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ABSTRACT

Introduction: Researchers studying the concept of fun in education encounter challenges
because frameworks, covariates, outcomes, and definitions vary across studies and fields.
The authors conducted a scoping review to map the field of fun in education, identify key
psychological associations, and synthesize a working definition of fun.

Methods: The authors searched multiple databases in April 2024 for peer-reviewed
articles focusing on fun in education and adjacent disciplines. Articles targeting any age
group, topic, and educational or workplace setting were included. The authors extracted
data on outcomes of fun, conceptual frameworks related to fun, features of fun activities,
and definitions related to fun.

Results: Of 1,073 articles screened, 40 were included. The psychological construct
of fun was commonly associated with positive emotions experienced in relation to an
enjoyable activity. The authors identified 120 distinct features of fun and grouped these
into seven categories: safety, novelty, autonomy, playfulness, purpose, immersion, and
social connection. Synthesizing findings from all included articles, the authors propose
the following definition of fun: “Fun is a positive emotional experience arising from active
engagement in enjoyable activities or experiences, often of a playful or amusing nature,
that naturally fosters a desire to sustain or revisit the activity.”

Discussion: These findings suggest a theory-informed conceptual framework of fun
in learning that may provide a foundation for guiding future research into fun as an
educational tool. This synthesized working definition of fun addresses gaps in prior
research by incorporating recurring themes that are adaptable across diverse contexts,
including health professions education.
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INTRODUCTION

Across diverse fields, education increasingly emphasizes
learner self-motivation and wellbeing amid growing
concerns about burnout and disengagement [1, 2].
Contemporary learning environments are often fast-
paced, and cognitively demanding. When these demands
are perceived as overly effortful or stressful, learners may
disengage from the desirable difficulties necessary for
effective learning [3-5]. Introducing elements of “fun”
into the learning process is emerging as one way to
promote effortful learning and motivation [6-8]. Despite
its widespread use in everyday discourse and its intuitive
appeal, “fun” remains undertheorized and inconsistently
defined in the educational literature. A deeper
understanding of fun—including influential factors, key
outcomes, and a clear definition—could enable educators
and researchers to more intentionally and effectively use
and study fun in education. Such applications may be
particularly salient for health professions education (HPE),
in which the content is vast, time is limited, and stakes are
high [9, 10].

Although learners and educators routinely describe
educational experiences as “fun,” educational research has
not developed a consistent conceptualization of what that
term represents. If educational research is to understand
and study the experiences that learners themselves
identify as fun, the construct must first be conceptualized
more consistently. While related constructs such as
happiness, enjoyment, and intrinsic motivation have been
well-explored within psychology and education, “fun”
remains undertheorized [11]. Without a clear conceptual
framework, it remains difficult to consistently define,
operationalize, study, and apply fun in educational settings.
This inconsistency also limits the ability to integrate findings
across studies, limiting the accumulation of evidence and
refinement of the construct.

It may be tempting to infer that lessons learned from
constructs such as enjoyment or intrinsic motivation would
naturally apply to fun. Existing frameworks such as flow
theory [12] and self-determination theory [6] provide
valuable insights into motivation and engagement and
offer useful lenses through which the experiences learners
describe asfunmaybe understood. Integratinginsights from
these and other adjacent frameworks may also advance
conceptual understanding of fun across educational
settings. These frameworks, however, were developed to
explain distinct psychological phenomena rather than
the construct that learners and educators themselves
commonly describe as “fun”. When learners describe why
they choose to participate in or persist with an educational
activity, they are unlikely to say they experienced “flow”
or that their need for autonomy was satisfied. Instead,
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they are more likely to say “because it was fun”. Because
fun is the term spontaneously used to describe these
educational experiences, educational research should be
able to interpret and study what they mean when they
describe learning as fun. Greater conceptual clarity may
also help identify when fun enhances learning and when it
may inadvertently hinder it [13].

Yet existing research on fun in education remains
fragmented, lacking a unifying conceptual framework or
commonly accepted definition [6, 12, 14]. This makes it
difficult to meaningfully assess the role of fun in learning
outcomes, motivation, and instructional design. When fun
has been examined, it has frequently been operationalized
as a subjective, post-hoc judgment rather than a
construct grounded in theory [15]. This focus obscures
the mechanisms by which fun may influence learning and
limits the ability of researchers to build on one another’s
findings [6]. Without greater conceptual clarity, efforts
to incorporate fun into pedagogy risk being anecdotal or
ineffective.

