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Playfulness in Creative Arts Therapies: Its Effects
and Neurophysiological Mechanisms
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Playfulness stands at the heart of the creative arts therapies, grounded in spontaneity,
creativity, imagination, and shared experience. Playful interactions take place within a ritual
framework that defines the sequence and repetitions of events and the roles of each
participant. Within this safe space, participants can explore freely, step outside routine roles

and predictable patterns, and co-create new meanings together.

This presentation focuses on playful interactions in visual arts, dance movement, and drama.
In a series of studies with more than 150 younger and older adults, we examined the
psychological and neurophysiological effects of different forms of improvised playful
interactions: improvised role-play and dramatic enactment, movement improvisation, and
improvised drawing through squiggle games. Each of these playful interactions is framed
within a clear ritual structure, yet within this framework there is full freedom for endless forms
of expression and spontaneous creation that emerge through interaction between
participants. Playful sessions were compared with more routine control activities, including

exercise classes, coloring tasks, and introductory conversations.

Findings show that playful interactions enhance cognitive functioning, positive affect, and
shared experience. Physiological indicators reveal heightened arousal during play,
suggesting a neurobiological rhythm of social engagement and renewal. We propose that the
repetitions within the playful space balance spontaneity with safety, strengthening the sense
of connection and allowing new discoveries to emerge. These experiences heighten positive

arousal and vitality.

In a complementary neuroimaging study using fMRI, we found that playful environments,
grounded in safe rituals and shared experience, yet infused with novelty and unpredictability,
activate regions of the salience network, supporting exploratory behavior and adaptive

engagement across the lifespan.
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These findings underscore the importance of playful interactions in creative arts therapies,
where the repetitive and ritualized structure creates a safe environment that fosters

exploration, curiosity, novelty, and deeper interpersonal connection.
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