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ABSTRACT 

Children's involvement in fantasy behaviors, for example the 

creation of i maginary companions, has received attention because of 

its' potential as a contribution to development as we ll as a source 

of · "concern" about possible complications. 

There were 2 major purposes to this study. The first purpose 

ii 

was to determine the attitudes held by parents about th~ir child having 
. 

imaginary companions . Both fathers and mothers were included in the 

sample . . The second purpose was to examine the popular and professional 

child-rearing books to determine what trend or trends of advice is given 

to parents about what to do if their chilcl has an imaginary companion . 

One hundred parents of 3- 5-year-old children were selected from 

two preschool programs and two kindergartens of public schools in 

the Greater Victoria area. A questionnaire instrument, Inventory of 

Child Behaviors, was developed for the study and a<lministered tc 30 

mothers and 30 fathers . A semi-structured interview measure was also 

developed and administered to 20 mothers and 20 fathers. 

In general, this study found the majority of parents are either 

neutral or slightly discouraging to situations involving chjldren 

engaging in make-believe play. The resuits do in<licatc that mothers 

t end to show a more favorable attitude t owax-d fantasy beh:wior in their 



child than do fathers . 'TI1 c survey of the child- rearing li tcrature 

l ed to the conclusion th at parents are advised to remain neutral or 

to encourage thi s type of f antasizing behavior in children. 

J_ll 
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CHAPTER 1 

Statement of Problem 

A universal characteristic attributed to children is their 

ability to engage in make-believe play. Imaginative behavior in 

children is often both an item of pride and concern for parents. 

There are related problems that occur to parents about their child's 

ability to appreciate the difference between reality and this form 

of play. Until recently there has been very little research, com­

pared to other behavior of children, on imaginative behavior. A 

specific example of make-believe behavior is the imaginary companion. 

Most of the literature on imaginative behavior and imaginary 

companions in children deals with issues such as the psychological 

meaning of imaginary companions, the incidence of imaginary companions , 

and the possible motivations for creating imaginary companions . A 

small number of empirical studies have been conducted. Typically, 

they have dealt with descriptive information such as age range when 

children are most likely to create an imaginary companion, the sex, 

age, size and type of imaginary companion cr eated. Oth er studies 

have attempt ed to determine whether children with imaginary companions 

will be able to distingui sh reality from fanta sy. 

Except for a few passing r efer ences , l i ttle publi shed research 

has been done in th e a r ea of parenta l at t itude s and conc erns, if any , 

about their children creating an imaginary compani on. Recent studi es 
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by Singer (1973, 19 76) have shown that f antasy is an i mpor t ant part 

of a child's l i fe. Until r ecently f antasy, specifically the creation 

of imaginary companjons, has often been ignored as an aspect of the 

child's no rma l development . Certa in ly, it i s characteristic of young 

children that they do fantasize, yet the interpretation pf this behavior 

has often been contradictory and even confusing. Consequently parents, 

when confronted with f antasizing behavior in their children, must 

wonder if this behavior should be encouraged or discouraged. Hurlock 

(1972) states "A question often asked by parents and teachers is: 

' How much should children's imaginations be cultivated; how much 

repressed in f avor of an acceptance of cold facts?'" (p. 300) 

The present study was undertak en to establish whether or not 

parents are concerned about th eir children creating imaginary com­

panions. 

The first, and major purpose of this study is to determine th e 

attitudes held by parents about children having imaginary compan ions. 

These attitudes toward imaginary companions were measured and examined 

to determine the degree to which parents are concerned about their 

child engaging in this form of fantasizing behavior . Th e ques tionnaire 

instrument was also designed to measure parental attitudes toward 

children engaging in decei tful behaviors in an effort to determine 

whether fantasy and deceit behavi ors were viewed by paren t s as being 

similar . 
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The second purpose is to examine the popular and professional child­

rearing books to determine what trend or trends of advice is given 

to parents about what to do if their child has an imaginary companion. 

That is, in terms of the development of the child, are parents advised 

to encourage, ignore, or discourage this imaginative behavi~r in their 

children, or are there all three points of view. It is also possible 

that this literature may ignore the topic. 

This study was considered to be important in that it would make 

a contribution for counsellors and other professionals who consult 

with parents and children about the developmental function of make­

believe in general, and imaginary companions specifically. An important 

initial stage in preparing for such consultation is to know what views 

parents generally hold about this phenomeoonand also what research 

and popular child-rearing literature have to say about this occurrence. 

The study is important because it raised the possibility that parental 

attitudes may be in disagreement with either the child-rearing liter­

ature or the developmental research. 

A particularly unique characteristic of the study was to include 

both fathers and mothers in studying parental attitudes. Few available 

studies have included the father in the study of parental behavior: 

"The overwhelming majority of studies on the effects of parent-child 

interaction on child development have focussed on only one parent, 

the mother" (Russell, 1978, p. 1174). Furthermore, the study served 

to integrate information from sources which are not usually considered 
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simultaneously: developmental psychology, popular parenting literature 

and parents' views. 

In summary, this study considered the following six questions: 

1. Is the attitude of parents toward children having imaginary 

companions, as indicated by a frequency count for each of tne five : 

fantasy items, one of encouragement or discouragement? 

2. (a) Do parents of daughters, as indicated by the A effect 

of a two-way analysis of variance, have different attitudes toward 

fantasy than parents of sons? (b) Are the attitudes held by mothers, 

as indicated by the B effect of a two-way analysis of variance, dif­

ferent from the attitudes held by fathers? (c) Do mothers of daughters, 

as indicated by the AB effect of a two-way analysis of variance, have 

different attitudes than mothers of sons? (d) Do fathers of daughters, 

as indicated by the AB effect of a two-way analysis of variance, have 

different attitudes than fathers of sons? 

3. Are there differences in parents' attitudes toward fantasy 

behavior and their attitudes toward lying behavior, as indicated by 

a correlation between the two ratings? 

4. Is fantasizing behavior, specifically the phenomenon of imag­

inary companions dealt with in the child-rearing literature? 

5. To what degree are parents advised by authors of child-rearing 

books to encourage their children having imaginary companions? 



s 

6. (a) What correspondence exists between the advice presented 

in the child-rearing literature and the current attitudes of parents 

in the sample toward children having imaginary comp anions? (b) What 

correspondence exists among the conclusions about imaginary companions 

drawn from psychological studies and the two groups already dealt with , 

in (a) part of this question? 
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CHAPTER 2 

REVIEW OF TI-IE LI TERATURE 

Frequency of Imaginary Companions 

The literature on the incidence of imaginary companions contains 

many discrepancies which are due es sentially to two r easons. First, 

children vary in the extent t hey are willing to reveal their imaginary 

playmates (Jersild, Telford and Sawry, 1975). Only if children openly 

play with their imaginary playmate will the parents then know that 

their child has one; not all children are so wi lling to reveal their 

secret friend (Ames and Learned, 1946). Recognition of concerns of 

parents about imaginary companions of their children is provided by 

Vostrovsky and Stanford (1 894) and Hurlock (1972) who reported t hat 

parental ridicule of a child playing with an imaginary companion 

causes the child to become secretive. Development of accurate statis tics 

about incidence of imaginary companions is therefore impaired since 

parents may not be aware, or choose not to admit, that their child 

has an imaginary playmate. 

The second reason for discrepancies i n the reported incidence 

of i maginary companions is that the criteria us ed by diffe rent authors 

to define imaginary companions have not been uniform. Some authors 

include fantasizing behaviors which ar e exclud ed by others . Svendsen 

(1934) defined imagi nary companions i n the f ollowing way : 



... an invisible character, nimed and r eferred 
to in conversation with other persons or pl ayed 
with directly for a period of t i me, at least 
s everal months , havi ng an air of r eality for the 
child but no appa r ent objectiv e basis. This 
excludes that type of imaginat ive play in which 
the child himself assumes the role of some pers on 
in his environment. (p. 988) 

Margaret Sutherland (1971) defines imaginary companions to 

include th e personification of obj ec ts~ She says: 

Th e companion can appear in a numb er of ways . 
Sometimes the companion has an actual physical , 
presence as a battered and decrepit toy, 
possibly, or some object rejoicing in a peculiar­
sounding name : but often the companion is vi sib le 
only to th e child. (p. 84) 

Stone and Church (1968) extend a defin i tion that would include 

all forms of fantasy mani £es tat ions . TI1ey define the imaginary 

companion i n this f ashion : 

We use the term imaginary companion to include 
not only imaginary pl aymates, animal or human, 
but also imaginary realms, identiti es , and play­
thi ngs whi ch seem to be treated as though th ey 
have an autonomous psychological existence. 
(p. 280) . 

As can be seen in these three samples of criteria used to define 

imaginary companions, they do vary substantia l ly. The re sult is tha t 

the reported incidence of imaginary companions fluctuates accordingly . 