To address the fragmented and conceptually
heterogeneous state of the literature, we performed a
scoping review to map concepts, identify recurring themes,
and characterize gaps across diverse fields. Our aims are to:
(1) map key themes and conceptualizations of fun across
disciplines, (2) identify relationships between fun and
established educational and psychological frameworks,
and (3) synthesize findings into a working definition of fun
to inform future theoretical development and empirical
testing. Because conceptual understanding often advances
through the integration of insights across disciplines, we
intentionally synthesized conceptualizations of fun from
education as well as other fields where fun has been
studied in order to provide a clearer conceptual foundation
for future research and educational design in HPE.

METHODS

We performed a scoping review of literature about fun
in education by using the established methodological
framework outlined by Arksey and O’'Malley [16], Levac et
al [17], and Cooper et al [18]. We used Covidence [19] to
support study procedures at all stages. Our preliminary study-
planning searches identified very few studies addressing fun
in either health professions education or education more
broadly, and we therefore expanded our search to include
conceptually-relevant work across diverse disciplines such
as workplace learning, organizational psychology, and other
related fields where fun has been researched. Although
less directly relevant to classic educational settings,
we anticipated a broad search would enable a robust,
comprehensive conceptual understanding of this construct.
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ARTICLE IDENTIFICATION

An experienced medical reference librarian and the lead
author developed and iteratively refined the search
strategy. We compared the articles against authors’
files and cited publications, revised the search terms,
and repeated the search 3 times. Search terms included
fun, education, students, teaching, learning, happiness,
and personal satisfaction. We also used terms such as
enjoyment, motivation, and engagement since they are
conceptually related to fun. We anticipated that relevant
studies might describe the phenomenon of interest using
these related terms. We intentionally adopted a sensitive
search strategy to maximize retrieval, with relevance
determined during article screening rather than the initial
search. Using this strategy, we searched Ovid MEDLINE,
PubMed, and Scopus. Final search strategies are outlined
in Appendix A.

ARTICLE SELECTION

We included peer-reviewed original research studies,
review articles, and editorials that evaluated or discussed
the psychological construct of fun as an object of study
(noun). Articles were excluded if they used “fun” only
as a descriptor of another activity (adjective) or if the
primary focus of the research was a separate concept
(e.g., gamification). We included articles targeting any
learner group/setting, including grade school, college,
professional education, and workplace education. We did
not include conference abstracts because we expected
that these would not provide sufficient methodological and
conceptual detail. Two authors independently screened all
titles and abstracts. All articles approved by either reviewer
underwent full-text evaluation by the same pair, with
conflicts resolved through consensus. As is common with
a scoping review on an emerging topic, the operational
criteria used for inclusion decisions evolved over the
course of the study as our conceptual understanding
crystallized. To accommodate this evolution, we erred on
the side of inclusion during early stages, and performed
a final re-review for inclusion after we had finalized our
inclusion definition. The reference lists of included articles
were reviewed to identify additional potentially relevant
studies. Newly identified articles were added at the article
identification phase and screened using the same eligibility
criteria.

DATA EXTRACTION AND CHARTING

The lead author and a second author independently
extracted key data from each reviewed article. Pilot
extractions were performed to refine the extraction
form and promote consistency between reviewers. The
standardized extraction form was iteratively revised
throughout the study to accommodate emerging themes

847

and insights. Extracted data included article characteristics,
main findings, attributes of fun, conceptual frameworks
related to fun, potential benefits and negative effects
of fun, features of fun activities, definitions of fun, and
illustrative quotes. Classifications were continually updated
as new themes emerged. All articles were coded using
the final extraction form. Conflicts were resolved through
consensus.

ANALYSIS AND SYNTHESIS

Data describing definitions, conceptual frameworks,
attributes of fun, and reported outcomes were extracted
verbatim or summarized from each included article. The
team comprised a psychologist, psychiatrist, learners,
and educators in order to incorporate diverse perspectives
into the analysis. Extracted data were initially coded using
open coding, with each unique observation retained as an
individual code. The research team independently reviewed
these codes to identify recurring observations, concepts,
and themes. Related codes were iteratively synthesized
through axial coding into broader observations and higher-
order themes describing conceptual frameworks, attributes
of fun, grouped features of activities that were viewed to
enable or inhibit fun, and common themes in the definitions
of fun. Throughout the analysis, our interdisciplinary team
interpreted findings with attention to their relevance for
HPE. All authors reviewed and approved the final synthesis.

RESULTS

Of 1,073 articles reviewed, we included 40 in our analysis
(Figure 1). Key findings are listed in Table 1.

ARTICLE CHARACTERISTICS

Of the 40 articles, 5 (13%) were reviews or editorials.
The 35 original research studies included 8 (23%) in K-12
education, 6 (17%) in undergraduate college education,
2 (6%) in postgraduate education, 2 (6%) in other
educational settings, 16 (46%) in workplace settings, and 2
(6%) in a setting other than formal education or workplace.
Twenty-seven (77%) included adults, and 9 (26%) included
children. Appendix B contains a summary of main findings
and definitions of fun.

