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To all my Fun Squads, past, present, and future:

Thank you for helping me feel alive.




“If you get in the habit of your life being fun, if you move through life believing it’s supposed to be that way, you’ll notice when it’s not.1 I’ve been making life fun for so long I can’t imagine putting up with no fun. But the inverse is true, too. If you get in the habit of life not being fun, you start to not even notice, because that’s what you’re used to.”

—MICHAEL LEWIS
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Prologue

WHEN IS THE LAST TIME YOU HAD FUN?

I’m serious. Think about it. When’s the last time you felt exhilarated and lighthearted? When’s the last time you didn’t feel judged, by yourself or other people? When’s the last time you were engaged, focused, and completely present, undistracted by thoughts about the future or the past? When’s the last time you felt free? When’s the last time you felt alive?

Maybe you were laughing with a friend. Maybe you were exploring a new place. Maybe you were being slightly rebellious. Maybe you were trying something for the first time. Maybe you felt an unexpected sense of connection. Regardless of the activity, the result was the same: You laughed and smiled. You felt liberated from your responsibilities. When it was over, the experience left you energized, nourished, and refreshed.

If you are having trouble thinking of a recent moment that fits that description, I hear you. Until recently, I didn’t feel like I was having much fun myself.

And then two things happened that transformed me.

The first occurred as a result of the birth of my daughter. After years of debating whether to have a child, followed by more than a year of trying, I became pregnant in the middle of 2014. Instead of expressing our nesting instincts through reasonable, small-scale projects, like closet organization or rethinking our spice rack, my husband and I decided that my pregnancy would be the ideal time to embark upon a full kitchen renovation—as in, one that involved ripping the room down to the studs and removing the back wall of our house in the middle of an East Coast January.

With a shared love of creative projects (and control), we also decided to design it ourselves. In my husband’s case, this resulted in him spending hours researching kitchen faucets. In my case, it meant figuring out how to incorporate salvaged architectural elements into the kitchen, such as a mirrored Victorian armoire front that I had found in a dead neighbor’s basement (long story) that I decided would make a perfect façade for a cookbook case and pull-out pantry.

I also spent hours on eBay searching for interesting details that we could add to the kitchen, a quest that left my search history littered with entries such as “vintage drawer pull” and “antique Eastlake door hinge 3x3.” (Even today, my eBay watch list still includes items such as “Victorian Fancy Stick and Ball Oak Fretwork or Gingerbread—original finish” and “Old Chrome Art-Deco Vacant Engaged Toilet Bathroom Lock Bolt Indicator Door.”)

As my belly grew bigger and our house colder, we had a running joke with our contractors—who by that point had become friends—about which project would be finished first, the kitchen or my pregnancy. It turned out that I won that contest, not because they were slow, but because I had an emergency C-section five and a half weeks before my due date. Eventually the kitchen renovation was finished, the armoire front became the pantry façade of my dreams, and I could finally stop my eBay searches.

Except I didn’t stop. Even though I no longer had any plausible excuse for spending thirty minutes at a time trawling through listings for antique door hardware, I still found myself picking up my phone and opening eBay on autopilot, often during middle-of-the-night feeding sessions with my daughter. I’d cuddle her in one arm and hold my phone with the other, using my thumb to scroll. It didn’t matter that all of the doors in our house already had knobs and hinges. I was searching for architectural salvage in the same way that other people consume social media: eyes glazed, hypnotized by the stream of images on my screen. The photos were less glamorous, but the compulsion was the same.

And then one night, while I was in the midst of yet another session, I looked away from my screen for a moment and caught my daughter’s eye. She was staring up at me, her tiny face illuminated by my phone’s blue light.

This must have happened countless times before, given how often newborns eat and the fact that at that point in my life, my phone was basically an appendage. But for some reason—maybe the fact that I have a background in mindfulness, maybe delirium caused by sleep deprivation—this time was different. I saw the scene from the outside, as if I were floating above my body, watching what was happening in the room. There was a baby, gazing up at her mother. And there was her mother, looking down at her phone.

I felt gutted.

The image hovered in my mind like a photograph of a crime scene. How had this happened? After all the work I’d done to cultivate self-awareness, how had I become a zombie so mesmerized by images on my phone (of door hardware, mind you!) that I was ignoring the baby—my baby—cradled in my arms?

This was not the impression I wanted my daughter to have of a relationship, let alone her relationship with her mother. And I didn’t want this to be the way I experienced motherhood—or my own life.

In that moment, I realized that—without my awareness or consent—my phone had begun to control me. It was the first thing I reached for in the morning and the last thing I looked at before bed. Any time I had a moment of stillness, it appeared in my hand. On the bus, in the elevator, in the bed, I always had my phone.

I noticed other changes, too, that, when I took the time to think about them, seemed like they also might be linked to my phone. My attention span was shot; I couldn’t remember the last time I’d made it through even a magazine article without feeling a compulsion to pick up my phone to check for something (really, anything). I was spending much more time texting with friends than talking with them, and was doing things that objectively made no sense, such as checking and rechecking the news even though I knew doing so made me feel bad, or searching for new real estate listings even though we had no intention of moving.

