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Abstract

Fun activities are commonly sought and highly desired yet their affective side has received little
scrutiny. The present research investigated two features of fun in two daily diary studies and one
laboratory experiment. First, we examined the affective state associated with fun experiences.
Second, we investigated the social context of fun, considering whether shared fun is more
enjoyable than solitary fun. Findings from these studies indicated that fun is associated with both
high-activation and low-activation positive affects, and that it is enhanced when experienced with
others (especially friends). However, social fun was associated with increases in high-activation
but not low-activation positive affect, suggesting that social interaction emphasizes energizing
affective experiences. We also found that loneliness moderated the latter effects, such that lonely
individuals received a weaker boost from shared compared to solitary fun. These results add to
what is known about the impact of social contexts on affective experience.
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Fun is a popular goal. We often tell friends and acquaintances to “have fun!” when they are
about to go do something, and “was it fun?” is frequently the first question asked afterwards.
Popular media commonly highlight the idea of having fun, such as in Cyndi Lauper’s pop
song, “Girls Just Wanna Have Fun,” or Amelia Earhart’s (1933) autobiography, “The Fun of
It,” and many of us have taken family road trips with activity books that promise “100 Ways
to Have Fun in a Car.” Presumably, people pursue fun because of the pleasant affective state
that it involves, yet little research has explored the specific affective state(s) associated with
having fun. For example, the word fun does not appear as an index term in any emotion or
social-psychology textbook or handbook of which we are aware.

Correspondence concerning this article should be addressed to Harry T. Reis, Department of Clinical and Social Sciences in
Psychology, The University of Rochester, River Campus Box 270266, Rochester, NY 14627-0266. reis@psych.rochester.edu. Phone:
585-275-8697.
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McManus and Furnham described fun as “a complex phenomenon that has different
meanings for different types of people” (2010, p. 159). This variability notwithstanding, the
fun-seeking subscale of the Behavioral Activation Scale (BAS; Carver & White, 1994)
characterizes fun-seeking in terms of impulsivity and the desire for novelty and excitement.
Although neither explicitly define the term, it seems reasonable to assume that most
researchers would identify the affective state associated with fun as positively valenced, or
as enjoyment of one’s activity, potentially spanning affects that range from quiet joy to
active elation. Thus, in the bivariate core affect model that guided our research (Russell &
Barrett, 1999; Russell, 2003), fun would fall on the positive side of the valence dimension.

The research described in this article had two general purposes. First, in order to specify
better the affective state that is associated with fun, we sought to locate fun on the two
dimensions described by the core affect model, valence and arousal. Second, we aimed to
examine the social context of fun, specifically to determine whether shared activities
enhance the affective state associated with fun, compared to solitary experiences. To these
ends, this article reports results from two experience sampling studies and one laboratory
experiment.

Of What Value is Fun?

Relatively little research has investigated the consequences of fun. Prominent among the
exceptions is research conducted in organizational settings, which has linked fun to
workplace-relevant outcomes. For example, several studies have shown that experiencing
fun at work, either in job-related activities or socializing with co-workers, positively predicts
higher job satisfaction and lower employee burnout and turnover (e.g., Karl, Peluchette, &
Hall, 2008; Karl, Peluchette, & Harland, 2007; Tews, Michel, & Allen, 2014; Tews, Michel,
& Bartlett, 2012). Others, however, have noted more negative effects, arguing that workplace
fun may be experienced as coercive or distracting, especially when time pressure is great
(Baptiste, 2009; Fleming, 2005). Other areas in which fun has been associated with positive
outcomes include learning (e.g., Cordova & Lepper, 1996) and marriage (Claxton & Perry-
Jenkins, 2008).

Although these and related prior studies presume that fun is pleasant, they do not actually
identify the specific affective state associated fun; in particular, they do not distinguish
between high-activation and low-activation forms of positive affect, both of which might be
considered fun (as we discuss below). Furthermore, this past work generally does not
differentiate solitary fun, which is exclusively attributed to an activity, from social fun,
which involves both the activity and its social context (Tews et al., 2014). The research
reported in this article contributes to the debate about the value of fun by addressing these
two questions.

For conceptual purposes, we distinguish fun from two other affect-related states that have
received considerable attention. The first is flow, which Csikszentmihalyi (1990) described
as a state of full absorption in an optimally challenging activity. Although flow is often
experienced as joyful (Privette, 1983), many experiences that people routinely describe as
fun do not involve the combination of high task demands and high skill utilization that is
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central to episodes of flow (Nakamura & Csikszentmihalyi, 2002)—for example, watching
comedy on television, chatting with friends, or riding roller-coasters. The second point
differentiates fun from happiness, a broader, more inclusive term that describes a variety of
positive affective states, including, but not limited to, fun.

How Is Fun Experienced?

One goal of this research was to identify the affective state that fun evokes in everyday life.
The affective circumplex of the core affect model explains all affects in terms of a
combination of two dimensions, hedonic valence (negative-positive) and level of arousal
(low-high; e.g., Barrett & Russell, 1998; Feldman, 1995; Russell, 2003). It seems self-
evident that fun is affectively positive. Less evident is whether fun would have a particular
signature in terms of level of arousal. Prior models have suggested that related affective
states such as interest, playfulness, and joy are undifferentiated (e.g., Ellsworth & Smith,
1988; Fredrickson, 1998). Nevertheless, from Carver and White’s (1994) account of fun-
seeking as an exciting activity, it might be expected that fun experiences are often highly
arousing. However, many fun experiences are relatively low in activation—for example, avid
readers commonly describe reading an absorbing novel as fun. We therefore treated the
arousal level associated with fun as an exploratory question.

