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INTRODUCTION

IF YOU ARE ‘all work’ and ‘no play’ and find the pressures of life 
a bit much sometimes, then this book could serve as a powerful 
remedy. It may just be the springboard you need to start learning 
about, and embracing, ‘play-based mindfulness’.

Whether you struggle with stress, find maintaining positive mental 
health a challenge or are simply looking to shrug off the cabin fever 
and COVID-19 fatigue of 2020, this book could be for you. Look at 
it as a pocket guide for fun: a reminder and toolkit that will help you 
find glimpses of happiness and fulfilment each and every day.

Did you know that there are three key elements in life that can 
instantly lift your mood? They are music, laughter and exercise. If 
you’re on board I would love to share a quick little mood lifter with 
you to get the book off on the right foot.

Lift your mood
When your mood is lifted, you are usually a lot more content and 
motivated to accomplish goals such as … reading this book. Not in 
a positive mood? Well you’re not as inclined to benefit from what 
you’re about to read. So, let’s change that.

Before we get started I want you to put this book down and do one 
of the following:

 » Play some music: Chuck on your favourite song and for its 
whole duration, sing like a rockstar. It doesn’t matter if you 
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xiv ALL WORK NO PLAY

have the best voice, or the worst voice (like me). Whatever 
the case, sing your heart out.

 » Laugh: When was the last time you laughed out loud? If that’s 
a hard question, it’s something we need to fix right away. 
Whether it’s laughing at or with someone (or yourself), laughter 
is proven to relax and revitalise stress levels — and your mood. 
Laughter can also be powerful in changing our perspective on 
situations. It can make people feel more comfortable (ease 
tension), reduce anger and bring more joy into our lives.

So, with all that said, here’s a joke about my grandfather, 
Ken. Hopefully, this will fuel the laughter.

For as long as I can remember, my grandfather and 
grandmother have owned a farm in Yabba North in country 
Victoria. At the back of the farm, there is a huge dam ideal 
for swimming in. At one stage, my grandfather had put out 
really nice chairs and tables and planted trees around its 
edges to make it green and friendly.

One evening, he decided to go down to the dam to look it 
over. He grabbed a big bucket he hoped to fill with fruit on 
the way. As he neared the dam, he heard voices and excited 
laughter. As he drew closer, he found a bunch of women 
skinny dipping. He made them aware of his presence and 
immediately they swam to the other side. One woman 
shouted, ‘We’re not coming out until you leave!’ Ken replied, 
‘Ladies, I didn’t come here to watch you swim naked or 
make you get out of my dam. Carry on having fun.’

Ten seconds went by. He then held up his bucket and said, 
‘I’m just here to feed my pet crocs.’
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Introduction   xv

 » Exercise: It’s no secret any short amount of physical 
exercise and outburst will get your blood flowing. Exercise 
is a sure-fire mood booster. It’s a brilliant way to reduce 
stress and alleviate any anxiety flutters quickly. So, because 
this book is made up of five parts, I want you to stand up 
and do either five star jumps, five squats or five burpees.

Go!

The old me
I think it’s important you learn a bit about me and my story before I 
try to convince you how you can change yours.

While yes, people often describe me as a battery-powered, un-turn-
off-able bunny and see me as this joyous, energetic ‘big kid’, this 
hasn’t always been the case. For a large portion of my late teens 
into adulthood, I was a person who was strictly ‘all work’.

Come to think of it, I was an ‘all work’ kind of kid as well.

Growing up

Growing up, I was your average kid in Shepparton, country Victoria. 
A place just two hours north of Melbourne. Reflecting back, I 
was pretty darn fortunate. I grew up surrounded by a rather big, 
extended family and had two doting parents in Karyn and Kevin 
and two younger sisters, Kayla and Hannah. The five of us lived on 
Broken River surrounded by park land, bike tracks and a bunch of 
outdoor activities always screaming out for our attention. And I was 
just screaming out … in general.
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xvi ALL WORK NO PLAY
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I was a kid who loved to make noise. I was a chatterbox and 
was always being told I could talk with a ‘mouth full of marbles’. 
Something that (as you can imagine) got me into trouble at school 
in later years — and later in life.

I am forever grateful that I was able to share my upbringing with 
my two wonderful sisters. We had so much fun together, as well as 
many fights. They became excellent cricket bowlers and kickers of 
the footy because that’s all I used to make them do!

