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            Dedication

         
         
            To my family

            for teaching me to see the tiny lampshade

            in every toothpaste cap, the Gumby bend

            in every rule, and the pink flamingos

            hiding in plain sight all over Brooklyn

             

            And to

            the wild, playful spirit that lives in each of us,

            ready to shake loose and run free

         

         
      
   
      
      
         
            Epigraph

         
         
            Playful

            curiously,

            creatively,

            courageously

            engaged

            with life

         

         
      
   
      
      
         
            Epigraph

         
         
            When we’re in a state of play
 Our truest selves come out to say:

            “I’m here! Alive! Awake right now!”
 Busy thoughts can say ciao, ciao

           Dancing with life, in full delight
 No script, no rehearsal, no need to be “right”

            Just curious, wild, connected, and free
 Play is where we remember to be
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            Introduction

         
         
            Calling You Back to the Playground

            The airport is chaos. Lines snake beyond the designated barriers and out the doors as frazzled travelers tug their luggage
               and scowl at their phones, their grimacing faces even more dramatic in the harsh lighting.
            

            
            I stand in the security queue, sensing the stress emanating from everyone around me like swarms of buzzing flies. A man behind
               me huffs with dramatic indignation, a couple ahead bickers in hissed whispers—“We should have left earlier!”—and someone’s
               roller bag keeps thwacking my heels.
            

            
            My fists clench as irritation winds me tighter. The security checkpoint seems miles away and my flight is in an hour. I feel
               myself being sucked into the collective vortex of misery.
            

            
            Then, as we make our first zig in the queue, I catch my partner’s eye and make a split-second decision. I raise my hand for
               a high five.
            

            
            “Yes!” I exclaim with exaggerated enthusiasm. “One turn closer!”

            
            My partner looks momentarily confused, then a half grin lights up his face as he slaps my raised palm. A spark of mischief passes through us. A few people nearby glance over, some with bemused smiles. 

            
            When we reach the next turn, we’re ready. “Turn number TWO!” we announce together, high-fiving with gusto. A woman behind
               us lets out a chuckle that seems to surprise even herself.
            

            
            By the third turn, a family with a toddler holds up their hands for high fives before we can even offer ours. “We’re on a
               roll now!” the dad says, grinning.
            

            
            With each zigzag, our celebration grows a little as others join our absurd incremental progress party. Soon, a pocket of genuine
               laughter has formed in our section of the line, spreading outward like ripples from a skipped rock as others catch on to our
               game.
            

            
            In that moment of travel chaos, we made a choice: Instead of facing the frustrating situation with tense resentment (what
               I call “the Pressured Way”), we transformed it with levity (“the Playful Way”). This simple shift didn’t change our situation—we
               were still in the same painfully slow airport security queue, still at risk of missing our flight. But it changed what it
               felt like—shifting stress into humor, isolation into community.
            

            
            The choice between the Pressured Way and the Playful Way appears constantly in our lives: during technology crashes, tricky
               conversations, power struggles, and canceled plans. When challenges arise, we can clench our jaws and white-knuckle our way
               through, or we can bring imagination, inquiry, and openness to the situation.
            

            
            This choice isn’t just about boosting fun (though that’s a welcome bonus), it’s about accessing new solutions, deeper camaraderie,
               and a richer experience of everyday life.
            

            
            While our airport moment involved a social game, your playful response might look different: finding beauty in the terminal architecture, cracking a joke with your travel mate, or putting on music and imagining the scene as a film. Whatever form it takes, playfulness means approaching the situation with curious creativity: treating it as raw material for possibility, not just an obstacle to endure. 

            
            
               The Science of Adult Playfulness

               Playfulness is often dismissed as frivolous—a charming but dispensable quality best left in childhood alongside stuffies and
                  imaginary friends.
               

               
               But watch any child transform a cardboard box into a spaceship or a pile of sticks into a fairy house, and (beyond the cute
                  façade) you are witnessing them exercising some of humanity’s most valuable abilities: imagination, adaptation, and ingenuity.
               

               
               Somewhere along the way to adulthood, many of us tucked these qualities into storage. We were taught that success comes through
                  seriousness, that productivity trumps play, that “growing up” means leaving playfulness behind.
               

               
               But what if that conventional wisdom is entirely backward?

               
               Research reveals that playful adults excel at problem-solving and stress management and consistently report higher life satisfaction
                  (Proyer 2013). They’re keen observers who spot fresh perspectives where others see only obstacles. They develop healthier
                  coping mechanisms and bounce back faster from setbacks too. As Dr. Stuart Brown from the National Institute for Play puts
                  it, “The opposite of play is not work. It’s depression.”
               

