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ABSTRACT
Objective:  Fun, play, and humour are accepted as integral to understanding how individuals 
cope with adversity at work and thrive within an organization. Far from being merely about 
entertainment, Fun at Work embodies strategic elements via social bonding, essential for 
bolstering employee well-being, fostering engagement, and enhancing productivity. However, 
no previous systematic review has been published on the available evidence examining the 
links between fun at work, work engagement, and burnout.
Methods:  A systematic search was conducted to identify eligible studies reporting on the 
relationship between fun at work and work engagement or burnout. A random-effects model 
was used for the meta-analysis whereas a constant comparative approach was employed for 
the development of the narrative synthesis.
Results:  The results of the meta-analysis showed a substantial overlap between work 
engagement and fun at work and a smaller overlap with emotional exhaustion. The relationship 
between fun at work and work engagement was stronger in non-western/non-westernized 
countries and studies with samples including a higher proportion of men. The narrative 
review led to the proposition of two primary and bidirectional categories that capture the 
essence of workplace fun: Organization-Driven Fun and Employee-Driven Fun, providing the 
basis for a new conceptual approach to fun at work.
Conclusions:  The proposed framework provides clear paths to future research directions and 
posits interesting theoretical questions concerning the role of fun as a resource/demand and 
challenge/hindrance in the Job-Demands Resources model.

1.  Introduction

1.1.  Fun and the workplace

Deal and Kennedy (1983) are widely acknowledged 
as the researchers who initially positioned ‘fun at 
work’ as worthy of study in the workplace. Their sem-
inal book Corporate Cultures argued that the interac-
tion between work and play is a key factor in the 
success of American firms. The assumption that play-
fulness is simply the opposite of work has been 
widely refuted (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990; Csikszentmihalyi 
& LeFevre, 1989; Starbuck & Webster, 1991), thus ‘the 
opposite of play is not work; it’s depression’. 
(Sutton-Smith, 2001, p. 198). Fun, play, and humor are 
accepted as integral to work and have been 

promoted as management strategies to increase work 
engagement among employees (Chan & Mak, 2016; 
Michel et  al., 2019; Plester & Hutchison, 2016; Warren 
& Fineman, 2006).

An accurate definition of fun at work (FaW) is dif-
ficult to provide, but generally, there is an agreement 
that FaW is the process of incorporating fun activities 
into organizations, resulting in a pleasant workplace 
where a range of exciting and gratifying tasks such 
as games, social gatherings, and learning opportuni-
ties are purposefully encouraged (Ford et  al., 2003). 
Fun at work is usually classified as either managed 
fun or organic fun (McDowell, 2004; Tews et  al., 
2014). Managed fun refers to enjoyable activities ini-
tiated formally by management such as competitions, 
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scheduled parties, and team-building activities, as 
opposed to organic fun, which refers to amusing 
behaviors and activities initiated informally by the 
employees themselves, such as socializing or joking 
with each other. Because the management literature 
tends not to differentiate between employee- 
led and organization-led fun, it has not been system-
atically documented whether the two are associated 
with different antecedents, different outcomes and 
operate via different mechanisms, though such a dif-
ferentiation would be reasonable to expect (Plester 
et  al., 2015). For example, we can assume that man-
aged fun would be associated with less autonomy 
and could be experienced as a mandatory, imposed 
activity; while organic fun could be more sponta-
neous (Bowen et  al., 2020), and is potentially associ-
ated with the employees’ sense of autonomy (e.g. 
Playful Work Design, Bakker et  al., 2020a) as manage-
ment shows trust in their employees to complete 
their tasks in the most enjoyable way.

1.2.  Fun at work, work engagement, and 
burnout

While it has been suggested that FaW can be asso-
ciated with lower negative affectivity (Bartzik et  al., 
2021) and higher positive affectivity (Abdelmotaleb, 
2024; Fluegge, 2008) towards one’s occupation/orga-
nization, it remains unclear how these might occur 
and whether the effects are stronger for negative vs 
positive outcomes, and how each organization inter-
prets and uses fun for their employees. One key con-
cept that has been used to better understand FaW is 
Work Engagement (WE), which is defined by Schaufeli 
and Bakker (2004), (p. 295) as ‘a positive, fulfilling, 
work-related state of mind that is characterized by 
vigor, dedication, and absorption’. Workplace fun has 
been linked to improved employee engagement, 
satisfaction, and performance (Georganta & 
Montgomery, 2022; Karl et al., 2005; Karl & Peluchette, 
2006; Newstrom, 2002). Engagement is defined in 
terms of high energy and a positive psychological 
state, while FaW also includes such elements, which 
suggests significant conceptual overlap. Plester and 
Hutchison (2016), using an ethnographic approach, 
found that employees spontaneously use the word 
‘engaged’ or ‘engagement’, when talking about fun. 
They also found evidence that fun was experienced 
as engagement at both the individual and organiza-
tional level - whereby fun at work can create posi-
tive feelings and camaraderie which stimulate 
engagement at the wider organizational or 
team level.

Work Engagement is often used as a metric of 
work-related well-being and organizational effective-
ness. Higher WE levels have been associated with 
better individual and organizational performance as 
well as lower turnover intentions (Christian et  al., 
2011) and longitudinal evidence from teachers 
(Hakanen et  al., 2008) highlighted the importance of 
job resources fostering sustainable work engage-
ment. The latter is important, as high levels of WE 
can be difficult to maintain, increasing the risk of 
burnout if not balanced with appropriate support 
and recovery mechanisms (Junker et  al., 2021).

The term burnout vividly captures the transition 
from initial enthusiasm and dedication to a state of 
fatigue and disengagement, reflecting how the initial 
passion and commitment to a job are eventually 
depleted. The most widely used definition describes 
burnout as a multifaceted phenomenon consisting of 
exhaustion, depersonalization/cynicism, a sense of 
ineffectiveness (Maslach & Leiter, 2016). The relation-
ship between WE and burnout is complex and 
approaches include viewing the two as the opposite 
sides of the same coin (see e.g. Maslach & Leiter, 
1997, 2016; Moeller et  al., 2018; Schaufeli et  al., 2006; 
Taris et  al., 2017), as opposite ends on a continuum 
(Leiter & Maslach, 2017; Maslach et  al., 1996) or as 
independent states that coexist and are not mutually 
exclusive (e.g. Trógolo et  al., 2020). Although energy, 
participation, and efficacy are the direct antithesis of 
the three characteristics of burnout, as Maslach and 
Leiter (1997) describe, employees can still maintain a 
level of WE towards aspects of the job they find 
more meaningful and fulfilling while being in an 
overall depleted state.

There seems to be a consensus that FaW should 
have a positive relationship with WE and a negative 
relationship with Burnout. Permatasari and Riani 
(2019) found that FaW was significantly related to 
work engagement, explaining that a fun workplace 
stimulates an overall good mood and excitement. On 
the other hand, Lee et  al. (2021) found that fun and 
play at work were associated with less reported 
burnout, and increased innovation behaviors, how-
ever, this relationship yielded positive results for 
burnout, from employees who had a positive atti-
tude towards FaW. Lastly, some scholars argue that 
FaW can potentially add to burnout when employee 
preferences (Bowen et  al., 2020), or characteristics; 
for example, negative attitudes towards fun (Plester 
& Hutchison, 2016), are not considered. Renee 
Baptiste’s (2009) study found that senior managers 
resist engaging in play or fun activities at work 
because they already have heavy workloads. Their 
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reluctance and skepticism towards play can lead to 
increased burnout and stress, potentially worsening 
their overall job experience.

2.  Theory and research questions

Far from being merely about entertainment, FaW 
embodies strategic elements via social bonding and 
a sense of belonging (Waller, 2020), which is essen-
tial for bolstering employee wellbeing, fostering 
engagement, and enhancing productivity 
(Fluegge-Woolf, 2014), while potentially serving as a 
preventative measure for burnout. In this sense, FaW 
represents an important resource for employees in 
the workplace, serving both a resource-building and 
resource-replenishing function.