But thinking back now, when I was a kid, I just had a lot of energy to 
burn. And a pretty intense competitive streak to match.

Country competition

In regional towns like ours, growing up in a hyper-sport-focused 
community isn’t unusual. Weeknights and weekends are often 
dedicated to sport. And if you’re not playing sport, you’re socialising 
in and among your sporting clubs, often with the same circle of 
friends, time and time again.

Untitled-4   16 16-03-2021   02:49:28
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Introduction   xvii

Competition through sport was rife in Shepparton. And if you’re 
reading this wondering about the ‘Sidebottom’ link as many do here 
in Australia … We are cousins. That’s right: all us male Sidebottom 
cousins grew up competing against one another in sport. Competing 
to be the fastest, the strongest — the best cricketer throughout 
summer and the best footballer throughout winter. Until one cousin 
made it to represent Victoria as Sheffield Shield cricketer number 
836, and one went on to dominate for Collingwood FC wearing the 
number 22 jumper. I myself had the honour of playing two back-to-
back years for the Victorian Country Under 21 cricket side and was 
the captain for one of those years, an accolade I hold with pride!

Looking back, perhaps because I was the first-born (and only) son in 
the family, I thought I had to prove my worth to my parents through 
sporting achievements. And as with many young kids — particularly 
boys — sport was a way I found I connected best with my dad, 
whom I adored. The man who also boasted an indestructible work 
ethic that went on to cement my own.

The kid-preneur

If I were a horse, you could say I was bred to work. Both Mum and 
Dad were incredibly focused and hard workers and instilled the 
same work ethic in me. Dad has always had one speed, and that’s 
flat out. While — as you’ll come to understand — this work ethic is 
something that resulted in significant burnout for me personally in 
later years, it was this mentality that saw me become a really thrifty 
young kid. Always chasing the dollars.

Before being able to legally work — between the ages of eight and 
14 (even encroaching 15) — I had found numerous ways to make 
a buck or two. From age eight, I began helping my dad cut bricks 
when he was a bricklayer, earning $1 for every 100 I cut: back 
breaking stuff! I did the old paper-round runs around Shepparton for 
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xviii ALL WORK NO PLAY

multiple years between the ages of 11 and 14, and also started my 
own little lawn-mowing business, somehow convincing my parents 
to buy me a flash new edger (which I still have today) and cover the 
petrol. So, you can imagine my profit margins here were pretty solid.

On multiple occasions I worked with my dad. When he left 
bricklaying, he bought GV Carports. He and his team would build 
sheds, pergolas and carports. Mum ran the office and administration 
and employed me during school holidays for $20 a day. These days 
were long and tough and taught me a lot about showing up. My 
role would start with Dad handing me a shovel and calling me Dig. 
I would then have to dig all of the holes for the posts and after that 
find the storm water. This could take hours. Once I had achieved 
these tasks, the boys would call me Doug, as I would have to fill all 
the holes back in again. I can’t say that I loved this, but it did teach 
me to never give up as I didn’t want to show Dad or his workers that 
I wasn’t up to the manual work.

My final venture — and you’ll laugh at this one — was at age 
15 when I entered the counterfeit market. At the time, my cousin 
Sam was a wiz at computers (which weren’t as intuitive back then 
as they are today). He found an overseas website that sold fake 
Oakley sunglasses, which in our town were all the rage. Seeing the 
opportunity, we quickly went into business together, purchasing a 
number of sunnies for $5 a pair. We would then take them to our high 
school and sell them for $40 a pop: an even better margin than my 
lawn-mowing business! I found the thrill of discovering new ways 
to generate an income intoxicating. And it was these moments as 
a kid that paved a way for my business endeavours later on in life.

Early career

When I left school I was hungry to get out into the world and make a 
good living for myself. Honestly, I was never the most gifted student 
in terms of class and studying or exams. I also didn’t leave school 
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Introduction   xix

with a strong vision or career path in mind — I was simply itching to 
explore what was out there.

After finishing year 12, I got offers to study Physical Education 
in Ballarat (3 hours south of Shepparton) and Myotherapy in 
Melbourne. This was a tough decision for me, made easier when I 
secured an AFL traineeship (through my high school) for a year if I 
followed the path to becoming a PE teacher.