ATTRIBUTES OF FUN

We first considered the attributes of fun itself. Emotional
states used to describe or define fun have in common their
positive valence on the bivariate core affect model, meaning
they are good or pleasant [20]. Fun is, however, distinct from
these positive states in that it is not thought of as a single
emotion but rather as a range of positive emotions connected
to activities. As one report said, “Writers should not assert
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Figure 1 Flow Diagram for a Scoping Review of Fun in Education.

reflexively that fun and enjoyment are synonymous. For
example, one might enjoy a good meal, but would not
necessarily say it was a fun dinner” [21]. Positive emotional
states frequently associated with fun include delight [6], mirth
[11], playfulness [22], humor [15], happiness [11], satisfaction
[23], excitement [24], amusement [25], and pleasure [26].
Some concepts, such as creativity, were discussed both
as contributors to and results of fun, whereas others, such
as enjoyment, were seen both as defining and enabling
fun [22, 24, 25, 27]. Fun was associated with the presence
of positive affect and the absence of negative affect [28].
Whereas some articles highlighted potential negative
consequences of fun, no articles used negative emotional
or affective descriptions to characterize the experience
of fun. As one author noted, “negative emotions are
contraindicative for experiencing fun” [12].

Many articles highlighted the complexity of fun,
discussing how fun is perceived differently by each person
and is influenced by situational and cultural factors [6, 11,
12, 23, 26, 29, 30]. Fun is “often described as being about
the activities that [individuals] participated in” [14]. Fun
is “an experience that involves active contact with the
environment” [28]. Because each person may perceive
different activities as enjoyable, fun is difficult to measure
objectively or consistently replicate [31]. For example, one
person may find a particular learning activity fun, whereas
another may perceive the same activity as boring or
intimidating.

Fun was described as “a strong, intrinsic motivating
factor” [12]. Articles highlighted that it is difficult to have too
much fun, and people tend to continue activities as long as
they seem fun [32, 33]. Fun was hypothesized to influence
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motivation in various ways. For example, fun activities may
be minimally ego depleting or even restorative of a person’s
ability to exert self-control and focus [34]. The expectation
of positive outcomes and intrinsic enjoyment can drive
people to seek out and participate in fun activities. Fun can
trigger and maintain interest over time, fostering lasting
engagement, commitment, and a desire to return to fun
activities [12, 13, 15]. More details of the attributes of fun
are included in Appendix C.

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORKS USED IN THE
STUDY OF FUN

The reviewed articles interpreted or discussed fun through
several existing conceptual frameworks, including
expectancy theory, flow, goal orientation, constructivist
learning theory, performance orientation, and cognitive
load, along with others (Table 2). These conceptual
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frameworks  provide theoretical perspectives  for
understanding how fun has been conceptualized in relation
to well-being [28], motivation [6], and engagement [7]
across various contexts. As an example, fun was closely
linked in several articles to the concept of flow, a state
in which a person experiences deep immersion and
enjoyment in activities [7, 12, 28]. Another explanatory
framework is engagement. According to this perspective,
people feel intrinsically motivated and invest effort into
those activities they find enjoyable and meaningful [6, 35,
36]. The 3 stages of interest framework suggests that fun
activities may spark initial interest, sustain engagement,
and foster lasting commitment [36]. The person’s social
context also has a critical role because environments that
promote psychological safety and respect social boundaries
contribute to a more enjoyable and inclusive experience of
fun [6, 37].

FRAMEWORK EXPLANATION EXAMPLE

Affective events theory [6] “Transitory or ongoing favorable events tend to elicit ~ Fun activities are proposed to enhance overall
positive emotional reactions; whereas unfavorable ...  enjoyment and satisfaction.

events elicit negative emotional reactions” [6].

Autonomous vs external self-control [34]  Autonomous, motivated self-control is less
depleting than self-control for extrinsic reasons.

Fun activities are presumed to be less
depleting.

Cognitive load [6] Cognitive load refers to the capacity of our working
memory to handle and process information at any

given moment.

Fun is hypothesized to impose “an extraneous
cognitive load on learners that impedes cognitive
processing, resulting in less learning” [6].

Constructivist learning theory [53] An educational theory that suggests “humans
construct knowledge and meaning from their
experiences” [15] rather than passively through

instruction.

Fun may promote engagement and
enjoyment as learners construct their own
understanding through interactive and
enjoyable activities.