Hours that I might previously have devoted to doing things, like playing music, learning a new skill, or interacting with my husband (as opposed to sitting in the same room together, parallel-scrolling) increasingly were spent staring at a screen. I’d morphed from an interesting, interested, independent-minded person into someone who had been hypnotized by a small rectangular object—an object whose apps were programmed by people working for giant companies that stood to profit from getting me to waste my time.

I’m not saying that technology is evil and that we should throw our phones and tablets into a river. Some of our screen time is productive, essential, and/or enjoyable. Some of it provides relaxation or escape. But it’s also gotten out of control. I’ve become convinced that our phones and other wireless mobile devices (which are sometimes referred to as “WMDs”—weapons of mass distraction) are pulling our internal compasses seriously offtrack, insinuating themselves into our lives in ways that aren’t just scattering our attention; they’re changing the core of who we actually are.

And now my phone had infiltrated one of the most sacred spaces of all: my relationship with my daughter. This was not okay. As my husband would attest, I am so primed toward poignancy that I can become nostalgic for an experience while I am in the midst of having it—a character trait that having a child has only made worse. Life is short; kids grow up so quickly. I didn’t want to coast through my days distracted and only half-present.

I wanted to live. And that meant I needed to change, fast.

I have a longstanding habit of turning my personal issues into professional projects, and it occurred to me that my husband and I were hardly the only people who were losing ourselves to our phones; it was just that, at that point, very few people were paying attention to what was happening. In fact, the more I looked up from my phone and observed the world around me, the more concerned I became. (If you try it yourself, you will, too.)

I saw people texting while driving seventy miles an hour on the highway, or crossing busy streets. I noticed whole families out to eat at restaurants, with each person’s nose buried in a different device. I observed my own interactions with friends and family members, where inevitably one of us would whip out a phone and stroke its screen, almost as a tic, before slipping it back into a pocket or putting it back on the table. I felt like I was caught in a modern, real-life version of “The Emperor’s New Clothes”: I could see that all of us were acting like addicts, but since everyone was afflicted, we were deluding ourselves into thinking that our behaviors were normal and okay.

I also realized that, while there were a number of books that sounded the alarm about the possible negative mental and physical effects of spending hours each day exposing our brains to the nonstop stimulation of the internet (and consuming content that polarizes and divides us), there weren’t any that offered a solution. So, shortly after my soul-searching moment with my daughter, I started working on a book called How to Break Up With Your Phone about how we can (and why we should) create healthier relationships with technology. I wrote it because I wanted to wrest back control from my devices—and to help other people do the same—so that I could get back to actually living.

By the end of the process, I had created a plan for how we can have healthier, more sustainable long-term relationships with our phones, and I had followed it myself. The result was not perfection (it’s impossible to have a perfect relationship with anything, let alone a device that’s designed to addict you), but the effects were transformative. I got my attention span back. I felt more creative and less stressed. I became more present with my husband and daughter. By helping me to reclaim my own time, creating better boundaries with technology had given me an opportunity to take back my life.

And that led to the second event that inspired this book.

As part of my research for How to Break Up With Your Phone, my husband and I had been taking regular twenty-four-hour breaks from all screens, usually from Friday to Saturday nights. We thought of these breaks as digital sabbaths and were continually amazed by their effects on time—both in terms of the sheer amount that opened up, and in the way that avoiding screens made our perception of time slow down. Instead of allowing our time to be filled, we now were in charge of how we wanted to fill it. Without apps to distract us, we found ourselves with more hours in the day—hours that we were free to use on things that we truly enjoyed.

There was just one problem: I no longer knew what I enjoyed. It turned out that, for all of its benefits, “breaking up” with my phone was only the first step. If I really wanted to reclaim my life, I needed to remember how to live.

This came to a head one cold Saturday afternoon in early 2017, in the midst of a digital sabbath, when I found myself on our living room couch as our daughter took a nap and my husband ran some errands. This should have been a blissful moment in early parenting: I was alone, it was quiet, and I had at least an hour in front of me that I could spend however I liked. But when I tried to think of an offline activity that I wanted to do, I couldn’t come up with anything. I didn’t feel like reading a book; I wasn’t hungry; there wasn’t anyone to talk to. My mind was drawing a blank.

Oh my God, I thought to myself as I indulged in one of my favorite pastimes: catastrophic thinking. I’m just sitting here, waiting for time to pass till dinner. Which really means that I’m just waiting to die.

Around the same time, I had been reading a book called Designing Your Life, in which two Stanford professors use design principles to help people build “well-lived, joyful lives.” In it, I’d come across an exercise that had primed me for this particular descent into despair.

The exercise asks you to decide how full your “tanks” are in four areas—love, work, health, and play—so that you can identify the parts of your life that need attention.

A diligent student of anything involving self-improvement, I had immediately pulled out a pen. Love, health, and work were all close to full. But play? Or, as the authors put it, “activity that brings you joy just for the pure sake of doing it”? I could hardly think of anything that would qualify.