This traineeship meant that only six weeks after finishing year 
12, I was back at my old high school, Wanganui Park College in 
Shepparton, as a staff member. Oh to have taken a photo and 
captured the faces of those previously excited to finally see the 
back of me!

My traineeship year was one of the best years of my life. Supporting 
the PE staff meant I went on every outdoor adventure camp and ski 
trip. I could also choose to attend any additional excursion I wanted.

This was an extremely formative year for me, where I went from 
admiring the PE staff at Wanganui, to suddenly working alongside, 
and learning from, them. The following year I started what became 
my four-year teaching degree at the University of Ballarat.

Bad habits

Okay, okay. So now you’re probably at the point where you want me 
to … well … get to the point. So, here it is.

Despite growing up with a rock-solid and supportive family and in a 
great regional town, I grew into a young adult (and eventually a man) 
who, at times, was extremely narcissistic and arrogant.

I had a need to always impress people and seek their approval. 
Perhaps this stemmed from believing the only way I could 
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xx ALL WORK NO PLAY

connect with or seek approval from my dad was through so-called 
accomplishments. Nevertheless, I lived life trying to work harder 
than anyone else around me. I was extremely materialistic and found 
myself always focusing on ‘the next best thing’ to ‘buy’ me happiness.

One thing I had also learned in school was the power and fulfilment 
I got from being the class clown. When it became clear I wasn’t 
going to excel as a grade A student, I always knew I could make 
others around me (and teachers in some instances) laugh. So, as 
an adult I continued to try to entertain people. But when I was no 
longer comfortable with making a fool of myself, I found comfort 
in making fools of others. I would put others down in public to pry 
a reaction, or laugh at others in our circle. I tried to be the loudest 
person at each party. And of course my drinking would naturally 
amplify these inconsiderate and damaging behaviours.

While teaching, I was also building mobile apps and experimenting 
with different business endeavours. I was entrepreneurial, which, 
in some ways, saw me benefit from being someone with a sturdy 
ambition and eagerness to succeed, and a rather militant work 
ethic. But what I didn’t benefit from was a healthy work–life balance 
at the time.

I would work upwards of 16 to 18 hours a day. Then I’d absolutely 
crash. And on weekends I would ride myself off with alcohol 
because that was the one way for my brain to switch off from my 
impending tasks over the coming week. I was constantly sipping a 
poisonous cocktail.

I did not own up to or take accountability for the way I behaved. 
I was incredibly selfish and only cared about myself and how my 
actions affected me or made me feel. And when people called me 
out on it, I was dismissive and blameful. This hurt my family, and it 
damaged relationships with girlfriends and close friends.
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Introduction   xxi

Eventually, this caught up to me in a very dramatic and life-
changing way.

Burnout

In my twenties I got comfortable with making countless excuses 
for acting and behaving poorly. During this period of my life, lots of 
relationships I had once held dear broke down. And by the age of 30 
I was divorced and homeless. I had hit rock bottom and began living 
in a dark void I found incredibly hard to get out of.

I do sit here grateful for the countless people who didn’t turn their 
backs on me (even though it would have made sense for them to do 
so). Particularly my mum, my therapist Pat, and my cousin Steele 
and his beautiful partner Alisha, who gave me a place to stay (it was 
meant to be for ‘a couple of weeks’ but ended up being 11 months) 
when I couldn’t admit to anyone my marriage had broken down.

I do, though, recognise that it wasn’t just my selfish and narcissistic 
behavioural traits that led me into this situation. One other fatal 
reason I believe I found myself here was because of my damaging 
‘all work’ ethos.

I was never happy because I was never present. I could not switch 
off. I could never relax, or would never allow myself to. I was always 
on the chase, and never feeling satisfied. I lived my life thinking that 
it was non-negotiable for me to work 16-to-18-hour days. I truly 
believed success or happiness would only arrive if I had achieved 
specific goals, or was able to afford luxury items. The only issue 
was that when I reached each milestone or goal I was working so 
hard to achieve, I wouldn’t celebrate it. I wouldn’t talk about it or feel 
proud of myself for it. This is because I had already set myself a new 
goal to fixate on and work towards.
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xxii ALL WORK NO PLAY

My mind was always a million miles away from reality. And by the 
time I was 30, this ‘lifestyle’ hadn’t solidified a fantastic future or 
provided a happy, safe environment. It had got me to a point where 
I had nothing. My life was all work and no play, and that literally cost 
me everything.

