) to propose that
playfully engaging reflects an energetically activated experience that may have both immediate
hedonic benefits and downstream benefits for instrumental outcomes (e.g., work performance)
by intrinsically motivating worker performance in the form of enhanced task interest. Therefore,
a strength of this approach is that we promise to develop understanding of a proximal driver of
play-at-work’s effects that extends beyond past works on more distal manifestations of play at
work (e.g., playful office aesthetics, Alexandersson & Kalonaityte, 2018; playful work cultures,
Lundin et al., 2000).
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Another challenge of the existing play-at-work literature is the dearth of theoretical and
empirical work on the antecedents of play (Celestine & Yeo, 2020; Petelczyc et al., 2019).
Given that playful engagement is a psychological experience associated with job crafting, a
critical first place to start in an examination of play-at-work’s antecedents regards job demands
and resources as the findings from a recent review of the job crafting literature indicate that job
demands and resources are critical antecedents dictating job crafting’s effects (Demerouti,
2014; Rudolph et al., 2017; Wang et al., 2016; Zhang & Parker, 2019). Further, an imbalance
in job demands and resources is thought to prompt employees to attempt to reduce misfit by
making changes to elements of their job (Tims et al., 2012). A key indicator of job demands is
time pressure (Ohly & Fritz, 2010), which varies within individuals. Likewise, a key resource
that can be used to manage demands, such as time pressure, is work autonomy, which is more
stable (Petrou et al., 2012). Thus, to examine the potential role of demands and resources in
prompting playful engagement, we examine the cross-level interactive effect of time pressure
and autonomy.
In conducting this examination, we address calls put forward by Celestine and Yeo
(2020) to begin advancing this literature by evidencing that employees who play through their
work are likely to enhance their own intrinsic motivation for tasks, while potentially improving
their performance. In making these contributions, we use random experience sampling to assess
momentary fluctuations in playful engagement throughout a workday, the impact of these
within-day variations on hedonic and instrumental outcomes, and the role of job demands and
resources as antecedents of this experience (Csikszentmihalyi & Larson, 2014).
In what follows, we introduce the concept of playful engagement and draw on the
principles of an energy-management framework (Quinn et al., 2012)—specifically, those
related to job crafting, forwarded by Celestine and Yeo (2020)—to present hypotheses
regarding the concept’s links to hedonic and instrumental outcomes (i.e., task interest and
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performance). We then introduce the role of job demands (time pressure) and job resources
(work autonomy) as factors likely to interactively affect playful engagement. Next, we conduct
two studies to test our hypotheses. In doing so, we draw on a sample of students (n = 111) and
full-time workers (n = 137) and employ a random experience-sampling methodology. Finally,
we present the results of our multilevel analyses and discuss the theoretical and practical
implications of our results.
4.2.

Conceptualizing Playful Engagement Under an Energy-management Framework
In this study, we draw on the concept of playful engagement in the work domain, which

occurs when one is having fun doing a work task in a different way than usual. Put differently,
to playfully engage is to have fun invoking new or varied behaviours in the performance of a
work task.
Playful engagement is a psychological experience characterized by fun and interactivity
that occurs in the context of one’s work tasks and varies within individuals. Fun refers to a
discrete emotional experience characterized by pleasure (Kelly, 1987). Indeed, play scholars
tend to converge on the view that ‘play’ without fun either ceases to be play or never was in
the first place (Barsoux, 1993; Stewart, 1996). The consequence of fun’s centrality to play is
that those who are playing experience a heightened emotional engagement with their activities
and context, which taps into individual processes that typical work situations cannot access
(Roos et al., 2004). Interactivity regards the ‘doing’ part of the definition and involves
engagement with others, materials, or tasks. This defining feature distinguishes playful
engagement from passive, fun activities, such as watching television alone, which may be
experienced as ‘fun’ but is not ‘playful’ as it lacks the component of interactivity inherent in
layperson definitions of play, which is an energetically activated (rather than a passive, lowactivation) experience.
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In this study, we consider the outcomes and antecedents of playful engagement
according to an energy-management framework (Celestine & Yeo, 2020; Quinn et al., 2012).
Energy is presumed to be an essential ingredient of optimal human functioning. It is believed
that possessing energy (or ‘feeling energized’) has the hedonic benefit of being a pleasant
experience while also potentially facilitating instrumental outcomes such as performance. We
position playful engagement as an energy-management strategy under this banner that involves
crafting one’s job and, therefore, argue that to playfully engage reflects an energetically
activated experience that should produce hedonic benefits (i.e., be associated with pleasant
experiences). According to an energy-management framework, these benefits may flow on to
affect instrumental outcomes, such as by aiding employees in directing their limited resources
toward work performance or building resources that can be directed to work (Quinn et al.,
2012). In this research, we consider how playful engagement may have the hedonic benefit of
strengthening task interest and flow on to enhance work performance. Given that an energymanagement framework and its principles on job crafting also chart the likely antecedents of
playful engagement, which revolve around stable and malleable job resources and demands
(Zhang & Parker, 2019), we consider time pressure as one malleable demand and antecedent
and work autonomy as one stable resource and moderator.
In this research, we examine playful engagement in the context of self-/peer-initiated
work-embedded play activities, which are play-at-work activities initiated by workers (or their
colleagues) who are seeking to have fun through the undertaking of their work tasks (Celestine
& Yeo, 2020). The alternative forms of play-at-work activity are those initiated by managers
rather than employees and those that represent a diversion from work tasks rather than being
embedded in one’s work (Celestine & Yeo, 2020).
This decision to focus on playful engagement and its pathways in the context of self/peer-initiated work-embedded play was made for two reasons. First, a key finding in Celestine
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and Yeo’s (2020) review was that there is a significant lack of conceptual clarity surrounding
forms of self-/peer-initiated work-embedded play and that this lack of clarity extended to the
construct’s likely outcomes (e.g., the psychological experience of play). Therefore, we saw the
greatest need for an empirical investigation of play in this space. Secondly, manager-initiated
work-embedded play activities (such as LEGO serious play sessions, experiential learning, and
organisational theatre) are likely rare occurrences in most organisations. Conversely, self/peer-initiated work-embedded play activities do not require formal organisation and can be
undertaken in a wide variety of work contexts. Therefore, we see the psychological experience
of play flowing from self-/peer-initiated work-embedded play as an attainable state for many
people across a diverse range of work environments. Thus, the choice to focus our investigation
on the psychological experience of play flowing from these activities should enable this
research to have greater impact in theory and in practice.
4.3.

Playful Engagement and Task Interest (Hedonic Pathway)
According to an energy-management framework, experiencing or anticipating that

energetic activation will flow from engagement in an activity produces intrinsic motivation to
engage in that activity because energetic activation is inherently pleasurable (Collins, 1993;
Quinn et al., 2012). Intrinsic motivation refers to “doing something because it is inherently
interesting or enjoyable” (Deci & Ryan, 1985, p. 55). Given that humans are motivated to seek
out pleasurable hedonic experiences (Freud, 1989), we argue the presence of a positive
relationship between the energetically activated experience of playful engagement and forms
of intrinsic motivation.
In this study, we focus on the experience of task interest as one such form of intrinsic
motivation, which is defined as a “positive, focused, directed arousal, which prompts approach
and engagement with [a] task” (Ainley, 2007, p. 153). Task interest (as opposed to its more
stable counterparts like epistemic curiosity; Litman & Spielberger, 2003) is a “dynamic state
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that arises through an ongoing transaction among individuals’ goals, activity characteristics,
and the surrounding context” (Sansone & Thoman, 2005, p. 175-176). Interest is widely
considered to be a specific subtype of intrinsic motivation (Hidi, 2000; Renninger, 2000; Ryan
& Deci, 2000), and among the various subtypes of intrinsic motivation, we view task interest
as a particularly relevant outcome of playfully engaging with one’s work tasks for several
reasons. First, most work tasks require at least some degree of attention and intellectual
engagement (Leroy, 2009), and the generation of interest involves an intellectual interaction
between a person’s existing knowledge and their current focus of attention (Renninger, 2000).
Second, alternative indicators of intrinsic motivation, such as enjoyment and excitement, may
not be applicable or relevant in some work contexts. For instance, a funeral director who
playfully engages by experimenting with new methods for lining burial caskets may be more
likely to describe his work as ‘interesting’ rather than ‘enjoyable’ because death is not
something most would consider very pleasant. Likewise, a data analyst who playfully engages
by seeking out additional patterns in their results may opt to describe her work as ‘interesting’
rather than ‘exciting.’ Thus, we specify interest as an indicator of intrinsic motivation
stemming from playful engagement that should manifest across different types of work.
Even though the psychological experience of play has not been previously assessed,
empirical findings on the broader notion of play-at-work activities (Celestine & Yeo, 2020)
and related constructs reinforce our assertion that there will be a positive relationship between
playful engagement and task interest. For instance, in one ethnographic study, a link was found
between the play-at-work activity of treating one’s work as a ‘game’ and task motivation (Roy,
1959). Like playful engagement, to treat one’s work as a game represents a change to the way
one is performing a task, thereby evidencing the link we propose here. Further, one study found
that people who varied their task strategy when undertaking the task of copying out letter
matrices demonstrated increased task interest (Sansone et al., 1992). Again, given that playful
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engagement involves a change to the way one performs a task, this finding that varying one’s
task strategy enhances task interest supports the link we propose here. More broadly, evidence
from the happiness literature shows that a key way to promote immersion and enjoyment in
familiar activities is simply to utilize a novel method when undertaking that activity (O’Brien
& Smith, 2019). This argument aligns closely with our notion of playful engagement as a
psychological experience that occurs when having fun doing a work task in a different way
than usual. Taken together, we position playful engagement as a predictor of task interest.
Therefore, we put forward the following hypothesis:
H1: There is a positive within-person relationship between playful engagement and
task interest.
4.4.

Pathways to Performance (Instrumental Pathways)
Next, we consider the flow-on implications of playful engagement’s hedonic effects to

instrumental outcomes. To achieve this, we integrate playful engagement and a theory of
interest regulation by recasting the latter within an energy-management framework. Sansone
and Thoman (2005) argue that task interest can function as a proximal motivator of drivers of
performance behaviours (e.g., persistence). The model also adopts a dynamic view of
intrapsychic experiences, such as a person’s changing experience of a task as it is occurring,
and acknowledges that an important aspect of self-regulation involves monitoring and
regulating motivation in the process of pursuing goals. According to our theorizing under an
energy-management framework, playful engagement is one such way that workers can regulate
their motivation (i.e., their interest) as they pursue a task in ways likely to have benefits for
task performance. Thus, recasting these arguments with those stemming from an energymanagement framework suggests that playful engagement can motivate employees to sustain
on-task interest and associated resource allocation.
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In this research, we argue that the experience of task interest may act as a mechanism
that drives a positive effect of playful engagement on performance. The principles of Quinn et
al.’s (2012) framework indicate that being intrinsically motivated to engage in work tasks
should preserve resources that can be directed toward performance because there is less need
to allocate resources toward self-regulation (e.g., one does not need to ‘force themselves’ to
stay on task; Campbell et al., 1993). We see this argument mirrored in Sansone and Thoman’s
(2005) earlier theory, which builds a case for the same pathways but specifically regarding the
concept of task interest. We find further support for these arguments in findings from job
crafting research, which also offer a useful starting point for developing hypotheses around
play-at-work’s pathways and effects (Celestine & Yeo, 2020). Notably, Berg and colleagues
(2008) found a positive relationship between daily job crafting and performance that was
mediated by task enjoyment, evidencing the importance of hedonic experiences and discrete
positive emotions as mechanisms that may lead to enhanced task performance. Again, because
both job crafting and playful engagement involve workers modifying their tasks to align work
with personal preferences, we can extrapolate from this finding to suggest that the experience
of task interest may act as a mechanism that facilitates performance.
More broadly, research and theory suggest that task interest can bolster a range of
different performance outcomes. For ease, we can consider these extant findings and different
forms of performance according to the comprehensive model put forward by Griffin and
colleagues (2007), which identifies three overarching categories of work performance—task
proficiency, task adaptivity, and task proactivity. Evidencing playful engagement’s links to
task proficiency (i.e., forms of performance that are known expectations and requirements of a
role; Griffin et al., 2007, p. 331), one qualitative study has shown that railway control operators
who completed their tasks using behaviors reminiscent of solving a numerical puzzle (an
example of playful engagement) were able to perform their duties more effectively during rush
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hour (Smith et al., 2009). Next, playful engagement may indirectly support adaptive forms of
task performance (through which individuals cope with, respond to, and/or support changes;
Griffin et al., 2007, p. 331). Playfully engaging implies a proclivity to changing one’s work
methods, which may prove useful in circumstances requiring adaptation. Finally, playful
engagement is likely to support proactive task performance (characterized by behaviors that
are self-initiated, future-focused, and foster change; Parker & Collins, 2010) for similar reasons.
Playful engagement stems from task behaviors that differ from those one would typically enact.
This mode of operating may lead to proactive forms of performance as a willingness to change
tasks through playful engagement may function as a useful precondition for task proactivity.
In line with these arguments, we hypothesize a positive indirect relationship between playful
engagement and these three forms of performance, mediated by task interest.
H2: Playful engagement has an indirect positive within-person effect on (a) task
proficiency, (b) task adaptivity, and (c) task proactivity through its effect on task interest.
4.5.

