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In memory of Brian Rucker. When we meet again, I hope I find you with Bourdain and Cornell, drinking scotch and eating well, accompanied by Farley and Hedberg, who have us all in stitches. Your memory serves as a reminder to make the most of every day, which includes seeing this book through to the end. As a result, there is going to be a lot more fun in the world, and I know that would make you happy. I love you, bud.




Author’s Note

I started writing the final draft of this book at the beginning of 2020. Then, as I am sure you are aware, something quite extraordinary happened—a global pandemic. I handed off the finished manuscript just as the United States was about half-vaccinated and returning to some kind of precarious new normal. Otherwise put, I wrote this book during what will (hopefully) be the least fun years any of us ever collectively experience in our lifetime.

The ideas in this book had been battle-tested under “normal” circumstances, but the COVID-19 pandemic resulted in a completely foreign landscape. During the pandemic’s most challenging periods, fun was not at the top of anyone’s agenda, including my own. In May 2020, I got extremely sick, an aftereffect of an initially mild COVID-19 infection and the coalescing of the period’s various stressors. I lost the ability to sleep for months, which made daily functioning, let alone fun, almost impossible. While there were times that the lessons in this book served me to my great satisfaction, there were also times that I struggled with impostor syndrome, writing chapter after chapter on fun while not experiencing much of it personally. Despite my setbacks, I still consider myself lucky. Millions of people lost their livelihood, lost their loved ones; the most unfortunate lost their lives. In addition to an uncontrollable virus during the pandemic, people worldwide were reckoning with systemic racism and injustice, wrestling with political turmoil, battling the challenges of climate change, and the list goes on. With so many physiological and psychological safety needs unmet, it’s no wonder that there weren’t many of us concerned about the pursuit of higher needs.

If the grim landscape had a thin silver lining, it was that it provided many with a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to observe their former life—its schedules, rhythms, distractions, and obsessions—from enough distance to ask important questions: Am I living the life I want? What is accidental, and what is by design? Can I live more deliberately? And even, yes: Can life be more fun?

For those working through such questions, this book could not have come at a better time. Whether we completely comprehend it or not, the pandemic made us intimately familiar with what you will see are key concepts important to this book. We experienced how painful it is to waste our precious time, locked out of many of the activities we love. We suffered from a lack of live interaction with friends and family and felt the damage that can occur when we are not personally connected to something other than ourselves. We realized the truth in the assertion, “security is mostly a superstition,” and all longed to return to the “daring adventure.”1

It’s time for all of us to jump back into the daring adventure and reclaim our fun—not just for ourselves, but as a restorative path for our loved ones, and as you’ll discover, for society as well.




Introduction

I have spent most of my life searching for happiness. It was like a puzzle that I could never quite figure out. As an adolescent, I was a hopeless wannabe with an agonizing desire to find my rank in the social structure of my small hometown of Davis, California. Unhappy at home, I emancipated as a teenager to see if happiness was somewhere out there in the world, waiting for me. It’s been quite a journey since then.

People have always wanted to be happy, but the idea of happiness as a learned skill has never been so popular. Today, there’s a happiness-industrial complex of gurus, psychologists, institutions, and organizations attempting to “solve” the happiness problem for good. Book after book is written on how to experience more happiness from neurological, psychological, religious, and spiritual perspectives. The promise of happiness, separate from wealth, achievement, or any other external factor, strikes a major chord. Many of us feel helpless nowadays as we try to journey toward the good life against what sometimes feel like impossible headwinds.

For everyone, from baby boomers unable to reconnect with the joys of the past to younger generations experiencing record levels of loneliness, anxiety, and burnout, the pursuit of happiness holds out hope as the answer to our problems. The thinking goes that if we can only activate our “happiness switch,” other challenges in life will lose their edge. Inner satisfaction can be found no matter how grim our circumstances. Did I mention that the office now has a Zen room?1

As you will soon discover, pursuing happiness in and of itself can be a trap. In fact, for almost all of us, chasing happiness makes us anything but. I know because I fell for that happiness trap myself. Back in early 2016, I felt I had checked all the boxes in the pursuit of happiness: A good marriage and two healthy children. Successful endeavors as both an entrepreneur and an intrapreneur. A two-time Ironman. Well-traveled, having stepped foot on every continent. A Ph.D. with published, peer-reviewed research. Various accolades for being influential in my field. Most would say I had it all. Objectively, life was good. Furthermore, as a charter member of the International Positive Psychology Association, I had positioned myself at the cutting edge of research into happiness. Naturally, I put all the latest findings to use in my own life. As a member of the Quantified Self community, I optimized my life not only qualitatively, but quantitatively as well—logging my good days and bad days, constantly looking for correlations and ways to improve. I had reached a pinnacle. There was little else I could do to make myself happier, no technique I had yet to employ.

I’m an avid blogger, and in support of this hobby, I send a quarterly newsletter on or around the twenty-third every three months (December, March, June, and September). June 23, 2016, was business as usual. I hit send on my newsletter, which was essentially a victory lap that life at that moment was amazing. Toward the end of the newsletter, I celebrated recently checking off a bucket list item with my beloved brother, Brian—riding the tallest roller coaster in the world, the Kingda Ka.

At some point within twenty-four hours of hitting send on that newsletter, my brother passed away unexpectedly from a pulmonary embolism. It felt surreal: Just as my friends, family, and followers were reading how much I enjoyed the experience that he and I had shared, Brian’s tragic passing ensured there would never be another such opportunity. As the shock wore off, I found myself deeply sad and unsettled. This period opened an uninvited path to questioning everything.

A short time later, I found myself in the hospital needing major hip surgery. When I woke up after the procedure, I couldn’t feel my legs. Lying in the hospital bed, I struggled to stay positive. I’d built my life around staying physically active and benefiting from a positive mindset. Now I was adjusting to the reality I would never competitively run again, and emotionally, I was a wreck. The traditional tools of positive psychology were failing me. No matter how much I meditated or wrote in my gratitude journal, happiness remained elusive. I finally had to admit to myself these tools had lost their utility. A believer in happiness, yet not able to feel happy, I experienced significant cognitive dissonance. I’d thought I had life figured out, and now I was lost again.

The feeling in my legs returned, thankfully. And, as I recuperated in the months that followed, something significant began to dawn on me. I began to wonder whether trying so fervently to be happy had been part of the problem. Because when I stopped criticizing myself for being unhappy, something amazing happened. The energy I was burning up relentlessly focusing on my happiness ultimately became available for use elsewhere. Instead of perseverating on the gap of what was missing, I began to make better choices in the present moment, using my time to take action and have fun. As you’ll soon read, this ranged from simple stuff like finding creative ways to ensure my wife and I had scheduled time to connect, to an unorthodox approach to physical therapy that afforded me the opportunity to be a better dancer while connecting with my daughter.

Over time, this realization blossomed into a full-blown epiphany. I finally saw how futile, even counterproductive, my efforts to grasp and then hold on to happiness had been—not just in that time of crisis, but for years. The work of being happy had been eating into the limited time and attention I had for experiencing life.

Scientifically, my epiphany made perfect sense. Happiness evolved for a reason: to lure us toward those things and activities that improve our chances of survival. If we always felt satiated, we would have little motivation to move forward. Sometimes dissatisfaction, not happiness itself, is what drives us. Yet, even though many of us understand this conceptually, the quest for happiness remains universal. Just as Sisyphus mindlessly rolled his boulder uphill only to watch it tumble back down, we struggle endlessly with the effort of becoming and then staying happy without ever questioning the value of the effort itself.

Personally, I’d now arrived at the belief that my deliberate concerns of being happy only drew my attention to what was missing, making me more unhappy. (I have since come to learn that emerging research on the science of happiness, which I’ll be sharing in the pages of this book, supports this insight.) I began to accept that being sad about my brother’s death, and then fearful for my physical recovery, were appropriate and inevitable responses to real tragedy. Grief and pain are part of the human experience. But in the thralls of pursuing happiness, instead of accepting this fact, I had deepened my misery by trying to subdue grief and avoid pain. I’d been so overprescribed on the need to be happy, I hadn’t honored the need to process, to feel, to mourn.

But if deliberately chasing happiness left me miserable, what was the alternative? Is there anything we humans can rely on to pull us through periods of darkness? I began to ask less introspective questions. Instead, I focused on compassionately exercising my autonomy and agency in alignment with my values. As I set aside the self-recrimination and began to get more active, despite my state of grief, a second, crucial insight clicked into place: I couldn’t always make myself happy, but I could almost always have fun. I could create moments of enjoyment and pleasure by being deliberate about it—yes, even while owning that I was sad. As you’ll soon read, fun can coincide with a variety of emotional states, or even transcend them altogether.

Unlike happiness, fun isn’t a reaction to your circumstances. It’s an action orientation, one you control and can enact almost anywhere, anytime. It’s also enormously beneficial, physically and psychologically. Instead of concern about what might be missing, a bias toward fun affords immediate gains.

Fun is a direct neurological route to improving our well-being—and yet, as I would find, it is also a skill that requires some training, at least for anyone deeply engaged in the serious business of adulting. Kids embrace fun naturally, but as adults we face three obstacles:


	We’re conditioned as we age to believe that trying to have fun is childish, even inappropriate.

	We undervalue the mental and physical benefits of fun.

	We’re put off by the counterintuitive fact that fun for busy adults requires discipline, which sounds… well, not fun.



By the time you finish The Fun Habit, you will be armed with clear and compelling scientific evidence for the life-sustaining value and importance of fun. You will learn tactics and techniques for making fun a regular part of your life in a way that feels comfortable and authentic, not forced or phony. These techniques have dramatically improved my well-being, and I’ve used them to help others with wonderful success.

I’m no guru descending from the mountaintop. When I say it’s time to stop chasing happiness and start having fun, these principles are fully grounded in peer-reviewed research. My team and I have spent years authenticating the ideas and strategies you are about to discover. We all have the agency to live more joyful lives; we just do not have the right tools. This book solves that problem.




chapter 1 Fun Is the Antidote


There was a time in my life when I thought I had everything—millions of dollars, mansions, cars, nice clothes, beautiful women, and every other materialistic thing you can imagine. Now I struggle for peace.

—RICHARD PRYOR



One winter’s day in arid Phoenix, Arizona, a man named Will Novak received an email inviting him to a bachelor party. It sounded like a lot of fun: a wild skiing weekend in Vermont. There would be an ’80s theme, BBQ and Italian food, beer, and beautiful fresh snow. There was just one wrinkle. Will had never heard of the groom, Angelo, or any of the groomsmen; one of them had sent him the invitation by mistake. (Remarkably, there was a groomsman named Bill Novak.) Still, reading the email put Will in a good mood. He was the father of a ten-month-old baby, and the levity was welcome.

So, laughing to himself, he wrote back: “F*cking count me in! From the contents of this email, Angelo sounds tremendous and I want to help send him off in style. I hope his bride (or groom) to be, is awesome.” He included his T-shirt size.

He never expected to hear back. But he had sent a ripple into the universe, and it landed. The groomsmen thought Will was hilarious—so hilarious he’d make a great addition to their party. Soon he received their answer: “If you’re serious, we’re serious, get here.”

Will was stunned. Was he serious? The trip would cost him almost a thousand dollars. Meanwhile, he had a wife and a baby and felt the financial pain of having renovated a fixer-upper. And… these were total strangers. On the other hand, he hadn’t been skiing since he was fourteen. His life was full, but like most first-year parents, diaper blowouts and sleep deprivation were, for the moment, what passed for adventures.

So instead of declining, he doubled down. He started a GoFundMe campaign, “Help me go to the bachelor party of a stranger.” It’s one thing for a sleep-deprived new dad and a bunch of dudes in party-planning mode to commit to something so completely random. But now dozens, and ultimately hundreds, of people hopped on, stopping whatever more serious thing they were doing that day to log in to GoFundMe and throw in a few dollars. Before the day’s end, Will’s trip was fully funded. Ultimately, 224 people contributed $4,615, and the campaign was shared 6,300 times. (The extra money went to a “college/food/toys/whatever the baby needs fund” for the groom and his then-fiancée, who were expecting.)

If you find all this ridiculous, put yourself in Will’s shoes for a moment. Consider what the experience felt like:


	The giddy silliness of a good joke

	The adrenaline of taking a risk

	The pure joy of leaping from the mundane into the extraordinary

	The thrill of spontaneous travel and an opportunity to play

	The reward of making new friends

	The chance for a healthy escape



Will’s story, distilled to its elements, is pure, unadulterated fun. With his partner’s blessing, he boarded a plane and had a good time. He made memories he’ll remember his entire life. To others, he became a legend. Someday his kids will see the pictures and laugh in disbelief that their dad did something so spontaneous.

My point in telling you this story isn’t that you should want to emulate Will Novak or throw out your day planner in favor of something completely new. That’s not at all what this book is about. At the end of the day, the point of the story isn’t Will at all, but all those people who cheered his adventure from the sidelines. Their viral fervor is revealing. There’s a reason people funded Will’s campaign, and many other fun (but arguably “pointless”) funding campaigns on the Internet:


We live in a world in which people are critically fun-starved. Instead of having fun ourselves, we click a few buttons and farm it out to guys like Will.



Fun is—or should be—one of the fundamental goods available to all of us. We don’t get through life without enduring periods of disappointment, pain, and loss. Fun is the magical balm that makes the slings and arrows bearable.

From birth, fun is essential to the development of the human brain; in a game as simple as “peekaboo,” humans lay the seeds of making sense of the world. As children, fun helps us develop basic social and motor skills, establish and test boundaries, and define ourselves in relation to the rest of the world. In our adolescence and early adulthood, we use fun to explore life, discovering who and what gives us pleasure, and to role-play different identities ultimately leading to a mature sense of self. (In the wise words of Chef from the TV show South Park, “There’s a time and a place for everything, and it’s called college.”)

As we travel through adulthood, when life becomes more deliberate, fun becomes both a tool for enrichment and an escape valve from life’s pressures. It also keeps us healthy: The laughter and good humor that often accompany fun reduce anxiety, decrease stress, enhance self-esteem, and increase self-motivation. Fun improves respiration and circulation, lowers your pulse and blood pressure, and helps release endorphins into the bloodstream. Fun relieves loneliness and boredom. Fun is one of the keys to vitality as we age.

That’s the truth and the potential of fun, or at least it should be. The sad reality is that most of us all but abandon fun after early adulthood because, “We’ve got to grow up sometime, right?” In a piece for the Wall Street Journal, “An Overlooked Skill in Aging: How to Have Fun,” Clare Ansberry exposes that throughout adulthood many of us forget how to have fun. We let these important skills weaken due to the false belief they provide little value, when the truth is, “laughter, levity, enjoyment, diversion—can act as antidotes to stress, depression, and anxiety.”1

You bought this book, so you probably already had the suspicion that our lives are perversely short on fun. Well, reader, you’re special. Many dismiss fun as childish, extraneous, distracting, or even dangerous. I know this because I’ve seen many people’s dubious reactions when I tell them I’m writing a book re-centering people on fun. Some glance over their shoulder nervously. Others chuckle and redirect the conversation. Still, others nod enthusiastically, only waiting for the opportunity to build their case for why, given their situation, fun cannot be prioritized.

In a society that prizes productivity above all, we have bought into the notion that fun is a “nice to have.” Instead of dedicating daily quality time to fun, we relegate it to once-a-year vacations, and maybe one-off weekend adventures if we’re lucky. The United States has the least paid-vacation time among developed countries, according to the human resources firm Zenefits,2 and yet many U.S. employees have to be prodded by their companies to use it. Day by day, we give a majority of our waking hours to work, growing resentful of our to-do lists. And in this impaired state, we begin to live vicariously through goofy outliers like Will who meander through our social feeds, instead of choosing our own adventure, each and every day.

When I say, “choose your own adventure,” I don’t mean cross-country travel to party with strangers, or anything so radical. I mean living life intentionally, starting with a conscious decision to adopt a bias toward fun each and every day—in the life you have now, not some fantasy of tomorrow. Call it a Fun Habit.

Building your habit starts with a re-understanding of what fun is, and why it’s far more essential to our health, happiness, and success than we’ve been led to believe.

All Work and No Play

How did we get here? In the United States and Europe, most of us have been marinated in that old Protestant work ethic, the spiritual underbelly of the American Dream: Hard work is a virtue. To the Puritans, success defined not just our self-worth, but our spiritual worthiness. Your literal soul was in the balance. In this context, hard work and its output become very serious business!

And if work is holy, that makes distractions from work—aka fun—not just worthless, but evil.

Following from this same gospel, hard work is all that’s needed to create wealth and live the American Dream—despite the fact that modern sociology suggests that the relationship between poverty and the individual is much more complex. This was vividly demonstrated by the journalist and social critic Barbara Ehrenreich in her book Nickel and Dimed,3 in which she recounts what happened when she tried to live off a series of minimum-wage jobs. In short, working hard wasn’t enough to overcome the massive inefficiency of living hand to mouth, without personal savings or a meaningful social safety net.

And still, the notion that through work we rise (in every sense) remains deeply entrenched. Our sense of self-worth rises and falls with our productivity. Author Rahaf Harfoush notes in Hustle & Float4 that the emphasis on work as a virtue—however divorced it may be from pleasure, meaning, or the fruits of labor—was extremely helpful as the Industrial Revolution subdivided work into ever more menial tasks, whose output could be measured and optimized. This so-called algorithmic work—work done in a repeatable sequential pattern—is how many people used to make a living.5 For instance, my grandfather owned a foundry in Oklahoma. He and his fellow employees got to work at the same time every morning. Each day, each person knew what was expected of them. The work was physically taxing, so late nights weren’t an option. You knew what was expected, you did your work, and you got paid. The rest of your time outside of work was yours to keep.

In the 1970s, we welcomed the Information Age. Many workers stopped building widgets, and instead found their livelihood in the emerging field of “knowledge work.” With intellectual property and innovation now the work product, we are no longer workers operating machines with sprockets and cogs. We are the sprockets and cogs, and our ability to perform is exploited and over-optimized just like the equipment on an assembly line. We have become the machines that now output the goods that create profit for others.

Complicating the picture, productivity has become increasingly hard to measure in recent years. Unlike assembly lines, creative work is driven by nonlinear thinking and processes, and no longer follows a consistent pattern. As a result, our work now has an ill-defined finish line. Without the well-defined goals afforded by algorithmic work, we are left with blurry indications of whether we’ve put in an honest day at the office. Anxious to earn our keep, we find ourselves always “on.” Meanwhile, new forms of communication that make us accessible almost anywhere, at almost any time, are compounding the problem. Nowadays, with so many of us working from home, our work seemingly has no end. We work, eat, and sleep within the same physical space, so there is no tangible transition that tells our mind we’re “off” from work. Instead, we’re answering emails until our head hits the pillow.

In recent years, the flailing tentacles of the “gig economy” have further upended the balance. For those who earn their living on platforms such as Uber, Lyft, Fiverr, Instacart, and DoorDash, work is crammed into every possible nook and cranny of life. Attracted to gigging by the false promise of autonomy, gig workers are often unaware that there are powerful forces in place to make sure a significant portion of the value created by their effort goes to someone else. Worse, the game mechanics of these platforms are set up to trick gig workers into working more and more for less and less pay. If you’re a gig worker, a quick Internet search will introduce you to numerous confessions of software developers stricken with guilt because their skills were used to rig the game against you.

The illusion of control and conscious manipulation of workers in the app-enabled gig economy is extreme—but not entirely unique. Unless you work for yourself, few employers are perfectly transparent about their top priority: to squeeze as much out of every resource—including people—as they can. Such corporate sleight of hand was called out in the Slate article “My Disturbing Stint on a Corporate Wellness App.” Author Ann Larson theorizes that her company’s workplace wellness app’s furtive purpose was to shift the blame for the ill effects of low-pay, backbreaking work from employer to the employee, while also making it possible for her to do more debilitating labor, longer.6 Companies that make a mission of sharing the wealth with employees are out there, but they’re not the norm.

Without boundaries between work and life, “Give it 110 percent!” takes on a new and nefarious meaning. For all kinds of workers, burnout is at an all-time high in the United States. Corporations hire popular speakers like Gary Vaynerchuk (who insists you need to “hustle”7)I and Grant Cardone (who proclaims the glory goes to those who work “10X”8). These messages sound great from the stage, but an increasing number of empirical findings make it clear that those who are inspired by these messages will likely pay a considerable toll. In his book Dying for a Paycheck, Jeffrey Pfeffer, a professor of organizational behavior at the Stanford Graduate School of Business, outlines the extent to which the “always on” demands of the modern workplace are harming us.9 In an interview with Insights by Stanford Business, Pfeffer credits Nuria Chinchilla of IESE Business School with coining these maladaptive behaviors as “social pollution.”10 The harm from this pollution—invasive work priorities—goes beyond simply destroying friendships and family ties; it is literally killing some of us. Findings from the World Health Organization and the International Labour Organization indicate that long working hours led to 745,000 deaths in 2016, up 29 percent from similar data reviewed in 2000.11

Getting workers to produce more for the organizations they serve is not a new concept. Frederick Winslow Taylor’s 1911 opus, The Principles of Scientific Management—in which Taylor famously tells the story of how he got pig-iron handlers to increase their daily production from twelve tons to forty-seven tons by upping their wages and closely managing the cadence of work—still informs management theory and practice today, despite all the dramatic shifts in our economy described earlier. (And despite Taylor’s undisguised contempt for at least one of the laborers and phlegmatic that he more nearly resembles in his mental-make-up the ox than any other type.”)12 I recall as a doctoral candidate learning about goal-setting theory.13 Edwin Locke and Gary Latham (thought leaders in the study of organizational behavior since the mid-1960s) made a name for themselves for their methods using ambitious business goals to increase worker production. All this to say that the evolution of optimizing us to be working machines has a long history, but more recently corporations are trying to sell us the message that “the grind” is a badge of honor. In reality, it’s poisonous.

Let’s face it, if you aren’t hustling… if you are not answering your emails on the toilet… if you are not walking your ten thousand steps… then you must be a slacker, right? Honestly, it is mind boggling how hard we have been duped. These practices of sacrifice come at a terrible cost. A component of our well-being relies on fun, play, and leisure, and modern life has eroded our opportunities to enjoy these essential components of vitality.

Springing the Happiness Trap

As I related in the introduction, I am one of many whose response to this pressure cooker was to make “being happy” a relentless goal. In doing so, like many, I stepped into a trap of quantifying this aspiration across all aspects of experience that bring us joy. Let me give you an example. I like to meditate. Hoping to “optimize” my experience of meditation, I bought a device to provide neurofeedback so that I could learn how “well” I was meditating. The experience soured quickly, however, as the device’s software kept prodding me to meditate more instead of simply allowing me to relish the experience. As it is with so many activities these days—we are encouraged to use apps and gadgets to track almost every aspect of our lives, from sleep to exercise, to something as intimate as the number of days we have been with the person we love.14

Instead of enjoying activities on our terms, we turn them into statistics to be parsed. We compare today’s version of ourselves to yesterday’s version, while also comparing ourselves to the Joneses next door. We fixate on the gap between our current state and our accidental desires that are more a matter of happenstance, when we could be moving toward meaningful experiences that really feed us and help us grow. Happiness becomes a mirage that we can only see clearly from a distance; once we arrive, we discover there’s not much there—and start to scan the horizon again in what ultimately becomes an infinite loop.

It’s not our fault: Science suggests the deck is stacked against us. Our brains are actually programmed to fixate on the gap between where we are and where we think we’ll be happy. A bit of jargon academics use to signify that something pertains to pleasure is the word hedonic. When we talk about having a hedonic experience, it typically has two components—anticipatory and consummatory pleasure. Science once believed that we were primarily driven by the pursuit of consummatory pleasures—a fancy way of saying we do things to feel good. Science has now come to understand that, for a lot of us, what really drives us in the pursuit of pleasure is often not the experience of feeling good itself, but the allure of pleasure from a potential reward or positive outcome and the accompanying good feelings when we have predicted correctly. There are three reasons for this:

1. We are good at anticipating. If you’ve done any prior reading on happiness, you likely have heard of dopamine before. Dopamine got its common nickname, the “happy” hormone, because it was originally understood to be the neurotransmitter that helps us experience pleasure. But as the neuroscientist Dr. Blake Porter put it when I interviewed him, “The dopamine pleasure story is pretty dead at this point, in neuroscience.” As scientists began to study dopamine, they noticed something surprising: It often spikes before we do something fun. Where we once thought dopamine was integral in experiencing something fun and pleasurable, we now know that the heightened sensation it’s connected to is primarily in the anticipation.15 And, in fact, the anticipation isn’t necessarily connected to pleasure at all. Scientists now believe dopamine’s evolutionary purpose was to ready you for something unexpected, by heightening your arousal. The quality of the “something” itself? Dopamine doesn’t care. Dopamine is now also believed to be connected to goal pursuit, providing a jolt of motivation to get us to the finish line.

Urged on by dopamine, then, we haphazardly pursue happiness, instead of genuinely enjoying the gift of happiness itself.16 The desire to alleviate this craving is, by design, insatiable. And so, we find ourselves on a hamster wheel that science aptly calls the “hedonic treadmill.” You might also see it referred to as hedonic adaptation, hedonic relativism, or the happiness set point—but all of these concepts in general refer to our tendency to overestimate the impact that life changes and events will have on our happiness. That, more often than not, once a change becomes familiar, our happiness returns to our unique “set point”—the same level of happiness that existed for us prior to the change. We are no happier than before, so we head back out on our pursuit for something more.

From the hedonic treadmill follows two more “silly human tricks” that make happiness elusive.

2. We are good at adapting. Any outcome in life—whether good or bad—generally only has a limited, temporary impact on our subjective happiness. Happiness begins to slip away as soon as we grab it. For decades science has been applying adaptation-level theory to try and understand why good things don’t seem to last, but it was a 1978 paper by Philip Brickman, Dan Coates, and Ronnie Janoff-Bulman about lottery winners that really got people’s attention.17 What these researchers found is that we can have amazing, unexpected experiences—winning the lottery, for example—and life is temporarily thrilling, but that we have a tendency to adapt. We eventually acclimate to our new reality and return to whatever default level of happiness we were originally accustomed to. In fact, when we are not deliberate in our approach to our changing circumstances, we risk being less happy because of new complications (e.g., for lottery winners, the arrival of pressure from friends and family who want to share in the good fortune) and new responsibilities (as The Notorious B.I.G. would say, “Mo money, mo problems”). The good news is that more recent research shows that all hope is not lost, even for lottery winners. We can indeed improve our life satisfaction, if we are able to assimilate good fortune effectively.18 We can “outsmart” adaptation, if given the right tools.

3. We are good at comparing. Feeling happy can often have less to do with our actual experience, and more to do with how we think it compares to someone else’s.

Much of how we perceive happiness is predicated on shared experience. In this way, our happiness is almost like a mass hallucination. We compare ourselves against others in whatever consensus reality we are living in within that moment.

For example, a French sociodemographic study noted that, when given a choice, people usually don’t want to have “more” in any abstract sense. They just want to have more than those around them. When participants in the study were asked if they would prefer to have an IQ of 110 while others had an average IQ of 90, or an IQ of 130 while others had an IQ of 150, many participants chose the first option, even though that would mean having a lower IQ overall. Similarly, many preferred four weeks of vacation if others had two instead of six weeks of vacation if others had eight.19

Inherent in all of us are deep-seated evolutionary mechanisms predisposing us to the hedonic treadmill. You finally take that vacation, and it doesn’t make you as happy as you thought because it didn’t live up to the hype. You finally get that promotion, but your elation wears off as you adapt into the new role. Worse, you find it’s not what you expected. Your child relishes the excitement of holiday gifts, only to have their world fall apart when they compare their good fortune to that of their cousin’s who happened to get something a little bit cooler. The positive aspects of these experiences prove ephemeral, and we return to our original state (that pesky happiness set point) or sometimes feel even worse.

Enter the Nothing

Have you ever seen the movie The Neverending Story? In it, an all-powerful, malevolent force called The Nothing is devouring the magical world of Fantasia, leaving behind only a bleak emptiness meant to signify an utter lack of imagination in the “real” world. That’s how I’ve come to think of mindless media consumption and other soul-sucking activities—a seemingly unstoppable Nothing capable of sucking pleasure and meaning from life… if we let it.

Let’s take social media consumption, for instance. Social media platforms can be effective for having a bit of fun, connecting with others, and relishing and reminiscing over our memories. I certainly enjoy engaging with people and sharing online, so I’m not trying to demonize these tools. It’s important to remember, though, that these applications are specifically engineered to invade and commandeer our leisure. They compel our attention through contrived engagement levers. As the software reminds us that certain events have been socially rewarded, we slowly learn to rank our memories through comments and likes, instead of the intrinsic merits of our experiences.

These types of game mechanics—meant to keep us using the platform—can lead to unintended behavior change, as little by little we do things to make the “Gram” happy, instead of making ourselves happy. We forgo situational intimacy and dilute it through the act of vicarious displacement. As our audience grows, validation increasingly comes from outside sources, from a Nothing army—strangers who have little or no real interest in us or our well-being.

Our experiences, instead of being ends in themselves, now are a means toward status through strange virtual currencies that have almost no value, and for most of us, are pretty much good for Nothing. Seeing another uptick in the like counter leaves you temporarily satiated by that release of dopamine. The fleeting gratification is easy to access and enjoyable, so you return for more, again and again. Sounds a bit like a budding addiction, doesn’t it? That’s because it is. Emerging science suggests these practices are changing the structure of our brain and making us more prone to depression and anxiety.20 In fact, some researchers argue that rising statistics in suicide and depression coincide with the expansion of smartphones and social media usage.21 The work of Dr. Jean Marie Twenge, a professor of psychology at San Diego State University, has been particularly prominent around the idea of smartphones destroying mental health. Although some have criticized her for being overly negative in her interpretations, her research shows that social media likely has a significant negative effect on our well-being.22

In The Compass of Pleasure,23 an entire book dedicated to the science of what makes us feel good, author David J. Linden points out that pain was once thought to be the opposite of pleasure—until we started studying that trickster dopamine and discovered that pain, too, can activate our reward circuits. We now understand the opposite of pleasure to be ennui—dissatisfaction resulting from a lack of stimulation and enrichment. If ennui is an enemy of fun, the Nothing is fun’s ultimate villain.

Fun’s Secret Weapon, Oxytocin

The way we believe we are staying happy these days is doing little to enrich our lives; it is simply effort that gets lost in the void of the Nothing. We work hard at being happy for little lasting reward, and when happiness is elusive, we are left wondering why.

To all this, fun is the antidote—maybe even literally, neurochemically. You see, fun shared with others is connected to a second, equally important feel-good hormone that we don’t talk about enough: oxytocin. We earn some of our oxytocin through prosocial interactions and engaging in experiences that connect us to others. Oxytocin gives us that real sweetness of something larger than ourselves, while dopamine is metaphorically feel-good saccharin.

Without conscious control, we let others commandeer our time. It leaves us feeling trapped and powerless because we know it shouldn’t be that way. We ignore our primal urges for agency and autonomy and placate those feelings by donating to Will’s adventure, or by posting a #tbt photo and watching the likes trickle in. The problem is that’s not real connection. We push those buttons while ignoring the people we’re sharing a meal with and call this virtual exchange social engagement, while deep inside a feeling nags that life is passing us by. All we’ve done is thrown another moment into the Nothing.

When we have a bias toward fun, we start to take back control. When we prioritize sharing in deliberate experiences, when we actively seek out meaningful social interaction with others through fun, we escape the need for dopamine’s IV drip. As such, fun is an antidote to the hedonic treadmill, enriching our lives instead of simply repressing our true need to feel alive and connected.

Oxytocin release appears to be more than merely pleasurable; research suggests it protects us from our own negative impulses. When Dr. Volker Ott at the University of Lübeck in Germany and his colleagues gave a group of twenty healthy men oxytocin, their self-restraint increased and their snack consumption decreased, leading the researchers to conclude that oxytocin can have a significant effect on controlling reward-related behavior.24 When we prioritize activities that enrich us with oxytocin, satisfying our need for fun, we’re better equipped to move beyond instant gratification and make better choices about how to invest our time and attention. Encouraging the release of oxytocin also appears to support the bonds of connectedness through helping us experience empathy more deeply. As such, we go from feeding the Nothing to feeding ourselves and those we genuinely care about. When oxytocin is present, we tend to act more prosocial and better actualize that it’s not about ourselves and how we rank against others, but rather that we are better when we are supporting each other.25

Note: Oxytocin and dopamine have real and studied links with behavior. Science is beginning to gather pieces of the puzzle but concedes that the full picture of how they work in the body is far more complex than our current understanding. Neurotransmitters aren’t an either/or; they’re interrelated and symbiotic, and they are put to a variety of different uses by the body. So, while it’s not really oxytocin vs. dopamine in the brain—in fact, they’re more like playmates who need each other to have fun—they’re useful here as metaphors for what we should value and why.

A Simple Theory of Fun

Fun has been so villainized, marginalized, obfuscated, and ignored that it needs a do-over. Our adventure together begins by understanding the true nature of fun. Happiness is a state of mind, but fun is something you can do. It doesn’t require education, money, or power. All it requires is intentionality. If happiness is a mirage, fun is your backyard oasis. By the end of this chapter, we are going to start to take immediate action. That’s how fun does.

From the point of view of science, fun is comparatively undiscovered territory. In that way, it’s like lightning, which humans have watched with fear and awe since the dawn of mankind. Lightning is spectacular, it is real, and in some cases, it can be destructive—and yet even today, exactly how it manifests is a mystery.26 Scientists disagree about how thunderclouds charge, and how they initiate a spark. Lightning breaks basic rules of physics.

Similarly, much about fun remains mysterious. Scientific knowledge about its origins is largely speculative. One theory is that early in our evolution we figured out having fun supports our brain’s development.27 Having fun with others taught humans how to cooperate and develop mutual agreements that set the stage for future social norms and consensus. As our ancestors engaged in fun and play, they developed rewarding relationships and beneficial, prosocial agreements that are the underpinning of modern group dynamics. Because of this aspect of fun’s power, fun likely facilitated the growth of our societies, or so the theory goes.

These are guesses. The truth is no one knows fun’s evolutionary origins for sure or why having fun is so useful in helping us thrive. But unlike happiness, a subjective construct defined by human perception, fun is demonstrable, observable, real, and immediately in our grasp. It is primal and universal, operating at a level deeper than culture—a fact that’s readily evident when you remember that many animals seek fun, not just humans. Fun is as simple as two dogs playing and as complex as the pathway accredited to some of Albert Einstein’s most significant discoveries.

For those who desire a simple definition of fun, here you go: fun is engagement in pleasurable experiences. But let’s go a level deeper because fun is also so much more. Fun is:


1. Biased Toward Action

Fun is immediate. You’re either having fun or you’re not. In science, we define the affective quality of experience through the label of hedonic tone, more commonly referred to as valence. In the spirit of keeping things simple, the words hedonic and valence are the only two pieces of pop psych jargon I’d like you to remember as we progress. Experiences that are positively valent are pleasurable, the ones that are negatively valent are not. When we bias ourselves toward fun, meaning we restack the deck in our favor for more positive experiences, we start racking up gains.28 In contrast, when we concern ourselves with “becoming” more happy, by proxy we are subconsciously identifying ourselves as unhappy (or at best not happy enough). This gap within ourselves—this lagging indicator of well-being—becomes our focus, part of our identity, crowding out the empowering belief that we have agency regarding how we spend our time.

2. Prosocial

Fun is inclusive. It’s not reliant on the “you can’t pour from an empty cup” and “put your mask on first” attitude that many who focus on happiness convey. Instead, fun often transports you outside yourself. I loved how the neuroscientist Dr. Lisa Feldman Barrett put it when we spoke: “You dislodge yourself from the center of your own universe for a few minutes.” You move from a me space to a we space.

Fun is predisposed to benefit not just you, but all who share in it. Take laughing with friends, for instance. As the comedic actor John Cleese nicely put it, “It’s almost impossible to maintain any kind of distance or any sense of social hierarchy when you’re just howling with laughter. Laughter is a force for democracy.”29

This isn’t to say that fun requires the company of others. Solitary fun is just as important and may be particularly important to introverts. That said, the people we care about can be our most potent sources of fun. As well, when I say fun is prosocial, I also mean that fun is not something you have at someone else’s expense. Interestingly, when the word fun first appeared in the English language, probably in the late 1600s, it initially meant a cheat or a hoax. That connotation remains today when we say, “I had a little fun at someone’s expense,” and maybe has contributed to our dim attitude toward fun in general. Let’s do away with that baggage. Going forward, let’s agree that it isn’t fun if you have to hurt someone else to have it.

3. Autonomous

Fun’s prosocial slant makes some feel like advocating for fun is just another form of the office bully telling you to smile more. Unlike happiness (that’s been quantifiably defined by science), fun is uniquely yours to define. Your fun is autonomous, it’s uniquely yours, and you own it. The only commonality fun shares with us all is positive valence—the energy that fills us up. When others push their idea of fun upon you it can be harmful. This practice is another reason fun has gotten a bad rap, and we’ll address this issue in the chapter about fun at work.

4. Extraordinary

Fun has so many levels—evident from the emerging smirk you get from reading a funny comic to the immersive wave of physiological and psychological pleasure you feel from peak experiences. Fun can be cuddling with a partner watching Netflix for one and gloriously beating a drum set for another. The best part, as we’ll discover, is that no matter what fun means to you, it can lead you to transcend the ordinary. There is a miraculous area of fun that sits beyond science, beyond measurement.

I like to think of valence as two colors of a roulette wheel. I’ll let you decide which color represents positive experience and which represents negative. Yours to pick. When we develop a Fun Habit, we rig that winning color in our favor. We cannot ensure the ball will never fall in negative valence, but we can usually influence our time in such a way that we index more good experiences than bad. We can also learn to enjoy our experience even when things don’t break our way. Why I love the roulette analogy though, is the wheel’s green pockets. Fun at its best transcends the dichotomy of unhappy and happy. There is a special pocket of fun you cannot find on a linear scale. It lies beyond valence. We leapfrog simple aspirations of greater subjective well-being and acknowledge them for what they are, trivial concerns of the self. These peak moments are momentarily absent of happiness and sadness, and those lucky enough to find them describe the experiences as wonder beyond the grasp of words. These liberating leaps have the potential to connect us to something greater—something that, as you’ll see, I have come to call The Mystery.




Hall of Fun: Albert Einstein


[image: Image]
Albert Einstein’s 72nd birthday party at Princeton University, Princeton, New Jersey, 3/14/1951



Despite his complex mind, Einstein was known to be a lot of fun. You inevitably know the cropped version of this iconic portrait, but you might not know the backstory. The photo was taken by Arthur Sasse, on March 14, 1951, Einstein’s seventy-second birthday. In the uncropped photo, we can see Einstein sitting in a car, between his wife, Elsa, and Dr. Frank Aydelotte, the head of the Institute for Advanced Study. The story goes that as they were leaving his birthday celebration for their home in Princeton, New Jersey, Einstein was repeatedly asked to smile at the cameras. When Sasse asked for one last photo, he defiantly made a funny face. Einstein liked the resulting image so much, he immediately ordered multiple copies so he could sign and send them to friends as a joke. Later on, he used this photo to make greeting cards.

Einstein rarely let others get in the way of his fun. He was quick to joke, rarely wore socks (he thought that the shoes should do the job), let his mustache and hair grow, and gave interviews on his porch in fluffy pink slippers. His commitment to fun ran deep—and yet when Sasse sent his photo to editors for publication, they debated whether it was even appropriate to make it public, given Einstein’s eminence. It only ever saw the light of day because Sasse related how much the great scientist himself loved the image.

According to Walter Isaacson’s biography, Einstein: His Life and Universe,30 the personality traits that contributed most to Einstein’s greatness were curiosity and nonconformism. Scientific studies suggest that humor and intelligence are associated. People who show an aptitude for fun also seem to have superior cognitive abilities.31 Einstein was excellent proof of that. Legend has it that Einstein said his other great idea (after relativity) was adding an egg while cooking a bowl of soup, so that you can boil an egg without making an extra pot dirty.



Fun Is Not a Gateway Drug

My guess is that some of you only need a nudge. A gentle reminder to realign. I get excited when I hear from someone who at first blush wrote off fun as nothing more than whimsy, only to use some of the tactics you are about to learn and discover that more enjoyment was waiting right in front of them the entire time.

For those of you who are still resistant, let me assure you I am not trying to sell you a gateway drug. Having a Fun Habit isn’t about making sure you’re at Burning Man next year (unless that’s what you consider fun). Nor am I asking you to ignore or deny all in life that is difficult, wrong, and upsetting. That would be toxic positivity—the damaging belief that we shouldn’t have negative emotions. As we’ll learn later, limiting our range of emotions has a serious downside, and the reality of life is that it’s just not possible to be happy all the time. It’s harmful to pretend otherwise. So, let’s scroll past that “positive vibes only” meme right now and accept there will be hours each week we need to spend on unpleasant tasks to be contributing members of the human race. In addition to our daily routines, we will inevitably be faced with surprises, some of which will suck.

What I am suggesting is that society has now devalued fun and leisure so much it’s significantly harming us. Just as it was once popular to villainize rest and recovery while championing sleep deprivation—a practice fading away only after it’s been exposed as asinine and unhealthy—it is time that we stop villainizing fun in the same way, because an enjoyable life is just as important as a well-rested one.

If you find yourself pushing back against the idea of having more fun, fearful that dialing up enjoyment runs the risk of rampant self-indulgence or escapism—then I ask you to evaluate how this reaction might speak to your own current worldview on renewal. Taking back our control, our autonomy, and finding enjoyment has never been more important. The sooner we are able to realize that the better. Let’s get started.


Take Action: Create A Fun Booster

Building your Fun Habit starts here: Explore your photos and find an image that exemplifies fun for you. Ideally, you will be in the photo, a visual artifact of a moment or time when you experienced the pure joy of living. (If you can’t find one of you, any photo that documents a fun experience will do.)

Print the photo and keep it near your desk; dress it up with a nice frame or a hand-drawn border, if that speaks to you. When you’re feeling down or doubtful, look at the picture. That’s step one. Step two is to use the image to vividly re-create in your mind the experience that surrounded that photo.

Like most of the recommendations in this book, this activity is informed by research. In a study published in the Journal of Happiness, researchers looked at how different kinds of reminiscing boosted mood. Students were randomly assigned to spend ten minutes a day either reminiscing by replaying a happy memory in their thoughts (called cognitive imagery), or reminiscing using memorabilia, such as photos or scrapbooks. A third control group was asked to spend the ten minutes thinking about current conditions. They found that both of the reminiscing groups reported increases in the percent of time they felt happy in the following week—but that happiness increased more in the cognitive imagery group.32

With this in mind, glancing at the photo is good. Using it as the launching point to mentally relive a fun day is even better. That is why we dedicate an entire coming chapter to reminiscing. For now, though, simply let your chosen image be a reminder that you’re not only capable of fun, you’re on a path toward genuine and lasting well-being, no matter what challenges life brings your way. Fun lights the way forward.




	I. I have met with Gary, and I believe his intentions are well-intended (and I assume the same for Grant). Gary has really softened his stance on “hustling” over the past few years and I feel it is important to acknowledge that here.






chapter 2 Time to PLAY


I’m here today because I refused to be unhappy. I took a chance.

—WANDA SYKES



Hopefully after reading chapter 1, you now share my passionate perspective on the innate and wondrous value of fun and are eager to learn and use the strategies in this book to harness fun’s power. You also recognize the obstacles and headwinds and are ready to join the fight against the status quo. Here’s how you strike the first blow: by adding novel, pleasurable activities into your daily life, starting today. In addition, identify and begin to remove any resistance that stands in the way of moving from theory to practice. Let’s start immediately on building momentum.

“I don’t have time” is the reaction I most often get when I encourage people to schedule more fun into their daily lives. The objective of this chapter, therefore, is to provide everything you need to fix that. Building a Fun Habit means seizing each day as an opportunity for enjoyment. In this chapter, you’ll learn how to restack your deck with positive experiences that enrich you and compound over time, leading to better and better choices.

The PLAY Model is a simple but powerful tool to support that journey. What you’re going to do with the PLAY Model is radical, even countercultural. It’s also liberating. In the past you may have been encouraged to audit your calendar for productivity. You may have even taken a course or paid someone to help you squeeze more usefulness out of every minute. Summon, now, your most rebellious self, and instead of auditing your calendar for productivity, audit it for fun. In fact, since audit is listed in Webster’s Unabridged Dictionary of the Utterly Unfun, let’s revolutionize your calendar instead. Be brave. Give yourself permission to see through clear eyes, independent of the beliefs and priorities that may have driven your decisions in the past. I promise that in doing so, you’ll uncover hidden opportunities to increase your fun, even without sacrificing productivity.
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The PLAY Model asks you to sort each of your activities using two axes—their level of challenge and their degree of fun—which creates four quadrants:



Pleasing activities are those that are easy to execute and enjoyable. They are the moments of joy and delight punctuating our day-to-day life. Only you will know what these activities are, but examples include time catching up with a friend, unstructured play with children and/or pets, personal hobbies, and so on. Activities in this category are often viewed as frivolous, but science tells us they are anything but. Matthew Killingsworth, while completing his doctorate at Harvard University, found activities associated with momentary happiness are also associated with greater life satisfaction.1 Though short-lived in duration and requiring little investment, these activities when compounded contribute to that elusive feeling most of us are looking for—that our life is worthwhile and fulfilling. Momentary fun, therefore, is an important fixture of our menu of activities.