Looking back, I have genuine remorse for the way I acted. I hurt a 
lot of people and also deprived myself of finding happiness a lot 
earlier in life.

For several years, when I resorted to blaming others, I would project 
blame onto my dad. I never understood why I always wanted to or 
needed to seek his approval. And I couldn’t understand why he (like 
me) used to resort to alcohol to block pain or the outside world at 
times. Truthfully, my dad was facing his own demons. As a boy, at 
12 years of age, his own father (one of my grandfathers) took his life. 
Naturally, he and his entire family still tackle this daily and I never 
believed Dad had dealt with it correctly. So, I used to lash out at him 
when I was scrutinised for my lifestyle or poor behaviour.

While I won’t go into this any further, I encourage you to listen to 
#150 of my Energetic Radio podcast1. It features my dad, and it might 
provide some further intel into our relationship — and perhaps make 
you see things differently if you’re struggling with relationships 
of your own.

When I eventually got over being blameful and entered a stage of 
remorse, I knew saying ‘sorry’ would be meaningless without really 
changing or taking action.

1 Follow this QR code to listen.
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Introduction   xxiii

And take action I did … but it took me a lot longer than it should have. 
Eventually I sought help and began to really work on identifying and 
unlearning damaging ‘workaholic’ and social behaviours.

Recovery

I spent about six months in a really bad place where I felt like I was 
slowly walking the Murray River without any visibility of the other 
side. However, the more I worked on myself, dug deeper, built a real 
understanding of my issues and stopped projecting blame onto 
others, the clearer the other side became.

Recovery was an extremely testing and trying experience. And also 
a time of revelation. I underwent counselling, which was hard but 
also extremely rewarding. And when I got to a place where I could 
admit I was suffering and needed help, my counsellor, Pat, spent 
every Sunday with me for 10 weeks, helping me to really dig deep 
into the areas of my life that I never wanted to go near. He also led 
me to an important milestone where I started to appreciate stillness 
and my own company. My mum is number one in my heart for 
setting up my first appointment with Pat — I wouldn’t have had the 
courage to do it on my own.

The main reason I’m sharing these personal stories and moments 
of my life with you is because I want you to know there’s no shame in 
seeking help — something I learned the hard way. It’s still somewhat 
taboo. For that reason, I make it a mission to share the story about 
my time in counselling with men/males in particular so they know 
that there are many fantastic people in the world who will listen, 
pass no judgement and help you grow into the person you not only 
want to be, but deserve to be — for yourself, and others.

Throughout this time, not only was I able to deal with a lot of 
unresolved personal issues, but I was also able to begin identifying 
the things in my life that were absent, or that I wasn’t prioritising.
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xxiv ALL WORK NO PLAY

One (and I’ll boldly say, the most important revelation I had) was that 
somewhere along the way from my late teens into early adulthood I had 
stopped having fun. I had been living my life with too much seriousness. 
All I did was work, sleep (repeat). Fun, joy and play had utterly left my 
life. And this is something I acknowledged had to change.

I had to reconnect with my inner child. And that’s when I began to 
experiment with ways to find real happiness and fulfilment every 
day … and reconnected with play.

I began by scheduling ‘play dates’ in my calendar. Not only were 
these ‘play dates’ scheduled at times when I was alone, but I would 
also incorporate them into my working environments. For example, 
I began to schedule these ‘play dates’ when I was teaching students. 
Or, if I was working as a personal trainer or running bootcamps, these 
‘play dates’ became part of the sessions I undertook with clients.

I saw an almost instantaneous positive change in my mood, my 
outlook on life and, most importantly, my experience with happiness 
on a daily basis. The more I played and connected with others, the 
happier not just I, but all of us became.

Systematically adding ‘play’ into my days became my form of 
‘mindfulness’. Play allowed my mind to stop and be fully absorbed 
in the moment. Play became the licence I needed to be fully 
present — to laugh and smile. And it was these short breaks that 
changed my life and kick-started my new journey to happiness.

