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Background: Organisations are investing time and resources in implementing play at work.
However, the possible effect of play at work as an organisational intervention is largely
unknown.
Aim: This study aimed to determine the effect of a play-at-work intervention on psychological
detachment, work enjoyment, employee performance, and workplace boredom of work teams.
Setting: The sample consisted of 26 telemarketing employees in the Northwest Province,
South Africa.
Methods: A longitudinal, three-wave intervention study design was followed. The sample
consisted of two work teams from a telesales company divided into the experimental
group (n = 9) and the control group (n = 17). A play-atwork intervention consisting of different
single-player and multi-player games was developed. Surveys were used to collect data prior
to introducing the intervention, after one week of play, and again after the second week of the
intervention.
Results: The results indicated that the play-at-work intervention positively influenced
employees’ psychological detachment during their lunch break. Team performance also
increased when the play-at-work intervention was introduced.
Conclusion: Employees who participates in play during their breaks will be more likely to
psychologically detach compared to other employees. Also, organisations who implement
play will have higher team performance compared to others.
Keywords: play-at-work intervention; psychological detachment; work enjoyment; team
performance; workplace boredom.

Introduction
Traditionally, play and work were seen as opposites, but in the modern workplace, play seems to
be intertwined with work (Butler et al. 2011; West 2015). Many organisations have reformed to a
fun and playful work environment. West (2015) describes play as a behavioural approach that is
characterised by play being voluntary, fun, frivolous, imaginative, and bound by structure or
rules in some way. A playful work environment does not directly meet any organisational
outcomes, but it can be a pleasurable mood booster as joy is emotionally contagious, resulting in
employees learning from one other, improved team cohesion, social relationships, creativity, trust,
commitment and productivity (Han, Kim & Jeong 2016; Sukovic, Litting & England 2011; Tews,
Michel & Noe 2017; Verenikina & Hasan 2010; West 2015). Literature has indicated that younger
employees may welcome play at work, while the majority of the senior workforce may not enjoy
it (Belkin 2007). Research has also proved that fun working environments are more customary in
less formal organisations (Bolton & Plester 2009).
Although the benefits of a playful work environment are confirmed in the literature above, the
majority of studies found in the literature study the gamification of work, rather than playing at
work. Gamification refers to the application of characteristics from games into non-gaming
contexts (Perryer et al. 2016); in other words, gamification suggests that you modify the employees’
work into the form of a game. Although this type of work design has proven to have a positive
impact on the workplace (Kapp 2012; Perryer et al. 2016), others have revealed that employees do
not enjoy being forced by management to play as fun and laughter are spontaneous and not a
package with the promise of results (Bolton & Houlihan 2009). Similarly, West (2015) suggests that
play should be done just for fun and for no other reason. Play at work, rather than the gamification
Note This article is partially based on the first author’s mini-dissertation submitted in partial fulfilment of the requirements for the
degree Master’s of Commerce in Industrial Psychology at North-West University, South Africa, with supervisor Dr C.E. and co-supervisor,
Prof. L.T.d.B., received May 2018, available from: https://repository.nwu.ac.za/bitstream/handle/10394/30974/Fourie_L.pdf?is
Allowed=y&sequence=1.
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of work, refers to employees playing games just for fun, to
enable them to psychologically detach from work and
replenish their resources (Hülsheger 2016), before they
commence working again. Therefore, for the purpose of this
study, play at work was used as a term to describe fun
activities or games in the workplace separate from work.
Research has shown that playing while at work creates a
break in the workday, which may benefit employees’
motivation, involvement, relationships and physical and
mental fitness (Sørensen & Spoelstra 2012).
Despite fascinating findings regarding play, empirical
research regarding the relationship between play and work is
scarce, and consequently the effects of play on organisational
outcomes are still relatively unknown (Perryer et al. 2016;
Sørensen & Spoelstra 2012). Therefore, it is against this
background that the current study aims to investigate the
effect of play as organisational intervention on different
workplace constructs.

