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Abstract

Childhood fantasy play and creation of imaginary compan-

ions are thought to confer socio-emotional benefits in

children, but little is known about how they relate to socio-

emotional competence in adulthood. A total of 341 adults

(81 males) aged 18 and above (M = 31.47, SD = 12.62)

completed an online survey examining their fantasy play as

a child, their childhood imaginary companion status, and

their adult socio-emotional competence. Adults who

reported higher levels of childhood fantasy play were found

to be significantly more prosocial, empathetic, and emotion-

ally intelligent than their counterparts after controlling for

demographic factors. Recall of a childhood imaginary com-

panion, however, was significantly related only to higher

scores for perspective-taking and did not explain unique

variance in any adult competence measure. Findings sug-

gest that engagement in fantasy play during childhood may

be a precursor to later socio-emotional competence, while

benefits previously associated with imaginary companions

specifically may not extend into adulthood.
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1 | INTRODUCTION

Fantasy play (FP), including the creation of an imaginary companion (IC), has been linked to the development of key

socio-emotional skills in early childhood, including Theory of Mind (ToM; Dore & Lillard, 2015; Giménez-Dasí

et al., 2016; Lin et al., 2020; Taylor & Carlson, 1997), emotional competence (Giménez-Dasí et al., 2016; Goldstein &

Lerner, 2017; Hoffmann & Russ, 2012; Taylor et al., 2004), interpersonal language (Papastathopoulos &

Kugiumutzakis, 2007), and empathy (Brown et al., 2017), as well as less socially-oriented skills such as executive

functioning (Carlson et al., 2014; Thibodeau et al., 2016) and creativity (Bunce & Woolley, 2021; Hoff, 2005;

Hoffmann & Russ, 2012; Russ et al., 1999). What remains unclear, however, is whether individual differences in

childhood play behaviours underpin variation in adult socio-emotional competence.

Despite a wealth of studies showing associations between socio-emotional development and both FP and IC

play during childhood, there remains contention around the direction of causality. Given the universality and

scheduled timing of the emergence of FP and IC play in early childhood, it has been proposed that it fulfils an evo-

lutionary purpose by promoting socio-emotional development (Lillard, 2017). Indeed, more engagement in FP or

creation of ICs has been associated with better performance on measures of ToM (Taylor & Carlson, 1997), self-

regulation, and emotional comprehension (Berk et al., 2006; Giménez-Dasí et al., 2016; Goldstein & Lerner, 2017;

Hoffmann & Russ, 2012; Lin et al., 2020; Slot et al., 2017) and is linked to higher likelihood of describing real fri-

ends in terms of mental characteristics (Davis et al., 2014). Over time, evidence has shown that those who created

ICs at age 2 were found to have better ToM aged 5, while FP training has been found to improve perspective-

taking (Burns & Brainerd, 1979), cooperation with peers (Shmukler & Naveh, 1980), language development

(Smilansky, 1968), intelligence subsets, story interpretation, sequential memory, and empathy (Saltz &

Johnson, 1974). However, it should be acknowledged that some researchers favour the “ToM first” stance (Dore

et al., 2015), arguing that an advanced understanding of mental states may make a child more likely to engage in

FP or create an IC. There is support for this view too, with Moriguchi et al. (2016), reporting that children's goal

attributions to non-human agents at 12 months predicted children's IC status at 48 months. Even so, the general

consensus is that fantasy and IC play support socio-emotional development (Giménez-Dasí et al., 2016;

Kavanaugh, 2006; Taylor & Carlson, 1997), with the sense that even if IC creation or engagement in FP requires

some level of pre-existing ability, it is likely the relationship would involve some reciprocity, with the play then

promoting socio-cognitive development further.