Rather than asking people to recall instances in which they had had fun, we relied on
experience sampling for several reasons. First, we wanted to know how people feel when a
fun experience actually occurs, rather than their personal recollections or theories of what
fun entails. Experience sampling asks participants to record what they are doing and feeling
at random moments during the day (Hektner, Schmidt, & Csiksezentmihalyi, 2007), thereby
avoiding biases that might be created by retrospection or by selecting exemplary events from
memory (Schwarz, 2012). Second, we sought to test our hypotheses in the ecologically valid
context of fun experiences that arise spontaneously during everyday life (Reis, Gable, &
Maniaci, 2014). Third, experience sampling minimizes demand characteristics because the
questions are embedded in surveys administered multiple times in a day (Reis et al., 2014).

This research was also designed to examine the social context of fun. Most contemporary
theories agree that emotions serve important interpersonal functions, such as signaling
others about one’s internal states and goals, motivating approach and avoidance behaviors,
and regulating interpersonal bonds (e.g., Izard, 1977; Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Zajonc,
1998). Somewhat rarer is research considering how emaotional experiences are influenced by
the social context in which those emotions arise. One exception is Gross and Thompson’s
(2007; see also Gross, 2015) model of emotion regulation, which describes how the actions
of others can modify the nature and content of situations, thereby dampening, amplifying, or
altering emotional experience and expression (c.f., Boothby, Clark, & Bargh, 2014; Clark,
Fitness, & Brissette, 2001). Rimé and colleagues have demonstrated that emotional sharing
typically begets emational experience on the part of the listener, as well as modifying the
sharer’s experience of emotion (see Rimé, 2009, for a review). Yet other models suggest that
the nature of a relationship directly affects emotions experienced in that relationship (e.g.,
Berscheid & Ammazzalorso, 2001).
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Prior research has established that the presence of others is associated with positive affect. A
classic paper by Kraut and Johnston (1979) reported that bowlers were more likely to smile
after a high score when looking at others than when facing the pins. This and other studies
led the authors to conclude that social contexts were robustly related to social signals of
affect, but erratically related to emotional experience itself. However, subsequent studies
have found more consistent links between social circumstances and emotion. Clark and
Watson (1988), for example, found that social interactions were consistently related to
positive affect but not to negative affect. Other studies have shown that people see their
social experiences as having greater emotional impact than their solitary experiences
(Jaremka, Gabriel, & Carvallo, 2011), are more likely to laugh when others are around
(Provine & Fischer, 1989), and find their daily commutes more pleasant if they engage in
casual conversation with strangers than if they travel without connecting with others (Epley
& Schroeder, 2014). In the same conceptual vein, Caprariello and Reis (2013) found that
experiential purchases are associated with higher levels of recollected happiness than
material purchases in large part because the former are more likely to involve other persons.

None of this research, however, explicitly investigated fun. It is possible to form a
hypothesis from theorizing about the interpersonal functions of positive affect. One function
of positive affect is to foster social bonds—the “build” component of Fredrickson’s (1998)
“broaden-and-build” model. In essence, positive affects experienced during social interaction
reinforce affiliative tendencies and increase partners’ sense of connection with each other
(Baumeister & Leary, 1995). As Fredrickson explains, “shared experiences of positive
emotion ... create not only mutual enjoyment in the moment, but also enduring alliances”
(1998, p. 311). For example, Fraley and Aron (2004) showed that humor enhanced closeness
among strangers, and, in a short-term longitudinal study, Mauss et al. (2011) demonstrated
that expressions of positive affect promoted feeling socially connected. This pattern may be
particularly strong in the case of fun, which, as mentioned above, often produces a high
arousal (energized) type of positive affect. Arousal enhances interpersonal attraction, as has
been shown in several lines of research, such as self-expansion theory (Dutton & Aron,
1974; see Aron, Lewandoski, Mashek & Aron, 2013, for a review), excitation transfer theory
(Zillmann, 1983), and studies of misattribution (Dutton & Aron, 1974; White, Fishbein, &
Rutstein, 1981). If so, we expect that the reverse causal pattern would also hold: that fun
would be experienced as more fun when others are involved than when it is solitary.

The Present Studies

This article reports three studies investigating the affective experience associated with fun.
Our goal was to characterize these affects and to see how they were influenced by social
contexts. As discussed above, we hypothesized that fun reports would be characterized by
more positive and less negative affect than no fun reports; we had no specific hypothesis
about how levels of activation would reflect fun. A second hypothesis was that reports of fun
involving other persons would be more positive and less negative than reports of solitary fun.

The first two studies used experience sampling to examine affects associated with whatever
fun experiences occurred during a three-day slice of ordinary life. Relying on two
independent studies allows us to limit our conclusions to findings that are replicated.
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Because these studies were correlational, they could not establish a causal connection
between the presence of others and fun. Study 3 therefore used an experimental design, with
the aim of showing that the presence of other people causes an activity to be experienced as
more fun than when it is enacted alone.

Participants in Study 1 were 167 individuals (121 women) who resided in North America,
recruited from the International Long QT Syndrome Registry, located in Rochester, NY. The
sample ranged in age from 16 to 50 years (M=34.39). Data from this study were previously
reported in Lane, Zareba, Reis, Peterson, and Moss (2011); that paper did not examine fun
ratings. Participants in Study 2 were 52 individuals (28 women) living in the Rochester, NY,
and Tucson, AZ, metropolitan areas, ranging in age from 21 to 50 (M=36.94). They were
recruited by posted announcements and advertising in public media. Enrollment in both
studies was limited to individuals who were fluent in English and who did not show signs of
diminished cognitive capacity.

Procedures in both studies were similar and are described conjointly, except where noted.
Participants engaged in their normal everyday activities and were paged 10 times per day at
random times. Study 1 used a Palm Pilot personal digital assistant (PDA), programmed to
vibrate when a report was scheduled. Study 2 used Motorola Droid X or X2 smartphones,
programmed to provide an auditory signal at the scheduled time. Surveys in both studies
were administered directly on the devices. In Study 1 data were downloaded by a research
assistant to a secure computer at the conclusion of the 3-day interval. In Study 2, data were
transmitted directly to a secure website by the phone.