Fun but challenging activities sit in the Living quadrant. Meaningful fun is sometimes experienced outside our comfort zone (although we can relish the moment further once we’re back in comfort). This includes experiences like mastering a new skill, tackling an invited challenge, or doing something exhilarating like a challenging hike that leads to majestic views. These are generally not activities you can engage in all the time. However, when we engage in peak experiential activity, often triggered by challenge, risk, physical exertion, natural wonder, rich insight, or deep personal interactions, the payoff is significant. What type of fun truly makes you feel alive?

Agonizing activities are challenging to execute and bring us little to no joy. It is fair to say life is not meant to be all fun. Most of us have joyless work and unpleasant tasks that nevertheless need to get done. The Agonizing list looks different for everyone, but examples might include work and personal responsibilities, domestic responsibilities (e.g., cleaning and yard work), or other obligations (e.g., taxes). These activities might be a little bit harder to identify, because our true preferences are obscured by emotional or cultural baggage. For example, when my wife and I audited our own lives, we were surprised to find we both put our kids’ evening bath time in the Agonizing category. (Side note: Loving your children to pieces doesn’t mean that some aspects of parenting aren’t drudgery. A 2004 survey of 909 working mothers in Texas found that childcare was about on par with housework regarding their level of enjoyment engaging the respective activities.)2

The last activity type is Yielding. These activities are easy to execute but don’t add much value to our lives. Often they simply pacify us. Mindless social media use or TV channel surfing fall into this category. So might friendships of convenience, or social gatherings that you join because you feel obligated. For some people, most or all of their leisure time is spent Yielding. Time spent in this quadrant simply feeds the Nothing.


Where Are You Today?

Time to get curious: How are you really spending your time?

Your task is straightforward. For one week, log your activities by hour (168 hours in a week) and evaluate where they fall within the PLAY Model. There are two ways to go about this. If you’re someone who keeps a thorough daily calendar or journal, and you want a quick-and-dirty readout, you can work from the past week of your calendar.

For a more thorough evaluation, track your time each day for the next week.I

Track everything: sleeping, making meals, eating meals, commuting, working, leisure time, family time, fights, sex, sports—all the joy and tedium of seven days of life.

As you go through the exercise, it will become clear quickly which activities maximize and which squander opportunities to build your Fun Habit. Once you identify distractions and obstacles, it becomes easier to diagnose the changes that need to be made to improve your outlook.





This is the moment where most books would offer an assessment. You’d total up your numbers and we’d spit out a score and your “Fun Type.” I created a tool to do that online, but only for lighthearted novelty (https://share.michaelrucker.com/fun-type). We are not going to do that here, because we’ve already defined fun as necessarily autonomous. The last thing I want to do is box you into an identity or rank you against a perceived right way of being. The point of this self-evaluation isn’t to rank at all. It’s about fit—looking carefully at the choices you’re making about how to spend your time and considering whether they are in alignment with what supports your well-being, now and in the future.

Ultimately, we want to ensure a healthy balance of time spent in the Pleasing and Living quadrants and to decrease our time in the Yielding and Agonizing space (where it makes sense). It is important to note that you also should have dedicated time for rest and renewal. Although the goal here is definitely to have more fun, too much of anything can burn us out.

For those of you who are inevitably asking themselves, Okay, but how much time should I be seeking to spend on fun? Here’s a starting place: two hours a day. This recommendation is grounded from two empirical sources: first, research from Dr. Marissa Sharif, Dr. Cassie Mogilner Holmes, and Dr. Hal Hershfield that suggests the “Goldilocks” sweet spot for leisure time is between two to five hours a day (more than five hours and the weight of being overly nonproductive might have a negative psychological impact),3 and second, data around Americans and leisure time that indicate what’s average in the United States, suggesting that two hours is at least an attainable baseline for most of us.

According to the results of the American Time Use Survey by the Bureau of Labor Statistics, on average, people in full-time employment have 4.09 hours per day of leisure time.4 This includes 3.34 hours on weekdays and 5.87 hours per day on weekends. Not surprisingly, people with no kids at home have more, 5.93 hours per day. But even people with kids report 4.12 to 5.00 hours per day. And although Pew research indicates that modern fathers in heterosexual relationships5 are trying to close the gap of parental parity, it is important to note the gap still exists between parental gender roles.6 Modern moms in heterosexual relationships remain at a disadvantage when it comes to leisure. The Pew Research Center reports that moms, on average, have 2.7 less hours of leisure a week when compared to fathers.7

It’s hard to guess how participants would have rated their free time using the PLAY Model, but the researchers counted the following activities as leisure: watching TV, socializing, reading, exercising, playing sports, relaxing, playing computer games, and other similar activities.

If you think that four to five hours of daily free time is a lot (or more than you thought), a survey by the insurance company Direct Line that included two thousand people suggests that the optimal amount of free time for us is actually six hours and fifty-nine minutes!8 In other words, in this particular study, the amount of free time desired was quite a bit more than what most people actually enjoy.

Trying to find almost seven hours of free time per day might not be realistic for many of us. However, almost all of us should have agency over at least two hours of our day, so that is a good place to start.

A New Take on Affluence

Most people spend a lot of time thinking about affluence in the financial sense. We fixate on the perceived scarcity of money in our lives. Some of us fixate on generating more than we need. Meanwhile, we spend very little time building time affluence. If fun, experience-rich lives are our goal, this is a mistake. A 2010 study by Cassie Mogilner Holmes reveals that merely shifting our thinking toward time rather than money can help usher more fun into life. When Mogilner Holmes gave study participants an exercise that led them to think about money, they focused on productivity as a value. Meanwhile, when she led participants to think about time, something exciting happened: In at least their short-term thinking, they immediately prioritized social connections over work.9 It’s easy to extrapolate from there that focusing on time affluence might make it easier to appreciate the upside of fun. Other studies have shown that people who prioritize time over money are generally happier. In one, professors at UCLA and the University of Pennsylvania found that while Americans tended to choose money over time, choosing more time was associated with greater happiness long-term.10

Despite a lot of worry to the contrary, “productive life” and “fun life” are not necessarily in opposition to each other. Happily, shifting time away from work need not dampen your professional performance. In fact, I’ve seen the opposite happen to me and to people I work with. Taking time to relax and restore makes us more productive, with better work and better results (this works if you’re fortunate enough to have the freedom and financial security needed to pull these levers, which sadly not everyone does). Increasingly, businesses have recognized that there are diminishing returns to extending work hours beyond a certain point, particularly for people engaged in the creative, heuristic work we discussed in the last chapter.

There’s one final way that time affluence can help restack your deck toward fun. Wealth is generated by investing in opportunities for future returns. Not enough of us think about time in the same way, especially our leisure time. As you consider an activity, ask yourself if it’s an investment or merely a cost. Fun is enrichment, not expense. For example, thirty minutes Yielded to looking at other people’s vacation photos in your social feed? Cost, a contribution to the Nothing. Thirty Pleasing minutes spent working on the details of your next vacation? Investment! Time spent in Pleasing and Living activities don’t just satisfy us in the moment but enrich us in the future as well. Yielding activities are occasionally investments, but more often are costs. Agonizing activities? Even more so, but unlike Yielding activities, Agonizing activities can be a means to an end. They are costs, but sometimes necessary ones—the housekeeping of life. Yielding activities, meanwhile, are generally at our own discretion.

Ultimately, what they say about money—“Here today, gone tomorrow”—is even more true about time, so it’s vital that we get more intentional about it. Time is a finite resource, of course, so building time affluence means finding ways to increase the amount of time you have control over. For that reason, our work with the PLAY Model starts by taking things off your plate, not adding them.

Make Life Less Agonizing

If you’ve completed your time audit, you probably have already had some eye-opening revelations about how you’ve been using your time. Now comes the first step toward time affluence: subtracting what you can from what agonizes you. Let’s make you some space.

Of course, we can’t avoid everything that belongs in the Agonizing quadrant. But when people use the PLAY Model, they are always amazed at how many activities they can simply… stop doing… only because they had never evaluated their habits with a critical eye before. Ironing is one very basic but universal example. Unless you’re in a handful of fields that demand starch, you could probably throw out your iron and no one would notice. So, stop buying clothes that require ironing. There are quite a few household and personal maintenance chores that you might do less frequently—or stop entirely—once you realize the true aggregate cost of “maintaining appearances.”

I am fortunate to have Nir Eyal as a friend. Nir wrote the bestselling book Indistractable and is an expert on building habits. From his wisdom, I learned how to reduce dramatically the time I spend on one of my top Agonizing quadrant activities: email, and especially the email chain—the long, distracting back-and-forth that one innocent message inevitably sparks. “But I’ve got to answer people,” I’d complain. “It would be rude not to.” Nir’s solution was brilliant. “Mike,” he said, “If you don’t want to receive so many emails, stop sending them.” I was so focused on what other people were doing to me, it never occurred to me what I was doing to them, and further, that I had more control than anyone in the volume of email I was chained to. So, I started to check in with myself before writing an email: Is the communication truly necessary? Most of the time, the answer is no and I move on. I have also come up with my own strategy. I almost never respond to an email forward that only has this word in the body copy, “Thoughts?” If the content in the forward lacks enough substance that it doesn’t inspire the forwarder to provide any context, it’s almost always a clear indication it’s not worth my time, either. These two tactics of reducing an Agonizing activity have put at least three hours back in my week that I now repurpose for more fun endeavors.

Sometimes what you can’t subtract entirely, you can outsource. Earlier I mentioned the Agonizing experience of trying to get both of my kids bathed every night. Let me start by saying that my wife, Anna, does not consider a daily bath “maintaining appearances.” It’s a fact of life. Skipping more than two nights a week is not an option in our household. (I can only imagine how unkempt and malnourished my children would be without my better half.) We love spending time with our kids, and yet something about bath time brought out the worst in all of us. They never wanted to get in, so we had to fight them every step of the way. They sensed our stress, and intentionally wound us up. When we tried to cut the time in half by putting them in the same tub, they fought with each other, making it worse. Things got so dysfunctional that neither Anna nor I wanted to be the one in charge, so we’d each try to wait out the other, with one grim martyr finally stepping up to the plate. It was Agonizing.

When we first thought about the problem, we got stuck on the idea that we needed to hire a nanny, which we couldn’t afford and didn’t really need or want. As things got worse, one of us finally said, “What about hiring a babysitter three times a week, just for dinner and bath time?” At first, we thought it was kind of weird to bring someone in just for baths—then we decided we didn’t care. It just might work for us. And guess what? We found a babysitter, Caitlin, that our kids love. She brought all kinds of fun energy to the activity (like literally pretending my youngest was a burrito while drying him and wrapping him up in a towel), and my kids stopped fighting (sometimes) and now have fun with the various antics. As a result, Anna and I started having three dinner dates a week and watched our resentments evaporate while having the opportunity to reconnect as a couple. Then something unexpected happened: Once baths with the sitter became something they looked forward to, my kids stopped fighting with us so much when it was our turn. Of course, we borrowed some techniques from Caitlin (“the fun one”). All in all, bath time became less Agonizing. We subtracted three bath times from our week, gained three date nights with each other, and ended up with more quality time with our kids overall. Talk about a win.

Here are a few typical Agonizing quadrant activities I hear about again and again, and ideas to eliminate or reduce their footprint in your life:


	“Round the Clock” News, aka “Doomsurfing”: Too much bad news, particularly when the events are out of our control, can be Agonizing, affecting us negatively even beyond the time we spend viewing and reading it. That said, we all want to be informed. Consider getting your news once a week, in a thoughtful, concentrated hour, from a handful of trusted sources, rather than through a social media feed. Turn off any mobile news notifications. I’ve seen people go as far as scheduling specific, explicit time to “worry” to avoid being anxious about world affairs the rest of the week (an old psychology trick). Give yourself a finite amount of time and then move on.

	Ghost on Meetings: Is there anything more Agonizing than a meandering, impactless meeting that interrupts productive work? My friend Brad Wills, when he was an executive at a tech firm, encouraged his direct reports to abandon any meeting where their presence was a waste of time. That’s right: He told them to walk out silently, and then protected them when people complained. Not everyone is lucky enough to have such an enlightened boss—but politely declining to attend some of the meetings on your schedule may be easier than you think.

	Reconsider the Gym: I’m someone who helps design health clubs and loves them, and even I will tell you: If you hate the gym, don’t go! It’s not for everybody. Instead, pick a physical activity with no commute, like body weight exercises in your own home or a nature hike in a nearby park. (Health clubs: The takeaway here is to create more fun and inclusive offerings so you are the fun choice.)

	Outsource Routine Tasks Like Your Laundry: This is pretty obvious, but I know many, many people who thought they couldn’t afford an expense like this—until they finally did it and wished they had done it years earlier. Consider the time you’d save spending the extra dollars, and then look at what you might cut in your budget to accommodate the new expense. And laundry is just the start. From bookkeeping to having someone wait in line for you, there are a lot of creative ways to exchange money for time back on your calendar.

	Eliminate Agonizing Steps at Work: Analyze your work processes to make sure that annoying administrative or process steps justify their effort. That sounds simple, but most of us have many learned-but-untested assumptions about how to do our work. My friend Rosemary is a UX/UI designer. She was taught that wireframes—very basic line drawings showing the elements and layout of a new digital offering—were an absolutely essential, do-or-die step of the design process. But after many years in her niche, they began to feel both Agonizing to produce and unnecessary. She began experimenting with skipping them completely and found that there was no difference in the end result for her clients. Bye-bye, wireframing. What onerous tasks might you eliminate?

	Housework: Share the burden with your children! My friend Christine was doing all the housework herself, thinking that her kids were too young to make a meaningful contribution to the household chores. She finally decided to give them a chance anyway—and found that her kids were completely capable of washing the dishes and their clothes, two of her most hated tasks. Based on the frequent resharing of an eye-popping infographic called “Age Appropriate Chores for Kids”11 in my social feeds over the past years, presumably many parents underestimate the potential contributions their kids can make toward household chores. The graphic, created by home economics expert Toni Anderson based on her own experience as a “happy housewife,” recommends starting your kids on basic chores between the ages of two and three, as bananas as that may sound.



Stop Yielding to the Nothing

If you discovered during your audit that you’re spending a lot of time in Yielding activities, don’t beat yourself up—that’s great news. Yielding is time you already control, where small changes in your behavior can produce immediate and dramatic wins. One of my favorite examples comes from the author of Creative Trespassing,12 Tania Katan. Some years back, she was working for a super-extroverted CEO who encouraged employees to do everything together—his approach was, “Let’s have work lunch together. Let’s do everything. Let’s go pee-pee together,” she joked when she told me the story. The style was not a good fit for Tania. She needed some time away from her colleagues and the office each day to do her job well. So instead of Yielding to the established social culture, she started taking a solo walk every lunch break. She’d stroll aimlessly or walk to a coffee shop to meet a friend. The plan was solitude and free space to think, but then other employees started approaching her to ask if they could escape with her. “I inadvertently started a walking revolution,” she said. (Later, when she met her wife, a visual artist and professor who runs the Museum of Walking, their shared love of wandering on foot became a point of connection.)

As Tania experienced, we sometimes yield our social life to cultural pressure. We’ll talk more about applying intention to our social lives in chapter 7.

For now, let’s turn our attention to the most pervasive, common, and wasteful Yielding activity: mindless consumption of social media, news, and entertainment content.

Do me a favor: Take out your phone and find the feature that tells you your average daily screen time. What’s that giant sucking sound I hear? It’s all those precious hours of your day being vacuumed into the Nothing.

Based on recent findings from Nielsen,13 we are now spending almost half of our day engaged with media and content. Don’t get me wrong. Watching a favorite TV show or movie can fit happily into the Pleasing quadrant (especially when you’re sharing the experience with friends or loved ones). However, we know from years of research about media consumption that mindlessly watching television correlates with being unhappy,14 and that those that don’t spend all their time sitting in front of a screen generally tend to be happier.15

Social media, handily delivered via a useful device that travels with us everywhere, has taken the consumption problem to new levels. At this point, we’re all familiar with the studies revealing the ill effects of too much scrolling—for example, the college students who reduced their social media time to thirty minutes per day and enjoyed rapid and significant improvement in their depression and loneliness.16 We know that social media companies, like junk food companies, have made turning us into addicts a near perfect science. We know these things, and yet we still reach for our phones the moment we have downtime—whether it’s two minutes or two hours. On top of that, we may identify or defend our social media use as “fun” or “relaxing,” despite the fact that the science overwhelmingly shows us that after a certain point, it is anything but.

So why do we perceive it as such? The short answer is that when we find ourselves in neutral or negative valence—in other words, not having fun—social media is often the easiest way to escape our discomfort. Also, we crave novelty and social interaction, and the anticipatory reward of dopamine tricks us into the cognitive error of thinking social media provides both.

And so, we fall into the Nothing. Like any habitual Yielding practice, its impact on our memories of experience is quite literally that—nothing. We lose that time forever. That is because our brains are efficient. We often encode noneventful routine activities as a single memory. If you had two hundred copies of the same thing, would it be efficient to hold on to the other 199? Common events are encoded in our memory as a single experience. Think of an old commute pattern. Do you remember the fifty times you went somewhere, or do you remember the “one” way you used to get somewhere and recognize you used to do it the same way all the time?

So how do we save ourselves from Yielding, whether to social media or any other false friend? Unlike alcoholics, we can’t pour the liquor down the toilet. Few of us are going to give up our mobile phones. I know one woman who bought a combination safe and had her husband lock her phone away a certain number of hours of the day. (It helped, until she started refusing to turn it over.) I myself use apps such as BlockSite that block my access to sites that I’ve identified as soul-sucking.

The answer brings us to the next phase of your work with the PLAY Model.

Expanding Your Fun File

As we’ve discovered, reducing Yielding activities that have become habitual isn’t easy and sometimes requires help. One form of help comes from behavioral science, which tells us that when we try to quit an unhealthy habit, we’re much more likely to be successful if we replace the existing habit with something else. For example, smokers who are instructed to chew gum when they would have otherwise smoked cigarettes have higher success rates than those who aren’t nudged toward a replacement activity.17

Enter the Fun File. The Fun File serves up a broad menu of activities you’ve already brainstormed and vetted as being in the top two quadrants of the PLAY Model. Instead of having to think deliberately in those moments that you need an alternative, you can scan your list and pick something fun. It’s like grabbing for that stick of gum. With a list in hand, we are better positioned to take action rather than wander into old habits.


Creating Your Fun File Has Three Main Steps

Step One: The Brainstorm

Start by determining the most reliable way for you to document and store your list (e.g., pen and paper, Word file, Google Docs, Evernote, etc.). Then, start brainstorming all the things from your past and present that bring (or have brought) you pleasure and enjoyment. Everything from small pleasures (playing with your dog) to elaborate ones (taking your dog on a road trip).

Repeat the exercise with your eye toward the future. What things might bring your future-self pleasure and enjoyment? What have you never done but might like to try? An example from my future-self is traveling to space. I’ve already scraped together my down payment to be a part of a Virgin Galactic flight.

Some people find that they benefit from setting a time limit for this exercise, while others like to brainstorm over several days or weeks. Do whatever works best for you.

Step Two: Adding Structure

Some will argue that being so methodical about fun that we build a premeditated list creates a contradiction, making thinking about fun more a burden than a reward. I disagree, and here’s why: Developing an organized list of options both gives us freedom of choice, as well as provides a mechanism to guide our choice. Science suggests that we increase the likelihood of a fun outcome when we are able to reduce the mental workload of having to always think of new options. And in the world of human desire, the need for autonomy and the need for structure are a dynamic duo.18 Most of us crave both.

Adding structure to our list has the added benefit of generating even more interesting ideas for fun. Research by Dr. Eric Rietzschel and colleagues suggests that some of us become more creative when we’re given structure because order relieves some of the cognitive load of having to pull ideas out of thin air. Once we see patterns of where we find fun, similar ideas will likely come easier (e.g., “I clearly like concerts, what are some bands I’m not thinking of that would be really fun to see?”). Furthermore, we can use this spared brain power for decision making and taking action. When we’re systematic and intentional, we are better focused on what’s important—actually having fun!

The question we need to ask is: What’s the right amount of structure for our Fun File? The good news is not much! There are only two elements I believe are essential…




	A sorting order of categories that is meaningful to you (e.g., activity type, difficulty to achieve, time of year, etc.).

	Your “short list.” (To see my current short list, visit https://share.michaelrucker.com/fun-list.)




Step Three: The Short List

The final step to complete your Fun File is possibly the most difficult: From the long list you generated, pick your favorite eight to fifteen achievable choices as your go-tos in the upcoming months. All the items that make the short list should be achievable (e.g., it would be fun for me to compete in another Ironman, but that is no longer possible since I now have a hip replacement).

Brainstorming and being expansive regarding your options was an important starting place, but having hundreds of activity ideas at the ready is not a recipe for fun. It’s too much of a good thing, or what science calls overchoice.

To illustrate the problem of overchoice, imagine it’s a Friday night at home, and you plan to watch a movie. Would you rather start your evening by picking from a list of a thousand movies or a list of ten? If you said ten, you’ve intuitively predicted what a study exploring that very question determined: Computer users trying to choose a movie to watch made better decisions and enjoyed their choice more when working from a short list of films.19 With a list of one thousand movies, you could easily fall asleep hours later, movie yet unwatched, still in the act of watching trailers and deliberating.

Overchoice makes it hard to prioritize, and in some cases, this leads us not to choose at all. Why is that? Remember how we are really good at comparing? When presented with ideas for fun, our brain assesses every option against the next one, trying to predict which one will be the most enjoyable. We don’t want that happening with our Fun File.

If you’re wondering how I landed on a list of eight to fifteen items, that, too, was informed by science. In a study of people choosing from sets of six, twelve, or twenty-four items, brain activity measured by MRI scans showed that twelve items led to the highest level of contentment. The scientists concluded that the brain probably performs best when given between eight and fifteen choices.20

If fun requires that you be a rebel and settle on a list of seventeen items, go for it. What’s more important than the exact number is that your list includes at least some options that have the potential to take you to the Living quadrant. If you’re finding it difficult to identify what a future peak experience might look like for you, look no further than the next section.



Five Gateways to Peak Experience

The American Psychological Association Dictionary of Psychology defines peak experiences as, “a moment of awe, ecstasy, or sudden insight into life as a powerful unity transcending space, time, and the self.”—a terrific way to describe the height of the Living quadrant.21 When I went looking for what you might call “gateways” to such experiences, I unexpectedly found some of my answers in a familiar childhood place: video games. Games, by design, guarantee a unique blend of pleasure and challenge, risk and reward that define the Living quadrant—although, unlike IRL fun, the thrills only last as long as the power button is on. But what if you applied the underlying design assumptions to make real life more fun?

According to his résumé, Alexandre Mandryka develops video games—twenty-four games, to be exact, that have sold more than fifty million copies. I instead like to think of him as one of the world’s foremost experts in creating the conditions for peak experience. Remarkably, Mandryka’s insights on how to create a thrilling game operate like a template for how to create a remarkable peak experience. Use some or all of these insights to broaden your horizon as you develop your Fun File over time. You’ll see very quickly that you don’t need to climb Mount Everest to have a more exhilarating life.

1. Leveling Up

Mandryka says that in gaming, peak fun is achieved by alternating between periods when you increase your challenge and periods when you enjoy your mastery. Put another way, you get more thrill from moving between an anxiety zone and a comfort zone than being constantly in either state. For a real-world example, recall what it was like to first ride a bike. Riding with training wheels is an incredible thrill—until it’s not. Then off come the training wheels, and we’re briefly terrified until—Yesss!—we gain our balance and enjoy a new high. When that gets old, we start experimenting with speed, acceleration, distance, and maybe even stunts. We vary the challenge of the route to develop mastery or find unfamiliar scenery for variability.

Interestingly, balancing challenge with skill is an integral part of Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi’s acclaimed theory of flow, which describes the immersive, almost hypnotic state artists, musicians, and other highly skilled individuals find themselves in when they’ve achieved mastery after thousands of hours of practice of their craft. Flow state is indeed a type of peak experience—but it can require considerable investment. Fun Living quadrant experiences, meanwhile, are happily available to almost everyone, simply by balancing challenge against mastery. The joy from “leveling up” can happen at any level.

Mandryka also believes that challenging players to level up protects them from “a pleasurable but mind-numbing grind that leaves you feeling empty.” In other words, pleasure connected to a learning experience insulates us from the Nothing. “That type of game that provides pleasure and can be played without effort and thus without limit, I call addictive. It is the type of entertainment that tricks our body and brain to focus on meaningless glitter and look for the next release of dopamine,” Mandryka wrote on his blog.22

2. Learning + Self-Determination

Learning is fun—when it’s a path we’ve chosen ourselves. Maybe you read about the boss in France whose team, thinking it would be fun, surprised him with a Top Gun–style experience in a French fighter jet. Surprise birthday parties instill terror in some people—how well do you think surprise aerial acrobatics went over? Before the flight, a watch measured the boss’s heart rate as being in full tachycardia. Once in the air, at 870 miles per hour and 2,500 feet, he panicked and hit the eject button. Whatever his level of general interest in aerial dogfighting, I think we can all agree that’s the kind of activity you want to choose, not have thrust upon you. There are peak experiences, and there are traumatic ones. (The man did safely parachute back to Earth, but the plane was destroyed.)23

What feels intuitively true appears to be backed by science: Both learning and fun benefit when they are aligned with self-determination. You’re less likely to have a breakthrough (not the kind through the roof of a jet) if you’re experiencing someone else’s idea of a good thrill. One small-scale research project into the characteristics of an after-school design lab—where children and their teacher built, designed, and played with different tools—found that children had the most fun when allowed to take responsibility and make choices on their projects. When analyzing the interactions that happened at the creative lab, the authors came up with a simple formula for fun: self-determination + learning.24

3. Uncertainty

Mandryka aptly linked self-determination to yet another fun gateway: “Fun is the desired exploration of uncertainty,” he wrote. Humans are attracted to uncertainty; we enjoy the shivery anticipation of not knowing what’s next. When we read a book, don’t we enjoy it more if it includes twists and unexpected turns?

Alan Dix, the director of the Computational Foundry at Swansea University, found that adding an element of surprise can transform even a boring activity into a fun one. For example, waiting for a kettle to boil can be quite mundane. However, if a bird pops out and sings when the kettle boils, this suddenly adds a bit of whimsy to the activity. In his position paper, Dix notes that this experiment might sound silly, but he was after fun, not cool.25 No one ever confused a trick kettle with a peak experience, but when you apply uncertainty to more meaningful activities, it can boost them into the Living quadrant. (More on this when we discuss variable hedonics in chapter 3.)

4. Intensity of Emotion

Crafty game designers are aware that immersive games don’t require elaborate graphics to provide players with fun. Usually, they build on basic human emotions and instincts and provide us with some mystery and magic—something we have been hardwired to respond to through thousands of years of making sense of the world through storytelling.

I don’t think I need to provide studies to connect emotion to peak experiences. Falling in love, marriage, childbirth, and other milestones linked to personal relationships are typically high on people’s lists. Spending time nurturing and developing close relationships—likely sources of intense positive emotions—is an important gateway, and accessible to most of us.

That said, emotional intensity isn’t only found in relationships. Try thinking about your life in creative terms. If your days are feeling flat, ask yourself: How can I add more action and suspense to my story? What major climax might I start to work toward this month (or year)? If your life lacks a dramatic arc, it’s fully in your power to invent one.

5. Risk-Taking and Edgework

Physical thrills aren’t for everybody, but they’re definitely a gateway activity for some. Stephen Lyng is a pioneer in the sociology of voluntary risk-taking, which he calls edgework. Lyng suggests that many are willing to engage in activities that bring a risk of physical harm and require special skills because they provide a unique and therefore fulfilling experience.26 Peak experiences often take us outside of the limited, commodified set of activities we pursue in day-to-day life. This sets them beyond professional status, efficiency, and income, as observed by George Ritzer in his book Enchanting a Disenchanted World.27 Maslow, too, counted being unmotivated by the “needs and drives of the ordinary sort” as a facet of peak experiences.28 For example, a study of BMX riders (people who use their bikes to perform dangerous stunts) by Shane Scott and Mark Austin of the University of Louisville found that the fun had was connected to more than just the physical thrill.29 Participants described their risk-taking as a way to escape society’s constraints. The fun they have while riding is, in a way, a rejection of the rationalization and commodification of an ordinary world.

Of course, risk-taking has its downside. I was struck by the video Sky Brown, a skateboarder as famous for her young age as for her competition stunts, shared after a devastating fall in 2020.30 She failed to land on the half-pipe after flying up one side and went hurtling through the air before being knocked unconscious. A helicopter rushed her to the hospital. In the video, speaking weakly from her hospital bed with a black eye, she says she normally doesn’t share her accidents, because she prefers people see the fun side. But after her worst fall, she wanted fans to know “It’s okay to fall sometimes… I want everyone to know that whatever we do, we’re just going to do it with love and happiness.” For anyone exploring edgework, the key is evaluating both the risk and reward. Understand what’s at stake and consider activities where the real risk is lower than the perceived risk—for example, exploring rock climbing, but maybe not free climbing, if you’re not an experienced enough climber.

Still looking for more? In Toward a Psychology of Being,31 Maslow identified sixteen aspects of peak experiences. Based on this work, here are a few more suggestions where you might direct your Living quadrant energy. Seek out activities that:


	Help you leave behind inhibitions

	Leave you feeling at one with the environment

	Give you a sense of completion

	Allow for artistic expression and free-range creativity

	Make you feel powerful and/or unique



Avoid the Enemies of Fun

Now that we’ve talked about gateways into the Living quadrant, how about some guardrails: What are the potential pitfalls and limits of fun?

Addiction, Dependence, and Obsession

In my day job, I am surrounded by fitness fanatics. Knowing that I’m a two-time Ironman, you might suspect I qualified at one point as well. In the health club business, we have a saying about chronic exercisers, “They’re either running toward something or away from something.” Imagine a person who spends fifteen hours a week at a gym who’s not going there to pay the rent. Some might say that’s someone who’s truly committed, but, in fact, that’s the threshold that sports behavioralist Mark Anshel says defines exercise addiction.32 Many experts agree that dependence on exercise—itself a healthy way to have fun—can present a considerable behavioral problem for some people (e.g., “The rest of my life needs to fit around running”).

Excessive fun, in which self-control and autonomy are lost, gives fun a bad rap. David J. Linden, the professor of neuroscience and the author of the book The Compass of Pleasure we discussed in chapter 1,33 contends the brain doesn’t know the difference between vice and virtue. We activate the same circuits in the brain when we take heroin or have casual sex as we do when we engage in virtuous acts such as meditating or giving a gift. This could also help explain why fun, which is fundamentally good, can turn bad under circumstances of excess. Repeated experiences cause long-term changes in our neural structures, a process known as neural plasticity. Memories get stored in the brain, and as such, Linden argues that addictions might actually be a form of learning. Certain activities produce natural feel-good neurochemicals like endorphins (e.g., runners get a “runner’s high”). The feeling of euphoria a pleasurable activity produces is compelling, so we gravitate toward it again and again, possibly ignoring all common sense about what’s good for us.

To determine whether one of your passions is drifting toward unhealthy obsession, try applying Canadian psychologist Robert J. Vallerand’s “dualistic model of passion.”34 Vallerand distinguishes between harmonious passions (healthy) and obsessive passions (harmful). Experiments that build on Vallerand’s model show that harmonious passion, defined as a strong inclination to engage in an activity willingly and with a sense of volition, creates positive emotions and improves life satisfaction.

Obsessive passions, meanwhile, are not enriching. When we stop, we feel empty. For instance, you played golf all weekend even though you had shared duties with your partner that you had agreed upon beforehand (that didn’t get done). Afterward, instead of satisfied, you feel ashamed or guilty. You might also experience:


	Withdrawal, similar to an addiction: “If I cannot exercise, I feel irritable.”

	An inflexible attitude: “I need to do it, even if it hurts me or others.”

	Blindness to risk: “I’m all in.” In Vallerand’s study, obsessively passionate cyclists continued with their activity even when there was snow and temperatures dropped below zero. Vallerand’s experiments show that obsessive passion is also involved in addictive behaviors, such as pathological gambling that can lead people to lose everything.35



When self-control and self-regulation are gone and the activity takes over, the dark side of fun is revealed, as the pursuit of pleasure indeed turns painful.

Clinical Depression

If you’re struggling with depression or another form of mental illness, please don’t take on the additional burden of trying to “fun” your way out of it. It’s a very unfortunate reality that not enough of us get the assistance we need because of the stigma attached to asking for help. Whether due to neurochemistry or trauma, some mental health conditions are best treated with the help of a professional, medication, or both.

For instance, you cannot will yourself out of treatment-resistant depression. Trying to do so could be potentially fatal. Early in my twenties I was hospitalized with a virus that resulted in neurological and psychological complications that I wouldn’t have been able to navigate myself. Accepting help pulled me out of a dark hole and allowed me to thrive my last three years as an undergrad. I’ve also used SAM-e (S-adenosylmethionine) to improve my mood during various periods of high stress. If you need it, there is no shame in seeking help. Once you get the help you need, fun will be there waiting for you.

Overwork and Lack of Sleep

It’s very simple: Life is no fun when you don’t get enough sleep. Sleep deprivation is an increasingly prevalent public health hazard. According to the research on the physiology of sleep and cognitive performance conducted by the National Sleep Foundation, adults should get between seven and nine hours of sleep a night.36 In contrast, if we get less than that for several days, we start developing a sleep deficit, making it more difficult for our brains to function.37

Furthermore, we’re working too hard. Dr. Charles A. Czeisler, a professor of Sleep Medicine at Harvard Medical School, indicates we should have eleven consecutive hours of non-work-related activity for any given twenty-four-hour cycle of time. Also, we should have at least one day completely off a week from any work activity—ideally, two in a row—which will help us avoid some of the poor sleep hygiene habits that often lead to sleep deficits. Dr. Czeisler also believes that we should not work more than sixty hours a week.38

If you’re one of the more than a third of U.S. adults who report they’re getting fewer than six hours of sleep a night,39 piling on new activities, no matter how fun they are, is not going to help you. No activity is restorative at that point. Fun will become just another thing you need to grind out. Time poverty and overwork, which we discussed earlier, are closely related.

Mistaking Fun for High Arousal

Let your own needs and desires, not someone else’s definition of fun, shape your habit. Dr. Iris Mauss, the director of the Emotion & Emotion Regulation Lab at Berkeley, has made major contributions to the science of happiness. When we spoke, she pointed out that in American and Western culture, we tend to associate “fun” with high-arousal (e.g., energized, excited) positive experiences. “I think, we as a culture have under-emphasized what [Stanford associate psychology professor] Jeanne Tsai calls low-activation or low-arousal positive emotions, like calm, peace, serenity.” Quietly reading a book, meditating, and gardening are all low-arousal activities that some people might not classify as fun, and yet can be exactly that. They also provide balance and renewal, which so many of us are sorely lacking.

Over-Optimizing

When I meet people who are enthusiastic about my work, especially young, tech-oriented people, many of them tell me how good they are at finding spare minutes for fun amidst the crazy pace of their working life. “I work like an animal, so I’ve been tricking out every minute,” one young entrepreneur told me. “When I go to the bathroom, I jump on Tinder and line up dates.” The people who say this tend to be part of a subculture that’s relentlessly focused on self-optimization and life hacking. Many of them also tell me that I’m wrong to discourage their eighty-hour-a-week work schedule, because they’re actually having fun on the job. That may be true—and yet, at some point, living within that bubble, they are prioritizing a very small window of experiences over the grand breadth of what life has to offer. Their ability to plan dates on the toilet and fit fun into ever smaller units of time may give them a sense of accomplishment, but at some point, almost all of us need to find things to subtract from our schedule. Intentionality is the ultimate goal, not hyper-optimization of time usage.

Becoming More Intentional

My hope is that you’re leaving this chapter with a heightened understanding of both the finite nature of time and the many opportunities your time represents. Contrary to the cliché, every moment doesn’t count; a fun, happy life can sustain a certain amount of tedium or even adversity. And yet if we don’t seriously reconcile with the fact that time is ultimately a finite and scarce resource—though we rarely know exactly how scarce, both a blessing and a curse—we will squander time and fail to invest in activities that produce compounding fun.

The people I know who spend the most time in the Living quadrant are relentlessly intentional about it. They are busy people, so they schedule their fun. We often mistakenly think that “magical moments” shouldn’t require planning. While it’s true that magical moments are near impossible to contrive, you do have to commit to making space for them in your life. To do so effectively takes a bit of planning and some discipline.

I became intimately aware of how important such a commitment can be when I lost my brother a lot sooner than I ever expected to. He was only forty-one. The death of a loved one is never easy, and I was emotionally unprepared for it. One thing that has helped me as I’ve worked through my grief in the years since is savoring the fact that we created so many happy memories in our adult years, despite not living in the same state much of the time.

My brother and I had a long tradition of sharing bucket list experiences with each other. We went to Oktoberfest in Munich and Second City in Chicago. When he lived in Indiana, we went to Dark Lord Day—a festival for craft beer lovers packed with music from heavy metal artists—an event Brian discovered while looking for an adventure for us. (He loved craft beer; I love heavy metal—it was a great pairing.)

Just a month before he passed away, we shared our last trip together. At the time, I was working two jobs and immersed in a very stressful company reboot. When business brought me to New York, I knew immediately that I’d carve out some time to meet my brother, who then lived in Princeton, New Jersey, even though it meant saying no to some professional demands. We made a plan to travel to Six Flags Great Adventure in Jackson, New Jersey. If you’re a roller-coaster person, you might know that this particular park is the home of the Kingda Ka, the tallest roller coaster in the world and the second fastest. It was an obvious choice because it was relatively convenient. Still, for me it would be an eight-hour round trip, and I’d be lying if I said there weren’t moments I grumbled to myself about the inconvenience.

When we got to the park that day, I left behind all those worries. We were both happy to be reunited, and full of excitement—with a tiny bit of apprehension, too. Ten years before, we had tried to ride some roller coasters at a Six Flags in California and left disappointed. My brother, a big guy, was a hair too big to fit in most of the rides’ safety harnesses. Now in New Jersey, as we walked to the coaster, we both became increasingly nervous. Would we be denied the Kingda Ka?

When it was our turn in line, we rushed to our seats. We both knew what we needed to hear, the click of the harness’s buckle. No click, no ride. I looked over nervously as my brother squeezed himself in, but my heart told me we were going to be okay. With all the effort he could muster and a deep exhale, my brother sucked in his chest, and with a little help from the park’s staff, we heard the click!

Within moments of that sound, we were off. The ride was magnificent. It was all we had hoped for. It was so much fun! We couldn’t stop talking about it the rest of the day. Although we would be turned away from other rides that day, it didn’t matter. We had conquered the beast! My brother took me to the airport the next day, and before he dropped me off, we enjoyed a victory feast. During that meal together, we jabbered like children, going over every minute of the experience. It’s one of many fond and fun memories I have of being with my brother.
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Kingda Ka, Jackson Township, New Jersey, 5/14/2016



If you’re cagey about scheduling fun, I promise you this: There’s plenty of room for spontaneity and surprise within that seemingly rigid box on your calendar. Sometimes you have to be a “stickler for fun,” as counterintuitive as that sounds, in order to make the space to allow for the unplanned, the elated, the extraordinary. (And sometimes you schedule something promising that turns out to be about as fun as a bag of rocks. It happens—so then you try again.)

There’s no way to take total control of the future. We can always count on life to surprise us—and that’s not a bad thing, even though it’s sometimes painful. All we can do is the best we can with the time we have.


Hall of Fun: Mark Sutherland Creator of Abby’s List: A Dogumentary

Have you ever heard of a dog with a bucket list? For Mark Sutherland and his whippet, Abby, such a list changed both their lives. When Abby turned thirteen, Mark could see his sweet girl was slowing down. She was weak and arthritic, sometimes walking with a limp, and veterinarians warned him about cancer. Mark began to feel like they were on borrowed time; he had lost two previous whippets at the same age.

At the same time, Mark was jobless for the first time in many years. “I thought, we should take a road trip,” he says.

Mark started brainstorming a funny bucket list on Abby’s behalf: peeing on Redwoods (the world’s tallest trees), getting room service in Vegas; riding the It’s a Small World ride in Disneyland. Over time, the list became populated with more meaningful “firsts”: meeting new friends (dolphins), running in the snow, camping.

Mark put his life in storage, and they took to the road. The plan was to start at the beach in Southern California, travel cross-country for a couple of weeks, then end by putting Abby’s paws in the Atlantic. When Mark and Abby were camping on Little Haystack Island in Canada, something completely unexpected happened: Abby’s health improved. She lost her limp and started scampering up rocks again. “She was starting to run and starting to smile. I truly watched her aging in reverse,” says Mark.

At that point, he threw out his original plan; he’d keep traveling as long as he could. Three weeks became almost three years. Abby’s quality of life held until she got cancer. But in the weeks before she died, she improved once more. At last, they were able to make it to the Atlantic—the original ending to their trip Mark had imagined but had set aside as the trip took on a life of its own.

Over the course of those three years, he filmed more than one hundred hours of footage, which is now a full-length feature documentary. Mark says, “One of the real themes of the film ends up being get off the couch and live life. It doesn’t mean we can’t do meaningful things. But we can also make conscious decisions to enjoy what we’re doing along the way.”




	I. (Don’t wait, start today. You can download the PLAY time tracker here: https://share.michaelrucker.com/time-audit.)






chapter 3 SAVOR Every Moment


You know, a lot of people think that just ’cause you work out, lift weights, eat right, and do what people tell you to do that you’ll live a long life, maybe you will. But, why do people measure life by the years instead about how good the years were?

—GABRIEL IGLESIAS



With the help of the PLAY Model, you’ve now removed some of the waste as well as added pleasurable new activities into your daily life. In this chapter, we’ll take a more alchemical approach, using a set of tools I’ve assembled that can help transform your daily life for more joy and satisfaction.

The SAVOR system, grounded in science and empirical evidence, consists of five elements:


	Story editing

	Activity bundling

	Variable hedonics

	Options

	Reminiscing



There’s no better way to introduce you to SAVOR than to show the transformative power of putting even some of the tools into practice. A couple of years before fun saved my life, my doctoral practicum assignment was assisting a major California hospital network after one of its doctors completed suicide. His death was a wake-up call that many physicians in the network were suffering under the all-encompassing pressures of their work. Although burnout can affect any of us, it’s commonly studied among health care workers because these roles offer researchers convenient opportunities for examining interpersonal stressors. In these studies, one job consistently ranks among the most affected: physician. While the suicide was a terrible shock for the organization, survey data collected from doctors throughout the network suggested that a larger crisis was brewing.1

When I arrived, the chief medical officer (CMO) of the hospital network was open to new ideas and highly motivated to take action. He was inspired in particular by the growing body of academic literature on building resilience through positive psychology techniques. Could these strategies be used to improve physician well-being? If we could somehow teach doctors to be more resilient, the CMO hoped, we could protect them from burnout.

After some initial meetings with the CMO, we decided I would work with the hospital group’s Well-Being Committee—a committee that, beyond the CMO and myself, included over a dozen physicians, all representing different groups within the hospital system. Helping any group of people build resilience isn’t simple, and this environment would prove even more difficult than most. Reviewing the hospital group’s suggestions, I could see that many would be hard to implement in the face of entrenched social norms. They all included some component that would take the physicians away from their work and involved some component of outside learning. With time as scarce a resource as it was in this environment, the risk of this kind of experimentation going nowhere—or worse, creating more burnout—outweighed any potential benefit.

If the committee couldn’t point us in the right direction, perhaps the at-risk physicians could. I started meeting individually with doctors, and right from the start, a theme emerged: putting the job before yourself.

Finishing medical school requires an enormous amount of effort. Med students are required to effectively abandon self-interest, adopting a relentlessly selfless mindset centered on seeing the commitment through to the end above all other factors—including personal well-being. For many doctors-in-training, this means forgoing everything that does not align with this commitment—even things as simple as taking a night off to see a movie. To survive medical school, future physicians radically eliminate the elements of their lives that don’t contribute directly and visibly to their success, including life experience and self-care.

You may not have gone to med school, but this likely still feels familiar to you. Med students represent only one of the more extreme manifestations of what is now a nearly universal mindset among aspiring professionals. Convinced that success and meaning in life are derived primarily from salaried work, we prioritize our professional path and force the rest of our life to fit in the leftover space.