A small number of studies, now fairly dated, have linked the creation of childhood ICs with outcomes in adult-

hood (Gleason et al., 2003; Kidd et al., 2010; Lasch, 2015). For example, adults who recall childhood ICs were found

to score higher on measures of creativity, absorption, and achievement (Kidd et al., 2010), as well as dependent inter-

personal style and internal state awareness (Gleason et al., 2003). Adults who recall ICs have also been found to seek

more creative occupations (Myers, 1979), and creative writers are more likely to recall ICs than the general popula-

tion (Taylor et al., 2003). Considering the fundamental role of socio-emotional skills in the success of social and inter-

personal functioning throughout the lifespan, it is perhaps surprising that, to our knowledge, only one other study

has directly examined how childhood FP relates to adult socio-emotional competence. Stewart and Kirkham (2020)

report that childhood FP is predictive of young adults' affective ToM, suggesting a continuation of these socio-

emotional skills into adulthood. Other studies of relevance to long-term socio-emotional outcomes have conflicting

findings, with Taylor et al. (2003) showing that adult writers were more likely to recall childhood ICs and also scored

more highly on empathy measures, while Kidd et al. (2010) reported no differences in social closeness between

adults who did and did not recall childhood ICs.

This study examined whether socio-emotional outcomes associated with childhood FP and IC play translate into

adult socio-emotional competence. It was expected that IC status and engagement with FP in childhood would

explain variance in adult socio-emotional competence, with having an IC and/or greater engagement in FP predicting

stronger socio-emotional competence.
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2 | METHOD

2.1 | Participants

BPS ethical guidelines were adhered to, and ethical approval was provided by the university's ethical review panel

(reference: SREP/2019/062). An opportunity sample of 397 predominantly UK-based volunteers was recruited via

social media and advertisements. Of these participants, 341 (81 male, 256 female, 2 self-specified as neither male

nor female) adults aged 18 and above (M = 31.47, SD = 12.62) completed the survey and were included in the final

data set. The majority of the sample had achieved either postgraduate/professional level qualifications (44.0%), or

higher education (35.2%), with 15.8% having gone on to further education, 4.1% with high school qualifications, and

0.6% having no qualifications. The majority of participants were currently studying (37.0%), or in professional occu-

pations (28.7%), with smaller proportions in caring, sales, or service roles (9.7%), managerial/senior roles (7.9%), asso-

ciate professional or technical roles (4.7%), administrative roles (4.1%), unemployed (2.6%), in skilled trades (2.3%), in

elementary-level roles (1.5) or operating industrial equipment (1.2%). One person declined to answer the questions

about qualifications and occupation. No other demographic data were collected.

2.2 | Procedure and measures

This was a cross-sectional survey design. Participants accessed the survey online and completed it in their own

time in a self-selected location. Upon accessing the survey, participants were first presented with an information

sheet and provided their consent via a consent form. The survey began with demographic questions, including age,

gender, and number of siblings, before asking participants to complete the measures below. All participants com-

pleted the measures in the order they are described below. Upon completion, participants were debriefed and

offered the opportunity to be entered into a prize draw to win a retail voucher. Due to the anonymous nature of

the survey participants were unable to withdraw their data after survey completion, however, they were informed

of this during the consent process, and it was emphasised that they could end the survey at any time without giv-

ing a reason.

2.2.1 | The retrospective childhood fantasy play scale

The Retrospective Childhood Fantasy Play Scale (Kirkham et al., 2019) is a self-report scale consisting of 11 items,

examining participants' engagement and preference towards FP as a child. Participants indicated their agreement

with statements on a 5-point Likert scale, ranging from (1) strongly disagree to (5) strongly agree. Total scores can

range from 11 to 55, with higher scores indicating a greater preference for or engagement in FP in childhood. Inter-

nal reliability was excellent (Cronbach's α = 0.90).

2.2.2 | The imaginary companion interview

The IC interview (Taylor & Carlson, 1997) was adapted to a 9-item self-report scale to examine adults' childhood IC

status. After being informed that an IC ‘can be classified as completely invisible, OR a doll/toy given a personality

and played with for over 3 months’, participants were asked whether they remembered having a childhood IC, and

questions to determine the IC's form (IC or PO) and interactions. Responses were coded as reporting a childhood IC,

including invisible and PO companions, or no childhood IC.
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2.2.3 | The prosocialness scale for adults

The Prosocialness Scale for Adults (PSA; Caprara et al., 2005) is a 16-item self-report scale, assessing individual dif-

ferences in adult prosocialness; including sharing, helping, taking care of, and feeling empathetic towards others and

their needs or requests. Participants indicated their agreement with statements on a 5-point Likert scale, from

(1) never/almost never true to (5) almost always/always true. Total scores can range from 16 to 80, with higher

scores indicating greater prosocialness. Internal reliability was excellent (Cronbach's α = 0.92).