Review of literature

Play at work and psychological detachment
One of the main recovery experiences is psychological
detachment which refers to employees refraining from workrelated thoughts and activities during non-work time,
thereby disengaging psychologically from work (Sonnentag
& Fritz 2015). It forms part of the conservation of resources
(COR) theory and the effort-recovery (E-R) model that
emphasise that employees need to recover to restore lost
resources (Hülsheger 2016; Sonnentag & Fritz 2007). Previous
studies have been in agreement that it is important for
employees’ well-being to psychologically detach from work
during non-work time as it helps employees to restore
energetic and affective resources (Sonnentag & Fritz 2015;
Sonnentag & Kühnel 2016; Zijlstra, Cropley & Rydstedt 2014).
Play promotes openness and humour, and helps employees
to temporarily relax and forget about objectives (West 2015).
A study conducted by Oerlemans, Bakker and Demerouti
(2014) revealed that happiness during physical and social
activities enhances recovery among employees. Similarly,
Trougakos and Hideg (2009) affirm that enjoyable activities
help employees to restore their affective resources. However,
previous research shows that employees who experience
workplace fun had lower levels of emotional exhaustion and
emotional conflict (Karl, Peluchette & Harland 2007).
Additionally, employees psychologically detach more when
they are fully engaged or absorbed by the off-job activities
(Feuerhahn, Sonnentag & Woll 2014; Hahn, Binnewies &
Haun 2012). Therefore, the assumption could be made that
play at work may help employees to psychologically detach
from work as it can be an enjoyable activity that is not
completely undemanding. Against this background this
hypothesis is formulated:
H1: A play-at-work intervention will be effective in increasing
the psychological detachment of an experimental group,
compared to the psychological detachment of a control group.
http://www.sajems.org
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Psychological detachment was at first only measured away
from work, but Sonnentag and Fritz (2015) argue that
employees can psychologically detach from work during
their breaks; however, research regarding this is lacking.
Therefore, there is a gap in the literature regarding
psychological detachment during break times at work, which
this study aimed to investigate. Furthermore, another study
also identified that employees felt most fatigued before their
lunch break than any other part of the day (Hülsheger 2016).

Play at work and work enjoyment
The workforce of today has changed from the previous years:
employees now expect their work to be fun and enjoyable
(Romero & Pescosolido 2008; West 2015). Research has
proved that the workplace can have a large impact on
employees’ happiness and well-being (Rodríguez-Muñoz &
Sanz-Vergel 2013) thereby highlighting the importance to
investigate employee’s work enjoyment. Work enjoyment
refers to the extent that employees perceive their work as
pleasurable or enjoyable (Graves et al. 2012).
Peters et al. (2014) explain that work enjoyment is how
employees evaluate the quality of their lives at work.
The antecedents of work enjoyment include employee
characteristics, the employees’ work itself and the work
environment (Bakker 2008), and therefore this study argues
that a play-at-work intervention will influence the work
environment, thereby influencing work enjoyment levels:
H2: A play-at-work intervention will be effective in increasing
the work enjoyment of an experimental group, compared to the
work enjoyment of a control group.

For employees to be happy at work, they need to experience
more pleasure (Bakker & Daniels 2013; Xanthopoulou,
Bakker & Ilies 2012). Positive events such as the play-at-work
intervention can lead to employees experiencing positive
emotions (Trougakos & Hideg 2009). According to the
broaden-and-build theory, when employees experience
positive emotions, it can increase a variety of personal
resources (Fredrickson et al. 2008). Consequently, a study by
Demerouti et al. (2012) identified that work enjoyment results
in lower exhaustion levels and higher vigour levels.
The authors also identified that employees who psychologically
detach during off time and who had high levels of work
enjoyment also showed higher levels of vigour. Therefore, it is
no surprise that research has proved that happy employees
can lead to an organisation’s competitive advantage (KasperBrauer & Leischnig 2016). This is supported by other studies
that proved that work enjoyment can lead to improved work
performance (Engeser & Rheinberg 2008; Graves et al. 2012;
Hsiao et al. 2015).

Play at work and performance
If an organisation wants to have the competitive edge, it
need to ensure that it employs the best persons for the job;
however, it seems that the new career enterers value fun at
Open Access
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work. Thus it is understandable that many organisations are
creating a fun work environment since it has an influence on
not only the well-being of their employees, but also the
reputation of the company, as well as employee performance
(Karl et al. 2007). Performance is important for any
organisation as it directly influences the profitability of an
organisation (Maiga, Nilsson & Ax 2015). Performance is
defined as ‘those actions and behaviours that are under the
control of the individual and contribute to the goals of the
organisation’ (Rotundo & Sackett 2002:66).

employees implement play in the workplace to cover up the
boredom experienced by employees:

Tews, Michel and Stafford (2013) argue that fun at work may
allow employees to take a break from work, resulting in
employees being more engaged when they start working again,
thereby improving performance. Karl et al. (2007) identified
that fun at work can increase employee satisfaction and
performance. Similarly, Fluegge-Woolf (2014) found that fun at
work is directly and positively related to citizenship behaviour
and indirectly and positively related to employee performance.
Butler et al. (2011) add that the less the office is perceived as dull
and dreary, the more value will be added to the bottom line.
Therefore, the assumption could be made that the play-at-work
intervention will increase employee performance:

Method

H3: A play-at-work intervention will be effective in increasing
the team performance of an experimental group, compared to
the team performance of a control group.