One of the many great things about taking breaks from screens and devices is that it forces you to be still. This stillness can be very uncomfortable, but it also gives your brain a chance to breathe—and to come up with new ideas. As I sat there, contemplating my empty play tank and my inevitable march toward death, I asked myself a question that I’d been posing to people while researching How to Break Up With Your Phone: What is something you’ve always said you wanted to do but that you supposedly don’t have time for? The idea is that you probably have more time for it than you realize; you just need to reclaim some of the minutes and hours you’re spending on your phone.

The first answer that came to my mind was “learn to play the guitar.” I have played piano since I was five, and during college my grandmother (with whom I was very close, and who played guitar herself) had given me money to buy one for my birthday. A friend had taught me a few chords, but it had been years since I’d taken it out of its case; it had spent almost two decades in a closet, attracting dust and guilt.

Then a related memory popped into my head: a flier I’d seen for a music studio.

Technically, the flier had been for a children’s music studio—it was advertising a class called “Baby Beyoncé.” But this had sparked my curiosity to the point that I had looked up the studio online, and had learned that it was run by a guy known as Mister John, who has a devoted following among Philadelphia parents due to the fact that instead of traditional children’s music fare like “Wheels on the Bus,” he features artists of the week such as Alicia Keys and David Bowie (and, yes, Beyoncé). While poking around on the site, I’d seen a tab on his website for Grown-Up Fun and had learned that he also ran a beginner’s guitar class for adults. This had intrigued me but I hadn’t taken any action on it. (I’d probably gotten distracted by whatever website was open in the neighboring browser tab.) But existential malaise can be very motivating. The next day, when I was back online, I signed up.

I was nervous—I was joining the class midsession, with my knowledge of the guitar limited to about three chords. But it turned out that the class, which met on Wednesday nights, was low-stakes and BYOB; my fellow students were mostly other parents who seemed to value having an hour and a half to hang out with other adults, without babies, as much as they did the music instruction itself.

With that said, we legitimately learned to play the guitar; before long, I felt capable of holding my own at any campfire singalong. Thanks to the class, I had found a new hobby that I enjoyed, and I was regularly experiencing the satisfaction that comes from acquiring a new skill. I also had made progress on the second half of my problem: now, when I found myself with a pocket of free time, I was much less likely to waste it on my phone or tumble into an existential spiral of despair. Instead, I pulled out my guitar and practiced.

These changes were more than enough to make the class worthwhile, but it didn’t take me long to notice that there was something much bigger going on. When I was at the studio, I felt engaged and energized in a way that, during my workdays in particular, I normally did not. The time seemed to fly by; every week I looked up at the clock and couldn’t imagine how ninety minutes had already passed. It was an hour and a half in which I was totally free from my responsibilities, with no one to take care of but myself. As a rule-following, conscientious adult, this liberation almost felt rebellious.

During class, my shoulders were looser. My breathing was easier. My mind felt stimulated but also relaxed. At that point I didn’t know the other students well—in fact, I only learned what their professions were when we started going out for drinks—and yet when we were in class together, I felt oddly connected with them, as if we had created our own private community, separate from the outside world. And unlike nearly everything else I did with my time, the class had no specific goal; our purpose, both literally and metaphorically, was simply to play.

The feeling was intoxicating—and puzzling. Whatever satisfaction I was deriving from learning barre chords could not explain how much I loved going to class, let alone the buzz I felt afterward. Every time I went, I came home feeling rejuvenated and refreshed. Wednesday nights quickly became a highlight of my week.

Even more intriguingly, the class infused me with an exuberance that buoyed me for days. I was more playful around my husband. I was more present with our daughter. I felt less resentful of my obligations and less burdened by my lists of to-dos. Sure, it was nice to have a new hobby, but I also felt like I had a new source of energy. Something inside of me had been ignited that I hadn’t even realized had gone dark. The more of this energy I experienced, the more ravenous for it I became.

What was this feeling? It was deeply familiar, but I couldn’t put my finger on what to call it.

And then one day, it hit me: I was having fun.

But not “fun” in the mild, casual sense in which we often employ the term. This wasn’t the feeling of doing something “fun” for yourself, like getting a pedicure, or buying a new TV. It wasn’t the “fun” that we try to portray on social media, or the “fun” people seek by getting hammered at a bar.

This was something different, something much more powerful and life-affirming. I decided to call the feeling “True Fun” to distinguish it from these other uses, and I became obsessed with figuring out how to have more of it. My hope was that if I could identify the factors that had generated it, I could transform True Fun—the deficit of which, I now realized, had led to my existential moment on the couch—from an occasional serendipitous occurrence to something that I could seek out and create.

I started by thinking of other times in my life when I’d experienced the feeling I now called True Fun.

There was the ride home from a wedding where my husband and I had packed our car with friends and spent the trip belting “Bohemian Rhapsody” at the top of our lungs.

There was the swing-dancing camp in New Hampshire that we’d attended—five straight days of music and dancing, starting in the morning and continuing till the wee hours. I love how dancing transports me out of my head and into my body, and while I am usually asleep by 10:30 P.M., I’d felt so exhilarated that I stayed up well past midnight each night of the camp; on the last day, I didn’t get to bed until after 4 A.M.