EMA Protocol

Participants were paged ten times per day for 3 days. All signals were scheduled to occur in
a 12-hour window during the participant’s usual waking hours, typically between 8 AM and
10 PM. Signals used a modified random schedule such that in Study 1, no two signals could
occur within 60 minutes of each other; in Study 2, the minimum gap was 30 minutes.
Participants in Study 1 were instructed to turn to their PDA as soon as possible after the
page, to begin responding immediately, and to complete the protocol without interruption. In
Study 2, to preserve the smartphone’s battery, signals were sent at the 5-minute marker
immediately following the scheduled time (that is, at 8:05 if the signal was scheduled
between 8:00 and 8:05, at 8:10 if the signal was scheduled between 8:05 and 8:10, and so
on). Participants were instructed to begin responding as soon as they heard the signal, and to
complete the survey without interruption. In Study 2, the smartphone did not permit
responses after 20 minutes from when the signal was delivered.

Compliance with the EMA protocol was computed by comparing the scheduled time of the
signal to the recording device’s internal record of when recording began. Subjects responded
to 93.0% and 91.6% of the pages sent in Studies 1 and 2, respectively. Of these, 62.5%/
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83.3%, 84.0%/93.6%, 92.2%/95.0%, 95.5%/97.3%, and 96.9%/100% were begun within 1,
5, 10, 15, and 20 minutes after the page in Studies 1 and 2, respectively. When we computed
the percentage of reports begun within 15 minutes of the page separately for each
participant, the median compliance rate was 98.3% in Study 1 and 93.3% in Study 2. More
than half the sample in both studies began all or all but one of their reports within 10
minutes, and only 19 participants in Study 1 and 2 participants in Study 2 began 4 or more
reports more than 15 minutes after the page. On average, it took Study 1 participants 2.35

+ 1.36 minutes and Study 2 participants 4.00 £ 3.50 minutes to complete the EMA protocol.

EMA Content

Results

Participants in both studies were presented with a yes-no question, asking them to indicate if
they had “done anything fun or enjoyable” since the previous signal.l If they replied yes,
they were asked to rate the degree of enjoyability on a 1 (slight) to 6 (extreme) scale. They
were also asked to indicate whether or not another person was involved.

Study 1 began with a subset of 22 emotion items from the expanded Positive and Negative
Affect Scale (PANAS-X; Watson, Clark & Tellegen, 1988). To minimize participant burden,
based on past psychometric studies, we preselected a subset of 22 items for the current
study: 1) Activated Positive Affect: interested, attentive, excited (in a positive way),
enthusiastic, alert, happy and amused (alpha = .85); 2) Activated Negative Affect: guilty,
anxious, angry, hostile, jittery, and afraid (alpha = .70); 3) Low Arousal Positive Affect:
calm, relaxed, hopeful, and grateful (alpha =.73), and 4) Low Arousal Negative Affect: sad,
depressed (substituted for the PANAS-X term, blue), lonely, bored, and sleepy (alpha = .57).
All adjectives were assigned to a composite based on Watson and Clark’s psychometric
studies, which have been extensively replicated. Study 2 began with the same composites,
but in order to increase the breadth and reliability of the low arousal composites, a few
emotion terms were added to the above. The composites thus were: 1) Activated Positive
Affect: interested, attentive, excited (in a positive way), enthusiastic, alert, and happy (alpha
=.83); 2) Activated Negative Affect: guilty, anxious, angry, hostile, jittery, and afraid (alpha
=.85); 3) Low Arousal Positive Affect: calm, relaxed, peaceful, at ease, hopeful, content,
and grateful (alpha = .89), and 4) Low Arousal Negative Affect: sad, depressed, lonely,
sluggish, bored, disappointed, and sleepy (alpha = .87). Thus, the composites in Study 2
were based on 26 emotion items. Items were presented in the same random order in both
studies.

A two-level multilevel linear model was used to analyze the data (HLM version 6.06;
Raudenbush, Bryk, & Congdon, 2004). At level 2 participants’ slopes and intercepts were
modeled to account for the non-independence inherent in within-person designs. At level 1,
planned contrasts and control variables were entered. All analyses controlled for the day of
the week (weekdays vs. weekends) and the time of day (signal 1-10). We examined the

1Because experience sampling necessarily requires random sampling of moments during the day, the ratings we obtained may not be
simultaneous with the actual fun experience but rather likely occurred shortly afterwards. This suggests that our findings are best
interpreted in terms of the short-term durable affects associated with fun, a perspective that is consistent with our theorizing.
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effects of social and solitary fun using two planned contrasts. Contrast 1 (C1) compared
signals in which people reported having had fun since the last signal with signals in which
they did not report having had fun. Contrast 2 (C2) compared signals in which people had
fun with others to signals in which people had fun alone. C1 and C2 were centered on each
person’s mean. When an affect composite was the outcome variable, affect at the prior signal
(#1) was controlled in the model (also centered on person means). Intercepts were modeled
using random effects, while all other effects were modeled using fixed effects, as is
commonly recommended for diary designs (Kenny, Bolger & Kashy, 1998). Missing data
were accounted for using full maximum likelihood estimation.

Reports of Fun

Participants in Study 1 indicated having had fun since the previous signal in 45.1% of their
reports. This percentage varied from 0% to 93.3% across participants. On average 79.9% of
the reports of fun involved another person. In Study 2, participants indicated having had fun
in 31.2% of their reports, varying again from 0% to 93.3% across participants. On average
61.2% of the reports of fun involved another person.

We first examined the level of fun reported (for which contrast 1 was necessarily omitted) as
a function of whether it occurred alone or with others. As hypothesized, participants in both
studies reported having had more fun with others than alone (Study 1, 8=0.23, p<.001;
Study 2, B=0.24, p=.002). Means and standard deviations are reported in Table 1; standard
errors, t-values, and confidence intervals are given in Table 2.