As reported in Table 1, incidence has varied from 12% to 50% depending 

on th e defi nit ion of imaginary companions and the sample considered. 

Several of th e studies appeared to have r e lied on retrospective 

accounts by adults , thereby bringing the da ta into some question. 

7 
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Table 1 

Reported Inci dence of Imaginary Companions 

Year of Incidence 
Authors Subjects Studied 

Study of I. C. 

Hurl ock and Burstein 1932 31% of women high school and 

23% of men college students 

Jersi l d , A&C and 1933 36% children 

Markey 

Svendson 1934 13.4% children 

Ames and Learned 1946 21% children 

Schaefer 1969 12-31 % 8 criterion 

groups of 

adolescents 

Manosevitz, Prentice 1973 28% children 

and Wilson 

Stone and Church 1973 50% female college 

students 



For the purposes of this study, i.maginary companions will refer 

to an imaginary character acknowledged by the chil d, including a 

person, animal or object, with which the child interacts on a 

recurring basis . 

Breckenridge and Vincent (1965) and Singer (1973, 1976) report 

that since so many children engage in fantasizing behavior and create 

imaginary compan i ons during the preschool years, the practice may be 

regarded as normal. This viewpoint of fantasy being a normal aspect 

in the deve l opment of the child is further supported by Kappelman 

(1975) who reports: 

All children have fantasi es, just as adu lts do. 
But children are not forced to deal with reality 
as directly and forcefully on a daily basis as 
adults are; therefore, they can daydream with 
greater case and abandon. During this early 
period (between two and four) children have a 
natural tendency to create a fantasy world. 
(p. 44) 

Ames and Learned (1946) indicate that the imaginary companion 

frequently discussed in literature as a somewhat unique phenomenon, 

would be better considered as merely a part of a total "imagination 

gradient" (p. 60), any or all parts of which may quite naturally 

9 

occur in any one child. Table 2 pres ents a summary of the outstanding 

fantasy behaviors of this imagination gradi~nt . These behaviors are 

tabulated according to the age order of thei r appearance. Ages given 

are the ages when the behavior is strongest . Thus Ames and Learned 

indicate that the creation of imaginary companions is part of the 



Table 2 

Gradient of Kinds of Imaginative Behavior 

Behavior Typical Age Range 

Imaginative play with objects 24 - 36 months .;2 - 3y r 

Animates objects 30 months c} 'I-;__ 

Plays role of a baby 33 months J. 3;4 

Plays with imaginary object 33 - 36 mcnths 9 3/L\ - 3 

Plays with imaginary animal 30 - 42 months c)_ '17.. - 3 l;L 

Impersonates animal 30 - 48 months ,2, '1'}.. - t{ 

Has imaginary human companion 36 - 42 months 3 - ?:>'1.,__, 

Personalizes object 36 - 48 months 3 - 4 
Impersonates another person 42 - 54 months 3 ~;l. - l-f 1/~ 

Imaginary companion - not divulged s - 10 years 

to adult 

Note: From "Imaginary Companions and Related Ph enomena" by 
L. B. Ames and J. Learned, Journ a l of Genetic Psychology, 
1946, 69, 147-167. 



natural deve lopment of the child and is also only one par t in the 

normal development of imaginary behavior. 

Not a ll f antasy behavior i s productive or innocuous ; it can 

11 

be unproductive and patho logical . Three styles of fant asy behavio r 

are found in young children . The first style can be described as a 

"Nightmare Alice " fantasy life. These i ndividuals are characteri zed 

by a great deal of tortured self-examination and drives towards ach­

ievement and heroic accomplishment, all of which make for a negatively 

toned fant asy life. Examples would include a fear of separation 

from parents possibly manifested in a school phobia , oi hearing a 

fire engin e and being concerned that it is their house that is on fire. 

The s econd style of fantasy behavior can be described as a 

"Walter Mitty" fant asy life. This style includes extremely anxious, 

self doubting, fearful individuals, disorgani zed in thoughts and 

l acking any c l ear elaborate daydreams except those that are oriented 

around possible f ailure fantasies. These i ndividua l s have little 

orientation toward achievement, pers istence, and primariiy seek t o 

maximize t he possibility of some form of external r einfo rcement. 

Mindwandering, boredom , and escapism would be manifestations of this 

styl e of i maginary behavior . Examples would include imagining an 

honor-ro l l award instead of studying or dreams of popularity and 

dating instead of meeting people. 

The third style of fantasizing behavior can be describ ed as 
0 v~ 
a "Playful Alternat ives " fantasy li fe . Thjs s tyl e is characterjzed 
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by a generally positive orientation toward, and an acceptance of, 

one's inner experience. These individuals experience a good deal of 

interest in their own visual and auditory imaginary capacity and 

indicate a high rate of thoughtfulness and fairly elaborate fantasy 

activity. Examples of this type of fantasizing behavior would inclutle 
~ ~ 

imaginary companions, dressing up and imaginative word play. 

(Knowles, 1976) It is this third style of positive and healthy 

imaginary behavior that is the focus of this study. 

Background and General Findings on Imaginary Companions 

Age Range of Occurrence of Imaginary Companions 

Authors report varying age ranges for the likelihood of imaginary 

companions occurring. Vostrovsky and Stanford (1894) state that 

"the age when these visible beings first arise varies, anytime from 

the first to the thirteenth year of a child's life" (p. 396). Hurlock 

and Burstein (1932) found that: 

... among girls, the age at which the imaginary 
companion is most likely to appear is between five 
and seven years of age. Boys experienced the 
phenomenon at a considerably later age than did 
girls. One-third of the group fixed the age of 
the first appearance of the imaginary playmate at 
the stage between seven and nine years of age. 
(p. 385) 

Bender and Vogel (1941) discussed fourteen case studies of 

children with imaginary companions who ranged in age from five to 

ten years. The Harriman study (1937) indicates that the imaginary 

companion phenomenon is not restricted to the age group so far described. 
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Harriman reported on the experiences of college students in psychology 

who kept their imaginary companions longer than has been usually 

noted. In one case he describes a student who reported that his 

imaginary companion began when he was four and stayed with him through 

high school. 

Although the above mentioned studies indicate that imaginary 

companions occur at various ages, the general consensus is that this 

y phenomermusually makes its appearance from 2½ to 5 to 6 years; with 
' 

the peak being in the preschool years, that is, between 3 and 4 years 

of age (Ames and Learned, 1946; Breckenridge and Vincent, 1965; 

Nagera, 1969). 

Ames and Learned (1946) provide a summary of the general agree­

ments found in the literature on imaginary companions. These include: 

1. The usual age for occurrence is 2½ to 6 years of age. The 

imaginary companion is customarily dropped at the age of school 

entrance. 

2. More girls than boys experience these phenomena. Imagi nary 

companions occur most frequently in children of superior intelligence 

and with limited opportunities for companionship. 

3. Companions may be animals, individual people, or whole 

families. Commonplace names usually predominate, though some are 

very imaginative. The imaginary companion is usually the same sex 

as the child and older than the child. 



4. The companions role is usually that of friend, sub­

ordinate, scapegoat or ideal self. Some children are secretive about 

their companions; others share them openly . 

14 

More recent studies have found that some of the above have been 

over generalizations; yet they basically still hold true. Children 

with siblings, as well as only children have imaginary companions. 

However, as Singer (1968) points out, "children in the middle of large 

families are less inclined toward fantasy play. They are caught up 

in direct imitation of other children. It takes time and solitude 

to develop a rich imaginative life" (p. 24). Ames and Learned (1946) 

and Jersild, Telford and Sawry (1975) report that children who have 

a.Jijple opportunity for companionship as well as those who do not, have 

imaginary companions. Jersild et al.further suggest that more 

girls having imaginary companions than boys reflects a cultural rather 

than a genuine developmental difference. 

A question that may be of concern to parents is, "What are the 

long term effects, if any, of children who have imaginary companions?" 

Schaefer (1969) conducted a study on the long range impact of the 

phenomemnof imaginary companions. His subjects were eight hundred 

adolescent boys and girls from ten high schools in greater New York. 

He selected these schools, first, because they offered courses providing 

opportunity for creative activities and, second, because they had an 

outstanding record of awards, prizes and other indications of creative 

student achievement in the artistic or scientific fields. The 



artistic field covered both art and writing, while the scientific 

field included the natural sciences and mathematics. During an 

extensive biographical inventory Schaefer asked students if they had 

ever had an imaginary companion. Thus, it was retrospective self-
. 

reports provided by the adolescents from which Schaefer drew his 

conclusions. His hypothesis that the imaginary companion phenomenon 

is related to the creative impulses received partial support. For 

both- sexes, students who produced creative works of a literary nature 

had a greater incidence of the imaginary companion phenomenon in 

their childhood than control groups of non-creative students. There 

was a lack of support for his hypothesis in the scientific field. 

