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Abstract 

It has been stated that pretend play might be beneficial for children’s social development. 

However, although much research has been done on children’s pretend play, there is as yet no 

consensus on the role of pretend play in children’s social development. This thesis starts with 

an overview of research on children’s pretend play and its social developmental significance, 

and provides a more detailed examination of what features of pretend play exactly are thought 

to promote social development. Existing literature and research suggest that it is high-quality 

social pretend play, in particular, that is associated with children’s social development. 

Achieving high-quality social pretend play in children’s play might therefore be the key to 

unlocking the beneficial effect of pretend play for children’s positive social development.  

However, only little is known about the role of the social context in preschooler’s pretend 

play and whether promoting children’s social pretend play quality leads to positive social 

development. The overall aim of this thesis is to contribute to a better understanding of 

children’s pretend play in a social interactional context and its social developmental 

significance. For this purpose, three studies were conducted that consider both, individual child 

characteristics, and the social context. 

Study 1 validated and compared three recently developed assessment methods for 

children’s social pretend play competence: A standardised role-play test (Tools of the Play 

Scale), a social pretend play situation with a peer (Dyadic Pretend Play Assessment), and an 

educator report (Reported Pretend Play Competence). N = 64 children (Mage = 46.4 months, SD 

= 3.8) participated in the study, which showed that all three instruments are appropriate tools 

for the assessment of children’s social pretend play competence, but also that they cover 

different facets of social pretend play competence. An underlying second-order factor of social 

pretend play competence was identified. 

Study 2 investigated individual as well as interactional conditions for the emergence of 

high-quality social pretend play during dyadic peer play. N = 57 children (Mage = 46.5 months, 

SD = 3.8) participated in the study, which showed that children's social pretend play quality is 

determined to the same degree by the child and by the specific pairing of two children. Further, 

results showed that the quality of children's social pretend play benefited from having older and 

more advanced play partners. The study highlighted the importance of the dyadic constellation 

for the emergence of social pretend play quality during peer play.  

Study 3 investigated whether promoting children’s social pretend play quality during play 

fosters their social development. N = 211 children (Mage = 43.3 months, SD = 6.5) participated 

in the study, which showed that actively promoting children’s social pretend play quality 
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through play tutoring fosters children’s social behavioural skills and their positive peer 

relationships. No effects were found for children’s social-cognitive and emotional skills. 

These findings are discussed against the backdrop of the dissertation’s overall aim. They 

indicate the importance of children’s peers for the emergence of social pretend play quality, 

and highlight the potential that promoting children’s social pretend play might provide for their 

social behavioural skills and peer relationships. The thesis also provides a methodologically 

sound foundation for further research on children’s social pretend play. 
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Zusammenfassung 

Dem kindlichen Fantasiespiel wird oftmals eine bedeutende Rolle für die soziale 

Entwicklung von Kindern zugesprochen. Doch obwohl das Fantasiespiel eine der 

meistuntersuchten Spielarten ist, gibt es bis heute keinen Konsens darüber, ob das kindliche 

Fantasiespiel wirklich förderlich für die soziale Entwicklung ist. Die vorliegende Dissertation 

bietet zunächst einen Überblick über den bisherigen Forschungsstand zum Fantasiespiel und 

dessen Bedeutung für die soziale Entwicklung. Dabei wird darauf eingegangen, was genau 

angenommen wird, warum das Fantasiespiel förderlich für die soziale Entwicklung ist. Es zeigt 

sich, dass besonders ein qualitativ hochwertiges, soziales Fantasiespiel als förderlich betrachtet 

wird. Eine hohe soziale Fantasiespielqualität könnte daher der Schlüssel sein, damit sich der 

positive Effekt des Fantasiespiels auf die kindliche Entwicklung entfalten kann. Allerdings ist 

bisher recht wenig darüber bekannt, welche Rolle der soziale Kontext für die 

Fantasiespielqualität von Vorschulkindern spielt und ob die Förderung der Fantasiespielqualität 

zu einer positiven sozialen Entwicklung führt. Das übergeordnete Ziel der Dissertation ist es 

daher, zu einem besseren Verständnis des Fantasiespiels im sozialen Kontext und seiner 

Bedeutung für die soziale Entwicklung beizutragen. Zu diesem Zwecke wurden drei Studien 

durchgeführt. 

In der ersten Studie wurden drei kürzlich entwickelte Erhebungsinstrumente für die 

Erfassung der soziale Fantasiespielkompetenz von Kindern validiert und verglichen: Ein 

standardisierter Rollenspieltest (Tools of the Play Scale), eine soziale Fantasiespielsituation mit 

einem Gleichaltrigen (Dyadic Pretend Play Assessment) und ein Fragebogen für Fachpersonen 

(Reported Pretend Play Competence). N = 64 Kinder (MAlter = 46.4 Monate, SD = 3.8) nahmen 

an der Studie teil, die zeigte, dass alle drei Instrumente für die Bewertung der sozialen 

Fantasiespielkompetenz von Kindern geeignet sind, sie aber auch verschiedene Facetten der 

sozialen Fantasiespielkompetenz abdecken. 

Die zweite Studie untersuchte sowohl individuelle als auch interaktionale Bedingungen 

für die Entstehung von qualitativ hochwertigem sozialem Fantasiespiel im Spiel mit 

Gleichaltrigen. N = 57 Kinder (MAlter = 46.5 Monate, SD = 3.8) nahmen an der Studie teil. Es 

wurde gezeigt, dass die soziale Fantasiespielqualität der Kinder in gleichem Maße von 

individuellen Eigenschaften des Kindes und von der dyadischen Zusammensetzung bestimmt 

wird. Ferner zeigten die Ergebnisse, dass Kinder in ihrer soziale Fantasiespielqualität von 

älteren und kompetenteren Spielpartnern und Spielpartnerinnen profitieren. Die Studie 

unterstreicht die Bedeutung des sozialen Kontextes und der dyadischen Konstellation für die 

Entstehung von sozialer Fantasiespielqualität beim Spielen unter Gleichaltrigen. 
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Die dritte Studie untersuchte, ob die Förderung der sozialen Fantasiespielqualität von 

Kindern ihre soziale Entwicklung unterstützt. N = 211 Kinder (MAlter = 43.3 Monate, SD = 6.5) 

nahmen an der Studie teil, die zeigte, dass die aktive Förderung der sozialen 

Fantasiespielqualität von Kindern durch eine aktive Spielbegleitung sowohl das soziale 

Verhalten der Kinder als auch ihre positiven Beziehungen zu Gleichaltrigen fördert. Es wurden 

keine Auswirkungen auf die sozial-kognitiven und -emotionalen Fähigkeiten der Kinder 

gefunden. 

Diese Ergebnisse werden vor dem Hintergrund des Gesamtziels der Dissertation 

diskutiert. Sie weisen auf die Bedeutung von Gleichaltrigen für die Entstehung von sozialer 

Fantasiespielqualität hin und zeigen das Potenzial auf, dass die Förderung von qualitativ 

hochwertigem sozialem Fantasiespiel für das soziale Verhalten und die 

Gleichaltrigenbeziehungen von Kindern bieten kann. Darüber hinaus bietet die Dissertation 

eine methodisch solide Grundlage für weitere Forschung zum sozialen Fantasiespiel von 

Kindern. 

 

  



 
 
 

VI 

Contents 
 

Introduction ..................................................................................................................... 1 

Chapter 1 – Definition of the Main Constructs .......................................................... 3 

1.1. Pretend Play ................................................................................................................ 3 

1.2. Social Competence ..................................................................................................... 4 

Chapter 2 – Theoretical and Empirical Background ................................................ 6 

2.1. Associations Between Pretend Play and Social Development ................................... 6 

2.1.1. Pretend Play and Social-Cognitive and Emotional Skills .................................... 7 
2.1.2. Pretend Play and Social Behavioural Skills and Peer Relations .......................... 8 

2.2. The Function of Pretend Play in Children’s Social Development ............................. 9 

2.2.1. Theories About Causality Between Pretend Play and Social Competence .......... 9 
2.2.2. State of the Research Regarding the Function of Pretend Play .......................... 12 
2.2.3. Arguments for Pretend Play as a Facilitator of Social Development ................. 14 

2.3. Children’s Pretend Play in an Interactional Context ................................................ 18 

2.3.1. Definition of and Differentiation between Social Pretend Play Competence     
and Quality .......................................................................................................... 18 

2.3.2. Development of Children’s Social Pretend Play Competence ........................... 19 
2.3.3. Measurement of Social Pretend Play Competence ............................................ 20 
2.3.4. Emergence of Social Pretend Play Quality in an Interactional Context ............ 21 

2.4. Research Questions .................................................................................................. 25 

Chapter 3 – Systematic Approach and Study Design .............................................. 26 

3.1. The RELEFANT Project ............................................................................................. 26 

3.1.1. General Procedure and Methodological Approach ............................................ 27 
3.1.2. First and Second Study of the Thesis – Pilot Study Pre 3 .................................. 30 
3.1.3. Third Study of the Thesis - Main Study ............................................................. 32 

Chapter 4 – First Study .............................................................................................. 34 

4.1. Introduction .............................................................................................................. 35 

4.2. Methods .................................................................................................................... 41 

4.3. Results ...................................................................................................................... 47 

4.4. Discussion ................................................................................................................ 52 

Chapter 5 – Second Study .......................................................................................... 58 

5.1. Introduction .............................................................................................................. 59 

5.2. Method ...................................................................................................................... 63 

5.3. Results ...................................................................................................................... 68 

5.4. Discussion ................................................................................................................ 74 

Chapter 6 – Third Study ............................................................................................ 80 

6.1. Introduction .............................................................................................................. 81 

6.2. Method ...................................................................................................................... 86 

6.3. Results ...................................................................................................................... 92 

6.4. Discussion ................................................................................................................ 99 

6.5. Supplementary Material ......................................................................................... 105 

Chapter 7 – General Discussion and Conclusion ................................................... 107 

7.1. Summary of Results ............................................................................................... 107 



 
 
 

VII 

7.2. Integration of the Results ....................................................................................... 108 

7.2.1. Children’s Social Pretend Play Competence .................................................... 109 
7.2.2. Emergence of Social Pretend Play Quality During Peer Play as a Function         

of the Individual and the Social Context ........................................................... 112 
7.2.3. Fostering Social Behavioural Skills and Peer Relationships Through the 

Promotion of High-Quality Social Pretend Play ............................................... 115 

7.3. Practical Implications ............................................................................................. 117 

7.4. Strengths, Limitations and Future Directions ......................................................... 118 

7.5. Conclusion .............................................................................................................. 120 

Overview of Personal Contribution ............................................................................ 121 

References ................................................................................................................... 122 

 



         1 

Introduction 

Children’s social-cognitive, social-emotional, and social skills, such as understanding of 

others’ mental states and social situations, emotion understanding or prosocial behaviour, are 

significant for positive development (Barr, 2008; Malti & Noam, 2016). These skills build the 

foundations for positive peer relations and psychological wellbeing (Perren et al., 2012; Perren 

& Alsaker, 2006; Perren & Diebold, 2017), and are associated with later school success 

(Denham et al., 2012, 2013). Similarly, deficits in children’s social competence are associated 

with a higher risk of behavioural and mental problems (Hukkelberg et al., 2019; Perren et al., 

2007; Perren & Alsaker, 2009; Zahn-Waxler et al., 1990). It is therefore desirable to promote 

children’s social competence from early on to pave the way for positive development. 

Social skills emerge during the preschool years and gradually develop across childhood 

(Malti & Perren, 2015; Pons et al., 2004; Wellman et al., 2001), coinciding with the emergence 

of children’s pretend play. In their preschool years, children spend an average of about 20% of 

their waking time in pretend play (Haight & Miller, 1993),1 where they playfully treat objects 

and actions “as if” they were something else, and use symbolism to create different make-

believe scenarios in which they can take on different roles and experiment with their behaviour 

(Fein, 1987).  

It has been stated that pretend play might play an important role in children’s development, 

and especially in developing their social skills, i.e. their social competence (Vygotsky, 1978). 

Pretend play therefore might be a natural and joyful opportunity to promote children’s positive 

social development. However, there have been mixed empirical findings concerning the 

association and causality between pretend play and children’s social development (Lillard, 

Lerner, et al., 2013). Other authors have suggested that pretend play might just be a by-product 

of children’s development (Smith, 2010). Although pretend play has been investigated 

intensively since the 1970s, yet there is still no consensus about its role in children’s social 

development. However, keeping in mind the importance of positive social development and its 

potential facilitation through pretend play, it is important to shed more light on the role of 

pretend play in children’s social development. 

One reason there are different theories about the role of pretend play and inconsistent 

findings might be that pretend play encompasses a wide range of activities, from simple, single, 

and self-directed pretend actions (e.g. pretending to eat) to socio-dramatic play (e.g. highly 

 
1 This study refers to children in a Western culture; the quantity of children’s pretend play differs between 
cultures (Gaskins, 2013; Morelli et al., 2003). 
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arousing role-play scenarios). Theoretical reasons for why pretend play might be beneficial for 

positive social development vary according to the focus on children’s pretend play. Some 

studies focus on cognitive components of pretence, and others on the frequency of children’s 

pretend play or its social context, e.g. interactions with their mothers during play. A more 

detailed examination of what exactly is presumed to promote social development is provided 

in the theoretical background chapter of this thesis. This background suggests that it is 

especially mature and social pretend play, i.e. high-quality social pretend play characterised by 

a high symbolic level, extensive role-play, and planned scenarios, that is associated with 

children’s social development (Bodrova et al., 2013; Li et al., 2016; Schwebel et al., 1999; Slot 

et al., 2017).  

A closer look at qualitative aspects of children’s social pretend play might therefore offer 

new insights and a better understanding of children’s pretend play in an interactional context 

and its social developmental significance, which is the aim of this dissertation. This thesis 

thereby considers both individual child characteristics and the social context as important 

factors to examine when investigating social pretend play.  

This thesis concentrates, for one thing, on how to assess preschool children’s social pretend 

play competence in a holistic and valid way, as a prerequisite for its empirical investigation. 

For another, it investigates individual and interactional conditions for the emergence of social 

pretend play quality during peer play, and the potential that promoting social pretend play 

quality may have on children’s social development. Three studies were conducted and their 

results are presented.  

To build a common understanding of the constructs investigated, definitions of pretend 

play and social competence are provided as a foundation in the first chapter of this thesis. 

Chapter 2 presents the theoretical and empirical background in which the studies are embedded. 

Chapter 3 outlines the methodological framework of the three studies. The studies are then 

presented individually in chapters 4 to 6. The thesis concludes with an overall discussion of the 

studies and their contribution to a better understanding of children’s pretend play in an 

interactional context, its significance for children’s social development, and the resulting 

implications for research and practice. 
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1. Chapter 1 – Definition of the Main Constructs 

1.1. Pretend Play  

Pretend play – also called fantasy play, make-believe play, symbolic play, dramatic play, 

or imaginative play – is a multifaceted behaviour. It comprises various activities, such as 

animating objects, role-playing or having imaginary companions (Thompson & Goldstein, 

2019). The most common and also broadest definition of pretend play is playing “as if” (Fein, 

1981; Smith, 2010), which encompasses this wide range of activities. This definition includes 

two components: Play and the “as if” orientation, with the latter distinguishing between other 

forms of play and pretend play. 