Play at work and workplace boredom
Workplace boredom refers to the experience of boredom
within the domain of work (Van Wyk et al. 2016). Workplace
boredom is described by Schaufeli and Salanova (2014) as ‘an
unpleasant state of relatively low arousal and dissatisfaction,
which is attributed to an inadequately stimulating work
situation’ (p. 298). When an employee’s ability exceeds task
complexity, workplace boredom is more likely to be
experienced (Schaufeli & Salanova 2014; Van Wyk et al. 2016).
Cummings, Gao and Thornburg (2016) also mentioned that
workplace boredom is experienced when employees feel
their work is too simple and easy or when they have too little
to do. Therefore, workplace boredom has also been linked to
employees doing short repetitive work (Schaufeli & Salanova
2014). Consequently, it is clear that the work environment
and job characteristics are seen as main sources of workplace
boredom (Loukidou, Loan-Clarke & Daniels 2009).
According to the mood management theory, employees seek
entertainment when they experience workplace boredom
(Perryer et al. 2016). The authors further explain that,
according to the mood management theory, play at work can
satisfy hedonic needs of employees and assist in regulating
arousal by reducing the experience of boredom. Jackson and
Carter (2011) also argue that employees use boredom to
generate the need to do something pleasurable, for instance
play at work. Butler et al. (2011) explain that work has an
intrinsic relation to the experience of workplace boredom
and play represents the employees’ desire to escape from it.
Therefore, according to the authors, it is understandable that
http://www.sajems.org

H4: A play-at-work intervention will be effective in reducing the
workplace boredom of an experimental group, compared to the
workplace boredom of a control group.

Although theory suggests that play can reduce workplace
boredom, more research is needed to identify the direct
influence of play on workplace boredom (Spraggon &
Bodolica 2014).

Research design
A longitudinal, three-wave, pre-test–post-test randomised
experimental design was followed. In longitudinal studies,
researchers collect data from the same subjects at more than
one point in time. A pre-test was administered to the
experimental and the control group before a play-at-work
intervention was introduced. One post-test was done after
one week of implementing the intervention and again after
the second week of implementing the intervention. Paperbased questionnaires were used to collect the data.

Research participants
The sample consisted of employees working at a telesales
company in the North West province of South Africa. A nonprobability purposive sampling strategy was followed. The
telesales environment may tend to be repetitive, creating an
ideal environment for evaluating the intervention developed
in this study. The telesales department of the organisation
consisted mainly of two work teams and these two teams were
randomly assigned to the experimental and the control group.
Therefore, both of the teams had an equal chance of being the
experimental or the control group (Boot et al. 2013; Reid 2013).
The biographical characteristics of the participants are
presented in Table 1.
The sample consisted of two very small groups of employees;
all the employees in the department were invited to participate
in the study and 26 participants (N = 26) completed all three
waves of data. The experimental group consisted of 9
participants (n = 9) and the control group consisted of 17
participants (n = 17). The majority of the experimental group
sample were female (n = 6; 66.67%) and 88.89% (n = 8) of the
participants were between the ages of 20 and 29. The control
group consisted mostly of men (n = 11; 64.71%) and 88.24%
(n = 15) of the sample were between the ages of 20 and 29.
TABLE 1: Biographical characteristics of participants.
Variable
Gender
Age

Category

Experimental group

Control group

Frequency

%

Frequency

%

Female

6

66.67

6

35.29

Male

3

33.33

11

64.71

20–29

8

88.89

15

88.24

30–39

0

0.00

1

5.88

40–49

1

11.11

1

5.88

Open Access

Page 4 of 11

Measuring instruments
Psychological detachment
Psychological detachment was measured by adapting the
psychological detachment dimension of the Recovery
Experience Questionnaire (REQ) of Sonnentag and Fritz
(2007). The four psychological detachment items were
adjusted to measure psychological detachment during the
employees’ lunch break when they participated in the playat-work intervention (e.g. ‘During my break time I do not
think about work at all’).

Work enjoyment
Work enjoyment was measured with the work pleasure scale,
a section of the Dutch Questionnaire on the Experiences and
Evaluation of Work (Van Veldhoven et al. 1997). This scale
has nine items (e.g. ‘I enjoy my work’) and has been proven
to be reliable with a Cronbach’s alpha coefficient of 0.80
(Kompier, Taris & Van Veldhoven 2012).

Team performance
Team performance was measured with objective performance
data provided by the participating organisation. The team
performance was calculated with the added total of all
team members’ number of sales and number of upgrades.
The team performance during the two weeks of the
intervention (first two weeks of July 2017) was compared
to: (1) the team performance in the month preceding the
intervention (i.e. first two weeks of June 2017) and (2) team
performance by the teams at the same time during the
previous year (i.e. first two weeks of July 2016). The
experimental group’s team performance was also compared
to that of the control group.