Core affect model [29] All affects are explained in terms of a combination While having fun, people experience a
of 2 dimensions, hedonic valence (negative-positive)  positive-valence emotional state. Fun can be

and level of arousal (low-high). experienced as a low- or high-arousal state.

Culture [37] “A group has a culture when it has enough shared
history to have formed a set of basic assumptions
that guide behavior, perceptions, thoughts, and

feelings” [37].

Culture mediates what may be considered
fun in different social groups.

Dimensions of engagement [35, 58] Dimensions of engagement are behavioral Engagement on these dimensions is
engagement (participation and involvement), hypothesized to mediate the experience of
emotional engagement (focusing on positive and fun.

negative reactions), and cognitive engagement

(level of investment).

Ego depletion [34] Self-control in a resource-demanding task depletes
the limited resources that a person needs to carry

out subsequent effortful tasks.

Fun activities may reduce ego depletion and
help restore a person’s ability to exert self-
control and focus on tasks.

Engagement [6, 7, 46, 59] “Training engagement can be characterized as the
harnessing of trainees’ selves in learning endeavors
where they immerse themselves physically,
cognitively, and emotionally” [6]. Engagement has
also been defined as “psychological investment in
and effort directed toward learning, understanding,
or mastering the knowledge, skills, or crafts that

academic work is intended to promote” [8, 60].

Fun activities may enhance engagement,
making people more likely to invest
psychologically and exert effort toward
learning, understanding, or mastering the
knowledge and skills intended by the task.

Expectancy theory [51] People are motivated to act when they expect their
actions will be successfully performed (expectancy),
leading to desired rewards (instrumentality) that

they value (valence).

People may be motivated to seek out and
participate in activities they perceive as
fun, driven by the expectation of positive
outcomes and intrinsic enjoyment.

(Contd.)
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FRAMEWORK

EXPLANATION

EXAMPLE

Flow [6, 11, 12, 22, 23, 28, 29, 32, 56]

“An optimal experience, where the following
characteristics were present: (a) an intrinsically
rewarding experience, (b) a loss of reflective self-
consciousness, (c) a distorted experience of time,
(d) an intense and focused concentration on the
present, (e) a merge of actions and awareness, (f)
an optimal balance between challenge and skills,
(g) a sense of control over the situation, and (h)
clear goals and immediate feedback” [12].

Flow relates closely to fun as both
concepts involve immersive and enjoyable
experiences. Fun was viewed as a natural
outcome of achieving a flow state.

Four-phase model of interest
development [36, 61]

Triggered situational interest, maintained
situational interest, emerging (less-developed)
individual interest, and well-developed individual
interest.

Fun may trigger situational interest and
is hypothesized to help maintain interest
throughout all 4 phases.

Goal orientation [6]

“A preference to grow and develop one’s
competence by acquiring new skills and mastering
new situations” [6].

Activities that yield positive results may be
more likely to be fun.

Performance orientation [6]

“A desire to demonstrate competence and be
positively evaluated by others, which can be
further divided into prove and avoid dimensions. A
prove goal orientation focuses on demonstrating
competence, whereas an avoid goal orientation
focuses on not revealing incompetence and
avoiding negative ability judgments from others”
[6].

People may be more likely to have fun with
activities that demonstrate competence and
mitigate negative judgments. Conversely,
activities that demonstrate incompetence or
evoke negative judgments may be less likely
to be viewed as fun.

Personality systems interaction theory
[34]

“Personality systems interaction theory postulates
2 executive control modes in volitional action:
self-control and self-regulation (self-motivation).
Self-control should deplete energy, whereas self-
motivation should maintain energy and result in
invigoration” [34].

Fun activities are proposed to engage the
self-motivation mode, allowing people to
immerse themselves in the fun experience.

Playfulness [28]

A predisposition to define and engage in activities
in a nonserious or fanciful manner to increase
enjoyment. May be more process oriented than
work that is results oriented, also intrinsically
motivated and more spontaneous.

Playfulness is closely associated with fun,
especially with children, and may help
inform how fun can be promoted.

Positive psychology [28]

The study of what makes people happy and
fulfilled. Emphasizes concepts such as resilience,
optimism, joy, flow, and creativity.

Fun is a positive affect state in the domain of
positive psychology.

Psychological safety [6]

“A climate of psychological safety is characterized
by trust, respect, concern for others, and
confidence in members’ abilities” [6]

People may be more likely to have funin an
environment of psychological safety.

Returnance [12]

“The desire to do an enjoyable activity again and
again” [12].

Fun activities may demonstrate high
returnance.

Self-determination theory [6, 57]

“When the 3 needs of competence, autonomy,
and relatedness are satisfied, intrinsic motivation
is increased. In a training context, motivation to
learn can be enhanced by the degree to which the
training design and delivery helps trainees meet
these three needs” [6].