Analyses of Momentary Affective States

We next examined effects for the four affective-state composite variables. For contrast 1, all
four results were significant. Participants experienced more activated (B=.17, p<.001) and
low arousal positive affect (B=.12, p<.001) and less activated (8=-.04, p<.001) and low
arousal negative affect (B=-.04, p<.001) when they had fun compared to when they did not
have fun. As for contrast 2, participants experienced more activated positive affect when
they had fun with others (B=.14, p<.001), but not more low arousal positive affect (5=.03,
p=.25). Also, when they had fun with others, participants experienced significantly less low
arousal negative affect, (B=—.04, p=.04), but not less activated negative affect (8=.001, o=.
75). In short, social fun amplified high arousal positive affect and dampened low arousal
negative affect relative to solitary fun, but had no significant effect on low-arousal positive
affect or activated negative affect.?

In Study 2, participants also reported more activated (B=.14, p<.001) and low arousal
positive affect (B8=.12, p<.001) and less activated (B=-.03, p=.01) and low arousal negative
affect (B=-.04, p=.004) when they reported having had fun since the last signal. Also as in
Study 1, they reported more activated positive affect when having fun with others (B8=.14,

2Gender was considered as a potential moderator of these effects. One significant interaction emerged in Study 1: a significant
contrast 1 x gender interaction on activated negative affect (B=.04, SE=0.02, t(3862)= 2.10, p=.04, 95% C.l. = {0.001, 0.08}), such
that men experienced a relatively greater decrease in negative affect as a function of fun than women did (for men, means = 1.41 and
1.60; for women, means = 1.29 and 1.40, in the Fun and No Fun conditions, respectively. Simple effects indicated that the difference
was significant for both sexes (among men, B=-.07, SE=0.02, t(3862)=—4.07, p<.001, 95% C.I. = {-0.11, —-0.03}; among women, B=
-.03, SE=0.01, 1(3862)=-3.73, p<.001, 95% C.I. = {-0.05, -0.01}).

J Posit Psychol. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2018 January 01.



1duosnuen Joyiny 1duosnuey Joyiny 1duosnuen Joyiny

1duosnuep Joyiny

Reis et al.

Page 8

p=.004), but not more low arousal positive affect (B=.02, p=.67). Participants also reported
significantly less low arousal negative affect when having fun with others (B=-.05, 0=.02),
but not less activated negative affect (B=-.02, p=.44). These results replicate the pattern
found in Study 1.3

Brief Discussion and Introduction to Study 3

In both Studies 1 and 2, as hypothesized, fun was associated with higher levels of positive
affect and lower levels of negative affect. This was true for both high-arousal and low-
arousal affects. Also as hypothesized, social fun was associated with significantly higher
levels of activated positive affect and significantly lower levels of low-arousal negative affect
than solitary fun. We defer discussion of these findings to the general discussion.

Study 3 was designed with four purposes in mind. First, it is plausible that participants in
Studies 1 and 2 were engaging in different activities when having fun with others as opposed
to when having fun alone. In order to establish that the presence of others is responsible for
the increase in reports of fun, we had participants in Study 3 engage in the same enjoyable
activity alone or with others. Second, because Studies 1 and 2 were correlational, a reverse
causal order is possible; that is, engaging in fun activities may have led participants to seek
out others. By manipulating the presence or absence of others, we directly tested the
hypothesis that a social context increases the experience of fun.

Third, we also wanted to determine whether familiarity with one’s social partner matters. It
seems likely that most of the shared-fun in Studies 1 and 2 occurred with familiar others.
Prior research has shown that familiarity enhances comfort and satisfaction in social
interaction, factors that might be expected to relate to the experience of fun (Reis, Maniaci,
Caprariello, Eastwick, & Finkel, 2011). Furthermore, laughter that occurs immediately
following a partner’s laughter is more common when the partner is a friend than a stranger
(Smoski & Bachorowski, 2003). Study 3 therefore included a manipulation of the degree of
acquaintance between participants.

Finally, in Study 3 we also examined whether loneliness would moderate the impact of
social context on fun ratings. Previous research has suggested that loneliness is less a matter
of spending time alone and more a matter of not experiencing a gain in positive emotions
from social activity (Hawkley, Burleson, Berntson, & Cacioppo, 2003; Queen, Stawski,
Ryan, & Smith, 2014). Also, prior research indicates that whereas lonely individuals find
their interactions with close others to be less rewarding than non-lonely individuals do,
fewer differences exist in interactions with acquaintances and strangers (e.g., Tsai & Reis,
2009; Williams & Solano, 1983). If so, we would expect that sharing a fun experience with a
friend would provide less of a boost in fun ratings among lonely persons than among non-
lonely persons, but that there would be no differences when playing with a stranger.

3In Study 2, only one significant interaction with gender emerged, for contrast 2 on activated positive affect, B=.19, SE=0.09,
£1161)= 2.14, p=.03, 95% C.I. = {0.01, 0.37}). Women experienced more activated positive affect when having fun with others
compared to having fun alone whereas this difference was not significant for men (among women, A& = 3.97 and 3.51; B=.23,
SE=0.06, {1161)=3.64, p=.001, 95% C.l. = {0.11, 0.35}; among men, /& = 4.00 and 3.91; B=.04, SE=0.06, {1161)=.63, p=.53, 95%
C.I. = {-0.08, 0.16}). Note that the gender interactions are inconsistent across Studies 1 and 2, suggesting that they may be due to

chance.
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Study 3 was a three-condition experiment in which participants played Jenga® alone, with a
same-sex friend, or with a same-sex stranger. Jenga® is a game that involves increasing the
height of a block tower by successively removing lower-tier pieces until the tower inevitably
collapses. We chose this game because undergraduates typically find it enjoyable, because it
can be played equally effectively alone or with others, and because it seemed well-suited to
being played similarly regardless of whether players were previously acquainted with one
another.