A novel framework for understanding the rela-
tionship between FaW with burnout and work 
engagement is the Job Demands-Resources (JD-R) 
theory. JD-R theory aims to explain occupational 
well-being through the influence of two broad and 
opposing categorizations of characteristics of the 
job, job demands, and job resources (Bakker et  al., 
2023). Characteristics of the job can be defined as 
discrete physical, psychological, and social aspects of 
the job and the organizational environment that 
influence occupational well-being. According to JD-R 
theory, job demands are characteristics of the job 
that require effort and are associated with certain 
psychological/physiological costs (Demerouti et  al., 
2001). Job resources, on the other hand, are charac-
teristics of the job that motivate, promote work 
goals, balance the impact of job demands, and 
inspire personal growth and learning (Bakker & 
Demerouti, 2017). Job demands and resources exert 
their influence in two distinct processes, namely the 
health impairment process and the motivational 
process. Job demands lead to increased effort, 
which, in turn, leads to a higher risk of burnout 
(Health impairment process; Demerouti et  al., 2001; 
Li et  al., 2023). Job resources satisfy basic psycholog-
ical needs and, as a result, promote work engage-
ment (motivational process; Bakker & Xanthopoulou, 
2013; Bakker et  al., 2023). FaW has the potential to 
be both a hindrance demand (e.g. imposed fun) and 
a social resource (e.g. employee-generated fun activ-
ities), depending on how it is introduced and man-
aged in the workplace. In terms of employee 
generated organic FaW, positioning it as a social 
resource is consistent with viewing play-at-work 
activities as energy-management strategies (Celestine 
& Yeo, 2021) that can restore energy by ‘replenishing’ 
resources (i.e. conserving and allowing natural 

replenishment; Hobfoll, 2002). Congruently, in activi-
ties initiated by employees, workers’ participation is 
more likely to be propelled by intrinsic motivation 
(i.e., control and autonomy; Ryan & Deci, 2000a, 
2000b), in agreement with recovery theories 
(Sonnentag & Fritz, 2007) that suggest that FaW may 
trigger recovery experiences that help workers to 
manage energy. A fun work environment has the 
potential to harness behaviours that are already 
occurring and act as a preventive or protective 
mechanism against the inevitable stress associated 
with increasingly demanding workplaces (Georganta 
& Montgomery, 2016). Conversely, imposed fun is 
consistent with the research on hindrance demands 
(Bakker & Demerouti, 2017; Tuckey et  al., 2015), 
whereby the use of FaW may not be enough to mit-
igate the effects of chronic exposure to unstimulat-
ing and emotionally demanding work, thus 
contributing to frustrating employees by impeding 
personal growth and goal attainment.

To the best of our knowledge, there are no exist-
ing reviews and meta-analyses that have consoli-
dated quantitative findings relating to the 
relationships between FaW, work engagement (WE), 
and burnout. Previous meta-analyses of work 
engagement and burnout have not included FaW as 
a variable of interest. The meta-analysis on work 
engagement from the perspective of the job 
demands-resources model (Mazzetti et  al., 2023), 
did not include studies assessing the relationship 
between FaW and work engagement, and the 
review only covered the period 2011–2018. The 
meta-analytic review of longitudinal studies assess-
ing work engagement (Lesener et  al., 2020) did not 
include studies assessing the relationship between 
FaW and work engagement. Congruently, a 
meta-analysis of burnout and the work environment 
has not included studies assessing the relationship 
between FaW and burnout (Aronsson et  al., 2017), 
nor has a meta-analysis assessing the relationship 
between burnout, job demands, resources, and atti-
tudes (Alarcon, 2011). Finally, the only relevant 
study to FaW, a meta-analysis of positive humour in 
the workplace (Mesmer-Magnus et  al., 2012), did 
not include work engagement. Overall, there is a 
significant gap in the literature concerning the rela-
tionship between FaW and work engagement/
burnout.

Our study aims are threefold. First, to address the 
gap in the literature by providing a comprehensive 
systematic review of these relationships, consolidat-
ing, and interpreting the findings from related stud-
ies. Second, we employed a meta-analysis to identify 
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whether, across the literature, the relationships 
between FaW and WE and FaW and burnout are sta-
tistically significant, to delineate the direction of the 
two relationships and to report on the strength of 
their effect sizes. Moreover, we examined sample-level, 
design-level, and study-level moderators such as 
gender, country, age, study design, and journal 
impact factor.

Third, we supplemented the meta-analytic find-
ings with a narrative review, to further explore how 
FaW was approached and measured the studies 
included in our meta-analysis, towards a proposed 
taxonomy and a framework to study FaW. Michel 
et  al. (2019) in their review of the FaW literature 
highlighted the absence of a theoretically grounded 
framework, and their propositions (Michel et  al., 
2019, p. 107) are intrinsically linked to understanding 
what researchers chose to measure when conducting 
studies on the relationship between FaW, burnout 
and WE. The present review will build upon the 
Michel et  al. (2019) review by addressing two key 
recommendations. Firstly, the review recommends 
that future research should be conducted to better 
distinguish between the different types of fun in the 
workplace. Our focus on burnout and work engage-
ment will allow us to delineate the different types of 
fun that drive these important well-being indicators. 
Secondly, the review recommends that there is a 
need to provide a clear understanding of why orga-
nizations should emphasize fun in the workplace and 
how engaging in fun events benefits individuals. 
Burnout and work engagement represent robust 
indicators of organizational health and establishing 
their relationship with FaW is an important step in 
providing an evidence base for the phenomenon. 
Gaining a better understanding of definitions and 
measurements is essential to discuss evidence-based 
associations with significant implications for our 
understanding of work engagement and burnout 
as well.

The aim is to provide actionable insights and 
evidence-based recommendations for future research 
as well as implications for HRM practice. More specif-
ically, the review addressed the following research 
questions:

1.	 Is there a relationship between fun at work and 
job engagement?

2.	 Is there a relationship between fun at work and 
job burnout?

3.	 How is fun at work conceptualized and mea-
sured in the included studies?1

3.  Methods

3.1.  Search strategy

After completing the registration on Prospero 
(CRD42022339595), a search of relevant studies was 
conducted following the checklist recommended in 
the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews 
and Meta-analyses (PRISMA) statement (Moher et  al., 
2009). Search databases included SCOPUS, Web of 
Science, MEDLINE (PubMed), ProQuest, ScienceDirect, 
and Google Scholar. The initial search was conducted 
to include published articles up until June 2022 and 
was later updated to include results up to May 2024. 
The search strings for each database are available in 
Supplemental Material A. To ensure a comprehensive 
yet focused search, we limited most database 
searches to the title and/or abstract fields. This deci-
sion followed extensive preliminary testing, which 
showed that full-text searches produced a large vol-
ume of irrelevant results, reducing precision and 
increasing screening burden without improving cov-
erage. The final search strings were developed itera-
tively and validated by confirming that known, 
relevant studies were still captured when the search 
was restricted to title and abstract. For Google 
Scholar, given its limited functionality with long 
search strings and lack of abstract-level search 
option, keywords were searched in paired combina-
tions (e.g. burnout AND ‘fun at work’, ‘work engage-
ment’ AND ‘fun at work’) and results were manually 
screened for duplicates from other databases. 
Additionally, manual scoping/screening of the lists of 
references from key reviews and included studies. 
Our eligibility criteria were the following: (i) pub-
lished peer-reviewed studies of quantitative design, 
(ii) studies that included a measure or fun at work 
and at least a measure of work engagement and/or 
a measure of job burnout, (iv) studies that examined 
employed individuals (working populations) and (v) 
were published in English with (vi) full-text availabil-
ity. Where statistics for the meta-analysis were not 
provided in the manuscript or the full text could not 
be retrieved otherwise, authors were contacted twice 
to obtain this information. Exclusion criteria stated 
that the following would be excluded: qualitative 
articles, research articles and papers that are not 
written in the English language, review articles, con-
ference presentations/posters, doctoral dissertations.