Defining play itself is a subject of controversy in the literature (Burghardt, 2011; Pellegrini, 

2009; Smith, 2010). Although play, a central activity during childhood, has long been the focus 

of research (e.g. Parten, 1932), there is no established definition of play (Pellegrini, 2009). It is 

described as difficult to pin down (Pellegrini, 2009). However, there seems to be a huge 

consensus that the outstanding characteristic of play is that “it is done for its own sake” (Smith, 

2010, p. 4). Most of the more detailed play definitions include either a list of behaviours that 

count as play, or a list of structural, functional, and causal criteria that need to be met or that 

can be met to identify play (Pellegrini, 2009). In their often cited model of play, Krasnor and 

Pepler (1980) proposed not defining play but rather describing a behaviour as more or less 

playful, depending on the number of criteria met out of the following four: (1) Flexibility, (2) 

positive affect, (3) non-literality, and (4) intrinsic motivation. Here, flexibility refers to a 

behavioural variation in form or content. Positive affect denotes the presence of positive 

emotions while playing. Non-literality means that a behaviour does not have a literal meaning 

or function; and intrinsic motivation emphasises the voluntariness of the behaviour. According 

to Krasnor and Pepler (1980), pure play occurs at the interface of all these criteria. Burghardt 

(2011) went a step further and defined five core criteria that are quite similar to those of Krasnor 

and Pepler (1980), but that, in his understanding, must all be met for a behaviour to be 

considered play. First, play is not fully functional. Second, play is spontaneous, pleasurable, 

voluntary, or intentional. Third, it differs in its structure from serious behaviours in terms of 

exaggeration, completeness, or sequence. Fourth, it is performed repeatedly; and fifth, it occurs 

in a relaxed mood. Accordingly, Burghardt (2011) added the criterion of repetitional behaviour. 

While Burghardt’s approach (2011) is more rigid and restrictive, Krasnor and Pepler (1980) 

had an more open attitude towards play behaviour. Thus, there are various approaches to 

defining play. There seem to be core elements, on which researchers agree they can be found 
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in play but do not agree on whether all of them must be present for a behaviour to be play. 

Smith and Vollstedt (1985) empirically investigated which of the play criteria defined by 

Krasnor and Pepler (1980), plus the criterion of the dominance of means rather than ends (Rubin 

et al., 1983), objective raters used to identify play. They showed that the first three criteria from 

the Krasnor and Pepler (1980) model of play – flexibility, positive affect and non-literality – 

seem to be especially reliable for identifying play in 3- to 4-year-olds, and therefore seem to be 

sufficient at least for recognising play. The present thesis therefore takes its basic understanding 

of playful behaviour from the model of Krasnor and Pepler (1980). 

In addition to “play”, the second component of the pretend play definition, the “as if” 

orientation, is an indispensable criterion and therefore a clear and distinctive mark of pretend 

behaviour as a subcategory of play. This small but significant part of the definition makes it 

easier to identify pretend play in contrast to general play. Pretend play can be understood as 

playful behaviour that includes a symbolic function (“as if” orientation) (Fein, 1981). Thus, 

pretend play is characterised by the symbolic use of objects and actions. While pretending, 

children project a different reality onto a specific object or situation while simultaneously being 

aware of what the real object or situation is (Lillard, 1993). During pretence, for example, a 

banana becomes a telephone, a room becomes a castle, and children become doctors, mummies, 

or firemen. Pretend play can be found in solitary play or in interaction with others, and it 

encompasses different features on the cognitive, affective and social level (Fein, 1981). It thus 

occurs in different forms and covers a wide range of activities.  

In the course of this thesis, the focus will shift to a more specific form of pretend play – 

children’s social pretend play – which will be described in more detail in the second chapter 

(section 2.3).  

1.2. Social Competence 

The term “social competence” covers a wide range of behaviours, cognitive skills and 

social outcomes, like being prosocial, understanding emotions, and having positive peer 

relations (Malti & Perren, 2015). Social competence can be defined as “the ability to use social 

interactions to satisfy one’s own goals and needs while at the same time considering the needs 

and goals of others” (Perren et al., 2012, p. 100), and is considered elemental for positive 

development (Malti & Noam, 2016). There are various concepts of social competence and its 

dimensionality (Seeber & Wittmann, 2017). The present thesis refers to the social competence 

model of Malti and Perren (2015), because it follows a holistic approach that is based on 

constructivist and action-theoretical considerations and takes various facets of social 
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competence from cognitive, emotional, behavioural, and psychosocial perspectives into 

account. In line with this model, three levels of social competence can be differentiated (Figure 

1): Underlying mental processes (e.g. social-cognitive and emotional skills), skills on the 

behavioural level (social behavioural skills), and children’s psychosocial adjustment (e.g. peer 

relationship quality). 

 

Figure 1. Integrative tri-level model of social competence of Malti and Perren (2015, p. 285). 

Underlying mental processes are motivational aspects and social-cognitive and emotional 

skills like emotion understanding, perspective taking, empathy, and emotion regulation. Social 

skills on the behavioural level can be differentiated into self- and other-oriented social skills, 

and encompass behavioural skills like assertiveness (self-oriented) or prosocial behaviour 

(other-oriented) (Perren et al., 2012). The third level encompasses psychosocial consequences 

of social competence like psychological wellbeing and social relationships. These three levels 

are in mutual relation to each other and are understood interactively in the model. Social-

cognitive skills, for example, might affect children’s social behaviour, and experiences in social 

situations with others might in turn affect children’s emotional skills (Denham et al., 2003; 

Lemerise & Arsenio, 2000; Razza & Blair, 2009). The present thesis focuses on social-cognitive 

and emotional skills (Level 1), behavioural skills (Level 2), and peer relationship quality (Level 

3). 
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2. Chapter 2 – Theoretical and Empirical Background 

This chapter examines the theoretical basis and empirical evidence for the associations 

between children’s pretend play and their social development. First, evidence for a positive 

relation between children’s pretend play and their social development will be reviewed to create 

a basis for further considerations. Next, different theories about the function of pretend play for 

children’s social development, as well as the empirical evidence for these theories, will be 

presented. A closer look at what features of pretend play exactly are considered favourable for 

children’s positive social development then leads to a closer inspection of children’s social 

pretend play quality and competence. The last part of the chapter deals with the development 

and assessment of children’s social pretend play competence, and the emergence of social 

pretend play quality in an interactional framework, and concludes with the research questions 

of the thesis. 

2.1. Associations Between Pretend Play and Social Development 

During early childhood, children master major steps in their social development that can 

be seen in their social-cognitive, emotional, and behavioural skills, as well as their social 

relationships (Barr, 2008; Malti & Perren, 2015; Wellman et al., 2001). Through the first years 

of life, children become increasingly skilled at understanding and regulating their emotions and 

behaviour and at forming social relationships with peers (Malti & Perren, 2015). Furthermore, 

the ability to attribute mental states to oneself and others, also known as Theory of Mind (ToM; 

Premack & Woodruff, 1978), develops. This also furthers children’s understanding of social 

situations, which in turn supports them in their social behaviour (Denham et al., 2003; Razza 

& Blair, 2009), and in forming social relationships outside the family (Viernickel, 2010). 

Another behaviour that emerges and develops through childhood is pretend play (Fein, 

1981). Singer and Singer (1990) call the preschool year the “high season of pretense” (p.64). 

During pretend play, children use symbolism to create different make-believe scenarios in 

which they can act in different roles and take other perspectives, attribute imaginary properties 

to objects, interact with each other, and negotiate about the plot (Ashiabi, 2007).  

From a theoretical perspective, various well-known developmental psychologists such as 

Jean Piaget or Lev Vygotsky have already observed and described a positive relation between 

children’s pretend play and their development in their work. Piaget (1962), for example, 

described the emergence of pretend play with progressing cognitive development in his 

daughter Jacqueline: At the age of 18 months, she was pretending to eat and drink (observation 

65, p. 96), and at 28 months Piaget observed more complex pretend play, when his daughter 
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was pretending to be her mother (observation 79, p. 125). Vygotsky (1978) observed that “in 

play a child always behaves beyond his average age, above his daily behaviour; in play it is as 

though he were a head taller than himself” (p. 102). However, while Piaget (1962) concluded 

that pretend play is associated with children’s cognitive development and is egocentrically 

motivated, Vygotsky (1978) also stressed the social character of pretend play, which will be 

discussed later in this chapter in terms of its function for children’s development. Thus, pretend 

play has been described as being related to children’s development. 

Various empirical studies have confirmed these observations and assumptions by showing 

a positive association between different facets of children’s pretend play and their social 

development. A short summary of these studies is provided in the next two sections.2 

2.1.1. Pretend Play and Social-Cognitive and Emotional Skills 

Children’s pretend play was found to be positively associated with children’s social-

cognitive and emotional skills (e.g. Astington & Jenkins, 1995; Brown et al., 2017; Galyer & 

Evans, 2001; Hoffmann & Russ, 2012; Hughes & Dunn, 1997; Lillard et al., 2011; Lindsey & 

Colwell, 2003, 2013; Schwebel et al., 1999; Seja & Russ, 1999; Slot et al., 2017; Taylor et al., 

2004; Taylor & Carlson, 1997; Youngblade & Dunn, 1995). For example, Cutting and Dunn 

(2006) showed that preschool children’s social pretend play is positively associated with their 

social understanding, as measured by their emotion understanding and ToM. Furthermore, 

Youngblade and Dunn (1995) showed that pretend play is associated with an understanding of 

both others’ emotions and others’ beliefs. Howe et al. (1998) showed that kindergarten children 

name their internal states more often during elaborate pretend play. Pretend play was also found 

to be positively associated with mental-state talk in preschoolers (Hughes & Dunn, 1997) and 

preschoolers’ emotional self-regulation (Slot et al., 2017). Lillard and Kavanaugh (2014) 

investigated the association between pretend play and children’s ToM and concluded that there 

must be a common, underlying symbolic substrate that supports both. It has also been shown 

that the same neuronal areas are active during the observation of pretence scenarios and during 

perspective taking (German et al., 2004; Whitehead et al., 2009). Thus, children’s pretend play 

is positively correlated with children’s social-cognitive and emotional skills. 

 
2 The majority of these studies were carried out before 2000. The present dissertation focuses on empirical 
studies and evidence since 2000, but falls back on older studies if there are no newer ones that have replicated 
the findings. For a further overview of studies before 2000, see Lillard, Lerner, et al. (2013) or Fein (1981). 
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2.1.2. Pretend Play and Social Behavioural Skills and Peer Relations 

There are fewer studies focusing on the association between children’s pretend play and 

their social behavioural skills and peer relationship quality. However, these also confirm a 

positive association with their social behaviour (e.g. Connolly & Doyle, 1984; Elias & Berk, 

2002; Howes & Matheson, 1992; McAloney & Stagnitti, 2009; Uren & Stagnitti, 2009), and 

with their peer relationship quality (e.g. Colwell & Lindsey, 2005; Doyle & Connolly, 1989; 

Howes & Matheson, 1992). Connolly and Doyle (1984), for example, found that preschoolers’ 

pretend play is positively associated with teacher ratings of peer social skills, peer-ranked 

popularity, affective perspective-taking, and social activity. In a more recent study, Li et al. 

(2016) showed that pretend play is related to preschool children’s cooperation and 

assertiveness. Furthermore, Connolly et al. (1988) showed that during pretence, 4- to 5-year-

olds’ social interactions last longer, and are more reciprocal and more enjoyable than during 

other activities. In another study by Doyle et al. (1992), children who were frequent pretenders 

engaged in more complex social interactions in a dyadic play setting than non-pretenders. 

Moreover, Black (1992) showed that popular children engage in more pretend play and behave 

in more socially competent ways during pretence than non-popular children. 

Thus, there is a huge evidence base showing positive associations between children’s 

pretend play and their social competence. However, it should be noted that although most 

studies find positive associations, there are also a few results that do not confirm a positive 

relation between pretend play and children’s social development (for an overview see Lillard, 

Lerner, et al., 2013). Swindells and Stagnitti (2006), for example, found no relation between 4- 

to 5-year-olds’ self-initiated, solitary pretend play and parent-reported social skills. The authors 

discuss the parents’ perception of their children's social competence as a potential factor that 

could have led to these findings. Doyle et al. (1992) found no differences in the complexity of 

5- to 7-year-olds’ social behaviour between pretend and non-pretend play activities, when 

controlled for the children’s general pretend play frequency. However, they also found that 

dyads of children with frequent pretenders showed more complex social interactions than dyads 

of infrequent pretenders. 

Taken together, there is great consensus about the positive association between pretend 

play and children’s social competence (Berk et al., 2006; Fein, 1981; Lillard et al., 2011; Smith, 

2010; Weisberg, 2015). However, as most of the studies performed in this field are cross-

sectional and correlational, the direction of the association is not clear. The positive associations 

between pretend play and children’s social development have given rise to different theories 
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about the causality between pretend play and children’s development and the function of 

pretend play in children’s development, which will be looked at in the next section. 

2.2. The Function of Pretend Play in Children’s Social Development 

2.2.1. Theories About Causality Between Pretend Play and Social Competence 

Smith (2010) subsumed the different perspectives of the literature regarding the function of 

pretend play in children’s development into three models of potential causality (Figure 1). The 

three different models suggest that pretend play is (1) epiphenomenally, (2) essentially, or (3) 

equifinally linked to children’s positive development (Smith, 2010). 

 

Figure 2. Three models of how pretend play might function in children’s (social) development, 

as a child develops from A to B, based on Smith (2010, p. 179).  

The first model assumes an epiphenomenal relation, meaning that pretend play is just a by-

product of children’s development. Thus, pretend play itself has no important developmental 

function (Smith, 2010), despite being a vital component of development that provides joy 

(Bergen, 2013). Piaget (1962) is often cited as a proponent of this theory (Bretherton, 1984; 

Harris, 2000; Lillard, Lerner, et al., 2013).3 According to Piaget, the emergence of pretend play 

is more an index than a facilitator of children’s cognitive development. Following Piaget 

 
3 Others have understood Piaget to assign a more important role to children’s pretend play (e.g. Singer et al., 
2006). However, Smith (2010) has argued that this is a misunderstanding of Piaget’s theory of cognitive 
development, why Piaget is quoted as proponent of this theory in this thesis. For a further discussion, see Lillard, 
Lerner, et al. (2013). 
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(1962), children use pretend play to fulfil their egocentric wishes, which the real world does 

not yet provide. During pretend play, children mainly assimilate the world to their ego, which 

means that they subsume objects under known action schemata. In contrast, accommodation, 

which describes the ability to adapt existing action schemata to new actions, is mainly found in 

children’s imitation at this age (Piaget, 1962). Pretend play is therefore a sign that the child has 

not yet mastered an equilibrium between assimilation and accommodation, the prerequisite for 

cognitive development (Piaget, 1962). Thus, although Piaget (1962) described the different 

stages of pretend play that accompanied children’s cognitive development, he considered 

pretend play more as a phase of maladaptation, which they will grow out of, than the driver of 

development. Montessori (1997) had similar views on pretend play, considering it as the 

expression of a child’s “unsatisfied desire” (p. 41). After observing that children had only little 

interest in toys, Montessori (1966) concluded that they might have more important things to do 

“than to be engaged in such trivial occupations” (p.12). Believing that children might learn 

more from real-life activities, she promoted these over pretend ones (Montessori, 1966). Thus, 

according to the epiphenomenal model, positive associations between pretend play and 

children’s social development can be fully explained by children’s general developmental status 

and would disappear if controlled for age (Lillard, Lerner, et al., 2013; Smith, 2010). 

The second model argues the opposite. It assumes that children’s pretend play is linked to 

children’s positive development as an essential step that children need to go through to develop 

positively. Vygotsky (1978) is one of the most prominent and cited researchers who consider 

pretend play to be a crucial facilitator of children’s social development. According to Vygotsky 

(1978), “play creates a zone of proximal development of the child” (p. 102), in which children 

can train and perform activities they are too young to perform in real-life situations. This might 

help them learn to understand social situations and to regulate their behaviour (Bodrova et al., 

2013). In contrast to Piaget’s individualistic perspective, Vygotsky thus also considers the 

social context of pretend play. Arguments for the essential view are also provided by autism 

research: Children diagnosed with autism show difficulties of engagement and in producing 

pretend play (Jarrold, 2003; Rutherford et al., 2007). For Harris (2000), this is an indication that 

pretend play is essential for children’s positive development. 