When activities are fun, people are more
likely to find intrinsic motivation, driven
by personal interest rather than external
rewards.

Social boundaries [37, 62]

“The outer limit of what one sees as allowable,
understandable or feasible” [62].

Social boundaries may mediate what is
considered fun in different social groups.

Three stages of interest [36, 63]

Triggered situational interest is sparked by stimuli
that attract attention. Stabilized situational interest
is marked by active engagement and intrinsic
motivation. Individual interest is characterized by
enduring commitment and personal investment.

Fun activities may trigger interest and
maintain interest throughout all 3 phases.

Table 2 Conceptual Frameworks Identified in a Scoping Review of Fun in Education, 2024.
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OUTCOMES OF FUN

Articles listed numerous potential beneficial or negative
outcomes of fun. We did not appraise the strength of
evidence for these outcomes or systematically differentiate
between empirical findings and conceptual associations.
When fun was measured, its presence was typically
assessed in 1 of 3 ways: 1) self-reported fun (persons state
whether they are having fun or rate, based on a scale, how
much fun they are having); 2) observed fun (an external
observer perceives a person to be experiencing fun); and 3)
surrogate-measured fun (investigators measure a feature
or activity assumed to be indicative of fun).

We grouped the purported beneficial outcomes of fun
into 4 categories: personal well-being, social interaction,
motivation, and performance. For personal well-being,
articles explored whether the presence of fun can help
reduce negative emotions (e.g, burnout [20], anxiety
[38], emotional exhaustion [27], and stress [26]),
improve positive emotions (positive mental attitude [39],
enthusiasm [17], pride [16], and job satisfaction [14]),
and improve health generally (enhanced quality of life
[25] and well-being [21]). Regarding social interaction,
the articles discussed how fun fosters collaboration
[40], group cohesion [16], social connection [21], open
communication [8], and a safe, inclusive environment [37].
Fun was reported to boost motivation and desire to learn
by driving exploration [21], a sense of meaningfulness [8],
curiosity [41], and enthusiasm [26]. From a performance
perspective, the articles reported on how fun contributes
to learning [8, 21, 42], improves employee retention [37],
enhances creativity and concentration [21], and ultimately
increases work productivity [25, 26].

The potential negative outcomes of fun were noted
less frequently. Fun may have negative connotations
in professional settings. It may be considered flippant,
escapist, silly, unprofessional, and trivial [13, 14, 43]. Articles
described how the freedom inherent in many fun activities
may create a chaotic atmosphere, leading to unproductive
work [6, 15]. When fun is coercive or introduced in
inappropriate contexts, it risks becoming inauthentic and
condescending, causing cynicism and misery for those
forced to participate in the associated activities [8, 38, 44,
45]. For a full list of outcomes, see Appendix D.

FACTORS INFLUENCING FUN

Thearticles explored 2 broad domains of fun-related factors:
the features of activities that made them more likely to be
fun and the characteristics of people that made them more
likely to have fun. Although few articles addressed the latter,
6 personal characteristics were identified as conceptually
linked with an increased tendency to have fun: younger
age [6, 30, 46-48], emotional stability [6, 45], being female
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[45], openness to experience [44], extroversion [44], and
agreeableness [44].

In contrast, we identified more than 120 features
of activities that may shape how fun they seem to
participants. These features may either enable (e.g,
interactivity [23], surprise [28], cooperation [22]) or inhibit
(e.g., boredom [49], punishment [40], loneliness [28]) the
fun of an activity. We grouped these features into 7 higher-
order categories: safety, novelty, autonomy, playfulness,
purpose, immersion, and social connection (Table 3,
Appendix E). Each category includes features considered
positive (enablers) or negative (inhibitors) as they relate
to fun. No single feature was universally present, and the
relevance of each feature varied by situation and person.
A complex interplay of enablers and inhibitors appeared to
exist simultaneously in all activities regardless of whether
they are considered fun, leading one author to recommend
that “different dimensions of fun should be examined
separately as they may not be of equal importance” [45].

Safety enablers included psychological or physical safety
[6, 24]. Safety inhibitors included danger, threat, stress,
or pain. Although a certain amount of perceived danger
may exist in fun activities (e.g., thrilling or suspenseful), an
overwhelming sense of fear or danger was seen as a safety
inhibitor [13, 40]. The same situation could, at times, work
both ways; for example, many people find skydiving to be
fun and exhilarating, whereas others may find it terrifying
and not fun at all.