The combined initial and updated search of data-
bases yielded 325 results. The data retrieved from 
each database was logged in Rayyan where dupli-
cate control was conducted, resulting in 287 citations 
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to screen. Two reviewers independently screened all 
identified abstracts with a substantial agreement 
(Cohen’s k = 0.78). Eighty papers were retrieved for 
full-text screening. Disagreements were resolved by 
examining each paper separately against the inclu-
sion criteria. Not relevant outcome was the most 
common reason for exclusion at the full-text screen-
ing stage (Figure 1, PRISMA flow diagram).

3.2.  Quality assessment

Quality assessment was conducted using the Quality 
Assessment Tool for Observational Cohort and 
Cross-Sectional Studies (Feng et  al., 2014). The tool 
contains 14 criteria, with items addressing key 
aspects of longitudinal research such as temporality, 
repeated exposure assessment, and attrition. The 
evaluator is asked to answer whether the study in 
question meets the criterion, with the possible 
answers being ‘Yes, No, Cannot Determine, Not appli-
cable, and Not Reported’. A score of >/=11 

corresponds to good quality, 7–10 to fair quality, and 
<7 to poor quality. One reviewer conducted a quality 
assessment on all included studies. A second reviewer 
independently assessed 20% of the sample, and 
interrater reliability was high (Cohen’s Kappa = 0.92).

3.2.1.  Data extraction and coding for meta-
analysis
The coding of studies was largely based on the 
aspect of FaW measured. Specifically, studies measur-
ing playful work design were coded separately as 
‘playful work design’, whereas studies using measures 
asking participants to report on their views on FaW 
were coded as ‘attitudes towards FaW’; studies using 
measures that asked participants to rate the pres-
ence of fun activities in the organization were coded 
as ‘fun activities’; measures ‘socializing with 
co-workers’ and ‘manager’s support for fun’ also 
emerged from the studies used.

Due to the limited number of studies, it was not 
possible to code each dimension of work 

Figure 1.  PRISMA flow diagram.



6 E. TZIOTI ET AL.

engagement separately. Thus, correlation coefficients 
were coded as ‘work engagement’ variables whether 
studies were reporting on only one dimension (e.g. 
vigor) or work engagement as a latent variable. 
Regarding burnout, as five of the six included studies 
measured only emotional exhaustion, burnout was 
coded as ‘emotional exhaustion’ for the meta-analysis. 
Two authors (OL and ET) independently coded 10% 
of the included studies with an acceptable agree-
ment rate (91.2%) and the remainder was coded by 
one reviewer (OL).

3.3.  Data synthesis

3.3.1.  Meta-analysis
A meta-analysis was conducted using the 
Comprehensive Meta-Analysis software (version 3) 
(CMA; Borenstein et al., 2021; Lipsey, 2001). Specifically, 
the CMA software uses Fisher’s Z-transformation to 
weight the correlation coefficients by the reciprocal 
quantity of the error variance and decrease the bias 
further. We adopted a random-effects meta-analysis 
model and a weighted correlation coefficient (ρ) with 
95% confidence intervals (95% CI) was used as an 
overall synthesized measure of effect size. For studies 
reporting more than one relevant correlation coeffi-
cient for the same sample, a weighted correlation 
coefficient was calculated whereas in studies report-
ing effect sizes from independent samples, each sam-
ple was included as a separate study. Forest plots 
were constructed to visually represent the mean 
effect sizes. The Q within-statistic was used to assess 
the heterogeneity of studies which tests the null 
hypothesis that all studies in an analysis share a com-
mon effect size (Borenstein et  al., 2010). Following 
the recent proposition by Borenstein (2022) that the 
I2 statistic is not a quantifier of heterogeneity, this 
statistic was not reported.

Subgroup analyses using mixed-effects analysis 
were part of the registered protocol, however, these 
were not performed due to the limited number of 
available studies for both work engagement and 
burnout. This is because as a rule of thumb, sub-
group analyses can be probed where either a mini-
mum number of 10 studies-per-group are available 
(Higgins et  al., 2023) or a minimum of 20 studies in 
total (Belias et  al., 2019). A series of meta-regression 
analyses were conducted only for the relationship 
between FaW (rule of thumb, >/= k = 10 to probe 
meta regressions) testing the following continuous 
moderators: journal impact factor, publication year, 
% female participants, and mean age. In terms of 
categorical moderators, three were tested in the 

meta-regressions after being dummy coded: Western/
westernized versus non-Western/westernized coun-
tries, samples with > 55% versus samples with < 55% 
female participants, and type of design (cross-sectional 
versus longitudinal).

Three indicators of publication bias were exam-
ined: standard error funnel plots for observed only 
and imputed studies, Duval and Tweedie’s trim and 
fill procedure, and Egger’s regression intercept (Duval 
& Tweedie, 2000; Egger et  al., 1997; Lipsey, 2001; 
Sedgwick, 2013). As Rosenthal’s method has been 
criticized that it fails to account for the bias in the 
‘file drawer’ of unpublished studies, and thus can 
give misleading results (Scargle, 1999), we also calcu-
lated Orwin’s fail-safe N.

3.3.2.  Narrative synthesis
The heterogeneity in measures and types of FaW 
encountered in the studies included in the 
meta-analysis highlighted the complexity and multi-
faceted nature of the literature. To supplement the 
meta-analytic findings, we proceeded to a narrative 
synthesis.2 using constant comparative analysis 
(Olson et  al., 2016). We first examined the scales 
used in the reviewed studies. In a process of con-
stant comparison, extracted data on measures were 
compared item by item so that similar data were cat-
egorized and grouped inductively, and these catego-
ries were then compared to further the analysis and 
synthesis based on the following criteria: a) theoreti-
cal definition of FaW, b) operationalization of FaW in 
the specific scale, particularly whether the measures 
focused on organizational-driven fun or 
employee-driven fun. c) what specific aspects of FaW 
the measures are capturing (e.g. fun activities, man-
ager jokes, use of personal music, etc.). A constant 
comparative analysis approach has been previously 
used in organizational behaviour reviews (e.g. Lainidi 
et  al., 2023). Each study was independently analyzed 
and coded by ET in conjunction with one other inde-
pendent reviewer (OL, AM). The coding process was 
reviewed until agreement was reached regarding the 
most meaningful criteria and categories of analysis 
emerging from the process.

4.  Results

4.1.  Descriptives

A total of 22 studies (21 papers) were included in 
this review (N = 6607) and as one study reported 
coefficients for both the relationships between burn-
out and FaW and work engagement and FAW, we 
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have 23 coefficients from 22 unique samples; 17 of 
these studies reported on the relationship between 
FaW and WE and 6 studies reported on the relation-
ship between FaW and burnout. (Supplemental 
Material B; Table with studies included in the review).

4.1.1.  Quality assessment
Of the 22 studies included in the current review, one 
was rated as good (4.35%), 13 as fair (56.52%), and 
eight studies (39.13%) were rated as having poor 
quality.

4.2.  Fun at work and work engagement

Across the 17 studies reporting on FaW and WE, the 
number of participants was 4871 (nWE = 4871; 56.4% 
women). Of the total sample, 40.3% (n = 1961) of the 
participants were employees in the Hospitality/
Service industry, 19.07% (n = 929) in Business and 
Finance, and 18.87% (n = 919) in undefined/unknown 
organizations; the rest of the participants worked in 
the following sectors: Sales/Trade, Manufacturing, 
Education, Health Care, and Transport and 
Government employees. The age range of the partic-
ipants ranged from 18 to 63 years old. The sample 
sizes of the included studies ranged from 88 to 501 
with 76.47% of studies including a sample over of 
200 participants.

In terms of the country where the studies were 
conducted, 28.5% (k = 6) of the studies were con-
ducted in the Netherlands, 19% (k = 4) in the USA, 
9.5% (k = 2) in India, 9.5% (k = 2) in Taiwan, and 9.5% 
(k = 2) in China; the following countries were repre-
sented each at 4.8% (k = 1): Hong Kong, Israel, Greece, 
Ghana, and South Korea. The identified studies were 
published between 2014 and 2023, with 41.2% of 
the included studies having been published in 2022.