In talking to the at-risk doctors, most of whom were well beyond their med school days, I could see that this reprogramming of priorities—away from their own needs in favor of the needs of the job—did not resolve itself on its own. As a physician matures into the role, their single-minded passion for being a doctor naturally fades over time as life’s other needs reemerge. As these doctors settled into their careers, the appeal of being “only” a doctor diminished. The preexisting conviction that perseverance and passion would be enough to sustain their spirits was gradually exposed as a lie. Inevitably, there was a painful reckoning with what had been sacrificed in the name of the job, and this reality ate away at their psyches. Medicine is among the most admirable, useful, and important professions, but even those most dedicated to the vocation need a life outside of duty. Without it, opportunities to learn and gain worldly experience, the kind that enriches us with insight and wisdom, prove elusive.

As my work progressed, I developed personal relationships with a handful of physicians from the committee. One physician in particular displayed an inspiring willingness to explore cutting-edge ideas. I’ll call her Antonia.I Antonia joined the Well-Being Committee because she had faced burnout herself. Shaken by the recent suicide in the hospital network, she wanted to do all that she could to help other physicians improve their own well-being. She also found it disconcerting that, little by little, her personal life had all but vanished over her years as a hospitalist.

We decided to work together to see what small changes she might make to begin to feel more personally fulfilled and present. While Antonia was excited to make changes, she was unsure where to start. I suggested she think back to her life before med school, or when she was a child. “How did you spend your time? What made you smile?” I asked. Almost immediately, she said, “Drawing”—and then just as quickly dismissed it as a silly hobby. She had never been a “real artist.” Together, we practiced story editing—refining the lens through which we assign values and priorities—to recognize drawing as something truly important to her well-being. The fact was, drawing had once been a significant source of pleasure for Antonia. It had just been deprioritized over time to the point of nonexistence in the crucible of med school. Far from being a superfluous hobby as she’d once seen it, the lack of self-expression and play in Antonia’s life had been a significant contributor to her burnout.

At first, it was hard for her to reconnect with her long-lost passion, but we didn’t give up trying. We went through her schedule, looking for periods in her day that lent themselves to a few minutes of creative release. She found she was able to bundle drawing into the time she spent responding to patients in the evening. She began sketching cartoons that satirized the difficult situations she encountered. Doing so, she found, helped her relieve stress and also put her in touch with her artistic and emotional side. From this early win, we explored additional options, like participating in activities her children enjoyed. Once we got the momentum going, her “Fun File” started to get pretty large. Rather than let it become an overwhelming and unactionable dumping ground, we whittled her options down to a few favorites and turned our attention to making those a reality. For example, while Antonia already kept a gratitude journal, we fine-tuned that practice so that the emphasis was on recording and reminiscing about her most delightful memories.

Make no mistake, I had a humble batting average working with these physicians. Many scoffed at fun as a trivial distraction from their important work. Antonia and the few others who were open to it, however, began to see it as a restorative tonic, and eventually as a safe and legal performance-enhancing drug. The truth is doctors who enjoy life make better doctors.

After I left the Well-Being Committee, I occasionally grabbed coffee with Antonia to check in on her progress. It gave me pleasure to see the new smiles that accompanied the renewed agency she found. She had expanded on her hobby outside of her working hours and was building a website that explored the link between art and wellness. In fun, she and I had discovered a new kind of medicine for burnout. I felt like a scientist whose experimental drug had just passed a successful clinical trial.

As you read the next section, ask yourself: What invisible stories about myself and my life have a negative effect on my ability to have fun? Are these narratives still useful, or, like Antonia’s old mindset, are they relics that need challenging? How can I keep these stories from inhibiting my progress?

Story Editing

I first learned about story editing in the book Redirect by Dr. Timothy Wilson. Wilson’s book explores the power our beliefs have in shaping our subjective reality. As Wilson explains, people possess the ability to “edit their personal stories in ways that lead to sustained changes in their behavior and well-being.”2 Story editing helps us correct the faulty mindset that fun is foolish and a poor use of time.

With our “always-on” lifestyles, powerful social norms inhibit us from valuing fun, let alone having any ourselves. Story editing is the first step in breaking through those inhibitions. In fact, simply becoming aware that these inhibitions exist and committing to living more joyfully is half the battle. With practice, story editing can also help turn the most mundane circumstance into an opportunity for joy, simply by giving ourselves the mandate to enjoy fun as an act of radical self-care.

To begin the process, start by examining any lingering prejudice you may have about fun. In particular, remind yourself that having fun and being a high-functioning adult are not mutually exclusive. (If you’re still in doubt, keep reading: I’ll be unpacking this further throughout the book.) Fun isn’t “extra,” it’s a vital component of your personal well-being. This redirection of your personal narrative is the first step to gaining your power back and letting go of your old script. Fun needs to be woven into your identity.

Producing pleasurable thoughts on command takes deliberate practice, so be patient with yourself. In fact, for many of us, the simple act of trying not to focus on our worries can be draining. In one experiment conducted by Wilson and his colleagues from the University of Virginia, when given a choice between fifteen minutes spent sitting and thinking or enduring an electric shock, two-thirds of men and a quarter of women took the shock.3 Further research out of the University of Virginia by Sarah Alahmadi and her colleagues revealed that when we aren’t mindful, we don’t prioritize pleasurable thoughts, likely because we tend to underestimate how enjoyable and beneficial such thoughts can be. The research group concluded that, without such awareness, we might never prioritize pleasure at all.4 Most of us work hard all our lives to reach some end goal—achievement, accolades, money—not realizing that when we reach these milestones, we will lack any significant capacity to enjoy them.

That said, when we have the right kinds of triggers—reminders that it’s okay to relax into our thoughts and enjoy the moment—we get it. In one study, researchers gave two groups of people a “thinking aid” to promote thinking about topics that they enjoy. After participants generated a list of enjoyable topics, researchers asked them to think about those topics for a few minutes. In the days that followed this induction, the experimental group received reminders of their topics, whereas the control group did not. Participants who received the reminders found it easier to concentrate on enjoyable topics, their minds wandered less, and they enjoyed the activity more than the control group.5 We’ll learn how to harness the power of this in the next chapter.

Since we appear to be predisposed to avoid thinking about fun, incorporating simple reminders into our life can help bring what we enjoy thinking about back to the front of our conscious. A bit of guidance (“redirection”) can even help you reframe life’s most mundane moments—stuck in a long line, waiting for water to boil—as opportunities to think about what is most enjoyable. During life’s little lulls, you want to avoid the FOMO (fear of missing out) our social media feeds drive and instead find ways to bask in your own delightful memories. You can do this right now in a variety of ways, from reviewing the Fun File you created in the last chapter to setting intermittent calendar reminders for yourself of fond memories from the past (think of Facebook’s On This Day feature, except with this method you are in complete control of what you’d like to reminisce about).

Successful story editing can also help you develop a growth mindset, a concept introduced by researcher Dr. Carol Dweck in her book Mindset.6 Dweck found that people with a growth mindset have an enhanced sense of agency. They see themselves in the driver’s seat of their lives. They believe that they can have a positive impact when it comes to improving themselves and their situations. Without a growth mindset, people see their abilities as fixed attributes and their lives as essentially outside their control.

To adopt a growth mindset, reinterpret negative occurrences in a way that promotes improvement. For example, when you face rejection or make a mistake, choose to think, “I love a good challenge. Next time, I’ll practice harder and have even more fun along the way.”

In contrast, with a fixed mindset, you might interpret any setback as the final word: “That wasn’t fun. I must not be any good at this. At least I’ll never have to do it again.”

If this type of reframing proves difficult, start small: Tell yourself that your upcoming weekend is a vacation. That simple, just set the intention. This small mindset shift has been shown to have a positive effect,7 delivering some of the psychological benefits of an actual vacation. Once you experience the palpable benefit of a small mindset shift, you’ll feel empowered to try larger ones.

As you practice story editing, you will start to see opportunities for fun where you never have before. For instance, you can treat your lunch hour like a true “break” and take the opportunity to do something fun, like reconnecting with an old friend over a meal. Get lucky enough and you might just find your soul mate like (as we discussed in the previous chapter) Tania Katan did. At the least, you will begin to rediscover your once-strong appetite for it as soon as you see the impact fun has on how you feel.8


Hall of Fun: Bill Murray

Bill Murray is, of course, the star of many beloved blockbuster Hollywood films—Caddyshack and Ghostbusters, to name just two—as well as many indie films in his career’s second act. But in recent decades, he has become more than a celebrity. You might call him a modern-day folk hero. There are dozens of stories in which everyday strangers invite Murray to join them in fun—and are then shocked when he says yes. There was that time in New York City when he accepted an invitation to join a group of strangers for karaoke, and then stayed all night, buying drinks and singing. Or that time that he crashed a wedding photo shoot, to the bride and groom’s mutual delight. Or that time that he went to an anthropology students’ party in Scotland and stayed to do the dishes. These now-legendary stories—many of which have been verified by Tommy Avallone in a documentary called The Bill Murray Stories: Life Lessons Learned from a Mythical Man—all speak to an admirable refusal to elevate himself above the rest of the world, taking instead whatever adventure comes his way.9

Murray, who got his start at Chicago’s Second City before graduating to Saturday Night Live, has always written his own script when it comes to his career. He famously doesn’t have an agent or manager, and filters offers through a personal voicemail box that he checks when he feels like it. The blockbuster success of Ghostbusters vaulted him to a new level of stardom, and yet he experienced it as a career low due to the simultaneous flop of a passion project—so he took four years off to study history and philosophy at the Sorbonne in Paris. When Charlie Rose asked him in 2014 what he wanted that he didn’t have, Murray didn’t ask for an Oscar. He spoke of his desire to be more fully present. “I’d like to really see how long I could last as being really here, really in it, really alive in the moment,” he said. When Jimmy Kimmel called him on his seventieth birthday in 2020, he said, “I still think I would be tried as a juvenile if I got into any real trouble.” He took that call on a Snoopy phone.



Activity Bundling

Having audited your use of time in the last chapter, you’re now acutely aware that, in any given week, you simply cannot have it all. I do not possess the wizardry to add hours to your day, but I can help you achieve something similar with activity bundling.

In a way, activity bundling is a kind of magic—it adds more hours of fun to your week without the need to add hours. It’s a process of examining the way you spend your time and judiciously incorporating other, positive elements into moments that might otherwise be underutilized. Of course, there are foundational activities—sleep, meditation, time dedicated to unstructured thought—that could be harmed by this practice. But, done carefully, activity bundling can transform many of life’s most mundane or difficult moments into more enjoyable experiences. Think of Antonia incorporating a drawing practice into her nightly duty of having to respond to patients, for instance.

The simple practice of bundling activities increases the number of opportunities for more fun in any given week. Activity bundling can be done effectively in any quadrant of the PLAY Model. For instance, you can double your fun by combining two Pleasing quadrant activities (say, enjoying a comedy show and catching up with a friend), or combine an Agonizing activity (like cleaning your house) with a Pleasing activity (like catching up on your favorite podcast or audiobook).

Another approach is to bundle activities in succession to reward yourself for an activity you want to get done but don’t find pleasurable. Behavioral scientists have long understood that pleasurable activities are a strong motivator to perform unpleasant ones. In the 1920s, Curt Paul Richter of Johns Hopkins Hospital found that rats increase their physical activity when they are hungry and anticipate food.10 David Premack studied this phenomenon further and established the Relativity Theory of Reinforcement, more commonly known as Premack’s Principle: “Any response A will reinforce any other response B, if and only if the independent rate of A is greater than that of B.”11 Put more simply, when we make something fun dependent on doing something not so fun, we become more likely to do the not-fun thing.

If you are a parent, you already know this type of bundling works because you have likely coerced your child into doing something important with the allure of a rewarding activity afterward. “Clean your room and then we can all go get ice cream!” The science supports that you can just as easily apply this strategy to accomplishing your own essential, yet Agonizing, tasks. Fun is a great motivational tool. Why not use it?

One caveat here: This method can backfire, big time, with one experience degrading rather than complementing the other. Be thoughtful and realistic about what activities bundle well together. For example, listening to an audiobook by your favorite author while walking your dog might sound good—until one day you become so engrossed in what you’re hearing that you notice too late that your dog is snacking on garbage. (This actually happened to a friend of mine. Even when her dog wasn’t exploring the neighborhood buffet, he was too big a distraction. She also came to realize that she didn’t enjoy listening to novels as much as she enjoyed reading them.) Another risky example is bundling intellectually rigorous work (e.g., tax preparation) with trying to watch your favorite show with your favorite person. In this scenario, the work will likely become Agonizing, and the joy of time spent with your friend or partner goes out the window. It’s important to know this tactic has limits and using it with abandon can be harmful.

With practice, activity bundling has made a tremendous impact in my own life. As you might imagine, going from Ironman athlete to never being able to significantly run again at the age of forty-five was not an easy transition. Running had always been a form of therapy for me, so when my doctor told me that my femoral head was sitting on my pelvis and running was no longer an option, I was crushed. Unable to maintain my previous activity level, I gained significant weight and became hyperglycemic—not a good look for someone whose livelihood is supported, in part, as a health advocate.
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Moonlight Race, Davis, California, 7/12/2014



Told that my only option for staying active was to get a hip replacement, I went through with the procedure. The first few weeks after surgery it was quite difficult to keep up with my two rambunctious children. The recovery took a particular toll on the relationship with my daughter. Our bond up until that point had always involved being active together. The initial physical therapy was both unavoidable and Agonizing, and I wanted to get back to having fun with my daughter quickly. The solution, for me, was activity bundling.

My daughter had a budding interest in dance, so instead of spending monotonous hours feeling alone in physical therapy sessions, I found a dance instructor capable of cocreating medically appropriate moves for me that would be fun enough to keep my daughter and me engaged. The activity evolved into a weekly dance ritual in the Living quadrant that allowed me to reconnect with my daughter, get healthy, put us on a path toward mastery, and best of all, have a ton of fun together.

Variable Hedonics


It just felt real good. You know why? Because you waited five months for it. If you starving and somebody throw you a cracker, you gonna be like this: “Goddamn, that’s the best cracker I ever ate in my life! That ain’t no regular cracker, was it? What was that, a saltine? Goddamn, that was delicious. That wasn’t no saltine, though. That was… that was a Ritz. That wasn’t a Ritz? God, that’s the best cracker I’ve ate in my life.”

—EDDIE MURPHY, RAW



Research shows that when we are deprived of something pleasurable, we enjoy it more intensely when it’s reintroduced. It can be as simple as taking a break from an enjoyable activity or otherwise changing up our routine. This is because variability disrupts hedonic adaptation, the brain’s tendency to “set” our enjoyment level. As discussed in chapter 1, we each have a happiness set point. Hedonic adaptation is what brings us back to that set point regardless of external circumstances. Remember, your brain doesn’t want you to feel good all the time because the whole point of happiness is to incentivize positive behaviors. You get what you want, you feel good, and then that good feeling fades. This is part of the hedonic treadmill.

Leif D. Nelson of the University of California, San Diego, and Tom Meyvis of New York University found that inserting an unexpected break into a positive experience—for example, a massage—makes that experience more pleasurable. The converse is also true. When you take breaks from things that are not fun, you make them even less fun. In starting the adaptation process again after a break, you become freshly aware of the stimuli you’d previously become accustomed to. For example, if you’re trying to get some work done despite the noise at a construction site, you will eventually tune that noise out and warm to your task—until you take a break, at which point you will be freshly reminded of the distraction, making for an even more unpleasurable experience.12

Nelson and Meyvis found that the valence associated with the experience didn’t make a difference—both positive and negative experiences gained in intensity after a break. As such, you should make a habit of eliminating downtime during Agonizing activities and introducing breaks and other variation into pleasurable ones.

For example, in a study of chocolate consumption, people who abstained from eating chocolate for a week enjoyed it more when they returned to eating it compared both to a group instructed to eat as much as possible and one that ate their usual amount.13 Temporarily giving up something you find fun can sometimes be an effective route to more enjoyment later on.

Of course, depriving oneself of good things to enjoy them more down the road might not work for everyone, indicated by a considerable dropout rate in the chocolate-restricted group.

Introducing uncertainty is another way to get more fun out of an activity. In another experiment, conducted by Timothy Wilson, Wilson and his colleagues gave gifts to the study’s participants. One group was told who gave them the gift and why, while the other group was left wondering. The people left uncertain stayed in a positive mood for longer.14 Variable hedonics is woven into wonder, curiosity, and mystery. Artists, magicians, and entertainers rely on these tools because they are so effective at elevating an experience. In fact, a little variation can make the experience of fun feel like it lasts longer. When life becomes routine, time passes more quickly in our perception. Variety—a break from routine—slows time’s perceived passage. In fact, simply by attending closely to what you are doing, being mindful of something you usually do automatically, you can stretch your perception of time.

The reason doing anything novel forces our brain to slow down is that it hasn’t developed mental shortcuts (sometimes referred to as heuristics) for processing the new incoming information. Think of driving: When you had your learner’s permit, driving was an overwhelming sensory experience. You struggled to watch the cars ahead of you and all three mirrors, remember the rules of the road, and actually operate the vehicle with your hands and feet. Your brain was working overtime and you were exhausted by the end of each lesson. With practice, however, your brain figured out which pieces of input it needed to focus on—the brake light on the car just ahead, for example—and which pieces of information could be ignored. Over time, most of the action of driving became automatic and unconscious for you. Now your daily commute barely registers and most of your conscious attention is on the day ahead. If you added variety to your drive—wearing a thick pair of mittens and dark sunglasses, for example—you can bet you’d experience your next commute with a sense of mindfulness and present awareness you haven’t experienced since you earned your license. (Don’t try that, of course.)

Routine experiences typically escape our memories—for instance, can you remember in detail what exactly happened on your commute two weeks ago? As such, you perceive them as happening much more quickly. Dr. Dinah Avni-Babad and Dr. Ilana Ritov from the Hebrew University of Jerusalem conducted six experiments into the influence of routine on people’s estimation of time. In all six studies, people estimated the length of a routine activity as shorter than a nonroutine activity of the same duration.15

When you fill your life with fun and novel experiences and feed your brain lots of new information—learning, traveling, meeting new people, trying new activities—you look back on life in general with greater satisfaction. Neuroscientist David Eagleman describes time as a rubbery thing that can stretch when our brains are fully switched on. An experiment Eagleman did together with Chess Stetson and Matthew P. Fiesta showed that time-slowing occurs when we code a memory as an intense, rich experience (which usually happens when you do something new or exciting). In the study, participants experienced free fall for thirty-one meters before landing safely in a net. When asked how long the fall felt like it lasted, the participants’ estimates were 36 percent longer than the ones they made about others making the same leap. The authors concluded that “a richer encoding of memory may cause a salient event to appear, retrospectively, as though it lasted longer.”16

Variable hedonics have a downside, too. It isn’t just about stretching time; it’s also about your satisfaction rising or falling as you compare yourself to others. Remember that euphoric feeling the last time you got a promotion? As I teased in chapter 1, your elation likely wore off as you grew into the new role. You initially enjoyed the pleasure of being rewarded for your hard work, the higher income, and the upward shift in social status. Then your situation lost its luster. The familiar yearning for something more returned. You adapted to the professional and financial concerns of your new social status. Despite your improved circumstance, concerns you had before the promotion boomeranged back into your awareness. What happened? As evolution intended, your expectations reset to match your new peer group—their achievements, their artifacts, their status. That initial high of satisfaction faded, and you were back on the hedonic treadmill.

In The End of History and the Last Man, political scientist Francis Fukuyama argued that humans desire some things “not for themselves but because they are desired by other human beings.”17 Most of us try to keep up with the Joneses, one way or the other, but the actual Joneses we compare ourselves to tend to change as our status evolves. Unless you take deliberate action to circumvent this cycle, your rat race will never end.

Study after study confirms that our subjective happiness is influenced not only by how much we have (absolute levels of income and position) but how we compare ourselves to others (relative levels of income and position). This phenomenon is known as “positionality.” In defense of humanity, most of us are happier with feeling we have slightly more than others (those we compare ourselves to). Having a lot more does not seem to have the same effect.18

Unfortunately, in this case, variability is part of the trap. The reward of just a little more is always within reach if only we work a little harder. And so, our proverbial treadmill never ends—unless we intentionally keep our set point constant based on our own personal, intrinsic desires. When we own our definition of success, the pressure of external influences is mitigated, and the Joneses have less power over us. We can then refocus our energy toward things that actually bring us meaningful delight.

Some people find another solution to positionality: They position themselves at the top of the heap. They do this by leaving their home for a country where their native currency is worth more, local politics give them more freedom, and like-minded bohemians give them a sense of belonging.19

For instance, it is not uncommon for Westerners to take advantage of positional economics in places like Goa, Bali, and Thailand. Some see this as ethically dubious, while others argue that this maneuvering allows developing economies to flourish. Either way, there is no denying that when your expectations are level-set, taking advantage of positional economics improves the utility of your resources and increases your opportunities for fun.

Benefiting from positional economics does not require you to move to another country. With a little research, you can usually find these advantages fairly close to home. Relocating to an area with a lower cost of living has an almost immediate positive impact because it frees up resources for things that are a lot more fun than rent or mortgage payments—increasing your quality of life and improving your options. This is known as “lifestyle migration,” and it is exactly what my wife and I did when we fled the expensive Bay Area for the lower cost of living in the Carolinas.

Dr. Michaela Benson and her colleague Dr. Karen O’Reilly define lifestyle migration as “spatial mobility of relatively affluent individuals of all ages, moving either part-time or full-time to places that are meaningful because, for various reasons, they offer the potential for a better quality of life.”20 When discussed in academic literature, the phenomenon isn’t solely defined as lifestyle migration. This strategy goes by all sorts of names: international retirement migration (IRM), amenity-seeking migration, residential tourism, and (international) counter-urbanization. Regardless of what science calls it, the commonality among the people that use these types of strategies is that they vary their position to improve their access to pleasure. And while affluence certainly widens your options, there’s some version of this available to people with more modest means—for example, moving farther from an urban center, or to an area where labor is in short supply so wages are higher.

A word of caution: Moving, by itself, does not guarantee you will have more fun. If you decide to take advantage of positional economics, make sure you plan ahead. Things go off the rails when we let our proverbial “bar”—our set point—succumb to adaptability. The secret sauce for more fun is manipulating the variables of experience while holding our expectations static. It’s also important not to let our imaginations run wild, to romanticize what a particular destination might offer us.21 For instance, you might move to rural France because of the image you hold of the place: peaceful landscape, vineyards, colorful villages. Once you get there, it might not live up to your expectations, inevitably leading to considerable regret. Do your research and be realistic in your expectations and more fun is almost guaranteed.

Options

When you have access to better options, you make better choices. Since your goal is more fun, let’s explore how you can increase your options for fun. There are plenty of opportunities for serious fun available to anyone willing to put in a bit of work. As seen from my work with Antonia, increasing your awareness of viable options for fun is an important step in the process. Opportunities are bound only by the limits of your imagination. Sometimes you just need to brainstorm and get inventive. This builds further on the work you’ve already done on your Fun File.

A great way to brainstorm more fun options is by using a coaching practice called the five options technique. As the name suggests, you simply push yourself to come up with five new options for fun—activities you’re not currently engaged in—that are realistically doable in the coming weeks and months. These ideas might include going to a movie with an old friend, taking a course on something interesting, picking up a neglected hobby, and so on. If you get stuck coming up with five, ask yourself these questions:


	What are some activities that connect me to fun and joy from my past?

	What are some fun things my friends are doing that I might like to try?

	What are some fun things I can bundle with the things I am already doing now?



When you have at least five, identify one option you can immediately attempt. If you have a hard time choosing just one option, visualize how each option would make you feel once it is successfully completed. Use your feelings regarding each activity as a gauge for which option makes sense to go after first. Once you have chosen your option, work backward to identify and execute the steps needed to turn your new opportunity for fun into a reality.

Ingenuity is another great way to unlock options for fun. Private events and VIP experiences are fun for many reasons. One of the most obvious is the fact that they are exclusive. However, it is often easier to beat the gatekeepers than you think. All you need to do is find a key to the back door. One of my favorite ways of getting access to an otherwise inaccessible activity is to find a way to contribute. I generally do this by finding a way to volunteer. I have used this strategy effectively not only to attend conferences I can’t afford but to hobnob with celebrities at A-list events.

As a graduate student in the late ’90s, I was fortunate to backpack around Europe one summer. During my trip, I learned of a “Cinema Against AIDS” event taking place at the Cannes Film Festival in France. It was an invitation-only party for the international filmmaking elite. There was no way I was getting in through the front door. So… I went through the back door. How? I asked. I asked, “How can I help?” The cost of admission for a nobody like me ended up being a day of putting celebrity gift bags together with a bunch of fun, awesome people. Then, the gatekeepers let me in.


[image: Image]
Sixth Annual Cinema Against AIDS Gala, Cannes, France, 5/20/1999



As part of the event, there was a charitable auction. Elizabeth Taylor wanted to bring attention to a particular auction item and had requested a young man help her up on stage. Since I fit the bill, the event organizers asked me, the volunteer guy from earlier, if I wouldn’t mind doing the job. I accepted, of course, not knowing that it would lead to my fifteen minutes of fame. The next day, basking in the afterglow of an amazing night, I walked out of the accommodations I was sharing with several other starving students and, to my surprise, saw myself and Liz on the cover of the Nice-Matin—one of France’s more popular newspapers. All of this became an option for me because I invented a way to obtain access to a fun evening.

You can also make a habit of expanding your options through travel hacking and fun hacking. Travel hacking is the strategic art of using credit card points to accelerate the rate at which you accumulate travel rewards, like free flights. When my wife and I first started travel hacking, we were both a bit intimidated. After a few months, however, that was quickly replaced by remorse that we hadn’t started sooner. Done properly, the rewards stacked up faster than we ever could have imagined. And while good information on travel hacking used to be obscure, the latest strategies are now as close as a Google search.

What is not as well-known is that many credit card reward programs can also be applied to increasing options for fun experiences—opportunities like member-only entertainment events, private tours, and exclusive dining invitations with celebrity chefs. Reward opportunities are so broad nowadays, I refer to the practice of accumulating reward points as fun hacking (since it’s no longer about just travel). With a little effort, your options become almost limitless. Fun hacking isn’t as prevalent an idea as travel hacking because many reward cards are associated with travel companies. Furthermore, information regarding the card’s experiential benefits is often buried amongst all the other features of the card. To unearth your possibilities, simply call your credit card company and ask where you can find your available options for life experience. Personally, my favorite fun hack is VIP concert experiences. I traveled using points to see My Morning Jacket during their One Big Holiday tour. If concerts aren’t your thing, you will undoubtedly find a spectrum of new options that suit your preferences and taste. Now that you know where to look, you’re on your way to more fun. (For a list of credit cards that offer experience rewards, visit https://share.michaelrucker.com/rewards.)

Reminiscing

Reminiscing is a great way to step off the hedonic treadmill. As the psychologist Nico Frijda aptly put it, “Adaptation to satisfaction can be counteracted by constantly being aware of how fortunate one’s condition is.”22

The positive benefits of gratitude are well-established. Gratefully reminiscing about fond memories is gratitude on steroids, employing a form of appreciation known as dispositional gratitude. Dispositional gratitude is characterized by (1) an appreciation for others, (2) an appreciation for simple pleasures, and (3) a sense of abundance.

When you establish a reminiscing routine through acknowledging gratitude for past experiences, it keeps you mindful that fun is abundant. Put into practice, reminiscing in this manner mitigates feelings of regret and deprivation by giving you a concrete prompt to fully appreciate life’s pleasurable experiences. A habit of acknowledging the pleasure in your life naturally increases your overall sense of gratitude, amplifying fun’s positive effects.

Science has been critical of some forms of acknowledging gratitude. For instance, Sonja Lyubomirsky, from the Department of Psychology at the University of California, Riverside, and her colleagues found that those who logged their gratitude in a journal once a week saw a benefit, but once it got to three times a week, those benefits all but vanished.23 One of the dangers of gratitude journaling is that some people can struggle to find things to be grateful for—and for them, the exercise can actually end up causing harm by serving as a reminder that their lives aren’t currently fulfilling. This can lead to ruminating on the gap between yourself and happiness. Even so, most experts agree that the general act of being grateful—experiencing and expressing gratitude—has a significant positive impact on our well-being.24 What makes reminiscing through gratitude different from run-of-the-mill gratitude—the standard practice of searching for things to be grateful for—is that it is action-oriented in that we are actively participating in the things for which we are grateful. We celebrate our gains and bask in the agency we have to create things to be grateful for.



Put into practice, the SAVOR system can transform an ordinary life into a remarkable one. Challenge your assumptions (and mine!). If something is not working, subtract it. Bolt things on as you find new things that work. Make this your own. If you have already put some of these ideas into practice, relish in the relief that the pull to conform to social norms is being lifted. You are now benefiting from new ways to bring delight, wonder, and play into your life and the lives of those closest to you.

We are far from done yet! It’s time to level up even further by creating a feedback loop—one that supports a perpetual positive upward spiral of continual growth.


	I. I have a tremendous amount of respect for the physicians I worked with during my fieldwork on the Well-Being Committee. An immutable component of the practicum contract with the hospital group was confidentiality. Antonia represents a real person, but I have changed her name and blended our experiences with other elements of that engagement to create an amalgamation that preserves her anonymity.






chapter 4 Enjoyment After the Moment


Whenever I think of the past, it brings back so many memories.

—STEVEN WRIGHT



Lately society’s primary response to the pressure of a noisy, overscheduled life has been to stress enjoyment in the moment. Be here, now. Indeed, being mindful can help us better relish the present. Recognizing the power of the precious now, à la Eckhart Tolle, Spencer Johnson, and all those that came before them, is an important corrective and a great complement to having more fun. Being present also helps with memory formation; put simply, it ensures we don’t miss the exciting details. But it’s important not to forget that we have another, less discussed resource to relish our fun further: enjoyment after the moment. The be here now folks may not approve, but if you’re not being thoughtful about how to relish fun memories through reminiscing, you’re leaving some of life’s joys on the table—the fun you had yesterday, last year, or last decade.

The purpose of this chapter is to help you get the most out of the “R” in SAVOR—reminiscing—by extending fun’s power beyond the moment it occurs. There are plenty of books and Internet essays that fine-slice the art of mindfulness, to get the most out of every moment, in the moment. Reminiscing, as I define it, is (almost) the opposite: a tool for after the moment. I want you to be able to make the most of your memories, both positive and negative, so that they contribute as much as possible to your well-being even years after the fun.

I present four strategies, each with tactics, to help you:


	Time Travel. Peak moments in life happen fast and are few and far between. Reminiscing allows us to expand these moments beyond their short time frame.

	Curation. This means emphasizing the good memories, while mining the bad for your benefit. Yes, even bad memories can contribute to well-being.

	Prompts. Just as you learned to schedule fun, you can schedule time for reminiscing, aided by technology.

	Feedback. As you develop your Fun Habit and try new things, you’re learning a lot about what really lights you up and what you might pass on next time—if you pay enough attention. Taking time to evaluate your experiences after the fact closes the SAVOR loop so that over time you get better at picking activities that have a much higher likelihood of bringing joy.



Strategy One: Time Travel—Take the Past with You

The biggest, most fun moments in your life are often just a matter of hours. Honoring this reality can ensure you make the effort to effectively hold on to important memories. While it isn’t the focus of this chapter, temporal awareness in the moment can help—reminding yourself how quickly things pass, to ensure you enjoy things while they last. For example, so many can barely recall their wedding day. The best piece of advice I ever got in this regard was to constantly check in with myself that day, to notice my own feelings and elation amidst the joyful pandemonium. To take the time to take mental pictures. Because I was given this sage advice, even with a few too many cocktails in me, I can recall that amazing evening because I took time to relish the event shortly after it was over, committing to memory some of my favorite moments. Be careful with this one though, because reminding yourself how quickly moments pass can easily turn into negative rumination that dampens the fun.

Again, the focus is on enjoying our peak experiences in the moment, and then relishing the memory afterward. While any of the tactics offered in this chapter can help relive these moments, my favorite when it comes to events like weddings, vacations, and other once-in-a-lifetime experiences is what I call the “treasure chest.” I’ve got one, and I’ll be honest: It’s heavy. Your treasure chest can be for tangible things or—for the space-deprived—digital assets (or a combination of both). Either way, it should be filled with memorabilia that takes you back in time. That might include old train tickets, leaflets of places you visited, refrigerator magnets, photographs, small objects, quotes. But just like fun itself, it’s up to you to decide the best way to reminisce on your fun memories. Instead of me prescribing something for you, here’s a grab bag that I’ve collected of cool ideas for storing memories. Have some fun picking the ones that work for you.


	Creating a holiday jar. When you go somewhere fun, collect a few items during the journey (e.g., stones, seashells, pieces of fabric, postcards, drawings). Arrange them all in a glass jar and keep them as a decoration on a shelf.

	Instead of keeping a formal journal, write down short stories or vignettes describing your favorite moments and keep them in a folder, adding new ones as you go along. Like Antonia, my daughter likes to draw, so she’s adapted this tactic through cartooning.

	Any type of themed photo album. Wedding albums are great, but any meaningful event can be worthy of an album. There are so many affordable options now for printing that you don’t need to worry if the book takes on some wear and tear from frequent use. You can always reprint. You could also make an expensive archival copy of a really important event that stays on the shelf, alongside a cheaper version appropriate for sticky-fingered children.

	There is a whole art to scrapbooking. This isn’t something I have ever tried personally, but there are clearly a lot of crafty people that find this type of remembrance fun. A quick Google search should give you more than enough good ideas to get you started.

	If there is something that really lights you up, surround yourself with the activity’s artifacts by creating a personal museum. For my dad, that’s great jazz albums and various tubas that remind him of the hobby he loves to engage in. For entrepreneur and serial collector Jeremy Fissell, who you’ll meet later, that’s a warehouse full of boom boxes that he loves restoring.




Hall of Fun: David Spade And Chris Farley

Change and loss are part of life, but relics can play an important role in helping us feel connected to important people and events in our past. On the twentieth anniversary of Tommy Boy in 2015, David Spade shared on Facebook that a promotional poster for the film hangs in his office, signed by his costar and best friend, Chris Farley, who died in 1997 at the age of thirty-three. The two comedians signed posters for each other as jokes, but decades later, the poster serves as an unexpectedly poignant reminder of their incredible friendship. Spade said that if he thinks about it too long, he’d bawl, “Like now. As Chris would say. What a p*ssy.”1



Strategy Two: Curating the Past to Improve the Future

At our house, we love the movie Inside Out. If you don’t know it, this is an animated feature that primarily takes place in the mind of a young girl named Riley. It’s intended for kids, but because it’s Pixar, the writers consulted with two top research psychologists to craft a story that’s not just fun for all ages, but also a canny exploration of the psychology of memory formation and our emotions. As the story line progresses, we meet the embodiment of five of Riley’s emotions: Joy, Sadness, Disgust, Fear, and Anger. Joy (played by actress Amy Poehler) narrates the story. Joy does her best to ensure Riley’s memories are fun-filled. She does this for good reason: The experiences we focus on are at the core of who we are, what we become, and how we perceive the world around us.

Relishing the memories we make with our new Fun Habit comes with a host of psychological benefits. Dr. Barbara Fredrickson (and others after her)2 have made a compelling case that expanding and documenting our positive emotions have long-term adaptive benefits.3 Researchers from MIT found that activating positive memories can help suppress depression.4 Fun memories, it seems, are more than pleasant anecdotes at cocktail parties. They help us build enduring intellectual, social, and psychological resources. When life is not so fun, they offer emotional resilience. As such, when we cultivate fun and extend the habit’s benefit through the practice of deliberate reminiscing, we increase our probability of a better future.

Journaling is an extremely efficient and effective way for us to store memories and process our experiences, synthesizing events and activities into a coherent narrative. It gives us the power to own our personal story. In the pages of a journal, we can curate, prune, celebrate, and lament as we see fit.

If you think journaling is a good tool for your SAVOR system, here are some suggestions for entries with the goal of helping your SAVOR practice:

The Basics


	Whether you write your entries in bulleted lists or descriptive narratives, try to include memorable details about the experience you are describing. Why was it fun? How did you feel? Who were you with? Where was the setting and when did things take place? If you’re not into writing, being prescribed a set word count or length of time you need to write can discourage you from the practice. Nonetheless, it is important to at least quickly get down enough details that when you return to the entry, you’ll be able to recall the event. I have found that if I use too much brevity I’ll look back at an entry and not have it jog any recall of what happened. Don’t let this happen to you. If you are someone who enjoys writing, have at it—another great way to have fun.

	In your journal entry, if you can, include an anchoring artifact. Something that reminds you of the event (a photo, song lyrics, a video clip if you’re using an online or electronic journal). By including an artifact in this way, the memory exists in both your subjective mind and in a tangible form in objective reality. Having this type of anchor improves our recall and helps ensure we will remember the event in the future.



These basics are good enough, but to level up, you can play with adding elements from the science of savoring. I have been influenced in particular by Fred Bryant and Joseph Veroff’s book Savoring: A New Model of Positive Experience,5 which explores how we process positive experiences. Their book, while academic in presentation, is full of useful tips to better savor your experiences, which includes reminiscing. I have adapted some of my favorites that apply to journaling and listed them for you below, but for anyone looking to do a deep intellectual dive, I highly recommend picking up their book.

Juice Up Your Journaling


	Include elements of the experience that are specific to how it made you feel. It’s one of the few times in the book that I’ll encourage you to be a bit ego-driven. Was the memory from the Living quadrant? If so, why? What about the memory lights you up? What about it gave you a sense of belonging? What about it gave you a sense of pride? How did it make you grow?

	Gratitude is a powerful tool when used effectively. If it feels right, document the components of the memory that make you feel grateful. Are you grateful for something leading up to the memory? Are there components of the memory itself you are grateful for? Is there gratitude to be had for the friendships on display? Are you grateful for the memory connecting you to something bigger? For example, the sense of awe or wonder that was brought forth by what took place?

	Lock in the memory by using a tool taken from mindfulness called sensory-perceptual sharpening. When describing your memory try to include elements that were noteworthy from your senses. How did the food taste? How amazing were the acoustics in the theater during the concert? How did the autumn air smell on the hike? How did the kite you two were flying look while you held his hand in the park? How did her touch feel after not seeing her for a semester?

	If it feels natural, engage in some visceral behavioral expression as you write your entry. Physical expressions of joy give your brain additional pieces of evidence of the memory’s positivity. This can provide a significant boost to the practice of reminiscing. Try literally laughing out loud as you document your fun memory and see if it works for you.

	Before you end your entry, anticipate a similar event happening in the future. We can extend our ability to relish a memory by anticipating a similar event again (even better if you actually plan for it to happen again during the process). The anticipation of something good happening in the future is an effective savoring technique.

	After you are done documenting your memory, try sharing the retelling with others in some form. Either by quite literally sharing the entry with the people involved or with others you think would enjoy it; or recounting the entry some other way, like sharing it verbally in some fashion or posting a version of it on social media and tagging those involved.

	Acknowledge any elements that were not fun. Do this by including any challenging moments you experienced (thoughts, emotions) and how you dealt with them—possibly transforming something not fun into something positive if that transformation happens organically and authentically through the process of retelling. By including things that were not fun (maybe even as separate entries) you provide the backdrop to further appreciate the good times, as well as valuable feedback about perhaps what not to do in the future.



It’s Not All Fun

While I’m recommending that you dial up both your fun experiences and their place in your memory, the point is not to ignore or repress memories that weren’t so fun, or to try to be positive all the time. In this regard, Inside Out proves wonderfully instructive again: When Joy tries to prevent Sadness from recording any memories, Riley’s psyche (and the movie) goes into crisis, and everything falls apart. Only when Riley finally actualizes her sadness can she move forward to build more fun memories. This tracks well with the findings of psychologists Brett Ford, Phoebe Lam, Oliver John, and Iris Mauss, which have shown that acceptance of our emotions and thoughts (both negative and positive) is a predictor of good mental health.6

I mentioned my admiration for Barbara Fredrickson’s work on the value of emphasizing the positive. Initially, Fredrickson’s work in this area only focused on positive emotions; however, it soon became clear during her research that negative emotions are just as important, as long as they don’t prevail. Some even go as far as to say that if we only pay attention to the positive, we can become aloof or unfocused. Dr. Kevin Rathunde suggests that in a creative endeavor, there should be a dialogue between the positive and the negative, trying to integrate the two for the best result.7 Some psychologists (e.g., Dr. Dan Siegel) advise the technique “Name It to Tame It”; studies show that if we name our negative feelings (e.g., I feel angry, I am afraid), their potency reduces as we are able to integrate the left and right sides of the brain and lower the response of the amygdala and other limbic areas.8 This technique can be particularly useful to help children calm down when they feel agitated or insecure.

I recommend that whatever method you choose for remembrance, you pay homage to some negative emotions and thoughts to help you appreciate the good. Let me give you a few personal examples:


	I have a scheduling tool I use to make sending holiday cards more efficient. I have not removed loved ones that have passed away from the master mailing list. Instead, each year I manually uncheck the box for these friends and family, one by one. This gives me the prompt to remember the good times I had with each of these people and also keeps them in my thoughts during the holidays.

	I used to look at the six-inch surgical scar on my thigh as a constant reminder that I will never be able to enjoy a long-distance running event again. That was until I used the story-editing strategy to change the scar’s purpose. Now, when I let this artifact grab my attention, I use its symbolism to remind me about all I was able to accomplish athletically. Also, how grateful I am that the surgery has given me back the mobility to make new fond memories with my kids. Sometimes, it even serves as a great reminder to get something fun and active on the calendar with them (since I might need a revision at some point, which could reduce my mobility further).

	I do journal, and mostly about fun stuff. Yet, when something is exceptionally not fun, I write that down, too. I generally don’t go back to those entries, but within the process of writing them down I do find it cathartic to get the moments of pain out of my head and onto paper. Also, if my kids ever discover my journals, I want to make sure they know that my life wasn’t all fun; that we all go through periods requiring resilience and fortitude—but that even during periods of pain, we should be assured that we will find fun once again.



One last thing to consider: Experts warn that journaling can lose its potential benefits if it’s done for the wrong reasons; for example, if we don’t explore our experiences to gain insight, or if we become too self-absorbed.9 Despite the many people and products that push daily entries, I have been unable to find any credible proof that such frequency is needed for journaling to be effective—and lots of anecdotal evidence that a daily requirement can burden you with a sense of duty, which isn’t very fun. Along with this duty comes more think and less do. Dr. Tasha Eurich, organizational psychologist and bestselling author of the book Insight, put it to me this way, “By writing in a journal every day, you reap a kind of navel-gazing or cycle of self-pity. A better approach may be, instead, stand back at a pivotal moment—for instance, you are making a decision, or you’ve got something big that you want to figure out—and use journaling as more of an event-based methodology rather than a habitual one.” As such, find a schedule that works for you and play around with different methods of journaling. If building the habit feels difficult, maybe start with Strategy Three.

Strategy Three: Prompts—There’s an App for That

Many people use productivity software to easily create reminders to stay on top of the work obligations they have in their daily lives. In fact, sometimes these systems can feel like you’re a servant to a cruel master. Whether that’s days where it seems that every hour is double-booked, or days where you block your entire nine-to-five in hopes of finally getting some work done, only to have your boss throw on an 8:00 a.m. call that inevitably hijacks the entire day anyway—it can feel like these systems are sucking the life from our days.

The reason these systems are so powerful is due in part to the fact that when a reminder or event appears on our calendar, there is something immutable about tending to it. Like magic (but, in fact, supported by science), if something is on our calendar, there’s a good chance it’s going to happen. The good news is that this magic can just as easily be used to make our lives more fun. An easy tactic to get started right away is scheduling time to have fun. Since we’ve been conditioned to view our online schedules as important, you will find that it’s just as easy to prioritize things outside of work if they end up on your calendar. Like magic, that meetup with an old friend becomes immutable, too.

Since we know reminiscing and relishing the past can increase our well-being, scheduling prompts within our day for a short burst of reminiscing can be an effective strategy. Next time you do your weekly calendar, try to include a bit of time for acts of reminiscence; for example, making time to look through some old photos, reaching out to friends to let them know you’re thinking of a good time you all once had, or simply scheduling a short break to relish a fun thing you did over the weekend.

Researchers have studied a few digital tools for reminiscing. For instance, to support everyday reminiscence, a group of scientists from Cornell University designed and tested a system called Pensieve that emails memory triggers to subscribers, either photos of past events they shared on social media or text prompts inviting them to write about their previous experiences (e.g., Do you remember the best concert you went to? Who did you go see and who did you go with?). They found that people appreciate spontaneous reminders to reminisce, as well as the opportunity to write about it.10

On a more commercial level, Facebook’s Year in Review and Look Back features encourage us to remember past events, too. There is also an application called Timehop (https://share.michaelrucker.com/timehop) that collects old photos and posts from social media and redistributes them to you so you can connect with the past. The “problem” with some of these applications is that somebody else chooses which memories to include in your personal biography. So, Lisa Thomas and Pam Briggs from the psychology department at Northumbria University in the U.K. suggest using something like My Social Book (https://share.michaelrucker.com/mysocialbook) as an alternative. This website allows you to transform social media content into a tangible book you can save for moments of reminiscence. Thomas and Briggs found that scrapbooks were a good way to share your moments with others as well (partners, family, friends); for example, after the participants in the study made their books, they planned to show the collections to others for discussion. In contrast, consuming social media content is generally not a prosocial behavior. Thomas and Briggs also made a point of the benefits of reminiscence for all ages (since previously, it has often been associated with older age).11 For example, my wife and I have had a lot of fun with our kids reliving our wedding through the sharing of our wedding album, as well as looking at old videos from the event. We encourage them to probe and ask questions about what took place and inquire about the friends and family they don’t recognize. Often when we get to reminiscing in this way, it prompts me to check in with an old friend (a welcomed nudge from reviewing the pictures).