Novelty refers to the fresh or spontaneous nature of
fun activities. Novelty enablers may feature an element
of surprise or adventure. Novelty inhibitors are seen when
activities become repetitive, mundane, or boring [14, 22,
28]. In fact, boredom stands out as arguably the feature
most antithetical to fun [22, 27]. Although activities may
exist that are neither fun nor boring, conceiving of an
activity that is simultaneously both boring and fun would
be challenging, if not impossible.

Autonomy has a paramount role in fun activities, as
described in various articles. Fun activities are enabled by
a sense of control and agency [38]. Fun activities typically
allow participants to influence how the activity unfolds
and, in many cases, its outcome. Other fun enablers
include freedom, ownership, and interactivity [22, 38, 41,
46]. Conversely, a lack of choice or mandatory participation
were viewed as autonomy inhibitors [13, 22].

Playfulness enablers include humor, informality,
imagination, fantasy [24, 35, 37], laughter, wackiness,
frivolity, and storytelling [8, 11, 13]. Playfulness is so
strongly associated with fun that some authors argue that
it is a requisite component for defining and recognizing
fun [25, 28, 47]. For children, these two terms are often
used interchangeably, as seen in the expression “fun and
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CLASSIFICATION LABEL

DEFINITION AND EXPLANATION

FUN ENABLERS®

FUN INHIBITORS®

1. Safety Safety refers to environments that minimize physical Peacefulness Hostility
and psychological (.ionger, threat, stress, and pgln [§, Pleasantness Danger
24]. An overwhelming sense of fear or danger is unlikely
to be present during fun activities [13, 40]. Psychological safety Pain
Relaxation Punishment
Respect of boundaries Stress
Safe environment Threat
2. Novelty Novelty is a feature of activities that are fresh or Adventure Mundanity
spo.n.tc.meous, often involving surprise or odventure.‘ . Curiosity Repetitiveness
Activities may be less fun when they become repetitive, i
mundane, or boring [14, 22, 27, 28]. Freshness Tedium
Spontaneity Boredom
Surprise
3. Autonomy Autonomy signifies freedom, agency, and choice, Sense of control Compulsion
highlighting that individual d?C'IS.IOﬂS can influence Freedomn Obligation
outcome [22, 38, 41, 46]. Activities that present a lack ) )
of choice or involve mandatory participation may be Choice Constraint
less fun [13, 22]. Flexibility
Ownership
Voluntary participation
4. Playfulness Playfulness indicates that the activity is humorous, Creativity Strictness
informal, |mag|.not|ve, gr fgntcstlc and mqy involve Fantasy Excessive seriousness
laughter, wackiness, frivolity, and storytelling [8, 11,
13, 24, 35, 37]. Activities may not be fun if they are too Humor
serious. Imagination
Storytelling
Frivolity

5. Purpose

Purpose refers to the sense that activities are more
fun if people have a reason to participate [8, 15, 21].
Activities seen as pointless or a waste of time are less
likely to be considered fun [13, 52].

Accomplishment

Rewards

Extrinsic positive outcome
High personal value
Intrinsic fulfillment

Relevance

Pointlessness
Excessive duration
Focus on material gain
Hassle

Incompetence

Time wasting

6. Immersion

Immersion refers to activities that are engaging,
interesting, experiential, and stimulating [6, 14, 22, 35,
36]. Activities are considered less fun if they are dull,
uninteresting, or rushed [24, 30, 43].

Active participation
Attention
Appropriate challenge

Apathy
Distraction

Dullness

Engagement Limited involvement
Interest Passivity
Physicality Hurry

7. Social connection Social connection is present when activities are Bonding Condescension

experienced with others and there is a sense of
belonging, connection, cooperation, or bonding [14,
22,26, 33]. Activities are less likely to be fun if they are
associated with a negative social experience or isolation
[8,13, 22, 29, 30, 35, 38].

Cooperation
Friendship

Loss of social barriers
Social events

Trust

Exclusion
Isolation
Loneliness
Pretentiousness

Unfriendliness

Table 3 Features of Fun Activities Identified in a Scoping Review of Fun in Education.

@For a complete list of features identified in the reviewed studies, see Appendix E.
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games” [50]. Activities may become less fun if they are too
serious, and strictness was seen as a fun inhibitor.

Purpose refers to the notion that activities are more
fun when people have a reason to participate [21].
Enablers include activities holding an increased expected
task value [51], which may manifest in benefits such as
praise [8], social capital [43], learning [33], developmental
opportunities [21], or a tangible reward [15]. An activity
with a highly relevant purpose may be perceived as more
fun [21, 35]. Conversely, purpose inhibitors include the
perception that activities are pointless or a waste of time
[13, 52].