Alongside these daily ‘play dates’, I also began to experiment 
with systematically practising gratitude. So, instead of waking up 
every morning to look at my phone and read emails, I would take 
10 minutes for myself and answer three simple questions:
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Introduction   xxv

1. What am I looking forward to today?

2. What might challenge me today?

3. How can I make somebody’s day a bit better with an act of 
kindness or giving?

I found that these three questions helped to shape my mood and 
outlook. They also helped me start to see the beauty in making 
others smile through simple acts of kindness. For too long, I had 
only thought about myself and my own happiness. I had never truly 
experienced the benefits of thinking of others first. This routine 
helped me to take control of my mornings before notifications and 
head noise began to consume my thoughts.

It was these short snippets of gratitude and play that quickly helped 
me form extremely healthy habits and empowered me to feel fully 
present, in control and content — all critical elements that eventually 
got me to the other side of the Murray. (If you would like to try these 
morning questions for free in an app on your smart device, I have 
created one for you. Simply search ‘Jugar Life’ on either Apple’s App 
Store or Google Play’s app stores.)

The new me
It’s incredible what can happen when you are open-minded and in a 
positive headspace. I have lived and reaped the benefits, and now I 
make play and gratitude the centre of everything I do.

I’m no longer a teacher at an educational level — now I use 
what I have learned and my life skills to teach others how to 
be happy. In everything I do in business — whether it’s running 
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xxvi ALL WORK NO PLAY

seminars, speaking on stage doing keynotes or holding corporate 
development sessions — I focus on shifting the way we perceive 
mindfulness. Mindfulness isn’t just about sitting still, focusing 
inward and practising calm and quiet. No — mindfulness is about 
being present. So I coach corporates, sporting teams, teachers and 
individuals on how they can make mindfulness more fun, engaging 
and suitable for those who have energy to burn, and perhaps brains 
that are over-active and going a million miles an hour (like mine).

Over the years, I’ve noticed that when you tell people to find their 
inner child, to ‘play’ or to practise gratitude, they will resist. It can 
sometimes sound silly and be scary to be vulnerable and put 
yourself out there.

But when you create an epic game that involves teamwork, laughter, 
gratitude and — in its most basic form — fun, people of all ages get 
involved and see the benefits.

I’m in a moment of time where I feel incredibly grateful that I’ve 
found a way to incorporate kindness, playfulness and gratitude into 
my life. Several years ago, if you told me I’d be travelling the world 
speaking on some of the biggest stages about these topics, I would 
have laughed in disbelief.

But like my own personal journey, my outlook and goals in life have 
changed. I have one goal every morning when I wake up … and that’s 
to have fun.

Over the past few years, I have had the pleasure of speaking to 
students, teachers, corporates, families and sporting teams in more 
than 20 countries around the globe about the powers of what I call 
‘play-based mindfulness’ and gratitude. I have spoken on the TEDx 
stage and recorded hundreds of podcasts with all kinds of people 

W
ile

y 
20

21
 ©



Introduction   xxvii

on their own personal journeys. But I’m still your average Joe from 
regional Victoria in Australia. I’m just now someone who has found 
my mission and my ‘why’ in life.

People call me an entrepreneur, and while that may be accurate, 
I think of myself more as a ‘funtrepreneur’. For me, every day is 
another opportunity to laugh, play, smile and connect with others. 
And this is achievable and accessible to everyone — you just need 
to remain open to it.

Hopefully, as you read this book, you will be inspired to share 
my vision and spread fun and positivity with the lucky people in 
your life.
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Chapter 3

Adults’ play
MANY PEOPLE (MYSELF INCLUDED) grow up, enter 
adulthood and forget how to play. Or they believe that ‘play’ is 
something we grow out of and no longer need.

But that isn’t and shouldn’t be the case. As Richard Cheetham MBE 
spoke to in the previous chapter, adults derive many benefits from 
play, just like children.

Growing older, I certainly forgot how to play. And I learned that a 
play-less life is a hard one.

Growing older doesn’t mean your life needs to become excessively 
serious or dull. Growing older means you have enough life 
experience to know what gives your life meaning. Continuing to 
revel in what you enjoy and what brings happiness and laughter to 
your life is the key to remaining youthful and sprightly — something 
I think we’d all like.