Psychological Meaning of Imaginary Companions 

"We can begin by saying that happy people never make phantasies, 

only unsatisfied ones" (1925, p. 176), encapsulates Freud's position 

on fantasizing _behavior. Freud theorized that fantasy processes grew 

out of early hallucinatory experiences of childhood during periods 

of drive arousal when gratification was delayed. Fantasy operates 

mainly as a neurotic defense providing an outlet for unfulfilled 

wishes and is, in the long run, unhealthy. 

Maria Montessori (1973) presents the theoretical position that 

an active imagination is healthy, as long as it is controlled and 

regulated. Thus, it is important to take the young child and teach 

him sciences, mathematics, geography, etc., so that he can use 

15 



his imagination usefully and productively in structured areas. 

Thi s structure i s especially i mportan t until the child reaches 

the age of eleven or twelve . Otherwise, ~lontessori f rowned upon 

fantasy as a pathological t end ency of early childhood. 
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Reports of a recent seri e s of research studies have been pre­

sented by Singer (1961, 1973, 1976, 1977a), a clinical psychologist 

at Yale University . Singer has reported support for the hypothesis 

that the ability to fantasize and engage in make-believe play is not 

only enjoyable for the child but also contributes to the child's 

acquisition of varied vocabulary, imaginary skill deve lopment, plus 

the ability to tolerate waiting periods. 

A natural question for parents and educators to ask is whether 

imaginative children who have been encouraged to develop make-believe 

play, may als o be inc lined to become so absorbed in it that they lose 

touch with reality and are not able to make adequat e discriminati6ns 

between the i r f antasies and their play experiences in reality. Singer 

(1966, 1973) has sugges ted that there is little risk of overinvolve ­

ment in fantasy experiences, and that the experi ence of engaging in 

make-believe play might actually help the child to more effectively 

discriminate fantasy from reality. Sutton-Smith (19 74) added further 

support when he suggested that th e chi ld who is engaging in fantasy 

activity is l earning to acquire a s ense of power over pl ay activities 

and is able to reco gnize more completely what can ,:md canno t be con­

troll ed through such activities . He adds "make believe play is 



symbolic play. Children play with representations of things rather 

than with things themselves, and that is what so much of the modern 

world is like. We manage our lives with words, pictures or numbers, 

all of which are symbols" (1974, p. 111). Tucker's study (as cited 

in Singer, 1977a) approaches the question about the possible risks 

of imaginative play in her investigation of the role of fantasy in 

cognitive-affective functioning. The sample in her study consisted 

of 134 children who had relatively normal IQ's (90-125) and ranged in 

age from 9-11 years. Her hypothesis consisted of two parts; however, 
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it was the second part that is germane to this question. In the second 

part of her hypothesis she proposed that subjects who were considered 

to be high fantasizers, as indicated by the Singer "Predisposition 

Interview," would recall an adventure story more completely, accurately 

and with more embellishments than subjects who showed very little fantasy 

predisposition. The results indicated consistent support for this part 

of her hypothesis. The high fantasy group yielded superior performance 

on completeness and accuracy of story response and on embellishment 

of story. These results indicate that a group of 11-year-olds who are 

predisposed to make-believe are more accurate in story material recall 

and less prone to introduce distortions in the story than children who 

lack comparable imaginative predisposition. 

Freud, Montessori and such recent researchers as Singer, 

Sutton-Smith and Tucker provide alternative and somewhat opposing view­

points on fantasy and imaginative behavior in children. The existence 



of such di sagreement amo ng child development specia l ists wou ld appear 

t o have implications for parents who are looki ng fo T gu :i de lines con­

cerning the imaginative behavior of thei r own ch ildren . For this 

researcher t hi s disagreement rai sed the question about what at titude s 

parents have when thei r children engage in imagina t ive behavior, 

specifically creating an imaginary companion. Many popular books on 

chi l d-rearing have been deve loped to provide parents with interpre­

t ations of contributions from child development studies . Parents 

of t en turn to this child-rearing literature to gain information on 
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how to deal wi th thei r child's behavior. Since such di sagreement 

exi sts among child development specialists a sample of the most popular 

child-rearing literature was examined as part of this study to 

ascertain wh ether th e advice given i n these books refl ected th i s 

agreement (see Tab l e 11) . 

1 • GlS ·· 

Manos evit z, Prent i ce and Wilson (1973) in the second part of a 

questionnaire study, measured parenta l attitudes toward their children 

having imaginary companions . It is important to note that in most 

cases the questionnaire was completed by the mother even though question­

naires were sent home to both parents . The parents in thi s study had 

children who current ly or in th e recent pas t had an imaginary com­

panion . These parents described the fami ly s t ructure , pl ay activiti es , 

persona l characteristics of the children as well as char acteristics 

of t heir imaginary companions, plus atti tudes and treatment of the 

child and the imagi nary compan j on . The following conc lusion was made: 



The atti tucles of parents toward their child ' s 
imagi nary cornpani on were descri bed as "good fo r 
the chi l d" by 62 %, and as "having no effect " 
0!1 t he ch ild by 42%, a l though 4% of the parents 
fe lt th e imaginary companion had a "harmful 
effect" on the chi ld . . . . Parents encouraged 
t he imaginary companion in SO% of the cases , 
i gnored it in 43% of the cases, whil e only 7% 
discouraged the child' s i maginary companion . 
(p. 76) 

Differenti a l Att itudes of Mothers and Fathers 

The fo cus of thi s review is on psychological studies which 

include both parents in the sampl e in an attempt to document any 

different behaviors wh ich fathers as compared to mothers engage in 

with their chi ld. In one study ( Lamb, 1976a), 7-8-month-old infants 
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were obs erved interacting with both parents in their homes . Lamb ' s 

premise was that much of the interaction between infants and their 

parents takes place in the context of socia l pl ay so he att. 0mpted to 

det ermine not only the respons e of the infants to pl ay initiated by 

their parents but also the character of mo ther - and fa th er - infant 

pl ay . He fou nd that overall there was neither a greater munoer of 

play episodes nor a greater amount of time spent in play with fathers 

t han with mothers. However, th e average response to play with fathers 

was significant l y more positive than play with mothers . Mothers 

showed a t endency to initiat~ more play wi t h daughte r s than with sons , 

and fath ers i::ngagcc! in the same amount of play with sons and daughters . 

There were no sex differences in th e respons es to p lay bids by t he 

adults. Although fa th cr s did not play more of ten with the i n fan t s 
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than the mothers did, the type of play in which they engaged differed. 

Mothers engaged in more conventional and toy-mediated types of play, 

while fathers initiated a more physical, rough-and-tumble type of 

play. Tradionally, mothers are more involved in day-to-day care­

taking activities which means that most often mothers would.pick up 

their child to engage in caretaking activities. Fathers, on the other 

hand, are far more likely to pick up their children to play with them, 

which would account for the child preferring to be held by the father. 

Further support for this hypothesis is provided in another study con­

ducted by Lamb (1976b) which found that 2-year-old infants (particul­

arly boys) were most likely to initiate play with their fathers than 

with their mothers when both parents were present. Likewise, Lynn 

and Cross (1974) reported that, when given the choice between playing 

with their mothers or their fathers, boys of 2-years and older chose 

their ·fathers; girls shifted from wanting their fathers to wanting 

their mothers between 2 and 4 years of age . These results are congruent 

with the findings of an earlier study of parental preferences (Ammons 

and Ammons, 1949). 

Lamb further reported another area in which mothers and fathers 

interact differently with their children as described in an informal 

study by Biller (Lamb, 1976b). Whereas mothers were more likely to 

inhibit the child's exploration, Biller notes that fathers encouraged 

their child's curiousity and urged them to attempt to solve cognitive 

and motoric challenges. These findings further support the hypothesis 
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that mothers tend to encourage their child to engage in activities 

which facilitate their caretaking role, in this case, discourag ing the 

child from exploring the house and its contents. 

It appears from these studies with infants and young children 

that mothers, due to their caretaking role, gear activities with their 

child in a direction that would make the job of caretaking easier. 

Thus, even though mothers physically have more contact with their 

infants than fathers, mothers tend to encourage their child to engage 

in activities (i.e. toy-mediated play) which allow the mother the 

opportunity to attend to other matters. Fathers, on the other hand, 

despite spending less time with their children tend to engage in more 

activities which require the father's full involvement. 

I 



CHAPTER 3 

METHOD 

Subjects 

Parents who had at least one child between the ages of 3-5-years 

were selected for this study. The population consisted of parents 

who sent their child to either a playschool or a kindergarten in an 

elementary school in the Greater Victoria area. The sample consisted 

of 100 parents who were selected to provide equal numbers of fathers 

and mothers for each of sons and daughters. Thus, the sample con­

sisted of 25 mothers of sons, 25 mothers of daughters, 25 fathers of 

sons, and 25 fathers of daughters. Intact families with both partners 

present were preferred; 94 of the parents were intact families. 