Immersion enablers include features such as engaging,
interesting, and experiential [6, 14, 36]. Immersive activities
often encourage active participation and provide sensory
stimulation [22, 35]. They strike the delicate balance
between too much challenge and too little challenge,
promoting a state of flow [12, 28]. In contrast, immersion
inhibitors include features such as dull, uninteresting, or
rushed [24, 30, 43]. When people approach activities with
apathy or face excessive distraction, their likelihood of
experiencing fun diminishes [14, 40].

Social connection enablers occur when activities are
shared with others, creating a sense of belonging. As
highlighted in one article, “Fun is more fun when others
are involved” [29]. Fun activities, such as social events and
teambuilding exercises, can break down social barriers and
foster connections, cooperation, and bonding [14, 22, 26,
33]. Conversely, social connection inhibitors are experienced
in negative social interactions including condescension,
unfriendliness, aggressive competition, exclusion, isolation,
loneliness, and marked power differentials [8, 13, 22, 29,
30, 35, 38].

DEFINITION OF FUN

Our scoping review did not reveal a consistent definition
of fun that was agreed upon across the articles. Of the
40 reviewed articles, 11 (27.5%) did not define fun. Of the
remaining 29 articles, 16 (55%) included multiple definitions.
We identified 58 discrete instances of fun being defined
(including definitions repeated in multiple articles): 23 (40%)
seemed novel to that article and 35 (60%) were quoted
from previous sources. Only 9 of the 23 novel definitions
(39%) cited prior work (i.e., building on existing theories or
prior definitions of fun); the others appeared to be created
from the authors’ personal ideas without referencing earlier
work. Appendix B contains a full list of definitions. Common
themes among the definitions included:

1. Positive valence emotional state: Nearly all definitions
linked fun with positive emotions such as enjoyment,
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pleasure, and amusement [6, 8, 11, 12, 21, 23, 25, 26,
30, 37, 40, 43, 47, 53].

2. Engagement and participation: Fun was frequently tied
to active involvement or participation, whether in work,
play, learning, or social activities [6, 11, 21, 23, 25, 26,
28,37, 40, 51].

3. Light-heartedness: A playful or humorous nature
was commonly described, suggesting that fun often
includes elements of creativity, laughter, and frivolity
[8,11, 13, 24, 25, 28, 35, 37, 47, 501.

4. Motivation: Fun was often associated with activities
that people engaged in for their inherent satisfaction,
often described in terms of immersion or flow [6, 23,
26, 28, 29, 43].

Three definitions were quoted repeatedly (more than 5
times each):

1. Fluegge (2008): “Fun at work involves any social,
interpersonal, or task activities at work of a playful or
humorous nature, which provide an individual with
amusement, enjoyment, or pleasure” [25].

2. Ford and colleagues (2003): “A fun work environment
intentionally encourages, initiates, and supports a
variety of enjoyable and pleasurable activities that
positively impact the attitude and productivity of
individuals and groups” [43].

3. Peluchette and Karl (2005): “Experienced fun is the
extent to which a person perceives the existence of fun
in the workplace” [54].

Each of these highly-cited definitions refers explicitly to
workplace settings, and applying these to other contexts
such as traditional education requires both rephrasing
and conceptual adjustment. An additional limitation of
Peluchette and Karl’s [54] definition lies in its circularity—
it uses the existence of fun to define the experience of
fun. Many other definitions associate fun with the closely
related concept of enjoyment. Although enjoyment
represents a general feeling of pleasure, fun implies a more
active and engaging experience. Notably, none of the cited
definitions fully incorporates all the key themes identified
in our synthesis of reviewed articles.

Integrating the salient findings from all articles
included in our review, we synthesized a working definition
of fun, which we propose could generalize across most
contexts, including education: “Fun is a positive emotional
experience arising from active engagement in enjoyable
activities or experiences, often of a playful or amusing
nature, that naturally fosters a desire to sustain or revisit
the activity.”
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DISCUSSION

Although established educational and psychological
frameworks explain many of the factors underlying learner
engagement and motivation, learners and educators
continue to describe educational experiences using the term
fun [14]. The present review synthesizes how this construct
has been conceptualized across diverse literatures, providing
a clearer conceptual foundation for future research. Our
scoping review highlighted several important features of
fun in education. Fun was consistently linked to positive
emotions that are often accompanied by active participation,
increased motivation, and a desire to continue or repeat
enjoyable activities. The associated conceptual frameworks
highlight the cognitive, emotional, and situational features
through which fun has been conceptualized. We grouped
the features of fun activities into 7 categories: safety,
novelty, autonomy, playfulness, purpose, immersion, and
social connection. We found that most definitions of fun
were vague, poorly grounded, circular, or altogether absent,
so we synthesized key findings into a working definition of
fun. A more consistent conceptual foundation may facilitate
clearer communication, improve comparability across
studies, and provide a starting point for future work on
operationalization, measurement, and empirical validation.