Workplace boredom
Workplace boredom was measured with the one-dimensional
Dutch Boredom Scale (DUBS) developed by Reijseger et al.
(2013). This scale has six items (e.g. ‘I tend to do other things

Original Research

during my work’) and has reported a Cronbach’s alpha
coefficient of 0.78 within the South African context (Van Wyk
et al. 2016).
All the items were measured on a six-point Likert scale:
1 (Strongly disagree), 2 (Disagree), 3 (Slightly disagree),
4 (Slightly agree), 5 (Agree), 6 (Strongly agree).
Feedback on the experiences and choices of games for the
intervention was also included in the survey. Specifically, the
open-ended questions that were asked included: ‘Please
indicate the dates on which you have played this week. Also
indicate the length of time you played each day’, ‘Please
indicate which games you have played in this week. Also
indicate the approximate time spent on each game’, and
‘What was your overall experience of this opportunity to
play during your lunch break?’

Play-at-work intervention
For the purpose of this study a play-at-work intervention was
developed. As employees might not share the same interest in
games, the intervention consisted of different single-player
and multi-player games and the games catered for individuals
who enjoy sport-like, creative, thinking, board-based and
puzzle games. Employees were free to choose which games
they wanted to play during the intervention (Perryer et al.
2016). The 13 games that were implemented were chosen
after consulting with experts in the field of industrial
psychology. Table 2 provides a brief description of the games
that were included in the intervention.

Research procedure
The first survey (pre-test) was administered to both the
experimental and the control group prior to introducing
the intervention. During the first week of introducing the
intervention, only the experimental group had the
opportunity to play during their lunch break for one hour.

TABLE 2: Intervention games.
Game

Description

Foosball

This is a table game that resembles soccer in which a ball is moved by turning rods to which small figures of players are attached. This game is typically
played by more than one player.

Darts

Darts is a throwing sport in which individuals throw small missiles at a targeted dartboard. Points are earned according to allocated spots on the dart
board. This game can be played by one or more players.

Adult colouring

Adult colouring refers to line art to which people need to add colour with crayons, coloured pencils or marker pens.

Neon-paint doodling

This refers to painting images with paint that glows when exposed to fluorescent light.

30 Seconds

30 Seconds is a fast-paced game that is based on an individual’s general knowledge. One player must guess as many words correct in 30 seconds from
their teammate’s explanation. Two or more individuals can play this game.

Heads Up

An electronic device (phone or tablet) is held against the forehead of one player, containing a word. The player should guess the word by following the
clues given by team members. It can be played with two or more players.

Scrabble

This is a board game that is based on forming words and earning points accordingly. This can be played with two to four players.

Fingerboard

This game is played on a square wooden board and the goal is to shoot disks into side pockets of the board, using your fingers. One to four players can
play this game.

Jenga

This game is represented by a stack of wooden blocks. Two or more players take turns to remove a wooden block and replace it on top of the stack with
one hand, until the tower falls.

Crossword puzzles

A crossword is a word puzzle consisting of a grid of squares, usually containing clues. The goal is to correctly guess the words or phrases to complete
the grid.

Sudoku

The goal of Sudoku is to fill a 9×9 grid with numbers so that each row, column and 3×3 section contain all of the numbers between 1 and 9.

Playing cards

Normal cards (Bicycle cards) that are used in games such as snap and poker.

Dominoes

There are many games that can be played with dominoes, but the simplest and most played is known as ‘block dominoes’. Two to four players take turns
to place one of their dominoes onto the table, so all dominoes are linked based on the number of dots on each domino.

http://www.sajems.org
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After the first week of introducing the play-at-work
intervention, both the experimental and the control groups
completed the first post-test. To also allow the control group
to have the opportunity to play, both the experimental and
control group had the opportunity to play during the second
week of the intervention. After the second week of play, both
the experimental and the control group completed the second
post-test. Figure 1 illustrates the implementation of the playat-work intervention and the research procedure followed to
collect the data.

program includes Levene’s test to investigate for the
homogeneity of variances.
The mean scores of psychological detachment, work
enjoyment and workplace boredom were compared within
and between the groups to ascertain if there were any
significant differences between the scores on the variables
over time. The three different waves of data from the
experimental group were compared (within groups) and the
three different waves of data from the control group were
also compared (within groups). The mean scores of the
experimental group were also compared to the mean scores
of the control group (between groups). To determine whether
the intervention had the same impact on both groups during
their first week of play, the mean scores of the second wave of
data of the experimental group were also compared to the
mean scores of the third wave of data from the control group.

All the questionnaires were distributed by hand and
participants anonymously deposited their completed surveys
in a sealed box provided. A unique code was generated by
each of the participants that consisted of the first three letters
of the employee’s mother’s name, followed by the first three
letters of their father’s name. The unique code protected the
identity of the participants and also assisted in identifying the
employees who completed surveys on more than one
occasion.