I love the J M Barrie character, Peter Pan: the boy who refuses to 
grow up. Life for Peter is adventurous and full of wonder, all because 
he chooses to maintain his free-spirited, mischievous and curious 
ways. Peter is determined to make a conscious effort not to concede 
to getting old. And neither should you or I.
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24 ALL WORK NO PLAY

Age is no barrier
One of the most content and happy people I’ve had the pleasure of 
knowing and watching grow old was my great grandma. When she 
passed away, she was 101. But right up until then, she would always 
play games. And because of that, she maintained her mental health, 
astuteness and youth far longer than many.

She loved the board game ‘Snakes and Ladders’. You know — the 
one where you roll the dice to move up the ladders and down the 
snakes. Without fail, every time we saw my great grandma, we 
would play this. Whether it was one round, or a few.

I think that’s one of the most beautiful parts about play: it doesn’t 
depend on, or care about, what age you are or what age difference 
there may be among players. I was 10 years old when my great 
grandma was 100. The 90-year age difference didn’t stop our 
games of ‘Snakes and Ladders’ from being any less competitive, 
enjoyable or exciting. And most importantly, it was a beautiful way 
for us to connect with each other.

The power of play
On almost every occasion, when I am working with a new group 
of coaches, teachers or corporates, play is how I break the ice to 
ensure we connect in the best way possible. I call this ‘connection 
before content’. It’s essential to build a relationship and trust before 
you start delivering any form of content in any situation.

I find that play helps people feel safe and comfortable with one 
another, as well as with themselves and with me. People’s walls 
tend to come down a lot quicker when we use play-based activities. 
Meaning they’re then likely to be more comfortable and confident 
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Adults’ play   25

taking risks, showing vulnerability and absorbing key take-outs 
from our sessions.

If play weren’t the key element of what I practise professionally, 
it would take me a lot longer to form solid relationships and 
connections with adults — young and old.

I feel the power of play is relevant to almost every environment I 
walk into.

If I don’t know people I’m in a social setting with, I will try to bring 
a touch of unexpected fun and play into the situation. The reason 
for this is simple. As soon as those awkward barriers have been 
broken down (and it may take me doing something silly — or slightly 
embarrassing — for this to happen) the remaining people in the 
room, or in the situation, feel safer about being themselves without 
judgement.

A great example of this in action is when I was in Kenya. This 
was some years ago when I ran a two-day African conference 
for teachers from all over the continent along with a couple of 
international teachers. I was pretty nervous.

One thing I am always starkly aware of when I hold any international 
conference is how thick my Australian accent can sound — especially 
when I get excited and begin to talk extremely fast. I still remember 
on the first day (which was a Saturday) at the International School 
of Kenya, around 30 teachers attended and when we finished I was 
desperate for feedback before the next day rolled around. So, as the 
first session wrapped up, Mark, who was a British teacher working 
in Kenya, confirmed my suspicions when I asked how he thought 
the day had gone. Great, but … ‘two teachers from different African 
countries didn’t speak fantastic English … and neither do you’.
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26 ALL WORK NO PLAY

Ha! Although he had told me they had all had a blast, it got me 
thinking about how I could make sure I built connections with the 
whole room and avoided isolating anyone.

Later that evening, two of the Kenyan teachers organised a meet-up 
in the middle of Nairobi for drinks and dinner. This is where I noticed 
that the two ladies who didn’t understand me well during our session 
were also having trouble joining in on the conversation around the 
table. I identified this as my chance to try something different within 
a new setting. So, I decided to test an array of different games with 
the group.

The first game I tried was ‘Buzz’, which is a popular one many will be 
familiar with. The essence of the game is to have everyone form a 
circle and take turns counting upwards from 1 aloud. If your number 
has a 7 in it or is a multiple of 7 (14, 21, 28, 35 and so on), you replace 
the number with ‘buzz’. This game didn’t land so well with the group 
because it required too much ‘thinking’ and not enough freedom, so 
I quickly changed it up.