Parents of children between the ages of 3-5-years were the target 

sample since research indicates that fantasy behavior peaks in child­

ren during these ages. 
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Gaining access to parents, especially fathers is a difficult task. 

For this reason, it was decided that through contacting the schools 

and gaining permission to se.nd form letters home with the children, 

parents of both sexes would be reached. 

The sample reported in Table 3 was derived from the kindergartens 

of Fairburn and Hillcrest Elementary Schools plus the preschool 

classes of Gingerbread and Jack Horner Playschools. An attempt was 

made to sample both fathers of sons and of daughters from both types 

of programs. 



Sex of Sex of 

Parents Child 

Mother Son 

Daughter 

Father Son 

Daughter 

Mother 

Father 

Total 

Son 

Daughter 

Son 

Daughter 

Table 3 

Number of Parents Selected from 

Each School or Program Location 

School or Program 

Gingerbread Jack Horner Fairburn Hillcrest 

4 

5 

4 

5 

2 

4 

2 

4 

30 

Questionnaire Sample 

3 

5 

4 

5 

Interview Sample 

3 

3 

3 

3 

29 

3 

2 

3 

2 

2 

1 

2 

1 

16 

5 

3 

4 

3 

3 

2 

3 

2 

25 

Total 

15 

15 

15 

15 

10 

10 

10 

10 

100 
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Occupations of the parents of the Fairburn group of children 

included skilled trades people and some professionals. At Hillcrest, 

most parents were in professional occupations. At Jack Horner a 

greater proportion of mothers seemed to work, primarily at clerical 

jobs. Fathers of the Jack Horner group worked primarily ai skilled: 

trades. There was a wider range of occupational backgrounds for 

parents of the Gingerbread group. Fathers included equal proportions 

of skilled trades and professionals. Almost half the mothers were 

housewives; others worked as waitresses, hairdressers, teachers and 

clerical workers. 

Instruments 

Two measures were developed for use in this present study. The 

Inventory of Child Behaviors Measure provided a self report by the 

parent and the Semi-Structured Interview approach provided an opport­

unity for the researcher to ask follow-up questions. 

Inventory of Child Behaviors Measure 

Development. An Inventory of Child Behaviors Measure was dev­

eloped because no available research instruments appear to exist. 

The Inventory used a self report questionnaire format to measure 

parental attitudes on a Likert-type scale. Questions were generated 

to ascertain the parents' opinions on children involving themselves 

in fantasy and deceitful behaviors, as well as in helpful and dis­

ruptive behaviors. An equal nwnber of behavior activities were 
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included in each of these four categories. It was decided that this 

measure would consist of 20 specific behaviors appropriate for 

3-5-year-old children, with each of the four categories consisting 

of five examples of appropriate behavior activities. The parents' 

response to each item was reported on a 5-point Likert-type scale 

ranging from "strongly encourage" to "strongly discourage." 

Appropriate examples of behaviors were collected by talking 

with parents of 3-5-year-old children. The parents were asked to 

provide examples of behaviors they had seen in their children which 

fitted into each of the categories. Twenty of the clearest and most 

representative of the behavior descriptions were chosen to be in­

cluded in the questionnaire. An effort was made to include positive 

as well as negative items in the hopes that the subjects completing 

the questionnaire would find the task a pleasant experience. 

Written instructions (see Appendix 1) asked the parents to con­

sider how they would feel toward their children demonstrating this 

behavior. Space was provided preceding the instructions for the 

parent to report occupation, sex of parent, plus sex and age of child. 

Pilot work. Pilot work was carried out in an effort to assess 

the appropriateness of the behavior descriptions and the clarity of 

the wording. The 20-item questionnaire was administered to eight 

graduate students and four parents of 3-5-year-old children. All 

12 pilot subjects stated afterwards that they enjoyed completing the 

questionnaire and that all but two of the behavior descriptions were 
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clear. The questionnaire used in the study was ess enti a lly the same 

as that in the pilot study except for some changes in the wording and 

replacing two of the deceit behaviors which were not obvious examples. 

Details of the changes are included in Appendix B. 

Test-retest reliability pilot work . Reliability of fantasy and 

lying sub scores on the questionnaire was assessed by comparing the 

ratings given by 12 people at two different times, one month apart. 

For the fantasy items, 70% agreement occurred between r atings given 

at the t wo times (Appendix C). Ratings were considered on the basis 

of discourage (scores 1 and 2), neutral (score 3) and encourage 

(scores 4 and 5). For the lying items 85 % agreement occurred between 

ratings given at the two times (Appendi x D). In no case did the 

rating move from encour age to di s courage or from discourage to 

encourage. Test-retes t reliability for the fanta sy items was found 

to be modest (r = 0.54, p = . 03, n = 12). For th e deceit scale a 

strong correlation between the two t est administrations was found 

(r = .83, p = .001, n = 12). 

Semi-Structured Intervi ew Measure 

Development. Thi s measure consisted of three brief anecdotes 

which portray imaginative behavior appropr i at e for children be tw een 

the ages of 3- 5-year s (Appendi x E). These anecdotes were obtai ned 

through tal ki ng to par ents of 3-5-year-old chjldren. Thes e pa r ents 

were asked to de s cr ibe times when the i r child had demon s t rated 



imaginative behavior, specifically the appearance of an imaginary 

companion, and provide the details surrounding these incidences. 

Three anecdotes that seemed most representative were chosen from all 

the anecdotes related by parents. 

After each anecdote had been read aloud by the interviewer the 

parent was asked to provide a description of his or her reaction to 

the anecdote. The interview was taped. The data from this measure 

were analysed by three raters who were asked to judge,using the 

5-point Likert-type scale,whether the parents encouraged or discouraged 

the behavior of the child in the anecdote. If the three scores given 

for each anecdote by the raters were identical then this was the 

attitudinal rating given for that parent. If the judges rated 

differing scores for the same anecdote then the median score was 

used as the attitudinal rating of the parent for that anecdote. 

Pilot work. Ten parents of 3-5-year-old children were inter­

viewed in an effort to determine the parents' reactions to the inter­

view setting, to test for interjudge agreement and to determine 

whether usable ratings could be acquired. • 

All 10 of the parents preferred the interview to take place 

in their home. In most cases the only time when both parents were 

at home was during the evening and to have the interview at any 

other location would have meant that they would need a baby-sitter. 

When the three judges had rated all 10 of the interviews it was found 

that 70% of the times the judges agreed, 20% of the times the judges 
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were within one point of each other and 10% of the times the judges 

were within two point s of each other . In a ll cas es , th e parents found 

the anecdotes to be clear and no changes were made. 

Procedure 

Parents were approached through th e s chools aft er the coopera tion of 

the principal and teacher was granted. A form letter (Appendix F) and 

two questionnaires were given to 3/5 of the girls and 3/5 of the boys 

in each class to take home with them. TI1e remaining s t udents were sent 

home with interview form letters (Appendix G). Parents wl10 were willing 

to be interviewed wer e requested ,to return the form l etter with their 

names and phone numbers . Full confidentia lity and anonymity were 

assured. Returned ques tionnaires were coll ect ed on e week later by 

the researcher. Parents were asked in the form letters to complete 

the questionnaires independently of each other but no means of moni­

toring the comp l etion of the questionnaire was employed. Thi s same 

procedure used in the e lementary schools was also used in the play­

schools. 

The researcher then con tacted, by t e l ep}!one, the parents who 

had agreed to be interviewed. All parents expressed the desi re to 

be interviewed in the home r ather t han a t the school. Dates and times 

were arranged so that both parents would be intervi ewed during one 

visit. The paren t s were interviewed separately by hav i ng on e parent 

l eave the room whi l e t he other parent was being interviewed . Th e 
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were within one point of each other and 10% of the times the judges 

were within two points of each other . In all cases , the parents found 

the anecdot es to be cl ear and no changes were made. 

Procedure 

,Parents were approached through the schools after the cooperation of 

the principal and teach er was granted. A form letter (Appendix F) and 

two questionnaires were given to 3/5 of the girls and 3/5 of the boys 

in each class to take home with them. The remaining students were s en t 

home with interview form l etters (Appendix G). Parents who were willing 

to be interviewed were r eques ted to r eturn the form letter wi th their 

names and phone numbers. Full confidentiality and anonymity were 

assured. Returned questionnaires were collect ed one week later by 

the researcher . Parents were asked in the form l etters to complete 

the questionnaires independently of each other but no means of moni­

toring the comp letion of the questionnai r e was employed. This same 

procedure used in the e lementary schools was al so us ed in the play­

schools. 