Fun at work was measured in the following ways: 
10.71% (k = 3) of studies used the short version of 
the Daily Playful Work Design scale (DPWD-12S; 
Scharp et  al., 2019, 2021), 10.71% (k = 3) used the 
short version of the Playful Work Design scale 
(PWD-12S; Scharp et  al., 2019), 10.71% (k = 3) used 
the Level of Fun Experienced at Work, 5-S (Karl et  al., 
2007; Karl & Peluchette, 2006), 10.71% (k = 3) used 
Workplace Fun, 14-S (Tews et  al., 2014), 7.14% (k = 2) 
used Attitudes Toward Fun, 17-S (Karl & Harland, 
2005; Aldag & Sherony, 2001), and single studies 
(3.57%) used the following measures; the PWD-10S 
(Scharp et  al., 2019), the Manager Support for Fun 
scale 5-S (Tews et  al., 2014), the 5-S Fun Activities 
scale (Tews et  al., 2014), the 12-S Fun Activities scale, 

12-S (Karl et  al., 2005; Ford et  al., 2003), the 6-S 
Workplace Humour scale (Scheel et  al., 2016), the 
17-S Workplace Fun Scale (Tsaur et  al., 2019), the 
20-s Workplace Fun scale (Karl et  al., 2007; McDowell, 
2004), the 24-S Fun at Work scale (McDowell, 2004), 
the 14-S Fun at Workplace (Becker & Tews, 2016; Karl 
et  al., 2005), the 16-S Playfulness Scale for Adults 
(PSA; Shaefer & Greenberg, 1997), the 10-S Fun 
Leadership scale (Lee & Chae, 2008), the 16-S 
Attitudes Toward Fun scale (Karl et  al., 2005), the 6-S 
Play-in-Work Measurement (Abramis, 1990), the 8S 
Workplace Fun scale (McDowell, 2004), and the 5-S 
Workplace Fun (Chan & Mak, 2016; Karl et  al., 2005).

Regarding work engagement, the Utrecht Work 
Engagement Scale (UWES) and its variations were 
used in 88.20% (n = 15) of the included studies, the 
UWES-9S, (Schaufeli et  al., 2006), 58.80% (n = 10) the 
UWES-17S, (Schaufeli et  al., 2002), 11.76% (n = 2) and 
the 5.9% (n = 1) the UWES-3 (Schaufeli et  al., 2006). 
Other measures used for WE were the Job 
Engagement Scale-18S, (Rich et  al., 2010), and one 
questionnaire developed as an ad hoc measure of 
work engagement. Concerning the design of the 
studies, 71.4% (n = 15) were cross-sectional, 14.3% 
(n = 3) were longitudinal, 9.5% (n = 2) were diary stud-
ies, and 4.8% (n = 1) utilized a cross-lagged design.

4.3.  Fun at work and burnout

Regarding the studies that examined the relationship 
between FaW and job burnout, the total sample of 
participants, in the 6 studies included, was 1736 
(N = 1736, 62.96% female, 37.04% male). Of the total 
sample, 21.95% (n = 381) were employees working in 
Health Care, 5.76% (n = 100) in the Transport industry, 
2.82% (n = 49) in Education, 28.86% (n = 501) in 
Business and Finance, and 40.61% (n = 705) were 
employees of unknown Organizations. The age range 
of the participants was 20–59 years. The sample sizes 
of the included studies ranged from 142 to 501, with 
66.67% of the studies including a sample of over 200 
participants.

Regarding the country where the studies were 
conducted, 33.33% (n = 2) were conducted in the 
United States of America, 33.33% (n = 2) were con-
ducted in the Netherlands, 16.66% (n = 1) in Korea, 
and 16.66% (n = 1) in Taiwan. Concerning the publica-
tion years, 16.66% (n = 1) were published during each 
of the years 2006, 2007, 2011, and 2022, and 33.33% 
(n = 2) were published in 2021. Fun at work was mea-
sured with ad hoc questionnaires developed by the 
researchers in (k = 3) 50% of the six studies, and the 



8 E. TZIOTI ET AL.

following were used in one study each: PSA, PAW-6, 
PWD-12. Regarding burnout, the Emotional 
Exhaustion 6-item Scale (Barnett et  al., 1999) was 
used in 33.33% (k = 2) of the studies; 16.66% (k = 1) 
used the MBI-5, (adapted from Maslach et  al., 1997), 
one the Oldenberg Burnout Inventory (OLBI), 
(Demerouti et  al., 2010), one the Utrecht Burnout 
Scale (UBS-5), (Schaufeli et  al., 1996), and one the 
Experienced Burnout 21-item scale, (Pines & Aronson, 
1988). Concerning the design of the studies, 83.33% 
(n = 5) were cross-sectional, and only 1(16.66%) uti-
lized a longitudinal design.

4.4.  Meta-analysis

4.4.1.  Omnibus analysis
The overall effect size between FaW and work 
engagement was moderate and positive (ρ = .40, 
95% CI [.33; .47], k = 17, N = 4871), suggesting an 
overlap between greater fun at work and work 
engagement. Examining the different types of fun at 
work separately, a small to moderate effect positive 
size was found between playful work design and 
work engagement (ρ = .35, 95% CI [.27; .43], k = 7, 
N = 2383), which was of similar strength for the two 
components of playful work design, Designing 
Competition (ρ = .38, 95% CI [.29; .42], k = 7, N = 2383) 
and Designing Fun (ρ = .35, 95% CI [.23; .45], k = 7, 
N = 2383). The employee reported the presence of 
Fun Activities at work was also positively associated 
with more work engagement (ρ = .31, 95% CI [.15; 
.46], k = 7, N = 1989), as did greater manager’s support 
for fun (ρ = .37, 95% CI [.23; .45], k = 3, N = 1040). The 
relationship between socializing with coworkers and 
work engagement was non-significant (ρ = .41, 95% 
CI [−.01; .79], k = 7, N = 1299) (see Supplemental 
Material C1 and C2 for a summary and Forest Plots).

The overall effect size between FaW and emo-
tional exhaustion was small and negative (ρ = -.20, 
95% CI [−.28; −.11], k = 6, N = 1736), suggesting that 
greater FaW is associated with lower levels of emo-
tional exhaustion. Examining the different types of 
FaW separately, a marginally significant small nega-
tive effect was found between playful work design 
and emotional exhaustion (ρ = −.10, 95% CI [−.19; 
−.002], k = 2, N = 803); for the two components of 
playful work design, the effect was marginally signif-
icant for Designing Competition (ρ = −.07, 95% CI 
[−.14; –.001], k = 2, N = 803) and non-significant for 
Designing Fun (ρ = −.11, 95% CI [−.29; .08], k = 2, 
N = 803). More positive attitudes towards FaW were 
associated with less emotional exhaustion (ρ = –.26, 
95% CI [−.35; –.16], k = 2, N = 575) and the strongest 

association was recorded between higher levels of 
manager’s support for fun and less emotional exhaus-
tion (ρ = −.33, 95% CI [−.45; –.20], k = 1, N = 207) (see 
Supplemental Material C1 and C2 for a summary and 
Forest Plots).

4.4.2.  Meta-regressions
Given the limited number of studies on emotional 
exhaustion/burnout, meta-regressions were only 
examined for the relationship between FaW and 
work engagement. The following moderators were 
examined: Western/westernized versus non/Western/
westernized countries, journal impact factor, publica-
tion year, design, mean age of participants, percent-
age of female participants (continuous), and samples 
with > 55% female participants versus studies with  
< 55% female participants. Significant effects were 
identified for region, with stronger effect sizes for 
non-Western/westernized countries compared to 
Western/westernized countries (β = −0.20, 95% CI 
[−0.34; −0.06], k = 17) and marginally for gender, with 
effect sizes stronger in samples with a higher pro-
portion of male participants (β = −0.006, 95% CI 
[−0.012; –0.001], k = 17) as well as in samples with  
< 55% female participants (β = −0.18, 95% CI [−0.34; 
–0.014], k = 17) (see Supplemental Material C3 for a 
summary).