When the independent sample t-test indicated statistically
significant differences in mean scores, an effect size was
calculated (i.e. Cohen’s d value). Cohen’s d value represented
the standardised mean differences between groups with
small effects (d = 0.20), medium effects (d = 0.50) and large
effects (d = 0.80) (Ellis 2010).

Statistical analysis
The Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) version
24 (IBM Corp. 2017) was used to perform statistical analyses.
Descriptive statistics provided a summary of the data:
measures of central tendency were calculated with the mean
and median scores; measures of dispersion were calculated
with variance, standard deviation, range, and skewness and
kurtosis scores (Struwig & Stead 2013). Statistical significance
was set at the 0.05 level (i.e. p < 0.05). The independent sample
t-test was used to test for statistical differences between mean
scores of the two groups (Elliott & Woodward 2007). The SPSS

Ethical consideration
Ethical clearance has been obtained from the Economic and
Management Sciences Research Ethics Committee (EMSREC), North-West University (ethics no. NWU-00439-17-A4)
prior to conducting the study.

Results
The distribution of scores is presented in Table 3.

Experimental
Group

Control group

Survey
1

Play

Survey
1

Survey
2

Play

Survey
3

Survey
2

Play

Survey
3

The data set was normally distributed since the skewness
and kurtosis scores were between 1 and -1, as can be seen in
Table 3 (Reid 2013). All the requirements for an independent
sample t-test were met as Levene’s test supported
homogeneity of variances. This analysis indicated that all the
results had equal variances assumed, as none of Levene’s
tests for equality of variances’ results proved to be statistically
significant (p < 0.05).

= 1 week intervenon

FIGURE 1: Research procedure.
TABLE 3: Data distribution.
Variable

Mean

Median

Variance

Standard deviation

Range

Skewness

Kurtosis

Psychological detachment

15.37

15.50

23.22

4.82

19.00

-0.03

-0.70

Work enjoyment

29.00

28.00

22.18

4.71

25.00

0.50

0.43

Workplace boredom

16.62

15.50

41.64

6.45

25.00

0.20

-0.79

TABLE 4: Group mean scores and standard deviations.
Variable

Experimental group
Survey 1

Control group

Survey 2

Survey 3

Survey 1

Survey 2

Survey 3

M

S.D.

M

S.D.

M

S.D.

M

S.D.

M

S.D.

M

S.D.

Psychological detachment

10.67

3.28

17.33

2.74

18.89

2.62

12.53

3.86

13.59

4.21

19.59

3.76

Work enjoyment

31.11

5.09

28.89

4.08

29.89

4.08

28.82

3.89

28.94

5.32

27.71

5.38

Workplace boredom

19.22

4.52

18.67

5.29

17.56

5.39

16.00

7.01

15.71

7.82

15.18

6.43

M, mean value; S.D., standard deviation.
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When comparing the mean scores, as seen in Table 4, the
mean score for psychological detachment is noticeably lower
at survey 1 for the experimental group when compared to the
other surveys and the control group, with a standard
deviation of 3.28. Furthermore, it can be seen that the mean
score for psychological detachment of the control group
increased considerably from survey 2 to survey 3 after the
introduction of play. The results showed that the mean scores
for work enjoyment and workplace boredom stayed relatively
unchanged across the three surveys.
As seen in Table 5, when comparing the pre-test (survey 1)
and the post-test (survey 2) of the experimental group,
statistically significant differences were indicated for
psychological detachment (p < 0.001). Cohen’s d value
(d = 2.207) indicated a large practical effect between these
mean scores. There were no statistical differences for work
enjoyment and workplace boredom.
The mean scores of the pre-test (survey 1) were compared
with the second post-test (survey 3) of the experimental
group and the results indicate statistically significant
differences (p < 0.001) for psychological detachment with
Cohen’s d value indicating a large practical effect size
difference (d = 2.771). However, no statistical differences were
indicated for work enjoyment and workplace boredom. Also,
no statistical differences were found when comparing the
first (survey 2) and the second post-test (survey 3) of the
experimental group.
As seen in Table 5 no statistically significant differences were
indicated when comparing the pre-test of the experimental
group to the pre-test of the control group. When comparing
the results of the second survey of the experimental group to
those of the control group, statistically significant results
were found at psychological detachment (p = 0.025), with
Cohen’s d value indicating a large practical effect (d = 1.054).
Again, no statistical differences were indicated for work
enjoyment and workplace boredom.