The researcher then contacted, by t el ephone, the parents who 

had agreed to be interviewed . All parents expressed the desire to 

be intervi ewed in the home rather than a t the school. Dates and times 

were arranged so that both parents would be ·interviewed during one 

visit . The parents were interviewed separate ly by having one parent 

l eave the room whi l e the other parent was being interviewed. The 



interviews lasted from between 10-15 minutes each. In most cases the 

atmosphere during the interview was infonnal and friendly. The 

parents were encouraged to ask questions both before and after the 

interviews. Instructions for the interview were as follows: 

I will read to you three anecdotes describing certain 
behaviors of a 3-5-year-old child. After each anecdote 
I will ask you one or two questions. When you respond 
to these questions I would appreciate it if you would 
answer as if the parent and child in the anecdote are 
you and your child. 

Data from each questionnaire and interview were coded on the 

basis of school or program, sex of parent, and sex of child. The 

subjects for both measures were told that the research was being 

tmdertaken in an effort to detennine parental attitudes toward be­

haviors of children between the ages of 3-5-years. They were not 

told that the specific focus of the research was their attitude toward 

fantasy behavior. The subjects were informed that if they wished to 

know the results of the study they should let their child's teacher 

know and the researcher would come in and share the results at a 

parents' meeting. 

Review of the Child-Rearing Literature 

A third source of data was obtained by reviewing 10 of the most 

popular child-rearing books. The sources of this sample include a 

child psychologist, a public health nurse, a family physician, and 

the public library (see Table 11). 
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CHAPTER 4 

Results and Discussions 

The fi rs t research question posed the probl em of whetl1er the 

attitudes of parents toh'ard children having i maginary companions are 

thos e of encouragement or discouragement . Table 4 shows that for the 

questionnaire data , the general pattern is for parents to take a 

neut ral position; the majority of parents chos e a neutral response 

in 4 of the 5 items. In 3 of the 5 items a substantial numbe r of 

parents indicated an attitude of "slightly discourage." Only for 

item 3 was there a sizeable number that reported they would encourage 

the behavior. Item 3 portrayed a parent who was doing the grocery 

shopping bein& reminded by the child not to forget to buy carrots for 

an imaginary pet rabbit. There were two aspects of this item that 

appears to set it apart from the other four items. The first is that 

the behavior occurs in a public place while the other items occur in 

the home. Parents may anticipate socia l pressure here. The second 

aspect is that the child asks for a vegetable, a food which parents 

encourage their ch i ldren to eat . The parents' responses may have 
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been different if the example had described the child asking for candy . 

In response to the interview, par2nts showed a greater range of 

att i tudes (see Tab le 5) . Approximately 10% of the parents were 

strongly encour;iging and JO % were strongly discouragi np,. On the first 

anecdot e th cr o was some tendency for parents to sl ightly encourage 

fant asy behavj 0~· bui: un the third anecdote the trend was for t hem to 

show a neutral att itcde . 



Table 4 

Distribution of Number of Persons in Questionnaire Sample 

on the Bas i s of Attitude Toward Imaginary Comp anions 

Question Rating a 

Group N 
number 1 2 3 4 

Total 60 1 1 22 26 10 

2 5 28 23 4 

3 0 13 29 17 

4 0 3 32 14 

5 8 28 18 5 

Fathers 30 1 0 13 12 5 

2 2 16 10 2 

3 0 8 14 8 

4 0 3 15 7 

5 5 16 8 1 

Mothers 30 1 1 9 14 5 

2 3 12 13 2 

3 0 5 15 9 

4 0 0 17 7 

5 3 12 10 4 
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5 

1 

0 

1 

11 

1 

0 

0 

0 

5 

0 

1 

0 

1 

6 

1 

(Continued) 



Table 4 - Continued 

N 

Parents of sons 30 

Parents of daughters 30 

Question 

number 

1 

2 

3 

4 

5 

1 

2 

3 

4 

5 

1 2 

1 9 

2 17 

0 4 

0 5 

5 15 

0 13 

3 11 

0 9 

0 1 

3 13 

. a Rating 

3 

13 

8 

16 

15 

6 

13 

15 

13 

17 

12 

32 

4 5 

7 0 

3 0 

10 0 

6 7 

3 1 

3 1 

1 0 

7 1 

8 4 

2 0 

aRating of 1 = strongly discourage 3 = neutral 5 = strongly encourage 



Table 5 

Distribution of Number of Persons 1n Interview Sample 

on the Basis of Attitude Toward Imaginary Companions 

Intervi ew 
Rating a 

Group N Question 
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Number 1 2 3 4 5 

Total 40 1 4 9 9 14 4 

2 3 9 11 13 4 

3 5 4 19 11 1 

Fathers 20 1 4 7 4 4 1 

2 3 6 5 5 1 

3 4 2 9 4 1 

Mothers 20 1 0 2 5 10 3 

2 0 3 6 8 3 

3 1 2 10 7 0 

Parents of sons 20 1 2 5 7 5 1 

2 1 5 8 5 1 

3 3 1 12 4 0 

(Continued) 
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Table 5 - Continued 

Interview Rating a 

Group N Qllestion 
1 2 3 4 5 

Number 

Parents of daughters 20 1 2 4 2 9 3 

2 2 4 3 8 3 

3 2 3 7 7 1 

aRating of 1 = strongly discourage 3 = neutral 5 = strongly encourage 
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The rcsul ts from the t,vo measures were not identical. However, 

for neither instrument did parents show a strong attitude, either of 

encouragement of di s couragement ; the tendency was to be neutral. For 

the self report instrument, parents tended to be neutral or slightly 

discouraging whereas in the interview instrument greater nwnbers said 

they would be slightly encouraging . 

The second question dealt with the possibility that the gender 

of parents and the gender of the child make a difference in the 

attitudes toward imaginary playmates. Table 6 shows that, based on 

mean scores for both the questionnaire and the interview, there is 

no difference in attitude according to the sex of the child. 

The average scores shown in Table 6 support the conclusion that 

mothers show a more favourable attitude toward fantasy behavior in 

their child than do fathers. However, only for the intervi ew data 

(see Table 7) did the difference reach statistical significance (p = .015). 

A second approach to investigating the ro le of sex of parent was con­

ducted by Chi Square analysis of the frequencies reported in Tables 

4 and 5. Only for the first anecdote of the interview was there a 

significant association between the gender of parent and attitude 

toward fantasy behavior in children. The first anecdote in which 

the difference was found portrayed a 3-year-old boy refusjng to sit 

down for a large f amily Thanksgiving dinner unl ess a place ~as s et 

for his imaginary friend . The s econd anecdote described a 4-year-old 

son wanting to s it on the big swing _so that th ere \·✓0uld be r oom for 



Group 

Fathers 

Mothers 

Table 6 

Attitude Scores of Mothers and Fathers from 

Interview and Questionnai re Data 

Total Fantasy Score 

Referent In terview Questionnaire 

M s M s 

Sons 7.50 2.51 13 .93 2.81 

Daughters 8.70 3.97 13. 67 1.35 

Sons 10.00 2.21 14.87 2.88 

Daughters 10.80 2 .35 14.67 2.66 
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his imagi nary playmat e while his father wanted him to pl ay on the 

small er and safer swing . The third anecdote portrayed a 4-year-old 

girl going outside and pl aying with her imaginary friend after her 

mother telling her that she was too busy to play . At least on the 

surface the first anecdote seems similar to the second anecdote 

but it coul d be that this anecdote was unique in that the parent s 

were anticipating company . 

The othe r parts of the second research question involved the 

possibil i t y of the differ ence in at titudes between mothers or fa thers 

depending on the gender of the ch1. ld. The interact ion term, reported 

in Tab l e 7, for both the questionnaire and the interview data did 
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not reach statistica l significance . Therefore, there is no support 

for the conclusi on that parenta l a ttitudes toward imaginary companions 

is different toward sons and daughters for fathers than it is for 

mothers. 

The t hi rd que s tion concerned the possibi l ity of whether there 

were differences in par ent s' attitudes toward f antasy behavior and 

their attitude toward lying behavior . Data reported in Tables 8 and 9 

show t hat , based on mean scores for the questionnaire, both fathers 

and mothers have l ess negative attitudes towaTd fantasy behavior than 

toward lying behavior (p < . 001). TI1i s di£ fercnce existed for all 

combinations of fat hers and mothers r eporting on sons and daughters . 