Strategy Four: Feed the SAVOR Loop

In training to be a psychologist, you leave your university with various tools of change that the trade calls interventions. The purpose of an intervention is to go into a domain, whether that is someone’s life, or the environment of an organization, and intervene. That’s not exactly what we are trying to do with SAVOR. It’s not meant to be used as a blunt instrument where you start with a problem (e.g., being unhappy) and arrive at a solution (e.g., now I’m happy!). As we’ve learned, these types of interventions can backfire.

Instead, look to adapt SAVOR into your life as a closed-loop system—where the memories of having more fun using the SAVOR system can be used as feedback. During the time you reserve for reminiscing, use your memories as pieces of intelligence that feed and refine how you spend your time going forward.

Treating your memories as an opportunity for feedback should be performed with a bit of care. To be clear, it’s certainly not something you should be thinking about when you are engaging in the act of having fun. In an interview I had with Dr. Jordan Etkin from Duke University, she put it this way, “Part of being immersed means you lose track of time, and you’re not thinking about your performative or any quantitative aspects of a behavior. For instance, I am very skeptical any time people are trying to track their happiness. Drawing attention, prompting introspection about whether you’re happy, it probably makes you feel less happy because, one, now you’re questioning whether you’re happy. Two, because taking a moment to ask yourself that question probably brings you out of a very happy experience that you might’ve been in.”12 Instead, when there are opportunities for contemplation, set aside a bit of extra time at the end to determine what you liked doing and what (if anything) you hope to do less of. Use this type of feedback over time to bias your actions more toward fun, as well as an act of wayfinding yourself to new organic opportunities where you are more likely to enjoy yourself.

In general, there are two primary forms of feedback: negative and positive.13 As we look back at the artifacts and writing we have obtained or created in our Fun Habit, each item tells us something about the actions we’ve taken, and whether they’ve brought us positive or negative valance. The idea here is to use your memories as a way to develop a better instinct for what you feel connected to, or inspired by, and to use that as your guide going forward. I’m not suggesting that it’s off-limits to go outside yourself to look for inspiration for new ways to have fun. On the contrary, novelty, curiosity, and discovery are certainly ingredients of fun. What I am saying is that we are so often subconsciously misguided by a deluge of inauthentic ideas that are not our own—advertising, social media, the Joneses—that we often lose sight of what we really enjoy and need to find our way back again.

When you engage in the type of reflection we’ve discussed in this chapter, free of self-absorption—honestly, openly looking for clues about what really lights you up, brings you joy, and connects you to something outside yourself—that’s when the fun flywheel really starts spinning. In the next chapter, we’ll talk about the hidden value in taking your evolving Fun Habit on the road, for fresh new experiences worthy of a scrapbook.




chapter 5 The Great Escape


Why do you go away? So that you can come back. So that you can see the place you came from with new eyes and extra colors. And the people there see you differently, too. Coming back to where you started is not the same as never leaving.

—TERRY PRATCHETT



People typically speak about escapism in negative terms, as in, “She’s got an unhealthy obsession with that treadmill, she must be running from something.” Or, “He’s a festival jumper because he can’t handle the real world.” Escapism is seen as an immature distraction. Instead of bravely changing your life’s fundamentals, the narrative goes, you escape into pleasure and ignore reality.

But certain kinds of escapism—and escapes—aren’t distractions at all. They are portals to a state of being with a powerful potency to improve every aspect of our lives. Such moments can provide a radical shift in perspective, one that allows you to escape toward a better “reality” than the one you left. In this light, escapism represents an apex of beneficial fun.

Let me show you what I mean. Consider what may be the most extreme form of escape known to humans: space travel. Astronauts literally escape our atmosphere, that thin layer that makes life and all of its pleasures and pains possible. We think of space travel as being outward looking—a voyage of scientific discovery, and in the early days, a competitive race. But time and time again, astronauts have returned to Earth reflecting on a very different experience. Their most profound moments, some discover, were not those spent looking into the infinite but, in fact, staring back at their home planet hanging in space. Many spend hours “earthgazing,” as they call it—an awe-filled, transcendent experience. The allure of space travel is so intriguing that some of the world’s wealthiest people are devoting their resources to making this dream possible. (Whether or not those resources would be better served solving problems here on this planet is an argument for another book.)

The author and space enthusiast Frank White dubbed this the Overview Effect in the 1980s, and there’s now an entire institute devoted to its potential. (I might once have said this was an experience that money couldn’t buy—except that in 2021, billionaires gave themselves the gift of space travel, with both Jeff Bezos and Richard Branson leaving Earth’s atmosphere, though only briefly, in preparation for a new era of commercial spaceflight.)

The Canadian astronaut Chris Hadfield, profiled later in this chapter, described it this way: “You’re floating weightless in a window, where you see an entire continent in the time it takes to drink a cup of coffee. Where you go from LA to NY in nine minutes, and you see all of that history and culture and climate and geography and geology and it’s all right there underneath you. And you see a sunrise or a sunset every 45 minutes. You see the world for what it actually is. It has the same sort of personal effect on you, of a feeling of privilege and sort of a reverence, an awe, that is pervasive… You feel like you’re just wildly lucky to even be there, to see this happening. And that sense of wonder, and privilege, and clarity of the world, slowly shifts your view… It doesn’t have to be involved with spaceflight. It’s more when you sense that there’s something so much bigger than you, so much more deep than you are—ancient—has sort of a natural importance that dwarfs your own.”1 Hadfield says that it changes your experience of being human, helping you see through artificial biases and barriers.

What Hadfield describes seems to embody the experiential trifecta of what Dr. Frode Stenseng, who has studied both the benefits and potential harms of escapism, would describe as self-expansion, the “good” kind of escapism.2 When you’re in an escapist state, as described by Stenseng, you (1) become completely absorbed in whatever it is you’re doing, aka nowness. You (2) might temporarily dissociate, which, experienced positively, can feel like being liberated from your identity, reaching what you might call oneness. And finally, for a few beautiful moments of time, you (3) stop judging yourself—in Hadfield’s description, supplanted by a reverence for “something so much bigger than you.” For anyone whose mind is frequently engaged in a litany of self-critique, you know the sweet relief of such an experience.

Most of us will never go to space (although admittedly, thanks to Virgin Galactic and SpaceX’s race to commercialize space travel it’s at the top of my personal Fun List). However, as Hadfield suggests, we all can—and should—experience such moments of escape. These moments have a powerful positive effect on our psyche in the moment. They allow us to be fully present, free from the “wandering mind” (or what mindfulness practitioners call “monkey brain”), which Matthew Killingsworth and Daniel Gilbert at Harvard have linked to unhappiness.3 We float above context and judgment, utterly unable to box the experience at hand into an already-known container.

The benefits of transcending the ordinary are not experienced only in the moment. People frequently describe escapism (and fun more broadly) as putting a Band-Aid on unsolved problems. But escapism that operates at fun’s peak—the state of wonder Hadfield describes above—is the opposite. It’s how we solve the unsolved, and protect ourselves from “going along, getting along” when it comes to our lives.

When we are having fun, we’re able to find psychological distance, or escape, from our everyday existence. And in that distance we create space, space for future reflection and synthesis, preparing us for big shifts. With distance, we come to see that “reality” is much more flexible than we may have realized. I don’t mean that we start to believe we can walk on hot coals; if that’s the result, it’s very much the wrong kind of escape. But escapes help us, say, invent an alternative to our seventy-hour-a-week job, or to scrutinize values we’ve assumed unconsciously. A lot of creativity comes to us when we create time and space to expand our breadth of experience. Escapes are also a balm from the depletion we feel from monotony. We return renewed, feeling a new sense of agency, with the strength and inspiration to live ever more intentionally.

So far in this book I’ve focused on ways to build the Fun Habit within the parameters of your everyday life. Now that you’ve tasted the ways that having fun can lead to deeper life enrichment, in this chapter we’ll explore how escapism can help access even higher levels of fun—helping you see daily life in the sharper focus that only distance can provide. Consider chapter 5 your first advanced course in fun.

Get Space Without Leaving Earth

Taking our cue from astronauts, one ready hack to create psychological distance is to create literal distance. Escape the world you know in order to look back at it. With a new perspective, we increase our sense of agency and gain a better understanding of what is immutable (very little) and what is negotiable (everything else). We also become clearer on our nonnegotiables, like the fish who doesn’t know it needs water until it’s flapping on a boat deck.

The advice on how to get this done should be astonishingly simple: Take a long vacation, preferably several. Except it isn’t. First of all, at least in America, people are too busy working to take vacations, and too busy spending the money they earn on things like rent and health care. American workers had a record number of unused vacation days in 2018—768 million days—an increase of 9 percent from the prior year, according to one survey.4 Annual surveys by Expedia have repeatedly put the U.S. dead last in average vacation days used.5 The U.S. also shared the distinction with Thailand of being last in terms of the average number of paid vacation days—at a measly thirteen days in 2020. Elsewhere in much of the developed world, the government mandates four or six weeks at minimum.

But let’s say we can take it for granted that you’ll take a vacation. Will it be a true escape? It’s not a given. Let’s talk about Walt Disney World, to which many American families eventually make their pilgrimage. I love Disney, and have had truly great moments there, mostly watching my kids experience the magic, which is completely legitimate. Mouseketeers, Imagineers, the rides, enjoy it all… Disney is a monument to escapism at its finest—and simultaneously, Disney is the perfect foil for an actual great escape. If you do Disney exactly the way they’d like you to, you spend dozens of hours and many thousands of dollars planning the world’s most grueling schedule of standing in lines and chowing on expensive dinners with children who would rather be in the swimming pool. Meal plans, wristbands, transport, reservations—it has a more elaborate design than an army’s plan for a land war, and if you’re not careful, you’ll take casualties. You come home drained and broke, and your kids cry when the expensive toy you bought them breaks the third time they play with it.

Disney is just an example. You’ve surely experienced a vacation that was crushed under the weight of overscheduling, expense, and expectation. The most important thing I can say about a vacation is this: Make sure there’s protected time for renewal and autonomy—or whatever you want in that moment. Make sure there’s room to breathe, or to spend three hours doing something you planned an hour for, because you’re loving it.

With that piece of advice, let me offer another even more important piece: It’s not an escape if you’re working! The most important factor in a true escape isn’t even the destination, it’s the commitment to taking real time off. That means you do—not—work. Full stop! No email. Doing work in a more beautiful backyard is not an escape. The overall goal is psychological distance, and the instant you are chewing on a work problem, you may as well be at your desk.

Does the destination matter? In a moment I’ll explore the value of what I call adventure escapes, but in the largest sense, the answer is no. The destination truly doesn’t matter. Many people are so exhausted by their work and lifestyle that they go on the same vacation every year; that’s what they need to relax. They rely on beach resort vacations where they can drop the kids at a kid’s club and sit in a chair by the water. Pure renewal is important and worthwhile, and if that’s what you need, go for it.

You won’t be surprised when I tell you the single fastest way, aside from working, to kill the psychological distance imparted by a vacation: That’s right, the Nothing. Social media once again threatens to engulf all that is good. Recognize that every time you open Instagram, Facebook, or whatever platform you use, you are squashing psychological distance, and are back in the gravitational force of the Nothing. Sharing good times with our friends and family through photographs and messages is pleasurable, and a wonderful way to savor a journey—but from what I understand, photographs can be stored for sharing later in the device that took them. Remember Nir’s email tip of stopping the communication loop before it starts, from chapter 2; the same thing happens when you post a vacation photo. Someone comments, you feel compelled to respond. It can become endless. All of this takes you away from why you came. At least wait until the end of the day, or better yet, the end of the trip.

Even photography or filming may displace you. The writer Susan Sontag once called cameras “fantasy-machines whose use is addictive,”6 and said people use them to relieve “the anxiety which the work-driven feel about not working when they are on vacation and supposed to be having fun.”7 I think there’s something to that. While travel photography can be a wonderful element of fun (especially if your fun activity is explicitly photography), it may work against experiencing real-time wonder.

I often think back to taking my parents to the famous French Laundry restaurant for their fiftieth wedding anniversary. Everything about the experience encourages bliss through the escape of fine dining: the incredible quality of the ingredients and the artistry of the food presentation, served on small plates that help create a moment out of each and every morsel. The lovely setting, with crisp white tablecloths and fresh, inviting bouquets. The fact that you’re there with loved ones or close friends. Even the fact that it’s so expensive that you know you’ll probably never experience it again. You are immediately transported.

A family friend with us that evening is a retired culinary foods and nutrition instructor. She mindfully took one photo of her plate for remembrance before turning her attention to enjoying the food. Meanwhile, on my left and on my right were groups who were constantly on their phones during the meal, taking pictures of the plates from every angle. They had already broadcast a gallery of artifacts of their visit by the time they left, but in doing so may have failed to actually experience the meal fully. They had traded, probably without realizing it, a complete sensory experience for the flat nothingness of pixels on a screen. The moment you give fun a goal outside of the relationship with the experience—whether it’s the perfect photograph or a million likes—you’ve diluted your connection to fun.

Here are a few more ideas to consider when you’re planning your escapes:


Don’t break the bank. Spending years saving for your “dream vacation” means a long wait; not being able to afford a vacation is one of the top reasons Americans say they delay them. A hefty price tag also puts incredible pressure on an experience that should be the opposite. Plan a trip that fits your lifestyle and budget. Every region has its own opportunities for adventure, so you don’t need a time change to be “distant.” You don’t need luxury, either—although if you can afford it, there’s nothing wrong with being knocked out by a little over-the-top opulence. Everyone’s in charge of their own fun.

Embrace the autoresponder. If you’re Type-A and heavily engaged in your work, the key to leaving behind work successfully (without turning yourself into a nervous wreck) is adequate planning and preparation. Take a day or a half-day before you leave to close the loop on any open business, or better yet, delegate tasks so they’re not piled up when you return. Do some contingency planning to make sure anything that comes up will end up in the hands of someone responsible and capable.

Finally, use an autoresponder—and if you can get away with it, why not make it funny, giving a little pleasure to all who receive it? You could borrow this one from Jordan Hirsch, a digital strategy consultant who brings his passion, improv comedy, to work: “Thank you for your message. I am traveling and will not be checking email today. If this is an emergency, take a deep breath. Repeat until you either feel better or forget why you emailed me or both.”

You could also take the extreme step of fending off unwanted email by adding the note, “I will not read any email sent during my vacation so please resend your email when I return on [DATE].” Thrive Global author and media tastemaker Arianna Huffington, after a personal recovery from burnout, built an app called Thrive Away that not only sent that auto-response, but also deleted incoming messages. It’s no longer available. I wonder if that’s because not enough people were brave enough to use it?

Balance planning with spontaneity. Should you schedule your vacation top to bottom, or ramble where the experience takes you? To some degree this depends on your own need for structure versus freewheeling fun. Know your own needs. But you’re well served by pushing your comfort zone, in whatever direction, so that your vacation becomes a blend of intention and spontaneity.

My friend Bryan Wish recently related a story about a camping trip he took with his partner. They had planned to spend a weekend in nature, away from electronics, to share a meaningful experience. One night they decided to leave the campground to find a good spot to watch the sunset over a late meal. They drove into the mountains, hit a fork in the road, and took a right. What they found wasn’t a wild vista at all, but a beautifully manicured piece of land. It turned out to be an airstrip. They got out of their car to explore and found a man working in his woodshop. While asking him if they could eat their dinner on his land, they got to talking—for hours. (Imagine, for a moment, that they had crossed paths with the same man on the subway, or even in their local restaurant. There is a good chance they wouldn’t have engaged him, and probably wouldn’t have even noticed him because they would have been on their mobile phones or invested in their own conversation.)

The man’s name was Ruel, and it turned out he had just retired from a thirty-year career as a commercial pilot. Soon Ruel was taking them on a tour of his airplane hangar, where he kept two Piper Cub airplanes from the 1940s. He floored them by inviting them to fly with him the following morning. Bryan said that flight was one of the best experiences of his life. Having looked for a sunset, he and his girlfriend instead were granted a vista of the entire area from above, gently gliding through smooth air over their own campsite. It was nothing like flying on a commercial jet. In fact, it was like nothing they had ever experienced.

Consider going solo. Don’t make the mistake of thinking travel to new places requires an away team. Particularly if you’re an introvert, travel without alone time to decompress can feel like a cage. Also, the logistics of traveling with a group are often more complex, potentially distracting from your adventures. Melissa, a former social worker in NYC who values her quiet time, took two trips to the tropical islands of Guadeloupe. The first trip was just okay, but not great; the second was one of her best vacations ever. The primary difference: The first trip was with a group of acquaintances, the second was with just one close friend. The group turned out to be too much social pressure, and there was a lot of bickering about where to go and what to do, with the result that no one was ever 100 percent happy.

That’s a major plus of solo travel, for everyone: You’ve only got one person to please. But even on family or group trips, you can carve out solo time, if you’re intentional about it. Consider discussing it before you leave, so there are no hurt feelings in the moment.



Level Up to Adventure

Once you’ve successfully developed your Fun Habit, you’ll likely find you’ve got the energy you need to do more than reload last year’s beach vacation. While it’s true one can find fun anywhere, there’s no doubt that traveling to a place that’s completely new to you has unique benefits.

When I think about the experiences that have had the most enduring impact on me, Antarctica jumps to mind. I went there in 2005 to run a marathon. At the time I was finishing graduate school and close to getting married. I had about six thousand dollars left in my savings and I spent it all on the trip. (I was pleased to discover that there were a few others on the trip who also had more wanderlust than wealth, who had emptied their bank accounts to go; we all quickly became buddies.) When we stepped off the boat onto Antarctica for the first time, I found myself staring, gobsmacked. All I could see was soft blue ice. And thousands of penguins. There were no roads, no stoplights, no anything. Just a vast expanse of space. My brain kept trying to compare it to earlier experiences, some former memory, but I couldn’t grab on to anything. Over time, my thoughts slowed down and accepted that I had no prior context. It was a completely authentic space of new experience. I let the awe and wonder engulf me—and felt my ego slip away.

You get something special from an adventurous escape. There’s a reason why, in much of the world, many college students take a “gap year” or at least use their summer between high school and college to backpack through as many countries as they can afford. They return with a richer understanding of how their environment has shaped them, and head to university with a greater sense of possibility, as well as a broadened worldview. In travel, we meet people and are introduced to new influences—and experience all the wonder of a journey into the unknown.

I’ve had a lot of great travel experiences, but none that has stayed with me so viscerally as that Antarctica trip. And today, fifteen years later, I’m still friends with many of the people I met there. On these types of trips, I have made bonds that are as deep as relationships that have taken years to develop. The wonder we experienced together running 26.2 miles through that landscape was so profound that it changed the nature of time. There is the rush of daily life (e.g., “I feel like life is passing me by”) that we’re all well-acquainted with, and then there’s Adventure Time, which magically expands in the same way people describe the seconds before impact in a car or plane crash as lasting “forever,” remembered on a level of detail that makes a single moment a complex, textured experience—never forgotten.

In a book I love called Here Is Real Magic, magician Nate Staniforth tells the story of a trip to India he took to escape the monotony of his career after he had come across a book about magic there.7 Reading about traditions such as snake charming, levitation, and fire-breathing, the description suggested “intensity, urgency, ferocity”—nothing like the routined performance he was sadly experiencing as a successful touring magician. And so, he says, he started dreaming of “a crazy, irresponsible break from the mechanized repetition of touring in America.” His goal was to experience wonder like one of his own audience members, and in doing so, renew his own practice of magic.

Nate makes a case for the importance of leaving behind the safe, familiar worlds we create for ourselves: “We make our world smaller so we can control it. We make our world simpler so we can understand it. And we reduce ourselves to this diminished scale so we don’t accidentally stray outside this fictionalized world and see the danger—but also the majesty—lurking just beyond the borders of our certainty… The danger is that over time we come to see this pale, anemic version of life as the real thing. We feel the weight of the world but not the wonder, and in time we resign ourselves to one and forget the other.” The trip was so enriching for Nate, it not only elevated his craft (yes, he’s still practicing magic today), it strengthened his relationship with his wife as well.

Chasing down fire-breathers in an Indian slum, distance running in subzero temperatures on a barren continent—not your cup of tea? Don’t let me scare you off; adventure travel doesn’t have to be grueling or extreme. There is some research suggesting that untamed spaces are more likely to promote fun, as well as challenge our abilities, when compared to familiar and “polished” environments. But I think it’s far more important that you leave your beaten path than it is to embrace a Lonely Planet–style vacation in an exotic destination. Never wanting to be far from a clean toilet doesn’t mean you’re not cut out for travel that reaches the Living quadrant. You only need the courage to try something new, and push your own comfort zone, rather than reverting to your old standby.

Taking a Sabbatical

Is a sabbatical just a longer vacation? Traditionally, sabbaticals have been most common in education, and are often positioned as extended time away—six months or a year—to learn a new skill or to travel. In other words, a sabbatical can be an opportunity for enrichment. Today there are many companies with shorter sabbatical policies of one to three months, sometimes paid, and usually kicking in after five or more years of employment.

That said, the majority of people I meet tell me that they’d love to take a sabbatical, or extended time away, but that it’s “impossible” given their specific job or situation. I’ll agree that it may not be easy, but I know it’s not impossible, based on the range of people I’ve met who have done it. When people tell me they can’t afford it, I tell them about my old neighbors Sharleen and Dan Goldfield, who both walked away from their jobs and traveled with their two daughters (ages nine and fourteen) through Australia, Southeast Asia, China, India, the Middle East, and Africa. Sharleen and Dan wanted their children to experience life outside their fishbowl, and for them to learn from diverse cultures and see “a world worth fighting for.” During the 263 days of their travels, they hiked the Great Wall, camped in Botswana, and swam with whale sharks in the Maldives, just to pick a few of their adventures at random. They documented 1,510 sightings of wildlife and 780 unique species, including 70 endangered or threatened animals. When their trip was cut short in March 2020 because of the pandemic, Dan wrote on his blog, “I still can’t believe it’s over, how much we experienced and grew, or how much more there was to learn. I believe we drank fully from the cup of life, and it is my hope that we become better for it.”



Dan was a math teacher and confident that he would find work after their return. Sharleen, who left a stable job of twenty-two years, was more nervous about work prospects upon returning, but believed the upside to the trip was valuable enough to take the risk. Sure enough, despite reentering the job market during a pandemic, Dan was able to land a teaching position in a high school, and Sharleen took a temp job while searching for something more permanent. Jaye Smith, cofounding partner of Reboot Partners, a consultancy that helps people reboot their careers and recommends sabbaticals, once told the BBC8 that when she surveyed five hundred people who took career breaks of one month to two years, not one of them regretted their decision. They also told her that their careers were ultimately enhanced because they came back from their time away with improved attitudes.

Many people use the time between jobs to take a sabbatical. That was the case for my friend Brad Wills, who I highlighted in chapter 2.9 Brad had an awakening one day when his six-year-old son told him he’d been collecting shells on the beach to make necklaces. When Brad inquired why, his son responded, “I want to sell them so you can work less and spend more time with me.” Gut punch. If you’re a parent who has ever worried about work-life balance—in other words, every parent—your heart just cracked open. Brad’s did. He likened it to “a fast-forward moment where you are breathing your final breath and memories of your life flash before you.”

Brad decided to resign from his stressful job as the chief strategy officer of a fast-rising tech company and take a six-week sojourn with his family. During that time, they went on several small trips as a family, shared many special dinners with family and friends, and generally enjoyed being together. He made more cherished memories in those weeks than he had the entire past decade. He left for the sojourn feeling burned-out and detached, and returned feeling tightly bonded with his family, with a richer sense of purpose and possibility. “I feel the fire in the belly starting to light up. Something significant lies ahead,” he wrote in a LinkedIn post.

One final word of advice for anyone planning an escape, and especially an extended escape: Make sure you plan your trip centered on what lights you up. If you’ve already created and acted on items in your Fun File, you’ve been getting in touch with your own desires, and probably have a sense of the kind of experiences that are likely to shoot you to the moon. Still, it can be challenging to make decisions independent from the influence of others. The desire to impress people—whether it be your family, friends, or your thousand followers on Instagram—can sometimes crowd out how you really feel. Former entrepreneur turned speaker and author Derek Sivers came up with a good litmus test to figure out whether your planned trip is truly intrinsic to you (and those who accompany you).10 Ask yourself, “Would I do this with the condition that I can’t bring a camera and/or share about the trip on social media?”

For most of us, six months or a year away from our “normal” lives is going to be a once-in-a-life experience, so I don’t necessarily advocate for Sivers’s extremism—please take some pictures! It is worth getting deeply honest with yourself and your fellow travelers, however, to make sure the adventure you seek is truly how you want to spend your time.

Escaping To, Not From

You might have noticed that the escapist state as described by Dr. Stenseng can usually be found when we’re having any kind of fun. Almost any time we’re engaged in an activity that’s extremely pleasurable, we get absorbed, enter a new reality, and stop evaluating ourselves so harshly. You might call the most superficial form of escapism coping. Even at this level, escapes can be significantly beneficial, a way to balance the normal discomforts that are a part of life. It might be giving yourself an indulgent treat because you soldiered through your annual colonoscopy or taking a day off work to vegetate on your couch because you’ve been doing too much. Remember, the PLAY Model is about having fun, not an overprescribed life. Escapes that are empowering and rejuvenating often give us the strength to take on whatever our next big challenge may be. Many of us are prone to constant self-evaluation, which causes tension and at its worst can lead to burnout, eating disorders, alcoholism, and depression. Healthy escapism can offer some respite from the assessment mode of our high-achiever mind.

Fun offers us a temporary lift; that’s why we go for pleasurable activities that provide us with that feeling. Healthy, temporary escapes from the self are something we all need from time to time. The key words here are “healthy” and “temporary.” We feel better when we laugh at a joke or when we build sandcastles with our kids or go for a hike. We can also feel better when we have a few drinks or gorge on chocolate.

There are important differences between pleasurable activities. While spending time with your family, friends, or in nature will usually enrich and fulfill you, drinking and overeating will often result in a feeling of eventual emptiness (and possibly sickness, not to mention other side effects). Both types of activities, however, could be classified as forms of escape.

What is important is the motivation, the deliberateness, with which we decide to temporarily transcend the “real world.” Where is our mindset taking us? Are we trying to get away from present and future challenges? Or are we interested in experiencing something positive and wanting to foster positive emotions? Stenseng talks about a promotion-guided person versus a prevention-guided person. These two both enter the pleasant state of escape but from a different mindset. While the first person tries to promote his or her well-being in a healthy way through positive experience, the second one is more concerned about running away from problems and preventing any feelings of discomfort to surface.11 As a wise man (named Ice Cube) once said, “Check yourself, before you wreck yourself.”

The promotion-guided person is looking for self-development; the experience of escapism is complementary to other important activities in their life. It leads to them becoming better and more complex. Again, this is escapism as self-expansion and enrichment. By contrast, a prevention-guided person is not very likely to achieve self-development when escaping. Their aim is to direct their attention away from negative things, such as memories, worries, barriers, daily stressors. In blocking painful things from their consciousness, they simultaneously block the positive inputs as well. This group is self-suppressive. To some degree, according to Stenseng, we may be wired toward one or the other approach. He does allow, however, that context can play a role. During personal turmoil, people are more likely to seek entertainment that will take them away from their distress and sadness (self-suppression); the desire for self-development is less pronounced when we are struggling and need to protect ourselves. Also, some individuals have a stronger self-suppression tendency, which might become even stronger when they hit the rocks. In contrast, others might be more prone to an expansive mindset and will seek fun to gain positive experience, without having any alternative motive.

To parse whether your planned or habitual escapes are expansive or suppressive, ask yourself three questions:


	What are my motivations for engaging in this activity?

	Is my escape contributing to my long-term well-being?

	Am I running from something, or am I running toward something?



Here’s the great news: If you’ve followed the advice in this book so far, you’ve been training yourself to pursue fun in a way that’s expansive, not suppressive. You’ve been reading the safety manual, you are buckled up, and you’re ready for launch—to a space where opportunities for wisdom and self-transcendence live.


Hall of Fun: Chris Hadfield

Neil Armstrong may have been the first person to walk on the moon, but astronaut Chris Hadfield will go down in history as the first person to record a music video in space. He could also credibly claim to have had the most fun 250 miles from Earth.

Hadfield, originally from Canada, spent almost six months in 2012 and 2013 aboard the International Space Station, and operated as its commander for the last two months of the assignment. The video he recorded was David Bowie’s classic, “Space Oddity.” The hit song, about an astronaut floating in space, was recorded in 1969, the same year as Armstrong’s famous moonwalk. Hadfield told the Australian news program Lateline that he later was able to speak with Bowie, who floored him by saying it was the most poignant version of the song ever done.

In a sign of the times, Armstrong’s signature line—That’s one small step for man, one giant leap for mankind—was scripted for him back on Earth. Hadfield, meanwhile, shared endlessly and candidly about everything, from how to play Scrabble in space, to how beautiful Earth looks, to what it’s like to cry in zero-G. In his eyes, a patch of farms in Central Asia became “a monochromatic 3-D hallucination in the snow.” The Australian Outback was a Jackson Pollock. Hadfield was a constant presence through social media accounts managed by his son Evan, who was also his partner in editing the music video. Like other inhabitants of the space station, Hadfield also conducted experiments—but his real gift to the world was taking us with him on the ride of a lifetime.






chapter 6 The Mystery


For fast-acting relief, try slowing down.

—LILY TOMLIN



During the COVID-19 pandemic I was in need of an escape. Tethered by two full-time jobs—the first, writing a book about fun while not really having much of it; the second, upper management within a company that requires wellness centers to be open in order to see any profit—I was time and cash poor. But as we’ve learned, you don’t need a lot of money or time for escape. So, making use of my own strategies, I found my way to a bit of respite spending a single day at a hidden gem deep in the rural backyard of central North Carolina. A place called the Well of Mercy. The Well describes itself not by telling you what it is, but by telling you what it’s not: a clinical facility, conference center, or meeting place. Instead, it’s a little hideaway off the beaten path, dedicated to serving the individual through respectful hospitality and quiet sanctuary.

Although the Well is run by nuns, it operates as an inclusive space open to all. As such, it attracts all types, including the simply curious like myself. I spent my day at the Well doing things I enjoy. I interacted with the interesting people there, and I explored the property’s amenities including amazing hiking trails and a beautiful labyrinth. But in the end, the unexpected highlight of the trip was picking up a conversation with a woman named Jane Motsinger. Jane is the head of hospitality at the Well but also provides spiritual direction for those that ask.

Jane and I connected as my twenty-four hours at the Well were ending. “Why did you come visit?” she asked. I usually don’t share my problems with strangers, but in the moment I felt quite open. I explained that I’d developed some severe insomnia, probably due to COVID, but also partly due to the stress of current events, my mom’s recent Alzheimer’s diagnosis, as well as losing a significant proportion of my income due to the pandemic. I’d come to the Well to clear my mind because life’s current pressures were also making it difficult to work. I told her about my commitment to authoring The Fun Habit and that the lack of sleep was making it hard to write, but that I felt driven to push through. “That sounds like an important mission. What about fun do you sense is so important you need to write a book?” For me, it was an easy question to answer.

“Simply learning to have more fun is a great thing,” I explained, “but using fun to develop your curiosity turns fun’s power into something amazing. A fundamental flaw of happiness is it’s a subjectively self-absorbed construct. It’s also contrived—in terms of subjective well-being. I’ve come to learn it’s quite literally made up by science. We use it as an instrument to determine our rank in the way we experience reality. And the way many of us experience life is made up of the minutiae of where we happen to exist and the values we’ve developed, chosen in part from the cultural fate we’re predisposed to. To evaluate one’s own happiness requires an exercise in introspection, filled with questions rooted in the self and happenstance.”

After a bit of back-and-forth, Jane let me continue to opine. She’s an amazing listener.

“In contrast to happiness, I’ve come to learn fun is less think and more do. You’re either having fun or you’re not. Mindful of the distinction, when I see people I work with reintegrate things they enjoy doing back into their lives, it’s the elixir to being burned-out. There’s relief in having some protection against the things others think you should be doing. Where happiness has a lot to do about your rank, fun is more about finding fit—connecting you with what’s out there. It’s you and others, or you and the environment, interacting in a harmonious way. Where happiness is very much a me proposition, I’ve found that fun is very often a we proposition.”

I went on to explain that the way I look at we doesn’t necessarily mean a relationship with other people. It simply means allowing pleasure to be derived from something outside ourselves. We talked about my brother’s passing and how he found his fun on the hiking trail—a relationship between himself and the wonders of nature—and other types of fun in its various forms. I told Jane I believe that at its best fun has the power to transcend us to a place beyond valence—a place where joy is limitless because it’s not being fed by the self. It’s being fed by the relationship you have with something else.

“That’s really cool, Mike. I cannot wait to read the book,” Jane said. “It sounds like you’ve spent a lot of time thinking about this. Are there any issues you’re facing regarding this work?”

“Yes,” I said. “I’m struggling to actually name this connection.”

“Oh,” Jane said. “Well, I’m not sure it fits for you, but a friend of mine simply calls it The Mystery.” I left the Well feeling a lot better.
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The Fun Pyramid





Not all fun is created equal. I like to describe fun’s hierarchy as a pyramid. The most basic kind of fun is preverbal; it’s the rudimentary play during which we first learn basic social skills, develop boundaries, and improve our motor skills. Whether you’re observing young pups at the dog park or young humans in Central Park, it’s easy to understand that fun and play are at the root of how we make sense of the world during early development.

Then there’s pleasure for the sake of hedonic value, in part developed by evolution to nudge us toward survival, like eating calorie-dense foods (because food was once scarce), as well as make sex enjoyable to ensure our continued existence. In addition to functional pleasure, we explore fun for its own sake, too. We’ve already explored at length the contribution that this level of fun has on our mental and physical well-being. But as I said in chapter 1, it’s at this pleasure stage that many people get stuck and exit the pyramid. At some point in life, they get busy “adulting” and either marginalize or abandon the activities that they truly enjoy. They reclassify fun as an immature distraction from the things that “really matter”—erroneously framing fun as a reckless escape, or even a runaway train to ruin.

The next level of fun is enrichment, a more meaningful, intentional level of fun. There’s a great study that highlights why ongoing pleasure is a necessary step to this next level. Publishing in the journal Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, a team of scientists from Harvard, Stanford, and MIT looked at how (and why) people choose their everyday activities.1 The study included a large sample of more than twenty-eight thousand people. They were asked to download a free smartphone app that prompted them to answer questions about their mood (How do you currently feel?) and activity choice (What are you currently doing?) at random times throughout the day. The researchers wanted to know what influences our choice of activities: mood or, let’s say, day of the week? They were expecting to find that we are wired to look for activities that will make us feel good; that is, if we feel bad, we look for activities that will make us feel better (e.g., eating comfort food), and if we feel good, we look for activities that will make us feel even better (e.g., participating in sports). Their hypothesis assumed that people are constantly pleasure-seeking.

However, that’s not what they found. Instead, people’s activity choices reflected the so-called “hedonic flexibility principle.” It turns out to be true that when we feel bad, we seek out pleasure to make ourselves feel better. The surprise was what happens when we’re already in a state of positive valence. In the study, people who felt good were more likely to choose useful activities that weren’t necessarily mood-enhancing. For example, they might choose to forgo a little lighthearted fun to sit down and write a book about it. (Or maybe that’s just me. But you get the point.)

What all this suggests is that when our “fun cup” is full, we can resist the allure of short-term gains (because these types of “rewards” are already bountiful through deliberate design) and invest in long-term enrichment goals that will support our existence. However, when we are simply trying to cope, we are more likely to seek out untethered escapism.

There’s a special type of fun, though, fun at the highest peak, that is seemingly initiated outside of valence. When we step into the unknown (The Mystery), whether that’s through curiosity, surprise, or the space beyond sense-making—a place where we transcend the ordinary—it’s this type of fun that often has the biggest impact on us.

The Map Is Not the Territory

In science we have a saying, “The map is not the territory,” which is to say the description of some “thing” is never the “thing” itself.2 In this way, it’s important to realize a lot of the happiness “prescriptions” out there only offer you a map. When fun burns brightest, when it is supporting our growth, it is generally because we have thrown out the map in order to explore the territory. When I see people struggle to understand what this really means, I share this insight I got from observational data during my research for this book. I spent time in three different children’s museums watching how kids and adults engage with various experiential play spaces. The Marbles Kids Museum in Raleigh, North Carolina, for example, has a room filled with pool noodle–like pieces and building blocks. You can basically create anything in this space that comes to mind. During my visit I watched, again and again, as kids rushed in, grabbed pieces, and went to town. Their parents, meanwhile, stood paralyzed. Waiting for their map, waiting for instructions that don’t exist. They asked the attendant what they were supposed to do, struggling to understand the “point” of the game. However, once they got into the activity many of them had just as much (if not more) fun than the kids. No longer stifled by the need for a map, they were free to explore all the territory had to offer—each discovery as unique as the individual.

When fun connects us to all that’s available the possibilities are endless, so our curiosity grows. Fun dips us into the unknown and we emerge each time better for it.

Before we continue exploring fun as a catalyst to connect to the unknown—to wisdom—if calling this The Mystery doesn’t work for you, you’re not alone. Perhaps why I struggled for so long to generalize a label for the top of fun’s pyramid is that, ultimately, it’s an injustice to you for me to assign it a label. I reached out to thousands of my newsletter subscribers trying to potentially come up with a consensus to label this phenomenon and was blown away that not a single person who responded described it the same way: Magic, The Zone, Awe, Awareness, The Present, Good Times, The Profound, Time Control, The Wow, Joy, My Happy Place. In the spirit of not prescribing you a map, I instead invite you (before we move on) to come up with your own meaningful term for fun’s peak. Borrowing Jane’s, as I have, is fine as well.

The Benefits of Curiosity

Nurturing your curiosity is one of the best ways to connect to The Mystery. Cultivating our sense of curiosity has been shown time and time again to increase opportunities for joy, wonder, and wisdom. Dr. Todd B. Kashdan, a psychology professor at George Mason University, believes that people who are chronically bored may lack a sense of curiosity.3 To fight the monotony of boredom, Kashdan urges people to challenge themselves by developing a deeper relationship to what interests them. Kashdan explains that when we seek novelty and, as a result, get rewarded from fun and/or challenging situations, the neural connections in our brain strengthen. Practicing curiosity makes us more resilient, more intelligent, and helps our spirit stay young. When I interviewed Dr. Kashdan about curiosity, he said, “Curiosity is a form of self-expansion where your resources, your philosophies, your wisdom, your perspectives… grow. You get to reexamine what you view as opportunities, and what you view as threats. Some of the things you viewed as threats you now see as opportunities, some of the things you viewed as opportunities, now you kind of question yourself as you mature and value different parts of your identity.”

In contrast, when we aren’t motivated to seek out wonder or are not curious about discovering new things, we are more likely to deteriorate both physically and mentally.4 Boredom has been linked to dysfunctional behaviors, mental illnesses, even brain injuries.5 When you encourage your sense of curiosity, naturally, you are less likely to get bored. When was the last time you flexed your curiosity? It could be something as small as trying a new restaurant you’re not sure you’ll like or reaching out to an old friend simply because you’re genuinely curious about what she’s up to. Taking an interest in others is a great way to strengthen social bonds. Curiosity is also closely linked to creativity.6 So, by cultivating a desire for engaging in novel activities or doing things in new ways, you are not only gaining new insight but likely enhancing your creative abilities as well.

One of my favorite ways to flex curiosity is by picking a location I’ve never been to (but that seems interesting), one that has a current airline mile special. I use the opportunity to go to a new locale on the cheap as the needed nudge to make the trip. Then I use some advice I got from travel hacker Erik Paquet, “I think one of the most powerful things that you can do to make a trip more meaningful is to carve out time to connect with locals and to meet people from the area. It doesn’t have to be anything that’s super in-depth… sometimes there is a breakthrough moment for many people traveling when, even if it is frustrating and hard [because of language barriers], they try to make a connection with locals.” In my experience, you cannot find the best parts of any city on the map. They are only available to those who are truly curious about the territory.

Perhaps the most important part of having fun through curiosity, however, is when it helps us recognize that our ability to connect and learn from the outside world is infinite. The practice affords us the means to transcend our consensus reality for brief moments and absorb ourselves in fascination and wonder—finding beauty in accepting that we will never know everything about anything and just how amazing it is to embrace this truth.

The Benefits of Surprise

For many of us, surprises are arousing. Again, this is variable hedonics at work. We get excited when we don’t know what’s coming next. We try to anticipate if the surprise that awaits us is going to be pleasant or unpleasant, and that tension… that suspense… is stimulating.

According to science, surprise profoundly affects our neurology and psychology. The way we perceive surprise might be one of the keys to what makes us human.

A surprise means that we receive unexpected stimuli that interrupts our ongoing thoughts and activities.7 It disturbs the coherence and predictability of our world. Because of the disruption, it can take us a while to process a surprise and then determine our valence, either delighted with positive emotion or dismayed with negative emotion. Drs. Marret Noordewier and Eric van Dijk from the faculty of Social and Behavioural Sciences at Leiden University in the Netherlands argue that we need to distinguish between our initial response to surprise and what comes after, which doesn’t always match. For instance, even when we are pleasantly surprised, our first reaction may be negative because our brains don’t like the integrity of our worldview being challenged. (I mean, who likes it when the map is wrong?)

In their article, published in the journal Cognition and Emotion, Noordewier and van Dijk write that “even if the surprising stimulus is positive, people first experience this brief phase of interruption and surprise, before they can appreciate and welcome the outcome as it is.”8 Our responses to surprise are, therefore, quite dynamic, and the initial response is not always the same as the subsequent response.

We need space to make sense of the outcome before we can relish a surprise. There is a temporal dimension to our reaction to a surprise that suggests enjoyment from it doesn’t always come automatically. Instead, it requires some processing and evaluation, the creation of new wisdom, which is interesting in the context of fun (which has been argued up until this point to happen in the moment).

In chapter 2, using the example of a songbird popping out of a boiling kettle, we briefly examined how we are drawn to the unexpected element of a surprise, which increases our pleasure. This is because our nucleus accumbens—a region in the brain associated with pleasure and reward expectation—responds most strongly to unexpected events (e.g., receiving a gift when it’s not your birthday). The phenomenon was highlighted in a study conducted by a research group from the Emory University School of Medicine and Baylor College of Medicine.

The experiment was led by researchers Gregory S. Berns and Read Montague, who are also both medical doctors. They tested twenty-five participants who had fruit juice or water squirted in their mouth in a pattern that was either fixed (every ten seconds) or unpredictable. During the activity, the volunteers underwent functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI) to show brain activity.

What transpired was that activation of the brain was greater when squirts were unpredictable. There was a rush of dopamine when the juice or water was given in variable squirts. The unpredictability of the event played a more significant role than whether the participants liked or disliked the fluids.

The team concluded that our reward pathways get strongly activated by the unexpectedness of the stimuli; more so than by the pleasurability of the effect (the fact that we like something).9 The finding of the study is somewhat logical from an evolutionary perspective. Our brain is wired to become alert during a sudden change; this takes precedence over other stimuli (such as pleasure). When our ancestors encountered something surprising, they had to act and learn from it.

Our attraction to surprise can be observed in other areas of life as well. For example, scientists found it in our appreciation of music. Vincent Cheung, of the Max Planck Institute for Human Cognitive and Brain Sciences, and his colleagues analyzed eighty thousand chords in U.S. Billboard pop songs. The best ones, those that produced feelings of pleasure in listeners (as measured by an fMRI) included a good balance of surprise and unpredictability.10 For listeners, that meant they experienced a high amount of pleasure when surprised by an event that deviated from their initial expectations.