Original Research

Finally, Table 5 indicates that no statistically significant
differences were indicated when comparing the third survey of
the experimental group to that of the control group. When
comparing the results of the first week of play of both groups
(survey 2 of the experimental group and survey 3 of the control
group), no statistically significant differences were indicated.
No statistically significant differences were identified when
comparing the control group’s mean scores of the pre-test
(survey 1) to the first post-test (survey 2). There were statistical
differences (p < 0.001) indicated at psychological detachment
when comparing the pre-test (survey 1) to the second post-test
(survey 3) of the control group, and Cohen’s d value indicated a
large practical effect (d = 1.853). When comparing survey 1 and
survey 3 of the control group, again no statistical differences
were found for work enjoyment and workplace boredom.
To assess team performance, the number of sales and
upgrades made per team were calculated during the
intervention (i.e. first two weeks of July 2017), one month
prior to the intervention (i.e. first two weeks of June 2016)
and one year prior to the intervention (i.e. first two weeks of
July 2016). Firstly, the team performance of the experimental
group for July 2017 was compared to the same team’s
performance for July 2016. The results indicate that the team’s
performance was higher during the intervention in July 2017
when compared to July 2016. When comparing the control
group’s performance for July 2017 with the previous year,
July 2016, the results indicate that the control group also
performed better when participating in the intervention.
Furthermore, the results suggest that the experimental
group’s performance during the intervention was higher
than their performance the previous month, June 2017, as
seen in Figure 2. The experimental group’s team performance
500

p

July 2017

a

300
200
100

TABLE 5: Independent sample t-test results.
Variable

July 2016

400

Performance

Page 6 of 11

Mean difference

Cohen’s d

0

Independent sample t-test survey 1 and survey 2 of the experimental group
Psychological detachment

0.001*

-6.667

2.207

Work enjoyment

0.322

2.222

-

Workplace boredom

0.814

0.556

-

Experimental group

Group

-8.222

2.771

0.581

1.222

-

Workplace boredom

0.487

1.667

-

Independent sample t-test survey 2 of the experimental and the control group
Psychological detachment

0.025*

3.745

1.054

Work enjoyment

0.980

-0.052

-

Workplace boredom

0.320

2.961

-

Independent sample t-test survey 1 and survey 3 of the control group
Psychological detachment

0.001*

-7.059

1.853

Work enjoyment

0.493

1.118

-

Workplace boredom

0.723

0.824

-

*, significant; d, effect size.
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July 2017

b

400

Performance

0.001*

Work enjoyment

June 2017

500

Independent sample t-test survey 1 and survey 3 of the experimental group
Psychological detachment

Control group

300
200
100
0
Experimental group

Control group

Group
FIGURE 2: Comparison of team performance in the experimental and control
groups: (a) July 2016 and July 2017; (b) June 2017 and July 2017.
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TABLE 6: Collective minutes played per team, per week.
Variable

Experimental group

Experimental group

Control group

Number of participants

Total minutes week 1

Number of participants

Total minutes week 2

Number of participants

Total minutes week 2

Neon-paint doodling

4

360

2

105

7

655

Darts

7

290

7

370

10

435

30 Seconds

7

320

5

225

12

405

Foosball

6

160

4

175

8

295

Playing cards

7

265

5

180

7

260

Fingerboard

2

35

4

125

12

1050
75

Adult colouring

1

30

0

0

2

Heads Up

1

60

0

0

1

10

Scrabble

0

0

0

0

5

105

Dominoes

1

15

0

0

1

15

Jenga

0

0

0

0

2

30

Crossword puzzles

1

30

0

0

0

0

Sudoku

0

0

1

15

1

12

during the first week of the intervention was also compared
to their performance during the second week of the
intervention. The results revealed that more sales were
made during the second week of introducing the intervention
than the first week of the intervention. Comparison of the
control group’s results to that of the month before the
intervention was implemented (June 2017) indicated that
the control group performed better while participating in
the intervention, as seen in Figure 2.
Additional data was also gathered in the second and third
survey to document the number of participants interested in
each game, the total amount of time spent on each game, as
well as the experiences of the employees playing these games.
Table 6 illustrates the number of participants who played
each of the games per week, and the total time (in minutes)
each team spent playing each game per week. Both the
experimental and control groups seemed to have enjoyed the
foosball, darts, neon-paint doodling, 30 Seconds, fingerboard
and playing cards. Less play time was spent on adult
colouring, Heads Up, Scrabble, Jenga, crossword puzzles,
Sudoku and dominoes.

experienced higher levels of psychological detachment during
their lunch break when participating in the play-at-work
intervention compared to the control group who at this stage
did not participate in the intervention. The results of comparing
survey 1 and survey 2 of the experimental group also
confirmed that employees psychologically detached more
while participating in the intervention. This hypothesis was
again supported when comparing survey 1 and survey 3 of
the experimental group and survey 1 and survey 3 of the
control group. These results support the arguments that
employees can psychologically detach during their lunch
break and that leisure activities that are enjoyable, positive
and not completely undemanding help employees to
psychologically detach (Sonnentag & Fritz 2015; Trougakos &
Hideg 2009; Tucker et al. 2008).