The third possible model constitutes a compromise between the first and second models. It 

assumes an equifinal relation between pretend play and children’s social development, meaning 

that pretend play is one of many routes for fostering children’s social development. Smith 

(2010) himself, and Pellegrini (2009) argue in favour of this approach. According to this model, 

fostering pretend play may lead to an increase in children’s social competence. However, if 
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other areas associated with children’s social development are fostered, this might produce a 

similar outcome. Evidence for an equifinal view comes from cross-cultural comparisons, which 

show that pretend play can be found across different cultures, and to varying degrees of quantity 

and quality between cultures (Gaskins, 2013; Morelli et al., 2003). Pretend play therefore seems 

to be omnipresent in children all over the world, which might be an indicator for the essential 

and against the epiphenomenal model on the one hand. However, differences in its quantity and 

quality between cultures, and the fact that all children develop positively, suggest that it is 

equifinally linked on the other. 

In addition to these three models of Smith (2010) regarding the function of pretend play in 

children’s development, some authors take another perspective on the association between 

pretend play and children’s development. They propose a causal relation between pretend play 

and children’s development but in the opposite direction than Smith’s (2010) essential model. 

Dore et al. (2015), for example, argue that contrary to the widespread belief that play is 

conducive to development (“play ethos”, p. 3), the opposite direction, i.e. social competence 

development as a prerequisite for pretend play, should also be considered. Bretherton (1989), 

too, states that social competence is likely to be a prerequisite for pretend play. However, this 

perspective is considered far less often in studying the causality between pretend play and 

children’s social development, because the potential function of pretend play in children’s 

social development is much more important regarding children’s positive development. 

However, this potential causal path could help in developing theory and in the interpretation of 

study results. It should therefore also be considered when studying the relation between pretend 

play and development; something this thesis also takes into account. Thus, converting the 

models of the function of pretend play in children’s development into models of potential 

causality, a fourth model can be added,4 the opposite model, which assumes that children’s 

positive (social) development is a prerequisite for elaborate pretend play. According to this 

view and in contrast to the epiphenomenal view, positive correlations between children’s 

pretend play and their social development can be explained by children’s social developmental 

status (e.g. their ToM), and should remain when controlled for age. 

 
4 As Smith (2010) focused on the function of pretend play, he did not differentiate the equifinal model any 
further. It could also be argued that this fourth model should be included in the epiphenomenal view, provided 
that age and social competence are strongly correlated. However, in consultation with Peter K. Smith, extension 
to a fourth model more precisely considers all aspects of potential causality, provided there are greater 
interindividual differences in social development between children of the same age and focusing on the 
association rather than the function of pretend play. 
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Taken together, there are four models of potential causality between children’s pretend play 

and their social development, including three perspectives on the function of pretend play 

(Smith, 2010). There are good arguments for and against each of these four models. Each has 

its justification, especially while there is no clear evidence for the direction of effects. To draw 

causal conclusions, longitudinal and experimental study designs should be used to generate 

evidence for the direction of the positive association. However, considering the importance of 

identifying supporting factors for children’s social development, the focus shifts back to the 

potential function of pretend play in children’s social development, and will return to the fourth 

model at a later point in this thesis. 

The next section therefore focuses on empirical evidence regarding the function of pretend 

play in children’s social development, focusing on which of the three theories about the function 

of pretend play is most plausible. 

2.2.2. State of the Research Regarding the Function of Pretend Play 

Based on the models of Smith (2010), Lillard, Lerner, et al. (2013) investigated the empirical 

evidence regarding the potential function of children’s pretend play in their development. In 

addition to cross-sectional, correlative studies that mainly confirmed the positive association 

between children’s pretend play and their social development, the authors’ review included 

longitudinal and experimental studies. 

These longitudinal and experimental studies also showed mixed results concerning the 

causality of effects. Youngblade and Dunn (1995), for example, showed that the role enactment 

of 33-month-old children predicted their ToM seven months later, though the authors did not 

test the reverse direction of effects. In contrast, Jenkins and Astington (2000) tested both 

directions of effects and found that preschool children’s ToM, as tested between 34 and 45 

months of age, predicted children’s role assignment and joint planning three and seven months 

afterwards, but not the other way around. As these are longitudinal but not experimental studies, 

their significance is limited.  

After reviewing the empirical evidence, Lillard, Lerner, et al. (2013) concluded that, due to 

the inconsistent findings in the literature and the methodological shortcomings of former 

studies, the question of causality between pretend play and children’s social development 

remains unclear. The authors draw the conclusion that new methodologically sound studies, 

with longitudinal and experimental data designs, blind experimenters, and sound statistical 

approaches, are needed to investigate the direction of effects. However, based on their review, 

the authors also conclude that pretend play might be equifinally linked to children’s social 
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development.5 An equifinal relation is also according to Smith (2010) best supported through 

former research. Thus, children’s pretend play might be a playful, enjoyable and child-oriented 

alternative to other educational programmes for promoting children’s social competence. 

Since the review by Lillard, Lerner, et al. (2013), only a few studies have been conducted 

regarding the function of pretend play for children’s social development, but with better 

methodological approaches. Nevertheless, these studies also show inconsistent results: Qu et 

al. (2015) reported that training in sociodramatic play led to increases in kindergarten-aged 

children’s ToM compared to control group. In a training study by Fung and Cheng (2015), 5-

year-old girls who participated in pretend play training showed greater decreases of 

disruptiveness than girls in non-pretend play activities, while boys similarly benefitted from 

pretend and non-pretend play activities. Hermann (2017) conducted two studies of the effects 

of a pretend play intervention on kindergarten children’s social competence. In the first study 

with 53 3- to 6-year-olds, Hermann showed that a pretend play intervention improved children’s 

social behaviour compared to control group; but no effects were found for children’s emotional 

perspective taking or emotion knowledge. In a second, methodologically more sound study 

including 97 4- to 6-year-olds, Hermann (2017) was unable to replicate this finding of the first 

study, but did find effects of the pretend play intervention on children’s emotion knowledge. 

Again, no effects were found for children’s emotional perspective taking. 

In a recent study, Goldstein and Lerner (2018) investigated 4-year-old children with low 

socioeconomic status. The study showed that children who received dramatic pretend play 

intervention improved more in their emotional self-control than children in the control groups. 

No differences were found for children’s ToM or children’s social skills (i.e. comforting, 

altruism, or helping behaviour).  

Taken together, research on pretend play so far provides an evidence base that pretend play 

might be beneficial for the development of social behaviour, but the empirical evidence is 

insufficient. Although children’s pretend play has been the subject of research for more than 50 

years, the function of pretend play in children’s development is still debated and there is still 

no consensus on whether children’s social pretend play does promote children’s social 

development (Bergen, 2013; Lillard, Hopkins, et al., 2013; Lillard, Lerner, et al., 2013; Lillard 

& Taggart, 2019). 

Besides the methodological shortcomings of previous studies in terms of their study designs 

(Lillard, Lerner, et al., 2013), another reason for the inconsistent findings that lead to a 

 
5 This conclusion is based on the fact that some studies found training effects of pretend play on children’s social 
competence, while others did not. 
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continuing lack of consensus on the function of pretend play in children’s social development 

might be that pretend play encompasses many different facets. For one thing, this has led to 

different theories as to why pretend play might be beneficial for children’s social development, 

and a resulting implementation of different approaches to investigating it. It has also led to 

inconsistency in the operationalisation of pretend play, with studies mostly focusing on single 

features of pretend play (Thompson & Goldstein, 2019). Some studies, for example, have 

measured the ability to substitute objects (e.g. Li et al., 2016), others have measured children’s 

role enactment and the diversity of themes (e.g. Youngblade & Dunn, 1995), and still others 

have measured whether or not children have imaginative companions (e.g. Taylor et al., 2004). 

However, although all these studies investigate specific aspects of children’s pretend play, most 

of them make universal claims about pretend play in general. 

The models by Smith (2010) of the function of pretend play are also set out in very general 

terms. The equifinal model does not go into detail concerning the properties or potential 

threshold effects that could cause the expected positive effect of pretend play on children’s 

development. That is to say, the models do not give information on whether it is the quantity, 

quality or different aspects of pretend play that are related to children’s positive development. 

Is it enough just to have an imaginary companion? Or is it the quantity or quality of pretend 

play that might further children’s social development?  

A first step to shedding more light on the potential function of pretend play in children’s 

social development is to take a closer look at why exactly pretend play might be beneficial for 

children’s development. This might also suggest new approaches to examining it and therefore 

pave the way for well-founded and methodological sound investigations, on which further 

knowledge can be built. Thus, a more detailed look at what is thought to promote children’s 

social development is needed, and will be provided in the next section.  

2.2.3. Arguments for Pretend Play as a Facilitator of Social Development 

There are different theoretical approaches to explaining why children’s pretend play might 

be beneficial for young children’s social development. These can be summarised into three lines 

of argumentation, which are not necessarily mutually exclusive and are sometimes combined: 

Cognitive, behavioural and interactional approaches. 

Cognitive Approaches 

From a cognitive viewpoint, children’s pretend play might be beneficial for their social 

development as it challenges children’s social-cognitive and emotional skills. There are 

different theories as to how children’s pretend play challenges their social-cognitive and 
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emotional skills. Leslie (1987) suggested that children use representations of representations – 

metarepresentations – during pretence, e.g. pretending that the banana (primary representation) 

is a telephone (metarepresentation). Children thereby project another reality onto an object or 

a situation, while at the same time being aware of the real object or situation (Lillard, 1993). 

This is the same metarepresentational mechanism that is also needed to understand other 

people’s cognitions as being different from the real situation, while remaining aware of what 

the real situation is, e.g. understanding a false belief about something (Leslie, 1987). According 

to Leslie (1987), pretend play is therefore a first form of children’s ToM. Similarly, Whitebread 

and O’Sullivan (2012) emphasise the role of metacommunication (i.e. communication about 

communication, like a discussion of the further plot), which occurs in mature pretend play, and 

is important for children’s social-cognitive skills. According to Whitebread and O’Sullivan 

(2012), metacommunication during pretend play enables children to experience and develop 

intersubjectivity, i.e. shared understanding of tasks and actions, which helps them to understand 

their interaction partners thinking and to regulate their own behaviour. 

In contrast to this metacognitive view, Harris (2000) did not conclude that young children 

use metacognitions for producing and understanding pretence. He argues for a simulation 

theory, assuming that children are able to represent both realities simultaneously as primary 

representations, and coordinate them. In his view, children imagine themselves in the shoes of 

others during pretend play, and especially role-play, and thereby train the understanding of 

others without being aware of mental representations. Similarly, Stich and Nichols (2000) argue 

that children use a separate mental workspace, a “possible world box” (p. 122), that enables 

children to quarantine pretence from the real world perceptions and helps them to hypothesise 

about situations. Lillard (2001) likewise argues for a “twin earth” (p. 495), in which children 

decouple pretence from the real world, which helps their understanding of mind, as mental 

states of others are also quarantined from own beliefs and desires.  

To sum up, there are different theories about the cognitive underpinnings of pretence and 

how they contribute to children’s development,6 but they all have in common that they argue 

that children’s pretend play challenges their social cognitions and is therefore beneficial for 

positive social development, especially for children’s social-cognitive and emotional skills. 

 
6 There is still debate on the conceptual underpinnings of young children’s pretence between 
metarepresentational and behavioural accounts. However, this is secondary for the present thesis. For a further 
discussion, see Friedmann and Leslie (2007) or Brandl (2012). 
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Behavioural Approaches 

Others argue that pretend play might be beneficial for children’s social development because 

children have the opportunity to enact different social scenarios and thus experience social 

situations with their own bodies (Ashiabi, 2007; Bretherton, 1989; Doyle & Connolly, 1989). 

Children can experiment with their behaviour, emotions and environment during pretend play, 

which might positively affect their social development. By enacting different roles in everyday 

activities, children learn to understand social roles and social rules (Doyle & Connolly, 1989; 

Smilansky & Shefatya, 1990). According to Smilansky and Shefatya (1990), for example, 

children have the opportunity to take the perspective of another person and thereby experience 

other emotions during play, e.g. the emotions of a mother comforting her child, which might 

lead to a better understanding of others. Moreover, Bretherton (1989) argues that children can 

master emotional arousing situations in a safe environment through role enactment during 

pretend play. Fein (1989) also argues that pretend play may help children learn how to deal 

with emotions, as they can adjust the play scenario according to their emotional arousal and 

thus have space to practise. 

Interactional Approaches 

Pretend play is often observed in social interaction with others and, equally, social 

interaction in the preschool years is mostly observed during play (Brownell & Brown, 1992). 

Some authors argue that pretend play may have a positive impact on children’s social 

competence because of its socialisation context (e.g. Vygotsky, 1978). According to the 

interactional perspective, pretend play with others is a chance for children to experience positive 

peer interactions like sharing, waiting, or asserting (Ashiabi, 2007). During pretend play, 

children have to negotiate the play action and roles with each other in order to maintain it, which 

requires and challenges cooperative skills and assertiveness (Howes, 1992; Howes & Matheson, 

1992; Smilansky, 1968). The pretend play scenario might motivate children more to resolve 

conflicts, as they have the same goal of maintaining the play (Howe et al., 2002).7 Additionally, 

children construct shared meanings during pretend play, which might help them to understand 

and coordinate different perspectives (Farver, 1992; Göncü, 1993; Howe et al., 2005). 

One of the most prominent arguments in favour of children’s pretend play as being 

promotive for children’s social development comes from Vygotsky (1978), who referred to 

 
7 Howe et al. (2002) investigated whether differences in conflict resolution during pretend play can be found 
between sibling dyads that engage in high-level play negotiations versus low-level play negotiations, but found 
no effects. However, the authors concluded that this finding is limited due to methodological reasons and thus no 
final conclusion could be drawn.  
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cognitive, behavioural and interactional approaches. According to Vygotsky (1978), pretend 

play provides children with “the zone of proximal development” (ZPD; p. 102). This zone 

describes the distance between children’s actual developmental status and the potential next 

level of development (Vygotsky, 1978). From a cognitive perspective, Vygotsky (1978) argues 

that during pretend play, children have to suppress action impulses according to the rules of the 

game, which helps them with their behavioural regulation in real life. For example, while 

playing a police officer, a child must behave according to his/her role. From a behavioural 

perspective, children have the chance to experiment with their behaviour and behave beyond 

their average age, e.g. during pretending to be the mummy, which helps children to develop 

(Vygotsky, 1978). From an interactional perspective, Vygotsky (1978) argues that pretend play 

provides an opportunity for children to create shared meanings in cooperation with their peers, 

which help them learn to understand social situations. 

To conclude, there are many good theoretical reasons why children’s pretend play might 

promote their social development. What is striking, for one thing, is that these theories stress 

the role of the social context, i.e. social interactions during pretence are important in fostering 

children’s social development, and for another, they emphasise the role of mature or high-

quality social pretend play, characterised by a high symbolic level, extensive role-play, and 

planned scenarios.8 For example, most of the theories, such as simulation theory, presuppose 

role-play, which can only be observed in competent players. Also, Bodrova and colleagues 

(Bodrova et al., 2013; Bodrova & Leong, 2009) argue that mature social pretend play in 

particular, characterised by elaborate play scenarios, is beneficial for children’s development.  