Research shows that surprises can also help our creativity. For example, a study published in the Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin reported on an experiment in which the participants were shown different images and then asked to come up with innovative names for a new type of pasta. The group that was shown photos that somewhat broke the mold (e.g., an Eskimo in the desert) later came up with more original answers compared to participants that viewed unsurprising images (e.g., an Eskimo in the snow). The surprise element, however, only inspired those that were low in their need for structure. Their divergent thinking was helped by the unpredictability of the image—the prime from something out of the ordinary. In contrast, those high in need of structure experienced a decrease in divergent thinking when presented with incongruous photos, suggesting surprises do not necessarily work for us all.11

The Paradox of Sense-Making

It is clear fun promotes internal motivation and can be used as a path toward betterment, as well as the cognitive process of sense-making.12 Karl E. Weick, one of America’s most influential social psychologists, defines sense-making as an ongoing accomplishment that involves assigning meaning to experiences and creating order out of events by making sense of them.13

Making sense of our world is a necessary part of our development, so we spend much of our life trying to find meaning. Austrian psychiatrist and neurologist Dr. Viktor Frankl, who was a Holocaust survivor, argued in his famous book Man’s Search for Meaning14 that the primary motivation of a person is to discover meaning in life. Meaning is so important to us that our minds can be very creative in inventing it, from the minute details of everyday life to the grand story of our existence. Benjamin Hale wrote in his bestselling book The Evolution of Bruno Littlemore15 that:


We do not discover the meanings of mysterious things, we invent them. We make meanings because meaninglessness terrifies us above all things. More than snakes, even. More than falling, or the dark. We trick ourselves into seeing meanings in things, when in fact all we are doing is grafting our meanings onto the universe to comfort ourselves.



In other words, the trouble with meaning is that it is all in our heads. Further, creating meaning all the time is a taxing pursuit. To recover, we often look for ways to make ourselves feel better (without having to worry about the meaning of actions all the time). Would it be so wrong to proactively redirect some of our endless sense-making toward pleasure and enjoyment instead?

If the idea makes you uncomfortable, know that your instincts have likely been shaped by hundreds of years of intellectual history. Henry Sidgwick, one of the most influential ethical philosophers of the Victorian era, was no fan of pleasure. He believed that to be happy, you must commit to people and projects in a profound, meaningful way and if you have a proclivity toward pleasure, you can’t do that.16 In chapter 1, we already discussed the stultifying influence of the Puritans on the American psyche. When you’re constantly trying to prove you’re among the chosen, an afternoon of dreamy relaxation, or fun for fun’s sake, becomes a risky proposition. It might even be proof that you’re wicked. Oh my!

Thanks to science, we now have a more nuanced understanding of human behavior. We know that having fun doesn’t lead us to reject or ignore life’s more serious side. Remember the hedonic flexibility principle? We now understand that when we feel that fun is part of our lives, we can resist the allure of short-term gains (because these types of “rewards” are already bountiful through deliberate design) and invest in long-term goals that will support our existence.

The truth is, we don’t have to choose one or the other. A life well-lived likely rests on a delicate balance between sense-making activities (that we choose in a rational matter) and pleasure-seeking activities (things we simply enjoy in the present).

The importance of sense-making has been long established, and this book isn’t meant to challenge or defend whether part of life should be reserved for searching out meaning. The seed I would like to plant is that The Mystery, self-transcendence itself, might simply be the skill of truly having fun. Finding wisdom from a much deeper well than what we can create on our own. Being able to lose yourself in an experience, being able to savor the moment without attributing any context. Joy for joy’s sake.

Dr. Desiree Kozlowski of Southern Cross University, Australia, talks about “rational hedonism” or the intentional savoring of simple pleasures. She argues that if you give what you are doing your full attention—be it eating a cake, playing with your kid, walking on the beach, or truly enjoying some downtime—it will enrich your well-being. The link between well-being and fun seems to be hidden in the way we make an active choice to experience life.17 It’s not so much about how much meaning something has, but whether we can transcend our ego’s need for things to make sense—its need to rank our experience—its need to evaluate whether the experience makes us happier than our neighbor.

Having fun does not mean rejecting our responsibilities. On the contrary, we come with the capacity to pursue our “meaningful” pursuits with more vigor. In fact, deliberate fun might be one of the most responsible things we can do, sacrificing our ego’s need for meaning and rank and simply engrossing ourselves in the wondrous gift of experience—a place true wisdom lives.



Acclaimed neuroscientist Dr. Lisa Feldman Barrett described it to me this way, “Whenever there’s an opportunity to experience awe or wonder at something, I do it. Sometimes it’s just looking up at the sky, at beautiful clouds, or the stars. If I were by an ocean, it might be looking out at the waves. It can even be something if I’m taking my daily walk, and I see a weed like a dandelion poking through the crack of a sidewalk, I can cultivate an experience of awe at the awesome power of nature to be unconstrained by human attempts to contain it. Or if I’m having a Zoom meeting that falls apart, because I lose an Internet connection because some satellite moved somewhere or my computer freezes or what have you. I try in those moments to remember to cultivate an experience of awe because I have to remember that even if my connections to the person who I’m speaking to in Belgium or England or China is really shitty… I’m still talking to somebody in England or in China, or in Belgium, and I can see their faces, and it might be blurry, but I can still see their faces. Isn’t that amazing? Because even ten years ago, that might not have really been something that we just assumed that we could do every day. There’s a lot of evidence to suggest that experiencing awe, experiencing yourself as a speck for a minute or two, really gives your nervous system a break. Because if other things are more majestic than you and you’re just a speck, that means your problems are just a speck. And just for a minute, if your problems are recognized as unimportant, that actually gives your nervous system a break. It just lets you readjust and put things in perspective.”18

In these peak moments, it is not about immediately finding meaning but about being engrossed in what the present moment is sharing with us. A study led by Professor Jordi Quoidbach of Harvard University, who also coauthored a study about choosing activities by the hedonic flexibility principle, showed that we achieve higher positive affect when we are focusing our attention on the present moment and engaging in positive rumination while experiencing positive events. In contrast, when we are distracted, our positive affect is reduced.19 When we can transcend the need to understand our physical world through immersing ourselves with focused attention, we are truly Living.

Shortly before his death, Abraham Maslow, one of the most important psychologists of our era, amended his famous pyramid of human needs to incorporate self-transcendence.20 In his revised model of needs, self-transcendence was added to his pyramid as the final step of our motivation, going beyond self-actualization. After studying Maslow’s work and some of his unpublished personal journals, Dr. Mark E. Koltko-Rivera of New York University proposed the following description of a person who reaches self-transcendence: “Seeks to further a cause beyond the self and to experience a communion beyond the boundaries of the self through peak experience.”21 David Bryce Yaden, from the University of Pennsylvania, describes these transcendent experiences as “transient mental states marked by decreased self-salience and increased feelings of connectedness.”22 This, again, is one of the many gifts of fun: to feel free and connected to the world outside ourselves, instead of wrestling inside our own heads.

In a conversation I had with Dr. Susanne Cook-Greuter, a leading expert in mature ego development and self-actualization, she put it this way: “Freedom from constraint is not limited to early development. Anyone who has access to play, access to ideas—even access to abstract constructs—who is willing to play with ideas and constructs is going to be more likely to develop than somebody who is attached to ideas and constructs in a sort of static way, ‘This is how the world is.’ As soon as you open yourself up to saying, ‘Well, maybe not. Maybe there could be another world, or there’s another way to look at things,’ you have more space, and it helps you grow. We seem to be getting more ossified… in what we believe, what we do, and what we see. We have no interest, no curiosity for anything else. When you are open to new things, the unexpected can happen.”


Hall of Fun: Adam Yauch

For proof that you don’t need to choose between a fun life and a meaningful life, look no further than Adam Yauch (aka MCA), the late prankster bassist of the Beastie Boys, a band that might have been the world’s most successful joke. A band whose purpose was “really just to crack each other up,” according to member Mike D’s admission in the Beastie Boys Book.23 The band ultimately sold twenty million records in the U.S. alone, with seven platinum albums from 1986 to 2004. Yauch was known to be the most outrageous of the group, becoming infamous for antics such as his alter ego, the fake-bearded, yodeling, lederhosen-wearing Nathanial Hörnblowér. In 1994, Hörnblowér stormed the stage of the 1994 MTV Music Video Awards, when the Beastie Boys lost Best Direction for “Sabotage” to REM for “Everybody Hurts,” to protest the “outrage”—nonsensically concluding his rant with the claim that he, Hörnblowér, had “all the ideas for Star Wars.” (Michael Stipe stood behind him, confused, helplessly fiddling with his trophy.)

Watching Yauch that evening, you might never have guessed that he was deeply engaged by then in a search for spiritual meaning. Yauch’s life was changed during interaction with Tibetan refugees, people who had endured enormous trauma and suffering yet held on to their compassion and humor. In 1992, he began a lifelong study of Buddhism. Later he would tell Rolling Stone, “In a sense, what Western society teaches us is that if you get enough money, power, and beautiful people to have sex with, that’s going to bring you happiness. That’s what every commercial, every magazine, music, movie teaches us. That’s a fallacy.”24 That same year, he met Erin Potts at a party in Kathmandu, striking up a friendship that culminated in the first Tibetan Freedom Concert in San Francisco’s Golden Gate Park in 1996, the year that Yauch formally converted to Buddhism. Five years of annual concerts—a seamless melding of fun and meaning—raised millions of dollars and brought international awareness for the cause (to learn more visit https://share.michaelrucker.com/tibetan-freedom-concert).

On the fifth anniversary of Yauch’s 2012 death from cancer, Potts wrote on Medium, “The Beastie Boys, and especially Yauch, taught me to always have fun—to work hard, to take risks, to help make the world a better place, but that you must have fun while doing it… and maybe even wear a fake mustache or a mullet wig. (Yauch LOVED disguises.)”25



An Inclusive Invitation to The Mystery

When we reach a certain connection with what we are doing or experiencing, these out-of-the-ordinary experiences can have a taste of spirituality, either in a secular or religious way. A study of retired ballet dancers, for example, showed that during peak moments of their dance, they often experienced spiritual feelings and altered states of consciousness, like being outside of their bodies, being less aware of themselves, and experiencing a sense of transformation and connection. Also, similar to other athletes, they talked about their feelings of love toward ballet. When they danced, they engaged in a passionate love affair; for spiritual people, this could be the love of Creation, and for nonreligious, a love of life.26 As you deeply connect to the activities you enjoy and become a master at things you truly find fun, I invite you to use this power to grow your curiosity, enhance your creativity, surprise yourself, and gain new insight. In doing so, you will undoubtedly welcome wondrous opportunities you never before imagined, absorbing the wisdom that almost always accompanies the ephemeral opportunities for enlightenment—from the subtle connectedness a gardener feels watching their flowers blossom to the epic once-in-a-lifetime friendship that results from that one random party you reluctantly went to in Kathmandu.

We’ve covered a lot of ground now about having fun, from basic strategies to advanced topics. Now that your Fun Habit is coming together, it’s time to talk about how important it can be to bring your friends along on the ride.




chapter 7 Friendship Is Weird


Friendship is so weird. You just pick a human you’ve met and you’re like, “Yep, I like this one,” and you just do stuff with them.

—BILL MURRAY



Like many people, the town I live in is not the town where I grew up. It’s not the town where I went to college, or where I spent my formative years as an adult. When our family moved to Summerfield, North Carolina, we felt the pain of leaving behind extended family and many long-established friendships back on the West Coast, but we hoped we’d stay connected. That turned out to be a bit more difficult than we expected, leading to a conversation a few years after we moved about being happy in North Carolina, but a bit lonely.

Making new friends was still a slow work in progress, and keeping in touch with old friends was even harder. We often wondered: Will our friends remember us? Do they talk about us since we’re not around? Then Anna came up with a fun idea to get people thinking about us—something that would definitely put us top of mind.

It happened to be time to send out holiday cards. With some simple photo editing, our family of four instantly became five, with Anna holding an unexpected little bundle of joy. We sent out our holiday cards surprising our friends and family with the ruse, and sure enough, our plan worked. Going into the New Year, our phones started ringing and buzzing with messages and texts coming in from many of our friends checking in—“congratulations, we had no idea!”—including many whom we hadn’t heard from in ages. We got a lot of laughs when we let everybody in on the joke, and then had long-overdue catch-ups.

Our quirky outreach was uniquely “us,” but what we had discovered is true for everybody: We live in times that require us to be unusually deliberate about our social lives. Just as with fun, we must fight the cultural current by carving our own path. Anecdotally and empirically, it’s not easy to make and keep friendships as adults, as family and professional demands engulf us. A New York Times article, “Why Is It Hard to Make Friends Over 30?”1 was so widely read and shared that the newspaper ran it twice. One person the reporter profiled was a thirty-nine-year-old woman who had hundreds of Facebook friends but not enough people in the city where she had just moved to round out a good birthday party. Another was a divorced psychotherapist who redefined being “that guy” at the local salsa class: Instead of hitting on women, he was asking all the men out for drinks. In his years as a married man and father, he had let all his other relationships go.

Some people don’t have enough friends. Others only have friends-in-theory because they have no time to hang out. As comedian John Mulaney quipped on Saturday Night Live, “I want to write songs for people in their thirties called ‘Tonight’s No Good, How About Wednesday? Oh, you’re in Houston on Wednesday, okay, then let’s not see each other for six months, and it doesn’t matter at all.’ ”

Daily life was once naturally social, when people huddled together for survival. These days we’re more transient than tribal, with Amazon packages piling up on our stoops and technology providing us the means to maintain friendships (or at least a convincing facsimile) long-distance. But social networks and virtual communities do not readily provide the three things sociologists say are critical to making friends: proximity; repeated, unplanned interactions; and a setting that helps us relax and let down our guards. Cultural trends have further eroded traditional community structures. Church membership in the U.S., for example, has steeply declined in the past twenty years, with only half of Americans now belonging to a church.2 I’m not making a pitch for the Sabbath, just noting that the community these institutions once provided is not easily replaced.

But while close social ties may no longer follow a natural progression, our nature still requires them. As with fun, flesh-and-blood friendships aren’t “extras” in life. They’re right up there with sunshine and vegetables when it comes to our health. One frequently cited meta-analysis established that a lack of social relationships was as bad for you as being an alcoholic or being a fifteen-cigarettes-a-day smoker, and twice as harmful as being obese.3 Other studies have linked loneliness to inflammation and more rapid cognitive and physical decline as we age. Sure, in this era we can survive without friends, but it appears that life in that solitary state will be more nasty, brutish, and shorter than we might prefer.

Extrovert or introvert, you are still a social animal. You need friends—and more to the point of this book, you need friends you can have fun with. Many of the friends in your daily life today probably came to you via your school, your work, or if you’re a parent, the activities of your children. You may also have very close friends whom you can count on for support, but whom you can’t call up to go to the movies or to join your supper club because they live three thousand miles away. All of those existing relationships are legitimate and many of them are no doubt crucial—but because our interest is specifically to develop your Fun Habit, we’re going to keep our focus here narrow.

Fun friendships are friendships organized around deliberate fun. If you’re already determined to build your Fun Habit, spending time with Fun Friends isn’t a distraction from your goal. You can add a friend to almost anything fun on your schedule. It’s a great example of activity bundling. There’s additionally something special about relationships between people who bond over shared interests. There’s rarely the sense that time spent with such a friend is in tension with other things you’d really like to be doing—you’re doing those things together! And when you can’t be doing those things, you can always talk together about having done them, and when you’ll do them next.


Hall of Fun: The Impractical Jokers

Imagine having so much fun with your friends that it earned you fame, fortune, and devoted fandom. That’s the story of four men from Staten Island, New York, the stars of the TV show Impractical Jokers. Joe Gatto, James Murray, Brian Quinn, and Sal Vulcano were friends from high school who created a sketch comedy troupe together before shooting their pilot on iPhones and selling it to a network. It’s a hidden-camera pranking show—but unlike previous such shows like Punk’d, the pranks (“challenges” in the show’s lingo) are on each other. When one of them fails at a challenge, he’s punished by the other three. And so, Sal Vulcano has a permanent tattoo of a teenage Jaden Smith on his hip. James Murray has had a number of on-screen prostate exams, one of which was assisted by his then-fiancée. Joe Gatto has crossed New York City’s East River on top of an aerial tram in a Captain Fatbelly superhero costume. Brian Quinn spent twenty-four hours handcuffed to a professional mime. And on and on, across an entire decade of seasons and hundreds of challenges.

It’s funny stuff, but the real engine of the show—and what makes their fans so fervent—is the palpable, relatable friendship between the guys. Their mutual affection keeps the humor from ever feeling mean, and they’ve got an undeniable chemistry that’s fun to watch. Without the friendship, the humor would illicit cringes, not laughs, as proven by the history of a copycat attempt in the United Kingdom. When the BBC aired a licensed British version, with four comedians rather than lifelong best friends, it bombed after a few seasons. A critic for U.K. entertainment site VultureHound wrote, “The chemistry between them seems very forced and unnatural, sometimes verging on being a tad awkward.”4 Later Comedy Central U.K. bought and aired the original U.S. version—and the show became a huge hit.



Catch Someone Else’s Fun

Fun Friends are like human growth hormone for your Fun Habit. As one study put it, “Fun is more fun when others are involved.”5 Researchers watched people play fifteen minutes of Jenga, either alone, with a friend, or with a stranger. Not shockingly, playing Jenga with a friend was consistently the most fun. But the study gets more interesting when you consider exactly why that’s the case—and the answer provides a few hints about what kind of friends you need more generally if your goal is to ramp up the fun in your life.

One reason that friends enhance fun seems to be intrinsic. In other words, the social interaction itself is enjoyable, all the more so because we feel comfortable and at ease with friends. But the researchers also considered the possibility that the real pleasure was seeing someone else enjoy Jenga. You may already be familiar with the phenomena of emotional contagion and social contagion, whether by way of Malcolm Gladwell’s The Tipping Point,6 or perhaps the pioneering work of Nicholas Christakis and James Fowler,7 who have shown that health issues like obesity and smoking can be contagious. Some motivational speakers might have even warned you that you become the sum of the five friends you spend the most time with.

While that tired axiom is wildly reductive, it is true that if your goal is to have fun, you need to choose your friends wisely. Not to mention, as we’ve already established, we cannot expand the time we have in any given week. Friends have a huge influence on how we act and feel. You’ve probably noticed that some people you hang out with make you playful and bouncy. You’re a different person after the experience. Just seeing them and exchanging a few words can have an uplifting effect on your mood. In contrast, there are other people who can bring you down just by being in your space. Their mood, nonverbal communication, and chosen topics of conversation can have a negative effect on your own emotions and state of mind. You suddenly start feeling sad, tense, or agitated when interacting with them. We can probably all think of a few people that have this effect on us.

Emotional contagion, a concept pioneered by relationship scientist Dr. Elaine Hatfield and her colleagues,8 means that we share our emotions with other people, both consciously and unconsciously, via verbal and physical (nonverbal) expressions, such as facial expression, posture, and tone of voice. Knowingly or unknowingly, we all have an impact on each other’s emotions. Emotions flow from one person to another, and we can catch bad vibes like we catch a bad cold. Worse, unlike a cold, which often has notable warning signs, catching bad vibes usually happens without conscious knowledge.

Emotional contagion is explained, in part, by mirror neurons, which were first observed firing in the brains of macaque monkeys but were later found in humans. These brain cells, part of our frontal cortex, can’t differentiate between someone else’s action and our own. In other words, if you’re watching someone exude joy, part of your brain experiences their emotional state like it was your own. It’s a powerful effect that we’re all susceptible to, for better or for worse. (It’s credited as likely responsible for the evolution of modern language, however, so probably mostly for the better.)9

Focusing social time together on a fun activity might help protect you from “catching” the feelings of a moody or toxic friend. It might even turn their negative feelings around. That said, there’s considerable upside to spending time with friends whose attitude trends positive. If they’re likely to have fun, you’re likely to have fun. If the environment is predisposed to having fun, you’ll both be likely to have fun. Remarkably, this can be true even if you share an activity that one of you never found fun before. Researchers studying intrinsic motivation have noted that “motivation contagion” can operate as a stimulus.10 In other words, if you observe someone who enjoys doing something, your enjoyment increases, too. For instance, even if you don’t enjoy cycling, repeatedly observing a friend who does enjoy it can trigger an internal desire in you, and you start getting a feeling as if you like cycling, too. A Fun Friend might be the perfect person to help you get over the period of discomfort involved in trying something new. That said, my wife still hates camping (“Why are we paying good money to be homeless?”), so this doesn’t work all the time.

That One Time at Band Camp

I’m not exhorting you to have more friends, per se. Depending on your personality and life stage, what a healthy social life looks like is very individual. The goal here is to match some of your fun plans with people who are interested. Throw out (for a minute) all those boring adult relationships where all you do is talk about the few associations you have in common. Instead, think about friendships the way kids do. They only need to know one thing: Will you play with me? We’re discerning adults, of course, and picky about our play, so the game here is to find friends who already share our interests.

I know from experience what happens when you throw your friend net wildly, instead of deliberately. Years back when I lived in Alameda, California, I spent many a kid’s birthday hanging out in a place called Pump It Up, a big indoor bounce house warehouse that became a favorite among local parents for their children’s birthday parties. There was nothing inherently bad about the place, and yet every time I had to go, I found myself questioning my existence. The novelty of watching my kid jump from one piece of plastic to another waned with repetition, and conversation with many of the other parents never really got beyond forced chitchat (aka a Yielding activity for me).

Thinking maybe the stilted conversation was either because we were “on duty” or because I’m no good at polite chatter, I eventually met several of those parents out for drinks. Under more relaxed circumstances, relationships might bloom, or so I thought. Not really. In fact, things got really awkward because two of the parents turned out to be advocates of opposing political views. In vino, veritas. We didn’t seem to have much in common besides our children.

When we moved to Summerfield, North Carolina, I tried again to make friends based on convenience. I trialed a few different coworking environments. Many of the cohabitants at the various locations were younger than me—much younger than me—and for the most part, my early attempts to make friends were futile.

Finally, my wife stepped in to help. She knows that some of my favorite Fun Friends have always been what I call “show bros.” Guys who share my love for live music. Since we moved to Summerfield, I had gone to some shows alone, and hadn’t much enjoyed it. Then Anna learned one of her coworkers liked to see bands, so she organized a blind friend date for us. We’ve been to two shows together so far. He’s a great guy, but honestly, the best part about the relationship is having a good time around a common interest. We connect around the music, and it’s more enjoyable to have a shared experience.

This is not to say that you can’t find Fun Friends among the people that children and work bring into your life. After moving to a new town, my friend Meredith complained to me that the only people she got to talk to socially were “soccer moms” at her kid’s sports games—but a year later, when I circled back, she told me she had eventually gotten to know some of them quite well and that a group of them had become real friends. If you both love to watch your children play sports, and get caught up in the team spirit, that commonality can be a great basis for a fun friendship. After all, it offers two of the three friendship prerequisites: proximity and a relaxed setting. And while your interactions aren’t unplanned, they’re definitely repeated.

The importance of proximity and repetition cannot be understated. As I know well, it is exceedingly difficult to maintain a friendship when the only way to do so is to shoehorn phone calls and Zooms into an already crowded schedule. A better approach is to make friend time the path of least resistance by merging friends and fun.

Join the Club

Have you ever heard the story about the group of friends from Spokane, Washington, who sustained a game of tag for more than twenty years? That’s right—tag—as in, “Tag, you’re it,” that sturdy fixture of schoolyard play everywhere. Their game started in high school, and then was revived at a reunion almost a decade later when they decided to run a long-distance version of the game every February. One of the friends was a first-year lawyer, and drafted a “Tag Participation Agreement,” outlining the spirit of the game and the rules. Everyone signed, and the cross-country game began. Instead of slowly drifting away from each other after high school, they instead found themselves more bonded than ever—sneaking into each other’s homes, cars, and workplaces to tag each other “It.” Their game was featured in the Wall Street Journal, and eventually inspired the 2018 movie by the same name.11

Their story, as idiosyncratic as their fun may be, illuminates three success factors that the rest of us can model to help sustain friendships in the chaos of life. First, consistency: They played the same game at the same time every year. Consistency is so important; you’re much more likely to establish a habit when it’s consistent. Second, accountability: The participation agreement they all signed was meant to be silly, but it made their commitment feel real. And finally, they were playing a game together—aka having fun.

If you’re feeling less creative, one of the easiest ways to fulfill all those factors is to join a club. Clubs plug you into a consistent schedule that someone else took the time and trouble to organize. They build not just social interaction but accountability around your fun. You can use them to meet new friends or encourage existing friends to join to see them more.

In the past when I moved to a new city, I joined running clubs to meet people. I made lifelong friends that way both in London and Manhattan Beach, California. (You’ll read about one such friend, Graeme, in the final chapter.) You can find a club, league, or team for just about any sport. But because I know not everybody is a sweat hound, I’ll give you a non-sports example. Michelle is a successful freelance writer in a large American city who wanted more fun in her life. When she thought back to what had previously brought her joy, her childhood church choir came to mind. She loved to sing, and more specifically, she loved to sing with others. So, she started asking around, and soon had a list of a handful of potential choirs to join. She ended up choosing one that did benefit concerts all over the city, which allowed her to fulfill a second goal she had, to find more ways to give back. Fast-forward a few years, and she’s still in that choir. They meet every Saturday. Over the years, a few of her fellow members have become her best friends.

You can also start something on your own—but do yourself a favor and keep it simple. My friend Nir, who I first mentioned in chapter 2, has a monthly event he calls the Kibbutz, the Hebrew word for gathering. He started the event with his wife when he realized that, consumed by professional opportunities, he had stopped spending time with his friends. Now, every two weeks, four couples get together to chew on a TED-style question over a bring-your-own picnic lunch—no prep, no mess, no fuss. Kids come along, but they play on their own while the adult conversation flows.

If a weekly or monthly commitment feels like too much, consider establishing something annual. I’m one of the sixty million or so people who play fantasy football every year. Every year, a group of my friends from high school and other walks of life and I gather in a city like Las Vegas or Lake Tahoe for our draft. We spend the rest of the year planning for it, in texts and emails that, admittedly, also involve a lot of dumb jokes and memes that I would be embarrassed to have anyone else in the world read. But it works for us and keeps alive friendships that might have otherwise faded thanks to distance and circumstance.

The key advice here is to sign yourself up for a commitment to play with others, whatever way pleases you.

A Counterintuitive Exception

It turns out friends don’t make fun more fun for everyone. There are three groups of people who I can anticipate might have cringed during the course of this chapter. I’ll address them all.

To begin, let’s go back to that study I mentioned earlier, that showed people had more fun playing Jenga with friends. There was, in fact, a caveat to their conclusion: “This tendency was observed only among relatively non-lonely individuals; among lonely persons, playing with a friend produced essentially no benefit compared to playing with a stranger.” As it turns out, loneliness is often not the result of social isolation. The researchers concluded, “The finding dovetails well with other research suggesting that the central characteristic of trait loneliness is the relative lack of intimacy and enjoyment in interactions with friends.”

If you are someone who, right now, feels at their loneliest surrounded by people, adding just any friends may not enhance your fun. You may need time with your closest friends to unload and feel connected. That’s right: “Boring grown-up talk” may be exactly what you need. That said, it’s been my experience that fun time is important even for our closest relationships. Frequent lighthearted, casual interaction builds the grounding for friends to take care of each other during life’s emotional troughs. I’ll never forget our fantasy football draft the year my brother died. My friends knew that I desperately needed my spirits lifted. In the middle of the draft, one of them jumped up to emcee a surprise makeshift comedy show, while a few others did their best to be improv comics—the show was for everybody, but I was the primary audience. They knew my brother and I both shared a love for comedy. All involved did their best and the entire league had a good laugh, followed by a toast before we went back to the draft. Even now when I think about it, I get choked up because, aside from our shenanigans, the best part of our league is that we’ve been there for each other during some of life’s toughest moments (and, unfortunately, this group has had its fair share).

According to British anthropologist and evolutionary psychologist Robin Dunbar’s famous research on social networks, human beings are only able to nurture five close personal relationships at a time. It might be useful to identify yours, especially if you’re feeling lonely, and evaluate how well you’ve kept up recently. If most of your contact with your true inner circle has been asynchronous or public, through social media or in large groups, try scheduling some one-on-one time, even if it needs to be virtual.

The second group of people who might cringe: introverts. According to my longtime blog editor, Hayley, “As a happy introvert, I know that introverts are inherently suspicious that people writing books about topics like ‘having more fun’ are just going to tell them that they should get out of the house more and do stuff with groups of people.” I get it, but the fact is, social connections—and yes, fun with friends—are important for everybody. The advice even applies to introverts. It doesn’t mean you have to turn every activity into a party. You may want your Fun Friend time to be in smaller groups or focused on people with whom you’re already close. Hayley organizes her fun around a small, tight group of friends. Shape social interactions to fit your particular needs. But the three keys still apply: consistency, accountability, and fun. Lastly, if you are an introvert, don’t let us extroverts bully you into thinking high-arousal activities are the only way to have fun. As first discussed in chapter 2, research from Dr. Jeanne Tsai, the director of the Culture and Emotion Lab at Stanford University, and others12 has found that especially in Western cultures we’re primed to believe, through marketing and social norms, that high arousal equals fun (cue the cliché Instagram influencer jumping in the air). But as Dr. Iris Mauss once told me, “This ‘blind spot’ can lead us to overlook paths to happiness, fulfillment, and productivity.”13 Positive emotions like peace, calm, and serenity are just as fun as anything high arousal if that’s what you find pleasurable. I’ll say it again, the best part about fun is it is uniquely yours to define and own.

You might also find social events focused on fun are less draining than those whose sole purpose is to yammer away. When people sign up for something activity-driven, they tend to be more accommodating of people who want to join a group but maintain some space. My brother, for example—he was introverted, but he knew he needed people, too. His solution was to join a hiking club. He loved to hike, as you might recall me relating to Jane in the previous chapter. Hiking with a group comes with an easy escape valve for introverts. If Brian wanted quiet time, he could just drift to the back. Others in the group respected that not everyone seeking camaraderie wants their ear talked off. After my brother’s death, I was floored by how many people from his hiking club left messages that hinted at warm, close friendships.

And finally, let’s discuss the third group: those who feel they’re socially challenged. Developing relationships—particularly those you’re starting from scratch—doesn’t come easy to all of us. But social finesse is a skill, not a trait. Chris MacLeod, author of The Social Skills Guidebook, felt shy and awkward around other people until he turned things around in his mid-twenties. One tool he found helpful was Meetup.com.14 Signing up for events there can give you a ready-made social life, one where you can practice your conversational skills in a low-pressure, activity-focused environment, surrounded by people who you know are open to making new friends. The site’s online profiles make it easy to follow up with people afterward and propel friendships forward.

Finally, don’t get tripped up on the idea that you’re “not a people person” or “no good at small talk.” This assumes that who “you” are is static—when, in fact, personality appears to be quite fluid. Consider the Big Five personality traits that psychologists say define us: extraversion, openness to experience, emotional stability (neuroticism), agreeableness, and conscientiousness. While you may have a fundamental temperament set point (and even this is debatable), researchers have found that through practice, you can change your behaviors—for example, becoming someone who feels at ease chatting with a table of new friends. You may never stop being an introvert, but with better skills, you can manage social anxiety. (If you’re an introvert, you’ll likely still feel drained after social events and need to recharge. That’s fine.)

In one study, adults were able to become more extroverted or conscientious in the amazingly short period of sixteen weeks.15 They did it by listing what they wanted to change, and what steps they could take to get there. That’s a good starting place. If you want to become someone who has fun with friends, make a plan to… start having fun with friends. Pull out your Fun File, pick something, and invite someone to do it with you. Then make a list of other ways to incorporate more social fun into your life. Join a couple of meetups. Keep it going for four months and see who you are afterward. It may surprise you.




chapter 8 Fun and Parenting: From Bassinet to Empty Nest


On our 6 a.m. walk, my daughter asked where the moon goes each morning. I let her know it’s in heaven, visiting Daddy’s freedom.

—RYAN REYNOLDS



Do kids deserve an entire chapter in a book on fun? If you answer no way, either because you’re voluntarily child-free or because—cough—you aren’t, I hear you. I’m a father of two, and I’ve had my moments. All parents have. Nevertheless, I’ve arrived at a place where I can say with conviction that not only are kids a great source of fun, but they are also among our best teachers.

And yet: Adjacent research has found that kids can be, well, a buzzkill. Daniel Gilbert famously theorized in his book Stumbling on Happiness that happiness and parenting exist in an inverse relationship.1 Children are the best thing in a parent’s life, Gilbert told one audience at a gathering of the Association for Psychological Science in 2007, “but only because they tend to get rid of every source of joy we had before they came along.”2

While I can’t fully agree with Gilbert, I will admit that my cousin-in-law Joey and his wife, Nina, are among the happiest people I know. They resisted familial and cultural pressure to have children. Now they spend all their free hours doing what they love, which is fishing (a calm, peaceful hobby that works great with young children, for five minutes at a time). Anecdotally and empirically, not having children is a fun option. If that’s your inclination, congrats, when it comes to fun it would appear the deck is stacked in your favor.

For those who are still here: Thankfully for parents and would-be parents, more recent research has added nuance to Gilbert’s conclusion. A 2016 study on the “happiness penalty” found that the culprit isn’t kids themselves, but whether the parents live in a country with social programs that support working parents.3 Or perhaps kids only make parents unhappy when they create financial struggle, as another study found.4 As most American families know, it’s hard to experience the joys of parenting when you’re stretched so thin between work and home responsibilities that even an overture of play feels like it might cause the rubber band to snap. In this country, finding quality childcare is often a lonely, expensive scramble; meanwhile, we’re at the mercy of our employers to decide whether becoming a parent merits increased flexibility or any other accommodation. In this harried context, it’s safe to say that kids are no surefire recipe for happiness, or fun.

But could it be that kids aren’t the primary problem anyway, but parents? Overwhelmed by the challenging demands of advanced capitalism, are we just doing it wrong? A team of researchers in Canada found that amongst all the beleaguered parents out there, there is one happy group that may be beating the odds. These parents report that they are deeply fulfilled by their children. Where the parents in the 2004 survey (we discussed in chapter 2) had rated time with their kids and housework as about the same amount of fun, the parents indicated in this study couldn’t get enough.

What was the difference? Did these parents manage to carve out space to satisfy their own needs? Did they resurrect their passions or find some artful balance that eluded the rest of us? No. The defining factor of this group of parents was the opposite. What they shared was a deliberate and unwavering focus on their children’s well-being. The study termed these people child-centric: “parents [who] are motivated to maximize their child’s well-being even at a cost to their own and are willing to prioritize the allocation of their emotional, temporal, financial, and attentional resources to their children rather than themselves.”5 They put their children’s needs before their own—and the result of all this selflessness wasn’t less happiness but more.

I don’t want to overplay a study that involved a relatively small sample group. Neither do I want to tackle the undeniably worthwhile question of whether a selfless life is a more satisfying life. But I’d be lying if I said I thought there was nothing to the notion of “child-centric” parenting. It resonates with what I’ve discovered as I’ve explored fun with my own family. It’s key to recovering the blessing from the burden—whether with our kids, our grandkids, our nieces, our nephews, or any tiny human with whom we want to have fun and make happy memories.

Any good chapter on “fun” parenting needs a horror story, and I’m happy to take the fall. When my daughter, Sloane, was three, I had a genius idea. We would go on our first solo father-daughter road trip together to attend the Rise Festival, an annual event where thousands of people gather in a dry lake bed off Interstate 15 near Las Vegas to release floating lanterns into the night sky. I was all-in for the quasi-spiritual vibes, and my daughter would get to experience a scene from one of her favorite Disney movies, Tangled, which features a lantern release. It was a total win-win, and I would get a kick start on my plan to go down in history as the Most Fun Dad Ever.

Admittedly, the plan wasn’t perfect. To get to the festival, we’d have to drive most of the night from Los Angeles, get some sleep in a roadside hotel, and then kill the better part of the day in what seemed to be our most “kid friendly” option in Vegas, the Circus Circus Hotel & Casino. When we finally left Vegas and got ourselves situated at the festival after a long walk from the parking area, it was all I had hoped it would be. The music—amazing! The sky—enormous and beautiful! Everywhere you looked, you were met by a profound feeling of collective effervescence. We threw our mats down and I settled in, prepared to vibe and soak it all in until the big release. Sloane, of course, did her version of fun—she went extrovert. She ran around the perimeter of our staked-out plot, stomping on our neighbors’ blankets in the process, getting in the way of the delicate preparations required to release thousands of candlelit lanterns safely.

That was the moment I should have changed my attitude. Only one of us could reasonably control ourselves and adapt to the whims of the other, and that person was me. The adult. Instead, I was stubborn. I let my irritation grow minute by minute. While others were entertained by her antics, I became increasingly drained from the sense of duty to police her behavior. After a couple hours of waiting, we finally released our lantern. I sensed the awesome beauty, sure—but through a fog of frustration. To finish the scene, our lantern was barely aloft when Sloane chirped, “I want another one! I want another one!” I captured the moment on video and later shared it on Facebook, where a friend quickly razzed me, “Typical kids want more… Ha-ha!!”

Afterward, we were both starving and needed to eat. So did everyone else, and accordingly the concession lines were endless. (If my wife had been there, she’d have been smart enough to have brought snacks.) Finally, we were nearing the front of the line. I smelled the savory goodness of food truck cuisine. I saw the whites of the cashier’s eyes. And then—I heard Sloane’s little voice: “Papa, I need to go pee.” Inwardly, I groaned. When I looked down, her eyes told me it was serious. Normally I would have bailed out of the line. But because of how everything had transpired up until that point—the fact that things hadn’t broken the way I’d planned, the fatigue from the long drive, the need to eat, and the feeling that we were trapped in an impossible situation—I said the tragic words: “Just. Hold. It.”

I’m sure you see what’s coming a mile away. She peed her pants, moments before it became our turn to order. Thankfully, she wasn’t too upset. If anything, she was indignant. I was the upset one, because I suddenly saw the truth. I wasn’t the Most Fun Dad Ever; I was the Worst Dad Ever.

I had broken what I now recognize as the two cardinal rules of having fun with children: First, follow their lead. Time with children needs to be child-centric, and a slew of doctors and child psychologists back me on this. We have to meet children where they are—and that means embracing play wholeheartedly. If you’re an adult with a fun-for-fun’s sake deficit, it is likely that play does not come easy to you. But trying to squelch the play out of children is not just developmentally inappropriate, it’s a recipe for disaster. Play may be typically seen as the wheelhouse of young children, but it’s also a great way to connect with tweens and teenagers. The trick is to find a way to be more than a spectator in your child’s fun. I can remember hearing some of my friends at college talk about their fathers playing video games with them or taking them to the golf course. They were inevitably the kids who went home during holiday breaks, instead of staying on campus. (And just as it is with small children, it really doesn’t work if you don’t let them take the lead.)

But there’s also a second, less well-known rule of parenting: Play isn’t play if you’re not both having fun. I broke that rule, too. I created a situation where I put Sloane’s fun and my fun at odds with each other, ruining it for both of us. That was my mistake—because while the two rules may seem in paradox, they’re not. At least, they don’t have to be. This chapter is all about setting the conditions to make both possible.

In the line for our food, my daughter’s pants soaked, I took a deep breath. Sloane agreed we should get our food, so we did. Then I began to make amends. I gave her a big hug and hoisted her wet little body onto my shoulders so she wouldn’t have to walk the uncomfortable two and a half miles back to our car. It was a bonding moment for both of us, as we ate and relished the experience on the long walk back. And so my fondest memory of the Rise Festival isn’t the festival itself, it is instead walking back to the parking lot, saturating my shoulders in my daughter’s urine, and sharing some subpar French fries. And despite the challenges, we both remember the event as a lot of fun.

Prepare to Course Correct

If you’re a parent, you may already be familiar with the science and reasoning behind the advice to let children lead in play. Play is generally defined as “an activity that is intrinsically motivated, entails active engagement, and results in joyful discovery.”6 Play is voluntary, fun, and often spontaneous. Research suggests that when adults fail to let children lead, instead directing play—e.g., “it’s better to do it this way”—it limits children’s joyful discovery, and play’s developmental benefits are minimized. Play often ceases to be playful when it gets an extrinsic push. In one experiment led by Dr. Elizabeth Bonawitz, in the psychology department of the University of California at Berkeley, preschoolers who were told a function of a toy, focused mainly on that function. Meanwhile, those kids who received no instructions explored and discovered other ways to have fun with it.7 More broadly, so called “child-led play” empowers kids, keeps them engaged, and allows them to express their full creativity. All very important!

The trouble is many parents have taken this message to the extreme. When their kid says jump, they say how high. They don’t express preferences. And so the parent finds themselves on, say, their thirteenth game of Candyland, taking orders from a tiny tyrant whose demands never stop and who is a very poor loser. As a result, the parent dreads playtime and checks out, constantly sneaking glances at their phone. Or they avoid it outright. Neither is good for either party’s fun.

If that experience sounds familiar to you, a corrective is desperately needed, hence the importance of our second rule: Play isn’t play unless you’re both having fun. The insight comes from Professor Peter Gray,8 one of many psychologists who emphasize the importance of play in children’s emotional and intellectual development. As such, he’s also taken on the pressing question of how to make playtime more fun for parents.

As Gray sees it, reaping the benefits of play for both parents and children requires negotiation and compromise. Look to your child for direction, but don’t be afraid to cocreate playtime so that you’re doing something you both enjoy. After all, if your child were playing with a friend, their friend wouldn’t be shy about letting their desires be known.


[image: Image]
Hardly Strictly Bluegrass Festival, San Francisco, California, 10/2/2016



After having a year to recover from the Rise debacle with Sloane, I decided to take my son, Archer, then one and a half, to the Hardly Strictly Bluegrass Festival. I was choosing the activity, again—but this time, I committed to enjoying the event on his terms. He was a toddler, so we toddled. We never stayed still. As a result, I didn’t get to do everything I wanted, but I also did some things I didn’t expect to. Letting him roam freely meant we engaged with a lot of interesting people who got a kick out of his toddler enthusiasm, for anything and everything. I came home feeling happy that we got to hear some great music and that I had given my son a great experience, heart filled with the realization that his presence had made the festival even more awesome. Choosing to center the day on him, in the context of an experience I had chosen and knew I’d enjoy, proved to be the sweet spot for memorable fun and meaningful bonding.

Fun, you might recall, requires autonomy. And maybe that’s the real takeaway of that child-centric parenting study—that what set those parents apart wasn’t so much their selflessness, but their self-direction. They consciously chose to prioritize their children, making every interaction with them an expression of their own desire, whatever the activity.

Take the Pressure Off

Does the idea of cocreating, or expressing your own preferences to your child, make you feel nervous, guilty, or selfish? Perhaps you’ll feel better knowing that your anxieties are the product of a very modern lens on how to be a parent. A coworker recently told me she was fatigued from seemingly endless hours of what she perceived as obligatory play with her young son. Needless to say, she wasn’t having fun. The comedian Maz Jobrani has a great bit about the tyranny of modern parenting research and expectations, which result in you singing and dancing a ninety-minute Broadway show every night to get your child to brush their teeth and clean their room.9

Jobrani and my coworker, it seems, are both feeling the sometimes frustrating constraint of what anthropologist David Lancy of Utah State University calls “the modern neontocracy”10—in which children dictate the lives of adults.

With anthropology as his guide, Lancy argues that the entire idea of playing with your child—whatever that looks like—is uniquely modern and Western. Far from a fundamental of raising children, it’s a privilege earned by rich, industrialized, educated societies. Most of the world, for most of time, has seen parents’ chief responsibility as loving and protecting, not serving as twenty-four-hour playmates or surrogate “BFFs.” In centuries past—or even decades past—grown-ups did grown-up things while children played with other children. Lancy calls this hands-off approach benign neglect and sees some benefits—for example, preventing the emergence of “kidults.” Benign neglect has made a comeback in recent years in the form of the free-range parenting movement, in which some renegade parents allow their children a greater degree of independence, earlier, to build resilience, confidence, and capability. And, in fact, elsewhere in the world, behavior that many Americans would call neglect—for example, not knowing where your elementary-age son goes after school or sending your children to the playground alone—is still normative behavior.11

I share this point of view not to argue for it, but to suggest that it can help bring our expectations back into balance. I want to relieve you of the feeling that playtime is an obligation—which, as we know, rapidly squelches autonomy-loving fun. Somewhere between casting your six-year-old out into the street with a baseball bat to fend for themselves and never leaving their side, lies a happy medium. If you’re killing yourself trying to spend every moment you can bonding with your child, you can ease up. Play with them, but also let them spend time doing their own thing. My coworker ultimately realized that she could spend quality time with her son while encouraging him to make his own play. They finally started to enjoy the summer weather in their backyard—him engaging in solo water play with the hose, her reading a book.

Once you take the pressure off yourself, you may start to see playing with your children for what it actually is: a voluntary choice, not an obligatory burden. A privilege, even. That mental shift alone can be transformative. A relief from duty and an invitation to actually have fun.

Recognizing that play with our children benefits us as much as them isn’t just mind games—it’s what the science tells us. Michael W. Yogman, M.D., assistant professor of pediatrics at Harvard Medical School, is an authoritative voice in behavioral health. Dr. Yogman’s research highlights the value of play for parents; namely, rejuvenation and a comforting reconnection to their own childhoods.12 It’s also a great way to have a more satisfying relationship with your child: to get to know them better, to see the world from their perspective, and to enjoy their individuality and sense of humor. Further research also indicates that playing pretend with your child or reading together can reduce parental stress and improve parent-child interactions.13

As parents, we’re so hard on ourselves, which is of little surprise given the pressure of a parenting culture that can make you feel like you’re failing if you’re not providing live, Muppet-level entertainment to your children every waking moment. The more we cast aside those expectations, the more our children’s requests to play become welcome invitations for delight.