The second game I tried didn’t need any instructions. The game’s 
‘rules’ or ‘instructions’ become really clear once you begin playing. I 
call this game ‘Bok Bok’ (although I’m sure it goes by a completely 
different name elsewhere). I started off as the ‘Chicken Master’  
by using both my hands to make a chicken-looking face. I used 
my thumbs and index fingers to make two circles before using my 
remaining fingers as feathers. I then had to say ‘bok’ and signal using 
either my left or right hand to indicate the direction I wanted the ‘bok’ 
to go. Then, the person on either my left or right side (depending on 
my instruction) had to do the same thing: one ‘bok’ with the same 
hand signal, unless they wanted to switch the direction of the ‘boks’, 
in which case they would have to say ‘bok bok’ while lifting both 
hands to the sky! (This probably sounds ridiculous and confusing if 
you have never played it before.)
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While doing one action and saying one or two syllables might sound 
easy, it isn’t. It gets tricky to say the right thing, at the right time 
and with the correct actions. Although it’s sometimes challenging, 
it’s incredibly entertaining. And at this point of the evening, it was 
a huge hit and I was elated to see that the two women who hadn’t 
felt connected in our first session were joining in and having a ball.

Our ‘Bok Bok’ game was so successful and engaging that the 
following morning (day 2 of the conference) the two attendees 
whose English was limited took the lead by unexpectedly saying 
‘bok bok’ and starting the game all over!

Now, no doubt their understanding of my Australian accent/English 
didn’t improve during that weekend, but our connection improved 
noticeably. Every time I looked at them, smiling, they would put both 
hands on their eyes and say ‘bok bok’ as loudly as possible. Everyone 
would laugh and smile. And it was those play-based moments that 
allowed us to transcend language, without judgement, and form a 
really good bond.
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28 ALL WORK NO PLAY

To this day, I’m still in close contact with many of those teachers, 
whose greatest memory (of a 12-hour session) was that silly game.

Occasions like this prove to me the importance of adult play. It 
allows us licence to be ourselves. It helps demolish ‘walls’ in the 
most tense and serious of environments. And most importantly, it 
helps unite us more than any language can. No matter what country 
of the world you’re from, you can bet your bottom dollar we’ll have 
a better chance of connecting and forming a bond through a 
game or playful exercise than by relying on you understanding my 
Aussie slang!

Because I see the power of play so vividly through what I do, it often 
leads me to wonder why, as a society, we seem to think we need to 
‘grow up’ or ‘grow out of’ play.

When I discussed this with Richard Cheetham MBE, he seemed to 
grapple with the same questions and pondered why we don’t seek 
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the enjoyment of play in adult life as much as we did throughout our 
childhood.

Here’s what Richard aptly had to say.

We don’t grow out  
of play (part I)
To ‘grow up’ and take on board the 
trappings and opportunities that 
accompany being an adult, should we succumb to the gradual 
abandonment of play as an integral, be it less frequent, 
part of daily life? I question whether the nourishment that 
play provided before is no longer needed and the freedom, 
imagination, joy and creativity are confined to memories of our 
younger days.

Adults are used to conforming to rules and regulations. In 
play, rules are not set in stone — they can change from play to 
play, and from player to player. With ‘busy’ seemingly being 
the latest status symbol and feeling overwhelmed the new 
‘normal’, has there now become a clear separation where we 
regard play as connected only to childhood and responsibility 
associated with adulthood?

There’s an increasing belief that a shift in formal education 
from a curriculum focused on accomplishment, attainment 
and ‘hard work’ is valued at the expense of play, which is pushed 
to the fringes and the bottom of adult agendas. It doesn’t count 
towards our grades and it is not easily measurable. Academic 
competence in literacy and numeracy is given priority over the 
powerful influence of play and the significant contribution it 
makes to young children’s lives and their development.

Managed playtimes and supervised playgrounds where adults 
and adult rules are the imposters should be replaced with a 
‘Keep out — children at play’ sign on the playground’s fence. 
There is enough time for all that ‘order’ later in life when 

The Science 
of Play
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Richard also shared a colourful story of adults bursting with play, 
which has stayed with me.

Richard’s ‘Spartacus’ story
The stadium was packed: 35 000 supporters at 
the Gabba in Brisbane. The first match between 
Australia and the British Lions, 2001. As good 
natured as the crowd had been, a policeman still felt the need 
to confiscate a large beach ball that was bouncing along the 
heads of the throngs of Lions supporters behind me. And then 
he uttered the words that he may just come to regret:

‘Who does this belong to?’

‘Spartacus’, came the reply.

‘So, which one of you is Spartacus?’