There was the cross-country bicycle trip I did right after college, on which I spent sixty-three spandex-clad days pedaling from Connecticut to San Francisco with a group of classmates. Every day, we biked from sixty to more than a hundred miles; we slept on floors; we often got up before 5 A.M. to beat the summer heat. The trip was physically grueling; there’s nothing quite like staring up at the Rockies and realizing that you’re going to have to cross them on a bicycle.

But the trip also served as an opportunity to spend two full months hanging out with some of my closest friends. It took place before smartphones, so we spent our free time making our own entertainment—joking around with one another, playing games we’d created, and visiting county fairs. I laughed, hard, every single day. Despite its challenges, that summer was one of the peak experiences of my life.

As I kept thinking, more memories like this came to mind, with different people and in different contexts. In each case, the sensation of True Fun had been unmistakable: it felt like a powerful form of energy had been unleashed, as if there had been an electric current in the air that—much like lightning—revealed itself when a particular confluence of factors drew it to one spot. When I was having True Fun, this energy rushed through me like a spark.

True Fun, I realized, is the feeling of being fully present and engaged, free from self-criticism and judgment. It is the thrill of losing ourselves in what we’re doing and not caring about the outcome. It is laughter. It is playful rebellion. It is euphoric connection. It is the bliss that comes from letting go. When we are truly having fun, we are not lonely. We are not anxious or stressed. We are not consumed by self-doubt or existential malaise. There is a reason that our moments of True Fun stand out in our memories: True Fun makes us feel alive.

I was thrilled to have given language to my experience, but as soon as I labeled the feeling from my guitar class as True Fun, more questions emerged. For example, was True Fun dependent on certain people or contexts? It didn’t seem like it. My husband and I had experienced True Fun together more times than I could count, and I had dear friends with whom it occurred quite often—but we didn’t always have True Fun when we were together. Intimacy didn’t seem to be a prerequisite, either: I’d had True Fun with strangers, and there were some acquaintances with whom it also seemed to regularly pop up. And while certain settings seemed particularly conducive to it, it wasn’t limited by location.

Nor was True Fun dependent on (or guaranteed to be produced by) activities themselves. This surprised me, because I had initially assumed that the experience of True Fun must have been the result of what I was doing at the time. I like playing the guitar and dancing and singing and biking—which suggested that the secret to having more fun was to add more of these activities to my schedule.

But that idea felt exhausting. And besides, I could think of situations in which I had participated in the same activities but had not experienced that euphoric feeling. I didn’t feel it when I played music alone or took a solitary bike ride. I had attended lots of dance classes that felt stilted and awkward. I’d had plenty of car rides—even car rides that involved singing—that didn’t make me laugh until my face hurt. While there were definitely particular activities, people, and settings that seemed to act like magnets for True Fun, that outcome was far from guaranteed.

On the flip side, I’d had experiences that on the surface were uncomfortable or unremarkable, but that stood out in my mind as treasured memories precisely because they had generated True Fun—like that post-college bike trip, for example, or getting stranded with some friends on a day off when I was a camp counselor and having to sleep on the ground in a town square, or moments when I was teaching middle school math and my students did something that made me laugh out loud.

The more I thought about True Fun, the more I realized that, despite years spent reading and writing about happiness and mindfulness, I’d never thought specifically about fun at all—let alone thought to ask questions that might help me experience it more often. What was the difference between “fun” in the everyday sense of the word and True Fun? Why did some activities—often anything involving the internet or my phone—start off feeling sort of “fun” (with heavy air quotes) but leave me drained? How—and why—did it vary so much in intensity and duration? What were the factors that needed to be present in order for True Fun to emerge? And, most importantly, how could I have more of it?

These questions have led me on an adventure that has changed my life—and I want you to join me.

Before we dive in, it’s important to acknowledge that we can only focus on True Fun if our basic needs are taken care of—food, shelter, adequate rest, and physical safety are definitely prerequisites, and there are many situations that can make it difficult, if not impossible, to focus on fun, such as poverty, sickness, abuse, trauma, and job insecurity. But with that major caveat aside, I’ve come to realize that we have multiple misunderstandings about fun, and that many of our arguments against making it a priority don’t stand up to scrutiny.

For example, I’ve had people tell me point-blank that they are not “fun people.” (One person told me he was so incapable of having fun that a former girlfriend referred to him as “Nuf”—fun, backward.) But provided that the prerequisites mentioned above have been met, there is no rule saying that only certain types of people get to have fun (or be considered “fun people”). Nor do we need to compete with each other for it; True Fun is not a scarce resource, accessible only to an elite few. And while it’s easy to get caught up in materialistic striving and be tricked into believing that if you were richer, you’d be having more fun, that’s not true, either; sure, money can be helpful, but True Fun doesn’t require wealth. While some of the changes I’ve made are things I’ve had to pay for (e.g., guitar class), many of them have been free, and some have actually saved me money. Once you realize that accumulating possessions doesn’t lead to fun, you buy fewer things.

Some people think that they’re not capable of having True Fun because they’re anxious and depressed. This is a growing problem: the past decade has seen huge increases in rates of depression and anxiety among people around the world, and Americans in particular. Even if we haven’t received an official diagnosis, many of us are suffering from emptiness, loneliness, boredom, and a general sense of languishing.