Achieving high-quality social pretend play in children’s play might therefore be the key to 

unlocking the beneficial effect of pretend play for children’s positive development. However, 

as stated, most of the studies investigated single aspects of social pretend play and only a few 

of the studies mentioned so far focused on investigating the quality of children’s social pretend 

play in a holistic way. Comparatively little is therefore known about high-quality social pretend 

play in this context. The exceptions are intervention studies, the majority of which did aim to 

promote the quality of children’s social pretend play through the intervention. However, as 

reported, these studies show mixed results as well. Moreover, of the methodologically sound 

studies, only that by Goldstein and Lerner (2018) focused on 3- to 4-year-olds, but with low 

 
8 This refers to children’s social development and should not imply that solitary pretend play is not valuable. 
Solitary pretend play is also considered beneficial for other developmental areas such as children’s cognitive 
development (see also Lillard, Lerner, et al., 2013).  
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socioeconomic background. As this age is important for the development of social pretend play 

and certain social-cognitive skills (e.g. ToM); more evidence for this age group is needed. 

Considering that high-quality social pretend play could make an important contribution to 

children’s social development, this thesis aims to shed more light on qualitative aspects of 

children’s social pretend play. Thus, the next section provides a more detailed view of what is 

known and what is not known about pre-schoolers pretend play in interaction with others, which 

leads to the research questions of this thesis.  

2.3. Children’s Pretend Play in an Interactional Context 

With the role of children’s pretend play for their social development as a background, and 

taking high-quality social pretend play to be beneficial for children’s positive social 

development, the next sections provide a closer inspection of qualitative aspects of children’s 

pretend play in social interaction. First, there is a brief definition of high-quality social pretend 

play, which is then differentiated according to children’s general, social pretend play 

competence and their social pretend play quality during play. Next, there is a description of the 

development of children’s social pretend play, considered from an ontogenetic and an 

interactional perspective, and approaches to measuring it. 

2.3.1. Definition of and Differentiation between Social Pretend Play Competence and 

Quality 
 

High-quality pretend play is often described as containing developmentally advanced 

features of pretend play (Bodrova et al., 2013), which suggests pretend play is an individualistic 

ability that matures during childhood. Howes and Matheson (1992), for example, describe the 

developmental sequence of competent play with peers. Social pretend play can be described as 

pretend play in social interaction with a play partner (Howes, 1992). As a social behaviour, 

social pretend play is therefore a function not only of one person alone but also of the (social) 

environment (Lewin, 1935). According to Bandura’s (1971) theory of social learning, children 

for example might benefit by imitating the mature pretend play behaviours of their interaction 

partners during play. It has been shown that children’s pretend play in interaction with others 

can be more complex than when they are alone (Bornstein et al., 1997; Fiese, 1990; Slade, 

1987). Environmental aspects, such as the influence of children’s interaction partners on their 

quality of play, should therefore also be considered when investigating social pretend play 

(Howes, 1992).  

Thus, on the one hand, pretend play is described as children’s individual play ability that 

develops through childhood as children become increasingly competent players (e.g. Bodrova 
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et al., 2013; Fein, 1981). On the other hand, children’s social pretend play is highly interactional 

and social behaviour is always also a function of and influenced by the interaction partner and 

the relationship between interaction partners (Howes, 1992; Kenny et al., 2006; Kenny & La 

Voie, 1984). 

This thesis therefore distinguishes between children’s social pretend play competence and 

their social pretend play quality during play, which can be understood in a similar way to state-

trait theory of personality psychology9 (Steyer et al., 1999). In contrast to children’s social 

pretend play competence, which can be defined as the developmental level of their social 

pretend play, i.e. the general, stable behaviour shown by an individual with different play 

partners (similar to a trait), the quality of children’s pretend play can vary between high and 

low during play and between play partners (similar to a state), and comprises observable social 

pretend play quality during play according to the developmental stages of pretend play. 

For a better understanding of the definition of children’s social pretend play competence and 

quality, the next section concentrates on the developmental steps of children’s pretend play. 

2.3.2. Development of Children’s Social Pretend Play Competence 

Children start to pretend at about the age of 10–15 months (Smith, 2010). The first actions 

of pretend play that can be observed are single and simple actions like pretending to sleep 

(Piaget, 1962, p. 96, observation 64 (a)). From then on, children’s pretend play becomes 

increasingly mature and develops until they are able to show elaborate pretend play skills like 

the enactment of complementary roles over a longer period of time, about the age of 5–6 years 

(Smith, 2010). From the literature (Bodrova & Leong, 2007; Fein, 1981; Hauser, 2013; Piaget, 

1962; Smilansky, 1968), five components of pretend can be identified that encompasses social 

and cognitive features of play and that mature during childhood: Decentration, 

decontextualisation, role-taking, sequencing, and planning. The next section gives a brief 

overview of the developmental stages of each of these components.10 

Beginning with self-referenced pretend play actions like eating behaviour, children’s play 

becomes more interactive during the next years of life and develops into parallel, then 

associative, and finally cooperative social pretend play; this describes the decentration of 

pretend play behaviour (Fein, 1981; Howes & Matheson, 1992). At the same time, the quality 

of children’s pretend play also increases on a symbolic level (Fein, 1981). At the beginning, 

 
9 This comparison was made for a better understanding of the differentiation. However, the approach cannot be 
transferred 1:1 as the state-trait theory refers to human personality. 
10 The developmental course of children’s pretend play is described in more detail in various reviews, e.g. by 
Fein (1981) or Thompson and Goldstein (2019). 
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real objects like mobile phones are used in a playful way to pretend making a telephone call. 

As pretend play develops, toys like miniature mobile phones, which are similar to the real 

objects, are used. Objects and actions are then substituted, meaning that objects are used in a 

non-functional way, e.g. a banana used as a mobile phone. Finally, imaginary objects, e.g. 

imagined phones, are integrated in the play (decontextualisation). Another facet of children’s 

pretend play that develops is role-play. Simple dressing-up actions increasingly become roles 

that are first played out in single situations and finally played out consistently and used flexibly 

(role-taking). Children’s play scenarios also change from single independent play actions to 

scripted and planned scenes, which are interdependent and played out over a longer period of 

time (sequencing and planning) (Bodrova & Leong, 2007; Fein, 1981; Smilansky, 1968). 

These developmental features can be used as indicators for a) children’s developmental 

level, i.e. their social pretend play competence, and b) the quality of observed play during a 

social interaction, i.e. social pretend play quality. Consequently, these features can be used to 

measure both children’s social pretend play competence and the quality of social pretend play 

during play with an interaction partner.  

2.3.3. Measurement of Social Pretend Play Competence 

As stated, methodologically sound studies are needed to shed more light on the role of high-

quality social pretend play and its potential for positive social development. This includes 

psychometrically sound methods for assessing the developmental level of children’s social 

pretend play, i.e. their social pretend play competence.  

As mentioned, children’s pretend play is often assessed using single features of pretence 

such as the ability to substitute objects (e.g. Lewis & Boucher, 1997). However, there have also 

been some approaches to measuring children’s pretend play competence in a holistic way and 

different instruments have been developed. These instruments include the Child-Initiated 

Pretend Play Assessment (ChIPPA; Stagnitti & Unsworth, 2004), the Test of Pretend Play 

(ToPP; Lewis & Boucher, 1997; formerly known as the Warwick Symbolic Play Test or 

WSPT), and the Affect in Play Scale (APS; Kaugars & Russ, 2009). However, these measures 

concentrate on children’s solitary pretend play and do not assess children’s social pretend play. 

Other instruments, that focus on children’s pretend play in a social context either do not assess 

qualitative aspects of it, e.g. the Play in Early Childhood Evaluation System (PIECES, Kelly-

Vance & Ryalls, 2005), or do assess the quality but in an un-standardised way like the 

Smilansky Scale for the Evaluation of Dramatic and Socio-Dramatic Play (SSEDSP; Smilansky 

& Shefatya, 1990).  
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Taken together, although there are different established and methodologically sound 

instruments for assessing children’s pretend play in early childhood, none of them assesses 

children’s social pretend play competence in a holistic, reliable, and valid way according to the 

identified indicators mentioned in the last section. This is also underlined by a recently 

published review of pretend play measurements by Thompson and Goldstein (2019), who 

emphasise the urgent need for measurements “that can most accurately encompass the full 

definition of pretend, rather than measuring one or two components in isolation” (p. 36), in 

order to be able to make valid statements concerning the developmental role of children’s 

pretend play. Measurement tools for assessing children’s social pretend play competence are 

thus lacking. Sound empirical methods for assessing the developmental level of children’s 

social pretend play, i.e. children’s social pretend play competence, are needed as groundwork 

for further research as well as for assessing children’s developmental status.  

One major challenge for the assessment of social pretend play competence is how to do it in 

a standardised way that captures children’s general developmental level and not the potential 

influence of an interaction partner. There have been a few recently developed instruments for 

assessing young children’s social pretend play competence in early childhood that aim to assess 

children’s social pretend play competence in a holistic way: A standardised role-play test (Tools 

of the Play Scale), a social pretend play situation with a peer (Dyadic Pretend Play Assessment), 

and an educator report (Reported Pretend Play Competence), and that will be compared and 

validated in this thesis. 

2.3.4. Emergence11 of Social Pretend Play Quality in an Interactional Context 

As stated, children start to pretend regularly at about the age of 10–15 months and their play 

then becomes increasingly mature. However, these developmental steps do not just occur 

spontaneously, but arise in co-construction with children’s social world (Bornstein et al., 1997). 

Thus, the early origins of pretend play can be seen in social interaction (Howes, 1992). 

From early on, parents start to pretend in front of their children and to encourage children in 

pretend play (e.g. Farver & Wimbarti, 1995; Haight et al., 1997; Haight & Miller, 1992; Lillard, 

2012; Lillard & Witherington, 2004). Parents, for example, start to make animal sounds while 

reading a book or playing with figures. They use cues like smiling or adjusting their voice or 

expression to indicate pretend play and help children to understand play better (Lillard, 2006; 

Lillard et al., 2007; Lillard & Witherington, 2004). Haight and Miller (1992) described the 

 
11 The term emergence in this context is referred to the quality that arises during play as a function of the 
individual and the interaction partner. The term development is used when referring to the ontogenesis of social 
pretend play competence. 
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social pretend play development of nine children, whom they filmed during play over a 3-year 

period beginning at the age of 12 months. The authors reported that although only half of the 

children showed pretend play actions themselves at the age of 12 months, all mothers showed 

pretend play actions in front their children during play. 

Children also learn through the observation and imitation during social interaction (Bandura, 

1971). Accordingly, they might benefit by imitating the mature pretend play behaviours of their 

interaction partners. Rakoczy et al. (2005), for example, showed that 18- to 24-month-old 

children imitated the pretend play actions modelled by adults when presented with novel 

objects. Haight and Miller (1992) reported that 12-month-olds repeated 75% of maternal 

utterances regarding the pretend actions. By imitating mature play actions, children’s pretend 

play quality might rise, not only during the play sequence, but they might also learn new play 

skills themselves and develop their pretend play competence (Striano et al., 2001).  

Vygotsky (1978) emphasises the role of mature play partners for the quality of play, not only 

as role model but also as competent players who can scaffold children’s play. From early on, 

parents support the development of their children’s pretend play by scaffolding it through joint 

attention, verbal suggestions, or active demonstrations of play actions (Lillard, 2012). These 

interactions might facilitate the emergence of social pretend play competence. Evidence comes 

from studies showing that children’s pretend play in interaction with their parents is more 

complex than when they are alone (Bornstein et al., 1997; Fiese, 1990; Haight & Miller, 1992). 

O’Connell and Bretherton (1984) observed 30 children at the age of 20 months and 28 months 

while playing alone and with their mothers. The findings showed that maternal guidance of 

children’s play led to more quality during play. Slade (1987) observed 16 children from the age 

of 20 to 28 months and found that mothers’ involvement was positively associated with the 

length of play episodes and level of children’s pretend play. Jackowitz and Watson (1980) 

showed that modelling increases children’s pretend play performance with regard to object 

transformations during play. Damast et al. (1996) observed 50 mothers with their 21-month-old 

children, and showed that mothers structure and scaffold their children’s play either at their 

developmental level or just above (ZPD), which raises quality during play and might thereby 

promote their pretend play competence. 

Thus, in the first years of life, children’s caregivers provide the framework for pretend play 

and support children in developing pretend play by raising its quality during play. Siblings, as 

important attachment figures, can also play an important role (Dale, 1989). Dunn and Dale 

(1984) investigated 20 families of 2-year-olds for the difference between mother and sibling 

social pretend play. The authors found differences between mothers and siblings in that siblings 
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enter the play more actively, but also suggest that the relationship between siblings might play 

a significant role for the complexity of pretend play. Howe et al. (2005) investigated 40 

kindergarten children during pretend play with either an older or a younger sibling. Siblings 

who used strategies like extensions to build a shared meaning were positively associated with 

the frequency of pretence and internal state language. The authors highlight the role of siblings 

for the development of pretend play. Youngblade and Dunn (1995) investigated 50 33-month-

olds during pretend play either with their mothers or with their siblings, and observed 

associations with relationship quality. They found that children spend more time in pretence in 

interaction with their siblings than with their mothers. Pretend play was also positively 

correlated with quality of relationship, family disclosure, and age difference between siblings. 

Thus, the quality of children’s pretend play in an interaction seems to be related not only to the 

scaffolding that the play partner might provide, but also to the quality of the relationship 

between the play partners.  

To sum up, a great deal is known about children’s pretend play with parents and siblings in 

their first years of life. During this period of developing social pretend play competence, mature 

pretend play partners like parents and siblings enrich children’s play and increase its quality, 

which helps children to develop their pretend play competence further in long term. Children’s 

developing social pretend play competence then in turn helps them to produce higher-quality 

play scenarios (Bodrova et al., 2013). 

As children get older, they become increasingly interactive with their environment (Simoni 

et al., 2008). Whereas parents and siblings are children’s major play partners during the first 

two years of life when they start pretending, the opportunity to pretend increases when children 

first attend preschool settings around the age of three and thereby have increased contact with 

their peers. The findings of Haight and Miller (1992) clearly illustrate this shift in play partners 

between the age of 12 to 48 months. While mothers were children’s major play partners at the 

age of 12 months, with about 87% of play time, progressing age saw an increase of play time 

with another child (Figure 3). By 4 years old, only 50% of the time was spent playing with the 

mothers. 



 
 
 

THEORETICAL AND EMPIRICAL BACKGROUND | 24 
 

 

Figure 3. Mean percentage of children’s social pretend play time involving mothers and other 

children as play partners from age 12 to 48 months (Haight & Miller, 1992, p. 341). 

At the same time, the frequency of children’s pretending increases rapidly around the age of 

three, which is also seen as the “high season” of pretending (Singer & Singer, 1990, p.64). 

Playing with peers is therefore an important context for the further emergence of children’s 

social pretend play quality during play. However, in contrast to children’s parents or older 

siblings, who are very likely to be more competent players and able to structure and scaffold 

the play or at least model the play, children’s peers show a similar level of pretend play 

competence. The reported studies clearly showed that children’s pretend play quality can be 

promoted by having a more competent interaction partner, so the question that arises is what 

effect other peers have on a child’s social pretend play quality during play.  

Much evidence has arisen from the observation of parent-child and sibling-child dyads, but 

relatively little is known about the role of peers for the emergence of pretend play quality during 

play. Former research has shown that peers use different strategies to create shared meaning 

during pretence (Farver, 1992). But do more competent peers also raise a child’s social pretend 

play quality? And might less competent peers reduce a child’s social pretend play quality? 

For one thing, children’s individual social competence might be a prerequisite for high-

quality pretend play on the individual level (Dore et al., 2015; Lillard, Lerner, et al., 2013). For 

another, the interactional context seems to be important and the influence of children’s 

interaction partners should also be considered in explaining pretend play quality. The role of 

children’s peers for the emergence of social pretend play quality has been largely neglected in 

research so far. Until now, it is not clear to what degree children’s social pretend play quality 
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during peer play is a characteristic of a child versus a function of the play partner or the specific 

pairing of two children. 