Become a Better Player

There’s more to many parents’ resistance to play than the weight of obligation. Otherwise, hearing the words “Will you play with me?” wouldn’t be right up there with “I think I accidentally wet the bed,” at times. The truth is, there’s a reason we’re not that interested in the unstructured play that children love: Our play muscles have atrophied. Just as the experience of a game like tennis improves when we build muscle and increase our skill and comfort on the court, so it is with play. Many parents are rusty. Remember my experience watching parents befuddled by pool noodles in the children’s museum? These parents certainly weren’t unique in their confused resistance to a free-play environment. Well-meaning attempts to guide our child in game play all too often end the fun. Stephanie Shine, assistant professor at Texas Tech University, and her coauthor Teresa Y. Acosta observed similar scenes at the Austin Children’s Museum (now known as Thinkery). Rather than following their kids’ lead and jumping into play, parents tended to prompt and observe. Shine and Acosta found that parents were often too concerned about what their children would learn, so they didn’t relax and immerse themselves in an imaginary scenario. They wanted to guide kids toward “real life experience” and prosocial behaviors, so they made suggestions, narrated, explained, taught, and structured.14

Just as many of us adults lose the ability to enjoy fun for fun’s sake, so it goes with play. We try to impose meaning on play or force it (and our children) to serve our understanding of reality. We can be tyrants ourselves, burdening play with our grown-up priorities—say, to keep things neat, or to provide dictated learning experiences.

Not only does play suffer when we lose our ability to engage with the world in a childlike manner. We suffer. That insight comes from the paradigm-shifting psychoanalyst Eric Berne, who developed a behavioral change method called transactional analysis in the 1950s. Berne summed up all adult human behavior as emerging from one of three possible ego-states: the Parent, the Adult, and the Child. This “ego-state model” helps explain how people behave and relate to one another. In the Parent state, we mimic our parents’ (or an influential figure’s) reactions that we have experienced in the past. For example, we scold someone, or shout to get our way (if that was the pattern in our family). But the Parent state isn’t necessarily negative; it’s also the state that ensures that we act in a morally acceptable way and follow society’s rules.

The Child state returns us to the way we behaved, felt, and thought as children. For instance, if we get a negative evaluation at work, we might cry or lash out in a tantrum. The Child state also has positive implications. According to Berne, this ego-state is the source of our emotions, creativity, recreation preferences, spontaneity, and intimacy.

Finally, the Adult state develops as we mature, and helps us process information and see reality through a filtered lens.

According to Berne, the way we communicate with each other depends on our current ego-state. For instance, it’s not uncommon to see a married couple that talks to each other as if one were a child and the other one the parent. Our ego-states affect the way we interact; Berne talks about “transactions” between people. Even as equal adults, we don’t always relate to each other as adults. Berne considers unproductive transactions as problems within the ego-states.

Although the Adult is seen as the most mature of the three states, Berne is clear that we need all three of them. A well-functioning person needs to be able to separate the three, however, and recognize when a state isn’t serving us, or alternatively, when we’ve suppressed a state that we need. Operating from only one ego-state would make us incomplete.

For instance, Dr. Thomas A. Harris, Berne’s friend who wrote the self-help classic I’m OK—You’re OK15 based on transactional analysis, argues that a person who blocks the Child state will likely not enjoy life. Partly, because to really enjoy play, we need access to our Child ego-state. The Child ego-state also releases the emotions and creativity that aren’t bound by our thirst for sense-making. If, in contrast, we are always relating as the Parent during play (directing, controlling, suggesting), we’re less able to let loose and enjoy the interaction, and the same goes for our kids. Being in the Parent ego-state can be appropriate in many situations, but it’s a wet blanket at playtime. What’s the fun in that?

While the word play might not light up your insides yet, how does liberation sound—liberation from the dull conformity of the adult world. Reconceive play with children as a beautiful and rare opportunity to stop worrying about how you look and what others think. Kids are among the cherished few who won’t judge you for being kooky, wacky, or nutty. In fact, much of the time, they’re wishing you were all three.


Try One or More of These Strategies to Support Flexing Your Play Muscles



Develop a transition ritual. In The Alter Ego Effect,16 Todd Herman includes a story about a father who was in the military. This dad really struggled with his children; his impression was that they didn’t like him. Working with Herman, the dad came to see that he was playing the same role at home as he played at work: drill sergeant! No wonder his kids didn’t enjoy his company. Many of us working parents suffer from a similar problem when we return to our families after a day on the job: We have left work behind physically, but we haven’t really left work behind mentally. During time reserved for the family, we’re still churning on problems of the day, and checking in via our mobile devices. We might even walk through the door on a call. How we connect with our children improves dramatically if we instead have a clean transition between our work role and our family role. Some therapists use what they call a transition ritual between clients, so that they show up for each one present and open. You can use the same tool. Before you walk in your home’s front door (or leave your home office, if you work from home), take a quiet moment to center yourself and mentally switch roles. You might even want to take a few deep breaths to clear your head before entering the house. Sometimes I’ll turn my ball cap around backward. My wife’s friend lives by her work calendar so methodically that her cue is Outlook literally alerting her at 6 p.m. that it is “family time.”

Practice story editing. Don’t get stuck on the notion that dedicated playtime is the best or only way to have fun. Instead of pressuring yourself to create “quality time” or enrichment, edit your story to create playful fun in everyday life. Inject some silliness into chores together or turn dinner into game night. We’ve had great success with this in my family. For example, at one point we had come to think of the twenty minutes before everyone left for school as one of the worst parts of our day. To beat the ticking clock, my wife and I had effectively banned fun. We were completely task focused and impatient with the kids, who only became more adversarial as a response. In adults vs. kids, there are rarely winners. Finally, my wife and I decided to edit the story. We would turn getting ready into a game. The first step was to start the “getting ready” part of the morning a bit earlier, so that it was no longer a mad, stressful dash. Then we mixed up the environment and injected silliness into the routine to change the energy and mood. Objective reality did not change. I’m not going to embellish and say the kids got ready any faster. But subjective reality certainly did. We got out the door around the same time each morning all a heck of a lot happier. It’s not bulletproof. We still have mornings where things go off the rails, but now we have more enjoyable mornings than not, simply by having a bias toward fun—a welcome change. (Pro tip: As long as you’re okay with childish humor, start your kid’s morning with kid-friendly songs from Matt Farley’s the Toilet Bowl Cleaners. In my experience, it works better for boys than girls.)

Destress learning. To help her six-year-old grandson confront challenges with a playful spirit, Susanne Cook-Greuter invented a game called Missed. When something doesn’t go right, she doesn’t correct or admonish him. They celebrate it: “Hooray, missed!” “The learning opportunity becomes fun rather than this pressure to have it done right,” she told me.17 Adults, unlike children, have a well-developed Judgment Habit, notes Dr. Cook-Greuter. We judge experiences reflexively through the lenses of language and culture. Many of us have been conditioned to believe that there’s nothing more important than getting the right answer, because our parents and teachers rewarded it in the past. If we rewrite the rules, celebrating both the hits and the misses, we free children to follow their curiosity without fear of judgment.

Get physical. Physical activities such as wrestling and rough-and-tumble play can also be developmentally beneficial. Dr. Yogman (the Harvard professor introduced a couple sections back) notes that such play can give children many useful experiences, from improved agility to taking risks and learning about boundaries and empathy.18

Studies also show that when parents play and interact with their children, oxytocin gets released—that’s the hormone first name-dropped in chapter 1 that promotes social bonding and empathy. An Israeli study, for example, found that fathers’ oxytocin levels increase when they have playful interaction with their kids.19 In this playful state, the research shows, there is an immense amount of positive mutual exchange, uplifting the well-being of both parent and child. Rambunctious, rough-and-tumble play isn’t every parent’s cup of tea; 70 percent of the time, it’s fathers who engage in this kind of play, according to one of Dr. Yogman’s studies.20

In my house I love to blast music with my kids and race them around the house in a game we call Tickle Monster. My wife and I have an agreement: I keep the chaos to one floor, so she can go upstairs, shut her door, and enjoy some peace and quiet while we’re given a temporary hall pass to be lawless. The ice packs and superglue are applied before she comes downstairs, so our antics have little impact on her desire for order.

Relish Their Play. When you can’t play anymore, take a break by watching your child play. In Savoring, Fred Bryant writes, “Untapped ways to enhance savoring include becoming more childlike, humorous, or aware of coparticipants’ joy.”21 Passively watching your child might also help you warm up to your child’s approach to play, in the same way that being around a friend who enjoys cycling can “rub off” on you over time, as we discussed in chapter 7. It can also be a huge win for the child being watched. Bruce E. Brown and Rob Miller of Proactive Coaching LLC conducted an informal study, asking hundreds of college athletes to think back to what their parents had said to them that had amplified their joy during and after sports games when they were kids. Overwhelmingly, their response was, “I love to watch you play.” Author Rachel Macy Stafford wrote what became a viral blog post22 about the deep and immediate emotional impact those words had on her daughters, initially spoken after swim meets and ukulele lessons. The impact was twofold: Watching her children perform with those words in mind heightened her own joy, and then hearing her say the words heightened theirs.

The Trouble with Toys

You’re possibly already familiar with the abundant research showing that experiences make people happier than possessions. You can apply the same wisdom when it comes to boosting your family fun factor: Skip the toy aisle in favor of creating memories together.

I used to travel every six to eight weeks for work. Early on, I followed the advice someone had given me to sweeten the bum deal for the kids by bringing back a present each time I returned home. The concept seemed reasonable on paper. It reduced the kids’ apprehension of me leaving and increased their excitement of my return. The first couple of times it worked as intended, my kids were super excited to see me—and then also happy with whatever toy I offered. It was fun for all of us. But as the months passed, their excitement became more about the toy than about my return. Their desires for the external reward associated with my return also grew sophisticated over time, with them telling me in advance what they wanted with the help of Amazon research. Finally, things flew off the rails completely when I came home with Caitlin (a streamlined engine from the world of Thomas the Train) for my son. He frowned, dropped his shoulders in disgust, and told me it wasn’t what he had asked for. (He had asked for a more expensive Caitlin, a model with an additional axle. He was three!)

The hedonic treadmill once again rears its ugly head! Kids are as susceptible to it as adults, particularly when it comes to material possessions. As soon as they get one thing, they want the next—bigger, shinier, different. Soon every room of your house looks like a landfill, which is exactly where all that stuff is going, eventually. Having more toys doesn’t mean better quality play for your child. A recent study at the University of Toledo found that when a toddler is given four toys to play with, they’ll play with each toy longer and more creatively than if they’re given sixteen toys.23

There’s more at play than hedonic adaptation when it comes to the superiority of experiences in providing lasting, meaningful fun. The degree to which we enjoy a thing—whether it be an experience or a new car—is enhanced by the degree to which we’re able to relish it after the fact. Discussing the phenomenon in Savoring, Fred Bryant and Joseph Veroff quote French writer François de La Rochefoucauld to simplify what they found when they looked closely at the role of savoring in happiness: “Happiness does not consist in things themselves but in the relish we have of them.”24 This is true for experiences as much as for gifts—both are enhanced by our ability to relish them afterward. But while children burn through gifts, experiences create rich and indelible memories that provide fun when we reminisce about them, long after the event has ended. Better yet, shared experiences have the added bonus of strengthening your relationship every time one of you says, “Remember that one time when…” and you reminisce about the memory together.

In my case, I didn’t cut off the toy spigot entirely. I shifted to experiential gifts—puzzles and games, or toys that we can assemble together. My arrival at home now signifies the opportunity for a novel and fun family activity, and we all enjoy it. And the games get used a lot more, and longer, than the toys ever did.


Hall of Fun: Caine’s Arcade

If you need more proof that children don’t need toys—or adults—to have fun, check out Caine’s Arcade. In 2012, Caine Monroy was nine years old and facing a summer vacation spent kicking around his father’s auto parts store in East L.A. There weren’t a lot of toys at the store, but there were a ton of empty cardboard boxes. In Caine’s creative hands, those boxes became the makings of an elaborate arcade. Game by game, the arcade took over the store. Caine built a claw machine, a basketball game, a soccer game, and dozens of others. He made tickets, business cards, and a staff T-shirt. Customers were hard to come by—until one day a filmmaker walked into the store and became the first customer to buy a 500-game fun pass. Nirvan Mullick spread the news of Caine’s achievement via Facebook—and with the help of Caine’s dad, surprised the arcade creator with a flashmob of excited customers. The story became a viral news sensation and Caine’s fans raised $242,000 for a scholarship fund. Caine ran the arcade for two years, delighting thousands of customers, before “retiring” to junior high school. To see it yourself, check out the short film Caine’s Arcade (or learn more by visiting https://share.michaelrucker.com/caines-arcade).



The Fun-With-Kids File

As we already know, increasing our options increases our likelihood of fun. If you have children, it behooves you to have some fun ideas in your Fun File for your kids as well. Here’s some ideas to get you started:


	Take a class together, of their choosing

	Grow a pizza garden together, with all the herbs and vegetables you like on a pizza

	Scour Meetup.com for events and clubs you might both enjoy

	Attend a free community concert

	Volunteer together, for example to clean up a local beach or park

	Make short films with your smartphone, re-creating scenes from your favorite movies

	Visit an experience museum, such as the Sloomoo Institute in New York

	Have a game night: puzzles, board games, or charades

	Take a hike or spend time in nature

	Build things together or attend a Maker Faire



You Time Is Still a Thing

No matter how “good” you get at calling forth your inner child, no matter how satisfying the interactions, face it: You also need time off, time when you’re not actively parenting. Time doing exactly what you want to do. Most of us developed our preferences for fun twenty, thirty, or forty years before we had children. Centering our lives around our families doesn’t mean we throw all that out the window, or, per Gilbert, “get rid of every source of joy we had before they came along.” It can’t mean that. If we empty ourselves of everything that came before, what’s left won’t stand on its own, let alone provide the strength needed to be a great parent and partner.

The key is finding ways to fit old passions into a new lifestyle. Adapting your favorite activities to include your kids is a great approach, but not always the best one. Sometimes it’s more rejuvenating—and more fun—to reconnect with the “before” version of yourself. Give yourself space to rock out, or renew, whatever fun is for you.

A friend of mine did that literally. If you google Darren Pujalet, you’ll find pictures of a well-groomed real estate agent in conservative Manhattan Beach, California. But if you google Darren Pujalet—drummer, you’ll get a very different search result. You’ll find tons of references to a drummer in the jam band Particle, one that played world-famous music festivals such as Bonnaroo in Tennessee and Coachella in California. It’s the same Darren Pujalet. One is Darren before kids, one is Darren after.

As a drummer, he had played 1,300 shows in ten years across ten countries. For Darren, for various reasons, being a touring musician was incompatible with having a family, so he ultimately left the band. Unfortunately, leaving the band meant giving up the thing that lit him up more than anything else in life (other than being a husband and a dad, of course): playing in front of a live audience of high-energy fans.

While Darren’s story is extreme, many parents feel a sense of loss, and a splintering of identities, as they adapt to new responsibilities. Darren became very successful in a new career he enjoyed, and he loved his family. Nevertheless, over time, the trade-off wore on him. Parenting began to feel like drudgery. He thought he had abandoned his old life, but, in fact, it was casting a dark shadow over everything else. Fearing that he was nearing a breakdown, he finally sat down with his wife. “I need to start drumming again,” he told her. Together, they came to see that his two selves—drummer and dad—weren’t as incompatible as it had once seemed. Sure, he couldn’t be a full-time musician, but he could still play music and even perform. With his wife’s support, Darren started to reconnect with his old bandmates, indicating that he was keen to play in one-off gigs. Soon, he was traveling back on the stage, carrying the energy of those gigs into every other interaction he had. Because he felt more like himself, enjoying time at home with his family became rejuvenating instead of depleting. And in those moments when caring for small humans began to feel Agonizing—we all have them—he had more strength and patience to carry on, with love.

It’s important to bring up again the data suggesting that although we modern dads continue to improve our contribution of sharing parental duties when compared to previous generations, the balance of opportunities for leisure still favors fathers (specifically those in heterosexual partnerships). No matter what type of family partnership, the goal should be keeping opportunities for fun equitable. For instance, Darren supports his wife’s passion for yoga, taking over parental duties during times she needs a reprieve, which sometimes includes yoga retreats away from home.

If you have a spouse, make it a point to support them—and ask the same of them. If you are a single parent, you may feel like taking time for yourself is impossible. But you almost certainly have friends who would act as surrogate aunties and uncles while you’re away; some might even be willing to sign up for a regular gig so that you can make indulging your passions a habit, rather than a black swan event.

You time is so important—and for parents who are married or have partners, so is us time—time to relax and reconnect with each other, away from domestic life. If you do nothing else after reading this chapter, sit down with your partner and schedule a date night in the near future. Then, find another family to swap childcare with. Don’t be shy: Tell them the date you’d like to go out, then suggest three dates when you could reciprocate. Babysitters are great, but they’re expensive, and the cost puts a lot of pressure on your evening. Plus, agreeing to a childcare exchange is a great way to build a closer relationship with another family while creating some (literal) free time for grown-up fun.

The Long View

For most of us, families are a lifetime commitment. That doesn’t mean they don’t change dramatically over the years. What was fun a year ago might not look the same next year, let alone a decade later. This is more obvious when it comes to little kids, but it can be harder to keep up with as parents and children age. From the independence desired by most teenagers, to the warranted angst of the sandwich generation, to the loneliness and grief felt when the nest goes empty, there is truth in the expression, “the days are long, but the years are short.” If your relationships with your partner or children aren’t what you’d like them to be, now is a great time to start doing things differently. It is up to us to seize opportunities for reinvention—to throw out the old Fun File, as it were, and start fresh.

Cindy Myers, fifty-seven, and her husband, Mike, sixty-nine, together experienced the profound and unexpected joy that can greet us if we have the courage to make big changes. For thirty-five years, since she was in high school, Cindy had been living in a town called Ridgecrest, California. Ridgecrest is an isolated, conservative community where most residents work for the government. Cindy and Mike both had good government jobs that afforded them a nice home, as well as resources to travel—and yet Ridgecrest was like a glove that never quite fit. Still, they stayed put, stuck in the security of the status quo, despite an uneasy feeling that life wasn’t as satisfying as it could be. They stayed “mostly out of obligation and a lot of fear,” Cindy told me. Her daughter and her daughter’s children, and Cindy’s mother and ninety-eight-year-old grandmother, all lived in Ridgecrest. That made it even harder to leave. Over the years, the close proximity of her family had helped keep Cindy from feeling lonely when Mike was traveling.

In the years following Mike’s retirement at sixty-four, their situation changed. Mike had been an extremely active physical thrill seeker all his life, and it had begun to take its toll. Gradually he had to stop doing some of the things he loved, like rock climbing the Sierras. One passion that Mike’s health still allowed for was boating—but Ridgecrest was landlocked. Cindy and Mike decided that the answer was to uproot themselves from the home they had lived in all those years and move to the Pacific Coast. Says Cindy, “My personality was not very open to change. Ever. And I didn’t have a lot of confidence about who I was or what I wanted in life. But finally, the clock just said, Get your shit together or else you’re going to miss it all. I knew it was either now or never. So, we powered through.”

They faced their fears one by one. Some of them proved unfounded. One was that they’d have to leave their grandkids. Instead, once they shared their plans, they learned that their daughter and son-in-law were interested in a parallel move. Also daunting was downsizing decades of belongings from a large house—but it was undoubtedly worthwhile. “I can’t tell you how freeing it was to finally settle down and realize that we weren’t encumbered with all of that crap,” Cindy says.

Finally, they made the big move, from Ridgecrest to the Puget Sound on the coast of Washington. Now, fun in their life has an entirely different landscape: Cindy wakes up every morning to a view of the Cascade Mountains, and enjoys watching the dolphins and sea otters play. Extroverted Mike, meanwhile, has found a whole new community of friends and fellow adventurers on the docks. Because Cindy is an artist who had a home studio in Ridgecrest, she initially thought she’d spend all her time once they moved in the neighboring Port Townsend, where many artists have studios and galleries. Instead, she has found she is most excited to simply explore her new territory. “Every road I take is a new adventure. I don’t know anything about this place, so it’s fun,” she told me. She and Mike also spend plenty of time together on their boat, a cabin cruiser—“basically an RV on the water”—exploring new horizons and ports nearby.

Cindy doesn’t just feel renewed, she actually feels like she’s a different, and better, person than she was before the move. She feels calmer and more relaxed, and more confident in what she thinks and feels. Best of all, she has a better relationship with her family. Her daughter found a place twenty-five minutes away, a distance Cindy calls, “a blessing in surprise.” They now see each other once a week, forcing them to be more intentional with their time together and giving Cindy the space she needed to set up her own life in retirement. Her relationship with Mike has also changed in surprising ways. After so many years of them both working, “the first year was pretty rough, just us getting to know each other once again.” But now Cindy and Mike have built a new, closer relationship—all afforded by the chance to start over in a new place, rebuilding all their old routines from scratch, while still enjoying the heck out of their grandchildren with the benefit of an expanded purview.




chapter 9 Bring Your Fun Habit to Work


If your boss is getting you down, look at him through the prongs of a fork and imagine him in jail.

—RICKY GERVAIS



Set aside all the typical ways employers may have pitched you on “fun at work” in the past. Forget, at least for now, the awkward happy hours, the free pizza, or the contrived company-sponsored social events. Throw out the birthday cakes, the Ping-Pong tables, and the giant jars of M&Ms. Ditch the kooky sock contests. Throw out the “fun culture,” the casual Friday, the freedom to “be yourself.” The tiny desk concerts. (Okay, maybe keep those.)

Also set aside the idea that fun at work must rest on “pursuing your passion” or achieving your fondest ambition. Go ahead and give up on the popular notion (for at least a minute) that work can or should be pleasurable.

Nothing is wrong with all that stuff. I like Ping-Pong. But manufactured fun at work typically suffers from three things. One, it’s forced, and that’s never fun. Two, it’s one-size-fits-all. And three, no matter how it’s packaged and sold to you, it’s still work (e.g., there is an argument to be made that the office Ping-Pong table is really just there to keep you at work). And yet, if you can swing it, there is tremendous benefit to blending actual fun, recognizably different from productivity, into your workday. Fun doesn’t distract us from work, as was long thought. It helps us get the work done. Science supports the idea that everyday enjoyment helps us accomplish long-term goals; the fun stuff makes the hard stuff easier. Drs. Kaitlin Woolley and Ayelet Fishbach are two researchers who have repeatedly demonstrated these links. In one research project on academic achievement and study time, they showed that bundling fun elements with the act of studying increased persistence in schoolwork among high school students.1 Their studies have also revealed that people tend to underestimate the power of short-term rewards—and even if we go into an activity motivated by a delayed reward, an immediate reward is often more motivating.2

But let’s not get confused about what an employee’s workday is for: productive, often demanding, labor in exchange for pay. I lived through the dot-com era, that brief, confused moment when tech companies thought work was about who could throw the biggest parties and buy the nicest chairs, and we all know how that ended. Yes: Work is, well, work! Meanwhile, the vast majority of us need to work to survive, and—depending on the economic environment—we may not always have our pick of opportunities. Given these realities, we have to look at what fun means in this context a little bit differently. We need to do more than shoehorn in ad hoc leisure activities or install tropical Zoom backgrounds.

Here’s your new measure of success for bringing your Fun Habit to work. Ask yourself:

Am I finishing the day on time and energized?

When you can answer yes, I guarantee you’ll not only be kicking ass at work, you’ll also likely be maximizing the fun potential of each and every day. (And if you don’t finish your workday at all, we have to solve that problem, too. Burnout is a real challenge for so many people, in our always-on, “give 110 percent” professional climate.) What we want to avoid at all costs is the kind of work life where you faceplant into your couch at the end of the day, too drained to enjoy yourself in the hours you’re not working.

Let’s start with a radical proposition, for anyone who feels that professional success defines their self-worth: Can you take your work less seriously? For many, it’s not easy. Simply finding and keeping a job, any job, that pays well enough to live comfortably is an inherently serious challenge. And beyond financial security, the old Protestant work ethic might raise its ugly head. The deeply ingrained belief that work defines our identity, materially and spiritually, affects people who work in big offices with multiple bosses and HR managers, as much as it does entrepreneurs and solopreneurs.

Would it make it any easier if I told you that engaging with your work more playfully could have a powerful effect not just on your energy, but on your performance? I’m not talking about how you present yourself at work; taking on a more playful persona might benefit some but backfire for many—for example, those at the early stages of their career seeking to establish credibility and capability. I’m talking about the mental game of how you approach and execute the tasks of your job. In the 1970s, Donald MacKinnon produced some groundbreaking research studying successful people considered the most creative in their fields. MacKinnon wanted to know if some inborn trait, like high IQ, set these people apart. As it turned out, it wasn’t an inherent trait. What he found was that they had developed a “way of operating” that allowed them to engage with work as play. He didn’t call it a Fun Habit, but that, in essence, is what it was—just applied to work. And because they had this habit, their work output was more interesting, and they were more invested in it.

You, too, can develop a new way of operating at work—whether work is in a corner office or the corner of your bedroom—that allows your Fun Habit to flourish. The timing is great, since technology, despite its challenges, has brought unparalleled flexibility to the world of work. Every day, fewer and fewer employees go to an office. Many workplaces have gone remote or allow employees to float, with flextime increasingly accepted. Many other workers are freelancers, lone wolves who step into and out of teams, or gig economy workers. We’ve gone from kooky sock contests to working in our pajama bottoms. Even for those workers whose jobs are tied to a physical space, this shift toward increased autonomy and choice is bound to have an effect. There’s no better time to be bold in designing our attitude and approach to our working lives.

Fun at Work’s Secret Ingredient

In 2020, Drs. Erik Gonzalez-Mulé and Bethany S. Cockburn released an intriguing study called “This Job Is (Literally) Killing Me.”3 The researchers sought links between work and mortality—in other words, they wanted to know what kind of conditions on the job might tax your physical and mental health to the point of increased risk of death. You might guess that demanding, and therefore high-stress, jobs were the killers. Not the case. In fact, under certain circumstances, demanding jobs were linked to better health outcomes. What twenty years of health data across more than three thousand workers revealed was that your stressful job is more likely to kill you when it is also lacking in autonomy.

Human beings crave autonomy. We need autonomy. People think of professional ambition as being driven by the desire for power—but it’s a mistake to think the ambitious want power over others. As a review of nine studies by researchers from the University of Cologne, the University of Groningen, and Columbia University concluded, “People desire power not to be a master over others, but to be master of their own domain, to control their own fate.”4 Further, autonomy plays a central role in motivation. Self-determination theory,5 developed by Dr. Richard M. Ryan and Dr. Edward L. Deci from extensive research, suggests that both motivation and learning peak when we’re fulfilling three basic human needs: autonomy, competence, and relatedness (i.e., a feeling of connectedness that is absent of ulterior motives).

When we have greater control over our work, we’re healthier, we’re more motivated—and there’s yet one more major benefit. Perhaps most importantly for our Fun Habit, we come home less likely to be drained of energy and inspiration. Self-determination theory goes beyond simple motivation and learning and is, in fact, the key to vitality—our lust for life. When our needs for relatedness, competence, and autonomy aren’t satisfied, we feel used up and empty.

What all this points to is yet another reason why we’ve mentally divorced work from fun: During those forty (or likely more) hours of your life, someone else is telling you where to be, what to do, and maybe even how to do it. If you’re someone who feels like your job or work is not any fun, ask yourself:


	Do I feel a sense of autonomy during the workday?

	How often does my job make me feel competent?

	Who at work do I relate and get along with?

	Can I freely express my opinions and ideas?

	Am I aptly applying my greatest skills and talents? Why or why not?

	How often (and to what degree) do I feel camaraderie connected to my work?

	What are the satisfying areas of my work I can celebrate?

	Are there opportunities where I can learn and engage further, that I will likely find fun and interesting?



Then troubleshoot from there. For now, let’s focus on shifting the lever on autonomy. Technology has provided opportunities to retake autonomy that past generations of workers never had: the ability to work from home, or from a beach in Bali; the ability to communicate asynchronously, via a variety of devices; the ability to provide services such as therapy, training, and coaching remotely. The COVID-19 pandemic accelerated these trends, leading many companies to do what may have previously seemed impossible: find ways to keep business moving full-steam ahead with 100 percent remote workforces. Employees who never thought they’d be free from the cubicle were suddenly retrofitting their apartments into the corner office. We may now be responsible for more work than ever, with painfully blurred boundaries, but at least we have the trade-off of increased flexibility.

Meanwhile, thanks to research, such as the studies mentioned here, managers—at least, the good ones—are awakening to the benefits of putting as much control into the hands of workers as possible. This isn’t only true of knowledge workers. Workplaces such as hospitals and factories are finding that problems are more quickly surfaced and resolved when they move away from command-and-control policies to empower the front line.

Whatever kind of job you have, you are likely in a position to increase your autonomy. You might just need to be proactive about it.

Strategy One: Retake Your Break

Work breaks aren’t just a pause in your work tasks. They are your chance for total autonomy during that time… if you resist the social pressure to drift into idle watercooler chatter. Relatedness (connecting with others) and autonomy are both linked to vitality. And yet, it turns out that using your breaks to enjoy autonomy is far more important to your well-being than using them to socialize. This was the conclusion of John Trougakos and his colleagues, who found that relaxing activities that provide opportunities for high autonomy during lunch are the best way to recover from work stress.6 They speculated that this is because socializing at work requires self-regulation—carefully controlling your behavior—which is often enervating rather than relaxing. After all, you can’t guarantee that hanging with colleagues will produce feelings of relatedness; autonomy, however, is fully in your hands to enjoy.

In the studied group, it was not so important what people did during the lunch break, but the fact that they chose it themselves. In other words, the watercooler is a perfectly fine choice, if that’s a fun, restorative activity for you. Even working through a lunch break turned out well for those in the study that had done so by choice. Also, having lunch with your two best friends might differ from having lunch with a random coworker. In the latter example, you’ll probably need to be more self-regulating, potentially leading to fatigue.

The bottom line is: Your lunch and break time should be yours to spend as you please. Be deliberate about what you do during that time, so that you return renewed (rather than further depleted).

Strategy Two: Define Your Creative Space

Even when we’re in control of a project, we don’t always feel autonomous when we sit down to do the work. For one, we know someone will one day judge it, therefore we have the thought of our boss, manager, or client sitting on our shoulder. I remember, as the young cofounder of the marketing company Zugara, what a thrill it was to come up with online creative campaigns that the team knew were going to be used by juggernauts like Disney and Sony. Our digital art, seen everywhere! And yet, our excitement and enthusiasm were at times tempered by the awareness that legal teams and brand standards would ultimately tell us what we could and couldn’t do anyway. Any type of constraint can be a fun killer. As well, workplaces, whether we engage with them physically or virtually, often bustle with stress, anxiety, and sometimes even real fear. Most of us are working in a domain created by others, which again makes it harder to feel in control. This affects our well-being as well as the quality of our work. When we feel out of control, our sympathetic nervous system can take over and fool us into thinking that a wrong move might literally kill us. How fun-loving are you in a state of terror? Not much? Me either.

Help overcoming this challenge comes from an unlikely source: comedian John Cleese, of Monty Python fame. In a now widely circulated lecture,7 Cleese explained what he sees as the secret to the unusual creativity of his scripts, even when compared to his talented Monty Python colleagues. Consistent with Donald MacKinnon’s findings, Cleese said his results weren’t superior because he was more talented, but because he was willing to sit longer with the script, noodling until he produced the most original material possible. After relating this story, Cleese did something spectacular: He offered his version of an “operating system” to engage with our work more playfully, with an open, relaxed mind.

Cleese says you need three things: space, time, and confidence. While Cleese doesn’t frame it this way, I see these three things synergistically creating more than space, but a fortress, inside which you have ample autonomy surrounding whatever challenge is on your desk.

First, space: You need to be able to enter a comfortable space that you control. This is how you get psychological distance from your boss, your coworkers, and all the controlling aspects of work that lead to your thinking being hampered by stressful deadlines, judgment, and fear.

Then, time: You need to give your “play” session a clear beginning and end. Cleese quoted the early twentieth-century Dutch historian Johan Huizinga to explain why this is so important: “Play is distinct from ordinary life, both as to locality and duration. This is its main characteristic: its secludedness, its limitedness. Play begins and then (at a certain moment) it is over. Otherwise, it’s not play.” In other words, if you want to engage your work more playfully, you have to separate it from business as usual by giving your playtime a beginning and an end. You create a unique space in time that sits outside the impending traditional linear timeline that races toward a deadline.

And finally, confidence: If you can’t trust yourself, at least trust your process. Cleese says the easiest path to quick confidence is to tell yourself that when you’re in this state of play, there’s no such thing as a mistake. No one can judge you. You can take the work you create and rip it into a thousand pieces and never share it with anyone.

This is your space, your playtime, and you are in control. For these moments, your job is to play and have fun with the work task, using rules of your own creation.

Strategy Three: Ask for It

Here’s a hard truth: If your boss is overly controlling, it’s a sign he or she doesn’t trust you. You could be defensive about that, or you could take proactive measures to build trust. Approach your boss (or client) and make sure you have clear, mutually agreed-upon expectations and priorities. A memorable professor of mine, Dr. Barry Grossman, said your stakeholders should always have a sense of confidence and control, and one begets the other. Let your boss or clients know you’ll be providing updates on your progress at set intervals. Finally, the most important piece: Keep the updates coming on a consistent basis. I use this method myself, after reading Kate Frachon’s post about it on Kate Matsudaira’s Ink+Volt website,8 and I encourage employees to do the same. Trust me when I say no boss—or at least, very few—likes to micromanage. It’s exhausting and time-consuming. What bosses and managers really care about is a quality outcome delivered on time. When an employee steps up and shows they’re ready for autonomy, leadership is generally happy to provide it, if it’s been earned.

Strategy Four: Tame Your Scarcity Mindset

So-called “eff you” money isn’t in the reach of most people, no matter how many lattes we pass up. We need our jobs. That said, the more financially secure you are, the more your work feels like a choice rather than indentured servitude. Finance affects autonomy for freelancers and entrepreneurs as well. If as a freelancer you don’t plan well, your dwindling bank account can become a far more tyrannical keeper than your office boss ever was. As for entrepreneurs, keep in mind that you’re only your own boss when you’re self-funded. The moment you take on investors, you are, on some level, beholden to someone else’s demands. If you’re a small business owner or solopreneur who is of the mindset that success requires relentlessly growing your company, Paul Jarvis’s Company of One9 is a great read that might change your mind.

Because the need for job security is real and fear-inducing, many reasonably find themselves tethered by a scarcity mindset, which prevents them from taking charge of their career or current position. You might think, “Jobs don’t grow on trees,” and—depending on the economic climate—you may be right. However, thinking within that paradigm can prevent you from discovering those opportunities that do exist, or even creating them. If you find yourself struck by a scarcity mindset, try creating an inventory of your nonfinancial wealth. That list would include things like the unique skills or qualifications you have to offer an employer, and the friends and family who might support you in the search for a new job. Knowing you have options can help offset the fear of taking risks at your current job, as well as empower you to look for another job that is more fun, pays better… or hopefully, both!


Hall of Fun: The Beer Pong Barons

Following your passion may have pitfalls—but those who successfully surf the wave of entrepreneurship have undeniable fun, especially when their business allows for that magical combination of autonomy, competence, and relatedness. Two of my favorite examples are Nate and Jeremy Fissell, two brothers from my hometown who took Jeremy’s passion for tinkering and Nate’s fun-loving persona and combined them to build a beer pong empire. Fun is literally their business. It started when Jeremy, who had already been importing and selling glow sticks, realized he could snap one of his sticks under the rim of a modified cup. Several patents and innovations later, the Glow-in-the-Dark Party Cup was born.

He pulled in Nate, and together they applied Jeremy’s new invention to the popular beer pong party game and developed an entire GlowPong line. Next, they tricked out a party van with neon images of people playing the game, then debuted the product in places like Isla Vista, California, home of UC Santa Barbara, where Nate had attended school. “I got mobbed in Isla Vista because everybody saw the van,” says Nate. “People were on their bikes following me down the street, yelling, ‘Bro, can I get another one?’ I literally had to hide the van.” After attending a trade show in Las Vegas, they soon inked a partnership to sell their game in all of Spencer’s gift stores, and more recently, they opened their GlowPong storefront on Amazon. Nate says, “The way we branded from the beginning was to try to establish a vibe. Get crazy, be wacky. Dress up in your team color. Be the red team with the red cups against the blue team with the blue cups. We sold that fun, summer, California vibe, and it really paid off over the years.”

Jeremy’s the kind of guy who’s all-in, whatever he’s doing, which he refers to lovingly as “his disease.” He’s a guy whose side hustles spawn side hustles of their own; GlowPong is one of several businesses built on the back of his inventions. But he’s also a collector, with a 2,500-square-foot warehouse operating as a makeshift museum. He has every Walkman ever made, eleven BMX bikes, a wall of vintage OP ski jackets, a massive collection of boom boxes, and—the jewel in the crown—a pre–World War II train collection housed in a double-sided display case, nine feet tall and twelve feet wide, that he hand-built. “People come over and they just trip out,” he says. “My prewar O-scale train collection rivals the Sacramento railroad museum’s. So, I do stuff like that. I’m sure into whatever I’m doing, and I’m passionate about it.” His other life passion, his two sons and wife, serve as a balance, getting him out of his workshop.

Nate is the operator and salesman of the pair. “Half of my day is managing what’s going on, emails, anything in the morning. And then I usually go to the warehouse. I get some physical labor in. I’m putting some stickers on some boxes to ship out, managing our imports. It sounds like it could be a drag, but I actually really enjoy it.” Autonomy is an undeniable part of the appeal. “I can break up any day of the week any way I want. It’s the ultimate freedom.” He takes advantage of it, traveling frequently with friends, on adventures that take him all over the world. “I have to bounce, or I go crazy,” he says with a chuckle.



Manage Your Arousal

Many of the autonomy strategies described in this chapter have an additional benefit—they all help in managing arousal. I’m not talking about sex. Arousal as a psychological construct of emotion refers to the level of stimulation (or enervation) a particular activity has on our energy state. Many workplaces—sometimes deliberately, sometimes not—encourage a constant state of high arousal. You’ve probably experienced something like this at some point walking into a trendy clothing store. They pump buzzy music and bright lights that are meant to pep up both you and their employees. It’s manufactured fun, and they’re hoping that however you walked in, you’ll finish your visit motivated to buy, buy, buy. In an office environment, high arousal isn’t likely to be generated with music and lights. More often, it’s the result of emails constantly flooding in, or apps like Slack pinging you with nonstop notifications. Authors Adam Gazzaley and Larry Rosen wrote an entire book called The Distracted Mind10 about the stress and anxiety induced by digital messaging because of the heightened arousal it continually produces. For sales organizations, it might be the ringing of a bell after every sale. Meetings scheduled back-to-back. Aggressive targets and the relentless communication of high stakes.

What’s important to understand is that all of this arousal isn’t necessarily bad—it might just be bad for you. The nuance here is that some people perform well in high-arousal states, while others crumple. Whatever your level is, when it tips toward too much, you do crappy work, are robbed of competence, and finish the workday feeling like something a dog left behind.

Work becomes more fun when we become better observers and managers of our own arousal. We win in two ways. First, we become more productive by working smarter. We get more done, feel more capable, and reap the rewards of both. And second, we finish the workday with more vitality, both because we’ve felt more capable and because we have taken some of our precious energy off the table for ourselves.

This is a new concept for most people, but there’s one group who have fine-tuned the relationship between arousal and performance: athletes. Since arousal affects each of us differently, high-arousal states can be helpful or hurtful. Some athletes, just like some workers, thrive on adrenaline and nerves. Others do best when they’re relaxed and not feeling pressure. For decades, coaches have been using a model developed by Russian sports psychologist Yuri Hanin for finding that sweet spot for performance. Once an athlete becomes aware of their Individual Zone of Optimal Functioning (IZOF), the emotions and arousal level where they perform their best, they can set conditions to get into the right zone when they need to.11

To do this for yourself, think about the times when you’ve done your best work. Find two to three words that describe your emotions in those moments. Then think about the times your work has suffered and identify two to three emotions associated with those moments.


Example of Hanin’s IZOF Profiling

	Helpful Emotions

	Unhelpful Emotions




	Excited

	Unwilling




	Energetic

	Tired




	Motivated

	Uncertain




	Confident

	Bored




	Easygoing

	Tense




	Satisfied

	Nervous




	Overjoyed

	Dissatisfied




	Pleasant

	Angry





Based on the emotions that resonate, you can begin to understand where you sit on the spectrum of low to high arousal. Then think about how you can reshape your work environment to better match your Optimal Arousal Zone. For example, say you’re someone who picked “Excited” and “Energetic” as your helpful emotions, and “Angry” as unhelpful. These emotions suggest you may perform well amidst high- arousal states. If you’re doing all your work in the quiet solitude of a home office, maybe it’s time to experiment with working in a coffee shop or a coworking space. Or, say you’re someone who does their best work when they’re feeling “Pleasant” and “Easygoing,” and you’re working in an open-space office. When you know you need to perform, try booking a quiet conference room for an afternoon, taking a walk to center yourself, or asking for time to work at home.

The point isn’t so much to define yourself as one way or the other, but to increase your awareness of what ratchets up your arousal, the resulting emotions, and how they affect your work, so that you can make tweaks to your environment and take on challenges in your best state.

Potential Arousal Boosters


	Fun and invigorating workouts and body movement (e.g., group exercise class at lunch, walking meetings, etc.)

	Great cup of coffee or tea

	High-arousal entertainment (e.g., high-energy music, inspirational talks, etc.)

	Flexing creativity and curiosity (e.g., brainstorming, mastering a new skill, etc.)

	Friendly competition

	Adequate hydration



Potential Arousal Tamers


	Reading

	Time with pets

	Aromatherapy

	Proper lighting

	Caring for plants

	Meditation and mindfulness

	Journaling

	Walking

	Naps



So now we know we are each tuned to perform best at a certain level of arousal. It turns out that what we’re doing matters, too. Some activities will be completed more successfully in a state of high arousal, others low. Research psychologists Robert Yerkes and John Dodson first established the link in the early 1900s when they sought to train mice to enter a particular box, using electric shocks when they chose the wrong box.12 When the task was easy, the mice improved their mastery most when the jolts were the strongest. But when the task was hard, the strongest jolts slowed their learning. Arousal was helpful—but only to a certain point, after which performance hit a wall. (We’re not mice, and yet, who doesn’t identify?)

Researchers have built on Yerkes and Dodson’s conclusions in the years since, and now generally agree that complex tasks or new learning are best approached in a state of low to medium arousal. Familiar tasks, not necessarily easy but often repeated, are best with medium arousal. And finally, easy tasks may be best performed by inducing a high-arousal state.

What does this all mean? Whenever possible, reshape your environment and the task itself to match the desired arousal level. Two tips to get you thinking:


	When it makes sense, do your most difficult work first, before the cognitive noise of the day starts to impinge, and when you have the least time pressure. If you are a night owl, the opposite likely applies.

	If you’ve got something boring and administrative to work through, ratchet up the arousal by racing against time: Can you finish by x o’clock? Or purposefully schedule it at the end of your workday, so that you’re motivated to finish and get out the door. If it won’t introduce mistakes, make things more fun using activity bundling (e.g., coupling repetitive work with high-arousal music).



The Trouble with “Being Yourself” at Work

Relatedness—the degree to which we feel connected to others—is another huge factor in determining whether we leave work energized or depleted. Relatedness at work is no simple thing. For one, time spent socializing with work colleagues is no guarantee of renewal. In John Trougakos’s study about work breaks mentioned earlier, employees were better off working through lunch than attending a mandatory company lunch. That’s how much people dislike being forced to socialize.

Even voluntary socializing at work may drain you. Think about the time you spend with friends outside the workplace. It’s fun and renewing because you can relax and be yourself without worrying about judgment or offense or hidden agendas, which is not always the case at work. Maybe you’re lucky and also have colleagues that make you feel that way. Great! Still, at work you’ve got your credibility to maintain, and depending on how weird you are in your natural state (me: very weird), that creates a certain amount of risk and tension.

There’s another challenge, too, with socializing at work. Part of being a good colleague is helping create an environment where everyone feels comfortable and included. We know that this is often not the case at work, particularly for anyone outside the majority, whether due to their gender, sexual orientation, race, or ethnicity. Fun at work requires establishing spaces where everyone feels safe, and many workplaces have yet to achieve that goal. Figuring out how to get there is far outside the scope of this book. Plus, there’s no quick or easy solution, and current efforts to find one often put undue stress on already marginalized employees. A personal example of this comes from my wife, who is of Pacific Island descent. When the Stop Asian Hate rallies took place in 2021, she was encouraged to openly share her perspective for a company-wide webinar as part of her work’s ongoing DEI (diversity, equity, and inclusion) efforts. Sharing her personal experience with colleagues has led to crucial and needed conversations within an organization that doesn’t have many AAPI (Asian American and Pacific Islander) employees, and she is supportive of her company’s effort to help others understand each other. And yet, she admits the experience of sharing and reliving painful memories centered on her race was an Agonizing experience, and something she wouldn’t have volunteered to do.