Job Demands and Resources as Multiplicative Antecedents of Playful Engagement
According to the principles of an energy-management framework, workers are more

likely to seek out additional challenges or explore new ways of working when they possess
sufficient resources to manage existing demands (Quinn et al., 2012). It is, therefore, important
that we weave a consideration of demands and resources into an examination of the extent to
which employees playfully engage with their tasks. Drawing on our framework, and
specifically findings from the job crafting literature, we first consider how momentary
fluctuations in time pressure (as an indicator of demands) may quash the likelihood of playful
engagement occurring. Secondly, we consider how stable work autonomy may act as a resource
that can buffer against this negative effect, such that playful engagement remains plausible and
beneficial despite pressing demands.
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4.5.1. Time Pressure — Job Demands and Playful Engagement
At face value, one might expect that workers will be less inclined to ‘play’ when there
are more pressing matters in the environment. The principles of an energy-management
framework reinforce this assertion. In their framework, Quinn and colleagues (2012) highlight
that as job demands increase, perceptions of a discrepancy between demands and available
resources to meet those demands will also increase, subsequently reducing energetic activation.
Given that playful engagement is an energetically activated experience, this perceived
discrepancy, spurred by high demands, is likely to thwart the experience of playful engagement.
In this study, we specifically consider the role of time pressure, defined as “the extent
to which employees feel they have insufficient time to finish their work tasks, or the need to
work at a pace faster than usual” (Baer & Oldham, 2006; Kinicki & Veccgio, 1994; Ohly &
Fritz, 2010), as one such demand that may thwart the experience of playful engagement.
Empirical findings supporting the prediction of a negative link between time pressure and
playful engagement come from Solberg and Wong (2016), who found that perceived role
overload (having conceptual overlap with time pressure; Fong, 2016) exhibited a direct,
negative relationship with job crafting prior to the introduction of moderating variables. Given
that playful engagement is a psychological experience associated with the behaviour of job
crafting, the evidence from theory and research combine to suggest a direct negative
relationship between time pressure and playful engagement.
H3: There is a negative within-person relationship between time pressure and playful
engagement.
4.5.2. Work Autonomy — Job Resources and Playful Engagement
According to an energy-management framework, the negative effects of job demands
are likely to be buffered to the extent that a worker possesses sufficient resources to manage
those demands. Classic theories, commonly drawn upon in the job crafting literature, reinforce
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this. Specifically, Karasek’s (1979) job demands-control model would predict that the presence
of high job resources can buffer against the potentially negative effects of job demands.
Therefore, we specifically consider how stable work autonomy may act as a resource that can
buffer against the negative, within-person link between time pressure and playful engagement.
Work autonomy “reflects the extent to which a job allows freedom, independence, and
discretion to schedule work, make decisions, and choose the methods used to perform tasks”
(Morgeson & Humphrey, 2006, p. 1323). A key determinant of whether a demand has negative
consequences for employees and organizations regards the level of control that an employee
has to address said demand (Cavanaugh et al., 2000). For example, a task requiring extensive
periods of vigilance is less likely to result in negative consequences (e.g., strain) if an employee
has the autonomy to schedule their own breaks from the task. If we are to think about the role
of time pressure as another relevant demand, we would argue that employees who have the
autonomy to decide what tasks should be completed (decision-making), in what way (methods),
and in what order (scheduling) should perceive themselves as having the resources to draw on
playful engagement as a strategy to help them complete their work (Morgeson & Humphrey,
2006).
Findings from research support the above assertion. While playful engagement is a new
concept, studies have found that work autonomy moderates the relationship between various
demands and related psychological experiences. For example, Reis et al. (2017) found that job
control (albeit, as a state) moderated a curvilinear relationship between time pressure and the
experience of vigor. Given that both playful engagement and vigor are psychological
experiences characterized by energetic activation, this finding is consistent with our argument
that job control (i.e., work autonomy at the person-level) may moderate the relationship
between time pressure and playful engagement. Further, Solberg and Wong (2016) found that
a leader’s need for structure (defined as a “preference for predictable and unambiguous work
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environments;” Solberg & Wong, 2016, p. 714) moderated the negative relationship between
role overload and job crafting as part of a three-way interaction, buffering (and actually
reversing) the negative relationship when a leader’s need for structure was low. Given that both
need for structure and work autonomy tap into the notion of control, it may be the case that a
leader’s low need for control opens up opportunities for employees to seize control (i.e.,
exercise their autonomy). Given these arguments, we put forward the following hypothesis.
H4: The negative within-person relationship between time pressure and playful
engagement is moderated such that the relationship is buffered for those reporting high work
autonomy compared to the relationship for those reporting low work autonomy.
In summary, we predict that when employees playfully engage, they experience
increased task interest, which, in turn, enhances task performance. We also predict that the
extent to which the psychological experience of playful engagement is invoked will depend on
indicators of demands and resources in the environment. In line with this, we specifically
examine momentary fluctuations in time pressure as an indicator of demands that may quash
the likelihood of playfully engaging, but consider the role of stable work autonomy as an
indicator of stable resources that can be used to manage time pressure and potentially position
playful engagement as an aid, rather than an impossibility, at times when work situations are
demanding.
To assess our hypotheses, we present the results of two repeated-measures studies
examining fluctuations in time pressure, playful engagement, task interest, and work
performance at the within-day level. We first test our hypotheses in a sample of university
students, engaged in university-related tasks, and secondly, in a sample of full-time workers
engaged in work-related tasks.
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4.6.

Study 1 — Method

4.6.1. Participants
We recruited a total of 217 participants who were completing an undergraduate course
in organizational behavior and participated in exchange for course credit. The majority of the
sample (89.4%) reported being between the ages of 18-24 years. The majority of the sample
(61.0%) were female, and the majority (65.1%) indicated that they were first-year students.
A process was undertaken to clean the data, which were nested at three levels of
analysis (the within-day level, day level, and between-person level). This process involved
clearing cases that either (1) failed the attention-check item embedded in the within-day
surveys (n = 366 within-day surveys) and/or (2) were identified as blank and/or duplicate
responses (n = 434 within-day surveys; noting that some cases met both of these criteria). This
reduced the total within-day number of cases from n = 3909 to n = 3257 (1030 of which were
reports on a university task). Finally, we established a cut-off of at least six within-day surveys
to retain a participant in the sample, resulting in the exclusion of 36 participants. Therefore,
our final sample for reporting ICCs was n = 181 at the person level, n = 861 at the day level,
and n = 3255 at the within-day level. Data were only analyzed in cases where respondents
reported working on a university task. Thus, our analyzed sample for assessing the within-day
relationships was n = 119. Likewise, given that there was missing data in the baseline
questionnaire, a sample of n = 111 was analyzed when assessing the cross-level moderation
effect. Throughout the duration of the study, during which participants could have responded
to up to 30 signals, participants provided responses pertaining to a university task on an average
of 5.69 occasions (with a total average of 17.98 responses). At the within-day level, participants
responded to an average of 3.78 signals per day and provided an average of 1.20 responses that
pertained to a university task per day.
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4.6.2. Procedure
The study was conducted in two phases. In Phase 1, participants provided informed
consent and were asked to complete a baseline survey asking about demographics and stable
work autonomy. Following the completion of this survey, participants were redirected to a
registration page on the web-based application SurveySignal (Hofmann & Patel, 2015), where
they registered for Phase 2 of the study, which employed a random experience-sampling
methodology (Csikszentmihalyi & Larson, 2014). During this phase, participants were sent
SMS messages containing links to brief surveys according to a pre-programmed fixed-random
schedule, six times daily for five days. As such, participants received SMS messages during
each of the six 2-hour blocks that comprised the 12-hour window each day (9:30am-9:30pm),
and the schedule was programmed such that no participant would receive two text messages
within half an hour of one another. After receiving a signal, participants had fifteen minutes to
access the attached survey containing the relevant within-day measures and complete it before
the survey link expired.
In each within-day survey, participants were asked whether they were engaged in a
university-related task/activity immediately prior to commencing the survey. On occasions
when they were, they were asked to think about this experience and respond to the questions
that followed with this task/activity in mind. Participants were also asked about their felt time
pressure immediately prior to beginning the task they were currently engaged in.
4.6.3. Measures
All constructs except playful engagement were measured using pre-established scales
ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). Work autonomy was assessed via a
one-off baseline survey, and playful engagement, task interest, performance, and time pressure
were assessed repeatedly at randomized intervals throughout the five-day experience-sampling
study. Specifically, playful engagement, task interest, and performance were asked in relation
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to the task the participant was engaged in just prior to commencing the survey, and time
pressure was asked in relation to the period just prior to commencing that task. To keep the
survey length of the experience-sampling component to a minimum and thus minimize fatigue
in our respondents (Beal, 2015), we used a subset of two items from each scale, consistent with
recommendations from past scholars conducting diary studies (Gabriel et al., 2019; Lanaj et
al., 2016; Ohly et al., 2010, Trougakos et al., 2015; Uy et al., 2015). Items were selected for
inclusion based on factor loadings published in existing research and their applicability to a
student context (see Table 8 for details of all the scales that were presented).
The items pertaining to playful engagement, task interest, and performance were
presented with the following lead-in (asking the participant to reflect on the period during
which they had been engaged in their current university task): Please think about the time since
a) you began the specified task, or b) since completing the last survey (whichever was more
recent). The items pertaining to time pressure were presented with the following lead-in (asking
the participant to reflect on how they felt just prior to commencing that university task): Please
think about your experiences a) just prior to beginning the activity/task you are currently
engaged in, or, if you've been engaged in the same activity for over two hours, b) just after
finishing the last survey.
Playful engagement. Playful engagement was assessed using the scale developed in
Chapter 3, with the wording of items adapted to apply to the momentary context. An example
item is “I have been doing aspects of the task differently in order to have fun.”
Task interest. Task interest was assessed using two items from Chen and colleagues’
(2001) Situational Interest Scale. An example item is “The task has been interesting.”
Task performance. Task performance was measured using two items from each of the
subscales in Griffin et al.’s (2007) work performance measure assessing task proficiency, task
adaptivity, and task proactivity. Example items are “I have been carrying out the core parts of
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the task well,” “I have been adapting well to changes in the task,” and “I have been initiating
better ways of doing the task,” respectively.
Time pressure. Time pressure was assessed using three items from Ohly and Fritz
(2010). An example item is “I was under time pressure.”
Work autonomy. Finally, and in line with previous research (Chung-Yan, 2010; Dysvik
& Kubaas, 2011), work autonomy was assessed in the baseline survey using an average of the
three three-item subscales of Morgeson and Humphrey’s (2006) Work Design Questionnaire.
These subscales were scheduling, decision-making, and work methods, and all items were
adapted to apply to the university context. Example items are “At university I can make my
own decisions about how to schedule my work,” “At university I can use my personal initiative
or judgment in carrying out my work,” and “At university I can make decisions about what
methods I use to complete my work,” respectively.
Control variables. Finally, we included a control variable (based on best practices in
current experience sampling research; Sitzmann & Yeo, 2013) accounting for the tendency for
variables to trend in the same direction as they change (Singer & Willett, 2003) by specifying
the order of the within-day signals/responses as a covariate (1 = the first signal of the day; 6 =
the last signal of the day). 5 We also controlled for the lagged version (the measure from the
previous signal) of each endogenous variable, allowing us to increase the strength of the causal
inferences by examining change in outcomes rather than levels of outcomes (Gabriel et al.,
2019; see Analysis below for details of the variables specified in the two models tested).
4.6.4. Analysis
The data collected from the baseline survey and within-day surveys had a hierarchical
structure with three nested levels (within-day level, day level, and between-person level). At

5In

line with thinking that day-of-the-week effects may influence repeated-measures designs (e.g., emotional slumps on
Monday vs. enthusiasm on Friday; Beal & Ghandour, 2011), alternative models were run that also controlled for the day of
the week (1 = Monday; 7 = Sunday). However, this variable did not have a significant effect or change the substantive
interpretation of the results and was thus excluded from the final models.
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TABLE 8 – Study 1 & 2 Items
Study

Construct and Definition

Lead-in and Response Scale

Items

Study 1

Playful Engagement Scale

Please think about the time since a) you
began the specified task, or b) since
completing the last survey (whichever
was more recent).