Taken together, little is known about the circumstances under which high-quality social 

pretend play occurs while playing with another peer, and how much influence children’s own 

competence, their play partners’ competence, and their play partners’ quality of play have. 

Thus, fundamental questions regarding the role of peers in the emergence of high-quality social 

pretend play have been overlooked.  

2.4. Research Questions 

There is theoretical and empirical evidence that especially high-quality social pretend play 

might play a role in the development of children’s social competence. High-quality social 

pretend play might therefore be one path to fostering children’s social development. Achieving 

high-quality social pretend play in children’s play might therefore be the key to unlocking the 

beneficial effect of pretend play for children’s positive social development. However, relatively 

little is known about preschool children’s social pretend play in this context, partly for 

methodological reasons (Chapter 2). This dissertation therefore aims to give deeper insights 

into pretend play and a better understanding of it in an interactional context, and the potential 

of high-quality social pretend play for children’s social development.  

The following research questions are addressed in this thesis:  
 

1. How can social pretend play competence be measured in a holistic and valid way? 
 

2. To what degree is children’s social pretend play quality during peer play a  

characteristic of the child versus a function of the play partner or the dyadic 

constellation? 
 

3. Does promoting children’s social pretend play quality during play foster their  

social development? 

To answer these questions, the first study validates three recent assessments of children’s 

pretend play competence to set a basis for methodologically sound investigation of children’s 

social pretend play competence on the individual level. One of these instruments, the Dyadic 

Pretend Play Assessment, is used in the second study to investigate the emergence of dyadic 

pretend play quality during peer play. The third study investigates whether promoting children’s 

social pretend play quality is beneficial for their social pretend play competence, measured by 

two of the validated instruments in the first study, and for their social development. 
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3. Chapter 3 – Systematic Approach and Study Design 

The three studies in this dissertation were carried out as part of an overarching project: 

“RELEFANT – The Impact of Social Pretend Play Tutoring on Preschool Children’s Social 

Development”. This project, which provides the framework of the thesis, as well as the 

methodological approach of the three individual studies, will be presented below. 

3.1. The RELEFANT Project 

The RELEFANT project was developed and initiated by Prof. Dr. Sonja Perren and Dr. Fabio 

Sticca at the Thurgau University of Teacher Education and the University of Konstanz. The 

project’s aim is to investigate the impact of social pretend play on preschool children’s social-

emotional development. It was implemented in three pilot studies, pre 1, pre 2, pre 3 and the 

main study, which was funded by the Swiss National Science Foundation. The present 

dissertation is based on data of pre 3 and the main study. As the pilot studies pre 1 and pre 2 

paved the way for the dissertation, a brief overview of the studies is provided as well. 

The first pilot study pre 1 aimed to evaluate a newly developed pretend play intervention 

and was conducted between November 2015 and March 2016. The second pilot study pre 2 

aimed to evaluate a newly developed social pretend play assessment and was conducted in June 

2016. The third pilot study pre 3 mainly aimed to validate and compare different social pretend 

play competence measures, as well as checking the efficacy of the adapted intervention and the 

feasibility of the intervention design. The pre 3 study was conducted from November 2016 to 

March 2017, and provided the data basis for the first and second study of this thesis. The main 

study mainly aimed to investigate the impact of social pretend play on children’s social-

emotional development. It took place in two waves from November 2017 to June 2018 and 

from November 2018 to June 2019, and provides the data basis for the third study of this thesis. 

Figure 4 gives an overview of the project’s chronology and the design of the pilot studies and 

the main study, and shows how this thesis (Study 1, 2 and 3) is embedded in the project. 
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Figure 4. Overview over the project’s chronology, the design of the single studies, and how this 

thesis studies 1, 2 and 3 are embedded in the project. 

3.1.1. General Procedure and Methodological Approach 

To answer the research questions of the thesis, children’s social competence and their social 

pretend play skills were assessed. The project followed a multi-method and multi-informant 

approach, using different assessment methods to collect the data. Passive consent for data 

collection was obtained from children’s parents. The children were informed about the study in 

an age-appropriate way and were given the opportunity to refuse or stop their individual 

assessment at any time without any consequences. Data collection was conducted by project 

members and trained graduate students pursuing an early childhood education or psychology 

degree. 

Throughout the project,12 children participated in individual tests to assess their social-

cognitive and emotional skills (ToM, emotion understanding), their language skills, and their 

pretend play skills (pretend play competence). Additionally, children were tested and observed 

during peer play to assess the quality of their social pretend play. Educators and parents 

completed questionnaires on children’s social behavioural skills, emotion regulation, empathy, 

and peer relationship quality. Educators additionally provided information about playgroup 

characteristics, while parents provided information about family characteristics. The study 

measures and design were developed from study to study, based on the experience and results 

from the single pilot studies. Some measures were replaced or added over the course of the 

project, and the intervention adapted. An overview of the measurements used in this thesis can 

be found in Table 1. 

 
12 This section only mentions the data collection of the data that are used in this thesis. 
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Table 1 

Overview of the Measures Used in Thesis Studies 1, 2 and 3 

 Measures used  Method Informant 
 

Study 1 Study 2 Study 3  Test Obs. Quest. Child Edu. Parent 

Social pretend play competence X X X  X X  

Social pretend play quality X X   X X   X   

Social-cognitive and emotional skills      

Theory of Mind X X X  X    X   

Emotion understandinga X X X  X    X   

Emotion regulation X      X   X  

Empathy   X    X   X  

Social behaviour /Peer relations      

Social skills X X X    X   X  

Positive peer relations X X X    X   X  

Further Variables      

German language skills X X   X    X   

Playgroup characteristics X X X    X   X  

Family characteristics   X    X   X X 

Notes. Obs. = Observation; Quest. = Questionnaire; Edu. = Educator. 
a The Test of Emotion Comprehension (Janke, 2006; Pons & Harris, 2000) was used to assess children’s emotion 

understanding in studies 1 and 2 of the thesis, while the Intelligence and Developmental Scales – Preschool 

(IDS-P; Grob et al., 2013) was used in Study 3. 

 

Pilot Study Pre 1 

The pre 1 study aimed to investigate the feasibility and efficacy of a newly developed play 

tutoring intervention, as well as the suitability of the measures for the project. Eight Swiss 

playgroups with a total of 52 children (Mage = 46.6; SD = 4.31; 50% girls) were given 

permission to participate in the study (i.e. tests or observations). The study had a longitudinal 

design with baseline measures at the beginning and an intervention conducted over 6 weeks by 

an external play tutor. There was no control condition. Children were tested for their ToM skills 

(EToM; Henning et al., 2012; Peterson et al., 2012), emotion understanding (TEC; Janke, 2006; 

Pons & Harris, 2000), language skills (SETK 3-5; Grimm et al., 2010), and individual pretend 

play level using the Affect in Play Scale (APS-P; Fehr & Russ, 2014). Educators rated 

children’s social behavioural skills and emotion regulation (SOCOMP: Self- and Other-

oriented social COMPetences; Perren, 2007; ECR: Emotion Regulation Checklist; Shields & 

Cicchetti, 1997), as well as the frequency and level of their pretend play. Play tutors’ 

behavioural strategies to support children’s social pretend play were also assessed. 

The study showed that all the scales used were reliable (α = .66 to .83) and were generally 

appropriate for the project. Furthermore, a higher frequency and level of pretend play were 
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found to be associated with higher social-cognitive skills, social behavioural skills, and positive 

peer relations. The efficacy of the intervention was evaluated through the association between 

play support and children’s social pretend play quality during the intervention (Perren et al., 

2019). Results showed that the greater the extent of active support provided by the play tutor 

during the play intervention through active play participation, the higher was the level of social 

pretend play that children showed during the intervention (Perren et al., 2019). However, the 

study also showed that the APS-P was not appropriate for assessing the social components of 

children’s pretend play. 

Taken together, the pilot study pre 1 showed that the measures used generally fit the study 

design, but that some measures (e.g. the APS-P) had to be adapted. The study also showed that 

the social pretend play intervention developed is well suited to promoting preschool children’s 

social pretend play quality, but also, that there should be more sessions of active rather than 

passive support in the future. 

Pilot Study Pre 2 

Recognising the lack of appropriate measures for children’s social pretend play, the pre 2 

study’s purpose was to check the feasibility and validity of a newly developed assessment for 

children’s social pretend play quality, the Dyad Pretend Play Assessment (DPPA). The DPPA 

was developed as an alternative to the APS-P, which focuses on solitary pretend play. The 

DPPA is described in more detail in Chapters 4 to 6 of this thesis and in its manual 

(https://osf.io/yjkub; Jaggy et al., 2016). Eight Swiss playgroups with a total of N = 55 children 

(Mage = 51.7, SD = 5.6; 38.2% girls) participated in this second, cross-sectional pilot study. 

Children were tested once for their ToM skills (EToM; Henning et al., 2012; Peterson et al., 

2012) and language skills (SETK 3-5; Grimm et al., 2010). Using the DPPA, children’s social 

pretend play quality was assessed twice, with different peers. Educators rated children’s social 

behavioural skills (SOCOMP; Perren, 2007; ERC; Shields & Cicchetti, 1997), as well as the 

frequency and level of their pretend play, as in pre 1.  

The results of the pre 2 study showed that the DPPA is a suitable instrument for preschool 

settings and easy to implement (Harzenetter, 2016). However, Harzenetter (2016) suggested 

some minor revisions concerning the instructions, prompts and coding manual. The DPPA also 

showed excellent internal consistency, with Cronbach’s α = .93, for the overall scale and a 

medium to good inter-rater reliability with ICC between .35 and .96 (Reckziegel, 2016). 

Different correlation patterns were found between the first and the second DPPA measurement 

per child. Children’s social pretend play quality, measured for the first time using the DPPA, 



 
 
 

SYSTEMATIC APPROACH AND STUDY DESIGN | 30 
 

was positively associated with their ToM skills (r = .35) and language production (r = .32), but 

not with the other measures. However, the second measurement was not associated with any of 

the study variables. Reckziegel (2016) therefore suggested making some revisions concerning 

the coding manual and rater training. 

Taken together, the results of pre 2 showed that with some revisions, the DPPA might be a 

reliable instrument for assessing preschool children’s social pretend play quality. In terms of 

its validity, the difference in correlation patterns between children’s first and second 

assessments indicated that the dyadic constellation influences children’s pretend play quality. 

This observation contributed to the research question and conceptual structures of the first 

studies in this thesis. 

3.1.2. First and Second Study of the Thesis – Pilot Study Pre 3 

The pre 3 study of the RELEFANT project was the last pilot before the main study. It aimed 

to validate and compare different social pretend play competence measures, as well as checking 

the efficacy of the adapted intervention and the feasibility of the intervention design. It extended 

the study design of pre 1 by using pre- and post-tests, as well as adding a control condition 

(Figure 4). Experience gathered in the first pilot studies also led to some adaptions being made 

concerning the intervention and the social pretend play competence measurements. All 

intervention sessions were now conceptualised as active play participation. Moreover, three 

new instrument for the assessment of children’s social pretend play competence, the Tools of 

the Play Scale (ToPS; Seeger & Holodynski, 2016), the newly developed Dyadic Pretend Play 

Assessment (DPPA), and the Reported Social Pretend Play Competence Scale (RPPC) were 

added. Based on the variation in children’s dyadic pretend play quality observed in pre 2, the 

DPPA was conducted twice at each measurement point, each time while the child in question 

was playing with a different, randomly selected peer. 

The overall sample of pre 3 was N = 66 children (60.6% girls), with children aged between 

37 and 56 months (Mage = 46.4, SDage = 3.8). Children were tested for their ToM skills (EToM; 

Henning et al., 2012; Peterson et al., 2012), emotion understanding (TEC; Janke, 2006; Pons & 

Harris, 2000), and language skills (SETK 3-5; Grimm et al., 2010). Furthermore, their social 

pretend play competence was tested using the DPPA and the ToPS (Seeger & Holodynski, 

2016). Parents and educators rated children’s social behavioural skills, emotional skills, and 

peer relationship quality (SOCOMP; Perren, 2007; ERC; Shields & Cicchetti, 1997), as well as 

their frequency and level of pretend play (RPPC). The intervention was conducted over 6 
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consecutive weeks for a period of 30 minutes once a week. The first and second study of the 

dissertation were part of the pre 3 study and therefore share the same database. 

First Study of the Thesis 

The first study, Assessing Preschool Children’s Social Pretend Play Competence: An 

Empirical Comparison of Three Different Assessment Methods (Jaggy, Perren, et al., 2020) was 

published in Early Education and Development. The study aimed to compare and validate the 

three different assessment methods for children’s social pretend play competence: The Dyadic 

Pretend Play Assessment (DPPA), the Tools of the Play Scale (ToPS), and the Reported Social 

Pretend Play Competence (RPPC). All children with testing or educator questionnaire data from 

the overall sample were included in the study, which resulted in a subsample of n = 64 children 

(Mage = 46.4, SDage = 3.8; 60.6% girls). 

To address the research question of the first study, pre- and post-test measurements of 

children’s social pretend play competence, their ToM, emotion understanding, and language 

skills were analysed, as well as educators’ reports of children’s social-behavioural skills and 

emotion regulation. For each measurement point, children’s DPPA scores were averaged out of 

two different partner sessions to minimise the constellational influence.  

Second Study of the Thesis 

The second study, The emergence of dyadic pretend play quality during peer play: The role 

of child competence, play partner competence and dyadic constellation (Jaggy, Mainhard, et 

al., 2020) was published in Social Development, and investigated the degree to which children’s 

social pretend play quality while playing with different peers can be considered to be a stable, 

individual competence, and the degree to which it depends on the interaction partner or 

constellational components. All children from the pre 3 study with data from the DPPA and 

groups larger than three were included in the study, producing a subsample of n = 57 children 

(Mage = 46.5, SDage = 3.8; 67% girls). 

To address the research questions of the second study, pre- and post-test measurements of 

children’s social pretend play quality during peer play, their ToM, emotion understanding, and 

language skills were analysed, as well as educators’ reports of children’s social-behavioural 

skills. This time, children’s DPPA scores were not averaged but were used separately for the 

social relations analyses. The data had to be restructured for these analyses. Each individual 

record of children’s pretend play quality during the DPPA was paired with children’s partners’ 

scores. This resulted in a pairwise data set that enabled actor, partner and relationship effects to 

be estimated (Kenny et al., 2006).  



 
 
 

SYSTEMATIC APPROACH AND STUDY DESIGN | 32 
 

3.1.3. Third Study of the Thesis - Main Study 

The main study of the project aimed to investigate the impact of social pretend play on 

children’s social-emotional development and to analyse the mechanism of change in a 

randomised controlled intervention study with a larger sample. 

Experiences gathered in the three pilot studies led to adaptions being made to the 

intervention, child testing, and questionnaires; and in contrast to the pilot study pre 3, a follow-

up was included. A second experimental condition, the material condition, was added to the 

existing play tutoring condition (Figure 4). The TEC was replaced by the social-emotional 

competence subtest of the Intelligence and Developmental Scales – Preschool (IDS-P; Grob et 

al., 2013), as the IDS-P covers a broader area of emotion understanding and includes the 

understanding of social situations. The questionnaire was extended by an empathy subscale and 

the emotion regulation subscale was replaced by the behavioural regulation scale. The RPPC 

was extended by a third question concerning the social frequency of children’s pretend play 

(RPPC; Perren & Sticca, 2019). Based on the findings of pre 3, only the ToPS and RPPC were 

used to assess children’s social pretend play competence. The DPPA was conducted once per 

child.13 

Twenty-seven playgroups participated in the main study. The overall sample was N = 215 

children (47.2% girls), aged between 27 and 61 months (Mage = 43.2, SDage = 6.6). This time, 

children were tested for their ToM skills (EToM; Henning et al., 2012), emotion understanding 

(IDS-P; Grob et al., 2013), language skills (SETK 3-5; Grimm et al., 2010), and social pretend 

play competence using the ToPS (Seeger & Holodynski, 2016). Children’s social pretend play 

quality during peer play was assessed using the DPPA (Jaggy et al., 2016). Educators and 

parents rated children’s social behavioural skills, empathy, and peer relationship quality (HSA: 

Holistic Student Assessment; Malti & Noam, 2016; SOCOMP; Perren, 2007; BIKO; Seeger et 

al., 2014), as well as their social pretend play competence (RPPC; Perren & Sticca, 2019).  