4.4.3.  Publication bias
Egger’s regression intercept was not statistically sig-
nificant for the relationship between FaW and work 
engagement (p = .16, two-tailed), suggesting no 
presence of publication bias. Egger’s regression inter-
cept was also non-significant for the FaW and emo-
tional exhaustion relationship (p = .24, two-tailed). 
We also calculated Orwin’s fail-safe N, which was 
equal to 6 for the relationship between FaW and 
emotional exhaustion and 53 for the FaW – work 
engagement relationship (using –0.10 and 0.10 as a 
criterion for a trivial correlation respectively).

The standard error funnel plots for the observed 
studies indicated a no asymmetry which can also be 
explained by the limited number of studies. Duval 
and Tweedie’s Trim and Fill method suggested that 
there was one study missing on the right side of the 
funnel plot for FaW and emotional exhaustion and 
zero studies missing on either side of the funnel plot 
for FaW and work engagement using the random 
effects model. The adjusted standard error funnel 
plots with observed and imputed studies showed 
almost no difference from the unadjusted funnel 
plots (Supplemental Material D; Funnel Plots).
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4.5.  Narrative synthesis

The diverse data and varied measurement methodol-
ogies in our meta-analysis highlighted the need for a 
deeper examination through a narrative synthesis. By 
employing a qualitative inductive coding approach 
on the items of the measurements used, we delin-
eated the multidimensional aspects of FaW and 
assessed construct validity across all studies included. 
This process aimed to refine and reconceptualize the 
construct of FaW in terms of a) the purpose of mea-
surements used for FaW and b) the sources of FaW 
within the organizational context. This reconceptual-
ization provides a clearer framework for future 
research and practice.

4.5.1.  Measuring FaW
The reviewed studies included a wide range of mea-
sures assessing different aspects of FaW. The con-
stant comparative analysis of the scale items used 
across the studies included in this review resulted in 
a first based on whether the measures reflected: a) 
the employees’ perceptions and psychological experi-
ences related to FaW (e.g. ‘my office is a fun place to 
work’), b) the presence of fun activities at work (e.g. 
parties, a celebration of achievement), and c) employ-
ees’ individual initiatives for FaW (e.g. ‘I look for ways 
to make tasks more fun for everyone involved’). Only 
three studies measured all three (i.e. perception, exis-
tence, and individual initiatives). Individual Initiatives 
was the most commonly measured construct, 
assessed in eight studies. Perception of FaW was 
measured in seven studies, either alone or alongside 
other constructs. Existence of FaW was measured in 
six studies, but rarely on its own—often paired with 
other constructs. Very few studies captured multiple 
dimensions of FaW using distinct tools or combined 
approaches. Internal reliability coefficients (Cronbach’s 
alpha) ranged from .67 to .95, (Supplemental 
Material E).

In the ‘perceptions of FaW’ category, a wide range 
of scales were used to assess employees’ subjective 
experiences and attitudes towards FaW. These 
included items such as ‘This is a fun place to work’, 
‘My supervisor seems to recognize the need for fun 
at work’, and ‘My work is like play’. Several instru-
ments were adapted from or synthesized using prior 
validated scales (e.g. Karl et  al., 2007; McDowell, 
2004) and qualitative studies (e.g. Chan, 2010; 
Strömberg & Karlsson, 2009; Georganta & 
Montgomery, 2019). Overall, this category reflects a 
strong emphasis on how employees perceive and 
interpret the presence of FaW. In the ‘existence of 

FaW’ category, the focus was on identifying whether 
fun-related structures and events are formally pres-
ent in the organization. These included items such as 
‘My managers try to make my work fun’, ‘My employer 
organizes public celebrations of work achievements’, 
and ‘Organization provides refreshments’. In the last 
category, the ‘individual initiatives for FaW’, the focus 
is on whether/how employees themselves create or 
bring fun into their work roles, independent of any 
formal structures. Measures captured self-driven 
actions such as ‘I look for ways to make my work 
more fun’, ‘I enjoy making my colleagues laugh’, and 
‘I play around at work’. Instruments like the Playful 
Work Design (PWD) scale and the Playfulness Scale 
for Adults (PSA) were commonly used to assess this 
domain (Supplemental Material F; Fun at Work 
Measures Classifications). It is important to highlight 
that ‘Manager Support for Fun’ and ‘Socializing with 
coworkers’, can be classified under two categories: 
under perceptions of fun and the existence of Fun, 
and under the existence of fun and individual initia-
tives, respectively. For example, while the item ‘social-
izing with coworkers in work’ could reflect the 
experience of the employee in relation to fun, it 
could also indicate the effort they make as an indi-
vidual initiative to have fun at work. The same for 
‘Manager Support for Fun: ‘My supervisor seems to 
recognize the need for fun at work’, could reflect 
how it is perceived by the employee, but also if 
there is the existence of organization fun which 
drives the actions of managers.

4.5.2.  Sources of FaW: a new conceptual 
framework
The comparative analysis of the measures used in 
the reviewed studies revealed a fragmented approach 
to measuring FaW, indicative of a lack of consensus 
on how fun at work is defined and conceptualized. 
The challenge was to go beyond the limitations pre-
sented by the measurement of FaW. Recognizing 
that measures already assess whether the workplace 
enables fun, whether fun activities happen, and 
whether tasks can be fun does not necessarily answer 
the fundamental question of who/what is driving the 
fun in the workplace. The narrative review provided 
the opportunity to design a new conceptual approach 
that delineated two distinct bidirectional categories 
of FaW; Organization-Driven Fun (ODF) and 
Employee-Driven Fun (EDF). These new categories 
provide a more comprehensive definition than the 
older managed fun/organic fun categories. The new 
categories reflect the fact that organizations can 
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manage fun in both informal and formal ways, thus 
a broader conceptualization is needed. Equally, man-
aged fun can mutate into organic fun over time, and 
thus the distinction between managed/organic fun is 
unsatisfactory. Our new framework more clearly 
locates the source of FaW. This new framework is 
outlined in Figure 2, and examples are available in 
Supplemental Material G. This approach maps onto 
three specific propositions that can inform future 
research.

ODF refers to events initiated by the organization, 
such as formal activities, public celebrations of work 
achievements, social events, recognition of personal 
milestones, team-building activities, wellness, and 
manager support for fun. ODF dives into the collec-
tive experience, and practices initiated by the organi-
zation, focusing on the broader context, how fun is 
cultivated through shared experiences, established 
organizational practices, and the work environment 
at large. ODF integrates previous work on managed 
fun but provides a wider umbrella for the cultural 
phenomenon of fun in the workplace, seeing it as a 
whole-organization aspect of culture rather than just 
led by the management. On the other hand, EDF 
refers to activities that employees themselves initiate, 
organically to have more fun, such as co-worker 
socializing, informal and spontaneous fun, humor, 
gossip, and fun customer interaction. EDF primarily 
focuses on personal initiative and centres on individ-
ual actions and personal efforts to create fun, empha-
sizing the role of personal agency. EDF represents a 
more refined conceptualization of organic fun in that 
it enables a clearer link between employee individual 
differences (e.g. personality traits) and autonomy in 
the workplace. Fun driven by the organization and 

fun initiated by employees can be seen as interact-
ing elements that exist along a continuum. 
Congruently, there will be situations where the initial 
ODF will be replaced by EDF, and conversely, situa-
tions where employee-initiated fun (EDF) is adapted 
by the organization and evolves into a more formal 
EDF over the long term. Understanding organiza-
tional culture directly via climate or culture surveys 
can be limiting, while indirect approaches examining 
who (and what) drives the fun at work can provide 
significant new information about the culture of an 
organization. Thus:

