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Yes, autotelic leisure usually improves well-being and can reduce burnout-related fatigue, but
direct head-to-head evidence is limited.

1. Introduction

Unstructured autotelic leisure activities appear to mitigate cognitive burnout and improve psychological well-being, but the evidence
is stronger for broad leisure, enjoyable recovery activities, and self-directed off-job experiences than for strictly “unstructured” leisure
alone. Across workplace, student, clinical, and aging populations, leisure-like activities are associated with lower stress, less fatigue,
better mood, higher quality of life, and in some studies better cognition or attention (Sianoja et al., 2018; Michishita et al., 2016;
Garcia-Villamisar & Dattilo, 2010; Li & Sullivan, 2016). The cleanest contrast with continuous goal-oriented behavior comes from
studies showing that enjoyable or intrinsically motivated activities are experienced more positively than effortful, externally imposed,
or highly expected tasks, and from theory-driven work linking autonomy and enjoyment to recovery (Sianoja et al., 2018; Sahni &
McCabe, 2025; Ginoux et al., 2019).

The literature does not support a simple claim that any unstructured leisure is always better than structured activity. Some structured
leisure interventions such as mindfulness, active rest, music, games, and physical activity reduce stress, burnout, depression, or
fatigue, especially in the short term (Ong et al., 2024; Ramachandran et al., 2022; Wang et al., 2023; De Witte et al., 2020). At the
same time, highly structured or externally rewarded activities can reduce intrinsic motivation or yield weaker enjoyment, and
unstructured activity can bring tradeoffs such as more disruptive behavior in children or uncertain long-term durability in burnout
reduction (Deci, 1971; Lee et al., 2020; Ong et al., 2024).

Do unstructured autotelic leisure activities mitigate cognitive burnout and improve psychological well-being compared to
continuous goal-oriented behaviors?
Requires at least 5 papers that directly answer your question. Try adjusting your query to find more papers.

FIGURE 1 Research consensus on autotelic leisure and well-being

Most included evidence points toward a yes, but with an important qualifier: benefits are clearest when activities are enjoyable, self-
directed, and restorative, whereas the “unstructured” feature by itself is not consistently isolated experimentally (Sianoja et al., 2018;
Sahni & McCabe, 2025).

2. Methods

The search ran across more than 170 million research papers indexed in Consensus, including Semantic Scholar, PubMed, and related
sources. The workflow identified 982 directly retrieved papers, expanded through citation crawling and targeted concept searches,
screened 250 high-relevance records, judged 180 as eligible after relevance filtering, and included the top 50 most relevant papers for
synthesis.

Search Strategy

4M 2.3K 50
= >
Retrieved Eligible Included
@, 23 searches Papers meeting relevance and quality criteria, Top papers selected to be included in the final
after deduplication analysis

L5 1citation graph use

All papers retrieved from 23 searches and 1
citation graph use.

FIGURE 2 Search and screening flow for included literature

Searches combined terms for leisure, intrinsic motivation, burnout, mental fatigue, well-being, recovery, and goal-oriented behavior
across occupational, educational, clinical, and aging contexts.
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3. Results

3.1 Key Papers

A few papers anchor the corpus because they directly test recovery activities against control conditions, synthesize large RCT
literatures, or isolate autonomy and enjoyment as candidate mechanisms. The strongest anchors are a workplace lunch-break
intervention, a major meditation meta-analysis, and a broad occupational e-mental-health meta-analysis (Sianoja et al., 2018; Goyal et
al., 2014; Phillips et al., 2019).

Paper Summary

(Ramachandran et al., 2022) Park walks improved concentration and reduced fatigue via enjoyment (Sianoja et al., 2018)
(Siette et al., 2025) Meditation reduced anxiety and depression, not clearly positive mood (Goyal et al., 2014)
(Edinger et al., 2020) Occupational digital interventions moderately reduced stress and burnout (Phillips et al., 2019)

FIGURE 3 Key papers anchoring the included evidence

3.2 Recovery Versus Effortful Activity

Enjoyable break activities outperform effortful break activities on post-break positive emotion and customer-facing job performance
in the occupational recovery literature cited within the lunch-break intervention paper (Sianoja et al., 2018). In that intervention,
lunchtime park walks improved afternoon concentration and reduced fatigue through enjoyment, while relaxation improved
concentration through detachment and directly lowered strain and fatigue (Sianoja et al., 2018).