               
               Playfulness is an underestimated trait that’s more Swiss Army knife than cheap toy. It’s an incredibly handy tool for handling
                  life’s complexities. It’s got corkscrews for opening up possibilities, scissors for cutting through perfectionism, a magnifying
                  glass for finding solutions, and tweezers for extracting joy from the teensy-tiniest of spaces.
               

               
               Beyond the mental, playfulness also benefits our bodies. Studies link it to lower stress, improved immune function, better cognitive function, and even longer lives. Playfulness isn’t just a nice-to-have; it’s essential for anyone who wants to live a healthier, happier life. 

               
               Despite these benefits, we’re facing what researchers call “play deprivation” (yes, that’s an actual scientific term!). This
                  comes with real costs: it contributes to increased anxiety, pessimism, diminished creativity, and difficulty adapting to change.
               

               
               I’ve noticed these effects in my own life and in the lives of those around me: The high-achieving exec who forgot how to celebrate
                  her successes and now feels like a ghost in her own life. The parent who turned into a drill sergeant at home, wishing they
                  could just be silly again. The creative team frozen in fear, unable to unleash their imaginations. The midcareer professional
                  who draws a blank when asked what brings them joy, having been so busy being responsible that they’ve lost track of what lights
                  them up. The recent graduate who’s terrified to try different paths because they might pick the “wrong” one.
               

               
               The good news? Playfulness is part of us all. It’s standard issue for the human species. Even if you’ve left yours in the
                  drawer gathering dust, you can pick it up again. This book is your user manual to guide you, regardless of your starting point.
               

               
               If you’re already a play enthusiast, The Playful Way will give you reason to go deeper, map uncharted territories, and spread your playful light to others.
               

               
            
            
               A Playful Mindset

               When I talk about playfulness in adulthood, I’m often met with puzzled looks. “You mean sports?” people ask. Or “Board games?”
                  “Oh, like, work hard / play hard . . . partying?”
               

               
               But playfulness runs deeper than scheduled recreation (though that is important). It’s not a leisure activity reserved for weekends or vacations. It’s a mindset that transforms how we experience everything. 

               
               Playfulness is:

               
               
                  	Finding humor and lightness even in tense moments

                  	Staying open to possibilities rather than fixating on one “right” way

                  	Experimenting rather than seeking perfection

                  	Bringing an ethos of curious exploration to difficulties

                  	Finding wisdom in the body when the mind’s tied up in knots

                  	Tuning your attention to notice details and find wonder

                  	Reimagining dull tasks through reframes and games

                  	Improvising when things go sideways

               

               When we move through the world playfully, we stay loose and nimble. We adapt faster, roll with changes, collaborate with challenges,
                  and transform tedious tasks into little adventures.
               

               
            
            
               My Playful Path

               Playfulness has been my compass through life’s twists and turns, helping me navigate everything from career transitions and
                  fertility struggles to depression and anxiety. When conventional wisdom falls short, play shows me the way forward.
               

               
               This approach to life was born in the kitchen of my childhood home, with its cheerful painted tiles, bright green countertops,
                  and wall jam-packed with family photos. After my brother and I helped our parents serve dinner, the fun began. My words would
                  tumble out in excitement: “Hey, what if we started a kids’ karaoke club?” My parents would exchange a conspiratorial glance.
                  “Now, there’s an idea!” Mom would reply, leaning forward. “What would that look like? Where would we host it?”
               

               
               Between bites of penne, my brother would chime in: “We could have themed nights: Disney songs one week, pop hits the next!” My dad would smile, his laughter-creased eyes twinkling. “I love it! Now, what would we name it?” Before anyone could answer, his fork was in the air, face lit up with enthusiasm. “Ooh! Ooh! Ooh! I know! Kiddieoke!” 

               
               These kitchen table sessions were boisterously loud as we built upon each other’s ideas. No idea was too outrageous to explore.
                  We were elementary schoolers doing business brainstorms and our parents took us seriously and egged us on.
               

               
               Eventually, we’d have to clear the table, do our homework, and return to our daily responsibilities. But in these moments,
                  I learned that any endeavor could be handled with an inquisitive attitude and a willingness to explore.
               

               
               I was fortunate to have parents who showed me that wonder and whimsy could be woven into all aspects of life. My mom (a social
                  worker, artist, gardener) and my dad (an entrepreneur, engineer, inventor) modeled what it looks like for adults to be playful
                  while simultaneously building businesses, dealing with illness and loss, and nurturing families and communities.
               