Third Study of the Thesis 

The third study, The Impact of Social Pretend Play on Preschoolers’ Social Development: 

Results of an Experimental Study (Jaggy, Kalkusch, et al., 2020) has been submitted to 

Developmental Psychology. It investigated whether promoting children’s social pretend play 

 
13 These adaptations were made based on the findings of the first and second studies of the thesis and can only be 
understood knowing the results of these studies (Chapter 4 and 5): The DPPA was not used to assess children’s 
social pretend play competence to save resources, as more than two DPPA sessions would have been too time-
intensive and would have unnecessarily prolonged the testing of children. The DPPA was conducted once per child 
for further research questions regarding constellational influences on the quality of children’s social pretend play. 
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quality fosters their social development. Only children with testing or educator questionnaire 

data from the overall sample were included in the study, which resulted in a subsample n = 211 

children (Mage = 43.3, SD = 6.5; 47.4% girls) out of 27 playgroups.  

To address the research question of the third study, data of pre-test, post-test, and follow-up 

measures of children’s social pretend play competence, their ToM, emotion understanding, and 

language skills were analysed, as well as educators’ reports of children’s social-behavioural 

skills and empathy.  
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4. Chapter 4 – First Study 

Assessing Preschool Children’s Social Pretend Play Competence: An Empirical 

Comparison of Three Different Assessment Methods 

Pretend play may be beneficial for young children’s social development. However, empirical 

results to date are inconsistent and limited, which is partly due to a lack of psychometrically 

sound measures for children’s social pretend play competence. The current study aimed to 

compare and validate different assessment methods for children’s social pretend play 

competence. In total, 64 3- to 4-year-old children participated in the study (age: M = 46.4, SD 

= 3.8). Assessments were conducted twice, three months apart. Social pretend play competence 

was assessed using a standardised role-play test (Tools of the Play Scale), a social pretend play 

situation with a peer (Dyadic Pretend Play Assessment), and a teacher report. Children’s Theory 

of Mind, emotion understanding, and language comprehension were assessed. Educators 

reported on children’s social-emotional skills. All three instruments showed a good factorial 

validity, measurement invariance, and sensitivity to intra-individual change. A second-order 

factor of all three methods was identified. The Tools of the Play Test and the teacher report 

yielded good criterion validity. The second-order factor showed even better criterion validity: 

Children with higher social pretend play competence showed higher social-cognitive skills as 

well as social-emotional skills. Limitations and applications of the instruments are discussed.  

 

Keywords: social pretend play, social skills, theory of mind, emotion understanding, early 

childhood education, assessment methods   
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4.1. Introduction 

There are strong practical and theoretical claims that pretend play is beneficial for young 

children’s social development (Bergen, 2013). It has been suggested that social pretend play 

may have a positive impact on children’s social development because it is a training ground for 

positive and joyful peer interactions. For instance, children are required to share, to assert 

themselves, to take turns, as well as to show and to interpret emotions (Smith, 2010). Pretend 

play also allows children to create different make-believe scenarios in which they can use 

pretence and symbolism to take on different roles and perspectives. It can therefore also 

challenge their social-cognitive abilities such as theory of mind (ToM), emotion understanding 

or their language development. From the theoretical perspective, we therefore might assume 

that there is a causal link between social pretend play and children’s social-cognitive and social-

emotional skills.  

However, from an empirical perspective, the issue of the potential causality between pretend 

play and children’s social development needs further clarification. Lillard, Lerner, et al. (2013) 

conducted a critical literature review of the association between pretend play and selected 

cognitive, social-cognitive and social developmental outcomes. Regarding non-social cognitive 

skills, the authors concluded that associations with creativity, intelligence and conservation 

seem to be epiphenomena, while associations with (cognitive) problem solving appear to be 

non-existent. However, regarding social-cognitive (e.g. ToM) and social skills, associations 

with social pretend play might be equifinal, even though sound empirical support is still 

missing. This is also due to a lack of measurement tools with good psychometric properties. 

Sound empirical methods to assess social pretend play competence are needed for further 

research as well as for assessing children’s development. The present study compares and 

combines different social pretend play assessment methods and tests them for their factorial 

and criterion validity. 

4.1.1. The Elusive Construct of Pretend Play 

Since pretend play has many facets, it is hard to define and to operationalise. Most often, 

pretend play is defined through playing “as if” (Fein, 1981; Smith, 2010). This gives a wide 

scope for the operationalisation of the construct. Consequently, there have been many different 

ways to assess children’s pretend play, ranging from assessing whether or not children have 

imaginary companions (Taylor et al., 2004) to tests of children’s pretend play competence in 

standardised play settings (Overton & Jackson, 1973). This might be one reason for inconsistent 

empirical findings concerning the associations between children’s pretend play and their social 



 Study 1: ASSESSING SOCIAL PRETEND PLAY COMPETENCE | 36 

and social-cognitive development. To investigate the role of pretend play in children’s 

development, a more precise examination of the suggested theoretical reason why it may be 

beneficial for children’s social and social-cognitive development and a closer inspection of the 

“pretend play” construct are needed.  

According to Vygotsky (1978), especially pretend play in interaction with others – social 

pretend play – seems to be important in fostering children’s social and social-cognitive skills 

because it helps children to understand the social world and to engage in positive peer 

interactions. Social pretend play actions, like other-directed pretend play, could therefore be 

important in children’s social development. Complementary to this social perspective, Piaget 

(1962) focused on a more cognitive view and described the strong associations between pretend 

play and children’s cognitive development, for example, for cognitive abilities such as the 

awareness of mental representations. Based on Piaget’s work it may be assumed, that social-

cognitive play actions like substitutions are beneficial for children’s social development (Lillard 

et al., 2011). However, as these play actions develop and show different degrees of maturity, 

Bodrova et al. (2013) point out that the central factor for a positive developmental outcome is 

not whether children pretend, but what their level of pretend play is. 

To investigate these theoretical suggestions, we need psychometrically sound measures to 

assess children’s developmental level of social pretend play, i.e. children’s social pretend play 

competence. Based on the literature (Bodrova & Leong, 2007; Hauser, 2013; Smilansky, 1968), 

we identified developmentally advanced features of pretend play in the following five facets, 

which integrate social and cognitive components of play: Decentration describes a shift from 

self- to other-directed play actions. Decontextualisation develops from using realistic object 

imitations to using the substitution of objects. Role-taking changes from simple dressing-up 

actions to role-conforming play behaviour over a longer period of play. Planning shifts from 

single planned actions to meta-planned actions. Finally, sequencing develops from non-related 

single play actions to the flexible application of play scripts. However, most of the common 

instruments focus on single aspects of pretend play, such as the ability to substitute, and not on 

a more comprehensive construct of pretend play. This article therefore focuses on methods for 

assessing social pretend play competence as a multifaceted concept, which we define as play 

with an interaction partner containing the developmentally advanced features of pretend play 

encompassing the five mentioned social and social-cognitive facets. 
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4.1.2. Measures for Assessing Pretend Play 

There are only a few methodologically sound instruments to assess pretend play in early 

childhood. They vary in operationalisation, structure, and procedure. One such instrument is 

the Child-Initiated Pretend Play Assessment (ChIPPA; Stagnitti et al., 2000; Stagnitti & 

Unsworth, 2004), a standardised and systematic observation instrument that assesses children’s 

pretend play competence in a simulated play setting over 30 minutes with an examiner (18 

minutes play for children up to three years of age). The examiner creates a play space, using a 

nondirective approach to encourage the child to play by presenting conventional toys with clear 

functions, like miniature animals, in the first half, and unstructured materials like blankets or 

sticks without a clear function in the second half. During the play, the examiner rates the child’s 

quality of pretend play actions, ability to substitute objects, and imitation of modelled actions. 

Using the ChIPPA, Uren and Stagnitti (2009) found positive associations between the quality 

and object imitation scores of 4- to 7-year-olds and their classroom involvement as well as their 

peer play interaction scores. Furthermore, they found negative associations between the quality 

of the pretend play and social disruption scores. Nevertheless, the ChIPPA focuses more on the 

child’s ability to self-initiate and organise pretend play by itself, rather than assessing a child’s 

social pretend play competence. Although the ChIPPA assesses some aspects of pretend play 

competence, unless the child initiates the involvement of the examiner she/he plays mostly 

alone. The ChIPPA therefore assesses mainly children’s solitary pretend play competence.  

Another standardised and systematic observation tool for assessing children’s pretend play 

competence is the Affect in Play Scale – Preschool (APS-P; Kaugars & Russ, 2009). The APS-

P is designed for use with 4- to 6-year-old children and focuses on affective expressions in play 

and cognitive components of pretend play. In a 5-minute puppet session, the child is told a 

short, open-ended introduction story and is then encouraged to play at will. Fehr and Russ 

(2014) have shown that children’s positive affect in play is positively associated with their 

prosocial behaviour, as rated by their teacher. Moreover, Kaugars and Russ (2009) found 

positive associations between preschoolers’ pretend play competence and their degree of 

integration into their peer group. Furthermore, they found negative associations with 

internalising problems. However, like the ChIPPA, the APS-P only assesses children’s solitary 

pretend play. 

The Test of Pretend Play (ToPP; Lewis & Boucher, 1997; formerly known as the Warwick 

Symbolic Play Test or WSPT) is another instrument for assessing children’s pretend play 

competence. It differs from other instruments in that it focuses on the symbolic aspects of 

pretend play and offers verbal, non-verbal, structured, and non-structured test versions for 1- to 
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6-year-olds. The ToPP is designed to assess children’s ability to substitute objects and the 

object’s properties as well as the ability to create scripted scenes. During the test session, an 

examiner encourages the child to pretend by means of play material and gives standardised 

prompts if needed. Clift et al. (1998) found positive associations between the ToPP scores and 

age as well as language skills of 3- to 5-year-olds. However, the examiner is instructed not to 

interact with the child unless necessary. In sum, the above-mentioned instruments assess many 

important features of pretend play, including symbolism and quality of play, but they do not 

cover the social aspect of pretend play adequately. 

The study by Smilansky (1968) was one of the first, and still one of the few, to focus on 

observing children’s pretend play competence in a social context, thus considering the 

interactions between children. The Smilansky Scale for the Evaluation of Dramatic and Socio-

Dramatic Play (SSEDSP; Smilansky & Shefatya, 1990) assesses the social pretend play 

competence of 3- to 8-year-olds over 30 minutes of naturally occurring free play. A trained 

observer rates children’s pretend play competence based on the occurrence of substitutions and 

role-play as well as interactions. This instrument therefore covers different facets of social 

pretend play competence. Positive associations of the SSEDSP were found for example with 

behavioural self-regulation (Elias & Berk, 2002; Matthews, 2008; Slot et al., 2017). However, 

the SSEDSP is a mere observation tool. Although its psychometric criteria can be judged as 

good (Smilansky & Shefatya, 1990), there is no standardised setting for the SSEDSP. 

Another assessment tool that considers the social aspect of pretend play is the Play in Early 

Childhood Evaluation System (PIECES, Kelly-Vance & Ryalls, 2005). The PIECES can be 

used to observe children’s pretend play competence for 30–45 minutes in a naturalistic but 

standardised play setting, in which the child is given a set of toys in the presence of the child’s 

parents and an examiner. Seaborne-Borda et al. (2010) found positive associations between 

children’s pretend play competence and their anger/frustration and attentional shifting, while 

no associations were found between children’s pretend play competence and their emotion 

regulation. However, the authors define pretend play competence through the quantity of 

combined “simple pretend play” actions. This definition covers only one feature of social 

pretend play competence, namely the quality of sequencing the pretend play, rather than 

children’s overall level of pretence. Furthermore, only a few items of the PIECES cover the 

social aspect of play. Moreover, the parents of the child are asked not to interact actively with 

the child unless she/he initiates social play by her-/himself, and the setting is therefore rather 

unnatural for the child. Important features like the quality of role-play are only sketchily 

covered. Therefore, the PIECES focuses on the cognitive aspects of pretend play. 
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A further, recently developed measurement tool that can be used to assess children’s 

competence is the Tools of the Play Scale (ToPS; Seeger & Holodynski, 2016). The ToPS 

assesses the quality of different pretend play tools such as the ability to role-play or to substitute 

objects. It therefore focuses on the social-cognitive aspects of pretence. In a highly standardised 

play scenario test, an examiner prompts the child’s use of different pretend play tools following 

a standardised script. Accordingly, the test considers the quality of children’s pretend play as 

well as its social interaction component. During the ToPS, the examiner also prompts children 

to show their highest level of social pretend play complexity. The ToPS therefore meets our 

requirements for the assessment of social pretend play competence as a multidimensional 

construct. Good psychometric test criteria for the factorial structure and reliability of the ToPS 

have been confirmed (Hermann, 2017). Nevertheless, the test is conducted by an adult person 

and thereby the social aspect involves play interactions only between the child and an adult. 

Since peers are one of the most frequent play partners in early childhood and pretend play tends 

to occur especially while playing with peers, it is also important to consider children’s pretend 

play competence in peer play situations. 

To overcome this gap, our research group developed a new measurement tool, namely the 

Dyadic Pretend Play Assessment (DPPA). It assesses children’s social pretend play competence 

in a peer play context and thereby mainly focuses on the social aspect of social pretend play. 

Unlike the highly standardised ToPS, where standardised prompts are set to evoke a child’s use 

of pretend play actions and the plot is prescribed, the DPPA encourages two children to play 

with each other by means of a short, standardised, open-ended instruction story and a set of 

partly structured play figures and material. This setting leads to a mainly free play situation 

where children have the opportunity to display their everyday play behaviour; the DPPA is 

therefore only half-standardised. The examiner’s involvement is kept minimal and children’s 

naturally occurring peer play can be assessed. Children’s videotaped pretend play competence 

is evaluated afterwards by considering the developmental steps of social pretend play as defined 

in the current paper. The DPPA therefore assesses children’s pretend play competence as a 

multidimensional construct. Consequently, the DPPA as well as the ToPS constitute two newly 

developed, promising but disparate instruments, with the ToPS focusing on social-cognitive 

aspects and the DPPA focusing on the social aspect of social pretend play competence. These 

two instruments should therefore be considered if social pretend play competence is to be 

assessed. 

However, the DPPA and the ToPS are classic tests using adult examiners, which creates a 

testing atmosphere for the children. Despite the numerous advantages of these tests like the 
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objective evaluation of children’s performance, these tests may underestimate the social pretend 

play competence of shy and less sociable children (Crozier & Perkins, 2002). Another 

possibility to bypass this effect and to measure children’s social pretend play competence is to 

observe and rate their everyday behaviour in their peer group. For this purpose, a teacher’s 

appraisal of children’s social pretend play competence could be used as an additional indicator 

for children’s pretend play competence and will be considered in the present study. 

To sum up, there is a set of instruments to assess young children’s pretend play competence 

in early childhood but none of the described pretend play measurements assesses children’s 

social pretend play competence in a holistic, reliable, and valid way. Some of the instruments 

mentioned assess children’s social pretend play competence only partly while others are not 

sufficiently validated or do not have a standardised setting. To overcome this gap, the present 

study examines three newly developed and most promising instruments for the assessment of 

the above-mentioned features of children’s social pretend play competence – the ToPS, the 

DPPA, and a teacher report of children’s social pretend play competence (RPPC) – for their 

psychometric properties. 