2.2.4 | The interpersonal reactivity index

The Interpersonal Reactivity Index (Davis, 1983) is a 28-item self-report scale examining four separate dimensions of

empathy: (1) ‘other-oriented’ empathetic concern; (2) ‘self-oriented’ personal distress; (3) fantasy, examining ‘ten-
dencies to transpose themselves imaginatively into the feelings and actions of fictitious characters in books, movies

and plays’, and (4) perspective-taking (Davis, 1983). Participants responded to statements on a 5-point Likert scale

from (1) does not describe me well to (5) describes me very well. Each dimension comprised 7 items, with scores

ranging from a possible 7–35, with higher scores indicating greater empathetic concern, personal distress, fantasy,

and perspective-taking. Findings here are reported using the bifactor model suggested by Wang et al. (2020), which

provides the measures of both total empathy (empathy = perspective-taking + empathetic concern), as well as

perspective-taking as a representation of cognitive empathy, which is most theoretically relevant to our study, due

to the role of perspective-taking within pretence and social understanding. Internal reliability for total empathy

(Cronbach's α = 0.83) and cognitive empathy (Cronbach's α = 0.75) was good.

2.2.5 | The emotional intelligence scale

The Emotional Intelligence Scale (EIS; Schutte et al., 1998) is a 33-item self-report scale constructed following a fac-

tor analysis of the original 62-item scale based on Salovey and Mayer's (1990) model of emotional intelligence. The

EIS assesses the appraisal, expression, and regulation of emotions in the self and others, and the utilisation of emo-

tions in problem-solving. Participants stated their agreement with statements on a 5-point Likert scale, from

(1) strongly disagree to (5) strongly agree. Total scores range from a possible 33–165, with higher scores indicating

greater emotional intelligence. Internal reliability was good (Cronbach's α = 0.89).

2.3 | Analysis

Data were cleaned prior to analysis to ensure their integrity. Cases with a large proportion of missing data were

removed from the final data set (n = 56). Missing data analyses conducted with remaining cases (n = 341) revealed a

small proportion of missing data (<1%), thus imputation was not deemed necessary. It should be noted that for ana-

lyses including gender as a variable, only data from males and females were analysed due to the small number of

those who self-specified (n = 2).

Univariate and multivariate outliers were identified and inferential tests were conducted with and without them

to understand their impact on interpretation, but findings were unaffected so all data was used unless otherwise

indicated. Preliminary analysis was conducted to ensure no violations of assumptions for each test.

To characterise the sample and examine the relationship between demographic variables, measures of adult

socio-emotional competence, and measures of childhood play, independent samples t-tests and Pearson product-

moment correlations were conducted.
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To assess the relationship between childhood play behaviours and adult socio-emotional competence, hierarchi-

cal multiple regressions (HMR) were then conducted with prosocialness, empathy, perspective-taking and emotional

intelligence as outcome variables. For each regression, variables that correlated significantly with the outcome vari-

able were entered as control variables in step 1 and for all, childhood FP and IC status were entered in step 2 to

address the research aims.

3 | RESULTS

3.1 | Sample characteristics and demographic analysis

Of adults participating, 38% reported having a childhood IC. Independent samples t-tests comparing groups with and

without childhood ICs revealed no significant differences in adult socio-emotional competence measures, except for

perspective-taking, t(338) = 2.04, p = 0.042, with those recalling childhood ICs scoring higher than those who did not

(see Table 1). Childhood FP was positively associated with all adult socio-emotional competence measures (see Table 2).

Number of siblings was positively correlated with prosocialness and perspective-taking and was lower in those who

recalled childhood ICs (see Tables 1, 2). Females scored higher than males on all measures of socio-emotional compe-

tence and had higher scores for childhood FP (see Supplement 1) but gender was not significantly associated with child-

hood IC status X2(2) = 3.41, p = 0.182. Gender and sibling status were thus controlled for in subsequent analyses.

3.2 | Predictors of adult socio-emotional competence

For all measures of adult socio-emotional competence (see Table 3), the introduction of childhood FP and child-

hood IC status in the second step of the HMRs explained significantly more variance than the demographic fac-

tors alone (ΔR2 p's all <0.05). For all models, childhood FP only, and not childhood IC status, contributed

TABLE 1 Descriptive statistics and t-test results comparing groups based on IC status.