Participants—Two-hundred and sixty-three undergraduates (201 female, 62 male) were
recruited through the psychology department participant pool. Their average age was 19.9
years (range = 18 to 23) and the majority of participants were Caucasian (61.4% Caucasian,
29.0% Asian, 5.4% African American, 2.3% mixed race, and 1.9% other).

Procedure—This study consisted of two parts: an online survey and a lab session.
Participants completed the online survey before coming to the lab. This survey included
demographic information and a measure of the potential moderator, loneliness. At the end of
the survey, participants were randomly assigned to a condition. Some were asked only to
sign up for the lab session, in which case they would participate either alone or with a
stranger, while others were asked to sign up and bring a same-sex friend with them to the
lab. (If the friend was also enrolled in the department participant pool, he or she received
credit for participation.) All participants took part in the condition to which they had been
initially and randomly assigned. By chance, three stranger pairs happened to know each
other before coming to the lab; their data were dropped, leaving 257 participants.

In Jenga®, blocks are stacked in layers, three per layer, to form a tower. Players take turns
removing blocks and placing them on top of the tower, with the goal of building the tallest
tower possible without it falling over. The experimenter asked participants whether or not
they had played the game before; 76% of participants were familiar with the game. All
participants were given brief instructions on how to play, but if one or more of them had
never played the game before the experimenter also gave a demonstration. Participants were
told they would have 15 minutes to play and if their first tower fell before 15 minutes had
passed, they would be able to build another one?. The experimenter also explained that task
was meant to be fun and encouraged participants to do whatever they needed to do in order
to enjoy their experience. The experimenter stayed in the room but did not interact with the
participants while they played the game. This was done to ensure that participants stayed on
task and to permit the experimenter to surreptitiously take notes on how long participants
spent building each tower.

After the task was completed, participants completed a final survey in which they were
asked how much fun they had playing Jenga®.

4Across conditions, participants playing built 1.84 towers, those playing with a friend built 1.88 towers, and those playing with a
stranger built 2.10 towers. These values do not differ significantly.
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Measures

UCLA loneliness scale (Russell, 1994): Participants responded to 20 items in which they
were asked to indicate on 4-point Likert scales, ranging from never to always, how often
they had experiences indicative of loneliness, like feeling “alone” or “that there is no one
you can turn to.” Cronbach’s alpha for our sample was .93.

Fun ratings: On a 6-point Likert scale, with endpoints labeled “slightly” and “extremely,”
participants were asked, “How much fun did you have playing Jenga?”

Because it might reasonably be expected that two people playing a game together would
influence each other’s reports of having fun, we analyzed Study 3’s data with a multilevel
model, as in Studies 1 and 2. In this instance, there were two scores at level 1, namely the
reports of fun provided by each partner. In the alone condition, there was only one score at
level 1. This approach accounts for dependence in the friend and stranger conditions (in fact,
the correlation between partners’ reports of fun was .26, p=.08, in the friend condition and .
29, p=.05, in the stranger condition; these two values do not differ significantly). As before,
the first contrast compared fun ratings in the alone condition with the two social conditions.
The second contrast compared fun ratings in the friends and stranger conditions. Both
contrasts were included simultaneously in the same analysis.

Both contrasts yielded significant results, as shown in Table 3. Participants reported having
had significantly less fun when alone (A/=3.89) than when with another person (M=4.33),
B=.15, p=.002. Also, participants reported having had significantly more fun with a friend
(M=4.55) than with a stranger (AM=4.11), B=.22, p=.003. Thus, results were consistent with
our hypothesis.

To examine potential moderator effects of loneliness, we included each participant’s
loneliness score as a level-1 predictor and interactions between loneliness and the two
contrasts as level-2 predictors5. The main effect for loneliness was not significant, B=-0.15,
p~.19. However, this analysis revealed a significant interaction between loneliness and the
second contrast (comparing friends with strangers), B=—0.29, p=.03. In order to identify this
interaction effect, we computed simple slopes using the procedure outlined by Aiken and
West (1991), which sequentially allows each group to serve as the reference group in a
dummy variable coding scheme. This analysis revealed a significant simple slope for
loneliness in the friend condition, B=-0.53, p=.002, indicating that the higher one’s level of
loneliness, the less fun participants had playing Jenga with a friend. However, the simple
slope indicated that loneliness was not significantly related to fun ratings in the stranger
condition, B=0.04, p=.84. For reference purposes, we also note that loneliness was not
significantly related to fun ratings in the alone condition, 8=0.03, p=.90.

SFour participants did not complete the UCLA Loneliness Scale and were excluded from this analysis.
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This research supports three general conclusions concerning affective states associated with
fun. First, we found support for our hypothesis that fun yields a broadly positive affective
experience, spanning both activated and low-arousal forms of positive affect. This finding
indicates that rather than being located in a specific region on the core affect model, the
affective outcome of fun may fall anywhere on the positively valenced side of this model. In
other words, the affective repercussions of fun experiences extend to both high arousal and
low arousal positive affects.

Second, as hypothesized, we found that fun experienced when interacting with others is
more positive than solitary fun, further evidence for a link between positive affect (especially
in the context of fun) and social bonds (Fredrickson, 1998), as well as for the broader
outcome value of fun. This result was obtained for activated, but not for low-arousal, forms
of positive affect, indicating that others play a role in increasing activation and arousal
associated with positive affect. Prior research has shown that arousal can heighten attraction
(Dutton & Aron, 1974) and that positive feedback influences judgments primarily when it is
activating (Clark, Milberg, & Ross, 1983) but this is the first research to show that the
presence of others is specifically associated with higher levels of activated positive affect.
We propose that the presence of others may be intrinsically activating, as interaction itself
requires sequences of action and response that are generally arousing rather than calming
(especially in the context of fun). Alternatively, others may provide social signals of fun and
enjoyment, which reinforce the individual’s own affective experience in the manner of
emotional contagion (Hatfield & Cacioppo, 1994; Rimé, 2009; see also Boothby et al.,
2014). Either way, our results suggest that the social context is particularly likely to boost
positively activated emotions. It is important to note that this effect of social contexts can be
considered causal, because Study 3 demonstrated that participants reported greater fun when
they were randomly assigned to engage in the same enjoyable activity with others than when
alone.