Proposition 1.	Understanding FaW needs to distin-
guish between ODF and EDF

The two main categories, ODF and EDF, are con-
nected by two pathways, which are personality and 
autonomy. The mediational roles of personality and 
autonomy are based on previous research. In terms 
of autonomy, when activities are initiated by work-
ers/peers, workers’ participation is more likely to be 
influenced by intrinsic motivation (characterized by 
control and autonomy; Ryan & Deci, 2000a, 2000b). 
Thus, employees increase their feelings of autonomy 
through fun activities. Conversely, threats to auton-
omy can lead to resistance in the workplace and 
deviance (Lawrence & Robinson, 2007; Louw et  al., 
2016), we can expect extrinsic motivation to be influ-
ential when activities are organizationally mandated. 
In terms of personality, there is evidence that 
employees with fun-focused traits (e.g. humour, play-
fulness, and creative personality) tend to design their 
work activities to be more fun (Scharp et  al., 2019). 
Meta-analytic evidence (Zell & Lesick, 2022) has 
shown that conscientiousness is one of the most 

Figure 2.  FaW conceptual framework of ODF and EDF.
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important predictors of job performance, while per-
sonality traits account for 50% of the variance in 
work engagement (Young et  al., 2018). 
Conscientiousness has a moderating effect on the 
relationship between PWD and performance 
(Dishon-Berkovits et  al., 2024). Examining the media-
tional role of personality variables between FaW and 
various work dimensions is warranted. These path-
ways do not follow a straightforward, linear relation-
ship but rather exhibit a more dynamic, 
multidirectional interaction. Personality refers to the 
individual differences, that affect how employees 
perceive and engage with FaW, influencing both ODF 
and EDF. Autonomy plays a crucial role for both ODF 
and EDF; for ODF to enable choice of participation in 
organized fun activities, and for EDF, to provide the 
‘freedom’ to exist in the workplace. The EDF umbrella 
includes playful work design (PWD), humour, 
Socializing, Gossip, and informal interactions with 
colleagues and customers. For example, PWD focuses 
on employee initiatives to infuse fun into work and 
is often dependent on aspects of one’s personality 
(McManus & Furnham, 2010; Karl et  al., 2007). Self or 
peer-directed PWD can be work-embedded (e.g. 
turning work into a game) or diversionary (e.g. ‘mess-
ing around’) (Celestine & Yeo, 2021). EDF involves 
activities initiated by employees, including informal 
fun, humour, gossip, fun customer interactions, and 
co-worker socializing. These activities are influenced 
by individual personality traits, with personality play-
ing a mediating role in creating a playful work design 
(McManus & Furnham, 2010; Karl et  al., 2007). Playful 
Work Design (PWD) represents employees’ efforts to 
make work enjoyable through personal initiative, 
independent of organizational mandates. The ODF 
umbrella includes management support for fun, for-
mal social events, team building activities, social 
trips, and public celebrations. ODF includes initiatives 
by the organization such as team-building activities, 
social events, wellness programs, manager support 
for fun, public celebrations of work achievements, 
and contests. These activities are facilitated by orga-
nizational autonomy, which not only mediates the 
relationship between the organization’s efforts and 
employee engagement in fun activities but also can 
create an environment enabling Playful Work design 
(PWD). Autonomy allows employees to participate 
freely in these initiatives, enhancing job satisfaction 
and reducing burnout (Bakker et  al., 2005). Thus:

Proposition 2.	Autonomy and personality are key 
pathways for both ODF and EDF, to succeed.

As highlighted in the conceptual model, the 
source of fun at work significantly influences its 

reception and sustainability, thereby impacting com-
pany culture (Michel et  al., 2019; Tang et  al., 2017). 
EDF, which emerges organically from the interactions 
and interests of the employees, often signifies a 
robust, positive company culture where employees 
feel comfortable and encouraged to be authentic 
(Clancy & Linehan, 2019; Plester & Hutchison, 2016). 
This type of fun is usually perceived as more genuine 
and can enhance engagement and job satisfaction 
(Tews et  al., 2015), reflecting and reinforcing an open 
and creative work environment. On the other hand, 
ODF, strategically planned and implemented by lead-
ership or HR departments, aims to achieve specific 
outcomes like improved team cohesion or stress 
reduction and positive feelings (Michel et  al., 2019). 
Although well-intentioned, these initiatives can 
sometimes feel forced or inauthentic, potentially 
reducing their effectiveness or even fostering cyni-
cism among employees (Müceldili & Erdil, 2016; 
Plester & Hutchison, 2016; Plester et  al., 2015). 
Employees can find ODF activities distracting, tire-
some, and unpleasant, especially if they have a low 
preference for socializing. If employees perceive a 
threat to their autonomy, deviance in the form of 
expressive motivations (i.e. ‘letting off steam’) is 
expressed (Louw et  al., 2016). Moreover, while such 
structured activities can help shape or shift organiza-
tional culture by emphasizing values such as team-
work, innovation, or wellness (Tews et  al., 2012), their 
success heavily depends on how well they resonate 
with employees’ values and needs (Karl et  al., 2007). 
These structured activities can positively influence 
organizational culture, but they also require continu-
ous effort and feedback mechanisms to remain rele-
vant and effective (Tews & Tracey, 2009). However, 
these initiatives can sometimes feel forced or inau-
thentic, particularly if they do not align well with 
employees’ preferences, potentially leading to 
reduced effectiveness or even cynicism. Additionally, 
the perception and adoption of these activities can 
be influenced by factors such as gender, culture, and 
age, highlighting the need to complement EDF and 
ODF approaches to their implementation. Thus:

Proposition 3.	The synergy of Organization-driven fun 
and Employee-driven fun can maximize the benefits of 
FaW.

5.  Discussion

This systematic review and meta-analysis provide 
actionable insights and evidence-based recommen-
dations regarding the relationship between FaW with 
both work engagement and job burnout. To our 
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knowledge, this is the first systematic review examin-
ing the relationships between FaW, Work Engagement, 
and Burnout. The results of the meta-analysis showed 
a substantial overlap between Work Engagement 
and FaW and a smaller overlap between emotional 
exhaustion and FaW, whereas meta regression analy-
ses identified that the region where the study was 
conducted as well as the proportion of women in 
the sample are significant factors influencing the 
relationship between FaW and Work Engagement. 
Specifically, studies conducted in WEIRD countries, 
and studies with higher percentages of women, 
showed lower effect sizes. To supplement the 
meta-analytic evidence, a narrative synthesis gener-
ated a new conceptual framework for FaW (see 
Figure 2). The results of the meta-analysis and narra-
tive review are discussed in detail below.

5.1.  Meta-analysis overview

Overall, the meta-analysis indicates that FaW is more 
closely aligned with work engagement compared to 
job burnout. Several other important points were 
identified. For work engagement, gender (man/
woman), and culture (WEIRD/Non-WEIRD countries) 
are all seen to influence the results in different ways. 
In terms of gender, studies with higher percentages 
of women show a lower positive correlation between 
work engagement (WE) and fun at work (FaW), sug-
gesting a significant role of gender in this relation-
ship. Moreover, comparing countries, non-WEIRD 
countries show stronger positive correlations than 
WEIRD countries, highlighting the importance of cul-
tural factors in enhancing work engagement through 
fun at work.

The consistently positive correlations observed in 
the majority of research for FaW and Work 
Engagement raised two important issues: a) the 
potential sample bias, as it raises the concern 
whether employees who feel engaged are more 
likely to participate in such studies compared to 
those who are burnt-out, potentially skewing the 
results (Fluegge-Woolf, 2014; Chan, 2019; Bakker & 
van Wingerden, 2021; Jyoti & Dimple, 2022); and b) 
the argument from some scholars that fun at work 
might be inherently part of work engagement rather 
than a separate construct, functioning as a job 
resource (Bakker & Demerouti, 2017; Georganta & 
Montgomery, 2016).