A second approac h to s tu<lying the relations hi p be t ween th e 

attitude towa rd f ant as y and deceit (s ee Tabl e 10) was to s tudy the 
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Table 7 

An a lys is of Vari ance of Fantasy Scores 

Source ss df MS F p 

Interview data 

Child's gender 10.00 1 10.00 1.23 0.274 

Parent's gender 52.90 (3 1 52.900 6.52 0.0151 

Interaction 0.400 1 0.400 0 . 05 0.826 

Error 292.200 36 8.117 

Questionnaire dat a 

Child's gend er 0. 811 1 0. 811 0.13 0.720 

Parent' s gender 14.015 1 14.015 2.23 0 .1 41 

Interaction 0.017 1 0.017 0.00 0. 959 

Error , 351. 340 56 6.274 



Topic 

Fantasy 

Deceit 

Table 8 

Attitude Toward Fantasy and Deceit Behavior 

from Questionnaire Data 

Group 

Sons 

Daughters 

Sons 

Daughters 

Fathers 

M 

14 . 87 

14.67 

9.40 

9.53 

s 

2.88 

2.66 

2.23 

1.85 

Mothers 

M 

13.93 

13.67 

9.00 

9.20 

s 

2.81 

1. 34 

1. 89 

2.81 
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Table 9 

Analysis of Variance of Fantasy and 

Decei t Behaviors 

Source MS F 

Between 

Parent 13.3 3 1. 97 

Ch i ld 0.33 0.00 

Parent x child 0.00 0.00 

Error 7.14 

Within 

Measure 749 .99 183 . 35 

Measure x parent 2.70 0 . 66 

Measure X child 1. 20 0.29 

Measure x parent x child 0.033 0.01 

Error 4 .090 
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p 

0.177 

0.946 

1.000 

0.000 

0. 420 

0.590 

0.928 



Table 10 

Correl a t i ons between Fantasy and Lying Scores 

on Qu estionnaire Da ta 

Group Referent n r Significance 

Total 60 0.282 0.029 

Fathers 30 0.139 0.464 

Sons 15 0.067 0.812 

Daughters 15 0.303 0.273 

Mothers 30 0. 404 0.027 

Sons 15 0.299 0.280 

Daughters 15 0. 547 0.035 

Parents of sons 30 0.026 0.274 

Parents of daughters 30 0.386 0.034 
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correlation between th e t wo r a tings . There is a mo dest but 
'I 

signifi cant correlation (r = • 282) bet1veen attitudes tmvard 

fantasy and lying behavior . The correlation i s fairly s trong 

for mothers (r = . 40) but not signi fi cant fo r fathers (r = .14). 

Fathers of sons tend t o rate th e behaviors more independently 
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than do mothers of daugh ters. The existence of this correlation 

among mothers supports the view that mothers see fantasy and deceit 

as if they are part of the same global category of children's 

behavior. This equivalence may be based on t he fact that both are 

awkward behaviors for parents. Mothers more typically are dealing 

with their children on a day-to-day bas is and if the child tells 

stories tha t lead to embarrassment or diff:i.cul ties then mothers 

may have i n mind the actual problems created from these t wo types 

of activi t y and rate it differently than fath ers . 

The four th and fifth research questions dealt with whether 

f antasizing behavior, specifi cal ly the crea tion of imaginary 

companions, is pres en t in the child-rear ing l iterature (s ee Table 11). 

Reference to fantasiz ing behavior in young children was made by 

8 of the 10 authors selected for study. Parents were advi sed 

by 7 of these 8 authors t hat imaginative behavior in young child­

r en is a part of t he norma l developmental process and not to 

be unduly alarmed by it s appearance . Authors of these seven 

books r anged i11 th ejr advice from advocat i ng bure tolerance to 

suggesting cncouragt.:mcnt. of f antasy behavior. For examp le, 

Baker and fan e (19 71 ) s tate that , "1',e do not cncouruge this 

f antasy , tmt th ere i s no need to deny it . We can r emain neutra l" 



Authors 

Arlitt, A.H. 

Ilg, F. and 

Ames, L. 

Table 11 

Review of Child Rearing Literature 

Title and Year 

Tne Child from One 

to Twelve, 1931. 

Child Behavior, 

1955. 

Fantasy Mentioned? 

Comments 

Yes; aim is to help child use 

his imagination to his advant­

age. Makes a distinGtion be­

tween fantasy and deceit. 

Yes; tall tales may appear to 

adult as deceit, and are not 

well accepted. Cautions that 

child may not be trying to lie, 

just more interesting thit way. 

Imaginary Companions 

Mentioned? Comments 

Yes; normal occurrence. 

Makes suggestions on how to 

check your child's too vivid 

imagination. 

Yes; evidence of creative 

imagination. Advises that 

parents accept without 

undue concern. 

(Continued) 
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Table 11 - Continued 

Fantasy Mentioned? 
Authors Title and Year 

Comments 

Spock, 3 . Baby and Child Care, A little imagination i s a 

Ginott, H. G. 

Gordon, T. 

1957. 

Between Parent and 

Child, 1969. 

Parent Effective­

ness Training, 1970. 

good thing. If child living 

largely in imagination and 

not adjusting well with other 

children, especially by four , 

a psychiatrist should be able 

to find out what is . lacking. 

No reference 

No reference 

Imaginary Companions 

Mentioned? Comments 

No reference 

No reference 

No r eference 

(Continued) 

.j:>. 

.j:>. 



Table 11 - Continued 

Authors 

Dodson, F. 

Baker, K. and 

Fane, X. 

Title and Year 

How to Parent, 

1970. 

Understanding 

and Guiding 

Young Child­

ren, 1971. 

Fantasy Mentioned? 

Comments 

Yes; part of normal develop-

ment. 

Yes; active imagination leads 

to fears. Make clear to 

child what is pretend and what 

is real. It is fun to pretend 

Imaginary Companions 

Mention e d? Conunents 

Yes; strong need for com ­

panionship and a child a lone 

much of the time more likely 

to create one. Nothing for 

parents to worry about. 

Yes; some children have them, 

but do not encourage this 

f antasy, but do not deny, 

remain neutral. Treat 

and imagination is a precious imaginary companion with 

quality to be guarded carefully. respect and wait till "it" 

fades from the picture. 

(Continued) _.,. 
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Table 11 - Cont inued 

Authors Title and Year 

Brazelton, T. B. Toddlers and 

Parents, 1974 . 

Fantasy Men tioned? 

Comments 

Yes; part of the develop ­

mental process where chi ld 

struggles with issues such as 

sexual identification . Ex­

ploration of imaginary side 

of s elf is an important 

process i n growing up, as the 

child learns the differences 

between the real world and a 

wished for world of fantasies 

which he owns and controls 

makes di stinction between 

fantasy and deceit. 

Imaginary Companions 

Mentioned? Commen ts 

Yes; especially important in 

first or only child . Imagin­

ary friends important as a 

way of dealing with reality 

but not being too overwhelmed 

by it. With imaginary friend 

child can explore parts of his 

personality, parts of himse lf 

which he could never learn 

about otherwise . Child learns 

the difference between rea l 

world and wished for world 

of fantasies . 

(Continued) .i:,. 

°' 



Table 11 - Continued 

Authors 

Kappelman, M. 

Jolly, H. 

Title and Year 

Raising the Only 

Child, 1975. 

Book of Child Care, 

1975. 

Fantasy Mentioned? 

Comments 

Yes; a way for the child to 

learn. 

Yes; important part of play 

and of learning about self 

and world . 

Imaginary Companions 

Mentioned? Comments 

Yes; child alone and to fill 

gap creates one. Parents 

not to confuse child's 

reality and fantasy by res ­

ponding to imaginary 

companion. 

Yes; child may show con­

siderable ingenuity, humour 

and imaginations in his 

dealings with his i maginary 

friend. Be pleased that he 

is showing these qualities; 

will integrate into r eal life. 
~ 
-.._J 
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(p. 121). This at titude is also held by Kapp elman (1975) who states 

"However , at no time mus t they ~arent~ allow the fant as y friend to 

become part of their own or the family's reality . The i maginary 

friend must remain part of the child ' s internal wor ld" (p. 151). The 

rest of the authors indicate that imaginative behavior in children is 

normal and should be encouraged to varying degrees . Dodson (1970) 

asserts that, "This [Imaginary companion~ is nothing for parents to 

worry about. The playmate may be around for severa l years . Then he 

will vanish. Meanwhile, he is sort of a s ecuri ty device for the child 

who has created him" (p. 157). Jolly (1975) is s omewhat more en-

couraging when he states, "Your child may show considerabl e ingenuity, 

humour and imagination in his deal ings with hi s imaginary friend. Be 

pleased that he is showing thes e qualities , wh i ch will later be inte­

grated into his 'real ' life" (p . 303). Brazelton (1974) is even more 

encouraging when he states : 

Thes e imaginary fri ends become important as ways 
of dealing with reality but not being too over­
whelmed by it . With them he can explore 
parts of hi s pers onality, parts of himse lf which 
he could never learn about otherwise . 
The exploration of thi s imaginary side of himself 
is an important process in growing up, as t he child 
learns th e differenc es between the re a l world and 
a wished-for world of fantasies which he l earns t.o 
control. (p . 229) 

The relationships between three sources of inf ormation; psych­

ol ogica l studi es , child re aring advice literature and parents in thi s 

study, were examined i n the sixth re search question . The res ult s of 



this study i ndicate that parents in Victoria t end to be neutral or 

slightly discouraging of fantasy behavior in their children. For the 

parenting l iterat ure B~ker and Fane (1971), plus Kappelman (1975) 

tell parents to remain neutral to their child's imaginary companions . 