I have been doing aspects of the task
differently in order to have fun

Having fun doing a work task in a
different way than usual.

Using the scale below, please indicate
the extent to which you agree with the
following statements.
1 = Strongly disagree; 5 = Strongly
agree

Situational Task Interest (Chen et al.,
2001)
A “positive, focused, directed arousal,
which prompts approach and engagement
with [a] task” (Ainley, 2007, p. 153), and
a “dynamic state that arises through an
ongoing transaction among individuals’
goals, activity characteristics, and the
surrounding context” (Sansone &
Thoman, 2005, p. 175-176).
Performance – Task Proficiency (Griffin
et al., 2007)
Forms of performance that are known
requirements of a role.

Please think about the time since a) you
began the specified task, or b) since
completing the last survey (whichever
was more recent).
Using the scale below, please indicate
the extent to which you agree with the
following statements.

I have been modifying aspects of the
task because I have wanted some fun
There have been moments when I
have had fun undertaking aspects of
the task differently
The task has been interesting

It has been fun for me to do this task

1 = Strongly disagree; 5 = Strongly
agree
Please think about the time since a) you
began the specified task, or b) since
completing the last survey (whichever
was more recent).
Using the scale below, please indicate
the extent to which you agree with the
following statements.

Performance – Task Adaptivity (Griffin et
al., 2007)

I have been having fun changing
aspects of the task

1 = Strongly disagree; 5 = Strongly
agree

I have been carrying out the core parts
of the task well
I have been ensuring that the task is
completed properly

I have been adapting well to changes
in the task

Forms of performance through which
individuals cope with, respond to, and/or
support changes.

I have been learning new skills to help
adapt to changes in the task

Performance – Task Proactivity (Griffin
et al., 2007)

I have been initiating better ways of
doing the task

Forms of performance characterized by
behaviors that are self-initiated, futurefocused, and foster change.
Time Pressure (Ohly & Fritz, 2010)
The extent to which employees feel they
have insufficient time to finish their work
tasks, or the need to work at a pace faster
than usual.

I have been coming up with ideas to
improve the way in which the task is
done
Please think about your experiences a)
just prior to beginning the activity/task
you are currently engaged in, or, if
you've been engaged in the same
activity for over two hours, b) just after
finishing the last survey.
Using the scale below, please indicate
the extent to which you agree with the
following statements.

I was under time pressure
I needed to work faster than usual to
get my work done
My work required me to work at high
speed

1 = Strongly disagree; 5 = Strongly
agree
Work Autonomy (Morgeson &
Humphrey, 2006)
The extent to which employees feel they
have insufficient time to finish their work
tasks, or the need to work at a pace faster
than usual.

Using the scale below, please indicate
the extent to which you agree with the
following statements.
1 = Strongly disagree; 5 = Strongly
agree

At university I can make my own
decisions about how to schedule my
work
At university I can decide on the order
in which I complete my tasks
At university I can plan how I do my
work
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At university I can use my personal
initiative or judgment in carrying out
my work
At university I can make a lot of
decisions on my own
At university I have significant
autonomy in making decisions
At university I can make decisions
about what methods I use to complete
my work
At university I have considerable
opportunity for independence and
freedom in how I do my work
At university I can decide on my own
how to go about doing my work
Study 2

Playful Engagement Scale
Having fun doing a work task in a
different way than usual.

Please think about the time since...
- You began the specified task, or,
- Since completing the last survey.
Please answer according to whichever is
more recent.
Using the scale below, please indicate
the extent to which you agree with the
following statements.
1 = Strongly disagree; 5 = Strongly
agree

Task Interest
A “positive, focused, directed arousal,
which prompts approach and engagement
with [a] task” (Ainley, 2007, p. 153), and
a “dynamic state that arises through an
ongoing transaction among individuals’
goals, activity characteristics, and the
surrounding context” (Sansone &
Thoman, 2005, p. 175-176).

Please think about the time since...
- You began the specified task, or,

I have been doing aspects of the task
differently in order to have fun
I have been having fun changing
aspects of the task
I have been modifying aspects of the
task because I have wanted some fun
There have been moments when I
have had fun undertaking aspects of
the task differently
How interesting have you been
finding this task?

- Since completing the last survey.
Please answer according to whichever is
more recent.
Using the scale below, please indicate
the extent to which you agree with the
following statements.
1 = Very uninteresting; 5 = Very
interesting

Performance – Task Proficiency (Griffin
et al., 2007)
Forms of performance that are known
requirements of a role.

Please think about the time since...
- You began the specified task, or,
- Since completing the last survey.
Please answer according to whichever is
more recent.

I have been carrying out the core parts
of the task well
I have been ensuring that the task is
completed properly

Performance – Task Adaptivity (Griffin et
al., 2007)

Using the scale below, please indicate
the extent to which you agree with the
following statements.

I have been adapting well to changes
in the task

Forms of performance through which
individuals cope with, respond to, and/or
support changes.

1 = Strongly disagree; 5 = Strongly
agree

I have been learning new skills to help
adapt to changes in the task

Performance – Task Proactivity (Griffin
et al., 2007)
Forms of performance characterized by
behaviors that are self-initiated, futurefocused, and foster change.

I have been initiating better ways of
doing the task
I have been coming up with ideas to
improve the way in which the task is
done
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Time Pressure (Ohly & Fritz, 2010)
The extent to which employees feel they
have insufficient time to finish their work
tasks, or the need to work at a pace faster
than usual.

All of the questions in this Section will
ask about your experiences...

I was under time pressure

- Just prior to beginning the
activity/task you are currently
engaged in, or if you've been engaged
in the same activity for a while,
- Just after finishing the last survey.
Please answer according to whichever is
more recent.
Using the scale below, please indicate
the extent to which you agree with the
following statements.
1 = Strongly disagree; 5 = Strongly
agree

Work Autonomy (Morgeson &
Humphrey, 2006)
The extent to which employees feel they
have insufficient time to finish their work
tasks, or the need to work at a pace faster
than usual.

Using the scale below, please indicate
the extent to which you agree with the
following statements.
1 = Strongly disagree; 5 = Strongly
agree

My job allows me to make my own
decisions about how to schedule my
work
My job allows me to decide on the
order in which things are done on the
job
My job allows me to plan how I do
my work
My job gives me a chance to use my
personal initiative or judgment in
carrying out the work
My job allows me to make a lot of
decisions on my own
My job provides me with significant
autonomy in making decisions
My job allows me to make decisions
about what methods I use to complete
my work
My job gives me considerable
opportunity for independence and
freedom in how I do the work
My job allows me to decide on my
own how to go about doing my work

113

the within-day level, each person provided data at up to 30 timepoints (six timepoints or
random signals per day across five days). Thus, there were up to 30 measurements of time
pressure, playful engagement, task interest, and the three performance variables per participant.
At the day level, there were five days of measurement per person (although no variables were
specified at this level), and at the between-person level, each person provided one measurement
of work autonomy. We therefore ran a three-level model, which included variables at the
within-day and person levels, to account for all sources of variance.
We ran multilevel analyses using Mplus version 8.0 (Muthén & Muthén, 1998) and
analyzed the data in several steps. First, and drawing on the recommendation by Sitzmann &
Yeo (2013), we controlled for the possibility of linear change in the variables throughout the
day by controlling for the order of the random signals. Second, we introduced the lagged
dependent variables (i.e., responses at the previous timepoint) as covariates. Third, we
specified a model where the three performance measures were simultaneously specified as
outcome variables, task interest was specified as a predictor of the performance variables, and
playful engagement was specified as a predictor of both task interest and the performance
variables, thereby enabling us to assess H1 and H2. Fourth, we specified a model assessing the
direct effect of time pressure on playful engagement (H3). In doing this, the effect of time
pressure on playful engagement was specified as a random slope to test for cross-level
moderation (H4). That is, the cross-level moderation effect of work autonomy was estimated
by specifying work autonomy as a person-level predictor of time pressure’s random slope and
as a predictor of the intercept to control for its main effect. Throughout these analyses, we
create and report a 90% confidence interval (CI) around each effect (Lennard et al., 2019).
Finally, and to probe the interaction between time pressure and work autonomy and its effect
on playful engagement, the slope of the independent variable was plotted at one standard
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deviation above and below the mean level of the moderator, and simple slopes analysis was
conducted to assess the directionality of these slopes (Dawson, 2014).
As described, we assessed playful engagement’s outcomes (H1 and H2) and
antecedents (H3 and H4) in two separate models. However, we also conduct supplementary
analyses to examine the full serial mediation pathway from time pressure to performance (with
the cross-level moderator of work autonomy). In this, all possible indirect effects at the withinday level were specified using the MODEL CONSTRAINT function of Mplus (Muthén &
Muthén, 1998).
All independent variables and work autonomy were grand-mean centered. Grand-mean
centering at Level 1 and controlling for the average at Level 2 is preferable to person-mean
centering because the approach retains all variance in the model (i.e., does not discard the
between-person variance; Hofmann & Gavin, 1998) and avoids problems in estimating effect
sizes that are associated with person-mean centering (Snijders & Bosker, 1994).
4.7.

Study 1 — Results
Means, standard deviations, and correlations among study variables can be found in

Table 9. To assess the intraclass correlation coefficients (ICCs), we calculated the proportion
of variance in each variable at each of the three levels in the null model (see Table 10). The
proportion of variance at the within-day level for each of the variables was as follows: playful
engagement (.47), task interest (.65), task proficiency (.64), task adaptivity (.58), task
proactivity (.52), and time pressure (.56). These results indicate that the proportion of variance
at the within-day level ranged from 47% to 65%, indicating sufficient variability to test our
hypotheses at the within-day level. The proportions of variance at the person level ranged from
24% to 38%, and the proportions of variance at the day level ranged from 6% to 17%.
Prior to conducting the primary analyses, we conducted MCFA (Dyer et al., 2005;
Muthén, 1994) to assess whether the data and the playful engagement measure exhibited a
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stable factor structure and good model fit. Unlike single-level CFAs, which assess a total
covariance matrix, MCFA conducts factor analysis at both within- and between- levels by
dividing a single covariance matrix into within- and between-person covariance matrices,
allowing for an examination of fit that accurately reflects the nested structure of the data. For
this, we modeled the data at just two levels of analysis—the within-day and person levels—
excluding the day-level, due to challenges around calculating fit statistics at three levels of
analysis. However, given that examination of the ICCs revealed only 6% to 17% of the
variability to exist at the day-level, little variability has gone unaccounted for. The analysis was
run including all observed variables at the within and between levels (i.e., time pressure, playful
engagement, task interest, and performance at the within level; and work autonomy at the
between level).
The results of the MCFA suggested that the model showed good fit to the data (x 2 =
545.44, df = 306, CFI = .97, TLI = .97, SRMRwithin = .03, SRMRbetween = .07, RMSEA = .02).
Factor loadings for the playful engagement measure were all statistically significant at both the
within-day and between-person levels (see Table 11). It can be noted that the factor loadings
for the playful engagement items were much higher at the between-person level than at the
within-person level. This is because when responses are aggregated across people, deviations
at the within-day level are averaged out, resulting in highly consistent response patterns
(Scharp et al., 2019).
Next, and returning to our three-level model focusing on the within-day level, we
addressed Hypotheses 1 and 2. We specified a path model in which playful engagement
predicted performance via task interest and also specified the hypothesized indirect effects. A
representation of the direct effects can be found in Figure 3. Table 12 also shows the parameter
estimates for the direct and indirect effects. Hypothesis 1 stated that there would be a positive
relationship between playful engagement and task interest. This relationship was significant
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TABLE 9 – Study 1 Means, Standard Deviations and Correlations
Variables

M

SD

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

Between-person level
1. Work Autonomy

4.21 .52

Within-person level
2. Playful engagement

2.87 .64

-.02

.36** .26** .26** .33** -.07*

.02

3. Task interest

3.16 .58

.07

.32** .35** .25**

-.03

-.05

4. Task proficiency

3.77 .45 .36**

.35** .35**

-.05

-.01

5. Task adaptivity

3.47 .51

.21*

.46** .48** .51**

.44**

-.02

.01

6. Task proactivity

3.25 .60

.23*

.52** .41** .38** .65**

.00

.00

7. Time pressure

2.65 .63 -.19* .38**

.55*
.12

.28**

.09

-.21*

.07

.14

-.12**

8. Signal order (trajectory)
Note: Correlations below the diagonal represent the between-person level (n = 181), whereas correlations above the diagonal are at the withinday level (n = 1027 for correlations pertaining to variables assessed only when the participant was undertaking a university task and n = 3209 for
correlations between signal order and time pressure). In order to assess the pure within-day correlations, coefficients above the diagonal were
calculated based on variables that subtracted participants’ within-day responses from the mean of their responses on a given day (Snijders &
Bosker, 2011). *p < 0.05. **p < 0.01.