This study aimed to determine the effect of a play-at-work
intervention on organisational outcomes of work teams by
specifically investigating psychological detachment, work
enjoyment, team performance and workplace boredom. This
study sought to address the gap in the literature, as previous
research regarding the application of play to the workplace
context is sparse and as psychological detachment during
employees’ lunch break has not been fully investigated
(Perryer et al. 2016; Sonnentag & Fritz 2015; West 2015). To
this end, a play-at-work intervention was implemented in a
telesales organisation in South Africa for two weeks.

These findings suggest that a play-at-work intervention has the
potential to allow employees to psychologically detach from
their work. This finding is important, as the benefits of
psychological detachment for both the individual and the
organisation has been noted in previous research, indicating its
impact. For example, a study by Moreno-Jiménez et al. (2009)
found that psychological detachment moderates the relationship
between workplace bullying and psychological strain. Previous
research also suggests that psychological detachment from
work alleviated the negative relationship between relationship
conflicts at work and well-being (Sonnentag, Unger & Nägel
2013). It was also found that psychological detachment
moderated the relationship between role conflict and anxiety
(Moreno-Jiménez et al. 2012). Sonnentag, Binnewies and Mojza
(2010) identified in a longitudinal study that psychological
detachment from work has an impact on emotional exhaustion
and buffers the relationship between job demands and
psychosomatic complaints. The authors also identified that
psychological detachment moderates the relationship between
job demands and work engagement.

Hypothesis 1 stated that a play-at-work intervention will be
effective in increasing the psychological detachment of an
experimental group, compared to the psychological detachment
of a control group. The results support this hypothesis as
the second survey indicated that the experimental group

Hypothesis 2 of this study stated that a play-at-work
intervention will be effective in increasing the work
enjoyment of an experimental group, compared to the work
enjoyment of the control group. This hypothesis was rejected
as the results suggested that both the experimental group

Discussion
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and control group’s work enjoyment levels were relatively
unaffected by the intervention. A possible reason for the lack
of significant increase in work enjoyment may be because the
play-at-work intervention took place during the employees’
lunch break and therefore did not have anything to do with
the employees’ work itself. Sanz-Vergel and Muñoz (2013)
also explained that work enjoyment refers to employees
feeling happy while working. Research regarding the
gamification of work may possibly yield more significant
results when trying to establish a relationship between play
and the work itself, since gamification entails the application
of game characteristics into non-gaming contexts (Perryer
et al. 2016), meaning that you transform the employees’ work
into the form of a game.
Hypothesis 3 stated that a play-at-work intervention will be
effective in increasing the team performance of an experimental
group, compared to the team performance of the control group.
The results from this study did indeed indicate that a play-atwork intervention has the potential to increase employee
performance. It was found that the performance of the
experimental group slightly increased during the duration of
the intervention compared to the team’s performance one
month prior to the intervention, and also during the same time
of the previous year. However, the control group’s results also
indicated that the team performance improved when
participating in the play-at-work intervention. Therefore,
according to the results, the play-at-work intervention seemed
to improve the team performance of the experimental and the
control group, thereby supporting hypothesis 3. These results
are in line with Sørensen and Spoelstra (2012) who stated that
play in an organisation is productive for work. Verenikina and
Hasan (2010) also argued that play at work is an influence on
the emotional climate and performance of an organisation.
Previous research also indicated that recovery among employees
predicts improved performance (Binnewies, Sonnentag &
Mojza 2010; Halbesleben, Wheeler & Paustian-Underdahl 2013;
Volman, Bakker & Xanthopoulou 2013). This may also explain
the increase in the team performance in this study.
Hypothesis 4 suggested that a play-at-work intervention will
be effective in reducing the workplace boredom of an
experimental group, compared to the workplace boredom of
a control group, which was not confirmed by the results.
There were no statistically significant differences indicated in
workplace boredom when the groups were compared,
thereby indicating that the levels of workplace boredom
experienced by the employees did not change during the
play-at-work intervention. Therefore, the hypothesis is
rejected. These results are in contrast to the suggestion made
by Butler et al. (2011) that work and play have a relationship
with boredom experienced by employees. These results also
do not support that games in the workplace can help to
restore a deficit such as boredom, as explained by the mood
management theory (Perryer et al. 2016). Research has
proved that when employees’ abilities exceed their task
complexity, and when they have too little to do, they are
more prone to experiencing workplace boredom (Cummings
http://www.sajems.org
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et al. 2016; Schaufeli & Salanova 2014; Van Wyk et al. 2016).
The lack of decline in workplace boredom experienced in our
study may be explained by the fact that the play-at-work
intervention may have given employees the opportunity to
do something else when they experience workplace boredom,
but it did not change the employee’s task complexity. Another
reason for the rejection of the hypothesis may be due to the
short duration of the play-at-work intervention.
The question can be raised whether two weeks of intervention
allows sufficient time to recover from boredom at work.
Previous studies identified that employees under the age of
30 are more prone to enjoy fun in the workplace (Belkin 2007;
Tews, Michel & Bartlett 2012). The participants in this study
were all almost younger than 30: 88.89% of the experimental
group were younger than 30, and 88.24% of the control
group were also younger than 30. For this reason, the age of
the majority of the sample could have had an impact on the
results. As employees older than 30 are not inclined to
participate in fun at work, an older workforce may not
have participated in the play-at-work intervention, which
could have resulted in no statistically significant findings.
The results also suggest that the participants showed
interest in different games. This is in line with Perryer et al.
(2016) who stated that all employees will not be interested
in the same games, as well as with Karl et al. (2007) who
identified that fun may be welcomed by some employees
and not by others. Both teams seemed to enjoy the neonpaint doodling, foosball, darts, 30 Seconds, fingerboard
and playing cards; interestingly, all of these games are
group based, except for the neon-paint doodling.
Employees showed little to no interest in the individual
games, for example adult colouring and crossword puzzles.
Furthermore, the participants’ positive experiences
indicated that the play-at-work intervention was relaxing
for the employees and it helped them to forget about work
for a moment. Participants also reported that they got to
know their colleagues in a new way. Participants reported
that they also felt more focused and positive after playing
in their lunch breaks.
These findings support Trougakos and Hideg (2009) who
identified that the experience of positive events also enhances
the experience of positive emotions. This also builds on the
broaden-and-build theory that conceives when employees
experience positive emotions, it helps them to increase
personal resources (Fredrickson et al. 2008).