The attitudes held by the parents in this study whi le fairly close to 

this stance are probably somewhat more negative . Parental attitudes 

are even more distant from the attitudes held by authors such as 

Dodson (1970) and even further distant from authors such as Jolly 

(1975) and Brazelton (1974) who tell parents to somewhat encourage 

the fantasy behavior in their children. Recent research done by 
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Singer and Singer (1977) has l id them to conclude that fantasy behavior 

in children should be very much encouraged . They further add that 

fantasizing is a part of most children's lives and that there are many 

advantages for a child who is so encouraged. The biggest distinction 

in attitudes towards children having i maginary companions occurs 

between th~ parents in this study who tend to feel neutral or slightly 

discouraging and the findings of the psychological studies which show 

that this behavior should be strongly encouraged . 
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CHAPTER 5 

Conclusions and Implications 

Conclusions 

In summary, data from the questionnaire survey of parental 

attitudes toward fantasy behavior supported the conclusion that the 

majority of parents chose either neutral or slightly discouraging posi­

tions to situations involving children having imaginary companions. The 

interview survey showed a wider range of attitudes with the majority 

of parents choosing a neutral response. Whereas, no difference in 

attitudes was found according to sex of the child, the results do 

indicate that mothers tend to show a more favorable attitude toward 

fantasy behavior in their child than do fathers. 

The survey of parenting advice literature led to the conclusions 

that parents are advised to remain neutral or to encourage this type 

of fantasizing behavior in children. Compared to this rather cautious 

advice, consistent evidence is being collected in psychological 

studies to support the contribution of make-believe activities to the 

child's development. The position held by the authors of parenting 

books is closer to the findings in psychological research than the 

attitude held by parents. The parents in this study were not unduly 

concerned by their child having an imaginary companion. Nevertheless, 

imaginary companions are treated by these parents as somewhat undesir­

able, and this seems significant when recent research is indicating 

that imaginary playmates are associated with normal development 

(Singer, 1976). 



51 

In effect, the group of studies that d~al with emotional responses 

of imaginative children during make-believe pl ay and the correlational 

studies of children who have been observed to be relative ly high in 

incidents of make-believe play, appear to suggest that such play is: 

... indeed associated with more posi tive affect, 
greater r estraint and self control, at least in 
the experimental conditions employed. They show 
less likelihood of disrupt ive behavior in th e 
schoolroom. In view of th e kinds of concentration 
and self-regul atory behavi ors r equired to establish 
an attitude conducive to traditional learning ski lls, 
the child who independently or with hel p , develops 
a greater capacity for i magination s eems to be 
taking a step in the righ t direction. (S i nger, 1976, 
p. 133) . 

It seems likely, therefore, tha t make-believe play should be 

viewed as a bas ic ability of all children but as recommended by 

Singer (1976), "one which needs some degree of additional stimulation 

or nurturance from the adult world in order fo r it to be maintained 

through childhood and perhaps to serve a valuabl e function as part 

of the learning proces s" (p. 131). 

Implications 

The att i tudes of the parents in this study tended to range from 

neutral to s l i ghtly di s couraging. A possible area for future research 

would be th e effect on attitudes of parents who par ticipated in an 

educational program which provided recent findings on make-believe 

play or allowed par ents to be involved with children who were con­

structively using imaginative play . Further s tudy seems needed into 

the types of concerns experienced by the parents who were slightly 



discouraging of make-believe behavior in their children . 

A further implication regarding research endeavors concerns the 

research meas ures developed in the pres ent study . 

In this study three anecdotes were used in the semi-structured 

interview measur e . All three of the anecdotes provid ed examples of 

children playing with i maginary companions which they had played with 

previous l y . It now seems that the measure should be expanded to in­

clude an example of a child playing with an imaginary companion for 

the first time . 

Both Singer (1976) and Sutton-Smith (19 74 ) propos e that make­

believe play in chil dren needs to be stimul ated and encouraged . An 

area fo r future r esearch would be designing such a program and deter­

mining if imaginative behavior can be stimul ated and, if so , what 

activities are effective . 

Recommendations 

If make-believe pl ay is to be encouraged i n children then there 
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is a need for programs gear ed toward parents , school and ·child care 

counsellors, public heal th nurs es, plus p:r.e- and primary schoo l 

t~achers where resources and opportunities " to encourage fantasy play 

are made avai l able . Both Singer (1977) and Sut t on - Smith (1974) provide 

specific examp l es of make-believe pl ay acti vities accor ding to the 

age of the child which could be used 10 such programs . I n addition , 

there are childrens ' books avail able in li brari es and book stores 

which are hi ghly conducive to en couraging a child ' s imagination. 



A review of children's literature with the aim of providing a list 

of these books seems warranted. 
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APPENDIX A 
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Are you a : mothe r D 

Ch i ld in th is school: 

Yo ur occup ation: 

Marital sta tus : 

Direct ions 

QUESTI OtlNAIRE 

f a t he r 0 

da ughter 0 
son q 

age 
age 

The re are 20 St('.ltemen t s i n th i s ques tionna i re , a ll describing the beha v ior 
of a three- to f i ve-year-old c h ild . P l ease indicate your own pe r sono l react i on 
to e a ch b e h a vio r by marking t l:e appropriate space after each i tem as foll01is : 

s t r ongly 
encourage 

s ligh tly 
encourage 

no 
r eacti on 

s li ghtl y 
discourage 

strongly 
di s courage 

A B C D E 

Please i magine your own child behaving as described in each of the state ­
me nts . If you think that you would : 

s trong l y encourage the behavi or in your child , make a check mark ,ibove the l etter A 

s lightly encourage the behavio r i n you r chi l d , mak e a check mark above the l etter B 

have littl~£_!!_D reaction t o the b e hovi or in Y..~~ chi l d , make a chect mark above 
the letter C 

sl ightly discourage the behavior in your chi l d , make a check mark above the letter D 

s t r ongly dis c~urage the behavi or i n your chi l d , make a check mark above t he lette r E 

We ask that you use your mm j udgement in r eacting to these behaviors . Try to 
indicate ho'·" you would really r espon d to each behavior . Do no t puzzle too long over 
a ny one b e havior . Follow your first i mpulse . Do not omi t uny i tems . Pl ace your 
chec k mark ab ove the lett er which is closes t to your reaction . 

How woul d you react if y o ur child .. . 

I 

1. s e t the t able for di1~ne r wi thout b e i ng aske d by yo u 

2. r ushed f rom the kitchen saying t her e is a lion in the oven 

3. said he or she needf'd to go to the bathroo m wh ile v isiting 
your fr i end ' s , but really wanted to inves tigate the house 

4. d id not try to stop his or her tri cycle from rol l in'J down 
the drivewa y onto t11e s t reet 

5. usually carries u t eddy bear and wi.11 only do somcth i g if 
the Leddy ~ear agrees 

6. cal.led a brother c,r sis te r a n as ty name then cl aime d t o be 
t alk i ng t o the c o uch 

7 . a greed t o miss u f avo rite t.v . s how because a brother or 
s ister wanted to watch some thing else 

·AI B!clo!E 
AIBlcl olE 

AIBlc lo lE 

·A+sic~-~ 
Ai•1-d-J-h 
Ai1fAc+JIT 
·-;-tnlchh-

... /2 
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Questionnai re , cont . -2-

8. threw a ball in t he l iving room and knocked ove r a plan t 

9 . reminded you whil e groce ry shopping not to forget carrots 
f o r an i maginary pet r il.bbit 

10. after playing with toys in the 1 iving room remc;mbe red to 
put them away in the t oy !:lox 

11. demanded to know who broke al l t he crc,tons , when he or 
she is the only one to use them 

12. shoved forks down the heating ducts 

13 . ate all the cookies on the table , then asked for more 
because he or she did not get any 

14. playe d quietly in bedroom after being told that you 
were not feeling well 

15 . put blue f ood coloring in the acquarium 

16. carried on a conversation with an imaginary friend 
over a toy telephone 

17. told you a toy which had actually b een taken, had 
been g iven to him or her 

18. rerrembere d to change from good shoes to play boots 
before going o·Jtside 

19. gave friends a whole bag of your favorite cookies 

20. refused to sit at the t able for dinne r unless a 
place i s se t for imaginary friend 