But I would argue that in many cases, we are mixing up the cause and the effect: we are suffering from these afflictions because we are not having enough fun.fn1 True Fun isn’t just a result of happiness, in other words; it’s a cause.

A lot of people claim not to have time for fun. But fun does not necessarily require us to become busier, or to add more activities to our already full schedules. Instead, the first step in having more True Fun is to create space by doing fewer things, so that you can take advantage of opportunities for True Fun in your life that already exist and spend your free time in more targeted ways.

On the flip side, there are folks who push back against putting more energy into fun because they think they are already having enough of it. In some instances, they may be right—in which case I encourage them to teach others their secrets. But for many of us, a lot of what we do “for fun” isn’t fun at all. Instead, we spend much of our leisure time on “Fake Fun,” a term I use to describe activities and possessions that are marketed to us as fun, that we work long hours to be able to afford, but that are ultimately meaningless or a waste of time—such as binge-watching shows to the point that our eyes glaze over, buying things we don’t need, or mindlessly scrolling through social media for hours at a time. Fake Fun is numbing and leaves us empty when we’re done. True Fun, on the other hand, makes us feel nourished and refreshed.

One of the foundational issues we face, when it comes to making True Fun a priority, is that we’ve been conditioned to believe that the pursuit of fun—particularly our own fun—is frivolous, selfish, and self-indulgent, even immature and childish. (That is, if we think about it at all.) We think that if we’re focused on fun, we’re not paying enough attention to the world’s problems or doing enough to help other people. As for our own self-improvement, we tend to focus our efforts on seeking “loftier” and more “serious” goals, such as achieving happiness, wealth, long-term health, and a sense of meaning and purpose in our lives. We pursue these goals doggedly, reading self-help books, seeing therapists, taking antidepressants, sweating through workouts. When you add in the time that’s required to fulfill the obligations of adult life—going to work, doing your taxes, cleaning the house, raising kids—it’s understandable that fun ends up as an afterthought. We enjoy it when we experience it, but when it comes to our priorities, it’s often at the very end of the list.

But what we don’t realize is that, far from being frivolous or selfish, the pursuit of fun will help us achieve all of these goals. Life is not a zero-sum equation: we can care about fun and be conscientious citizens who are committed to improving the world—indeed, fun can give us more energy with which to do so. And if we want our own lives to be satisfying and joyful, True Fun isn’t optional. It shouldn’t be an afterthought. It should be our guiding star.

Even if you do buy into the idea that True Fun is important and decide that you want to have more of it, it can be hard to know how to start. Part of the challenge of having more True Fun is that its occurrence can feel so random; we’ve all been forced to do things “for fun” that were anything but. (Think of awkward icebreakers, or any situation in which people seem to be trying too hard.) We’ve also all had experiences where True Fun has popped up in everyday, seemingly boring situations—the times you find yourself laughing hysterically with a friend in a diner about nothing at all, or the moments that you try to describe to people afterward, only to find yourself saying, “I guess you had to be there.” When True Fun happens, it can feel like magic. And to a certain degree, it is magic; True Fun cannot be forced.

But I’ve discovered that provided our basic needs have been met, we each have the power to have more fun. Unlike other elusive positive states, such as joy or rapture or even happiness, True Fun is approachable and down-to-earth—it wants to be invited to hop off its pedestal and play with us in the dirt. We have more control over fun than we realize; we just need to better understand the factors that generate it for us personally, and design (and put ourselves in) more situations in which these factors are present.

It is worth the effort.

Once we understand what True Fun is and what it feels like—and make it a priority—not only will we find it easier to make wiser decisions about how to spend our time and attention in the moment, but the long-term effects will be life-changing.

True Fun is restorative. It increases resilience and empathy. It creates community. It reduces resentment. True Fun does wonders for our emotional well-being by empowering us to connect with other people, escape from self-judgment, and be fully present. Orienting our lives around True Fun will boost our creativity and productivity. It will make us better—and happier—partners, parents, workers, citizens, and friends.

True Fun is good for our health. It gets us up from our desks, out of our heads, and into the world. Having more True Fun lowers our stress levels, and over time, that will likely lower our risks for all the health problems that are triggered or exacerbated by stress, such as heart attacks, strokes, obesity, type 2 diabetes, and dementia.

The pursuit of True Fun helps us stay true to our authentic selves, with less time spent on mindless distraction and empty pursuits and more time devoted to people, experiences, and activities that bring us a sense of meaning and joy.

Best of all, orienting our lives around True Fun is, well, fun! Unlike most self-improvement projects, which require us to exercise willpower and self-restraint in hopes of achieving some future goal, prioritizing fun will make our existence more invigorating and enjoyable in the moment. It’s like going on a diet that requires you to eat more foods that you love.

I’ve now spent several years figuring out specific steps each of us can take to manufacture more of the magic that is True Fun—and I want to teach you what I’ve learned. We’ll start by talking about what True Fun actually is, so that we’re on the same page about its definition. Next, we’ll explore why it can be so hard for us to recall a recent time in which we had True Fun—which is a nice way of saying that we’re going to discuss why we feel dead inside. Just when I’ve taken you to the brink of despair, we’ll do an abrupt pivot and delve into the surprising science of why True Fun is so astoundingly good for us—not just for our mood in the moment but for our long-term emotional and physical health and our ability to flourish.

