
Of course we can! According to some psychologists and psychiatrists, we would be wise to 
do so. Although not much research has been conducted on adult play, proponents of play 
have drawn conclusions from research on children and animals that do provide evidence 
of the benefits.

Play is defined in different ways by those who study it, but most definitions share the ele-
ments included by Stuart Brown, M.D. in an interview for NPR. “Play is something done 
for its own sake…It’s voluntary, it’s pleasurable, it offers a sense of engagement, it takes 
you out of time. And the act itself is more important than the outcome.”

Dr. Brown, psychiatrist and head of the National Institute of Play, insists that play is im-
portant for adults to maintain social relationships, remain resilient learners, and enjoy life 
more fully.  He encourages adults to “explore your own play history,” reaching back into 
childhood to the “most clear, joyful, playful image that you have and connect it up with 
how that is at play in your life now.” He says that this type of exploration has led some 
to change jobs but, for most, it simply means considering how to build it back into your 
life as an adult. He suggests that we integrate play throughout of all aspects of our lives.

 Psychologist and researcher, Peter Gray, Ph.D., looks at other researcher’s studies on 
problem-solving and re-interprets some of their conclusions from the perspective of play. 
He notes that, “When we allow ourselves to take a playful attitude in our work and do-
mestic life, we are providing ourselves with a context for solving problems that might 
otherwise be intractable.” 

We adults often seem to think that the best way to get everything done and to do it well, 
is to take a serious attitude and “put the nose to the grindstone.”  Our children—when 
we haven’t interfered too much with their natural tendencies--take a slightly different ap-
proach. When we ask our children to “go and get ready for bed,” for example, they may 
skip upstairs, stop to make a funny face at their sibling, and sing and dance while brush-
ing their teeth. Perhaps, we could take a lesson from them!  It’s not like the task doesn’t 
get done (most of the time); it’s just less S-E-R-I-O-U-S, more like—well, play—when they do 
it. 
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Try these “silly” exercises from Benson and Stuart (1992) and watch your mood improve: 

•	Laugh	Your	Sillies	Out!	

1.  Place both hands on your belly.

2.  Lift your eyebrows (higher, really lift them!).

3.  Smile broadly—smile with open mouth until your molars show.

4.  Add sound by saying, “ha-ha-ha.”

5.  Add movement by throwing you head back and nodding, up and down.

•	Change	Your	Attitude

It’s all a matter of how you look at it—try this even sillier exercise to see a change in perspective:

1.  Stand up and, with a serious look on your face, maybe even a worried frown, and with great solemnity, 
repeat three times to yourself: “I have so much to do,” “I have so much to do,” “I have so much to do.” (How 
do you feel?  Drained?  Overwhelmed? Like you want to go back to bed?)

2.  Try it this way: Stand up with a broad smile on your face, twirl around three times (or do a little dance), 
and with each twirl, say: “I have so much to do!” “I have so much to do!”  “I have so much to do!” (How do 
you feel now?  Better, more energized? Perhaps even looking forward to your day?)

3.  For a little variation, try this exercise in front of the mirror!

See how many ways you can “lighten” up your day, through traffic jams, lines at the supermarket, work meetings, and 
daily routines and tasks. Take a tip from your children or from taking a walk with your dog. They rarely make a bee-line 
for the task at hand but, instead, meander, pausing to observe and play. In the end, your children’s teeth are brushed 
pretty well and the dog took care of business. And, judging by their giggles and wagging tails, they had a lot of fun do-
ing it!

If you would like to try some more “serious” play, visit The National Museum of Play (www.museumofplay.org) in 
Rochester, NY.
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