Comparisons with IC status

Childhood IC (n = 130a) No childhood IC (n = 211a)

M SD M SD η2

Ageb 30.19 11.84 32.28 13.06 0.007

Siblingsc 1.42 0.96 1.69 1.05 0.02*

Prosocialnessd 63.52 11.27 62.41 9.85 0.003

Empathye 53.28 8.89 51.78 7.82 0.008

Perspective-takingf 25.71 4.78 24.62 4.74 0.012*

Emotional intelligenceg 121.73 15.51 121.88 14.18 <0.001

Childhood FPh 45.15 6.31 40.10 8.21 0.097***

aUnless otherwise stated.
bChildhood IC n = 124, no childhood IC n = 194 due to missing data.
cChildhood IC n = 123, no childhood IC n = 202 due to missing data and removal of six outliers that affected findings.
dChildhood IC n = 129, no childhood IC n = 207 due to missing data.
eChildhood IC n = 127 due to missing data.
fChildhood IC n = 129 due to missing data.
gChildhood IC n = 125, no childhood IC n = 202 due to missing data.
hChildhood IC n = 128, no childhood IC n = 206 due to missing data.

*Statistical significance: p < 0.05; ***p < 0.001.
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significant unique variance. For prosocialness, the final model (F(4, 315) = 16.01, p < 0.001) showed that being

more prosocial was predicted best by female gender (β = 0.32, p < 0.001), with having greater numbers of sib-

lings (β = 0.18, p = 0.001) and higher levels of childhood FP predicting similar amounts of unique variance

(β = 0.16, p = 0.007). For empathy, the final model (F(3, 326) = 18.35, p < 0.001) showed being more empa-

thetic was predicted similarly well by female gender (β = 0.23, p < 0.001) and higher levels of childhood FP

(β = 0.24, p < 0.001). For perspective-taking, the final model (F(4, 318) = 10.93, p < 0.001) showed better

perspective-taking was best predicted by higher levels of childhood FP (β = 0.22, p < 0.001), with female gen-

der (β = 0.17, p = 0.002) and greater numbers of siblings (β = 0.18, p = 0.001) also explaining significant

unique variance. Lastly, in the final adjusted model for emotional intelligence (F(3, 317) = 8.36, p < 0.001), bet-

ter emotional intelligence was best predicted by higher levels of childhood FP (β = 0.19, p = 0.002), with

female gender (β = 0.16, p = 0.007) also explaining significant unique variance. Given childhood IC status did

not significantly explain unique variance, statistics from a ‘best fitting’ model that excludes this variable are

available in Supplement 2; differences however were only slight.

Finally, given the significant group differences in perspective-taking between IC and non-IC groups, a post-hoc

analysis (Supplement 3) was conducted to explore whether the reason childhood IC status did not explain significant

unique variance in perspective-taking was due to shared variance with childhood FP. After removal of childhood FP

from the regression model, IC status still did not predict significant unique variance, or explain significantly more var-

iance in perspective-taking than demographic factors alone.

4 | DISCUSSION

Childhood FP, but not IC play, explained variance in all measures of adult socio-emotional competence beyond that

explained by demographic factors, with higher reported engagement in childhood FP relating to higher competence.

Adults with reported childhood ICs scored significantly higher than those without, only in perspective-taking.

Childhood FP was most influential in predicting empathy and perspective-taking, skills key to the enactment of

social pretence. Role-taking in FP encourages children to step into characters' shoes, working through and under-

standing the thoughts and feelings of others (Golinkoff et al., 2006; Lillard et al., 2013). The importance of imagina-

tion to both skills, as well as FP, may partially explain the variance predicted. Adult prosocialness and emotional

intelligence were also associated with higher levels of childhood FP. FP which is social in nature requires children to

TABLE 2 Correlations between variables.