Practical implications
In this study, it was found that play at work can increase the
psychological detachment of employees.
Psychological detachment can be greatly beneficial for the
individual and the organisation. Research has shown that
psychological detachment plays a moderating role in the
relationships between some important organisational
variables, including the relationship between workplace
Open Access
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relationship conflicts and well-being (Sonnentag et al. 2013);
it also moderates the relationship between anxiety and role
conflict in organisations (Moreno-Jiménez et al. 2012) and
psychological detachment moderates the relation between
job demands and work engagement (Sonnentag et al. 2010).
Therefore, based on this study’s results, it can be recommended
that organisations should invest in implementing play at
work to help employees to psychologically detach from work
as it can benefit an organisation in the long run.
Furthermore, it can be suggested that when organisations
invest time and resources to introduce playing at work, it may
increase their bottom line, as play at work improves team
performance, and performance has been proven to directly
influence the profitability of an organisation (Maiga et al. 2015).
Despite the positive consequences playing at work may
have on employees and their performance, organisations
should remember before implementing play in the
workplace that some employees may welcome play in the
workplace, while others may not (Karl et al. 2007). For
organisations to benefit from playing in the workplace, it is
therefore important to match play with the employees.
Furthermore, all employees differ and as a result they will
not be interested in the same type of games (Perryer et al.
2016), and consequently it is also important to match the
type of games with the employees in the organisation.
Research has shown that younger employees (Belkin 2007)
and more informal organisations (Bolton & Plester 2009) are
more inclined to enjoy fun in the workplace. However, this
does not mean that older employees or employees in more
formal work settings may not benefit from playing at work.
In the case of these employees, the organisation might need
to convince the employees of the possible benefits of playing
at work in order to win their buy-in. It can also be
recommended that these employees are given the
opportunity to express their preferences of the types of
games they are interested in.

Limitations and recommendations
This study is not without limitations. Firstly, the duration of
this study was only two weeks. Consequently, the long-term
effect of the intervention is still unknown. One could have
done a final survey one or two months after the intervention
to determine whether the inclines in psychological detachment
and performance were prolonged effects or only short-term
results. Furthermore, it can be argued that two weeks might
not have been enough time to influence levels of work
enjoyment and workplace boredom. It is therefore suggested
that future research should explore the possibility of a
prolonged play-at-work intervention and the influence of
such a longer duration on employee outcomes.
Secondly, the intervention was implemented in a telesales
organisation in the North West province of South Africa. The
participating organisation is described by its management
http://www.sajems.org
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as informal. Previous research has indicated that informal
types of organisations are more inclined to participate in play
at work (Bolton & Plester 2009), and therefore this type of
intervention may not have the same effect in a more formal
organisation as employees may not participate in the play-atwork intervention and therefore the intervention may not have
the same results. For this reason, these results cannot be
generalised to all organisations within the South African
context. Furthermore, this sample only had 9 participants in the
experimental group and 17 participants in the control group.
As estimates in small samples can be incorrect (Schönbrodt &
Perugini 2013), no reliability or correlations could be calculated.
It can therefore be suggested that future research should utilise
a larger sample to address this limitation.
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