               
               This spirit of adventure carried me to New York City, where I cofounded and built Refinery29 from a small style website into
                  one of the most influential digital media brands for women, reaching millions with its distinctive mix of fashion, culture,
                  and boundary-pushing storytelling.
               

               
               Even in the workplace, I carved out spaces for play, like my apricot-colored office (dubbed “the Peach Pit”) with its round
                  table that became our magic circle for brainstorms. All the players around the table now were adults, so I had to take some
                  extra measures to get the ideas flowing, like doing physical shake breaks and buzzing a lovingly bedazzled Taboo game buzzer
                  when anyone got into an excessively serious “idea killer” mode.
               

               
               Our playful approach led us to create innovative experiences like 29Rooms—a funhouse that reimagined vacant warehouses into kaleidoscopic, artist-made wonderlands where a hundred thousand adults came through to frolic and fall down imagination rabbit holes. 

               
               In 2021, I began a new chapter after leaving the company I’d built over fifteen years. But the transition was like moving
                  out of a home you’ve loved—even when you’re ready to go, there’s still a bittersweet ache. Add to that the wild adventure
                  of new motherhood and a global pandemic, and I was navigating multiple identity shifts at once. Daunting questions loomed:
                  Who was I beyond the role I was most known for? What kind of parent would I become? What did I want to create next?
               

               
               As I faced these huge transitions, my spirit whispered an answer: experiment! Instead of rushing to figure it all out, I turned
                  my life into a play laboratory. I led cathartic dance parties on Zoom, created public art experiences connecting strangers
                  in parks, took classes in improv and storytelling, and said yes to pretty much any foray that sparked curiosity. I dove deep
                  into researching the power of play for our health and happiness, and piles of books stacked up on my desk.
               

               
               As my calendar filled up with what I lovingly called “play dates with possibility” and I led thousands of people in creative
                  exploration, I discovered my next chapter—making spaces for playful, creative practice and shared joy.
               

               
               Playfulness has been my life preserver across all aspects of my life. As a teenager exploring my queerness, it let me move
                  forward with joyful curiosity rather than fear. As an adult living with depression and anxiety, it nudged me to find movement
                  when my mind wouldn’t budge. When my neurodivergent brain has needed extra support, it helped me work with my rhythms instead
                  of fighting them. My relationship with playfulness has kept me afloat and splashing around.
               

               
               I’ve developed my own tricks and tools for sparking playfulness and seen the power of this approach transform not just my own life but those of many others I’ve worked with. And now I’m on a mission to unlock that magic for you too—to help you dive into that giddy river that flows when we approach life with playfulness. 

               
            
            
               Your Playbook

               This book is a practical guide to living with more creativity, connection, and joy. Each chapter has stories from real people,
                  research-backed insights, and play practices you can try today. Through perspective shifts and playful experiments, you’ll
                  learn to:
               

               
               
                  	Dance around the voices that say play is frivolous (I call them the Anti-Play Posse)

                  	Figure out which of the eight Powers of Play you are

                  	Transform both ordinary moments and major obstacles

                  	Navigate life’s uncertainties with more grace and less anxiety

                  	Build spaces where imagination can breathe

                  	Find kinship, collaboration, and camaraderie with those around you

               

               My hope is that The Playful Way becomes your trusted companion: a permission slip and road map to creating a life that feels less like a series of problems
                  to solve and more like an adventure.
               

               
               Our world desperately needs more playfulness, more creative solutions, more authentic connections, more joy. It needs more
                  of us to choose the Playful Way. It needs YOU to return to the playground.
               

               
               Will you come play with me?

               
            

                  
								
                           If you are curious, no answer is final.

                           If you live in wonder, you can find joy.

                           If you practice seeing possibility, there is hope.

                           If you learn to improvise, you find solutions on the fly.

                           If you can bend, you will not break.

                           If you are playful, you are creatively connected to life.





         

         
            Rekindle Things with Your Old Friend Play

            
               Your Playful Spirit Has Been Waiting for Your Phone Call

               
                  Internal Grumbling

                  As we head toward playland, there might be some internal grumbling that needs to be addressed head-on. On the path to adulthood,
                     playfulness gets a bad rap as unproductive, a silly distraction from the “serious business” of growing up.
                  

                  
                  This happens for all kinds of reasons. Some are structural and painful—adverse childhood experiences that force us to grow
                     up too quickly or systemic inequalities that make playfulness unsafe or inaccessible. The playground isn’t equally open to
                     everyone, and some of us had to become vigilant adults long before our time.
                  