Feature Result

Study type Work-break intervention (Sianoja et al., 2018)

Population Employees, park walk n=51; relaxation n=46 (Sianoja et al., 2018)
Activity 15-minute lunch park walks or relaxation (Sianoja et al., 2018)

Main outcomes Better concentration, less fatigue, less strain (Sianoja et al., 2018)
Mediator Enjoyment for walks; detachment for relaxation (Sianoja et al., 2018)
Limitation Tests restorative breaks, not all leisure forms

FIGURE 4 Trial spotlight on restorative lunch-break activities

The strongest direct evidence therefore favors restorative, enjoyable off-task experiences over continued effort, not necessarily
unstructured activity over all structured alternatives.

3.3 Psychological Well-Being

Across populations, leisure and recreation interventions usually improve well-being. An experimental daily-diary study found that a
one-week active leisure intervention increased life satisfaction and positive affect, with competence and autonomy during leisure
mediating benefits (Hu et al., 2020). Recreational games in older adults increased happiness and life satisfaction and reduced
loneliness, although the trial was non-randomized and requires replication (Cakar & Kadioglu, 2025).
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# Consensus

A one-year group leisure program for adults with autism reduced stress and increased satisfaction, independence, competence, and
social interaction, while controls did not improve (Garcia-Villamisar & Dattilo, 2010). Therapeutic recreation during pediatric cancer
hospitalization increased positive affect, reduced mood disturbance, and improved sleep quality, but did not raise physical activity or
social connectedness (Hoag et al., 2022).

Young people with depression rated leisure and social activities as the most enjoyable daily experiences, and activities expected to
happen were enjoyed less, especially in the high-depression group (Sahni & McCabe, 2025).

3.4 Burnout, Fatigue, and Cognitive Outcomes

Dimension

Subjective

enjoyment

Intrinsic motivation

Mental fatigue

Burnout symptoms

Cognition/attention

Leisure-like/self-directed activity

Higher for leisure and social
activity

Supported by autonomy and
competence

Reduced by active rest, music,
park walks

Reduced by mindfulness and
exercise-based interventions

Often improved by leisure
activities

Continuous or externally
driven activity

Lower for expected,
scheduled study/work

Can be undermined by
external rewards

Worsens after demanding
tasks without recovery

Not reliably reduced by
ongoing demands alone

Traditional or no-activity
controls often weaker

Citations

(Sahni & McCabe, 2025)

(Hu et al., 2020; Deci, 1971)

(Jacquet et al., 2021; Sianoja et al.,
2018)

(Wang et al., 2023; Brand et al.,
2020; Baghurst & Kelley, 2014)

(Lv et al., 2025; Doi et al., 2017; Li
& Sullivan, 2016)

FIGURE 5 Comparison of leisure and goal-oriented activity outcomes

Leisure effects also extend to cognition, although these studies usually compare leisure interventions with usual care or traditional
rehabilitation rather than with continuous goal-directed work. Meta-analyses in older adults found that leisure activities improved
global cognition, memory, executive function, and quality of life (Lv et al., 2025; He et al., 2025). Green views during classroom breaks
improved attention and stress recovery, supporting attention-restoration mechanisms relevant to cognitive burnout (Li & Sullivan,
2016).

Results Timeline
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FIGURE 6 Timeline of influential leisure and recovery studies; larger markers indicate more citations
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The timeline shows an early emphasis on intrinsic motivation and meditation, a middle phase focused on workplace recovery and
active leisure, and a recent expansion into cognition, clinical populations, and mechanism-oriented intervention design (Deci, 1971;
Goyal et al., 2014; Sianoja et al., 2018).

Top Contributors

Type Name Papers

Author J. Dattilo [a3dc5701ce57521a85783e3507936eb3]
Author Patrick Bard [612fee0847625e5b8fbec09415cd79f9]
Author J. Thumboo [a2f9d9d8abfe5a9ebb0542f057c5babd]
Journal Journal of Occupational Health Psychology [8eaadaOdedfb594aa7ece323ea26b127]
Journal JAMA internal medicine [2f484c49928d52a790d352a308c753cc]
Journal Neuroscience [612fee0847625e5b8fbec09415cd79f9]

FIGURE 7 Authors and journals appearing most in included papers

4. Discussion

The evidence supports the broad proposition that leisure-like, enjoyable, and self-determined activities help psychological well-being
and can relieve fatigue or burnout-related symptoms, but it only partly answers the specific “unstructured autotelic” version of the
question. Many of the strongest studies test structured interventions such as mindfulness, music, guided active rest, organized
games, or prescribed physical activity rather than spontaneous leisure alone (Ong et al., 2024; Ramachandran et al., 2022; De Witte et
al., 2020). That means the best-supported active ingredient is not “absence of goals” per se, but a cluster of autonomy, enjoyment,
detachment, competence, and recovery (Hu et al., 2020; Ginoux et al., 2019).