And then comes the fun part: after I’ve made the case for True Fun, we’ll discuss how to have more of it. I’ll explain how to identify True Fun when it’s happening—and how to distinguish it from its evil alter ego, Fake Fun—so that you can do an audit of how much True Fun you’re currently having and home in on your personal fun magnets and fun factors—that is, the people, activities, and settings (and the characteristics of these things) that are the most likely to attract True Fun for you. We’ll use an acronym I developed, called SPARK, to experiment with practical, hands-on techniques that will enable you to invite more fun into your everyday life, and we’ll develop a long-term, sustainable plan for how to continue to prioritize fun in the future.

I’m not saying that if you follow my advice your life will become a nonstop stream of fun, or even suggesting that that should be the goal—even the most fun-filled life isn’t always filled with fun. But with True Fun as your compass, you will be happier, you will be healthier, and you will be better able to shoulder whatever life throws your way. You will laugh more, you will smile more, and you will feel more alive.

And that, at its core, is what this book is about: feeling alive.

It’s about how we can harness the power of fun to make us awake and fully present for our brief moment on this planet. My goal is to use what I’ve learned to help you build a life that is so rich, so engaged, so bursting with True Fun, that if I were to ask you to share with me a recent experience in which you had fun, I wouldn’t be able to get you to stop talking.
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Part I



FUN, SERIOUSLY




CHAPTER 1

What Is Fun?


“Conceptualizing fun is not straightforward.”1

—I. C. McManus and Adrian Furnham



WHEN I STARTED THINKING ABOUT TRUE FUN AND HOW I could have more of it, the first challenge I ran into was defining what it actually is. I was confident that “fun” was the best word to describe the powerful feeling I had tapped into as a result of my guitar classes, but I noticed that we use “fun” in all sorts of other contexts, too.

For example, we often use “fun” to describe any activity that we perceive as being unrelated to work—these are the things we say we do “for fun.” But this use of “fun” categorizes activities more by what they are not (work) than by the specific characteristics that they share or the emotional experience they produce. What’s more, the activities we say we do “for fun” include both active pursuits, such as spending time with friends, and passive things like watching television—even though the levels of energy that these activities generate can be radically different.

We also use the word “fun” to describe experiences that we have deemed to be enjoyable (or that at least were supposed to have been enjoyable). In these situations, we use “fun” in the verb phrase “to have fun,” as in “I had fun at that picnic,” or as an adjective—e.g., “That was a fun time last weekend.” But more often than not, we don’t consider whether we actually mean what we’re saying. I’ve personally heard myself announce, “That was fun,” in response to everything from an outrageously fun night out with friends to a meh dinner party that did not, in fact, feel fun at all.

Given the wide range of experiences and emotional intensities that we describe as “fun,” the idea that fun is a life-changing force may sound hyperbolic. But that’s not fun’s fault; it’s because we’ve cheapened the word through careless (even if unintentional) overuse. I realized that if we really want to grasp—and harness—the full power of fun, we need to become much more precise about how and when we use the word.

But nailing down a definition of fun is surprisingly difficult to do.

The Oxford English Dictionary defines fun as “enjoyment, amusement, or light-hearted pleasure”fn1—but the word “fun” also can refer to things not meant to be taken seriously (e.g., “it was all in good fun”) or even to mocking or teasing, as in “make fun.”2 (Indeed, the word itself comes from a Middle English word, “fon,” which means “make a fool of, be a fool”—which brings up the important point that making a fool of someone else is definitely not included in our definition of fun; we are only talking about experiences that feel fun for everyone involved.)fn2 And of course, there’s also “funny,” which refers to anything that amuses us or that strikes us as unexpected or odd.

Do an internet search for “how to have fun” and you’ll quickly encounter more evidence of how broadly and sloppily we use the word. “Roast a turkey,” suggests a list of ideas from CNN, which also includes encouragements to get more sleep, to “put together an altar to honor loved ones who have passed,” and to watch a documentary about climate change.3 A similar list from Real Simple magazine proposes that if you want to have more fun, you should “make snickerdoodles,” “get everyone some fun back-to-school notebooks and supplies,” and—I swear I am not making this up—“adorn your table with gourds.”fn3 4

You might think that the frequency with which we use “fun”—and the many contexts in which we employ it—would make it like catnip to academics, who love debating the definitions of abstract, nebulous concepts such as happiness or joy. But (perhaps because the ambiguity of its meaning makes fun seem frivolous) they have largely ignored the subject. The most prominent scholarly works related to fun aren’t about fun at all; they’re about play. And even the scholars who study play punt on the definition of fun.