Third, we found that social fun was greater when interacting with a friend than with a
stranger. Familiarity is known to increase comfort and satisfaction in social interaction (Reis
et al., 2011), whereas interacting with a new acquaintance for the first time is likely to make
people feel at least somewhat tentative, factors that seem likely to influence how much fun
people can have playing a game during a laboratory experiment. This tendency was observed
only among relatively non-lonely individuals; among lonely persons, playing with a friend
produced essentially no benefit compared to playing with a stranger. Although the
familiarity-satisfaction association is well-documented in the literature, this is the first study
of which we are aware to demonstrate moderation of this link by an individual difference
variable. However, the finding dovetails well with other research suggesting that the central
characteristic of trait loneliness is the relative lack of intimacy and enjoyment in interactions
with friends than non-lonely people experience (e.g., Hawkley et al., 2003; Tsai & Reis,
2009). Consistent with this proposition, Cacioppo, Norris, Decety, Monteleone, and
Nusbaum (2009) demonstrated that lonely individuals show weaker activation of reward-
related regions of the brain in response to pictures of people as compared to pictures of
objects, whereas non-lonely persons showed the opposite pattern. In other words, trait
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loneliness may reflect an inability to derive emotional benefits from the kinds of interactions
and relationships that tend to be rewarding to non-lonely persons.

On a more general level, this research contributes additional evidence to Clark et al.’s (2001)
thesis that social contexts influence emotional experience—that is, that the nature of a
person’s relationships with others who are socially present will affect the way in which
emotion is experienced and expressed. This idea is part of a broader theme proposed by
Reis, Collins, and Berscheid (2000), who review diverse evidence indicating that many of
the phenomena studied in psychological science vary depending on whom one is with or
thinking about. Their review suggests that full understanding of psychological phenomena
requires incorporating the influence of the social context in which that behavior typically
occurs. The present research fits well with that theme, and with the more general goal of
more fully incorporating social contexts into the study of emotion (Gross & Thompson,
2007).

Limitations and Suggestions for Future Research—Several limitations apply to this
research. First, Studies 1 and 2 did not control for the nature of participants’ activities, and it
is possible that solitary fun activities differed from social fun activities. For example, solitary
fun may involve relatively more passive pursuits, such as reading and browsing the Internet,
whereas social fun tends to be more active. Study 3 helps address this limitation to some
extent, but it examined only a single activity. Another limitation is that although the protocol
for Studies 1 and 2 asked whether something fun had occurred “since the prior signal” (an
interval that on average spanned about an hour and a quarter), affect was rated for the
moment of the signal. It is unknown whether ratings made during the fun experience would
yield the same results. However, our results can be taken to indicate that fun has temporally
durable effects on affect, a valuable point in its own right. Another possibility is that some of
the adjectives we used might, under different circumstances, switch from being high
activation to low activation, or vice versa. (Given the extensive psychometric work that went
into the measures from which our instrument was adapted, this seems likely to be relatively
rare.) A final consideration is that these studies examined only subjective reports of fun.
Experiencing an activity as fun is of course inherently subjective; however, fun, especially
social fun, might be expected to have behavioral manifestations (e.g., smiling, laughter,
postural approach), and it would be valuable to extend our findings with such data.

Future research might profitably examine the high-activation/low-activation distinction as it
pertains to the outcome value of fun. Although we found that both types of positive
emotions were more common when people were having fun, social fun was predominantly
of the high-activation sort. It is possible that activation differences may help explain when
fun produces beneficial outcomes and when it does not (such as in the workplace). Our
findings also suggest that potential benefits of fun occur primarily in social, rather than
solitary, contexts, consistent with Tews et al.’s (2014) finding that work-related benefits of
fun were more a function of workplace relationships than the activities themselves. This
speculation needs direct empirical investigation. It may also be fruitful to conduct research
examining how the nature of shared enjoyable interaction influences the development and
maintenance of relationships—for example, does shared fun benefit relationships in the
same manner that novel, arousing activities do (Aron et al., 2013), and do these benefits
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extend beyond romantic relationships to other kinds of relationships, such as between
friends or parents and their children.

Conclusion

People are motivated to pursue fun activities because these activities commonly result in a
broadly positive affective experience. As enjoyable as fun activities may be in their own
right, shared fun is more fun than solitary fun, particularly when the sharing involves a
friend. Fun therefore deserves more serious scrutiny as something more than a reflection of
the enjoyability of an activity or moment in time: it yields an affective state that is linked to
developing and reinforcing important social bonds. The neobehaviorist Edward Chace
Tolman is renowned for summing up his career by stating, “In the end the only sure criteria
is to have fun. And I have had fun.” (1959, p. 140). Perhaps he was referring not only to the
joy of scientific discovery but also to the pleasure of sharing that pursuit with others.

Acknowledgments

Studies 1 and 2 were supported in part by grants from the National Heart, Lung, and Blood Institute.

References

Aiken, LS., West, SG. Multiple regression: Testing and interpreting interactions. Thousand Oaks, CA:
Sage; 1991.

Aron, A., Lewandowski, GW., Jr, Mashek, D., Aron, EN. The self-expansion model of motivation and
cognition in close relationships. In: Simpson, JA., Campbell, L., editors. The Oxford handbook of
close relationships. New York: Oxford University Press; 2013. p. 90-105.

Baptiste NR. Fun and well-being: Insights from senior managers in a local authority. Employee
Relations. 2009; 31:600-612.

Barrett LA, Russell JA. Independence and bipolarity in the structure of current affect. Journal of
Personality and Social Psychology. 1998; 74:967-984.