117

TABLE 10 – Study 1 Proportion of Variance at Each Level of Analysis (Intraclass Correlation Coefficients/ICCs)
Within-day level

Day level

Person level

ICCs

ICCs

ICCS

Playful engagement

.47

.15

.38

Task interest

.65

.11

.24

Task proficiency

.64

.06

.29

Task adaptivity

.58

.13

.30

Task proactivity

.52

.17

.31

Time pressure

.56

.09

.35

Variables
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TABLE 11 – Study 1 and 2 Descriptive Statistics for the Playful Engagement Scale (PES) and Within- and Between-person Factor Loadings
Playful Engagement Scale Items

1. I have been doing aspects of the

Study 1

Study 2

M

SD

λ1

λ0

M

SD

λ1

λ0

2.83

.97

.99

.74

2.58

1.00

.95

.82

2.83

.94

1.00

.85

2.65

.97

1.00

.85

2.81

.97

1.00

.76

2.55

.98

.94

.80

3.00

.97

.91

.69

2.78

1.03

.95

.74

task differently in order to have fun
2. I have been having fun changing
aspects of the task
3. I have been modifying aspects of
the task because I have wanted
some fun
4. There have been moments when
I have had fun undertaking aspects
of the task differently
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FIGURE 3 – Study 1 Results from Multilevel Path Analysis Predicting Playful Engagement Outcomes and Antecedents (Assessed
Separately)

OUTCOMES MODEL (H1 & H2)
Work
Autonomy

.16**
(.04)

.06
(.11)
Time Pressure
.07
(.05)

Playful
Engagement

Task Interest
.32**
(.07)

.18**
(.05)
.13*
(.06)

Proficiency

Adaptivity

Proactivity

ANTECEDENTS MODEL (H3 & H4)

Note: *p < 0.05. **p < 0.01
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TABLE 12 – Study 1 Unstandardized Coefficients from Multilevel Path Analysis Predicting Playful Engagement Outcomes (Task Interest, Task
Proficiency, Task Adaptivity and Task Proactivity)
Outcome
Task Interest
Predictor

Task Proficiency

Task Adaptivity

Task Proactivity

b

SE

90% CI

b

SE

90% CI

b

SE

90% CI

b

SE

90% CI

.32**

.07

[.20, .43]

-.04

.04

[-.11, .03]

.13**

.05

[.05, .21]

.20**

.07

[.08, .32]

.05**

.02

[.02, .08]

.06**

.02

[.02, .09]

.04*

.02

[.01, .07]

.16**

.04

[.09, .23]

.18**

.05

[.09, .26]

.13*

.06

[.03, .23]

Playful engagement
Direct effect
Indirect effect (through TI)
Task interest
Direct effect
Signal order
Lagged dependent variable
(previous signal)
Residual variance

-.02

.02

[-.06, .02]

.00

.02

[-.04, .04]

.02

.02

[-.02, .06]

.02

.03

[-.02, .06]

.36**

.07

[.24, .48]

.28**

.06

[.19, .37]

.43**

06

[.33, .54]

.40**

.07

[.29, .51]

.47**

.05

[.40, .55]

.26**

.04

[.19, .33]

.31**

03

[.25, .36]

.44**

.05

[.35, .52]

Note: TI = Task interest. Residual variance is reported for the within-day level. Estimates are unstandardized, resulting from an overall analysis
including the prediction of task interest, proficiency, adaptivity, and proactivity in one model. All independent variables were grand-mean centered. *p
< 0.05. **p < 0.01.
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(b = .32, p < .01, 90% CI [.20, .43]). Given that we controlled for task interest at the previous
random signal, this result indicates that an increase in playful engagement from one timepoint
to the next within a given day was associated with a corresponding increase in task interest.
Therefore, Hypothesis 1 was supported.
Hypothesis 2 proposed that playful engagement would have an indirect positive effect
on (a) task proficiency, (b) task adaptivity, and (c) task proactivity through task interest.
Consistent with our predictions, analyses revealed a significant indirect effect of playful
engagement on (a) task proficiency (b = .05, p < .01, 90% CI [.02, .08]), (b) task adaptivity (b
= .06, p < .01, 90% CI [.02, .09]), and (c) task proactivity (b = .04, p < .05, 90% CI [.01, .07]).
Thus, Hypothesis 2 was supported, suggesting that increases in playful engagement from one
timepoint to the next within a given day flow on to have benefits for task performance via the
experience of task interest.
Hypotheses 3 proposed that there would be a negative relationship between time
pressure and playful engagement. To test this, we specified a new model in which time pressure
was a predictor of playful engagement, modeling a random slope between time pressure and
playful engagement. We began by assessing whether the variance around the slope was
significant prior to the introduction of the cross-level moderator. We found that this variance
was non-significant (b = .02, p > .05, 90% CI [-.04, .08]). However, this significance test is
deemed not as reliable compared to a priori reasons for assessing a particular cross-level
interaction. Thus, it is generally advised to retain the slope and proceed with the test of an a
priori prediction (Snijders & Bosker, 2011). As shown in Table 13, we found that the
relationship between playful engagement and time pressure was non-significant (b = .07, p
> .05, 90% CI [-.01, .14]). Thus, Hypothesis 3 was not supported.
Hypothesis 4 proposed that the negative relationship between time pressure and playful
engagement would be moderated such that the relationship would be stronger for those
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TABLE 13 – Study 1 Unstandardized Coefficients from Multilevel Path Analysis Where
Antecedents Predict Playful Engagement (Time Pressure and Work Autonomy)
Predictor

b

SE

90% CI

.07

.05

[-.01, .14]

(previous signal)

.57**

.07

[.45, .69]

Signal order

-.05

.03

[-.09, .00]

Residual variance

.34**

.06

[.25, .44]

.00

.07

[-.12, .12]

Intercept

2.92**

.47

[2.15, 3.68]

Work autonomy

.02

.11

[-.16, .20]

Time pressure*Work autonomy

.06

.13

[-.16, .27]

Residual variance

.08

.05

[.00, .15]

Within-day level
Time pressure
Lagged playful engagement

Day level
Residual variance
Person level

Note: Estimates are unstandardized, resulting from an analysis including the prediction of
playful engagement based on time pressure (and work autonomy as a cross-level moderator).
All independent variables were grand-mean centered. *p < 0.05. **p < 0.01.
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reporting low work autonomy. As shown in Table 13, when introducing work autonomy as a
cross-level moderator of this slope, our analyses revealed that work autonomy did not moderate
the within-day effect of time pressure on playful engagement, as indicated by the nonsignificant interaction term (b = .06, p > .05, 90% CI [-.16, .27]). Thus, Hypothesis 4 was not
supported.
4.8.

Study 1 — Discussion
Our results indicated support for our hypotheses surrounding the outcomes of playful

engagement. That is, we found that playful engagement was significantly related to task interest
and that through its effect on task interest, it flowed on to influence indicators of performance.
However, we did not find support for our hypotheses surrounding the antecedents of playful
engagement.
It should be noted that a limitation of this study was its student sample. The majority
of the sample (61.0%) reported being between the ages of 18-24 and reported that they were
either unemployed (41.6%) or only worked casually (32.5%). This suggests that this population
may not have had extensive exposure to different work environments with different levels of
demands and resources. Consequently, participants may not have had adequate reference points
against which to gauge the demands and resources present in the university context. We argue
that this, as well as low variability in work autonomy and experiences specific to the
generations sampled, may have contributed to the null results for H3 and H4 (see Discussion).
Therefore, we conducted a constructive replication not only to test if our findings regarding the
outcomes of playful engagement replicate but to reassess playful engagement’s antecedents in
a full-time working population, characterized by a substantially higher average age (M = 36,
SD = 11.21).
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4.9.

Study 2 — Method

4.9.1. Participants
We recruited a total of 185 full-time workers in Western Australia using a snowball
sampling approach, which began using social media and paper flyers around the university and
local community. Participants came from a range of industries, but the majority (38.8%)
reported being in the services industry. The majority of the sample (79.8%) reported that they
had completed tertiary education, and 62% of the sample were female. Participants’ ages
ranged from 21 to 66 years (M = 36, SD = 11.21).
Again, the data were nested at three levels of analysis (the within-day level, day level,
and between-person level). After the removal of blank and/or duplicate responses (n = 105
within-day surveys), the total number of within-day surveys was reduced from n = 2763 to n =
2658. We then applied the cut-off of at least six within-day surveys to retain a participant in
the sample, resulting in the exclusion of 20 participants. Thus, our final sample for reporting
ICCs was n = 163 at the person level, n = 767 at the day level, and n = 2591 at the within-day
level. Data were only analyzed in cases where respondents reported working on a work task.
Thus, our analyzed sample for assessing the within-day relationships was n = 138. Likewise,
given that there was missing data in the baseline questionnaire, a sample of n = 137 was
analyzed when assessing the cross-level moderation effect. Throughout the duration of the
study (during which participants could have responded to up to 30 signals), participants
provided responses pertaining to a work task on an average of 10.79 occasions (with a total
average of 15.88 responses). At the within-day level, participants responded to an average of
3.37 signals per day and provided an average of 2.30 responses per day that pertained to a work
task.
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4.9.2. Procedure
The procedure for Study 2 was the same as that of Study 1, except for a few differences.
First, while participants in Study 1 could commence the study on any day and received signals
from 9:30am to 9:30pm, participants in Study 2 always commenced on a Monday and ended
on a Friday, receiving six signals at randomized times within blocks, tailored to the eight-hour
window comprising their work hours (i.e., the schedule of signals was customized according
to each participant’s working hours). The majority of participants (29.9%) reported working
between 9:00am-5:00pm, and the next most commonly reported widow was 8:30am-4:30pm
(21.3%). Second, participants wore a heart-rate variability monitor throughout the study and
received a personalized feedback report in exchange for their participation (these physiological
data were to incentivize participants and not included in the analyses). Third, we did not include
attention check items. This choice was made because participants were already incentivized to
provide genuine responses as they knew these would form part of their feedback reports. Fourth,
as Study 2 drew on a working population, participants completing the within-day surveys were
prompted to respond to a question asking whether or not they were engaged in a work-related
task/activity (rather than a university-related task/activity) immediately prior to commencing
the survey. On occasions when they were, they were asked to think about this experience and
respond to the questions that followed with this task/activity in mind. Finally, there were minor
changes to the measures (see Measures below).
4.9.3. Measures
Given that Study 2 was conducted with a sample of busy working professionals, it was
important to ensure parsimony in the presented scales and minimize the risk of participants
experiencing fatigue and boredom (Yeo & Neal, 2004). Several scholars have evidenced that
it is appropriate to measure narrow and unambiguous constructs using single- rather than multiitem measures (Cheung & Lucas, 2014; Postmes et al., 2013; Sackett & Larson, 1990; Schmitz
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& Skinner, 1993; Terborg & Miller, 1978). Therefore, two measures were changed in Study 2
to improve parsimony. Task interest was changed to a single item asking, “How interesting
have you been finding this task?” The response scale ranged from 1 (very uninteresting) to 5
(very interesting). Second, time pressure was measured using the single item from Ohly, &
Fritz (2010) deemed most central to the construct definition, rather than using three items. The
item was “I was under time pressure.” In many cases, there is little evidence that presenting
multi-item scales over single-item scales yields systematic benefits for predictive validity
(Bergkvist & Rossiter, 2007) and face validity (Nagy, 2002). Further, doubly concrete
constructs—those that have a simple, clear object and a single and single-meaning attribute—
can be assessed with one-item scales (Bergkvist & Rossiter, 2007). Task interest is one such
doubly concrete construct whereby the task is the object, and experienced interest is the
attribute.
Note that all control variables were the same as in Study 1.
4.9.4. Analysis
The process for conducting analyses was the same as in Study 1.
4.10.