                  
                  Even for those with smoother paths, our schools and workplaces whisper (and sometimes shout) that success comes from seriousness.
                     Capitalism hits us with constant messages that our worth comes from what we produce or what we own, not from how vividly alive
                     and ourselves we are.
                  

                  
                  Whatever the cause, the pattern forms: We trade curiosity for certainty, exploration for efficiency, and spontaneity for strategic
                     planning. We pack away presence in pursuit of future goals. We forget how to play because we’re so busy learning how to work.
                  

                  
                  And let’s be honest. Being playful requires a vulnerability that isn’t always accessible or safe in every situation. Consider
                     these common scenarios:
                  

                  
                  “I’d love to share this playful idea in the meeting, but as the only woman of color on the team, I worry about being taken
                     seriously.”
                  

                  
                  “In professional settings, I tone down my naturally animated self. As someone with ADHD, my spontaneous wordplay and creative
                     tangents are how my brain naturally works, but I’ve learned to mask these to appear more ‘focused’ and ‘professional.’ ”
                  

                  
                  “As someone who grew up working class and made it to the executive level, I worry that being playful will make people remember
                     I don’t “belong” here. Even though I have creative ideas for team building, I stick to traditional approaches because I’m
                     already working twice as hard to be taken seriously.”
                  

                  
                  “At family gatherings, I carefully filter my stories and enthusiasm. As a queer person who’s not out to my extended family,
                     playfulness feels risky—what if I accidentally reveal too much of myself?”
                  

                  
                  These concerns are totally valid. The goal isn’t to be playful everywhere all at once, but to nurture play where it feels
                     safe, gradually expanding those spaces while honoring our need for security. Sometimes being playful might look like small
                     private moments: a little dance around the kitchen when no one’s watching, or a creative daydream during your commute. Other
                     times it might mean finding communities where your authentic playful self is celebrated.
                  

                  
                  And remember: if you’re in a position of power, taking the risk to be playful can be a huge permission slip for those around
                     you to do the same.
                  

                  
                  Now let’s learn how to speak back to some of the voices that tell us not to play.

                  
               
               
                  Quiet the Anti-Play Posse

                  One of the biggest barriers to being playful (or doing anything else courageous) is those voices in our heads that tell us
                     not to. They screech: “You’ll embarrass yourself!” “This is stupid.” “You have a reputation to protect.”
                  

                  
                  How did those voices get there? Well, likely they’re the echoes of parents, teachers, bosses, or other authority figures that
                     stomped on our playful spirits at some point in time. Or they could be the product of societal expectations we’ve internalized.
                  

                  
                  Recognizing and naming the anti-play voices can lessen their power to stop us from being our authentically playful selves.
                     I’m calling these bullies the Anti-Play Posse, and here’s how we’ll stand up to them confidently and with compassion.
                  

                  

                     The Workaholic: “You’re wasting your time with play. Success is all about hard work, discipline, and productivity. Be efficient.”
                     

                     Your Response: “I know you feel pressure, but burning out won’t make me more successful. Research shows that play breaks improve focus and
                        problem-solving. Plus, playfulness helps me connect with others and build the relationships that make work worthwhile!”
                     

                     The Wounded Watchout: “You’re going to get hurt if you go around being all playful and making yourself vulnerable. Protect yourself and be on the
                        defensive.”
                     

                     Your Response: “Hey, I know you’re trying to protect me, but staying guarded all the time cuts me off from connection and joy. Yes, being
                        playful means letting our guard down, but research shows that vulnerability strengthens relationships and builds trust.”
                     

                     The Cool Police: “Ugh, you’re so cringe. No one’s going to take you seriously. Just blend in and be cool, okay?”
                     

                     Your Response: “I get that standing out seems risky, but constantly performing ‘cool’ is exhausting. The people I actually want in my life
                        value authenticity. I’d rather be free than be cool.”
                     

                     The Responsible Adult: “Playtime is for kids. You have responsibilities now, so start acting like a mature adult.”
                     

                     Your Response: “Being responsible doesn’t mean being joyless. Playfulness actually helps me show up better for my responsibilities—I’m more
                        creative with problems, more patient with challenges, and more energized for what matters.”
                     

                     The Perfectionist: “You can’t afford to waste time on play when there’s so much pressure to succeed. You can’t let yourself make mistakes.”
                     

                     Your Response: “Thanks for trying to protect me from judgment, but research shows that perfectionism actually hampers creativity and innovation.
                        The most successful people embrace playful experimentation and learn from mistakes. It’s okay to be imperfect—that’s how I
                        grow.”
                     