Baumeister RF, Leary MR. The need to belong: Desire for interpersonal attachment as a fundamental
human motivation. Psychological Bulletin. 1995; 117:497-529. [PubMed: 7777651]

Berscheid, E., Ammazzalorso, H. Emotional experience in close relationships. In: Fletcher, GJO.,
Clark, MS., editors. Blackwell handbook of social psychology. Vol. 2. Oxford, UK: Blackwell;
2001. p. 308-330.

Boothby EJ, Clark MS, Bargh JA. Shared experiences are amplified. Psychological Science. 2014;
25:2209-2216. [PubMed: 25274583]

Cacioppo JT, Norris CJ, Decety J, Monteleone G, Nushaum H. In the eye of the beholder: Individual
differences in perceived social isolation predict regional brain activation to social stimuli. Journal of
Cognitive Neuroscience. 2009; 21:83-92. [PubMed: 18476760]

Caprariello PA, Reis HT. To do, to have, or to share? Valuing experiences over material possessions
depends on the involvement of others. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology. 2013;
104:199-215. [PubMed: 23276272]

Carver CS, White TL. Behavioral inhibition, behavioral activation, and affective responses to
impending reward and punishment: the BIS/BAS scales. Journal of Personality and Social
Psychology. 1994; 67:319-333.

Clark LA, Watson D. Mood and the mundane: Relations between daily life events and self-reported
mood. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology. 1988; 54:296-308. [PubMed: 3346815]

Clark, MS., Fitness, J., Brissette, I. Understanding people’s perceptions of relationships is crucial to
understanding their emotional lives. In: Hewstone, M., Brewer, M., editors. Blackwell Handbook

J Posit Psychol. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2018 January 01.



1duosnuen Joyiny 1duosnuey Joyiny 1duosnuen Joyiny

1duosnuep Joyiny

Reis et al.

Page 14

of Social Psychology: Vol. 2 Interpersonal Processes. Oxford, UK: Blackwell Publishers; 2001. p.
253-278.

Clark MS, Milberg S, Ross J. Arousal cues arousal-related material in memory: Implications for
understanding effects of mood on memory. Journal of Verbal Learning and Verbal Behavior. 1983;
22(6):633-649.

Claxton A, Perry-Jenkins M. No fun anymore: Leisure and marital quality across the transition to
parenthood. Journal of Marriage and Family. 2008; 70:28-43. [PubMed: 20224746]

Cordova DI, Lepper MR. Intrinsic motivation and the process of learning: Beneficial effects of
contextualization, personalization, and choice. Journal of Educational Psychology. 1996; 88(4):
715-730.

Csikszentmihalyi, M. Flow: The psychology of optimal experience. New York: Harper & Row; 1990.

Dutton DG, Aron AP. Some evidence for heightened sexual attraction under conditions of high anxiety.
Journal of Personality and Social Psychology. 1974; 24:366-371.

Earhart, A. The fun of it. New York: Harcourt, Brace and Company; 1933.

Ellsworth PC, Smith CA. Shades of joy: Patterns of appraisal differentiating pleasant emotions.
Cognition and Emotion. 1988; 2:301-331.

Epley N, Schroeder J. Mistakenly seeking solitude. Journal of Experimental Psychology: General.
2014; 143:1980-1999. [PubMed: 25019381]

Feldman LA. Valence focus and arousal focus: Individual differences in the structure of affective
experience. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology. 1995; 69:153-166.

Fleming P. Workers’ playtime? Boundaries and cynicism in a “culture of fun” program. Journal of
Applied Behavioral Science. 2005; 41:285-303.

Fraley B, Aron A. The effect of a shared humorous experience on closeness in initial encounters.
Personal Relationships. 2004; 11:61-78.

Fredrickson BL. What good are positive emotions? Review of General Psychology. 1998; 2:300-319.
[PubMed: 21850154]

Gross JJ. Emotion regulation: Current status and future prospects. Psychological Inquiry. 2015; 26:1—
26.

Gross, JJ., Thompson, RA. Emotion regulation: Conceptual foundations. In: Gross, JJ., editor.
Handbook of emotion regulation. New York: Guilford Press; 2007. p. 3-24.

Hatfield, E., Cacioppo, JT. Emotional contagion. New York: Cambridge University Press; 1994.

Hawkley LC, Burleson MH, Berntson GG, Cacioppo JT. Loneliness in everyday life: cardiovascular
activity, psychosocial context, and health behaviors. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology.
2003; 85(1):105-120. [PubMed: 12872887]

Hektner, JM., Schmidt, JA., Csikszentmihaly, M. Experience sampling method: Measuring the quality
of everyday life. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications, Inc; 2007.

|zard, CE. Human emotions. New York: Plenum; 1977.

Jaremka LM, Gabriel S, Carvallo M. What makes us feel the best also makes us feel the worst: The
emotional impact of independent and interdependent experiences. Self and Identity. 2011; 10:44—
63.

Karl KA, Peluchette J, Hall LM. Give them something to smile about: A marketing strategy for
recruiting and retaining volunteers. Journal of Nonprofit and Public Sector Marketing. 2008;
20:91-96.

Karl KA, Peluchette JV, Harland L. Is fun for everyone? Personality differences in health care
providers’ attitudes toward fun. Journal of Human Health Services Administration. 2007; 29:409-
447.

Kenny, DA., Kashy, DA, Bolger, N. Gilbert, D., Fiske, S., Lindzey, G. The handbook of social
psychology. Vol. 1. New York, NY: 1998. Data analysis in social psychology; p. 233-265.

Kraut RE, Johnston RE. Social and emotional messages of smiling: An ethological approach. Journal
of Personality and Social Psychology. 1979; 37:1539-1553.

Mauss 1B, Shallcross AJ, Troy AS, John OP, Ferrer E, Wilhelm FH, Gross JJ. Don’t hide your
happiness! Positive emotion dissociation, social connectedness, and psychological functioning.
Journal of Personality and Social Psychology. 2011; 100:738-748. [PubMed: 21280962]

J Posit Psychol. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2018 January 01.