Study 2 — Results
Means, standard deviations, and correlations among study variables can be found in

Table 14. To assess the intraclass correlation coefficients (ICCs), we calculated the proportion
of variance in each variable at each of the three levels in the null model (see Table 15). The
proportion of variance at the within-day level for each of the variables was as follows: playful
engagement (.48), task interest (.63), task proficiency (.66), task adaptivity (.56), task
proactivity (.59), and time pressure (.55). These results indicate that the proportion of variance
at the within-day level ranged from 48% to 66%, indicating there is sufficient variability to test
our hypotheses at the within-day level. The proportions of variance at the person level ranged
from 25% to 42%, and the proportions of variance at the day level ranged from 7% to 15%.

127

As in Study 1, we conducted MCFA at two levels—the within-day and person levels—
to confirm the unidimensionality of the playful engagement measure and ensure the data fit
well with the model (Muthén, 1994). Again, given that only 7% to 15% of the variability
existed at the day-level, little variability has gone unaccounted for. The analysis was run
including all observed variables at the within and between levels that were assessed using
multiple items (i.e., playful engagement and performance at the within level and work
autonomy at the between level).
The results of the MCFA suggested that the model showed good fit to the data (x 2 =
502.92, df = 171, CFI = .95, TLI = .94, SRMRwithin = .03, SRMRbetween = .07, RMSEA = .03).
Factor loadings for the playful engagement measure were all statistically significant at both the
within-day and between-person levels (see Table 11).
Next, and returning to our three-level model focusing on the within-day level, we
addressed Hypotheses 1 and 2. We specified a path model in which playful engagement
predicted performance via task interest and specified indirect effects. A representation of the
direct effects can be found in Figure 4. Table 16 also shows the parameter estimates for the
direct and indirect effects. Hypothesis 1 stated that there would be a positive relationship
between playful engagement and task interest. This relationship was significant (b = .43, p
< .01, 90% CI [.34, .51]). Given that we controlled for task interest at the previous random
signal, this result indicates that an increase in playful engagement from one timepoint to the
next within a given day was associated with a corresponding increase in task interest. Therefore,
Hypothesis 1 was supported.
Hypothesis 2 proposed that playful engagement would have an indirect positive effect
on (a) task proficiency, (b) task adaptivity, and (c) task proactivity through task interest.
Consistent with our predictions, analyses revealed a significant indirect effect of playful
engagement on (a) task proficiency (b = .05, p < .01, 90% CI [.03, .08]), (b) task adaptivity (b
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TABLE 14 – Study 2 Means, Standard Deviations and Correlations
Variables

M

SD

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

Between-person level
1. Work Autonomy

4.02 .77

Within-person level
2. Playful engagement

2.65 .64

.00

3. Task interest

3.11 .73 .30** .42**

4. Task proficiency

3.90 .42

.14

5. Task adaptivity

3.25 .53

-.03

.58** .49** .25**

6. Task proactivity

3.13 .64

.05

.62** .39**

7. Time pressure

2.78 .75

-.04

-.03

.11

.34** .08** .28** .32** -.16**

.00

.21** .36** .39**

-.05*

.01

.29** .23**

.03

-.06*

.43**

.01

-.01

-.05*

-.03

.31**

.09

.16*

.72**

-.04

.06

.16*

-.03

8. Signal order (trajectory)
Note: Correlations below the diagonal represent the between-person level (n = 165), whereas correlations above the diagonal are at the withinday level (n = 1762 for correlations pertaining to variables assessed only when the participant was undertaking a work task and n = 2594 for
correlations between signal order and time pressure). In order to assess the pure within-day correlations, coefficients above the diagonal were
calculated based on variables that subtracted participants’ within-day responses from the mean of their responses on a given day (Snijders &
Bosker, 2011). *p < 0.05. **p < 0.01.
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TABLE 15 – Study 2 Proportion of Variance at Each Level of Analysis (Intraclass Correlation Coefficients/ICCs)
Variables

Within-day level

Day level

Person level

ICCs

ICCs

ICCS

Playful engagement

.48

.10

.42

Task interest

.63

.11

.27

Task proficiency

.66

.09

.25

Task adaptivity

.56

.07

.37

Task proactivity

.59

.08

.33

Time pressure

.55

.15

.30
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FIGURE 4 – Study 2 Results from Multilevel Path Analysis Predicting Playful Engagement Outcomes and Antecedents (Assessed
Separately)

OUTCOMES MODEL (H1 & H2)
Work
Autonomy

.12**
(.03)

.11**
(.04)
Time Pressure
-.07*
(.03)

Playful
Engagement

Task Interest
.43**
(.05)

.21**
(.03)
.21**
(.04)

Proficiency

Adaptivity

Proactivity

ANTECEDENTS MODEL (H3 & H4)

Note: *p < 0.05. **p < 0.01
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= .09, p < .01, 90% CI [.06, .12]), and (c) task proactivity (b = .09, p < .01, 90% CI [.05, .13]).
Thus, Hypothesis 2 was supported, suggesting that increases in playful engagement from one
timepoint to the next within a given day flow on to have benefits for task performance via the
experience of task interest.
Hypothesis 3 proposed that there would be a negative relationship between time
pressure and playful engagement. To test this, we specified a model in which time pressure
was a predictor of playful engagement, modeling a random slope between time pressure and
playful engagement. We began by assessing whether the variance around the slope was
significant prior to the introduction of the cross-level moderator. We found that this variance
was non-significant (b = .01, p > .05, 90% CI [-.13, .16]). However, we once again had strong
a priori and theoretical grounds to proceed with the analyses (Snijders & Bosker, 2011). As
shown in Table 17, we found that the relationship between playful engagement and time
pressure was significant (b = -.07, p < .05, 90% CI [-.12, -.01]). Thus, Hypothesis 3 was
supported.
Hypothesis 4 proposed that the negative relationship between time pressure and playful
engagement would be moderated such that the relationship would be stronger for those
reporting low work autonomy compared to the relationship for those with high work autonomy.
When introducing work autonomy as a cross-level moderator of this slope, our analyses
revealed that work autonomy moderated the within-day effect of time pressure on playful
engagement, as indicated by the significant interaction term (b = .11, p < .01, 90% CI [.05, .18];
see Table 17). Thus, Hypothesis 4 was supported. In order to further probe the nature of this
cross-level interaction, we tested the conditional effect at 1 SD above the mean, at the mean,
and at 1 SD below the mean of work autonomy using simple slopes analysis (see Figure 5). In
line with our hypothesis, these analyses revealed that the negative relationship between time
pressure and playful engagement was buffered, such that the slope became non-significant for
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TABLE 16 – Study 2 Unstandardized Coefficients from Multilevel Path Analysis Predicting Playful Engagement Outcomes (Task Interest, Task
Proficiency, Task Adaptivity and Task Proactivity)
Outcome
Task Interest
Predictor

Task Proficiency

Task Adaptivity

Task Proactivity

b

SE

90% CI

b

SE

90% CI

b

SE

90% CI

b

SE

90% CI

.43**

.05

[.34, .51]

-.02

.04

[-.08, .05]

.18**

.04

[12, .26]

.30**

.05

[.22, .37]

.05**

.02

[.03, .08]

.09**

.02

[.06, .12]

.09**

.02

[.05, .13]

.12**

.03

[.07, .18]

.21**

.03

[.16, .27]

.21**

.04

[.14, .28]

Playful engagement
Direct effect
Indirect effect (through TI)
Task interest
Direct effect
Signal order
Lagged dependent variable
(previous signal)
Residual variance

-.03

.02

[-.06, .00]

-.01

.01

[-.03, .02]

.01

.01

[-.02, .03]

-.01

.03

[-.04, .02]

.38**

.05

[.30, .46]

.29**

.05

[.21, .37]

.43**

06

[.24, .36]

.33**

.04

[.27, .39]

.78**

.05

[.70, .86]

.39**

.04

[.32, .46]

.31**

03

[.31, .39]

.54**

.04

[.48, .61]

Note: TI = Task interest. Residual variance is reported for the within-day level. Estimates are unstandardized, resulting from an overall analysis
including the prediction of task interest, proficiency, adaptivity, and proactivity in one model. All independent variables were grand-mean
centered. *p < 0.05. **p < 0.01.
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TABLE 17 – Study 2 Unstandardized Coefficients from Multilevel Path Analysis Where Antecedents Predict Playful Engagement (Time
Pressure and Work Autonomy)
Predictor

b

SE

90% CI

-.07

.03

[-.12, -.01]

(previous signal)

.26**

.09

[.12, .40]

Signal order

.01

.02

[-.02, .04]

Residual variance

.35**

.07

[.24, .47]

.02

.05

[-.06, .09]

Intercept

.26

.07

[2.46, 2.69]

Work autonomy

.06

.06

[-.04, .16]

Time pressure*Work autonomy

.11**

.04

[.05, .18]

Residual variance

.16**

.05

[.08, .25]

Within-day level
Time pressure
Lagged playful engagement

Day level
Residual variance
Person level

Note: Estimates are unstandardized, resulting from an analysis including the prediction of playful engagement based on time pressure (and work
autonomy as a cross-level moderator). All independent variables were grand-mean centered. *p < 0.05. **p < 0.01.
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those reporting high levels of work autonomy (+1 SD, b = .00, t = .07, p > .05). Likewise, this
slope remained significant for those reporting low levels of work autonomy (-1 SD, b = -.16, t
= -3.69, p < .01).
4.10.1. Supplementary Analyses
Given that the relationship between time pressure and playful engagement was
significant, we wished to conduct supplementary analyses to test two additional sets of
relationships. First, we wished to assess whether time pressure had an indirect negative effect
on performance via playful engagement and task interest (i.e., a serial mediation chain). Second,
we wished to assess whether this negative indirect effect of time pressure on performance was
buffered by high work autonomy. Therefore, we specified two additional models: (a) the serial
mediation chain from time pressure to performance (with the path between time pressure and
playful engagement specified as a random slope), and (b) the same serial mediation chain with
work autonomy as a cross-level moderator of the random slope.
Table 18 shows the parameter estimates for model (a), focusing on the direct and
indirect effects in the serial mediation chain. The findings revealed that, in the absence of the
cross-level moderator, the serial mediation pathways from time pressure through to
performance (mediated by playful engagement and task interest) were non-significant for task
proficiency (b = .00, p > .05, 90% CI [-.01, .00]), task adaptivity (b = -.01, p > .05, 90% CI
[-.01, .00]), and task proactivity (b = -.01, p > .05, 90% [-.01, .00]). Table 19 shows the
parameter estimates for model (b), which is the full serial mediation chain with work autonomy
as a cross-level moderator of the random slope. 6 We found that at high levels of work autonomy,
the serial moderated mediation paths from time pressure were non-significant, predicting task
proficiency (b = .00, p > .05, 90% CI [.00, .01]), task adaptivity (b = .00, p > .05, 90% CI

6Note

that work autonomy was found to moderate the direct effect of time pressure on task adaptivity (b = -.10, p < .01, 90%
CI [-.15, -.05]). So, in line with best practice in multilevel modeling (Muller et al., 2005), this relationship was modeled as a
control in the analyses.
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FIGURE 5 – Cross-level Moderating Effect of Work Autonomy on the Relationship Between Time Pressure and Playful Engagement

Playful Engagement

5
Low Work
Autonomy

4

3
2

b = .00, t = .07, p > .05

b = -.16, t = -3.69, p <.01

High Work
Autonomy

1
Low Time Pressure

High Time Pressure

Note: Regression lines plotted at +1/-1 SD of work autonomy. Simple slope analyses are presented next to regression lines.
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TABLE 18 – Study 2 Supplementary Analyses—Unstandardized Coefficients from Multilevel Path Analysis Predicting Time Pressure
Outcomes (Playful Engagement, Task Interest, Task Proficiency, Task Adaptivity and Task Proactivity)
Outcome
Playful Engagement
Predictor

b

SE

90% CI

-.06

.03

[.11, -.01]

Task Interest

Task Proficiency

Task Adaptivity

Task Proactivity

b

SE

90% CI

b

SE

90% CI

b

SE

90% CI

b

SE

90% CI

-.07

.04

[-.13, -.01]

.05

.03

[.00, .09]

.06**

.03

[.02, .10]

.07**

.03

[.01, .12]

-.02

.01

[-.05, .00]
.00

.00

[-.01, .00]

-.01

.00

[-.01, .00]

-.01

.00

[-.01, .00]

Time pressure
Direct effect
Indirect effect (through PE)
Indirect effect (through PE & TI)
Playful engagement
Direct effect

.43**

.05

[.34, .51]

Indirect effect (through TI)

-.02

.04

[-.08, .04]

.18**

.04

[.12, .25]

.30**

.05

[.22, .37]

.06**

.02

[.03, .08]