Given that these three instruments differ in some aspects of assessment, their combination 

might yield a more holistic assessment of children’s social pretend play competence. We 

therefore examine whether these three instruments can be used to assess and model a higher-

order variable that represents children’s pretend play competence (Hunter & Brewer, 2015). 

4.1.3. Research Questions 

The current study aimed to evaluate, compare, and combine different methods of the 

assessment of social pretend play competence that vary in structure, play partner, themes and 

materials. We investigate factorial validity, measurement invariance, sensitivity to change, and 

criterion validity in terms of associations with observed social pretend play skills, social skills, 

and social-cognitive skills, examining the ToPS, the DPPA, and the RPPC separately. We also 

investigate whether combining the three assessment methods yields a higher-order pretend play 

competence factor. If the analyses confirm a higher-order factor, we also investigate the 

criterion validity of the higher-order factor. A high criterion validity is considered as given if 

the expected associations between social pretend play competence and children’s social 

cognitive (ToM and emotion understanding), social skills (sociability, cooperation, positive 

peer relations, emotion regulation) and language comprehension can be found. 
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4.2. Methods 

4.2.1. Procedure 

Eight playgroups were recruited for participation in an IRB-approved study to validate our 

instruments and to check the feasibility of a newly developed play intervention. In Switzerland, 

playgroups are public educational institutions that are open to all children above three years 

old. Participation is funded mainly by the parents. The aim is to give children the opportunity 

to play with peers under the supervision of a trained playgroup educator (Perren et al., 2017). 

Playgroup sessions usually take place once to twice a week and last two to three hours. Children 

usually start in August of the year before they attend the mandatory kindergarten, and then 

attend the same playgroup for one year. Some children start earlier and attend the playgroup for 

two years. 

As a first recruitment step, 42 randomly selected playgroup educators were asked to 

participate in the study, from which eight playgroups confirmed participation. In a second step, 

parents with children in these playgroups were informed about the study in writing and provided 

written consent for their child’s participation. Children were tested by trained undergraduate 

students pursuing an early childhood education or a psychology degree, who were sensitised to 

children’s decision-making rights and capabilities. Additionally, children were informed about 

the study in an age-appropriate way (e.g. the rationale of using a video camera was explained). 

Children were given the opportunity to refuse or stop their individual tests at any time without 

any consequences. Children participated in two assessments three months apart (t1 and t2). 

Educators completed a questionnaire on children’s social behaviour and children participated 

in standardised tests in individual sessions. The intervention took place in four of the eight 

playgroups and was similar to the intervention described in Perren et al. (2019). Over six 

consecutive weeks a play tutor visited the playgroups once a week for 30 minutes. The play 

tutor brought a standardised set of role-play materials, and both encouraged and guided the 

children in their play. Educators received financial compensation (about 8 euros per child). 

Children were given a small children’s book as a present. 

4.2.2. Participants 

Eight playgroups from a rural region with a predominantly middle-class population 

participated in the study. Playgroup educators were between 34 and 52 years old (M = 43.4; SD 

= 6.7), trained in pedagogical work with young children, and had worked for an average of 7.9 

years (SD = 5.4) as playgroup educators. All educators were Swiss. A total of 65 children (40 

girls) out of 69 were given permission to participate in the study by their parents. One of the 65 
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children refused to participate and was not assessed. At both t1 and t2 the sample included 64 

children, whereby two children left the playgroup and two new children joined it between the 

two measurement points. Children were between 37 and 56 months old (M = 46.4, SD = 3.8). 

A range of 7 to 11 children of each playgroup participated in the study, except for one playgroup 

where only 4 children were given permission to participate and one child refused to do so. 

Children’s mean age ranged from 45.0 (SD = 2.6) to 48.6 (SD = 6.4) months between groups. 

82% of children spoke German as family language. 18% were learning German as a second 

language and had a basic knowledge of German.  

4.2.3. Measures 

Assessment of social pretend play competence 

Tools of the Play Scale. The Tools of the Play Scale (ToPS) is a role-play assessment for 3- 

to 7-year-old children, comprising a highly standardised role-play with an unknown examiner 

accurately following a script for standardised interactions with the children. The videotaped test 

assesses children’s social pretend play competence by evaluating the quality of their use of 

different “tools of the play”, which the authors describe as specific abilities to engage in role-

play. The plot is divided into two storylines: At the beginning a classic toy shop scenario is 

played, with the examiner playing a customer and the child playing the seller. Then a burglary 

happens and the examiner plays a police officer, with the child remaining the seller. The 

examiner sets one main prompt for each item and if necessary further prompts to evoke 

children’s use of “the tools of the play”. These tools are substitution of objects and role-taking, 

substitution of play actions, substitution of role-speech and substitution of emotions. These four 

scales are formed from the mean score of three to four items per scale (Table 2). The four further 

items “shopping theme”, “burglary theme”, “substitution of money”, and “play action of 

combing” were excluded from the analyses both because an explorative factor analysis yielded 

no affiliation to one of the scales, and because some of these items were not adapted to the 

Swiss dialect, which led to verbal misunderstandings of the prompts and therefore to a 

systematic bias.  
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Table 2 

Overview of Scales and Items of the Tools of the Play Scale 

Substitution scale Item  Tools αt1/t2 
     

Objects and role-

taking 

    

 P1–2a Substituting blocks as toys OS  

 P1–3 Recommending suitable gift for opposite gender RO  

 P1–3a Offering further gift RO  

    .58/.57 

Play actions     

 P1–4 Wrapping gift PA  

 P1–6 Substituting block as chocolate bar PA  

 P1–8 Arranging the payment PA  

    .62/.49 

Role-speech P1–5 Substituting block as book and reading from it RL  

 P2–4 Calling police concerning the burglary RL  

 P2–6 Reporting the police’s answer to customer RL  

    .80/.78 

Emotions P2–2 Shock about the burglary EE  

 P2–3 Anger towards the burglar EE  

 P2–5 Relief about the captured burglar EE  

 P2–7 Sympathy for the sad customer EE  

    78/.79 

Note. P1= storyline 1, P2= storyline 2, RO = substitution of role, OS= substitution of object, PA= 

substitution of play action, RL= substitution of role language, EE = substitution of emotions, αt1/t2 = 

Cronbach’s α of scale at t1/t2. 

Children’s videotaped use of the tools was evaluated with a standardised manual. Using this 

manual, children’s quality of pretend play, which the examiner prompted during the ToPS, was 

rated for each item on a 4-point Likert scale (0 = no reaction despite all prompts, 1 = immature 

reactions with the aid of all prompts, 2 = immature reactions without the aid of all prompts or 

mature reactions with the aid of all prompts, 3 = mature reactions without the aid of further 

prompts). The four scales mentioned were used to indicate children’s social pretend play quality 

in the subsequent latent ToPS model. The overall internal consistency of the four scales was 

good (αt1/t2 = .87/.81; Mt1/t2 = 10.24/13.54, SDt1/t2 = 4.33/4.07). The reliability of the rating scales 

was assessed by double coding 20% of the ratings. The inter-rater reliability was satisfactory: 

Intra-class correlations for all subscales were above .88 (t1) and .64 (t2). 

Dyadic Pretend Play Assessment. The Dyadic Pretend Play Assessment (DPPA) assesses 

children’s social pretend play competence in a dyadic setting while playing with a randomly 

selected peer. The DPPA was developed by our research group (https://osf.io/yjkub). Its 

feasibility was checked in a small pilot study, in which small adjustments were also made to 
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the introduction story and coding scheme. Its validity was supported and is described in the 

manual. In the 5-minute videotaped assessment, two children are introduced to a short, 

standardised story by an unknown examiner. The introduction story is about a panda family 

going to have a picnic at the lake. The story is played out partly by the examiner and partly by 

the children by means of small animal figures and unstructured materials (e.g. blue blanket). 

After the short, open-ended introduction, children are invited to play on the story by themselves 

with the help of further play figures. For five minutes, children are totally free to act out their 

own ideas and play together; the assessment is therefore only half-standardised. Children’s 

videotaped social pretend play competence is evaluated afterwards based on a standardised 

manual developed by our research group. The manual is based on the five identified features 

and steps of the normative development of social pretend play competence (Bodrova & Leong, 

2007; Hauser, 2013; Smilansky, 1968). It consists of the categories and response options shown 

in Table 3.  

Table 3 

Simplified Representation of the Coding Scheme for DPPA Ratings 

Category Level/Value Description 
   

Decentration 1 No decentration 

 2 Self-related pretend play action 

 3 Object-related pretend play action 

 4 Other-related pretend play action 
   

Decontextualisation 1 No decontextualisation 

 2 Object imitation 

 3 Object substitution 

 4 Fantasy transformation 
   

Role-taking 1 No role-taking behaviour 

 2 Role-taking without role-conforming behaviour 

 3 Role-taking with some role-conforming behaviour 

 4 Sustained role-taking and role-conformity 
   

Planning 1 No planning 

 2 Planned single play action without performance 

 3 Planned and performed single play actions  

 4 Several connected planned and performed play actions  
   

Sequencing 1 No sequencing 

 2 Limited script elements are performed 

 3 Several related actions are performed 

 4 Flexible application of a script to the play 

Note. DPPA = Dyadic Pretend Play Assessment. 
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The individual child’s behaviour was rated for each minute, resulting in up to five cycles per 

child. For each category, the highest observed level of pretend play was rated and afterwards a 

mean of each subscale was built over the five cycles. Since planning was seldom observed, it 

was excluded from further analyses. The four remaining subscales revealed a good internal 

consistency of a child’s social pretend play competence (αt1/t2 = .90/.85; Mt1/t2 = 2.07/2.25, 

SDt1/t2 = .68/.54). As children’s play behaviour varied partly depending on their play partner, 

we assessed the DPPA two times successively with two different play partners. For each child, 

each subscale score was averaged out of two different partner sessions. The averaged subscale 

scores were than used to indicate children’s social pretend play competence in the subsequent 

latent DPPA model. The reliability of the rating scales was assessed by double coding 20% of 

the observation cycles. The inter-rater reliability was high: intra-class correlations for all 

categories were above .94 (t1) and .80 (t2). 

Teacher-reported social pretend play competence. Playgroup educators completed a short 

questionnaire on children’s social pretend play competence, developed by our research group. 

The reported social pretend play competence (RPPC) scale encompasses two items on the social 

quantity and the overall level of children’s pretend play (e.g. “how often does the child show 

pretend play with others”, αt1/t2 = .80/.78). To ensure that all playgroup educators knew what 

social pretend play competence was, we provided a detailed description of the theoretical 

definition of low and high social pretend play competence so that the educators could evaluate 

the construct better. The two items were rated on a five-point Likert scale (e.g. 0 = never, 1= 

seldom, 2 = sometimes, 3 = often, 4 = always; Mt1/t2 = 2.44/2.52, SDt1/t2 = .91/.80) and used to 

indicate children’s social pretend play competence in the subsequent latent RPPC model. 

Tests of children’s social-cognitive and language skills 

Theory of Mind. ToM skills were tested using the German version of the Extended Theory 

of Mind Scale (EToM; Henning et al., 2012; Peterson et al., 2012). The EToM is a well-

validated test that consists of multiple tasks of increasing difficulty tapping into different 

developmental stages of ToM (Kristen et al., 2006). For the study with 3- and 4-year-old 

children, only the first four tasks that are developmentally recommended by the authors for this 

age range were selected: diverse desire, diverse beliefs, knowledge access, contents false belief. 

The children received 1 point for each task passed. The mean of tasks passed was used as ToM 

score for the analyses (Mt1/t2 = .48/.50, SDt1/t2 = .29/.29, rt1t2 = .35, p<.05). 

Emotion understanding. To test children’s emotion understanding, the German version of 

the Test of Emotion Comprehension was used (TEC; Janke, 2006; Pons & Harris, 2000). The 
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TEC is a widely used test that is sensitive to individual differences in age and language (Pons 

et al., 2004), and shows good test-retest reliability (Pons & Harris, 2005). For the 3- and 4-year-

old study participants, the subtests “recognition” and “external cause” (e.g. “Can you show me 

the sad person?”), which are developmentally recommended for this age range, were used. The 

mean of correct responses to the ten items was used as emotion understanding score for the 

analyses (αt1/t2 = .64/.72; Mt1/t2 = .51/.61, SDt1/t2 = .24/.25, rt1t2 = .73, p<.01). 

Language comprehension. Children’s language comprehension was tested using the German 

language development test for 3- to 5-year-olds (SETK 3-5; Grimm et al., 2010). The SETK 3-

5 is a widely used and standardised test for the language assessment of German-speaking 

children. For the present study, the first 14 items recommended for 3- to 4-year-olds of the 

subtest “sentence comprehension” were used (e.g. “Can you show me the picture of the dog 

running?”; αt1/t2 = .73/.86; Mt1/t2 = .63/.72, SDt1/t2 = .23/.24, rt1t2 = .75, p<.01). The mean of 

correct responses to these 14 items was used as sentence comprehension score for the analyses. 

Teacher reports on children’s social-emotional skills 

Children’s social-emotional skills were rated by playgroup educators. Playgroup educators 

completed a questionnaire on children’s social behaviour and emotion regulation skills 

(SOCOMP: Self- and Other-oriented social COMPetences, Perren, 2007; ECR: Emotion 

Regulation Checklist, Shields & Cicchetti, 1997). For the current study, we used the subscales 

sociability, cooperative behaviour with peers, and positive peer relations from the SOCOMP 

and the subscale emotion regulation from the ECR. All items were rated on a 3-point scale (0 

= not at all true, 1 = partially true, 2 = definitely true). At t2, 13 reports from two playgroups 

on children’s social-emotional skills could not be acquired because they were not provided by 

the educator. The sociability subscale, covering propensity to participate in social interactions, 

consists of four items (e.g. “Converses with peers easily”; α t1/t2 = .77/.79; Mt1/t2 = 1.47/1.61, 

SDt1/t2 = .52/.50, rt1t2 =.78, p<.01). The cooperation with peers subscale consists of three items 

(e.g. “Compromises in conflicts with peers”; α t1/t2 = .62/.77; t1: Mt1/t2 = 1.38/1.43, SDt1/t2 = 

.50/.42, rt1t2 = .46, p<.01). The positive peer relations subscale consists of five items (e.g. “Has 

a lot of friends”). Due to a low internal consistency of a t1/t2 = .52/.77, one item was excluded 

from the scale, which gives a Cronbach’s alpha of αt1/t2 = .68/.84 (Mt1/t2 = 1.57/1.70, SDt1/t2 = 

.46/.50, rt1t2 = .67, p<.01). The emotion regulation subscale consists of eight items (e.g. “Can 

say when s/he is feeling sad, angry or mad, fearful or afraid”). Because of the low Cronbach’s 

alpha at t1 (at1/t2 = .59/.67), we excluded two items (items 2 and 6) of the emotion regulation 
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subscale, resulting in an acceptable Cronbach’s alpha of αt1/t2 = .67/.71 (Mt1/t2 = 1.63/1.70, 

SDt1/t2 = .31/.32, rt1t2 = .70, p<.01). 

4.2.4. Statistical Analyses 

AMOS 25 was used for all analyses. The analyses were made using a full information 

maximum likelihood estimation. First, social pretend play competence, measured twice by the 

different assessment tools, was modelled as a latent variable for each tool, based on the 

theoretical and empirical assumptions of the factor structures made by the instrument’s authors. 

The models were then tested for their factorial validity and measurement invariance using 

confirmatory factor analyses. Where indicated, small adjustments were made to the models to 

achieve at least partial scalar measurement invariance. The test-retest reliability was examined, 

as well as sensitivity to change of each instrument. Second, all individual measurement factors 

were combined to form a higher-order latent factor in order to test whether we can identify an 

underlying factor of social pretend play competence. Third, to establish and compare the 

criterion validity of the different measures, bivariate associations between the individual social 

pretend play competence measures and children’s social-cognitive skills (ToM skills, emotion 

understanding, language comprehension), social-emotional skills (sociability, cooperation, peer 

relations, and emotion regulation), age and gender were calculated and compared.  