5.2.  A new conceptual framework for FaW

Beyond categorizing the measurement tools used for 
FaW, the narrative review facilitated the development 

of a new conceptual framework of the sources of 
FaW deriving from the qualitative analysis of items of 
each FaW measurement used in our meta-analysis. 
This analysis led to the formation of a taxonomy cat-
egorizing the sources of FaW into two primary types: 
ODF and EDF. Establishing a consensus and frame-
work around these two aspects, is essential to effec-
tively discuss evidence-based associations and 
impacts with important work-related variables, such 
as work engagement and burnout. Our conceptual 
approach acknowledges that fun at work is not a 
one-size-fits-all concept but varies greatly depending 
on organizational culture, individual personalities, 
and the interplay between the two. An important 
question is not only what is fun but also what is not 
fun at work.

The differentiation of FaW into ODF and EDF 
enables researchers a) to detect and measure fun 
that is derived by organizational initiatives b) identify 
and measure FaW derived from employee initiatives 
c) have a feedback loop where b is fuelling a, result-
ing in more meaningful practices that enhance FaW 
and make it authentically fun and enjoyable for the 
ultimate recipients-the employees. This highlights the 
need for a more tailored approach to HRM initiatives. 
Recognizing that different occupational groups have 
varying needs, FaW practices should be personalized 
to suit specific professional settings, whether for 
office workers, construction and factory workers, or 
healthcare professionals. The diversity of professions 
demands a corresponding diversity in FaW 
initiatives.

This enhanced clarity is invaluable for formulating 
specific HRM interventions aimed at optimizing work-
place well-being, demonstrating the indispensable 
role FaW plays within the broader objectives of 
enhancing employee engagement and mitigating 
the risks of burnout. Empirical evidence suggests 
that allowing employees to personalize their work-
spaces and encouraging informal social interactions 
can significantly enhance their sense of fun and 
well-being, which in turn can reduce burnout levels 
(Lee et al., 2021; Jyoti & Dimple, 2022). This connec-
tion also highlights a key aspect: autonomy. Research 
consistently shows that autonomy in the workplace 
is crucial for mitigating burnout (Xanthopoulou et  al., 
2007; Ng & Feldman, 2015; O’Connor et  al., 2018).

5.3.  FaW and the JD-R theory

The role of autonomy/personality in the new concep-
tual framework is consistent with the most recent 
developments of the JD-R model which gives promi-
nence to personality, which is proposed to moderate 
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the daily effects of job demands and resources on 
well-being and outcomes (Bakker et  al., 2023). For 
example, extraverted individuals may flourish most 
on the days on which they have access to many 
social job resources (e.g. FaW) because they have the 
strongest need for relatedness and social exchange. 
In the latest developments of the JD-R theory (Bakker 
et  al., 2023) Playful work design (Scharp et  al., 2022) 
is considered a new proactive work behaviour; 
‘self-initiated, anticipatory action aimed at changing 
either the situation or oneself’ (Bindl & Parker, 2011, 
p. 567), aimed at satisfying the basic need for auton-
omy. The evidence to support its inclusion is linked 
to the part of designing work to be more fun, fulfill-
ing the employees’ fundamental need for related-
ness, and similarly, the part of designing their work 
to be more competitive, and satisfying their basic 
need for competence. Additionally, both dimensions 
of playful work design also met the basic need for 
autonomy (Scharp et  al., 2023). Interestingly, Scharp 
et  al. (2021) found that when employees designed 
fun on days when there were social or emotional 
challenges present (communication hindrance 
demands), and when they designed competition on 
days when tasks were repetitive or uninteresting 
(agency hindrance demands), their levels of perfor-
mance and work engagement were not negatively 
affected. Lesener et  al. (2020) identified 55 longitudi-
nal studies (including 57 samples) examining the 
impact of various job resources on work engagement 
and found that autonomy/job control was the most 
studied resource at the organizational level. According 
to the boost hypothesis of the JD-R theory, job 
resources may alter the perceptions and cognitions 
evoked by job demands, which may moderate 
responses that follow the appraisal process, or may 
reduce the health-damaging consequences of such 
responses (Bakker et  al., 2005). FaW represents an 
instrumental job resource within the JD-R framework. 
Moreover, the distinction between ODF and EDF has 
the potential to contribute to research on hindrance 
demands and challenging demands. Good fun should 
be challenging and enhance well-being, while man-
dated fun has the potential to hinder authentic 
engagement and increase burnout and anxiety.

6.  Theoretical contributions and research 
implications

The conceptual framework delineating ODF and EDF 
within the broader discourse of FaW has significant 
implications for the field of organizational behaviour 
and human resource management. By categorizing 

fun initiatives into those driven by the organization 
and those initiated by employees, the framework 
advances our understanding of how fun can be stra-
tegically integrated into the workplace to enhance 
employee well-being, engagement, and productivity 
(Celestine & Yeo, 2021). This differentiation can also 
add depth to the literature by highlighting various 
dynamics, impacts, and considerations that affect the 
overall effectiveness and reception of fun at work. 
Social interaction and bonding emerge as not only 
outcomes but central aspects of both ODF and EDF, 
contributing significantly to the overall experience of 
Fun at Wok (FaW) (Fredrickson, 2001; Bakker & Leiter, 
2010). In terms of productivity and performance, 
FaW has been identified as a key component of 
knowledge sharing in an organisation (Pereira & 
Mohiya, 2021). Knowledge-sharing processes are 
linked with psychological safety that both foster and 
enable team creative performance (Kessel et al., 2012).

This framework underscores the importance of 
future research toward balanced approaches to culti-
vating fun at work, integrating both organizational 
support and personal agency. This integration reflects 
a more bottom-up approach, acknowledging 
employee agency as a crucial factor in shaping work-
place culture (Welzel & Inglehart, 2010). Extending 
this idea to job design theories, fun emerges as a 
critical component that could significantly increase 
job satisfaction and intrinsic motivation (Bakker et  al., 
2012; Tims et  al., 2012). This suggests that fun should 
be considered alongside traditional motivational fac-
tors like task variety, autonomy, and feedback (Scharp 
et  al., 2022; Bakker et  al., 2020b). Furthermore, this 
new framework broadens the scope of organizational 
commitment theory by providing a fresh lens through 
which to view affective commitment; engaging in 
fun activities can strengthen employees’ emotional 
attachment to the organization (Ugheoke et  al., 
2022). Additionally, leadership theories incorporating 
transformational, charismatic elements, and servant 
leadership elements can also be expanded to include 
the facilitation of fun. Servant leadership, character-
ized by a focus on serving and supporting colleagues 
with compassion and necessary resources, aligns 
closely with promoting FaW. Leaders who adopt a 
servant leadership style empower employees to 
thrive, fostering trust, creativity, and stronger rela-
tional ties within teams (Jaiswal & Dhar, 2017). 
Leaders who actively promote or endorse fun activi-
ties can enhance their influence and improve rela-
tional ties within their teams, offering a novel 
perspective on leadership effectiveness and team 
dynamics (Chan, 2019).
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7.  Practical implications

The findings of this study have important practical 
implications for organizations seeking to leverage 
the use of FaW. First, by categorizing fun initiatives 
into those driven by the organization and those ini-
tiated by employees, as a management strategy this 
framework can advance the knowledge of organiza-
tions on what approaches represent best practices 
for them. Categorizing fun initiatives into ODF and 
EDF helps HRMs identify which practices best suit 
their workforce. For example, this framework can be 
used to decide when to organize company-wide 
events versus supporting spontaneous, employee-led 
activities.

First, it is crucial to ensure that employees- the 
primary beneficiaries- have a voice in planning fun 
activities. HR can implement regular feedback loops, 
such as surveys or focus groups, to tailor activities to 
employee preferences, enhancing their relevance and 
effectiveness. Co-production research supports this 
approach, showing that involving employees in the 
decision-making process leads to higher satisfaction 
and better outcomes (Voorberg et  al., 2015).