.09**

.02

[.07, .12]

.09**

.02

[.06, .13]

.13**

.03

[.08, .18]

.22**

.03

[.16, .27]

.22**

.04

[.15, .29]

Task interest
Direct effect
Signal order

.02

.02

[-.01, .05]

-.03

.02

[-.06, .00]

-.01

.01

[-.03, .02]

.01

.01

[-.01, .03]

-.01

.02

[-.04, .02]

(previous signal)

.55**

.05

[.46, .63]

.36**

.05

[.30, .45]

.29**

.05

[.21, .37]

.30**

.04

[.24, .36]

.32**

.04

[.26, .38]

Residual variance

.48**

.05

[.39, .56]

.78**

.05

[.70, .86]

.39**

.04

[.32, .46]

.35**

.00

[.30, .39]

54**

.04

[.47, .60]

Lagged dependent variable

Note: PE = Playful engagement. TI = Task interest. Residual variance is reported for the within-day level. Estimates are unstandardized, resulting from an
overall analysis including the prediction of playful engagement, task interest, proficiency, adaptivity, and proactivity in one model. All independent variables
were grand-mean centered. *p < 0.05. **p < 0.01.
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TABLE 19 – Study 2 Supplementary Analyses—Serial Mediation Predicting Task Proficiency, Task Adaptivity and Task Proactivity with
Work Autonomy at High, Low and Average Levels as a Moderator of Time Pressure Playful Engagement
Task Proficiency

Task Adaptivity

Task Proactivity

b

SE

90% CI

b

SE

90% CI

b

SE

90% CI

High Work Autonomy*TP (through PE & TI)

.00

.00

[.00, .01]

.00

.01

[-.01, .01]

.00

.01

[-.01, .01]

Low Work Autonomy*TP (through PE & TI)

-.01*

.00

[-.02, .00]

-.02**

.01

[-.03, -.01]

-.02**

.01

[-.03, -.01]

.00

.00

[-.01, .00]

-.01

.00

[-.01, .00]

-.01

.00

[-.01, .00]

Average Work Autonomy*TP (through PE & TI)

Note: PE = Playful engagement. TI = Task interest. Residual variance is reported for the within-day level. Estimates are unstandardized, resulting from an
overall analysis including the prediction of playful engagement, task interest, proficiency, adaptivity, and proactivity in one model. All independent variables
were grand-mean centered. *p < 0.05. **p < 0.01.
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[-.01, .01]), and task proactivity (b = .00, p > .05, 90% CI [-.01, .01]). Conversely, at low levels
of work autonomy, the serial moderated mediation paths from time pressure were significant,
predicting task proficiency (b = -.01, p < .05, 90% CI [-.02, .00]), task adaptivity (b = -.02, p
< .05, 90% CI [-.03, -.01]) and task proactivity (b = -.02, p < .01, 90% CI [-.03, -.01]). This
result suggests that the buffering of work autonomy not only buffers against the immediate
negative relationship between time pressure and playful engagement, but also buffers against
its negative flow-on effects for task interest and performance.
4.11.

Discussion
It is clear that the psychological experience of play has great potential to produce

desirable outcomes in organizations, as indicated by both practitioner and scholarly interest in
the topic (Glynn, 1994; Sandelands, 1988). Yet, up to now, no empirical work had been
conducted on the topic. To address this gap, this study introduced the notion of playful
engagement to the literature under an energy-management framework (Quinn et al., 2012) and
proposed that it would facilitate intrinsic motivation for work, represented by task interest,
which would flow on to have positive effects on performance. Specifically, we argued that
playful engagement would be an inherently pleasant and sought-after experience that
intrinsically motivated engagement in task behaviors. Results from two random experiencesampling studies supported this prediction, thereby supporting our proposition that playful
engagement may have both hedonic and instrumental benefits. Further, and as we describe
below, we drew on evidence from the job crafting literature to present a nuanced picture of
playful engagement’s antecedents as they relate to job demands and resources.
Next, we consider the implications of our findings. First, we address the implications
key contributions of this research, followed by limitations and future research directions.
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4.11.1. Outcomes of Playful Engagement
Our findings have provided evidence for the outcomes of playful engagement and
corroborate findings from existing research on related constructs. First, we found that there
was a positive relationship between playful engagement and task interest. That is, an increase
in playful engagement from one timepoint to the next within a worker’s day was associated
with a corresponding increase in task interest. This result extends the findings of Scharp et al.
(2019), indicating that autonomously initiating playful behavior at work can foster motivating
states (e.g., vigor) across days. Namely, this research suggests that similar relationships may
operate at the within-day level, too. More broadly, this finding is also consistent with findings
from Tims et al. (2014), indicating that making changes to the way one performs tasks (e.g.,
job crafting) is positively related to experiences indicative of intrinsic motivation that is felt
toward a particular stimulus (e.g., enjoyment). Therefore, our findings, when considered in
combination with theory and existing research, suggest that playful engagement is likely to be
an important yet understudied experience that workers may cultivate to manage interest at work,
enabling them to, in turn, better manage their personal energy.
Second, we hypothesized that there would be a positive indirect effect between playful
engagement and performance, mediated by task interest. In hypothesizing this, we recast an
existing theory of interest and self-regulation (Sansone & Thoman, 2005) within an energymanagement framework (Quinn et al., 2012). These theories converged on the view that
intrinsic motivation may function as a proximal driver of performance and that workers can act
in such a way as to upregulate their intrinsic motivation (e.g., by varying one’s work strategy,
playfully engaging) and subsequently maintain high performance (Sansone et al., 1999),
suggesting an indirect relationship between playful engagement and performance. Our findings
supported this hypothesis and aligned with previous findings and theories suggesting that the
experience of interest can bolster a range of different performance outcomes, including
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persistence (Katz et al., 2006), skill development (Renninger & Hidi, 2016), and creative
performance (Winslow et al., 2017).
Third, the finding that there is a positive indirect relationship between playful
engagement and the three performance outcomes not only aligns with the principles of our
energy-management framework but other theoretical explanations. For example, our finding
that playful engagement can indirectly drive proactive and adaptive task performance
reinforces theory from the broader organizational behavior literature regarding emotions (e.g.,
broaden-and-build theory, Fredrickson, 1998; proactivity, Parker et al., 2010). For instance, it
is argued that the experience of positive emotions (e.g., fun) may sufficiently broaden a
worker’s mindset such that they have a wider array of responses on which they can draw when
conducting work, having benefits for adaptive performance (Fredrickson, 1998). Likewise, the
literature on proactivity argues that positive emotions energize proactive performance by
supporting the activation of an approach-action tendency, broadening thought-action
repertoires, aiding in goal-setting, and strengthening willingness to engage with problems
(Parker et al., 2010). Therefore, our empirical findings can serve to further understanding of
these related theories.
4.11.2. Antecedents of Playful Engagement
Our findings have provided evidence for the antecedents of playful engagement,
couched within the demands-resources frameworks commonly employed in the job crafting
literature. In this research, we hypothesized a negative relationship between a prototypical
operationalization of job demands (malleable time pressure) and playful engagement, arguing
that a perceived discrepancy between job demands and resources available to meet those
demands would thwart energetically activated states, like playful engagement. Further, we
hypothesized that one job resource considered central to these theoretical frameworks—stable
work autonomy—would buffer this negative relationship as job resources have been shown to
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buffer against the potentially negative effects of job demands (Reis et al., 2017). These
hypothesized effects were found in the results for Study 2.
This interaction between time pressure and work autonomy as a predictor of playful
engagement (and its flow-on consequences) in Study 2, as well as the directions of the simple
slopes, aligns with existing empirical finding indicating that job resources often buffer the
adverse effects of job demands on outcomes (van Veldhoven et al., 2019). Specifically, this
work reinforces the job demands-control model’s argument that work autonomy is the critical
determinant of whether employees succeed at their jobs in the face of high work demands
(Karasek, 1979). Therefore, these empirical findings can serve to further understanding of this
theory and its applications in the broader work-design literature (e.g., job crafting). However,
the non-significant results in Study 1 still require an explanation.
One possible explanation for this differing result between samples may relate to
generational differences between the two populations. Indeed, many scholars across business
(Bello et al., 2009) and psychology (Wintre et al., 2001) have noted important differences
between student samples and working populations. Based on the reported ages, respondents in
Study 1 predominantly came from the Y and Z generations, who were born into fast-paced
learning and work environments characterized by rapid innovation and increasing
pressure/competition. Therefore, the effects of time pressure may not be as deleterious to this
population (compared to that of Study 2, comprising 23% Generation Xers and 9% Baby
Boomers, as well as Millennials across a greater range of ages; Burstein, 2013) when it comes
to these populations’ ability to employ work strategies, such as playful engagement. Further,
an undergraduate student’s perceptions of work autonomy may differ from that of a full-time
employee. Given that students are not held externally accountable for their academic outcomes
in the same way that workers are held accountable for work outcomes by managers, the
autonomy they have surrounding the scheduling, methods, and decisions related to their
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university tasks may be less salient to this population. Likewise, given that the students
sampled were undertaking similar coursework (compared to the working sample, who were
recruited from a range of industries), it is possible that a lack of variability contributed to the
null effect of work autonomy in Study 1. Indeed, there was a substantial difference in the
variance in work autonomy between Study 1 (σ2 = .27) and Study 2 (σ2 = .59), which may have
contributed to this null result.
Other possible explanations for this result can be found in empirical research on time
pressure and constructs that are conceptually similar to playful engagement (e.g., job crafting,
activation), which suggest that this relationship may not be as straightforward as we predicted.
Indeed, in their review of the job crafting literature, Zhang and Parker (2019) observe that the
relationship between job demands and an employee’s job crafting behavior is mixed and
complex, with some findings showing that high job demands can motivate inclinations to make
changes to a job (Carver & Scheier, 1982; Rudolph et al., 2017), while others suggested that
demands may hinder a worker’s ability to job craft (Solberg & Wong, 2016).
To resolve this contention, there is likely room to further break down the notion of job
demands according to a challenge-hindrance framework (Lepine et al., 2005) and individual
perceptions. According to such a framework, demands can be perceived as either positive
challenges that motivate engagement or hindrances that thwart goal attainment (Lepine et al.,
2005). Additional complexity arises when we consider that different employees are likely to
appraise different demands differently (Searle & Auton, 2015). Indeed, it has been shown that
challenge appraisal can lead to positive emotions and problem-focused coping, whereas
hindrance appraisal leads to negative emotions, emotion-focused coping, and withdrawal
(Searle, & Auton, 2015). These findings suggest that the experience of time pressure may be
appraised differently by different employees, and, consequently, have different flow-on
consequences. It may also be that different generational cohorts appraise demands like time
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pressure in consistently varying ways (thereby explaining the differing findings between
Studies 1 and 2). Therefore, future research may need to account for these varying appraisals,
perhaps modeling them as moderators, in order to clarify this link between time pressure and
playful engagement.
4.11.3. Strengths, Limitations and Future Research Directions
This research makes several important contributions. Firstly, an examination into playat-work’s psychological experience is timely because, despite recent work uncovering a wide
array of play activities in the workplace (Celestine & Yeo, 2020; Petelczyc et al., 2018), it is
clear that play-at-work activities will not necessarily be experienced as play. Play-at-work
activities are defined as “activity undertaken in a work context that is interactive in nature and
undertaken with the goal of having fun” (Celestine & Yeo, 2020, p. 2), and research has shown
that it cannot be assumed these experiences will be enjoyed—they may, at times, be
experienced as boring, a distraction, or an obligation (Fleming & Sturdy, 2009; Plester et al.,
2015). Therefore, it is clear that a more proximal focus on play-at-work’s psychological
experience was required to enhance understanding of when and in the context of what job
demands and resources desirable hedonic and instrumental effects could be expected.
A second, related contribution is our examination of play-at-work’s antecedents,
regarding which there has been a dearth of theoretical and empirical research (Celestine & Yeo,
2020; Petelczyc et al., 2019). Indeed, up to now, there had been only speculation and limited
evidence suggesting that job characteristics such as autonomy, skill variety, challenge, and task
feedback can affect an individual’s likelihood of playing at work (Abramis, 1990;
Csikszentmihalyi, 2014; Roy, 1959). Therefore, the findings of this research have clearly
evidenced the importance of time pressure and work autonomy as two job characteristics that
can facilitate or constrain play at work at the intraindividual level, extending beyond these past
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works employing between-person, cross-sectional (Abramis, 1990) and ethnographic (Roy,
1959) approaches to examining play-at-work’s antecedents.
Our study has limitations that might affect the robustness of our findings. First, and as
already discussed, there may be limitations associated with the use of a student sample in Study
1 (Bello et al., 2009; Wintre et al., 2001). Second, given that our data are based on self-reports,
it contains common-method variance (Podsakoff et al., 2003). It is common for people to
respond to questions in such a way as to present themselves favorably (Paulhus, 1984). In
particular, asking participants to report on their own perceived performance has likely
introduced bias into the results. For instance, the experience of task interest may bias overall
evaluations, thereby prompting perceptions of improved performance. Therefore, future
studies may want to assess these relationships using dyads (to get an outside observer’s
perception of performance) or draw upon a quantitative measure of performance (e.g., units
produced in a given time period).
Second, there may be concerns about the causal ordering of our variables. It could be
the case that task interest actually fosters playful engagement, rather than playful engagement
fostering task interest. Similarly, it may be the case that people perceive greater interest in tasks
at which they are performing effectively, thereby suggesting reversed relationships. In support
of our causal claims, we controlled for levels of the dependent variables reported at the previous
timepoint. While we acknowledge that we cannot be certain about the causal ordering of our
variables, we believe that the experience-sampling design that we have adopted, as well as the
modeling of these control variables, has put us one step closer to providing evidence for this
causal ordering.
Finally, we did not ask participants to report the duration for which they had been
undertaking a particular task. Consequently, we were unable to control for the length of time
on a particular task as a possible influence on task interest and performance. Past research in
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the pedagogy literature indicates that task interest tends to decrease the longer one is engaged
in an activity due to a declining novelty effect (Rodríguez-Aflecht et al., 2017). If the time on
task was also negatively related to playful engagement, this variable could provide an
alternative explanation for the results in this research. However, we suspect that there would
be a positive link between time on task and playful engagement because the more time one
spent engaging in a task, the easier it would become to recognize opportunities to perform that
task in a different way than usual. Likewise, we would expect an upward performance
trajectory the longer a worker is engaged in an activity as they are likely to gain new skills that
they can apply to the task. Therefore, future research efforts may want to measure time on task
as an important potential control.
This research leaves several open questions around the stable and malleable antecedents
of playful engagement and play’s psychological experience in the context of play-at-work
activities beyond those considered here. In this research, we focused on playful engagement’s
within-person pathways across a broad scope of possible work tasks by allowing participants
to report on whatever work task they happened to be undertaking. However, future studies may
want to drill down to consider specific task characteristics/types (i.e., not necessarily demands)
that facilitate this experience, such as tasks requiring problem-solving (Beech et al., 2004) or
creativity (West et al., 2016). There is also room to examine a greater diversity of demands as
possible antecedents, drawing on findings in the job crafting and play literatures. A good
starting point may be to examine the role of boring or monotonous tasks, for which playful
engagement may act as a remedy enhancing interest. To illustrate, Sansone and colleagues
(1999) found that participants who were encouraged to persist with a dull task (copying out
letter matrices) would employ interest-enhancing strategies (varying their font, ordering of the
letters, etc.) during goal pursuit without being asked. Similarly, in a study of factory machine
operatives, Roy (1959) demonstrated how turning the repetitive task of clicking holes in dice
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blocks was made more tolerable by treating the task as a game. It may be the case that highly
repetitive or mechanized work (i.e., undesirable work characteristics) may motivate playful
engagement as a mode of coping (Latack & Havlovic, 1992).
A related point pertains to the role of occupation and industry as potential antecedents
of the relationships proposed here. We view one’s industry as likely influencing the extent to
which people can/are motivated to playfully engage. It is possible that creative industries (e.g.,
the performing arts) create conditions that make playful engagement more feasible or that ‘play’
is more likely to be an inherent part of the job in these industries. Therefore, we may expect to
see more accounts of playful engagement from respondents working in such industries.
Anecdotally, we have heard the reverse from workers in less creative industries (e.g.,
accountants), who have stated that it is difficult to find occasions where they could effectively
playfully engage when tasks were expected to be performed in rigidly predefined ways.
Therefore, future research may want to examine whether the benefits of playful engagement
are limited to certain occupations or industries or whether there is scope to employ
interventions, such that the benefits of playful engagement may take effect in these less creative
industries.
A second area for more research involves the role of playful engagement in relation to
the different categories of activity-based play-at-work put forward by Celestine and Yeo (2020).
In this study, we have focused on playful engagement occurring in the context of self-/peerinitiated work-embedded play, which regards play that is initiated by workers (or their
colleagues) who are seeking to have fun through the undertaking of their work tasks (Celestine
& Yeo, 2020). However, there is scope to consider playful engagement’s effects in the context
of manager-initiated work-embedded play, too, which refers to play that is embedded into work
tasks by management with the aim of enhancing a worker’s experience of fun (e.g.,
gamification; Celestine & Yeo, 2020). Future research may investigate whether positive links
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between manager-initiated work-embedded play and desired outcomes could be explained by
the psychological experience of playful engagement. Further, a consideration of job demands
and resources as possible moderators of this link may reveal when manager-initiated workembedded play activities are most likely to succeed or fail in having their desired effects.
Additionally, future studies may want to examine whether one of these activity-based
contexts is more conducive to bringing about playful engagement and its positive effects than
the other. For instance, playful engagement in the context of self-/peer-initiated workembedded play has the advantage of introducing play in an autonomy-supportive way (i.e., the
worker themselves chooses how to playfully engage) and sidesteps the risk of introducing play
unnecessarily where there is already sufficient interest in a task, which has been shown to
decrease intrinsic motivation (Durik & Harackiewicz, 2007). However, a competing hypothesis
is that managers may have access to more resources (e.g., capital, physical spaces) to introduce
play-at-work on a larger scale, perhaps resulting in a more immersive experience that
strengthens pathways to outcomes.
4.11.4. Practical Implications
Playful engagement can be thought of as one tool in the employee’s toolkit that is
available for managing job demands. Our findings suggest that low work autonomy may strip
employees of this tool. Therefore, managers should continue to listen to the long-running
advice from work design scholars, advocating for the benefits of designing high-quality work
(i.e., characterized by autonomy; Morgeson et al., 2005; Parker et al., 2019). Practically, this
means finding opportunities to allow employees to control how they conduct, schedule, and
make decisions in their work. Doing so is likely to have flow-on consequences for both
maintaining employee interest in work and also performance.
Relatedly, our findings reveal several levers for change if managers wish to encourage
playful engagement in their organizations. The results of our moderation analyses indicated
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that conditions of either (a) low time pressure in combination with any level of autonomy or
(b) high autonomy in combination with any level of time pressure will create conditions that
make playful engagement more likely. Therefore, managers seeking to induce playful
engagement and its hedonic and instrumental benefits may consider redesigning work with a
mind to amending the time pressure placed on workers and/or their levels of autonomy.
Another practical implication is that our finding that playful engagement may enhance
task interest and performance may help counteract conditions where employees are prone to
becoming demotivated and performing poorly. For instance, playfully engaging as a way to
increase task interest in monotonous or boring jobs may serve as a useful strategy to guard
against demotivation and poor performance (e.g., inattention). Likewise, overqualified
employees may find playfully engaging useful as a way to continue to maintain motivation and
performance (e.g., by having fun performing tasks in different ways as a means to seek new
challenges).
4.12.