Take Johan Huizinga, a Dutch historian who wrote a seminal book about play, first published in 1938, called Homo Ludens—Latin for “The Playing Man.” (The version I have is a 1950 English translation based on the Dutch and German editions and is just about as fun to read as its title suggests.) According to Huizinga, fun is an “absolutely primary category of life, familiar to everybody at a glance right down to the animal level.”5 We all know what fun feels like, in other words, and we seem to have a biological drive to seek it out. And yet, he writes, it “resists all analysis, all logical interpretation. As a concept, it cannot be reduced to any other mental category. No other modern language known to me has the exact equivalent of the English word fun.”

Bruce C. Daniels, a historian and author of the book Puritans at Play,fn4 sums up the situation well. The definition of fun, he writes, is “maddeningly elusive.”6

The lack of a solid definition—coupled with the assumption that fun isn’t serious enough to deserve attention to begin with—likely explains why so few people have tried to study fun’s psychological or physical effects directly.

In a 2017 paper about the general concept of fun—one of the few I was able to find—the authors write that “relatively little research has investigated the consequences of fun” and point out that “the word fun does not appear as an index term in any emotion or social-psychology textbook or handbook of which we are aware.”7 Another paper makes the same point. “The psychological literature on fun is very limited,” the authors write, adding that “occasionally psychologists have noted that certain concepts never seem to appear within psychological studies”—including fun.8

As for physical effects, there’s so little specific, relevant research that when I did a search for “fun” on PubMed—the search engine for biomedical literature run by the National Library of Medicine—one of the top results was a paper titled “Putting the Fun in Fungi: Toenail Onychomycosis.”9

Needless to say, this is not the type of fun that I encourage you to seek.

In the absence of scholarly guideposts, I developed my own terminology, starting with the concept of True Fun—which I chose because I wanted to distinguish the euphoria triggered by my experience in my guitar class from our more pedestrian uses of “fun” (not to mention toenail fungus). I also wanted to clarify that True Fun doesn’t rely on the doing of any particular activity. Having more of it does not require you to attend more trivia nights or, I dunno, learn how to play pickleball.

But even once I’d named the feeling I was having “True Fun,” I still needed to create a succinct definition; I couldn’t subject people to a paragraphs-long description that finished with “You’ll know it when you feel it.”

I started by analyzing my own experiences through the lens of positive psychology—a field of psychology that is devoted to understanding human well-being—to identify possible elements that might be definitional to the experience of True Fun.

In order to make sure that whatever I came up with was universal and not specific to me, I also recruited what I called the Fun Squad, a global group of more than 1,500 people who volunteered to explore their own definitions of fun and spend roughly a month testing out my ideas and giving me feedback. Members of the Fun Squad ranged in age from teenagers to retirees and spanned every income and educational bracket. Some were single, others were married, and they were roughly equally divided when it came to having kids. They included students, teachers, lawyers, homemakers, graphic designers, software engineers, scientists, healthcare workers, financial analysts, writers, receptionists, consultants, and more. They lived all across the United States, and indeed, all around the globe, from Sweden to South Africa to India to Bahrain.

After collecting demographic information from them (and without proposing a definition), I asked Fun Squad members to describe three experiences that stood out in their memories as examples of True Fun, and to write down how old they were at the time, what they were doing, and who was involved. (It’s an exercise that I will be suggesting later that you try as well.) The instructions read: “Don’t worry about whether your experiences seem trivial, but please do try to focus on experiences where fun is the dominant descriptor—the ones that would make you say, if I were to ask you about them, ‘That was so fun.’”

Next, I asked people to describe a fun event or experience that they would love to organize or be a part of in the future.10 I again asked what they would be doing, whom (if anyone) they’d be with, where they would be, and why this would qualify as fun.

Then I asked what, if anything, made those four experiences different from other experiences or activities that they found pleasurable, relaxing, enjoyable, satisfying, or rewarding.

The anecdotes people shared were fascinating. Memories of True Fun weren’t relegated to childhood or early adulthood; people wrote about experiences that had occurred as recently as the day before they filled out the survey (which I sent out in the summer of 2020, during the SARS-CoV-2 pandemic and its associated restrictions and lockdowns). Most striking was the fact that, even though I hadn’t yet proposed a definition, all the participants seemed to have the same visceral understanding of what I was getting at when I added the “so” in front of the “fun.”

Here are some examples:


Playing drums with my husband playing guitar and 15-year-old son on bass, 9-year-old son on keyboard. I got these drums as a gift for my 49th birthday. Whenever I go down to the basement to practice, they drop what they are doing and plug in their guitars and join in. I have so much fun connecting with my family in this way, playing the drums. There’s not a lot of talking, but we communicate on another level. We laugh after each song because we’re not very good, but we keep trying …. I can’t tell you how much joy and playfulness this experience brings. I never thought that when I decided to learn the drums at middle age for me, it would end up being something that would bring my family together in such a fun, joyous and creative (flow state) way.

The first thing that came to mind was squishing mud through my toes. Walking in mud is fun (and gross). I’m not sure the most recent time I’ve done this, but I suspect my sense memory is from sometime in high school, along a particular path and probably with my friend Margaret. Squishing toes in wet sand is enjoyable, but not nearly as fun as doing it in mud, possibly because mud is so much messier.

I went to this laughter workshop where I didn’t know anyone. We had to do silly things like pretend we were monkeys and greet each other. I was 60. It was so much fun!