‘I am … I am … I am … no, I am … I am …’

children become adults. This time is precious for adults too 
as they remember their childhood — a memory that lifts the 
corners of their mouths and lights up their eyes as they enjoy 
recollecting those moments. Play should not be deemed a 
luxury available only to a few. Moreover, if children do not 
learn to play as children, they are not likely to discover its 
value as adults.

Yet play needs adults. Children need adults as co-creators, as 
protectors of time, sharing knowledge and experiences with 
children through play. The strength of connection that comes 
through unstructured play is so important.
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Richard goes on to say …

And all with perfect timing, just as in the film. He faced 
around 20 grown men standing in unison with their T-shirts 
adorned with the word ‘Spartacus’! Adults at play. A priceless 
moment: a joyful, laughter-filled memorable moment. I wish 
I could have bottled it. It’s not just about knowing about play 
and understanding it, but it is crucially about experiencing 
it. To recollect, to reconnect and to revisit those playful 
opportunities. Holding onto it as part of our DNA and knowing 
that the dormant play gene is not entirely forgotten or 
abandoned because ‘we had to grow up’.

The Ashes rivalry in cricket also embrace the playful nature of 
supporters who arrive on Test Match days in fancy dress from 
Elvis to cheerleaders and superheroes to beach lifeguards. The 
cloak of ‘responsible adult’ has been taken off and the inner 
child clearly let out for the day (however, at the Lords ground 
in London — a bastion of tradition — there are clear rules that 
forbid such behaviour!). Those who grant permission and those 
who don’t are the gatekeepers of what is socially acceptable and 
unacceptable adult play. Same sport, different venue, different 
values and maybe different childhoods.

We don’t grow out  
of play (part II)
I have only seen the plus side — the 
nourishing, energising association with 
play when adults lose the inhibition that protects them from 
the vulnerability of showing their playful side and allows them 
to revisit the freedom, imagination and joy that was associated 
with their early childhood experience of it. The demarcation 
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32 ALL WORK NO PLAY

line appears when we move into adulthood and gradually 
abandon play as something to have grown out of, something to 
look back on and not look forward to.

As the ever-increasing number of people who are experiencing 
mental health and wellbeing issues may identify, the 
accelerator pedal of life pressures is firmly to the floor and the 
road ahead shows no sign of easing, so maybe slowing down 
for play could be the non-medically prescribed intervention 
for alleviating the pressure and restoring our health. Historian 
Johan Huizinga stated that play is ‘life transforming’ and even 
a momentary release from the order and structure that comes 
with adulthood can be the refuelling needed for us to enter 
back into the world revitalised.

Adults need an excuse. They need an opportunity and the 
right setting to play — from amateur dramatics to the LEGO 
enthusiasts who prove that age is not a barrier to building, 
creating and preserving a piece of childhood. Being surrounded 
by fellow advocates of play allows flourishing and ignores 
disapproving eyes.

When I travel to work with coaches from different countries 
encompassing a wide variety of sports, they embrace play like 
meeting a long-lost friend. They are always only too willing to 
move into the ‘play space’ and relieved that a formal delivery is 
replaced with something more impactful and engaging.

One of the activities designed to connect people through play 
and to build rapport is to design and construct something using 
paper clips, straws, balloons, paper cups and anything I can 
add to challenge their creative thinking and improvisation. 
How tall can you make a structure that is freestanding, as tall 
as possible and as creative as possible? Each carries the same 
mark: ‘You now have 15 minutes.’ Enough time for me to sit back 
and watch. Paper clip bicycle chains, rockets with coffee cup 
boosters and lookalike Eiffel towers. No two the same. Adults 
playing, concentrating but laughing, talking and joking and all 
sharing in the delight of that play moment.
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So there you have it. Age is no barrier to enjoying play-based 
activities. For our own wellbeing, play should be part of our 
adult lives.

Last, but not least
1. We don’t grow old and stop playing, but

when we stop playing we grow old.

2. The older we get, the more daunting and
scary it can be to add play to everyday
life. People don’t want to be judged or
show signs of vulnerability, which can be a side effect
of play. It only takes one brave soul to initiate some form
of play — opening the door for others do the same — and
life becomes joyful, and full of laughter, movement and
connection.

3. Think back to a situation you were in where a form of
play would have changed the mood. This could be a job
interview, a meeting or an awkward dinner with people
you didn’t really know. After reading this chapter do you
feel play could have improved the situation? Would you
try something if you were given the chance again?
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