Conclusion
This study examined the concept of playful engagement as a dynamic, within-person

state whereby workers “have fun doing a work task in a different way than usual.” Drawing on
energy-management theory, we developed and tested hypotheses regarding playful
engagement’s energy-related outcomes, flow-on consequences for performance, and workdesign antecedents. Based on the findings of two experience-sampling studies, we found
evidence that playful engagement has a positive effect on task interest and likely benefits
performance. Regarding play’s antecedents, we also found evidence that work autonomy can
buffer against the deleterious effect of time pressure on playful engagement and hedonic and
instrumental outcomes (i.e., task interest and performance). These findings have made a critical
contribution to the play-at-work and energy-management literatures by highlighting the
intraindividual processes dictating how playful psychological states at work relate to hedonic
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and instrumental outcomes while building a case for the relevance and utility of play within
organizations.
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CHAPTER 5
General Discussion
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To revisit my original aim, this thesis set out to investigate the outcomes and
antecedents of play-at-work. It is clear from the growing literature on the topic that play-atwork is an important yet elusive area of research. However, up to now, there had been no
systematic categorisation of play-at-work’s forms, nor a clear conceptualisation of its
psychological experience. Thus, there was substantial groundwork to do before addressing my
core aim.
To achieve this aim, I began by reviewing the literature on activity-based play-at-work
in Chapter 2 and forwarded a two-dimensional typology of the concept, comprising four
categories. I then unified these activities under an energy-management framework (Quinn et
al., 2012). This groundwork revealed the centrality of play’s psychological experience to an
examination of play-at-work’s outcomes and antecedents. Therefore, in Chapter 3, I
conceptualised the psychological experience of play-at-work—playful engagement. I also
developed and validated a psychometrically sound measure of this experience. In Chapter 4, I
deployed the measure in two experience-sampling studies, examining playful engagement’s
hedonic and instrumental outcomes (i.e., task interest and performance) and antecedents
pertaining to job demands and resources (i.e., malleable time pressure and stable work
autonomy). Overall, these works should provide a platform for play-at-work researchers
moving forward. In this final chapter, I discuss the theoretical and practical implications of this
work. Then, I outline the limitations of the work with an emphasis on future research directions.
5.1.

Theoretical Implications
This thesis contributes to the literature on play-at-work in several ways. First, the

introduction of a systematically derived, theory-driven typology taxonomising play-at-work
activities in Chapter 2 represents a long-overdue contribution to the play-at-work literature.
While past reviews have speculated as to different groupings of activity-based play-at-work
(Mainemelis & Ronson, 2006; Petelczyc et al., 2018; Plester et al., 2015), several omit
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literatures (e.g., none discuss gamification), are unclear in their conceptualisations, or fail to
address which specific activities lead to which outcomes. For example, while Petelczyc et al.,
(2018) provide a high-level review of trait, organisational, and activity-based play-at-work,
they do not conceptualise or review the latter according to its different types. In contrast, the
energy-management framework forwarded in this thesis provides an all-encompassing
framework to account for the effects of activity-based play-at-work as a whole, while also
accounting for the nuances between different categories of play-at-work activity. This initial
review and framework represent fundamental first steps toward understanding play-at-work’s
outcomes, antecedents, and pathways involved in the replenishment or building of energy
through play-at-work.
Second, this thesis put forward a conceptualisation of the psychological experience of
play, playful engagement, drawing from and building on definitions in the broader play
literature. Given that studies to date have focused almost exclusively on play-at-work activities’
direct links to hedonic and instrumental outcomes (e.g., West et al., 2016), producing mixed
results and yielding unclear pathways to outcomes (Fleming & Sturdy, 2009; Plester &
Hutchison, 2016), this conceptualisation represents an important contribution by assessing the
more proximal psychological experience of play-at-work as a driver of play-at-work’s hedonic
and instrumental effects. Further, the measurement instrument I developed and validated to
assess this psychological experience represents a practically useful and versatile tool that can
be deployed in future research.
Third, my empirical investigation in Chapter 4 achieved the core aim of this thesis by
answering questions around play-at-work’s outcomes and antecedents. Regarding outcomes,
this research has elucidated a key mechanism through which the psychological experience of
play may lead to instrumental outcomes. That is, I have shown that it is through play-at-work’s
effect on intrinsic motivation (e.g., task interest) that benefits for instrumental outcomes (e.g.,
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performance) may arise. This represents a significant contribution to the literature as, up to
now, speculation without empirical confirmation of play-at-work’s mechanisms has driven
work on play-at-work in research and practice. Likewise, regarding antecedents, I have drawn
on the principles of an energy-management framework (and specifically, its principles related
to job crafting; Demerouti, 2014; Rudolph et al., 2017; Wang et al., 2016; Zhang & Parker,
2019) to identify job demands and resources that function as precursors of playful engagement.
Again, this contribution represents a necessary first step for scholars and practitioners seeking
to understand the circumstances under which play-at-work is likely to be initiated and thus
have its beneficial effects.
Fourth, the empirical findings in Chapter 4 contribute to the literature on job crafting
by inviting a nuanced exploration into specific emotional drivers of this behaviour. In their
review of the job crafting literature, Zhang and Parker (2019) highlight different motivational
drivers of job crafting rooted in regulatory focus (i.e., approach or avoidance) and motivations
pertaining to the presence or absence of resources or demands. This thesis’ examination of
playful engagement highlights the role that discrete emotions may play as drivers of job
crafting behaviour. That is, one’s wish to generate the specific emotional experiences of fun
(or task interest) may motivate efforts to make changes to a task via playful engagement. For
job crafting scholars, this finding may have implications for future research on the motivational
antecedents and discrete emotional outcomes of job crafting behaviour.
Finally, this research contributes to broader debate regarding self-regulation at work.
Traditional models of goal pursuit in organisations position workers as judiciously allocating
their finite resources toward goal attainment in a controlled, outcome-focused manner (Kanfer
& Ackerman, 1989; Neal, Ballard & Vancouver, 2017). According to such thinking, the
instrumentality of one’s behaviours is largely dictated by how reliably those behaviours lead
to the satisfactory (and swift) accomplishment of goals in the context of limited time and
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resources (Carver & Scheier, 2001). However, play is often conceptualised as an inherently
process-oriented experience that lacks goals or rewards external to itself (Caillois, 2001;
Csikszentmihalyi, 2014). In this sense, play can be thought of as a rather contrasting approach
to work. Yet, it is clear from the conceptualisations presented in this thesis that play-at-work
activities and playful engagement are not incompatible with the pursuit of work goals. Even
looking beyond the findings and constructs put forward in this thesis, there is evidence that
unstructured, playful approaches to work can facilitate a range of desirable outcomes that are
relevant in organisational settings, such as divergent thinking and employee well-being (Brown,
2009; Mainemelis & Ronson, 2006). Further, there is growing evidence that allowing these
alternative approaches to work may have benefits that pay off in the long term despite initial
costs in terms of resources (e.g., time; Yeo & Parker, 2017). Overall, these findings present an
alternative to traditional thinking among self-regulation theorists about the benefits of
controlled resource allocation in organisations, suggesting there may be hitherto untapped
benefits associated with relaxing the goal-oriented approach we take to work and exploring
alternative modes of resource allocation. This research offers a first step toward evidencing
these benefits when alternative work methods take the form of play and may, therefore, be of
interest to self-regulation scholars.
5.2.