1duosnuen Joyiny 1duosnuey Joyiny 1duosnuen Joyiny

1duosnuep Joyiny

Reis et al.

Page 15

McManus IC, Furnham A. “Fun, fun, fun”: Types of fun, attitudes to fun, and their relation to
personality and biographical factors. Psychology. 2010; 1:159-168.

Nakamura, J., Csikszentmihalyi, M. The concept of flow. In: Snyder, CR., Lopez, SJ., editors.
Handbook of positive psychology. New York: Oxford University Press; 2002. p. 89-105.

Privette G. Peak experience, peak performance, and flow: A comparative analysis of positive human
experiences. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology. 1983; 45:1361-1368.

Provine RR, Fischer KR. Laughing, smiling, and talking: Relation to sleeping and social context in
humans. Ethology. 1989; 83:295-305.

Queen TL, Stawski RS, Ryan LH, Smith J. Loneliness in a day: Activity engagement, time alone, and
experienced emotions. Psychology and Aging. 2014; 29(2):297-305. [PubMed: 24955998]

Raudenbush, SW., Bryk, AS., Congdon, R. HLM 6 for Windows [Computer software]. Skokie, IL:
Scientific Software International, Inc.; 2004.

Reis HT, Collins WA, Berscheid E. The relationship context of human behavior and development.
Psychological Bulletin. 2000; 126:844-872. [PubMed: 11107879]

Reis, HT., Gable, SL., Maniaci, MR. Methods for studying everyday experience in its natural context.
In: Reis, HT., Judd, C., editors. Handbook of research methods in social and personality
psychology. 2nd. New York: Cambridge University Press; 2014. p. 373-403.

Reis HT, Maniaci MR, Caprariello PA, Eastwick PW, Finkel EJ. Familiarity does indeed promote
attraction in live interaction. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology. 2011; 101:557-570.
[PubMed: 21381850]

Rimé B. Emotion elicits the social sharing of emotion: Theory and empirical review. Emotion Review.
2009; 1:60-85.

Russell DW. UCLA Loneliness Scale (Version 3): Reliability, validity, and factor structure. Journal of
Personality Assessment. 1996; 66:20-40. [PubMed: 8576833]

Russell JA, Barrett LF. Core affect, prototypical emotional episodes, and other things called emotion:
Dissecting the elephant. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology. 1999; 76:805-819.
[PubMed: 10353204]

Russell JA. Core affect and the psychological construction of emotion. Psychological Review. 2003;
110:145-172. [PubMed: 12529060]

Schwarz, N. Why researchers should think “real-time”: A cognitive rationale. In: Mehl, MR., Conner,
TS., editors. Handbook of research methods for studying daily life. New York: Guilford Press;
2012. p. 22-42.

Smoski M, Bachorowski JA. Antiphonal laughter between friends and strangers. Cognition and
Emotion. 2003; 17:327-340.

Tews MJ, Michel JW, Allen DG. Fun and friends. The impact of workplace fun and constituent
attachment on turnover in a hospitality context. Human Relations. 2014; 67:923-946.

Tews MJ, Michel JW, Bartlett AL. The fundamental role of workplace fun in applicant attraction.
Journal of Leadership and Organizational Studies. 2012; 19:103-111.

Tolman, EC. Principles of purposive behavior. In: Koch, S., editor. Psychology: A study of a science.
New York: McGraw-Hill; 1959.

Tsai FF, Reis HT. Perceptions by and of lonely people in social networks. Personal Relationships.
2009; 16:221-238.

Watson D, Clark LA, Tellegen A. Development and validation of brief measures of positive and
negative affect: the PANAS scales. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology. 1988; 54(6):
1063-1070. [PubMed: 3397865]

White GL, Fishbein S, Rutsein J. Passionate love and the misattribution of arousal. Journal of
Personality and Social Psychology. 1981; 41:56-62.

Williams JG, Solano CH. The social reality of feeling lonely: Friendship and reciprocation. Personality
and Social Psychology Bulletin. 1983; 9:237-242.

Zajonc, RB. Emotions. In: Gilbert, DT.Fiske, ST., Lindzey, G., editors. The handbook of social
psychology. 4th. Vol. 2. New York: McGraw-Hill; 1998. p. 591-632.

Zillmann, D. Transfer of excitation in emotional behavior. In: Cacioppo, JT., Petty, RE., editors. Social
psychophysiology: A sourcebook. New York: Guilford Press; 1983. p. 215-240.

J Posit Psychol. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2018 January 01.



1duosnuepy Joyiny 1duosnuely Joyiny 1duosnuey Joyiny

1duosnue Joyiny

Reis et al.

4.5

Fun
: 4
Rating =~ | =

3.5

Low (-1 sd) High (+1 sd)
Loneliness

Figurel.
Moderation of the Loneliness-Fun Association by Condition

J Posit Psychol. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2018 January 01.

Page 16

—Friend

-------

Stranger



1duosnuey Joyiny 1duosnuen Joyiny 1duosnuey Joyiny

1duosnuen Joyiny

Reis et al.

Means and Standard Deviations for Fun Conditions in Studies 1 and 2

Table 1

Study 1

Nofun Funalone Fun with others
Level of Fun Reported (%765% (302905%
Activated Positive Affect (%%ga) (?(’)2671% (%5;553
Activated Negative Affect (tiga) (%)32461)) (%)3’2193
Low Arousal Positive Affect (%87%3) (% 15%)) (%27%:)
Low Arousal Negative Affect (](-)53];) &)4331% (%)2390)

Study 2

No fun  Fun alone Fun with others
Level of Fun Reported é%f;a) (3067‘:;)
Activated Positive Affect (?(’)' g{‘) (?(’)385% (:?)96(;3
Activated Negative Affect (%)435861) (tzlzb) (%)32123
Low Arousal Positive Affect (?(’)37013) (?(’)75611)) (?(’)96%1))
Low Arousal Negative Affect (2‘1733) (%)52143 (%)42235
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