IMPLICATIONS

Our findings may have significant implications for all fields of
education. Our summative conceptual synthesis combines
findings from education [7, 12, 14, 21, 22, 24, 26, 32, 35,
36, 41, 49, 53], workplace studies [6, 15, 25, 27, 28, 30, 37,
38, 40, 43, 45, 47, 54, 55], and cognitive psychology [8, 12,
29, 34, 36, 41, 46, 51, 53] to create a framework for quiding
future research. It builds off a 2019 review by Tews and Noe
[6], which helped solidify our understanding of the role of
psychological engagement in fun learning. That review
concluded with a call to understand “how fun influences
learning in different types of training and what aspects of fun
are responsible.” The current study provides a categorization
of the factors that govern the way learners relate to activities
through fun. This will allow for more purposeful investigation
into fun and its effects, both positive and negative.

Our review identified more than 120 features of fun
activities, organized into 7 categories and identified
as either enablers or inhibitors. Though alternative
categorizations could have been made by other
researchers, we consider this framework to be particularly
useful for educators and researchers alike. We note that
not all features were supported by empirical evidence.
However, it seems reasonable to use these enablers and
inhibitors as a starting point in designing fun activities, but
further research is needed to confirm their benefit.
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Although several outcomes were associated with fun
activities, the literature was characterized by considerable
conceptual heterogeneity, with many outcomes examined
in only a small number of studies and relatively little
replication across investigations. This fragmentation limits
the accumulation of evidence and highlights the need
for future research using more consistent definitions,
measures, and outcomes. Such refinement could lead to
more meaningful investigation into situations where fun is
not just a frivolous pursuit but a powerful tool for enhancing
learning, motivation, and overall well-being.

Our findings revealed a total of 22 conceptual
frameworks conceptually linked with fun such as flow
[56] and self-determination theory [57]. Some of these
frameworks address the features of fun activities,
whereas others address characteristics of individuals and
how they experience fun. Associating fun with existing
conceptual frameworks offers a way to rapidly advance our
understanding of its mechanisms and effects. Clarifying
empirical  relationships  between these conceptual
frameworks and fun represents an important direction for
future research.

Our findings suggest that fun should be understood
within the context of both characteristics of individual
learners and the unique setting in which the activity
occurs. The classifications and definitions outlined in this
article offer a foundation for developing hypotheses to
identify which features of fun activities are most influential
in specific groups and environments. Although research on
fun has largely focused on inhibitors and enablers of fun,
little attention has been given to characteristics of learners
that may enhance the experience of fun. This gap presents
an important opportunity to investigate how individual
learner characteristics can shape engagement through fun,
as well as to explore how fun may enhance engagement
without introducing distraction.

Most importantly, our analysis uncovered recurring key
themes in defining fun, which informed a synthesized
working definition of fun. This broadly applicable definition
addresses gaps in prior work by integrating themes
recurring across diverse contexts, including workplace and
educational settings. In particular, this working definition
may prove valuable in educational settings, including
health professions education, where fun has rarely been
studied as a tool for engagement. This definition, along with
the other insights gained in the review, provides educators
and researchers with a conceptual foundation for future
investigation that may inform instructional design.

LIMITATIONS AND STRENGTHS
Our synthesis may reflect biases in the reviewed literature,
including publication bias and potentially overstated
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results. We did not search the Education Resources
Information Center (ERIC) or Web of Science, and therefore
some relevant educational studies may not have been
identified. We intentionally included nonempirical articles
and studies of varying quality to provide a comprehensive
overview of the current state of the field and to delineate
areas for further research into fun in education. This
approach broadens the scope of our findings but limits
our ability to draw conclusions about empirical support
for the associations and outcomes related to fun. Many
of the reviewed articles relied heavily on conceptual
associations rather than on robust empirical data. Also, in
alignment with the methods and purposes of a scoping
review, we did not appraise quality or extract detailed
results for original research studies. Finally, many included
studies were conducted in workplace settings, potentially
limiting generalizability directly to formal educational
environments.

Strengths of this review include the purposeful and
iteratively improved search strategy, extraction in
duplicate of key article features, and linkage of fun with
existing concepts. Our positionality as medical educators
from a diverse interdisciplinary team provided a robust
interpretive framework for adapting insights from other
fields to HPE.

CONCLUSION

These findings suggest a theory-informed conceptual
framework of fun in learning that may provide a foundation
for guiding future research into fun as an educational tool.
This synthesized working definition of fun addresses gaps
in prior research by incorporating recurring themes that
are adaptable across diverse contexts, including health
professions education.
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