Practical Implications
This thesis entails several implications for practitioners. First, this research suggests

that managers should take the time to clearly define the goals of any play-at-work initiatives
before introducing them. In doing so, they may hopefully dodge the ‘hype’ surrounding playat-work, which is not a panacea and should be considered in parallel with other options for
addressing organisational challenges. Further, and as noted in Chapter 2, different activities
may result in vastly different consequences (and entail different caveats), so managers should
be aware of this. Practitioners may also want to consider the impact they seek to have via play-
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at-work through the lens of energy and refer to the framework in Chapter 2 as a tool for making
decisions around play-at-work. To draw on an example from one cell of the energymanagement typology, if managers are looking to generate shared commitment and group
solidarity, they may turn to the suggestions pertaining to manager-initiated diversionary play—
and the tenets of the relevant sub-theory, interaction ritual chain theory (Collins, 2004)—to
ensure that any play taking the form of interaction rituals generates shared energy successfully
as an avenue for building this commitment and solidarity. By applying the principles of this
framework in this way, it may serve as a roadmap for practitioners looking to implement playat-work activities in their organisations.
Second, while the Playful Engagement Scale (PES) was designed for use in research,
there is little reason why practitioners could not deploy it to assess the psychological experience
of play among their employees. As noted, the energy-management framework I draw from
suggests that the psychological experience of play-at-work is important for play-at-work
activities to have their desired effects. Therefore, it may be helpful for managers looking to
assess whether initiatives involving play-at-work activities are having their desired effects.
However, managers should be aware that the PES was designed to assess the psychological
experience of play in the context of work-embedded activities, meaning that the scale may
require adaptation and further validation to be applied to an assessment of diversionary playat-work activities’ effects.
Third, this research shed light on the features of an employee’s work design that may
facilitate (or hinder) the initiation of playful engagement, so managers should be wary of the
impact of work design on this initiation and subsequent likelihood of play-at-work having its
desired effects. In addition to our finding that the job resource of work autonomy may buffer
against the negative effect of work demands (e.g., time pressure), there may be other job
demands and resources that facilitate and enable the experience of playful engagement (e.g.,

156

role clarity, task variety; Zhang & Parker, 2019). Therefore, managers seeking to create
conditions that foster playful engagement should inquire with workers as to the elements of
their employees’ work design that are functioning as job demands or resources. That way, they
may get clearer on whether particular elements of employees’ work design can be targeted for
intervention so as to facilitate this psychological experience.
Fourth, this work has implications for the way that employees choose to manage their
energy at work. In the same way that managers might think of the various manager-initiated
play-at-work activities as tools for addressing organisational challenges, employees may think
of self-/peer-initiated activities in a similar way as it relates to their own work. Therefore,
depending on prevailing demands in the work environment, employees may wish to draw on
the framework presented in Chapter 2 when considering how best to manage their energy. For
instance, at times when an employee feels they lack energy and need recovery, they may
intentionally decide to engage in forms of self-/peer-initiated diversionary play (e.g., co-worker
socialising; Fluegge-Woolf, 2014). Likewise, workers may employ self-/peer-initiated workembedded play in an effort to remedy a lack of intrinsic motivation and better align work with
needs and preferences (e.g., choosing fun job responsibilities; Tews et al., 2012).
Altogether, results from this research suggest that the experience of play-at-work can
potentially be a win-win for employees and their managers—a way to strengthen one’s interest
in work, making it more pleasant, while also improving organisational effectiveness across a
range of performance indicators.
5.3.

Limitations and Future Research
Before discussing the limitations of this thesis, the reader should note that the specific

limitations of each study included in this work were addressed in the discussion section of each
chapter. Therefore, in this section, I focus on the broader limitations of this thesis as a whole
with an emphasis on how future research efforts may expand upon the work here.
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The first limitation of this work regards the unexplored link between play-at-work
activities and playful engagement, as well as play-at-work activities’ direct links to outcomes.
Following the review in Chapter 2, it became clear that in order to achieve the aim of
understanding play-at-work’s consequences and antecedents, a focus on the more proximal
psychological experience of play (i.e., playful engagement) was required. Therefore, a decision
was made to focus the primary empirical investigation in Chapter 4 on this psychological
experience (and its antecedents and outcomes). A consequence of this decision is that the role
that play-at-work activities may play as antecedents of playful engagement and hedonic and
instrumental outcomes was not examined. These links are likely to be important and warrant
future investigation, and studies may also want to consider how various moderators may affect
these relationships.
For instance, consider the self-/peer-initiated work-embedded play activity of identity
play, which involves exploring alternative selves through work in preparation to take on a new
role or innovate (Ibarra & Petriglieri, 2010). The act of exploring alternate selves through work
may serve as a useful precondition for the experience of playful engagement, which involves
alternating one’s typical work behaviours, suggesting a possible link between these two
constructs. Further, the notion of preparing to take on a new role or innovate points to possible
direct links between identity play and performance outcomes (e.g., creative performance,
innovation). These links may also be affected by antecedents, like time pressure (such as if
someone engaging in identity play felt they had insufficient time to explore alternate selves)
and/or buffered by features of work design, like autonomy (such as if the person had the
scheduling autonomy to engage in identity play whenever inspiration struck). Therefore, there
is scope to conduct further examinations of direct pathways involving play-at-work activities.
A second, related limitation is that while playful engagement was examined in the
context of what was presumed to be self-/peer-initiated work-embedded play, this thesis did

158

not investigate the psychological experience of play occurring in the context of the other three
categories of activity-based play-at-work appearing in the typology. Manager-initiated workembedded play activities (referring to play that is embedded into work tasks by management
with the aim of enhancing a worker’s experience of fun) may be an equally suitable context in
which to explore the psychological experience of play-at-work. For instance, the introduction
of a gamified system would represent an opportunity to have fun doing a work task in a
different way than usual (i.e., different from one’s previous interactions with a non-gamified
system), may explain effects on outcomes, and indeed, whether or not the initiative succeeds
(or fails) in producing desired instrumental outcomes. Likewise, while diversionary forms of
play do not occur in the context of work tasks, thereby making the PES inapplicable, the
psychological experience of play in the context of these activities is still likely to be an
important driver of their beneficial effects that could be examined with an adapted version of
the PES. For instance, the item “I have been doing aspects of the task differently in order to
have fun” could be adapted to “I have been approaching aspects of my off-work time differently
in order to have fun”. While it was beyond the scope of this thesis to examine play’s
psychological experience in the context of all these activities, the principles of the forwarded
energy-management framework should guide scholars interested in pursuing these avenues of
research.
Third, the studies comprising this thesis relied on self-report measures, which suffer
from common-method variance issues (Podsakoff et al., 2003). Specifically, it is common for
people to respond to questions in such a way as to present themselves favourably (Paulhus,
1984). Further, asking participants to report on their own perceived performance and
behaviours has likely introduced bias into the results. For instance, the experience of task
interest (assessed in Chapter 4) may bias overall evaluations, thereby prompting perceptions of
improved performance. Therefore, future studies may want to assess these relationships using
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dyads (to get an outside observer’s perception of performance or behaviours) or draw upon
quantitative measures of performance (e.g., units produced in a given time period).
Finally, another important overall limitation of this thesis is the fact that only the
immediate consequences of playful engagement were considered. This approach leaves several
questions unanswered. For example, taking a longitudinal view, researchers may ask whether
employees who playfully engage more often excel in their careers as a result of consistently
demonstrating high performance. Further, it is possible there could be lagged effects, such as
if playfully engaging at the beginning of the workday results in increased task interest and
performance at a later timepoint or if playful engagement in one task facilitates playful
engagement (and subsequent task interest and performance) in a later task. This thinking makes
sense in light of theorising from de Bloom et al. (2020), who argue that the experience of
satisfying needs via job crafting motivates further job crafting behaviours later in time.
Therefore, such examinations into playful engagement’s effects occurring at different
timeframes represent potentially useful avenues for future research.
To address future research directions more broadly, this research has set the stage for
future studies to reveal the mechanisms underlying the differential effects of a range of playat-work activities. Above, I have discussed recommendations for exploring self-/peer-initiated
work-embedded play (e.g., identity play) and manager-initiated work-embedded play (e.g.,
gamification) in conjunction with playful engagement as a mechanism. This leaves the two
diversionary forms of play, which especially warrant further investigation as they were the two
cells with the fewest empirical investigations. Regarding the self-/peer-initiated diversionary
play cell, future field research may want to examine smartphone gameplay as one such form
of this activity that may lead to play’s psychological experience and other desirable outcomes.
Given the proliferation of smartphone use and its accessibility in most work environments,
smartphones represent a convenient form of diversionary play. Therefore, field studies may
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want to capture the occurrence of smartphone gameplay and investigate the proposed pathways
linking this form of play to the outcome of recovery. This could be achieved using an eventcontingent experience-sampling methodology, requiring participants to respond to items upon
each instance that they cease work to play a smartphone game (Moskowitz & Sadikaj, 2012).
Further, scholars may want to investigate the effects of manager-initiated diversionary play
(e.g., end-of-year parties) from a longitudinal perspective. In the review, there was a notable
lack of multi-wave studies examining the impact of play-at-work interventions at later
timepoints (e.g., the effect of an annual celebration three weeks after its occurrence). Given the
substantial expenditure that is often invested in such activities, there may be value for both
scholars and practitioners in conducting a longitudinal examination of these activities to
confirm that their hedonic and instrumental effects flow on to the work domain and have
longevity.
5.4.

Conclusions
In summary, this thesis set out to investigate the outcomes and antecedents of play-at-

work. By employing a combination of bottom-up and top-down approaches to reviewing the
literature and drawing on theories of energy management (Quinn et al., 2012), it was found
that play in the work context may take many forms, but common to them all is their potential
to influence individual and collective energy. These effects may subsequently flow on to have
hedonic benefits for employees and instrumental benefits for the organisation. A noteworthy
inference of this work is that in order to truly understand whether play-at-work is having its
desired effects, one must take into consideration whether the psychological experience of play,
characterised by fun and interactivity, is being felt. Likewise, the energy-management
framework forwarded in Chapter 2 emphasised that it is critical to consider the job demands
and resources in the work environment as critical antecedents of play-at-work and its effects.
The empirical model presented in Chapter 4 represents a series of hypotheses that take into
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consideration this psychological experience and these antecedents. Specifically, this research
demonstrated that playfully engaging is a viable means to enhance motivation for one’s work
activities, which, in turn, can strengthen a range of different performance outcomes.
Additionally, this research demonstrated that demands in the work environment, such as time
pressure, may represent a threat to playful engagement, but that this can be buffered by job
resources, such as work autonomy. It is hoped that these findings and the framework put
forward pave the way for future research regarding the drivers and consequences of play in
organisational settings.
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