                  Do any of these sound like the bullies in your brain? If your bully sounds different, give yours a name (as they say, “when
                     we can name it, we can tame it!”) and write your own replies to their taunts.
                  

                  
                  Part of being human is having these fears and doubts. They’re not something to resist but something to tinker with. The more
                     we practice responding to our inner critics with warm-spirited energy, the more we can shift the way we relate to ourselves
                     and the world around us.
                  

                  
                  It’s time to stand up for our playful spirits. Now that you’re armed with awareness and responses for when the Anti-Play Posse
                     pipes up, let’s start playing.
                  

                  
               
               
                  Find Your Wiggle Room

                  When you’re first reconnecting with your playful spirit, you can start small. Try checking your personal lost and found. Journey
                     back to childhood memories and recall what activities once absorbed you completely. What made hours disappear? Perhaps you
                     once loved bouncing on a pogo stick and now running brings that same bodily joy. Maybe you adored playing with dolls and now
                     find pleasure in imagining stories about strangers in the park. Your interests evolve, but the essence of what captivates
                     you often remains.
                  

                  
                  Now look for today’s wiggle room: those small pockets of your life where you feel a bit more at ease and less constricted
                     by expectations. Maybe it’s your morning shower, your weekend coffee ritual, or the five minutes before your next meeting.
                  

                  
                  You might start by simply collecting colors on your morning commute, cracking a joke during a tense moment, or arranging breakfast
                     into a silly face—then suddenly find yourself spotting opportunities for playfulness everywhere, like a contagious laugh spreading
                     through your day and to those around you.
                  

                  
                  Flexing your play muscles in these small moments lets you experience the power of play at a life-size scale.

                  
               
               
                  Play Takes Guts

                  Before I send you on, I want to celebrate your courage, because embracing playfulness takes true guts. To be playful means
                     sticking your neck out and being vulnerable in ways that our efficiency-obsessed, judgment-heavy culture often discourages.
                  

                  
                  Playfulness is an act of rebellion against the pressure to stay in tidy boxes. It’s showing up as your authentic self and
                     refusing to contort yourself just to fit in. It means challenging those Anti-Play Posse voices that demand you “act your age,”
                     not draw attention, and “be responsible.”
                  

                  
                  Flexing different Powers of Play requires different forms of bravery. The curious person risks looking ignorant as they dare
                     to ask a question, the adventurous soul risks failure as they veer off the well-worn path, the visionary risks being seen
                     as impractical when they imagine opportunities beyond what others can see.
                  

                  
                  But here’s the beautiful secret: Every time you choose playfulness, your courage creates a glimmer. The braver we are, the
                     brighter our lives glow.
                  

                  
                  When we approach life in this way, we create a field of warmth around us. Playfulness is loving. It’s how an irreverent interaction
                     with a complete stranger can envelop you

                  
               
            
         
         
            Discover Your Powers of Play

            
               You Are Playful: Discover Your Super Strengths

               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
                  
                     Powers of Play

                     
                        The Joyful Jester


                           

                        
                           
                           
                              	Humor

                              	Mood shifting

                              	Tension diffusion

                              	Social connection

                           

                        

                     
                     
                        The Visionary Dreamer

                        
                        
                        
                           
                           
                              	Imagination

                              	Innovation

                              	Future thinking

                              	World building

                           

                        

                     
                     
                        The Adventurous Improviser

                        
                        
                        
                           
                           
                              	Courageous exploration

                              	Adaptability

                              	Spontaneity

                              	Improvisation

                           

                        

                     
                     
                        The Mundane Alchemist

                        
                        
                        
                           
                           
                              	Game design

                              	Playful problem solving

                              	Ingenuity

                              	Rule reinvention

                           

                        

                     
                     
                        The Expressive Creator

                        
                        
                        
                           
                           
                              	Artistic creation

                              	Storytelling

                              	Visual design

                              	Space shaping

                           

                        

                     
                     
                        The Mover and Shaker

                        
                        
                        
                           
                           
                              	Physical expression

                              	Body connection

                              	Movement

                              	Energy activation

                           

                        

                     
                     
                        The Wonder Wanderer

                        
                        
                        
                           
                           
                              	Aesthetic appreciation

                              	Pattern recognition

                              	Mindful observation

                              	Detail collection

                           

                        

                     
                     
                        The Curious Quester

                        
                        
                        
                           
                           
                              	Experimental thinking

                              	Curiosity

                              	Discovery drive

                              	Connection making

                           

                        

                     
                  

               

               
               
               
               
               
               
               
                  The Powers of Play Go to a Party
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