Variables A G S CFP CIC P E PT EI

Age (A) 1

Gender (G) - 1

Siblings (S) - �0.07 1

Childhood FP

(CFP)

0.20*** 0.32*** �0.15** 1

Childhood IC (CIC) 0.08 �0.09* 0.03 �0.31*** 1

Prosocialness (P) �0.09 0.35*** 0.12* 0.24*** �0.05 1

Empathy (E) �0.03 0.30*** 0.10 0.30*** �0.09 0.69*** 1

Perspective-taking

(PT)

�0.08 0.23*** 0.12* 0.26*** �0.11* 0.57*** 0.89*** 1

Emotional

Intelligence (EI)

�0.04 0.21*** 0.02 0.21*** 0.01 0.55*** 0.52*** 0.49*** 1

*Statistical significance: p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001.
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negotiate and compromise with peers about the direction of play to construct a fantasy that is mutually interesting

(Gleason, 2017; Göncü & Vadeboncoeur, 2017). That FP can also be solitary, however, may explain why less variance

in these competencies was accounted for by FP—yet solitary pretence does allow for the simulation of social experi-

ences in the absence of others (Gleason, 2017).

Notably childhood IC status did not explain variance in any aspect of adult socio-emotional competence despite

the small but significant group difference in perspective-taking, even after a post-hoc analysis examined possible

suppression effects (see Supplement 3).

Differences in the nature of childhood IC and FP may explain differing relations to socio-emotional outcomes in

adulthood. While FP is often social, IC play does not require interaction with real others. Children choose how to

engage; exploring or avoiding situations they find uncomfortable without conflict from peers (Gleason, 2017). Per-

haps this ability to be selective, and lack of ‘real others’ to reinforce positive prosocial behaviours, reduces the

extent to which IC play can increase socio-emotional learning and influence outcomes in the longer-term. These

explanations remain speculative, particularly given that the measure of FP used in the present study was inclusive of

play not explicitly social.

Alternatively, the distinction may be due to timing of play. IC play is largely present in early years (Taylor, 1999),

and less commonly in middle childhood and adolescence (Bouldin & Pratt, 1999; Hoff, 2005; Seiffge-Krenke, 1997;

Taylor, 1999). Forms of FP, however, are thought to continue throughout the lifetime (Papastathopoulos &

Kugiumutzakis, 2007; Smith & Lillard, 2012). Given that IC play has been associated with socio-emotional

competence in childhood (Giménez-Dasí et al., 2016; Lin et al., 2020; Taylor & Carlson, 1997) and adolescence

(Seiffge-Krenke, 1993, 1997; Taylor et al., 2010), it may be that outcomes associated with IC creation, but not FP

more generally, are limited to earlier stages of development, and/or that with accumulation of real-life interactions,

children without ICs catch up with socio-emotional advances conferred by an IC, while benefits in areas such as crea-

tivity continue into adulthood (Gleason et al., 2003; Kidd et al., 2010; Myers, 1979; Taylor et al., 2003).

4.1 | Strengths, limitations, and future research

This study presents an important first step in examining the long-term socio-emotional benefits of imaginative play

behaviours, yet readers should be mindful of the modest scope and study limitations. While resources required for a

prospective longitudinal study were prohibitive, the retrospective online approach facilitated recruitment of a good

sample size. Longitudinal and intervention studies are required, however, to determine causality. Although measures

were not counterbalanced and the measures of childhood play behaviours relied on adult accounts of their own

childhood play, the patterns observed between play behaviours and demographics align well with patterns observed

in samples of children (see Supplement 4 for narrative discussion), supporting their validity.

Further research is required to determine: the causal direction of the relationship between FP and socio-

emotional competence; the role of interaction with real others or simulation alone during FP in the promotion of

socio-emotional development; whether childhood IC creation does confer long-term competency in aspects

of socio-emotional functioning that were not measured here (indeed, several studies detect socio-emotional benefits

of ICs in some measures, but not others; Davis et al., 2011; Davis et al., 2014); and how the timing of play behaviours

corresponds to the associated socio-emotional benefits. Character complexity, function, and relationships to the

child may all affect skill development (Davis et al., 2018; Davis et al., 2023; Taylor, 1999), and external factors, such

as religious beliefs and cultural context (Claiborne & Mika, 2020), should be considered.

5 | CONCLUSION

Higher levels of reported childhood FP, but not necessarily creation of an IC in childhood, relate to better socio-

emotional competence in adulthood. Whether the relationship is directly causal or reciprocal in nature, the potential
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for childhood FP to confer long-term socio-emotional benefits supports its continued application in educational cur-

riculums, particularly given recent demonstrations of how events such as the Coronavirus-19 pandemic can limit chil-

dren's access to real playmates (Cameron & Tenenbaum, 2021; Colao et al., 2020).
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