The corpus is also consistent on limits. Long-term effects are often weaker or inconsistently sustained in mindfulness and burnout
interventions (Ong et al., 2024; Wang et al., 2023; Tating et al., 2023). Physical activity alone can reduce burnout and depression but
may not normalize functioning, and intense fitness can itself become stressful for some participants (Brand et al., 2020; Baghurst &
Kelley, 2014). Unstructured play can raise happiness yet also increase disruptive behavior in young children, showing that more
freedom is not uniformly beneficial across outcomes (Lee et al., 2020).

Still, the contrast with continuous goal-oriented behavior is meaningful. Externally rewarded or imposed activity tends to weaken
intrinsic motivation, and highly expected tasks are enjoyed less than leisure, especially in vulnerable groups such as youth with
depression (Deci, 1971; Sahni & McCabe, 2025). That pattern fits the repeated observation that enjoyable, preferred, and self-directed
activities produce better recovery and mood than effortful or controlled activities (Sianoja et al., 2018; Ginoux et al., 2019).

Evidence
Claim Strength Reasoning Papers
Leisure-like enjoyable Supported across experimental, quasi- (Hu et al., 2020; Garcia-
activities improve s experimental, and review evidence in workers, Villamisar & Dattilo, 2010;
. . t . .
psychological well-being rong older adults, ASD, and hospital settings Hoag et al., 2022)
Restorative leisure activities Multiple interventions show lower fatigue, (Sianoja et al., 2018;
reduce fatigue and stress strain, and stress after active rest, relaxation, Jacquet et al., 2021; De
St . . .
symptoms rong music, or mindfulness Witte et al., 2020)
Autonomy and intrinsic Evidence repeatedly points to competence, (Hu et al., 2020; Sahni &
enjoyment are key autonomy, enjoyment, and self-determination McCabe, 2025; Ginoux et
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Evidence
Claim Strength Reasoning Papers
mechanisms Moderate as mediators or explanatory mechanisms al., 2019)
Unstructured leisure is ." Direct head-to-head evidence is scarce (Lee et al., 2020; Ong et
superior to structured well- Weak because many effective interventions are al., 2024; Goyal et al.,
being interventions e themselves structured 2014)
Continuous goal-oriented Supported by observational and theory-linked (Sianoja et al., 2018; Sahni
behavior dampens enjoyment studies, but rarely tested as a direct randomized & McCabe, 2025; Deci,
Moderat .
and recovery oderate comparison 1971)

FIGURE 8 Key claims and supporting evidence in the corpus

5. Conclusion

Overall, unstructured autotelic leisure activities appear to mitigate cognitive burnout and improve psychological well-being,
especially when they are enjoyable, self-directed, and restorative. The strongest evidence supports leisure broadly and autonomy-rich
recovery experiences rather than a narrow claim that unstructured leisure always outperforms every structured activity. Compared
with continuous goal-oriented behavior, leisure tends to be more enjoyable and more restorative, but the literature still lacks many
direct head-to-head trials.

Research Gaps

The main gap is causal evidence that isolates “unstructured” and “autotelic” features from other ingredients such as social contact,
exercise, mindfulness, and environmental exposure. The corpus also underrepresents direct comparisons against sustained goal-
oriented work or study demands.

Topic/Outcome RCT data Direct comparison Long-term follow-up Mechanism
Burnout reduction in workers 2 2 4
Cognitive fatigue recovery 4 3 1 4
Unstructured leisure specifically 2 1 1 2
Older-adult cognition 10 5 4 5
Depression-related enjoyment/autonomy 3 2 2 4

Open Research Questions

Direct comparative trials would clarify whether spontaneity itself matters, or whether autonomy and enjoyment are the real active

ingredients.

Question Why

Do self-chosen unstructured leisure breaks reduce cognitive burnout more This would isolate whether unstructured choice
than equally enjoyable but instructor-led recovery activities? adds benefits beyond enjoyment and rest.

Does continuous goal-oriented digital work impair mood and attention more Most current studies do not directly control these
than intermittent autotelic leisure, when total time and social contact are confounders in head-to-head designs.

matched?
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Question Why
Which mechanism best explains benefit: autonomy, enjoyment, detachment, Mechanism-focused trials could identify the
mastery, or social connectedness? smallest effective ingredients for scalable

interventions.

In answer to the question: yes, autotelic leisure generally helps well-being and recovery from burnout-related fatigue, but evidence
specifically favoring unstructured leisure over all goal-oriented behavior remains moderate rather than definitive.

These search results were found and analyzed using Consensus, an Al-powered search engine for research. Try it at
https:/consensus.app. © 2026 Consensus NLP, Inc. Personal, non-commercial use only; redistribution requires copyright holders’

consent.
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