Second, and in addition, for feedback loops to 
work, the existence of psychological safety, is crucial 
to enable honest meaningful conversations. Research 
has shown that psychological safety is a critical factor 
in enhancing team dynamics and overall organiza-
tional effectiveness (Edmondson, 1999). To success-
fully integrate fun into the workplace, HRM must 
cultivate an environment of psychological safety, 
where employees feel secure in expressing their ideas 
and feedback without fear of negative consequences. 
This can be achieved by establishing clear communi-
cation channels, such as regular anonymous surveys 
or dedicated employee committees focused on work-
place culture. Creating such a climate encourages 
openness and honesty, which are essential for the 
successful imp-lementation of fun activities.

Third, this review categorized the measurement 
tools for FaW into three broad categories: employees’ 
perceptions and psychological experiences, the pres-
ence of fun activities, and individual initiatives for 
fun. HRM practitioners can leverage these insights to 
select the most appropriate tools based on their spe-
cific objectives. This differentiation enables more pre-
cise measurement and application of FaW strategies, 
enhancing overall workplace well-being (Table 1).

8.  Future research

Several opportunities for future research have 
emerged from our study. First, there is a need to 

develop and validate new measurement scales that 
distinctly capture the perception, existence, and indi-
vidual initiatives of FaW in alignment with specific 
organizational goals. For instance, organizations 
focused on enhancing employee engagement could 
benefit from a scale designed to measure the per-
ceived authenticity of fun activities. Such tailored 
tools would enable researchers to quantitatively 
assess the effectiveness of fun initiatives, leading to 
more precise evaluations of their impact on 
work-related outcomes, including engagement and 
burnout. By creating reliable and valid measurement 
instruments, future research can provide deeper 
insights into the role of fun in the workplace, ulti-
mately helping to optimize its contribution to orga-
nizational success.

Second, the majority of previous research on FaW 
and the measures were developed for the non-digital 
era. With the rise of remote and hybrid work arrange-
ments, investigating how FaW can be effectively 
implemented and its effects in these settings 
becomes crucial. This research area could address 
challenges and opportunities for fostering a fun work 
environment outside the traditional office space.

Third, there is a need to better understand the 
dynamic interactions between different sources of 
FaW and how they influence one another. For 
instance, how ODF might enable or inhibit EDF, and 
vice versa, remains underexplored, and warrants fur-
ther exploration.

Fourth, it is essential to examine the relationship 
between these sources of fun in the workplace and 
key work well-being factors such as work engage-
ment, burnout, and autonomy. For instance, future 

Table 1.  Implications for practice and research.
Practical implications

Categorization of fun 
initiatives

Categorizing fun initiatives into 
Organization-driven and 
Employee-driven helps HRMs identify 
which practices best suit their workforce.

Employee involvement in 
planning fun

Ensuring that employees have a voice in 
planning fun activities by implementing 
regular feedback loops.

Cultivate a psychological 
safe climate

For feedback loops to work, the existence 
of psychological safety is crucial to 
enable honest meaningful conversations.

Research implications

FaW in remote and 
hybrid work Settings

Address challenges and opportunities for 
fostering a fun work environment 
outside the traditional office space.

Gender differences in 
FaW

Examine potential gender differences in 
how FaW is perceived and its effects on 
work engagement and burnout, as well 
as their underlying factors.

Playful work design 
(PWD) and Autonomy

Explore how PWD is linked with autonomy 
in different occupational groups, such as 
office workers versus healthcare 
providers, to address their unique 
needs.
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studies should explore how EDF and ODF interact to 
either enhance or diminish work engagement, miti-
gate burnout, or impact the sense of autonomy. 
These complex relationships need to be disentangled 
to provide a clearer understanding of how fun at 
work contributes to overall employee well-being. 
Additionally, imposed FaW approaches run the risk of 
negatively impacting the well-being of staff. FaW is 
likely to be attractive as a way to influence motiva-
tion and performance, but researchers need to inves-
tigate whether it comes to be viewed as an extra 
burden rather than a respite.

Fifth, an important area is to investigate potential 
gender differences in the perceptions and impacts of 
FaW on work engagement and burnout. Future stud-
ies should explore whether there are nuanced differ-
ences in how men and women perceive and are 
affected by fun activities, as well as the underlying 
mechanisms involved. Additionally, research should 
examine the factors contributing to the lower partic-
ipation rates of men in FaW research to ensure more 
balanced and representative findings across genders.

Sixth, future research should explore whether FaW 
is genuinely embedded in organizational culture or if 
it functions more as a strategic tool or even as a 
form of ‘well-being washing’. This investigation could 
examine whether FaW initiatives are authentically 
integrated into the organizational values or are pri-
marily used as a superficial strategy to enhance 
employer branding. Understanding how employees 
perceive these initiatives and, whether they repre-
sent a true reflection of culture or are merely token-
istic can provide critical insights into their 
effectiveness and impact.

Lastly, Playful work design was the most represen-
tative tool used in our systematic review, there is a 
need for further research to investigate how is PWD 
linked with autonomy in different occupational 
groups for example, office workers vs healthcare pro-
viders or line workers, with different occupational 
needs (Table 1).

9.  Limitations

While the paper has significant implications for the-
ory and practice, the limited number of studies avail-
able on the examined relationships affects the 
accuracy of the meta-analytic results. Moreover, five 
of the six studies reporting on burnout focused 
solely on the dimension of emotional exhaustion. 
Similarly, most work engagement studies report 
overall scores, potentially overlooking specific facets 
of engagement. The limited number of available 

studies also means that any assumptions on the 
direction of the relationship between FaW and work 
engagement remain purely theoretical, and more 
research is required to substantiate arguments that 
work engagement is an outcome of FaW as proposed 
in previous literature (Georganta & Montgomery, 
2022). Also, with the exception of ProQuest, searches 
were restricted to titles and/or abstracts. Although 
these constraints may have limited the total number 
of studies retrieved, our strategy was validated 
through preliminary scoping and supplemented by 
manual checking of key reviews and reference lists, 
supporting the overall comprehensiveness of 
the review.

It is also important to note that the proposed 
conceptualization is not an attempt to integrate all 
the available literature on fun at work but to use key 
psychological mechanisms that are considered to 
drive work engagement to better understand when 
and why fun at work might be more effective for 
employee and organizational wellbeing. For example, 
a limitation of this review is the exclusion of qualita-
tive studies, which may have provided valuable con-
textual insights into how fun at work is experienced 
and enacted. While our framework distinguishes 
between organizational and employee-driven sources 
of fun, the dynamic and often reciprocal interaction 
between these sources, might not be adequately 
captured. The fluidity and evolving nature of FaW 
suggest that the boundary between ODF and EDF 
can be blurred, with activities sometimes encom-
passing elements of both, resulting in a mixed 
category.

10.  Conclusions

FaW is an important organisational topic, in that it 
reveals the boundaries between the permissible and 
prohibited in the workplace and is a thermometer of 
staff wellbeing. The systematic review and meta- 
analyses revealed robust relationships between FaW 
and burnout/engagement. The stronger path to 
engagement raises the question as to whether it rep-
resents a component of engagement – meaning that 
it may reflect internally motivated engagement (i.e. 
it’s a pleasure to work here) versus more externally 
motivated engagement (i.e. it’s important to exhibit 
enjoyment in this workplace). The narrative review 
provided a new conceptual framework for FaW. The 
distinction between EDF and ODF can help explain 
how burnout and engagement can co-exist, whereby 
misaligned ODF becomes a work demand. The new 
framework provides clear paths to future research 
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directions and posits interesting theoretical ques-
tions concerning the role of FaW as a resource/
demand and challenge/hindrance in the Job-Demands 
Resources model. Ultimately, fun is a serious business.

Notes

	 1.	 Aim number 3 was not included in the original 
PROSPERO registration. It was included after the re-
view of the literature was completed and the deci-
sion to supplement the meta-analysis with a narra-
tive synthesis was made, due to the limited number 
of studies available for meta-analysis.

	 2.	 The narrative synthesis was not part of the review 
protocol as registered on PROSPERO. It was included 
after the review of the literature was completed and 
the decision to supplement the meta-analysis with a 
narrative synthesis was made, due to the limited 
number of studies available for meta-analysis.
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