At age 75, I took a two-week virtual drawing marathon on my sister’s balcony while she and her husband were at their country home. I was alone with my art supplies and computer, with the sun beating down and the only sounds the wind and traffic from the West Side Highway …. it was such fun to be totally consumed with a task that seemed almost impossible.

Dance class. I am often overwhelmed by the fun I have on a Friday morning, in a church hall with a bunch of old ladies. I’ve been doing this class since I was 41, and I’m 46 now. I’m usually the youngest in the room. We do things like dance our imaginary tails (swishy peacock feathers, or fluffy bunny tail?), swish imaginary bathwater, tickle clouds, squawk like birds, claw the air, move as though our feet are in marshmallow. Yeah, it’s fun.

Playing fetch with an exuberant, silly dog. This was last weekend. I’m 32.

I was in middle school. My mom and I had just revamped my bedroom into a pink, Parisian oasis. On my first night in this new room, my mom and I had a sleepover complete with our fanciest pajamas, cookies, and long conversations where we could only speak in British accents. It was so silly that we were laughing all night.

I traveled to remote northern Siberia (when it was still the USSR) when I was 20, to formerly closed towns that had never seen westerners. It was a one-month environmental volunteer exchange during the white night summer season, with a dozen other university students from around the world. One weekend, we visited a children’s camp, spending a day singing, playing, and splashing in a small lake. I couldn’t speak their language, and aside from translators, they couldn’t speak mine …. The most unadulterated joy of my life occurred that summer day—the deep, essential-to-survival creativity of a hundred children, inviting us into their world with such pure wholeheartedness, silliness, song, and unadulterated wonder, that I could not help but abandon the notion of who I was, and instead, just celebrate being. It feels like short-changing to talk about it (I almost never do), because words are so hard to come by. But it’s imprinted on my DNA. It was so, for lack of a better word, fun. And it’s that combination of feeling—laughing and creating and celebrating a simple and long summer day, with no accoutrements except food and music, with awakened innocence in my soul—that epitomizes fun.



I know, right?

The details of the anecdotes people shared were different—some occurred in the context of nature, others in music, or physical activity, or creativity, or novelty, or silliness. Sometimes they involved friends; in other cases, strangers. But their energy was all the same. There was something joyful but also quite moving about them. There was a lightheartedness, an exuberance, an excitement that feels so electric and freeing and contagious that it jumps off the page. Our moments of True Fun are the moments that we remember. They’re the experiences that make life worth living. The emotional power of the memories it creates is proof that True Fun isn’t frivolous; it’s profound.

Once people had written down their experiences (and again, before I proposed a definition), I asked them how they would define fun to someone who had never encountered the term. I was amazed by how many of their answers touched upon similar themes.

“Fun is unbridled enthusiasm,” wrote one person.

“Pure joy, happiness and love!” wrote another.

“It’s a visceral feeling of lightness, where your chest expands and you feel like you could lift off the ground,” read one of my favorite responses. “It’s laughter and joy and feeling like you wouldn’t want to be anywhere else in the world. It’s doing something you love with other people, where you don’t care about what other people think. It’s a feeling of freedom. It’s being a bit reckless and giving your inner child a chance to come out and play.”

When I asked my then-five-year-old daughter what color fun would be, she thought for a second, and then said, “Sunshine.”

How could the same effervescent energy be produced by experiences as diverse as doing a painting marathon, singing with Siberian children, walking barefoot through mud with a friend, and playing fetch with a dog? What makes us feel like sunshine?

The more of these experiences I read, the more convinced I became that, while True Fun can occur in an endless variety of contexts, there is, in fact, a universal definition that holds true across people and experiences.

True Fun is the confluence of playfulness, connection, and flow. Whenever these three states occur at the same time, we experience True Fun.
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It’s simple enough in theory. But to understand it fully, we’ve got to dissect each of those elements on their own.

PLAYFULNESS

True Fun can only occur when people are being playful.

By playfulness I mean a spirit of lightheartedness and freedom—of doing an activity just for the sake of doing the activity and not caring too much about the outcome. As the examples shared by the Fun Squad made clear, True Fun carries with it no sense of obligation—when we’re being playful, we don’t mind if there’s no tangible reward. Playfulness creates a sense of being outside of your normal reality; you’re relieved of your everyday responsibilities and feel carefree; you smile frequently and laugh easily. When people are being playful, they sparkle.

CONNECTION

True Fun always involves a sense of connection—the feeling of having a special, shared experience with someone (or something) else.

It can occur when you feel unusually connected to your physical environment (e.g., nature), the activity in which you’re participating, a pet, or even your own body. However, in the vast majority of instances, this connection is with another person; when people describe True Fun, they report feeling like they’re joining together with someone while at the same time feeling totally themselves. Surprisingly, this applies to introverts as well as extroverts. Based on the Fun Squad’s anecdotes, introverts are more likely to experience True Fun in a small group of friends than in a big crowd of strangers, but just like extroverts, their most fun moments do not occur when they’re alone.

FLOW

Flow is a term used in psychology to describe when you are fully engrossed and engaged in your present experience to the point
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