A I Bl cl ol E 

Al Bl cl ol E 

-rtirt-d~ 
Ai Bl cl ol E 

A I Bl cl ol E 

Al Bl cl ol E 

A I BJ cl ol E 

AIBI cl ol E 

A I Bl cl ol E 

Al RI c~ 
-Aistctoh-
A I nl cl oj E 

A I BI c I ol E 
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APPENDIX B 



CHANGES MADE ON PILOT STUDY QUESTIONNAIRE 

Demographic data: "Number of parents at home" was changed to read 
"Marital status," to avoid confusion as to whether 
the question meant the child's grandparents or 
parents 

Instructions: "your own personal reaction" was underlined for 
more emphasis 

"correct space" was changed to read "appropriate 
space" to improve the wording 

"when making your response please be as frank as 
possible in using your own judgement to react to 
these behaviors" was changed to read "we ask that 
you use your own judgement in reacting to these 
behaviors," to improve clarity 

Pilot Study: Inventory of Child Behaviors Measure 

Pilot Study Item 2: 

Pilot Study Item 3: 

"work fast" was deleted as it seemed redundant 

"do not leave any out" was changed to read "do not 
omit any items," to improve clarity 

"closest" was underlined to emphasize that they 
may not be completely certain about their response 

"rushes" was changed to read "rushed" to put in 
the past tense 

"told all the neighbours that his father turned 
into a werewolf during the full moon" was replaced 
with "said he or she needed to go to the bathroom 
while visiting your friend's but really wanted to 
investigate the house ," as not a clear example of 
deceitful behavior and was confused with fantasy 
behavior 
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Pilot Study It em 4 : 

Pilot Study Item 6 : 

Pilot Study Item 9: 

"or her" was added to maintain equality of the 
sexes 

"told you his clothes were all ripped and dirty 
because he had been attacked by a ferocious tiger" 
\vas repl aced with "called a brother or sister a 
nasty name then claimed to be talking to the 
couch" as not a clear exampl e of deceitful 
behavior and was confused with fantasy behavior 

"Remains" changed to read "remained" to put in 
past tense 

Pilot Study Item 11: 

"Hi s" changed t o read "all t he" and "or she" 
added t o maintain equality of t he sexes 

Pilot Study Item 13: 

"his and his sister ' s " changed to r ead "all the" 
and "or s~e" added to maintain equal ity of the 
sexes 

Pilot Study Item 14: 

"His bedroom" changed to read "bedroom" and "you 
told him" changed to read "being told that" to 
maintain equality of the sexes 

Pilot Study Item 16: 

"Carries" was changed to read "carried" to put in 
pas t tense 

"over a toy telephone with an imaginary friend" 
changed to read "with an imc2ginary friend over a 
toy tel ephone" to i mprove clarity 
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Pilot Study Item 17: 

Pilot Study Item 19: 

"he had actually found" changed to read "which 
had actually been taken" to strengthen evidence of 
deceitful behavior 

"gave his friends a whole box of your favorite 
sweets" changed to read "gave friends a whole bag 
of your favorite cookies," to maintain equality 
of the sexes 

,. 
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a 

Respon ses of Pi l ot Group Sub j ects to Fantasy I t ems on Tes t 

and Retes t Admini s trations One Month Apart 

Fantasy Items 

Subj ects It em I It em 2 Item 3 Item 4 Item 5 

Time Ti me Time Time Ti me 

I 2 1 2 1 2 I 2 1 2 

a 
d d d d 1 e e n n e e 

2 e e d d n n n n d d 

3 n n n d n n n d n e 

4 d Jl d d d d n n d d 

5 d n d d e e e e d d 

6 n n n n n n n n n d 

7 11 11 n n n d n e d d 

8 d d n d e n e e n d 

9 n n n n n e n e n n 

10 d d d d e e e e d n 

11 d n d n n n e e n n 

12 e e d n n d n n n n 

e = encour age n = neutra l d = discour age 

65 



66 

APPENDIX D 



Respons es of Pilot Gr oup Subj ects t o Decei t Items on 

Tes t and Retes t Admin i strat i ons One ~lonth Apart 

Decei t Items 

Subject s Item 1 I tem 2 Item 3 Item 4 

Time Time Time Ti me 

1 2 1 2 1 2 1 2 

1 da d d d n n n n 

2 d d d d n n n n 

3 d d d d n d d d 

4 d d d d d d d d 

5 n n d d d d d d 

6 d d d d d d d d 

7 d d d d d d d n 

8 e d d n d n d d 

9 n e d d n d d d 

10 d d d d d d d d 

11 n n d d d n d d 

12 n d d d d d d d 

a e = encourage n = neutra l d = discourage 
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Item 5 

Time 

1 2 

d d 

d d 

d d 

d d 

d d 

d d 

d d 

e e 

d d 

d d 

d d 

d d 
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THREE ANECDOTES USED IN SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEW MEASU RE 

Anecdote No . 1 

Three-year-old Rupert refuses to sit down and eat Thanksgiving 
dinner unless a place is set for him imaginary friend "Tarnop ." 
Rupert does not understand why moth er does not set Tarnop 's place 
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like she does at the other meals . !'-!other tries to explain that with 
all the relatives coming to dinner there just is not enough room at 
the table. Rupert keeps saying that Tarnop is feeling left out and 
hurt. Finally, Rupert fl at ly states that he will not eat at the table 
unless Tarnop is going to be given a place. 

Questions: 

1. Imagine that this is your child and describe what you would 
say or do. · 

2. How would you feel if your child played with an imaginary 
friend? 

Anecdote No. 2 

Father and his 4-year -old son David are at the playground. After 
playing on the slide and teeter-totter father offers to push David on 
the swing. Father wants David to sit on the child's swing so David 
is safe. David refuses and says that he wants to play on the bigger 
swings so there is room for his imaginary friend to sit beside him. 

Question: 

Imagine that this is yom· child and describe what you would say 
or do. · 

-
Anecdote No. 3 

Four-year-old Meagan asks her mother to play house. Mother is 
doing the ironing and tells Meagan to go and play with her dolls, 
Meagan runs outside into her backyard . A little later mother opens 
the window to check on Meagan. Mother sees that Meagan is once .again 
playing and singing with her imaginary playmate. 

Questions: 

1. Imagine that this is your child and describe what you would 
say or do. 

2. What <lo you think is the purpose served by a child having an 
imaginary companion? 



70 

APPENDIX F 



April, 1978 

Dear Mother and/or Father : 

Thanks to the cooperation of Mrs . Burnham, I am able to 

ask for your assistance in a study that I am carr ying out . This 

is a study to de te rmine how parents feel about some of the behaviors 

of children that are between the ages of three to five years old . 

I am doing this study as part of my Ma s t er ' s degree at the University 

of Victoria in the Faculty of Education. 

Attached to this l etter are two questionnaires; one for 

mother and one for father . It should take less than ten minutes 

of your time to complet e the questionnaire. It is i mportant that 

you complete it independently of one another since each of you 

probably have your own views. Instructions are provided on the 

first page . 

I am not asking f o r name s and all submissions will be 

treated in a confidential way. Although rece iving as many completed 

questionnaires as possible is essential for the s uccess of my study, 

I understand that you may feel uncomfortable in sharing this 

information with me. If this is true in your case, I will understand 

if you should choose not to comple t e it. 
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Please have your child return the completed questionnaire 

within one week of bringing it home . I thank you for your cooperation 

and your assistance . If you have any ques tions , please feel free to 

contact me at 384-8450 . 

Ms. Macke n zie Brooks 
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April , 1978 

Dear Mothe r and Father: 

Thanks to the cooperation of Mr s . Burnham, I am ab le to 

ask for your assis tance in a study that I am carrying out. This is 

a study to determine how parents f ee l about some of the behaviors 

of children that are b e tween the age s of t hree to five years old. 
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I am doing this study as part of my Maste r's Degree at the University 

of Victori a in the Fac ulty of Education. 

I would like to meet with both mother and f athe r , separ ate ly, 

for an interview that will take l ess than ten minutes each . I will 

contact you and arrange a time tha t is convenient for both of you. 

It is important that I have an inte rview with each of you independently 

of one another since each of you probably have your own views. Both 

interviews, however, can be done consecutively. 

I will treat all your responses in a confidential manner. 

While this study is important to me, I am aware that some pe ople may 

not feel comfortable be ing interviewed. If thi s i s how you feel, I 

will unders tand if you should choose not to be interviewed . 

Please have your child return thi s form l etter within 

two days of bringing it home. Please write clearly your name and 

phone number i n the space provided below . I will contact you to se t 

up a time. 

I thank you for your cooperation and your assistance . 

Ms. Mackenzie Brooks 

Name 

Phone 
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