
Embrace your inner child and enrich your adult life

When was the last time you rolled down a hill, swung on a swing, or spent the after noon
col our ing in? Chances are you haven’t done any such thing since child hood. But I bet you
miss that deli cious joy and free dom you felt as a ten-year-old, play ing your favour ite
game.
Reach ing adult hood means many of us con sciously dis con nect from the abil ity to play
freely just for the sake of it. That’s something chil dren do – something we, as work ing
adults with oblig a tions, often feel we don’t have time for, can’t jus tify, or see no point in.
‘As we get older, life becomes more ser i ous and struc tured, as we take on increas ing
respons ib il it ies. And, often, people’s lives are so busy, mov ing from one com mit ment or
task to the next, that they have lost touch with more play ful parts of them selves,’ says
thera peutic coun sel lor Roberta King.
But maybe it’s time to recon sider the bene �ts of play before you write it o� and con sign it
to the memory vaults. ‘Play is more than just fun,’ says psy cho lo gist and founder of the
National Insti tute for Play, Dr Stu art Brown. ‘Play has the power to deeply enrich your

It’s time to let a little joy into your life, to stim u late the mind, stave o�
stress and safe guard your men tal health, writes Kel lie Gillespie-wright
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adult life, if you pay atten tion to it,’ he con tin ues. ‘And without it, we run the risk of
becom ing cranky, rigid, and stuck in a rut.’
We all know play is cru cial to a child’s devel op ment, but it’s not just chil dren that can
bene �t from a little play time. Over the past 30 years, sci ence has shown that play is vital at
any age, because, amongst other things, it relieves stress, stim u lates the mind, boosts cre -
ativ ity, and improves our con nec tions to oth ers. It can even help us keep phys ic ally
healthy. Reg u lar play also wards o� depres sion, sus tains optim ism, and keeps our brains
�ex ible. ‘When we engage in free play that makes us feel happy, the brain pro duces
endorphins and sero tonin,’ says King, ‘and these feel good chem ic als can con trib ute to
tack ling all kinds of men tal health con di tions.’
Play can even help to keep us young. George Bern ard Shaw once said, ‘We don’t stop play -
ing because we grow old; we grow old because we stop play ing’
– and it looks like recent stud ies back that up. They show that play stim u lates the growth
of the cereb ral cor tex by trig ger ing the secre tion of the pro tein BDNF, which is essen tial
for learn ing, memory, and stav ing o� cog nit ive decline. Play also pos it ively impacts our
anxi ety levels; play ful adults feel the same stressors as any one else, but they appear to
exper i ence and react to them di� er ently, allow ing wor ries to wash over them more eas ily
than those who are less play ful.
But what, exactly, is play? And what does it look like from the lofty, sens ible heights of
adult hood?
‘Gen er ally speak ing, play is when the activ ity is done purely for the enjoy ment it brings,’
says King. ‘And more often than not, play as an adult is less about the activ ity you’re doing
and more about the state of mind you’re in while doing it.’
Psy cho lo gist Dr Peter Gray boils it down to �ve ele ments that com bine to cre ate an act of
play. First and fore most, it has to be self-chosen and self-dir ec ted, and that means doing
it for you. If you’re doing it to please someone else, it’s not play. It also has to be intrins ic -
ally motiv ated and done for its own sake, rather than for some reward out side of the activ -
ity itself – that means tak ing a bike ride because it’s fun, not because you’re try ing to lose
�ve pounds. There also needs to be some struc ture guided by men tal rules, it needs to have
a cre at ive aspect, and, �nally, the par ti cipant needs a play ful state of mind without stress
or fear of judg ment. So that means let ting go of your ego and kick ing your inner critic to
the curb.
Play often leads to �ow, that state when you’re com pletely focused and in the zone, and
�ow has been shown to silence your inner critic, which can help you make pos it ive changes
in your approach towards life. And, if you’re able to get into a �ow state, you’re more likely
to be hap pier and feel more sat is �ed with your life, so your men tal health and well being
will in turn bene �t.
Luck ily, it turns out that the instinct to play is hard-wired into our brains. ‘Play is a basic
bio lo gical drive, as integ ral to our health as sleep or nutri tion,’ says Dr Brown. And here’s
an inter est ing thing: each of us has an inher ent ‘play nature’ that is as unique to us as our
�n ger prints. This is made up of a com bin a tion of the wir ing you were born with and the
neural path ways that developed in your brain dur ing your child hood. As we grow, those
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pref er ences expand, inter act, and, if not sup pressed, lead to our play per son al ity, which
includes the pref er ences we have for par tic u lar types of play, such as move ment play,
object play, or social play.
However, des pite this inbuilt primal urge to play, many of us still �nd it sur pris ingly hard
to know how to have more fun. Partly because
as adults we worry about how we will look to oth ers, and partly because it’s been so long
since we played – prop erly played – that we’ve for got ten how to. But play doesn’t have to
be com plic ated – it’s just doing something for the sake of it that brings you joy.
Identi fy ing your play per son al ity can help you get star ted. For instance, are you an
explorer or a storyteller? A com pet itor or a cre ator? These are just four of the eight play
per son al it ies iden ti �ed by Dr Brown that can help you �nd out what kinds of play work
best for you. The oth ers are the kin es thete who loves to move their body, the dir ector
whose joy comes from plan ning and put ting on events, fol lowed by the joker and the col -
lector. Most of us are a blend of sev eral, but one is usu ally dom in ant, and know ing your
style can help you �g ure out which activ it ies you like. It can also help you elim in ate activ -
it ies that you don’t enjoy.
If you’re still stumped, try think ing back to the things you enjoyed most as a child. What
made you feel free? What did you become so absorbed in that you lost track of time? Those
activ it ies are a good clue to the kinds of activ it ies that will be play ful for you today. Put
them into a list, then brain storm the grown-up ver sions. If you liked climb ing trees,
maybe you can try indoor rock climb ing. Or if you loved Play-doh, maybe you could take a
pot tery class. ‘Start ing with something famil iar may help it to feel less daunt ing,’ says
King, ‘and that can often reignite a pas sion or be a path way to try ing something related
but new to you.’
Cre at ing a spe cial play space such as a read ing nook or a games corner, or set ting aside
some time – even if it’s only for an hour a week – can also help you get into the play ing
frame of mind. ‘Tak ing spe ci�c time out for play is another way to encour age ourselves to
pri or it ise our needs and make time for self-care,’ says King, ‘which in turn helps us foster
self-worth.’
And don’t for get to always embrace a play ful mind set. Approach the idea of play with curi -
os ity, and don’t be afraid to try new activ it ies or hob bies. You might dis cover a sur pris ing
new pas sion or interest, such as rollerblad ing, play ing the gui tar, or even wood carving that
puts you right in the middle of the zone. ‘Be open-minded and choose things that bring a
sense of excite ment when you think about doing them,’ says King. ‘And don’t feel you have
to get it right straight away; it might take some time to �nd what activ it ies work best for
you, but that’s all part of the fun.’
And, �nally – but per haps most import antly – remem ber, this is about being play ful, and
if you’re not hav ing fun, just try something else!
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