Is all this enough to make you want to limit social interactions at work to the bare minimum? For some people, that may be the right answer. Others may still find themselves craving opportunities for human connection during their working hours, or even after work. For the latter group, here’s some insight.

1. Forced social interaction is rarely fun or renewing. This is so important for everyone to understand, but leaders in particular. Such events don’t even have to be mandatory to feel coercive. After-work happy hours are standard fare in many companies, but we’re only beginning to understand how harmful they can be. No matter the good intent, what they do is extend the workday. People who don’t drink are immediately alienated, and those who do can easily find themselves in a vulnerable state, their credibility or even their safety on the line because they had one too many. The bottom line is: If you need your employees to be drinking to have fun together, the fun probably isn’t worth having in a work setting. Skip these events if you don’t enjoy them, and lobby for alternatives. Complaining may feel stressful at first, but you’ll feel the opposite of alienated when you become a beacon for people who feel the same way.

2. Follow your affinity. Affinity groups have been the go-to for many large corporations looking to create safe and supportive social spaces for individuals from underrepresented groups, bringing people together up and down the organization and across functions. The same thinking can be applied more broadly as you seek out friends and allies in your professional environment. Don’t be constrained, or even guided, by your function or your company’s organizational chart. Instead, look for people with whom you have natural affinity and shared interests. Look for activity partners, like someone who might want to take an after-work bike ride. If restorative social interaction is the goal, you’re probably better off pursuing relationships with the people you work with the least closely, since the professional stakes are lower (as long as you are considerate of not abusing a power dynamic). You might find that you get more energy hanging out with, say, the lobby receptionist than you do with the people on your own team.

3. Bring your friends to work. If you crave relatedness at work but aren’t finding it, use your breaks to connect with friends from your life outside of work. Go to lunch with your oldest friend or step outside and call them in the sunshine. Skip the office happy hour in favor of friend time, or even try inviting your friend along as a wingmate.

For freelancers, entrepreneurs, and the like—really, anyone who controls their own schedule, collaborators, and location—this is all even easier. If your relatedness quotient is low, pick a few outreach activities to commit to, for example:


	Every week pick a professional contact you haven’t caught up with in six months to reach out to

	A weekly in-person lunch with a contact you genuinely like, or think you’d like if you knew them better

	A monthly activity date with a friendly colleague, like an exercise class or museum visit



And by all means, if you’re lonely working at home, chat up your local delivery people. Why not?!? People underestimate the potential of surprise connections and encounters as a source of fun. That’s what Nicholas Epley and Juliana Schroeder found when they asked a group of bus and train commuters in Chicago about conversations with strangers.13 Most of the commuters said chatting with a stranger would lead to the least pleasant commute. The researchers then randomly asked a subset of the group to do exactly that and sent everyone on their way. Every single bid for conversation was accepted, far beyond what the commuters predicted beforehand. And the kicker: Afterward, it was the people who spoke to strangers who reported having the most pleasant commute.

Take your blinders off when it comes to whom you’re willing to connect with (in situations you feel psychologically and physically safe, of course). Take advantage of serendipity. It’s a great way to build surprises into every day, which we know (from chapter 6) invigorates us in ways that the same old routine never will.

Learn to SAVOR Your Work

I’ve now given you a toolkit to energize your work based on the available science and my own experience. Now it’s your turn. The highly individual nature of fun (and work) means you’ll get the best results experimenting on your own. Ask yourself: What can I do to increase my sense of autonomy, competence, and relatedness when it comes to my work? What can I do to wrangle more fun out of the hours in my workday? As a final step, try applying SAVOR.


Story Editing: What stories are you telling yourself about work that might be undermining you? Get clear on your personal priorities and values and see whether your actions are aligned. There’s nothing more draining than fighting your own instincts.

Story editing can also help you on a more practical level. According to Kaitlin Woolley, whose work on the links between pleasure and motivation I cited earlier, shifting your focus at work from the aspects of your job you don’t like to those that you do, can make a difference. To increase the perceived pleasure of any work task, Woolley suggests asking yourself, “Are there aspects that I inherently enjoy about this activity that I can focus on?”

Activity Bundling: Activity bundling when it comes to work can be wonderful—or it can go sideways quickly. For example, watching TV while you plow through paperwork might seem like a great idea—until you later realize you did a sloppy job and meanwhile can’t remember anything about the episode you just watched. Bundled activities should enhance each other, not degrade each other. Try pairing uncomplicated tasks with pleasurable activities (e.g., listening to music). You could also think about bundled activities as rewards: If you spend an hour doing something difficult and concentration draining, you could follow it with something relaxing and fun from your Fun File.

Variable Hedonics: Is the repeated monotony of your work life getting you down? One obvious way to juice things up with variable hedonics is to mix up your schedule. Shift between tasks, switch the order you normally do things, flip a coin to see what’s next, etc. But here’s a crazy idea: Take that approach and reverse it. Instead of injecting novelty into your work by doing many things, find many ways to do the exact same thing. When it comes to grueling, tedious, or boring tasks, approach the situation playing the role of researcher—dig deep and unearth discoveries that make the task interesting again. Finding new approaches becomes a rousing game, played against yourself. Looking at this another way, even the most repetitive tasks become fun when you elevate them to an art form. Embrace the spirit of that famous Martin Luther King, Jr., quote—“If it falls to your lot to be a street sweeper, sweep streets like Michelangelo painted pictures, sweep streets like Beethoven composed music… Sweep streets like Shakespeare wrote poetry.” That’s a potential recipe for feeling engaged at any job, so long as your focus is on the activity itself, and not solely driven by the desire to be recognized for your good work.

Options: Whether you’re employed or self-employed, you may have settled into a clear, rigid job description. All that rigidity is probably somewhat imagined. Your work life most likely provides many options that you’ve never explored, whether it’s lending a hand on a colleague’s project, or what I call “working the perks.” To provide one simple example, how many events related to your industry or profession have you attended in the past three years? Conferences and events are great opportunities to jump out of the mental, physical, and social groove you’ve worn for yourself at work. Don’t wait for someone to invite you—do your own research and take the initiative to ask for the budget and time off to attend, especially events that not only allow you to flex your curiosity and grow professionally, but also have outside opportunities for fun. I’ll never forget the time my shy but beer-buzzed colleague Brady Tuazon got the attention of Dave Grohl at a Foo Fighters concert at the E3 trade event in Los Angeles. When Dave asked the crowd what they wanted to hear, Brady yelled “Play Zeppelin!” Although Dave wasn’t going to appease Brady’s request that day, he did invite him up onstage. After a bit of playful banter, Brady realized this was his one opportunity to engage with the Foo Fighters. What did it take? Brady simply asked. Dave responded, “This freak wants to play some Zeppelin! All right, Brady, let’s see what you got.” And just like that, Brady was onstage with the Foo Fighters, Dave Grohl’s guitar in his hands, playing “Whole Lotta Love” in front of the entire crowd. After his solo he shared a Crown and Coke with Dave onstage.14 The dude was walking on air for weeks after that. Legend.

The point is this: Look for opportunities to step outside your role, environment, or comfort zone (if the payoff is fun). Think of your work environment as your playground. What equipment haven’t you tried? What territory have you yet to explore? What friends can you rally with? Be creative in creating options for yourself, beyond your work description.

Reminiscing: My inspiration when it comes to reminiscing at work is behavioral change expert BJ Fogg, a social scientist who urges people to embrace the “superpower” of being able to make yourself feel good at any given moment. Fogg emphasizes the importance of celebrations. “In my research, I’ve found that adults have many ways to tell themselves, ‘I did a bad job,’ and very few ways of saying, “I did a good job.”15 You don’t need a manager or client to recognize you. Find a colleague, friend, or loved one to celebrate meaningful, authentic milestones with you, both big ones and small ones. Who you celebrate with doesn’t really matter, so long as they take the celebration to heart. A prized artifact of mine is a trophy my writing buddy Ryan McFadden gave to me when I told him this book got a publishing deal. A big marble sign of the horns trophy that says Kick Ass on it. It may sound silly, but having a fellow writer I admire gift me with a physical object freed me to celebrate something otherwise intangible that I’d worked extremely hard for. Selling a book has so many milestones that it’s easy to get caught up, never stopping to say, “Wow, I did it.” Ryan’s thoughtful trophy made that possible. Even today, when I look at it, I’m able to reminisce about the win and relish the feeling all over again.

If you want to be celebrated, start by celebrating others. You’ll find out quickly that the positive energy you flow out inevitably flows right back to you.



Three Shortcuts to Immediately Improve Your Work Life

To those of you who are still thinking, “Playing at work may be possible for some people and some jobs, but not mine,” I want to introduce you to Judy Cornelison. Judy works in a place widely considered to be where fun goes to die. She works in a dentist’s office. She’s a dental hygienist. In fact, she’s my dental hygienist. Judy didn’t grow up dreaming of being a hygienist. She chose the work pragmatically, when she found herself needing a career after raising children and going through a divorce. A career counselor suggested it, and a four-day workweek job, with decent pay and free dental, sounded pretty good to someone who had spent most of her life as a mom and a volunteer at her kids’ schools. And she, personally, had never had a negative experience at the dentist. So, she busted her butt to put in the necessary training and started a new career. But pretty soon she discovered something a little depressing: Most people hate going to the dentist. They didn’t want to be in her chair. She hadn’t really thought about the fact that her new line of work made her what clients perceived as the worst part of their day. Judy was an extrovert and enjoyed connecting with people, so all these unsatisfying interactions were cumulatively draining. Work was tolerable, but it wasn’t fun.

So, Judy found a solution. She stumbled into it, really. A patient gifted her one late December day with funny Happy New Year glasses. After he left, she had the impulse to keep wearing the glasses. Why not? When her next client walked in, Judy looked up, prepared for the familiar ugh, I’m at the dentist expression. Instead, the patient saw the glasses, had a moment of confused surprise, and then flashed a giant grin. The glasses had broken the ice. So, the rest of the day, Judy kept wearing them, except when she was actually cleaning patients’ teeth. And the rest of the day, she was the recipient of smiles and laughter.

That evening, she decided she would wear something special every day. Sometimes it would be an accessory, sometimes a full costume. There was a flamingo hat and glasses; a shark hat; blinking Christmas lights; a head-to-toe, one-eyed, one-horned flying purple people-eater costume. You name it, Judy has worn it. Twenty-eight years—and thousands of outfits later—she hasn’t missed a day, and her decision has transformed not just her job, but the experience of everyone she treats. Because of Judy, visiting the dentist isn’t just the highlight of my day, it’s the highlight of my week. From a distance, maybe it sounds corny. But it goes beyond the outfits themselves. It’s the pleasure of meeting someone who’s decided to embrace something a bit wacky, solely to help people relax and smile in a stuffy, clinical medical office.

Her performance art has real impact. Judy tells me that she has patients from before her costumed days who asked for nitrous before they’d let her clean their teeth. Now they don’t need it, “because I was willing to do something that put them at ease.” Patients love to bring her fun items they find shopping or traveling to add to her kit. Her kids sometimes get embarrassed by her silly costumes, especially when clients post pictures of her on Facebook, but not Judy. “It doesn’t bother me a bit. I enjoy it. It’s become my signature in life.”

You probably wouldn’t have put dental hygienist on a list of “passion projects”—but that’s what Judy made it. You have to be passionate to persist as long as she has, and to create as much joy as she has. And in there is an important takeaway, one that you may need to hear if you still believe there’s no possibility of fun in your workday: We hamstring ourselves when we think of passion at work as being about what we do instead of how we do it. Bringing passion to work is a choice you can make today, a choice that has the power to turn drudgery into fun.

High-performance psychologist Dr. Michael Gervais, an early mentor whose work has profoundly influenced me, has taught me and others about the dangers of the “passion trap,” the idea that there’s some singular passion you must discover and achieve in order to become happy.16 It’s another facet of the happiness trap, aka the hedonic treadmill. Once again, you’re pinning your enjoyment on some improved future state. So, what’s the here and now? Chopped liver? An inevitable disappointment? If life is what happens while you’re making plans, bam!—you just determined your fate.

We can get much better results, immediately, by refocusing on how we are experiencing our now. If that sounds familiar, it’s because it’s what we’ve been up to all along in building our Fun Habit. Now we’re applying the same strategies and tactics directly to work. Stop thinking that professional gratification will come someday, with X career move or Y milestone. Leave that BS for the Joneses. Instead, ask yourselves the more immediate question: How can I increase my enjoyment in the work I am doing today?

In short, I’m asking you to give striving a break. Is that easy? No way! Hustle culture and our own cognitive bias have us relentlessly focused on future states—and, worse, on outliers whose outcomes are very likely never going to be ours. Let me burst your bubble: Whatever Nike might have said about it, you are not going to be Tiger Woods. Or Elon Musk. Or whoever sits at the tippy top of your professional skyscraper. No amount of hard work or hustle is likely to produce that outcome—and yet our biases warp reality. Our minds seize upon the outliers and disregard the average cases. We grossly underestimate the amount of work it will take to get from point A to point B (see https://share.michaelrucker.com/planning-fallacy). The time and energy some people pour into their careers is the equivalent of spending your entire paycheck on Mega Millions lotto tickets, an asinine strategy that essentially does not improve your odds of winning. Most of us would never throw away that much money on such slim chances, but the uninformed among us are more than willing to throw away something much more valuable: their time.

I’m not saying that there aren’t jobs for which it’s worth trading short-term happiness for long-term outcomes, or that pursuing a professional passion is meaningless. If your dream is to be a doctor, go for it. The world needs more good doctors, and unless medical training goes through a radical overhaul, there’s really no other way. But many of us are working with abandon without carefully considering what we really need and want out of life. Many of us are following a script someone else has written, only to take notice when it’s too late to create a meaningful story line for ourselves.

I’m also not making a pitch for professional mediocrity. You can pursue professional excellence without having work define and subsume your entire life. Remember the research on elite violinists that Malcolm Gladwell made famous? Suddenly everyone became focused on the idea that becoming great at anything was a pure function of time, and a lot of it—ten thousand hours, as you may have heard. The trouble is, the study wasn’t looking at what it took to become a great violinist or even an excellent one, but one of the world’s best violinists. How many of us really need or want to hit that high a watermark in our own careers? The other trouble with the study is that many people focused on the number of hours and missed the more important point, that how the time was spent was the real distinguishing factor. The elite performers were extremely disciplined, consistent, and deliberate, and when they weren’t practicing, they left it behind. They relaxed. Their success resulted from focused effort over time—deliberate practice—not from cramming practice into every waking hour.

We all have times when we’re more focused on the future we want than the present we have. But if you find yourself stuck, here are three ways to reawaken your Fun Habit at work right now:


	Ask yourself often, how can I have more fun at work today? This is not a rhetorical question. This is you, whipping out a piece of paper, and coming up with three ideas to bring passion and fun into your next workday or week. If you feel stuck, evaluate your work calendar event by event just like your personal revolution in chapter 2. For example: Meeting with a couple fun colleagues? Take it out of the conference room and bundle it with something more interesting.

	Don’t work when you’re not working. Sounds easy, but in practice, it’s so hard, for all the reasons we’ve already discussed. But it’s worth being deliberate about shutting down: Studies show that people who detach from work and pursue deliberate leisure (read: Pleasing and Living quadrant activities) in the evenings come to work the next day in better spirits than those who fail to detach from work.17

	Repeat after me, when needed: Passion (and fun!) is not limited by what I do, but how I do it.






chapter 10 The Pleasure of Hard Fun, or How to Accomplish Almost Anything


Thirty ways to shape up for summer. Number one: Eat less. Number two: Exercise more. Number three: What was I talking about again? I’m so hungry.

—MARIA BAMFORD



In the last chapter, we questioned work hustle and learned innovative ways to have more fun at work. We needed to do that, because so much striving in the professional sphere is not only not fun, but also harmful. It’s often extrinsically motivated—by your boss, by cultural pressure, by those famous Joneses everyone wants to keep up with.

But there is a good kind of hustle. It’s the striving that comes from an impulse deep within, sometimes referred to as hard fun. It’s motivated by the fundamental human desire to level up and learn new things. When life is in balance, striving with intention is healthy. Striving to get better at something, or master something new, makes us feel alive.

When we over-index on easy, pleasurable fun, one of two things can happen. First, we can get bored. Imagine that you’re lucky enough to be trapped in one of those gated beach resorts where all there is to do is to lie on your beach blanket for a week. At first, it’s great. But after a few days (maybe weeks for my low-arousal friends) you find yourself feeling itchy. Suddenly, climbing into the mouth of a volcano or swimming to the bottom of a cave seems like a great idea, so you sign up for an excursion, and off you go. Alexandre Mandryka, the video game designer I first mentioned in chapter 2, puts it this way: “Boredom is your DNA telling you, ‘Move on, you’re not learning right; you’re losing your edge.’ ”

There’s a second possibility. You get itchy and your brain tricks you into thinking the only way to scratch the itch is more pleasure. So, you add more drinks and more food and then some more drinks. You become like the rats in a famous study, where the scientists hooked wires into the rats’ pleasure centers and gave them a button to push to experience pleasure. The rats quickly became so addicted to pushing the button that they stopped feeding themselves. They were happy to starve if they could just have that blissful surge. Pleasure—feeling good—became unsustainable and destructive.1

Most of us enjoy a life balanced between easy and hard fun. When our “easy” cup is full, we find ourselves seeking challenges, or betterment through growth and learning. Goals, and the work we put toward them, give spice to life.

And yet: Hard fun is just that, hard—at times even grueling, uncertain, terrifying, and rendering us vulnerable to embarrassment. That’s why many efforts at self-improvement fail. Things get tough, or we don’t see the results we want, and we give up.

Fun to the rescue! In this chapter you’ll learn how to apply your Fun Habit to even the biggest, hairiest, most audacious of goals so that you stick it out and achieve whatever you’ve set your sights on. More importantly, you will learn that when our goals have a bias toward fun (i.e., our motivation is pleasure), rather than being rooted in explicitly stroking our self-esteem, or coming from a place of necessity, pursuing goals makes us happier.

Ever heard of the Ironman? It’s the famously grueling endurance triathlon requiring participants to swim 2.4 miles, bike 112 miles, and run 26.2 miles, within seventeen hours. Participants go to extremes to finish fast. They train hard, and they race hard. They optimize their gear and apparel hoping to shave off precious seconds. Some are so fixated on a fast finish they don’t even stop to urinate, they just let it out. There are elite athletes who have had to crawl over the finish line. People have died in the Ironman.

Me? When I was thirty-one, I finished the New Zealand twentieth-anniversary Ironman wearing board shorts and a Hawaiian lei. I bicycled with external speakers attached to my bike, blaring a curated playlist I crowdsourced from friends’ suggestions that powered me through. My prerace prep was to shave my hair into a mohawk (circa P. Diddy at the 2003 New York City Marathon).

Was I the twelfth-to-last person across the finish line? Why yes, I was. Did I achieve my own personal record? Why yes, I did. And now for the rest of my life I can say I am an Ironman! There were so many wins. I started my seventeen weeks of training overweight and arrived in New Zealand forty pounds lighter. Through some creative crowdsourcing (way before GoFundMe was a thing) I essentially bet a bunch of friends I could finish, and plenty of them liked the odds that an overweight beer-drinker would likely fail. Ultimately, after finishing and collecting the purse, I used the funds I earned to fulfill my dream of opening a burrito shack. (ROCKiT Burritos was open for exactly one night with the help of my friend Patrick Fellows, during which we hosted a charity event—but, alas, that’s a story for another book.) Throughout the experience I created some amazing memories, most especially the one of my parents, brother, and girlfriend (now wife) cheering me on at the finish against the backdrop of beautiful Lake Taupo.


[image: Image]
20th Anniversary Ironman New Zealand, Taupo, New Zealand, 3/6/2004



I was able to do all those things because the goal and the process to achieve it was, at every step of the way, designed by me to be pleasurable. My desire, my motivation, my rules. That’s a theme you’ll see running through much of the advice here around how fun can help us with those big hairy audacious goals: Do it your own way, for the right reasons. Part of why we so enjoy leveling up is that we’re flexing those autonomy muscles. We’re taking control of our own fate. Even when you’re sweating, with your muscles seizing up, vision blurring, suppressing the urge to vomit—nothing feels better.

Make It Your Game

If you have ever worked on setting goals before, you’ve probably been told in the past to make sure they are “SMART”: Specific, Measurable, Achievable, Relevant, and Time-Bound. But probably no one ever told you that one of the best reasons to make them SMART is because, done right, it can make them more fun, too.

Alexandre Mandryka was the one who really clued me in to the fun connection here. When we spoke about video game design, he said that humans are creatures who crave learning and challenge, and video games provide a ready opportunity to do that. So does life, of course—but video games have a special feature. Unlike real life, they also provide something we’re all frankly desperate for—a clear and unambiguous feedback loop. In a video game, you beat the boss or the level’s objective and move up to the next level. Or… you die. (Did you just hear the sound of Pac-Man dying in your head?)

Adult life on the other hand? “Reality, worst game ever,” as summed up by a popular Internet meme. Real life is excruciatingly wishy-washy when it comes to feedback about whether we’re moving in a positive direction. Say, for example, you pick between two jobs. Did you pick the right one? Who knows? Even worse, you’ll never really know. With twenty years of hindsight, it might still be fundamentally unknowable. Life isn’t totally without feedback loops, of course—especially negative ones, like getting fired or dumped. On the positive side, promotions are a potential indicator we’ve leveled up. But there are so many factors outside of your control affecting whether you receive one that to rely on a signal like this as feedback is a recipe for frustration.

Enter the simplicity of SMART goals, a productive opportunity to give life the clear stakes and thrills of a video game. (If you have never heard the term SMART goal before, a quick overview is available at: https://share.michaelrucker.com/smart-goal.) When you set a specific and measurable goal, you create an unambiguous opportunity to level up. You either achieve the goal, or you don’t.

The achievable and relevant parameters in SMART goals speak to another favorite friend of fun, autonomy. Is the goal in your control, and is it an outcome that really matters, not to just anyone, but to you, specifically? (More on autonomy later in the chapter.) Finally, time-bound. Earlier in the book I mentioned the benefit of setting a period of time that defines when you’re playing and when you’re not. So it is with goals, too. An effort with an end point looks like a playful experiment, instead of a never-ending slog.

Before we get into goals and measurement in more detail, I need to strike two cautionary notes. One, in Alexandre Mandryka’s words, “Fun is the fuel of the machine.” When it comes to gamifying life through goals, never forget that it’s not a game unless it’s fun. Your goal can be genius-level SMART, but you still need to find ways to enjoy yourself along the way. Delay all your gratification until the future state—the achievement of the goal—and you’ve put yourself in a precarious place. Life’s too short for drudgery. Plus, you may lose motivation and quit. Two, when it comes to increasing your well-being through fun—using the same logic we did with escapes in chapter 5—make sure your goals are set up to move you toward something rather than being motivated by avoidance or protecting your ego. Dr. Christian Ehrlich from Oxford Brookes University has extensively researched the science behind the why and how we strive for goals. Over the past decade, Dr. Ehrlich has refined a framework of goal-striving reasons and has found that our happiness is best supported when (1) our goals are pursued because they are pleasurable, or (2) they help others (as opposed to when they are formed out of necessity or to solely feed our ego), or (3) both (which we explore in the next chapter).2

It took me a long time to learn this lesson personally. As you now know, sports and sports training have been a source of hard fun for me throughout my life. Despite my whimsical Ironman approach, I spent many years after that training with the “no pain, no gain” mindset. Looking fit fed my ego, so I hired gritty personal trainers who gave me exactly what I wanted at the time. They pushed me to grind out arduous workout regimens, with a relentless focus on algorithmically improving my numbers. And although it’s not fair to say I didn’t derive enjoyment from some of the sessions, I often didn’t look forward to going. You might identify with the pattern I fell into: I’d train hard for a few weeks or months, then burn out. Eventually I’d decompress from the prior experience only to essentially repeat the experience because it required starting all over again at square one.

For a study as a doctoral student, I researched this same phenomenon with CrossFit zealots. If you have never heard of CrossFit, it is a form of high-intensity interval training known for its rigorous workouts. It has developed a cultlike following, and “CrossFitters” use acronyms like AMRAP (As Many Reps/Rounds as Possible) and ATG (Ass to Grass, meaning during squat-type exercises you should be getting as low as possible) to show the uninitiated that CrossFit is not for the faint of heart. Initially, almost all the CrossFitters we surveyed loved the social dynamics and the competitive atmosphere, despite the grueling nature of the workouts. However, a majority of them (in the small sample group of our study) ultimately deemed the practice unsustainable, and some even sustained injuries that forced them to stop working out altogether. There have even been accounts of CrossFitters getting rhabdomyolysis, a condition where your muscles cannot be repaired because you’ve literally destroyed them by working them too hard.3 There are also plenty of accounts of folks who really enjoy CrossFit—but for some, sustainability and longevity are an issue.

Finally, in my forties, I began to be less concerned about looking good simply to feed my self-esteem; plus, I’d become a lot wiser about exercise physiology and the long-term consequences of overexertion. Accordingly, it was time to take a different tack with my fitness efforts. I relinquished all the old algorithms. I hired a trainer, Jessie, not because she made some promise about giving me a “beach body,” but because she has a dynamic personality that I correctly guessed would make our workouts fun. And because they were fun, for the first time in my life, I trained consistently for a solid year. And at the end of that year—wait for it—I was as healthy as I’ve ever been! The goals we did set, I exceeded, almost accidentally. The entire time I believed that I might be lowering my bar when it came to fitness — and it led to what? A better outcome. It turns out consistency was the piece of the fitness equation I was missing, and it required fun to attain it.

Never forget that whatever your goal, you’re in trouble if you don’t find ways to keep it fun. With that in mind, let’s move on to measurement. Quantifying your progress is undeniably part of the picture of leveling up—but we need to do it in a way that doesn’t squelch your fun.


Make It Yours

Before you continue, pause to think about a SMART goal for yourself. It might be something you’ve been considering for a while. Or it might be something inspired by your new Fun File. It could be a learning goal, a performance-related goal, or yes, even a professional goal. Don’t feel like you have to be 100 percent committed to moving forward with it, but it will be helpful to have a goal in mind as you continue to read the chapter. By the end, your SMART goal will be fully charged with fun.



How to Make Quant Work for You

Although I am a big fan of Gary Wolf and the Quantified Self movement, I have also been critical of the quant approach to self-betterment at times. By quant, I mean the awareness of self through data, with countable steps, minutes meditated, calories consumed—you name it—that can, in theory, be used to help motivate behavior change. The market has responded to the quant movement with a CES (Consumer Electronics Show) trade floor of new tools for biofeedback, with the Fitbit and Apple Watch probably the most widely known.

To be clear, I’m not anti-quant. Done right, data can be eye-opening, and useful. But I also see an underappreciated downside of quantifying life. I already shared in chapter 1 how focusing on quant sapped my experiential pleasure of using a meditation app. But my real awakening to the dark side of quant arrived years before, and still gives me the chills—a story I’ll relate in a moment. In the years since, I’ve learned I’m not alone in questioning quant, or experiencing its potential ill effects.

Jordan Etkin is one researcher investigating quant’s downside. (I referenced Dr. Etkin already in chapter 4, questioning the value of tracking happiness.) In her paper “The Hidden Cost of Personal Quantification,” she reports on the result of six experiments looking at its effects.4 For example, in one, Etkin asked a group of college students to spend the day walking with a pedometer; another group also walked but did not measure their output. The study supported what we already know, that measurement can lead to short-term behavior change. The students with the pedometer did, in fact, walk farther, without being asked to. But Etkin also found an unfortunate downside: They enjoyed their walking less than the folks who didn’t measure their output. What could have been pleasurable, instead was experienced as work. Long-term, that will negatively affect your motivation, as was the case with me and personal training until I was lucky enough to find Jessie. These findings were replicated again by Rachael Kent, who looked at fitness professionals who tracked their progress through Instagram.5

The real trouble is most people seem to be very Pollyanna when it comes to quant. “They don’t see a downside, and typically, they think it will benefit some aspects of their experience,” Etkin told me. Given the proliferation of quantified feedback tools, “It’s potentially a recipe for some really unhappy times,” she added. Dr. Etkin’s work taps into foundational ideas from social psychology suggesting that when you artificially create extrinsic motivation (meaning the factor that causes one to act is an external reward, trigger, or outside pressure, rather than an internal desire like pleasure, pain avoidance, or something that supports your identity) it can undermine intrinsic motivation.6 The trouble is, intrinsic motivation appears to be much more sustainable than the extrinsic kind. In a very famous study of schoolchildren (cited more than four thousand times), a segmented research group of preschoolers were rewarded for coloring, then compared to a group of children who colored just because it was fun. Then, researchers took away the extrinsic reward—and the children in that group found coloring a lot less enjoyable. Meanwhile, the children in the intrinsically motivated group continued to enjoy the activity.7 In my own experience working with health clubs, it is not uncommon for me to see members realize they forgot their activity tracker, one that rewards their effort with some sort of contrived incentive system (e.g., points for heart rate, steps, etc.), and simply leave the club without exercising—because why exercise if it’s not going to count, right?

Still, even Etkin allows that quant can be useful when applied to “something you really want to move the needle on”—like, say, a SMART goal. For example, “If you are trying to improve as a runner—or even maybe not actively trying to get faster, but just trying to understand factors that might affect your performance across days—then tracking can provide useful information because you’re trying to learn or change that thing.”

Ultimately, quant can be a powerful tool with a very sharp edge that we should all be mindful of. It tightly focuses your attention on whatever you’ve chosen to measure—which can be a positive, provided you’re measuring something meaningful and appropriate to your goals. If you’re not, it can create a huge setback in your health and happiness. I saw that play out in real time when I was conducting an early pilot program to test a variety of health tracking devices.8 My collaborator and I randomly gave a small group either an activity tracker, a wireless weight scale, or a blood pressure cuff and asked them to track their data. We were hoping it would lead to more healthy behaviors. It had never occurred to us that the data could lead to unhealthy behaviors, but that’s exactly what happened to one participant. This participant was an amazing cyclist—super active, always out on her bike, fit and happy. She was not a person who needed to lose weight. Unfortunately, she was randomly assigned the scale, and during our mid-study check-in with her it became clear she was perseverating on the thought she should lose weight. Dismayed, we almost pulled the plug on the program. Since then, I’ve been increasingly concerned with overly leaning on quantification as a tool for changing behavior.

To summarize, if you’re going to take a quant approach, be incredibly intentional about it—and make sure you’ve got the right key performance indicators, or KPIs. KPIs are often used in business as a way to define, measure, and track the success of a project, initiative, or campaign. They answer the question: What indicators should be used to effectively tell us whether an area of performance was a success? Which begs the next question: How do you figure out the right KPIs for you?

Rig the Game in Your Favor, aka Finding the Right KPIs

A little-known fact about the Ironman: In the earliest days of the competition, participants weren’t as oriented on setting records for time. In fact, there was no seventeen-hour time limit the way there is today. Some of the participants completed the events over the course of a weekend, stopping to socialize during transitions. In the very first Ironman race in Oahu, Hawaii, in 1979, the lead competitor for most of the race ended up in second place because his crew ran out of water and instead gave him beer for hydration, causing him to stagger and stumble into cars.9 The winner finished the race in 11:46:58. (They added the seventeen-hour limit in the 1980s, and things began to shift—another great example of the mesmerizing effect of quant? We’ll never know.)

When I entered the race, the culture was very different. Most who enter were looking to earn personal records or were competing to win. As an out-of-shape 255-pound man, I knew I’d need to think differently. I would focus on two things: enjoying myself and finishing the damn race. I threw out my ego and admitted that for me, those were the achievable goals that mattered. If I had focused on improving my time throughout my training, I would have likely talked myself out of the entire adventure.

What I didn’t realize was that in being so intentional and honest about what KPIs mattered for me, I was unconsciously rigging the game in my favor. That’s what meaningful, personal KPIs do: They set you up to win. Thinking back to the SAVOR system, this is a form of story editing. You’re reframing your goals and achievement strategy so that they appeal to your own idiosyncrasies.

There’s a terrific model out there for choosing your KPIs, and it doesn’t come from elite athletes or their coaches. It comes from clinical psychologists working with people to make what may be the most difficult behavior change imaginable: getting off alcohol or drugs. I first learned about the model back in 2011, when I was doing coursework for my doctoral degree, and made several friends at school who were addiction therapists at Kaiser Permanente. They were having (and continue to have) crazy success using an approach called motivational interviewing. The central focus of motivational interviewing is putting the patient in charge of the process. The more in charge they are, the more the motivation to change comes intrinsically (from within), instead of being something pushed on them by family, health professionals, or society. And the more motivation comes from within, the more likely it is to have staying power.

This isn’t much different for addicts than the rest of us. You’ve got to make a goal 100 percent yours. Otherwise, it’s not that fun, and even with the best of intentions, most of us abandon what we don’t enjoy. Motivational interviewing is a collaborative process led by a clinician, but there are insights that you can apply to your own individual process.

First, identify your personal motivation: Shove to the side all the virtuous reasoning that is supposed to motivate you to improve your behavior. Instead, own your true desires. The process won’t work if you’re so self-critical that you suppress, ignore, or fail to identify the feelings that will really propel you forward. To give a recognizable example, consider the person who wants to lose weight. Do they really care what their BMI is? In my experience with health and wellness, most don’t. What’s really motivating might be their upcoming high school reunion, where they’d love to cruise in with a body that’s at least reminiscent of their teenage self. Is this a bit vain? Maybe. But is it more motivating than some arbitrary number? If yes, use it to frame the goal. While a doctor might assign a KPI in terms of a target weight or BMI, the person in our example might be better served by using pants or dress size as a KPI, or even an outfit that’s initially too snug to fit into. Better yet, use a personally derived scale from one to ten measuring how pleasurable the reunion would be for you if various sizes are achieved. We’ve all got our quirks, might as well put them to work. If they’re deeply personal, even better—those can be the most powerful. You don’t have to share with anyone. Use them as your unique secret superpower.

Being motivated by the thought of impressing your old classmates does have some shortcoming—namely, it’s ego-driven, with all the inherent weaknesses of that kind of goal. That doesn’t mean you have to ignore it. But digging deeper, do you have any altruistic reasons for losing weight?—for example, being able to race your kid on the playground and actually enjoy it. Understanding your own motivation from many angles can help you develop a really healthy set of KPIs that will support you in going the distance.

And don’t just think about what motivates you. Write it down, read it. Make sure your reasoning resonates. If it ceases to resonate, rethink it and reinvent it.

Own the “how”: Once your motivation is front and center, you can move on to consider the how—the actual steps you’ll take and the milestones you’ll set to measure your progress. When it comes to the how, give yourself freedom to do it your way. Whatever your goal, there’s almost surely an industry and community of people who will tell you what they think is the best way to achieve it. Don’t be afraid of their advice, but check it against your own preferences. I like to call this, “pulling the meat from the bone.” Be realistic about your habits and lifestyle. This is your Fun Habit in action: Your desires and enjoyment matter! Love writing but hate getting up early? Don’t schedule time for working on that manuscript in the morning—no matter what that guru tells you. Do you hate the treadmill? Try running outside or hiking instead. Hate cycling outside? Get a Saris indoor bike trainer or try out a virtual indoor offering like Peloton.

In short, increase your level of fun, so the work gets done. When it comes to measurement, never forget your motivation. A friend of mine told me she wanted to get in better shape and had therefore purchased a new scale. I asked her why she wanted to get in shape. She needed more energy, she told me, and wanted to feel physically and mentally strong and capable. In her mind, getting in shape meant losing weight, with daily weigh-ins for feedback. We thought together about her authentic intent, and she realized that exercise would contribute more, and more quickly, to her goal than dieting. She wasn’t unhappy with how she looked, she was unhappy with how she felt, and had seen in the past how quickly regular exercise changed that. So, instead of focusing on weight loss, she decided to indulge her competitive side by training for a ten-kilometer race. Her plan looked something like this:


	SMART Goal: Run a 10K within three months

	Motivation: Increase energy levels

	KPIs: Completion of training plan; finishing race; tracking energy and enjoyment levels before, during, and after workouts



Some Final Considerations with KPIs

Try to include at least one KPI focused on increasing fun, whether during the time you put toward your goal or more generally during your big push.


	Make sure your KPIs are fully within your control. Let’s use weight loss again as a negative example. Your weight is controlled by many factors, including genetics, age, and hormones. You can do all the “right things” and still end up stymied with that as your measurement of success.

	Keep your KPIs as far in the background as you can. Etkin suggests figuring out the least-frequent interval in which you could receive feedback and have it still be meaningful to help you course correct and stay motivated. Don’t check the data more frequently than needed. A number of wellness products reflect the wisdom of this advice, including the Shapa scale, which doesn’t tell you your weight, only whether you’re trending in the right direction. Sam Harris’s Waking Up meditation app was built to include a streak counter, but in a recent update his development team has hidden this feature in the hopes of reducing the motivation to meditate for an artificial virtual currency, or what he calls, “spiritual materialism.”



When the Going Gets Tough

Let’s stay real here: Not every moment of pursuing a goal is like a thrilling video game. There are low and painful moments; days when you’d rather not bother. Fun can come to the rescue. What follows are some ideas based on my first Ironman experience—and, of course, some current behavioral science—that can help you make the truly hard stuff as fun as possible.

Activity bundling, aka lures: I’m a big fan of the idea of nudges, popularized in behavior change by Richard Thaler and Cass Sunstein in 2008 in their book Nudge: Improving Decisions About Health, Wealth, and Happiness.10 Nudges are small changes that lead individuals to make better choices. In 2009, Volkswagen took the idea and added a key ingredient: fun! You may remember seeing some of the viral videos for the campaign they called Fun Theory. In the most famous example, they asked the question: “Can we get more people to choose the stairs by making it more fun to do?” They then transformed a subway staircase in Stockholm into piano keys that pedestrians would “play” by taking the stairs and filmed the results as people overwhelmingly chose the stairs over the escalator. (You can check it out here: https://share.michaelrucker.com/fun-theory.)

Volkswagen, like Thaler and Sunstein, was primarily focused on behavior change at the public health level. More recently, authors such as BJ Fogg in Tiny Habits and James Clear in Atomic Habits have popularized the idea at the individual level, refocusing self-improvement efforts on tiny changes that make positive behaviors the path of least resistance. To use Fogg’s most iconic example, say you start with a goal to run every day. Scratch that, says Fogg. Think tinier, much tinier: Set a goal simply to put on your running shoes every day—and then watch the magic happen as you end up running more than you would have with your original goal.

Because we’re all about the proven powers of fun, I suggest a twist—not a nudge, but a lure: a thoughtfully applied dose of fun to help pull you as you move along the steps toward your goal. It can be tiny; for example, working out in clothes that give you pleasure. For me, that meant loud board shorts for my Ironman training, instead of the Speedos and expensive bike shorts that signified, to me, a nasty combination of extravagance and humiliation. It could be using your favorite song as your alarm to wake up in the morning or cutting your children’s carrots into star shapes. (Fancy-shaped food delicately arranged on toothpicks isn’t simply performative parenting. Many studies show that what foods look like has a major impact on how much gets eaten, particularly when it comes to children.11)

Lures can also take the form of activity bundling. The hardest part of my Ironman training was the cycling, my weakest and least favorite of the three triathlon sports. So, instead of cycling on the road, I got a CompuTrainer that turned my bike training into a game. Lured to something more fun, training became enjoyable. I went from hating it to looking forward to it. During the race itself, which was at times truly grueling, my lure to completing the cycling leg was outfitting my bike with speakers so that I could listen to songs my friends picked for me before the race. Hearing the songs not only lifted my spirit during the most difficult stretches, but since each song was as unique as the friend who picked it, it was like having them right there with me cheering me along (something that in reality was not practical given the race took place in New Zealand).

Name your goal: Shakespeare was a great poet and playwright but a shoddy behavioral scientist. As it turns out, a rose by any other name might not smell as sweet. For example, a study showed that we significantly increase our choice of healthy food when those choices are labeled with “indulgent descriptors”—labels as whimsical as “twisted carrots” and “dynamite beets.”12 Language matters, so give your goal or project a name that you love. I didn’t refer to my Ironman training as Ironman training. Yuck! I called it the Burrito Project, because of my plan to use the loot from my friends’ wagers to open my beachside burrito joint. It was a name that matched the entire spirit of the endeavor and made me smile whenever I thought about it. It also connected my training to my motivation, which was to give myself the momentum to start my next big project. Give your goal a name that lights you up. It might be funny, it might be whimsical, it might even be serious. You decide.

Reward yourself: As we learned from Woolley and Fishbach, immediate rewards are more motivating than most of us give them credit for. Consider rewarding yourself every time you cross a major task off your list or hit a milestone. Write down a list of small indulgences (feel free to pull from your Fun File) and pick one when the time comes. Just ensure the reward is in line with your long-term goals (e.g., if weight loss is your ultimate goal, don’t reward burning three hundred calories with six-hundred-calorie smoothies).

When the day of the Ironman arrived, the alarm clock woke me up at 4:00 a.m. and all I could think was one thing: What if I fail? All the self-doubt I had done so well to suppress came crashing down on me and I felt panic set in. Then I remembered an email I had gotten from Dave Scott, a local legend from my hometown of Davis, California, and the first person ever inducted in the Ironman Hall of Fame, due to his success with the sport. “It’s just an Ironman,” he wrote. He was right! What would happen if I didn’t finish? It would be embarrassing, but I’d get over it. All the stakes involved were of my own design, and could be reimagined if the bottom fell out from under me.

It’s a fine line: We have to take our goals seriously in order to commit to them, but if we take them too seriously and don’t have fun along the way, fear and pressure can overwhelm us. This is especially true when, as adults, we are trying something new that makes us feel awkward and vulnerable.

Constantly reminding ourselves to frame our goals inside of fun puts us in a safer space. When I was reminded that the whole point of my Ironman adventure was to have fun, it mattered a whole lot less if I actually finished the course. That thought was enough to get me out of bed and into a car to drive to pick up my best friend Micah. Which brings us to the final ingredient for bringing your Fun Habit to your biggest, hairiest goals: people.


Hall of Fun: 43 Things

The early social experiment 43 Things was a website created in 2005 that quickly became popular for the fun way it enabled easily sharing goals with others. The site prompted visitors with a question: “What do you want to do with your life?” In answer, you listed up to 43 different goals. (The founders picked 43 because it seemed manageable; it was less than 50 and a prime number.) You could also check out others’ lists and cheer them on. The site engaged and inspired millions of users before going offline at the start of the year in 2015. While the most popular goal on the site (“Blogging”) was revealing of the cultural moment, others were recognizable classics: lose weight, stop procrastinating, run a marathon. Still others were poignant: kiss in the rain, love myself, stop caring what other people think of me.

Cofounder Daniel Spils shared that he personally completed more than five hundred goals using the site, “everything from ‘eat a banana’ to ‘start a company that survives two years’ to ‘get married.’ ”13 But until 2016, there was one particular goal that had gone unfinished: “record an album in my basement.” (Since 1996, the multitalented Spils has played the keyboard in the Seattle band Maktub.)

After hearing that a former colleague had passed away, Spils found himself reflecting on “the fleeting nature of our human connections and the things we aim to achieve.” So, he pulled out his old list and decided to finally check making an album off his list. He and his wife, Brangien, became a band called The Argument, and together released eleven songs, all recorded in their basement.



Make It Social

Take it from an Ironman: To accomplish the impossible, it helps to have spectators. If you’ve been to a big race, you know that the best spectators aren’t passive at all. They scream and cheer. They pass out snacks and extra water. They wave creative, funny signs that make you laugh when you’re hurting. They grab you when the race is over, kiss you, and give you a burrito and beer. (If they’re my wife, anyway.)

I can honestly say that I wouldn’t have finished the race without the people who supported me. Mohawk and board shorts are great, but having family and friends there was what made it truly fun and created the most indelible memories. During the Ironman, I hit the wall just after passing 100 miles on the bike. My quads seized up with cramps, and I had to get off the bike. I thought that would be the end, that the cramps would never stop. But miraculously, they did, and I came into the last transition with five minutes to spare. From that point, my memories are sweet—despite a damaged knee, exhaustion, and everything you’d expect after swimming 2.4 miles and cycling up and down 112 miles of rural roads.

The marathon was my comfort zone, and I had just over six hours to finish it, which helped. But what really made it great were the people. My parents were there, my mom cheering me on as I was one of the last people to wheel myself into the transition tent before the bike cutoff. About five miles into the run, I got to slap hands with Micah, who was already on his second loop and would go on to finish in less than thirteen hours. After seeing him and feeling the exhilaration of knowing he was already cruising to the finish, I felt my knee start to loosen up and picked up my pace. I noticed spectators recognized me because of my mohawk and cheered loudly—and then even louder on my second loop. A Kiwi family followed me the entire final two hours of the race, bringing me a lei because of my crazy board shorts. A quarter mile from the finish, my father popped out of nowhere and congratulated me. From there to the finish line, I had a ridiculous grin on my face. At the official time of 16:38:49, I had done it! I was an Ironman!

Typical advice regarding making goals social has mostly focused on accountability. People like Tony Robbins urge you to put your goal out there in public because you’ll not want to live down the shame of failure. But is shame really that motivating to anyone? To me, that completely misses the real magic of inviting others into your goals. The reason to do it is that your goal immediately becomes more fun. That fun factor solves the accountability problem handily. Do you really need to be held accountable to doing something enjoyable with people you like? Probably not.

You can see this shift in thinking playing out in fitness trends. In the ’90s, boot camps were all the rage, with a focus on friendly hazing and tough love. Today the trendiest players in social fitness are SoulCycle and Peloton, cycling classes that harness big group energy and positivity to help people get and stay fit. I have several favorite Peloton instructors, but the one whose classes most rely on fun’s fuel is Jess King. King positions herself as the host of a party that’s always there for you. Her classes can be challenging, but you don’t care because they’re fun. If you look at the web page for the Jess King Experience, you might not even know it was for an exercise class. There’s no mention of calories, fitness, or feeling the burn. Instead, you’re invited to “a party of the people” with a mission to inspire a “sense of togetherness,” a “moving, musical, immersive experience that our Members are inherently a part of.” (If you find Peloton as fun as I do, let’s connect on the platform. I ride as Cr8Fun.)

Finally, remember that friends are more than supporters or ride-or-die buddies. They’re also incredible resources as you seek to learn and master new things. The most literal example of this I’ve seen was on a friend-of-a-friend’s Facebook feed. Carrie had developed a list of things she wanted to learn how to do or to get better at—everything from making a soufflé, to learning to play the theremin, to writing a book. She put the entire list in a Google spreadsheet and shared it, saying, “This is my way of reaching out to all the people with whom I’ve not spent enough time in the past twenty-five years.” She asked people to sign up on the spreadsheet to teach her what they could during a Zoom meeting. She also encouraged people to add their names if they saw something that they also wanted to learn, so that they could do it together, or to add an item if there was something she could teach them. The spreadsheet had 131 learning goals, and three weeks later, about thirty of them had volunteer teachers or learning partners from among Carrie’s Facebook friends. Her first Zoom was with an old friend who taught her how to juggle.

We already know the powerful positive influence our friends can exert. When leveling up, you benefit from that influence even more. Who in your circle might be up to join you for some hard fun?




chapter 11 Fun Is a Force for Change


Some people see things that are and ask, why?

Some people dream of things that never were and ask, why not?

Some people have to go to work and don’t have time for all that.

—GEORGE CARLIN



In 1986, five million adults and children joined hands to form a 4,125-mile-long chain across America. Anyone old enough likely remembers the day. For fifteen minutes, the country deliberately united. Participants held hands and sang “We Are the World” and “America the Beautiful,” along with a song written specifically for the day. The event raised $53 million in aid for Africa while making a powerful statement about what collective action can accomplish—and how great it feels. To stand together, whether gripping the hand of your best friend or the hand of a stranger, was like a magic portal to the transcendent fun we discussed earlier.

If you’ve participated in collective action of any kind, you’ve no doubt experienced this feeling, whether by handing food to someone in need as a volunteer, marching for social change, or rallying around a political candidate who you believe will really make a difference. Joining forces for a cause presents a beautiful opportunity to step outside of yourself, into something bigger—something hopeful.

Perhaps that’s part of why pursuing goals that help others boosts our well-being, as we learned in the last chapter from Dr. Ehrlich’s study of how the why of setting a goal affects our happiness. In the past, most academics have focused on how well goals serve the “I,” highlighting the benefits of goals that strengthen our sense of autonomy. Ehrlich’s goal-striving reasons framework both expands the frame and tightens the focus, so that we can home in on the well-being effect of goals pursued with purely altruistic, outwardly focused motivation. What he found was that individuals benefit when their goals have been chosen with the “we” in mind. Being the change you want to see in the world (e.g., helping others, making the world a better place) has also been identified by Ehrlich as one of the key ingredients to positively supporting our subjective well-being.1 In other words, being a force for good is a great way to make yourself happier. It’s yet another chance to use fun to transcend the me and jump to we, connecting us to something bigger than ourselves, and maybe even allowing us to catch a glimpse of The Mystery.

Now coming full circle, collective action is a natural fit within the definition of fun you may recall from the first chapter. Collective action and fun are both:


Biased Toward Action

Both get you off your proverbial couch and out into the world. Instead of worrying about the weight of the world’s problems, you’re out there doing something to make things better. It’s a relief from the powerless feeling that comes from digesting the endless disheartening stories fed to us from news outlets and social media.

Prosocial

Both get you outside of your head. Instead of feeling alone, you are connecting to something other than yourself. You’re shifting from me to we thinking, and you stop taking yourself and your own problems so seriously.

Best When Autonomous

Choosing the way you will help others feels completely different than being guilted into doing something because it’s your “duty.” When we’re feeling judged or pressured, we tend to become our least charitable selves. I’m reminded of a South Park episode where the animated character Randy Marsh declines to give a dollar to charity at the cash register. Then, in order to complete his purchase, the Whole Foods cashier forces Randy to say into the loudspeaker, “I’m not giving anything to the hungry kids,” after haranguing him about his decision. “So, with the ice cream, the vodka, the pizza pockets, and nothing for hungry kids, that’s $37.83,” says the cashier loudly while everybody in line watches. Albeit satirical, it’s funny because it draws on the true discomfort we experience when we feel coerced.2 (To see the clip yourself, visit https://share.michaelrucker.com/donation-shaming.)

Did you include activities inspired by altruism, volunteerism, or activism in your Fun File? Perhaps not. At times I’ve been in that camp myself. The reasons vary. We are time poor, working too much, and therefore want the freedom to use the rest of our time for personal pursuits and moments of spontaneity. In the West, we are steeped in a culture that positions prosocial activities as distractions from the really important things, like individual success.

Further, anyone who has committed themselves to a cause knows that not every moment is pleasurable. The struggle to get ahead of any significant problem or social issue can be painful and exhausting. It can feel like two steps forward, one step back. It can force us to get intimate with the omnipresence of pain and suffering, both our own and others’. For those who commit deeply, it can mean long hours and real sacrifice, sometimes even danger.



Fun, the Underutilized Ally

Successful changemakers are wise to the fact that blending pleasure with activism sustains and grows movements. It’s activity bundling at its most impactful. Think, for example, how musicians have propelled social change by making their music the soundtrack of a movement. I already mentioned “We Are the World,” as well as Adam Yauch and the Beastie Boys playing to giant crowds to help free Tibet (in chapter 6). Music played a huge role in the fight against Apartheid in the 1980s. And it’s not just music. Other forms of entertainment—humor, theater, fundraising galas—provide the energy needed to sustain a movement and make an impact. Fun attracts people who might not have otherwise contributed their time. Simple pleasures can be a footbridge into deeper commitments.

Whether or not you see giving back as a moral imperative, it’s a wise addition to any Fun Habit. Because you know what’s not fun? Feeling the burden of the world’s problems and not helping. Most of us feel a draw to contribute to the greater good in some way but end up drowning in the abundance of societal ills, frozen in so-called choice fatigue.3 You might recall the science of choice fatigue from the Fun File exercise in chapter 2. When there are too many choices to comprehend, we become paralyzed and dissatisfied, sometimes even anxious. With so much collective trauma coming at us from all angles, it can feel like we’re carrying the weight of the world’s problems on our shoulders, especially when we feel like we are contributing nothing to make things better. Nothing, there’s that word again. Worrying obsessively or posting another “supportive” meme only feeds the Nothing more.

I am not trying to villainize sympathy; it is certainly a better option than apathy. However, by definition it lacks empathy, and it certainly lacks action. Instead, let fun and compassion be natural allies that move you toward collective action. Fun is a great way to get yourself started on the path as a contributor and changemaker—and a great way to keep you moving forward even at times when the process is arduous.

The Personal Benefits of Giving Back

If the massive global challenges facing humanity have you feeling uneasy and anxious, collective action is almost guaranteed to pick you back up—especially if you choose your point of entry with fun in mind. PlayBuild is a great example of a nonprofit that uses fun as the fuel for community contribution and social impact. Founded in New Orleans by Angela Kyle and Charlotte Jones, the organization is devoted to changing children’s lives through play. The first PlayBuild site was created in 2013, when Kyle leased a thirty-by-ninety-foot lot in a blighted, predominantly Black neighborhood of New Orleans and transformed it into an ingenious, colorful “design playground.” Story editing at its best, PlayBuild reshaped a dilapidated environment into one that provides an inviting, inclusive fun space to play. In a neighborhood that has few parks or playgrounds, the PlayBuild installation provides visitors giant blocks, tubes, and Rigamajig Builder kits to create imaginary additions to their neighborhood—houses, castles, stores, you name it. Fun is obviously an important outcome, but the mission runs deeper: to help kids see that they can be agents of change in their own community, or as Kyle once put it, “to put them directly in touch with the transformation of the built environment so that they see the opportunity to be agents of that transformation and not just passive observers as whole blocks morph into something different [post-Hurricane Katrina].”4

PlayBuild seeks to give more kids, adults, and volunteers the opportunity to learn so that they can actively shape their environments and become conscientious stewards of their neighborhoods, cities, and the planet. Put in terms psychologists would use, this is a means of building self-efficacy, the belief that you have what it takes to face any challenge. As Angela told me, “Having community volunteers engaged in the movement has been really powerful because it empowers them with authority, ability, and the capacity to have their voices heard. In an area where people of color are being hurt by gentrification, by advocating for something that’s very important including issues of safety, mobility, and accessibility, these volunteers become an active part of the community planning process.”

Participating in collective action appears to produce similar results for teenagers and adults building new and better “structures” in the real world. Worrying about the world’s problems may be overwhelming, but digging in with others to make positive change is not. In fact, it appears to produce the opposite effect, a stronger sense of self-efficacy and self-awareness, according to one study of teenagers across the United Kingdom.5 Sharing a purpose with others also boosts relatedness,6 which we discussed earlier as being a primary building block of well-being.

While research on the psychological benefits of political activism is somewhat limited, there is a large body of study linking service work, or volunteering, to improvements in physical and mental health. Volunteering your time to help others inevitably provides opportunities for community and connection—which has been shown to have major health benefits, including alleviating depression,7 lowering blood pressure,8 and improving longevity.9 Even donating money to charity has been shown to improve health,10 suggesting there is more at play than simply the act of being out there in the field.

At PlayBuild, the “work” itself is fun by its nature, making it a win-win proposition for anyone looking to renew themselves through community engagement. Angela says, “The intergenerational aspect of play is great, too. Kids and grandparents in the neighborhood coming together. We’ll host an Easter egg hunt or a picnic in our space where it’s not just kids. It’s kids, it’s parents and grandparents and aunties and uncles, and everyone’s coming together and playing together. It creates an alternative mode of communication because the environment is different, and that can be really powerful.”

Own Fun as a Starting Place

You may feel the urge to judge yourself for putting fun at the top of your criteria as you seek opportunities to serve. But immediate gratification can open up options to get you started, and then help you move iteratively to more challenging work, or deeper commitment to an issue—and if not, at least you’ve contributed something. One of the pervasive themes of this book applies: When it comes to fun and more serious pursuits, one doesn’t need to be at the expense of the other. In the language of improv comedy, it’s not “either/or,” it’s “Yes, and.” (This phrase has traveled from the stage to mainstream conversation as shorthand for the value of an expansive, growth-minded attitude.)

One inspiration of mine for fun-focused activism is Graeme Staddon, the friend I mentioned in chapter 7 who I met as part of the Serpentine Running Club when I briefly lived in London. (We bonded over trying to find quality chips and salsa in the U.K. Alas, we failed, but had a lot of fun trying and enjoyed some good beer in the process.) Sadly, Graeme lost his father-in-law to prostate cancer in 2016, and then in 2017 his father was diagnosed with breast cancer (yes, men get it, though very rarely). His father survived. Graeme decided that he wanted to do something to help save others from suffering. He announced in early 2020 that he would run twelve marathons that year, with a goal to raise £5 for every mile run, or £1,572. If a marathon a month sounds crazy to you, consider that Graeme was fifty-one years old and had only recently taken running back up. Nevertheless, he threw up a donation page on a fundraising platform and got started. His first two marathons were self-organized, and the third was the Larmer Tree Marathon in South Wiltshire, England, which he ran with his wife. He had planned to run a mix of solo and organized runs—and then, the pandemic hit. England, like so many places, imposed a strict lockdown. No more group marathons.

Many people might have quit. Graeme didn’t, and the reason he didn’t underlines why fun activism has real staying power. First, Graeme chose a small set of issues he was personally invested in and deeply committed to. Second, the medium for giving back was an activity he loved and held in deep regard. He knew how to plan a running course and organize his own support. Meanwhile, England’s lockdown still allowed people to exercise outdoors (as long as the act of social distancing could be maintained).

His amazing solo commitment made for a good story, and the local news quickly ran with it. He was on the radio, and his donation page was shared far and wide. The months ticked by, and as December approached, he decided to up the ante by finishing his project with a double marathon in December—52.4 miles from West End in Southampton to Sandbanks in Poole, which he planned to run in ten to twelve hours, starting and finishing in the dark. Instead, he finished the course in 9 hours and 59 minutes—bringing his yearly mileage total to 2,127 kilometers (1,322 miles), with a total of £5,692 raised, almost quadrupling his initial target.

Running may often be a solitary sport, but his experience creating the fundraiser was anything but. In a post on Facebook, he said what amazed him most was all the conversations his effort created, both in person and online. People shared their stories about loved ones with pancreatic or breast cancers. Others told him that he had inspired them to get active.

Many people around the world experienced 2020 as lonely, uneventful, anxiety-inducing, or even depressing. A year with little to no options. Graeme, meanwhile, was living his best life, inspiring others, and contributing to cancer research all while doing what he loved. It’s an easy sell, isn’t it?

If Graeme could raise money running marathons during the pandemic, a period during which nobody ran marathons, imagine what you might do if you set your mind to unleashing your own interests and creativity in service of a cause. What can we learn from Graeme about getting started? Being thoughtful about how you direct your community engagement can produce an experience that satisfies the three basic psychological needs of the self—autonomy, competence, and relatedness (e.g., feeling connected to others)—and at the same time, expansively connects you to so much more.


	Pick a cause that’s personal: Giving back expands your sense of autonomy when you’re doing work that’s uniquely meaningful to you, rather than work chosen because it’s popular or guided by social pressure. With your mind open, try to discover what’s calling you. Then, be intentional about where you direct your altruistic energy. There are a million different problems to solve and ways to help. Direct your energy toward what resonates. You’re much more likely to sustain the commitment if it intrinsically motivates you and makes you feel good.

	Find a way to participate that fits your personality and skill set: Being active for a cause doesn’t mean you have to be in the front row of a rally. Organizations need help with everything from spreading information, to preparing meals, to raising money, to building houses. If you feel like you’re exercising your unique gifts in the service of others, you will enjoy a feeling of competence that could even invigorate other areas of your life, professionally or otherwise.

	Spread the word: When done from a place of authenticity, sharing your community engagement with others is a great way to relish the experience and deepen your commitment. This is an opportunity to enhance your sense of relatedness, by forging a deep connection with the work itself and potentially drawing in other interested people to join in the fun.



In short, shift your motivation from reward-based and egocentric lures (“I’ll participate so that I can get the incentive/impress my friends/be left alone”) to more intrinsic, compassionate lures (“I’ll participate because it lights me up inside/because doing good, feels good”). This shift produces the best experience and the best outcomes. It’s also motivation that lasts.

To inspire you further, here’s another example. Noah Kagan, the founder of AppSumo, is someone who wanted to organize a fun event for his community, while also doing something good. The event he developed, the Sumo 50 Charity Ride, was custom-fit to create camaraderie and joy, not just for him, but for the community of entrepreneurs he’s forged over the years. I can state this from experience because I attended the ride. Whether he knew it or not, he offered me (and others) the perfect combination of rewards-based and intrinsic motivations to attend. He had Lance Armstrong’s organizer design a twenty-five and fifty-mile course for the event, so we all knew in advance it would be an enjoyable, possibly challenging course. Before the actual ride, he planned a great party with an epic magic show by Jonah Babins (who is an amazing magician, check him out here: https://share.michaelrucker.com/jonah-babins). After the ride, we enjoyed tacos (Noah is infatuated with tacos), margaritas, and live music. To influence people to give more, Noah offered various incentive options including personal business coaching sessions for those that met specific donation thresholds. Meanwhile, every $300 the event raised provided a laptop for a child whose family needed the help. The inaugural Sumo 50 event netted fifty laptops for children in need.

Living in a rural section of North Carolina during the pandemic, I saw firsthand the impact not having a computer had on underprivileged kids who face numerous burdens regarding the challenges of virtual schooling. I’ll go back anytime Noah has the event. It’s a great time, with good tacos and (more importantly) really fun people. But, of course, it is not just for the fun—attending means more deserving kids will continue to get the tools they need to succeed.

Fun Together for the Greater Good

Noah’s story is a great example of how contribution and service are easier to build into your life if you invite your existing community to enjoy the ride with you. This includes your family, whether that means your kids, your parents, or… your chosen family—whomever you spend your quality time with.

One of my favorite childhood memories with my dad is participating in an annual event called the Great American River Cleanup. My dad used to be an avid scuba diver. He and many other divers would suit up with scuba gear, while the rest of us would board rafts and operate as support crew. The divers skimmed the bottom of the river for trash, while those of us on the rafts waited excitedly to see what they dredged up. There were prizes, like an award for “Most Keys Found,” claimed one year by a guy who pulled up an old typewriter.

The event itself was a lot of fun—in part because it was a family affair. A few years back, I participated in a beach cleanup at Crab Cove in Alameda, California, with my daughter. We both care about the ocean, but the honest truth is that we never would have woken up early on a Sunday to wear plastic gloves and do the tedious hustle of picking up trash if it hadn’t also been a great way to entertain ourselves on a weekend morning. The organizers were smart and conceived it as a fun family event, with various activities for the kids. We knew other neighborhood kids would be there, too, so that made it even more fun. Even without the festivities, we probably would have enjoyed being out in the sun and the fresh air, with old friends and new faces. Nevertheless, the lure of some organized fun is what got us out of bed.

Children who volunteer and engage in impactful work receive a boost in self-esteem while building real-world skills.11 The kid-oriented social impact network Katamundi offers a turnkey opportunity to get started. The platform lets you find a cause, develop a way to contribute, then build a team to accomplish your goals. Yvette Hwee, the founder of Katamundi, put it to me this way: “After three years of doing social impact work with family and friends, I can positively say that our biggest benefit is having fun together as we work hand-in-hand toward our common goals. By being part of a team, not only do we find the service work socially gratifying, but we also enjoy a sense of belonging and purpose.”

Another seamless way to get involved in a cause is to find an opportunity through your employer. If you work for a large organization, they likely have corporate social responsibility (CSR) programs and one might resonate with you. Can you join an existing initiative—or if not, can you start one? The founder of Marathon Tours & Travel, Thom Gilligan, has woven philanthropy into everything his company does. You might recall in chapter 5 I mentioned running a marathon in Antarctica. Marathon Tours & Travel was the means, and our trip (all of Gilligan’s Antarctica marathons) raise money for Oceanites, a nonprofit scientific organization that monitors Antarctica—and the planet—for negative impacts from climate change and tourism. Almost everywhere Marathon Tours & Travel has a marathon, they find a way to contribute. The Maasai Marathon in Kenya raises funds to pay high school tuition for Maasai women. In Madagascar, Marathon Tours & Travel is helping fund a local health clinic, and at home in the U.S., Gilligan’s company has organized an annual Boston Marathon fundraising team (going on two decades) that has raised more than $635,000 for the Charlestown Boys & Girls Club of Boston. Gilligan and his colleagues see marathoning not just as a physical challenge, but as an opportunity to improve the human condition. Their unique activity bundling of marathons with extreme travel adventure and philanthropy elevates fun to its pinnacle.

Marathon Tours & Travel isn’t a nonprofit, it’s a for-profit business. It supports the livelihood of Thom Gilligan and all of his employees. All of these anecdotes highlight that you do not have to have a special tax status or even a formal organization to wield the power of fun to do good. Fun, creativity, intention, and follow-through are all it takes. And the more you train yourself to look for options to give back, the more easily you’ll find them.

Fun, Easy Options to Get Started

If you don’t yet have impactful activities in your Fun File, take some time now to add them. Below are some ideas to get you thinking:


	Sign up for a cause-based fun run

	Buy tickets to a gala or other event supporting a cause that interests you

	Participate in a community cleanup or planting event (or organize one on your block)

	March for a cause—and have fun making signs with family or friends beforehand

	Track your movement with the Charity Miles app (https://share.michaelrucker.com/charity-miles), which connects you to corporate sponsors who make charitable contributions based on your mileage; invite friends to sponsor you in a challenge

	Make your next vacation a service trip

	Monetize a hobby (e.g., pottery, crochet, jewelry) and donate the profits to the charity of your choice

	Raise money for a cause using your birthday party as the impetus (an idea made popular by Charity: Water)



Once you have enough options, don’t forget about the value of variable hedonics. If you are already passionate about a cause, this bit of advice isn’t meant to derail you. You’re already there, so stay the course. However, if you’re looking for a great way to kick-start kindness into your Fun Habit, integrating a series of small random acts of kindness to get the ball rolling can be an effective strategy. Dr. Juliana Breines put it this way for Greater Good Magazine, “Intentionally practicing kindness in our everyday lives, even on days when we’re not in a particularly generous mood, can go a long way toward turning kindness into a habit. That’s largely because of the way kindness breeds happiness: The good feelings serve to reinforce our kind acts and make us more likely to want to perform them in the future.”12


Hall of Fun: The Ice Bucket Challenge

Remember the national viral phenomenon known as the Ice Bucket Challenge? It began when Pat Quinn and Pete Frates, both young men who were living with the neurodegenerative disease known as ALS, challenged each other and others to dump a bucket of ice water on their heads and make a donation to the ALS Association. The craze spread rapidly, ultimately enlisting thousands of volunteers, including many celebrities, from Bill Gates to Leonardo DiCaprio to George W. Bush to Oprah. The videos and the scenes behind them were the epitome of fun, in all the obvious ways—and a few more subtle ones. For instance, the campaign gave participants total autonomy. Quinn, Frates, and the ALS Association didn’t publish rules about what your video should look like or what you had to say. People could tell their story however they liked. That made the videos more fun for people to produce, but also more fun to watch. As the campaign continued, participants got more and more creative so they could break through the noise. One popular video featured an entire wedding party doing the dunk in their formal wear. Aside from the fun of watching celebrities and friends alike react to freezing cold water, the challenge aspect (aka edgework from chapter 2) also added a level of intrigue. It’s fun to both engage in, as well as watch someone respond to, a dare.

Whatever was fueling the fun, it worked. At the campaign’s peak in 2014, the association’s website visits peaked at 4.5 million per day, up from 20,000 before the challenge. In its busiest night, the organization pulled in $11.3 million, and the campaign generated $115 million overall.13 At the time, there were critics who worried that the silliness of the effort would undermine the seriousness of the cause. The concern seems a little absurd, particularly given that both founders of the challenge have since passed away, Frates in 2019 and Quinn in 2020, both under the age of forty. No one can mistake the seriousness of this terrible illness.

Frates and Quinn, at least, died having seen the tremendous impact of their commitment to fun even in the worst of circumstances. In 2019, an independent research organization reported that the donations raised by the challenge had enabled the ALS Association to increase its annual funding for research around the world by 187 percent. It funded research that led to the discovery of five new genes connected to ALS, while also funding clinical trials of potential treatments.14

Fun may seem light as air, but it is a surprisingly powerful force. The Ice Bucket Challenge was a massive mainstream turning point inspiring a new generation of philanthropists to reinvent the staid old model of fundraising (big parties for rich people; shame ads serenaded by Sarah McLachlan) through fun.



Altruism and Reminiscing

Just as reminiscing is a powerful tool in your personal SAVOR system, reminiscing is equally, if not more, powerful when it comes to the reward of making an impact. Researchers Kellon Ko, Seth Margolis, Julia Revord, and Sonja Lyubomirsky randomly assigned participants either to perform prosocial behaviors, recall prosocial behaviors, both perform and recall prosocial behaviors, or do neither (the control group). The participants in all three groups (other than the control group that did nothing) felt comparable positive gains in well-being. That’s right, the group that simply reminisced about a previous act of kindness got about the same lift as those that took action.15 Passing along this knowledge to you shouldn’t inspire you to do the least possible and then simply recall it when you need a boost. I sure hope not! However, it is the perfect reminder that fun and kindness have uniquely powerful benefits, long after the act, if we are intentional about relishing these memories when the time is right.

A Final Word About Self-Compassion and Renewal

May 8, 2020, was a dark day for me. We were on lockdown during the early months of the pandemic. I’d recently been made aware my mother had been diagnosed with Alzheimer’s. The health club industry I work in was imploding, with businesses around the country closing their doors and going bankrupt. Every company meeting felt like a fight to choose between a rock and a hard place. My brain and my body seemed to be betraying me, saddling me with headaches and brain fog. Whether due to stress, the onset of long-haul COVID, or likely the combination of both, I was acutely aware health was failing me, but until this day I had been hiding it well.

Amidst all this, I was one of many white Americans engaged in a personal reckoning, awakened by the Black Lives Matter movement. And so, on May 8, I took what I hoped would be a very small but meaningful action. I joined a virtual group committed to each traveling 2.23 miles to honor the life of Ahmaud Arbery, a Black man who was shot and killed while jogging near his home in Brunswick, Georgia. As I began to walk the distance alone in my neighborhood, my heart was heavy with the reality that so many of the freedoms and opportunities that I took for granted were, in fact, privileges denied to others. I knew other people were out there walking and running for Ahmaud, too, but all I felt in that moment was very alone, which ultimately led to a panic attack while attempting the gesture. When I went to bed that night, I tossed and turned, gripped by the onset of severe insomnia that would last for months.

My effort, sadly, was a “what not to do.” As I set off to participate that day, I knew deep down my tank was empty. But I thought that maybe that was what was required of me—to just do something instead of the dreaded Nothing we’ve talked about throughout this book.

I was just one privileged white guy trying to complete a couple miles, so I hear you if you’re playing the tiny violin. But burnout is a documented challenge for those involved in all types of service (those doctors I told you about in chapter 3 were all initially drawn to the profession driven by a passion to serve—each one!), and a threat to the sustainability of social movements, empathy, altruism, and the greater good in general. It can lead passionate people—those contributing because they believe in a better future—to abandon the work altogether. One study found that the pressure to contribute may lead individuals to struggle with saying no, even as their tank approaches empty; they might also feel shame that the work is weighing on them, which can lead them to isolate and ignore their own care.16

What could I have done differently? For one, I could have found others to join me—and afterward, sat with them and unpacked some of the complex emotions of the moment. Even if we hadn’t talked at all, showing support shoulder to shoulder with friends or even strangers would almost certainly have left me feeling less lonely and overwhelmed.

But perhaps more importantly, I could have changed my behavior in the months prior. Looking back, I realize that I had stopped really having much fun. I should have known better. Veteran activists understand that many individuals (including themselves) may not see the end of the struggle. The change you seek may happen incrementally, over years and decades. Like a research scientist, you’ll be lucky to experience a single groundbreaking achievement. And so, if you want to be in the game long enough to make a meaningful contribution, your devotion to the cause can’t consume you. You won’t make it.

Wanting to make a difference doesn’t mean being angry all the time. Comedian Trevor Noah said something similar when an interviewer from the Guardian questioned why he wasn’t angrier, or perhaps more polemic in his comedy, given that he is a biracial man who grew up under Apartheid in South Africa, and whose childhood was marked by violence and political unrest. He was also abused by his stepfather. Noah explained his good humor this way: “What is the point of existing in a feeling that does not move you forward? Because now what’s happening is you’re stewing in your own anger and resentment and bitterness, but the system you’re trying to go up against doesn’t feel any of that. It doesn’t even know. So you’re wasting that energy.” He credited his mom with showing him that love and laughter were the primary emotions they needed to process life: “We turned our situation into something we could laugh at.”17

Your emotional response may not feel like something you can control, at first. But you can start by giving yourself permission—in fact, ordering yourself—to renew your bias toward fun. We weren’t built to fight all the time. Think about it the way I and many others approach personal philanthropy: You can make a meaningful contribution by giving a dedicated amount, consistently over a lifetime. No one’s asking you to give it all away.

At the end of 2020, I opted to take a dose of my own medicine, as mechanical as it felt at first. That was how I ended up on the retreat that led to the writing of chapter 6, one of a handful of steps I took to bring myself back into balance.

Don’t defer fun until the world’s problems are solved, because they never will be. We each have the responsibility to create space for renewal, celebration, connection, and joy—for ourselves and, even more importantly, for each other. This is yet another way to make a case for the importance of a Fun Habit—and here you start to understand that yes, it takes discipline to bias yourself toward joy when the world has so much darkness. I don’t know Trevor Noah’s mom, but I would guess that her disposition toward love was a conscious choice, and not always an easy one.

While fun is a starting point for contributing to a better world, the end point is up to you. The more you take care of yourself, energizing your psyche with acts of pleasure, compassion, and contribution that inspire you, the more you may find you’re able to lean into the occasional discomfort that comes with the need for growth. If you can keep it up, the reward may be the discovery of unparalleled connectedness, satisfaction, delight, and joy… and sometimes even a soul-satisfying step into the wonder of The Mystery.




Conclusion Finding Ultima


I do have a “belief system,” but that belief system comes down to what Michelle always said, which is, “It’s chaos. Be kind.”

—PATTON OSWALT



As a kid I really enjoyed Choose Your Own Adventure books. In my neighborhood a bunch of us traded these easy reads like playing cards. It was fun to compare our unique endings with each other, sharing a completely different story even though we had all read the same book. I liked almost any title I got my hands on, but one in the series was a standout, Inside UFO 54-40. In the story, “you” are the protagonist. The tale begins aboard the Concorde, the luxury supersonic jet, on a flight from New York to London. While airborne, you are abruptly abducted by aliens and find yourself teleported aboard a cigar-shaped spaceship. As the first pages unfold, you quickly find out you’re no longer within the realm of Earth—and the adventure begins.

Readers of this genre are used to a mixed bag of possible endings—some good, some bad, some that finish in a compelling twist. Not Inside UFO 54-40, however. Uniquely in this one book, all the available endings are unhappy or strangely unsatisfying. As the story progresses, you are teased with the existence of a utopian planet called Ultima. Ultima sounds amazing, yet there are no story lines based on the choices available in the book that get you to this magical place.

A few of us in the neighborhood that read this book around the same time literally mapped out each decision tree, looking for paths that would lead to Ultima. After careful study, analyzing every possible outcome, we had the data—Ultima was an impossible destination.

Or so we thought. One day I sat down and, ignoring the book’s convention, read it page by page from beginning to end. Hidden within the pages of the book, there it was: Ultima! Available to anyone willing to dare sidestepping convention and choose to simply arrive.

Although puritans might consider this cheating, I don’t look at it this way. Not at all. I cracked the code. The beauty of finding Ultima is that no specific set of choices get you there. There are no conventional paths. Yet, hidden within the middle of the book, there Ultima sits, for anyone to discover.

Fun is our Ultima. It’s been hiding in plain sight this whole time. So easy for you to find, it’s a wonder why it ever seemed elusive. Someone can lure you in the right direction—but ultimately, it’s your choice to be curious and use your agency to arrive.

All Good Things Come to an End

There is only one thing I can accurately predict about each and every one of you reading this book: At some point your life will come to an end. (A book about fun can’t include a chapter on death, I’ve been told, so I had to sneak this bit into the conclusion.) For some of us, like my brother, the end comes too soon. If you’ve made it this far in the book, I hope my message has resonated. I hope when you are faced with the decision of having to mortgage having fun for things that are not thoughtful priorities, you now deliberate more critically about the toll you’re paying. Rooted in the cliché that you can’t take anything with you in the end, there is a universal truth: Life is both total and finite, so you should prioritize and plan to make the most of it. Yet, that’s hard to do because most of us live like we have no expiration date. In fact, we are wired not to think about our end. This has been thoroughly explored in the book The Worm at the Core1 by researchers Tom Pyszczynski, Jeff Greenberg, and Sheldon Solomon, who have coined this terror management theory. Since most of our internal systems have been built to help us with self-preservation, we quite literally get terrified by the cognitive dissonance created when we contemplate that ultimately, these systems will fail us.

Memento Mori

Instead of being terrified by death, what if we embrace it? Have you ever had an experience that woke you up to the reality that your life could end tomorrow? For me, that wake-up call was the sudden passing of my brother. For Ric Elias, the CEO of Red Ventures, it was a goose.

January 15, 2009, was a pleasant afternoon in New York. For Ric Elias, there was nothing extraordinary of note as he caught U.S. Airways Flight 1549 home to North Carolina. At about three thousand feet into the trip, Ric and his fellow passengers heard an explosion. Flying geese had knocked out all engine power to their plane. Two short minutes later they were told to “Brace for impact,” as their plane began its crash course into the Hudson River.

Confident that his life was over, various thoughts went through Ric’s mind as the plane descended. Many of the thoughts were rooted in the regret of all the opportunities for joy he had postponed in life up until this moment. He coined this failure, “I collect bad wines,” as a strong metaphor for all the delayed, “unopened” experiences he’d miss out on if he did not make it out alive. Ric also realized how much time he had wasted on negative energy because he had not been mindful of its collective impact.

The good news is that Ric and the rest of the passengers survived. Ric emerged from the “Miracle on the Hudson” a changed person. Ric’s personal runbook now has a new script: “If the wine is ready and the person is there, I’m opening it. I no longer want to postpone anything in life. And that urgency, that purpose, has really changed my life.”2 None of us really knows when our time will be up, but we can learn from those that came close and benefited from being able to foreshadow their regrets.

A memento mori is an object used to remind us of death—but we can just as well use these artifacts to remind us to enjoy the gift of life as well. Ric’s memento mori is his wine cabinet. Mine is a picture of my brother and me waiting in line for the Kingda Ka on our last adventure together, sitting on a copy of Randy Pausch’s book The Last Lecture on the desk in my office. When I’m traveling, it’s the saved voicemail of my father calling to tell me of Brian’s passing. When I feel like I need to renew my bias toward fun, I at times rely on one of these artifacts. The voicemail is especially useful if I’m in a town where there is an opportunity to link up with an old friend but I’m feeling a bit lazy. If you’re looking for your own memento mori, a countdown timer is an effective option. I have one that you can use for free, available here: https://share.michaelrucker.com/memento-mori. Look at it whenever you need a reminder that now is the time to say yes to fun.

Why is the acknowledgment of death such a potent tool in having a bias toward fun and removing all the “might-have-beens” in our lives? Accepting the notion of mortality pushes us; it is a driver to express ourselves before it’s too late. Some people become very prolific as they realize their end is near. David Bowie, for instance, had a remarkable eighteen-month run before his death in 2016.3 We start appreciating life more, enjoying ourselves more, having fun with others.

But why wait until someone has penciled in the end to have a relationship with death? Why delay fun for the end when it can comfortably coexist with life’s responsibilities, both mundane and profound? When we acknowledge that life is time-bound, we grant ourselves the agency to live our lives accordingly.

Pain is an ingredient in the human condition. Whether we like it or not, it’s part of the journey. I once thought there ought to be a way to “hack” life such that unpleasant stress could be avoided. Now I see how wrongheaded that is: Denying its place in the natural order only seems to amplify its effect. Pain and loss are inherently part of our design. We will see loved ones die. Change is inevitable and it can be brutal. What I hope you take away from this book is that although pain exists, so does fun. Fun allows us to cope with life’s pain, and sometimes even transcend it, by more fully experiencing life’s gifts.

When we mindlessly throw ourselves at fun untethered—although fun is certainly boundless—it never seems to be enough, so we villainize it. However, when we seek fun out deliberately, not despite our pain, but in harmony with it, we unlock a door to a new world that eludes too many. Not only do we experience more pleasure, but we unlock valuable insight and wisdom as well. And, perhaps best of all, life gifts us with moments of awe and wonder that become accessible when we joyfully connect to our own unique actualization of The Mystery.

What are the possibilities if, somehow by magic, we could readily accept that our story will eventually have an end?

Start with the End in Mind

If you want to bask in the wonder of life, realizing your life will eventually have an end is a good place to start—but not in an anxious way, like too many of us do. When we face the reality of our mortality, this can be a powerful trigger that fundamentally changes what motivates us. In purely scientific terms, the research I was able to unearth is primarily anecdotal and retrospective studies,I but there are a handful of studies that can enrich our understanding.

Although it might seem paradoxical at first, many psychologists believe that our relationship with death correlates with life satisfaction. Self-actualization and attitude toward one’s mortality seem to be linked. It’s one thing to have anxiety about the experience of death. It’s natural to have a healthy fear of unpleasant things. What we’re talking about here is those who won’t accept that life is finite. A scientific study that explored the connection between mortality acceptance and self-actualization was conducted in 1975 by Dr. John W. Gamble.4 Gamble showed that people who are considered more self-actualized—radically accepting of themselves and others—are also generally more comfortable with the finality of life. In contrast, less self-actualized people experience difficulty when contemplating their mortality.

Could this relationship work in reverse? Could a simple brush with mortality increase our motivation to self-actualize, as it seems to have for Ric Elias, me, and others? Yes and no. A study by Drs. Catherine Nogas, Kathy Schweitzer, and Judy Grenst found no association between death anxiety and the need for achievement.5 It appears that the fear of death alone is not that motivating. In fact, being afraid of death not only doesn’t stimulate us in any productive way, but it can also actually hinder our activities and plans.

But a confrontation with death doesn’t necessarily lead to death anxiety. It could lead to death acceptance—and that seems to make the difference. A study conducted by Drs. John Ray and Jackob Najman found that the need for achievement was positively linked to death acceptance.6 When we accept that life will have an end (instead of fearing it), we become more able to use our awareness of death to our advantage.

In general, death acceptance has been connected to higher meaning in life. For example, when studying people’s sense of purpose (with the purpose-in-life test, or PIL) psychologists found that people who scored high on PIL generally had a more positive attitude toward death. John Blazer, a researcher from the University of Miami who was behind one of the studies on mortality and meaning in life, argued that our relationship with death can benefit from mindfully examining our goals and purpose.7 A person with a sense of meaning (that is not motivated by status and finances) is more likely to be accepting of death.

Life After Death (Acceptance)

Some psychologists believe that death acceptance is life’s ultimate goal. According to David Sobel, growth occurs only when we acknowledge death.8 He writes that the experience of death is separation from loved ones and the things we love. When you can let go of your fear of death, you can let go of the desire to control and manipulate. The fear of failure disappears and the rewards of experiencing life become completely available. Some therapists walk their patients through the experience of their death as a therapeutic tool. “Death Cafes”—informal gatherings designed to normalize talk about death, which can otherwise be taboo—are popping up everywhere so participants can explore the topic together.9

We all experience “small” deaths throughout our lives—moving to another town, breaking up with a first love or a long-term partner, changing jobs. These “temporal landmarks” can kick-start aspirational behavior.10 They can push us through similar psychological motions (albeit less intense). When we let it, experiencing this type of loss can be a portal to new behaviors and insights.

Grief expert Elisabeth Kübler-Ross summarizes this well:


Death is the key to the door of life. It is through accepting the finiteness of our own individual existences that we are able to find the strength and courage to reject those extrinsic roles and expectations and devote each day of our lives—however long they may be—to growing as fully as we are able… When you fully understand that each day you awaken could be the last you have, you take the time that day to grow, to become more of who you really are, to reach out to other human beings.11



Dr. Randy Pausch, who was a computer science professor at Carnegie Mellon University, is a personal hero of mine when it comes to a healthy approach to both life and death. In his Really Achieving Your Childhood Dreams presentation—a “last lecture” given to a full house of Carnegie Mellon students, fellow faculty, and friends on September 18, 2007—Randy talked about achieving his childhood dreams and helping others do the same.12 At the time of what would ultimately be his final lecture at Carnegie Mellon, although he looked and sounded healthy, Randy had been given only two to five months left to live following a diagnosis of pancreatic cancer.

Randy had very specific dreams growing up—experiencing zero gravity, playing in the National Football League, authoring an article in the World Book Encyclopedia, being Captain Kirk (which he later amended to “meeting Captain Kirk”), winning one of those big stuffed animals in an amusement park, and being an Imagineer with Disney. One could argue that Randy is the godfather of the Fun File. During his last lecture, Randy spoke about how he found ways to achieve (almost all of) these experiences. This is what he said about his life: “I don’t know how to not have fun. I’m dying and I’m having fun. And I’m going to keep having fun every day I have left. Because there’s no other way to play it.” Talking about lessons learned: “Never lose the childlike wonder. It’s just too important. It’s what drives us. Help others.”

Randy’s fun-loving, brave, free, seize-the-moment attitude continues to be an inspiration to me and countless others. Even in the face of death, he appeared optimistic and cheerful about life. It’s clear that one of the reasons he is well-loved is because his attitude was contagious, and he brought joy to others. But perhaps most importantly, Randy didn’t put things off, which left him with little regret. He prioritized life experience, so when he died at the age of forty-seven, he left an important legacy: an ode to the power of pursuing fun. His inspiring last lecture has been watched by millions of people worldwide, and his book The Last Lecture that shares the experience of the lecture (as well as Randy’s wisdom on life) became a New York Times bestseller.13 In a life cut too short, Randy Pausch changed the world for the better. He made his contribution, while having fun all the way.

The Power of Living an Extraordinary Life

We have been groomed to be pacified by superficial access to the Nothing. When we are feeling down, we seemingly enjoy that micro-boost when someone likes our random social media post, so we post another one instead of reaching out to thank the person that made us feel that way.

Extraordinary experiences require us to make deliberate choices. Transformative moments don’t often fall out of the sky, but there are definitely ways to increase their frequency. If you want a twist of fate, start twisting. Choosing fun every day in small, seemingly superficial ways can, over time, lead you to new patterns of behavior—new and better choices. What starts as a dance with whimsy may lead to you discovering The Mystery, with your joy lighting the path. How might your life improve after a month, or a year—or ten years—of making fun a habit?

One Final Request

We’ve reached the end. Thank you so much for taking the time to read this book. If you’ve enjoyed it, please share the fun in this book with a friend. My hope is that we can spread the power of fun to as many people as possible. Additionally, if you have any questions or comments, please reach out. I’m here for the dialogue and the further exploration of fun.


[image: Image]
Second City, Chicago, Illinois, 4/24/2015



You might have noticed I’ve started each chapter with a quote from a comedian. In part, this was to honor my brother. We had so much fun together in our shared love for comedy. The quote from Patton Oswalt at the start of this conclusion is a fitting one as we finish up. In it are four words that were the mantra of his wife, Michelle McNamara, whom he met after a performance at a comedy club (an encounter he described as love at first sight). After that first encounter, they became inseparable, married, and had a daughter together. And then, after eleven years of a loving and devoted marriage, Michelle died suddenly and unexpectedly.

Oswalt says he and his wife had had a long-standing philosophical debate. Though an atheist, Oswalt always argued for being open to some “latticework of logic,” or a deeper intelligence guiding the universe. Michelle, however, disagreed, saying that “everything happens for a reason” was the world’s cruelest lie. On the contrary, everything is shockingly random chaos. “She won the argument in the shittiest way possible,” Oswalt quips in one of many laughter-through-tears moments in his heartbreaking Netflix special Annihilation. “If there is some intelligence up there with a plan, then his plan sucks.”

But his wife offered the antidote, the wisdom that ultimately helped Oswalt climb out of the numbing grief he felt in the months after her death, a time in which all his usual comforting escapes failed him. I believe it is the antidote for all of us when life’s pain reaches a nadir. In four simple words, she gave her husband an invitation to step into The Mystery:


It’s chaos. Be kind.



Says Patton, “If you want to talk to God—or whatever you think God is—go be nice to another person. That is the best way to communicate with the infinite. Be nice to a family member, a loved one, go spread that around… You don’t know how it will be spread around, but you know that you’re literally out there doing good.”

Science also supports McNamara’s mantra.14 Along with fun, practicing kindness makes us happier—and the acts of kindness that appear to be the most supportive of our well-being are the ones that connect us to each other in an authentic way and allow us to feel we’re freely living in alignment with our identity and values. In that way, fun and kindness make great bedfellows.

And so, as you take the wisdom from this book and develop your own Fun Habit, I leave you with these six words: It’s Chaos. Be Kind. Have Fun.


	I. If you are interested in retrospection, Bronnie Ware’s amazing research on regret, which fueled the creation of her bestselling book The Top Five Regrets of the Dying, will inspire anyone to start living more deliberately.
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