Regarding the intervention, we did not anticipate changes in the content-related meaning of 

social pretend play competence as a psychological construct. We therefore expected to find the 

same factor structure for control and intervention groups at post-test. This assumption was 

tested using multi-group comparisons between intervention and control groups at t2. The 

measurement models, as well as the covariances between social pretend play measures and the 

criterion variables, were strongly invariant between control and intervention group at t2 for the 

ToPS (Δ χ2 = 13.54, Δdf = 14, p = .49), the DPPA (Δ χ2 = 17.51, Δdf = 16, p = .35), as well as 

the RPPQ (Δ χ2 = 18.45, Δdf = 11, p = .08). Moreover, we considered the impact of the 

intervention on our test-retest and sensitivity to change analysis by controlling for the 

experimental condition. Analyses revealed no main intervention effects. 

4.3. Results  

4.3.1. Factorial Validity and Reliability of the Single Social Pretend Play Competence 

Measures 
 

The factorial validity of the three different social pretend play competence measurements 

was analysed separately for each instrument. Measurement invariance, test-retest reliability, 
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and sensitivity to change of the different instruments were examined, including t1 and t2 

indicators in each model. 

Tools of the Play Scale (ToPS). For the ToPS, the four indicators substitution of objects, 

substitution of play actions, substitution of speech and substitution of emotion were used to 

indicate social pretend play competence. The model fit well to the data and the analyses yielded 

weak measurement invariance for the ToPS. Modification indices were then used to examine 

which intercepts had to be released to achieve a satisfactory model fit for partial scalar 

invariance (Yoon & Kim, 2014). The “substitution of emotion” subscale was found to have no 

invariant item intercept. Therefore, the intercept of “substitution of emotion” subscale was 

released to achieve partial scalar invariance (see Table 4). The bivariate correlation between 

the t1 and t2 score showed a good test-retest reliability for the ToPS (r(47) = .72, p < .01), 

controlled for intervention. Next, a latent change model was calculated to test the measurement 

instruments for their sensitivity to change. Social pretend play competence assessed through 

the ToPS showed a significant latent change from t1 to t2 (Mt1/t2 = 10.24/13.54, SDt1/t2 = 

4.33/4.07; Δt1/t2 = 2.90, p<.01) and a significant variance of the latent change showing individual 

differences of change scores between children (σch
2 = 7.59, p < .01), controlled for intervention.  

Dyadic Pretend Play Assessment (DPPA). For the DPPA model, the following four 

indicators were used to build the latent factor: decentration, decontextualisation, role-taking 

and sequencing. The resulting latent DPPA variable showed a good fit to the data and weak 

measurement invariance. Modification indices were then used to examine which intercepts had 

to be released to achieve a satisfactory model fit for partial scalar invariance. The 

decontextualisation subscale was found to have no invariant item intercept. The intercept of 

decontextualisation was therefore released to achieve partial scalar invariance (see Table 4). 

Additionally, the model showed a good test-retest reliability for the DPPA (r(53) = .72, p<.01), 

controlled for intervention. A significant change in pretend play competence was found for the 

DPPA (Mt1/t2 = 2.07/2.25, SDt1/t2 = .68/.54, Δt1/t2 = .18, p<.05). Additionally, the variance of the 

change was significant (σch
2 = .19, p<.01), controlled for intervention. 

Teacher-reported social pretend play competence (RPPC). The latent pretend play 

competence from the educator’s questionnaire was formed out of the two items social quantity 

and quality of play. To model the reported social pretend play competence as a latent construct, 

both indicators’ loadings had to be set to 1 in order to achieve local identification. As a result 

of the equation of the two indicators of the RPPC, the model of the RPPC was only tested for 

scalar invariance, which was confirmed by the model fit (see Table 4). Further, the model of 

the RPPC showed a good test-retest reliability (r(59) = .71, p<.01), controlled for intervention. 
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No significant change in pretend play competence was found for the RPPC (Mt1/t2 = 2.44/2.52, 

SDt1/t2 = .91/.80, Δt1/t2 = .08; p = .54), but the variance of the change was significant (σch
2 = 

0.24, p < .01), controlled for intervention. Therefore, the RPPC seems to be sensitive to 

differences in changes between children.  

Table 4 

Model Fit Indices for the Three Levels of Measurement Invariance 

  Model χ2 df p (χ2) CFI RMSEA [90% CI] 
        

ToPS  Configural 19.05 18 .39 .99 .03 [.00, .12] 

  Metric1 22.88 21 .35 .99 .04 [.00, .11] 

  Partial scalar2 26.83 23 .26 .98 .05 [.00, .12] 

DPPA  Configural 25.04 18 .12 .98 .08 [.00, .14] 

  Metric1 27.71 21 .15 .98 .07 [.00, .13] 

  Partial scalar2 30.46 23 .14 .98 .07 [.00, .13] 

RPPC  Configural 3.82 2 .15 .98 .12 [.00, .30] 

  Metric1 3.82 2 .15 .98 .12 [.00, .30] 

  Scalar2 5.52 3 .14 .98 .12 [.00, .26] 

Note. 1 Factor loadings set equal among time points; 2 Factor loadings and item intercepts (partly) set equal 

among time points. CI = Confidence Interval; ToPS = Tools of the Play Scale; DPPA = Dyadic Pretend Play 

Assessment; RPPC = Reported Pretend Play Competence. 

 

4.3.2. Establishing a Second-Order Factor of Social Pretend Play Competence 

The three first-order latent variables described above were modelled as latent indicators of a 

latent second-order factor of children’s social pretend play competence. The model for the first 

measurement point (t1) is shown in Figure 2.  
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Figure 2. Second-order model of children’s social pretend play competence (t1/t2 data). ToPS 

= Tools of the Play Scale; DPPA = Dyadic Pretend Play Assessment; RPPC = Reported Pretend 

Play Competence. 

The model fit confirmed an acceptable fit of the data (χ2 = 50.68, df = 33, CFI = .95, 

RMSEA= .09, 90% CI: [0.03, 0.14]). The different standardised factor loadings were .82 for 

the ToPS, .54 for the DPPA, and .53 for the RPPC. The model pertaining to the second 

measurement point was modelled in the same way. The good fit of the model to the data was 

also confirmed (χ2 = 38.31, df = 33, CFI = .98, RMSEA = .05, 90% CI: [.00, .11]). 

4.3.3. Criterion Validity 

The results of the bivariate correlation with different social-cognitive, emotional, and social 

behavioural skills variables as well as with age and gender are shown in Table 5.  
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Table 5 

Bivariate Correlations of Social Pretend Play Measures (Latent) and Criterion Variables (t1 & t2)  

       Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 

 1 ToPS 1 .43* .45* .82* .14 .53** .59*** -.01 .34* .21 .38* .25† .06 

 2 DPPA .36* 1 .29† .54* -.01 .23 .24† -.05 .29* .27† .00 .24† -.07 

 3 RPPC .51** .31* 1 .53* .37* .31* .29* .03 .74*** .83*** .60*** .06 .22 

 4 2nd-order factor .77* .47* .71* 1 .37* .41* .40* .02 .81*** .87*** .63*** .13 .20 

 5 ToM .35* -.03 .31* .37* 1 .47** .52*** -.03 .09 .12 .23† .31* .09 

 6 TEC .49** .33* .45** .58** .36* 1 .70*** .03 .14 .14 .31** .36* .22† 

 7 SETK .33* .21 .50** .55** .40** .62*** 1 .10 .06 .10 .30** .15 .04 

 8 Cooperation .10 -.10 .05 .06 .51** .32* .19† 1 .00 .14* .26* -.07 .27* 

 9 Sociability .37* -.05 .60*** .65*** .24† .19 .24† .17 1 .72*** .62*** -.10 .13 

10 Positive peers .33* -.10 .68*** .70*** .38** .27† .43** .29* .80*** 1 .58* -.08 .19 

11 Emotion regulation .43** -.15 .47** .54** .25† .31* .44** .33* .68*** .60*** 1 .06 .12 

12 Age .19 .18 .07 .13 .22 .23† -.04 -.08 -.14 -.13 -.10 1 .07 

13 Female .20 -.18 .21 .23 .28* .18 .05 .30* .34* .42** .13 .10 1 

Note. Correlation coefficients above the diagonal are cross-sectional correlations of t1 variables. Correlation coefficients under the diagonal show 
correlations of t2 variables. ToPS = Tools of the Play Scale; DPPA = Dyadic Pretend Play Assessment; RPPC = Reported Pretend Play Competence; 
ToM = Theory of Mind; TEC = Test of Emotion Comprehension; SETK = Language Comprehension; Female = gender, with “0 = male” and “1 = 
female”.  
†p<.10; *p<.05; **p<.01; ***p<.001. 
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Tools of the Play Scale. The ToPS showed positive associations with a child’s ToM (only at 

t2), emotion understanding, language comprehension, sociability, positive peer relations and 

emotion regulation. A marginally significant positive association was found with age at t1. No 

associations were found between the ToPS score and cooperation or gender. 

Dyadic Pretend Play Assessment. The DPPA was found to be positively associated with 

children’s emotion understanding (only at t2), sociability (only at t1), as well as marginally with 

language comprehension (only at t1), their positive peer relations (only at t1), and age. No 

associations were found between the DPPA and ToM, cooperation, emotion regulation, or 

gender. 

Teacher-reported pretend play competence. The RPPC showed positive associations with 

children’s ToM, emotion understanding, language comprehension, sociability, positive peer 

relations, and emotion regulation. No associations were found between the RPPC and children’s 

cooperation, age or gender. 

Pretend play competence (higher-order factor). The combination of the three assessments 

as latent pretend play competence showed moderate positive correlations with the tested social-

cognitive skills and (very) strong positive correlations with all social behaviour scales except 

cooperation. In addition, no associations were found with age or gender. 

4.4. Discussion 

The present study examined the psychometric properties of three social pretend play 

assessment methods: ToPS, DPPA, and RPPC. The results showed that all the instruments are 

appropriate for the assessment of children’s social pretend play competence and are positively 

correlated with each other, but also that they partly cover different facets of social pretend play 

competence. 

Tools of the Play Scales. The ToPS appear to cover children’s social pretend play 

competence adequately. A high criterion validity for the ToPS was found for ToM, emotion 

understanding and language comprehension, as well as for sociability, positive peer relations, 

and emotion regulation. This is in line with the theoretical assumption that children’s social 

pretend play competence is positively related to their social-cognitive and social development 

(Piaget, 1962; Vygotsky, 1978). Furthermore, the ToPS showed stronger correlations with 

children’s social-cognitive skills. This confirms the social-cognitive focus of the ToPS. No 

association was found between cooperation and gender, which will be discussed below. 

Furthermore, the ToPS was sensitive to change. However, our examiners reported that during 

the assessments at t2 children remembered some of the tested items, and so a learning effect 
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cannot be ruled out. To prevent memory effects, we recommend developing a parallel version 

of the ToPS. 

A strength of the ToPS is that its demanding character means it assesses children’s highest 

level of social pretend play competence. By prompting children’s use of the different tools 

during the test, children are encouraged to show their highest competence level, in other words, 

the most mature pretend play of which they are capable. However, from a practitioner’s point 

of view, the ToPS is not easy to implement, as the prompts and their order must be learned by 

heart and set standardised. The administration of the ToPS is also challenging, because children 

often deviate from the intended plot. The examiner has to keep the children motivated by 

mentioning their ideas, but the examiner must also follow the script and set the standardised 

prompts. The examiners thus need to be trained well. On the other hand, the ToPS itself takes 

20 minutes to conduct, which is appropriate for young children. Another point that should be 

considered is that the ToPS is set up by an unknown examiner, so that the testing situation could 

cause scores to be underestimated (Crozier & Perkins, 2002). Furthermore, the ToPS requires 

a basic level of speech, which is beneficial for testing children with different speech levels; on 

the other hand, children can only be tested if they already have a certain basic level of speech. 

To sum up, the ToPS seems to be a reliable and valid instrument for assessing children’s 

social pretend play competence, and especially for testing children’s highest level of social 

pretend play competence. The ToPS is therefore particularly useful to assess children’s 

developmental status. However, in comparison with the DPPA, the ToPS does not cover the 

social aspect of children’s peer pretend play during the assessment, which was slightly indicated 

by the weaker correlations with sociability and positive peer relations at t1. In conclusion, the 

ToPS covers most of the features of social pretend play competence and can be used to assess 

children’s highest level of social pretend play competence. 

Dyadic Pretend Play Assessment. The DPPA showed good factorial validity and partial 

scalar measurement invariance as well as moderate test-retest reliability and sensitivity to 

change. However, it should be noted that the DPPA is always carried out with another peer, and 

therefore relationship effects cannot be ruled out. As children’s play partners changed within 

and between t1 and t2, the test-retest reliability is still judged to be good. Furthermore, the 

overall change of DPPA scores could indicate that the children did reach the next developmental 

step of social pretend play quality as measured by the DPPA. On the other hand, it could be that 

children got used to the testing situation and the play material and were therefore less shy and/or 

more able to show higher pretend play competences in the free play situation. 
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Regarding the construct validity of the DPPA, we found positive associations with children’s 

emotion understanding, language comprehension, sociability, and positive peer relations. These 

associations match the peer context in which the assessment took place and confirm the social 

nature of pretend play that we assessed through the DPPA. However, we expected the DPPA 

to correlate with more of the outcome variables to confirm its congruent validity. Furthermore, 

in contrast to the ToPS and RPPC, we did not find the same association scheme between t1 and 

t2. As children were not able to choose the peer they played with, this could be a crucial point 

in explaining the missing or inconsistent associations found with the DPPA. The social pretend 

play competence of some children could have been over- or underestimated because of their 

relationship with their randomly selected play partner. We tried to overcome this gap by 

averaging a child’s play with two different children. For further investigations, we would 

recommend assessing even more sessions to obtain a more valid score. Additionally, because 

of the setting, children do not have to show their highest level of pretend play competence, in 

contrast to the ToPS. This could be another explanation for the low congruent validity of the 

DPPA. On the other hand, the setting of the DPPA is closer to children’s everyday life and play, 

and therefore assesses children’s performance as close as possible to their everyday play 

behaviour. The peer context is thus both the DPPA’s strength and its limitation. Another benefit 

of the DPPA is that it can be used to assess children with very poor language skills. Furthermore, 

it takes only 5 minutes and is therefore also feasible for practitioners.  

To conclude, the DPPA provides an adequately valid assessment of children’s social pretend 

play quality, but it seems to be influenced by relationship effects. The DPPA can therefore be 

used to assess the role of peers during dyadic pretend play. We would recommend using it alone 

if an investigation focuses on children’s quality of social pretend play in everyday life, and 

three to four DPPA sessions with different play partners are averaged in order to minimise 

relationship effects. 

Teacher-Reported Social Pretend Play Competence. The RPPC scale showed good factorial 

validity. For a further assessment, a third item (or even more) should be added to the 

questionnaire to meet the requirements for the statistical modulation of a just-identified latent 

variable. Positive associations were found with ToM, emotion understanding, language 

comprehension, sociability, positive peer relations, and emotion regulation. Moreover, high 

correlations with the teacher-reported social skills are noticeable. The high correlations seem 

to include a shared method variance. However, the non-existent association with the 

cooperation scale shows that it is not solely explainable by a halo effect, where every item of a 

questionnaire would be rated higher or lower based on a general impression of the child. It can 
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therefore be assumed that there are positive associations, albeit not that strong. The results show 

that the RPPC seems to provide a broad assessment of children’s social pretend play 

competence. 

In conclusion, the RPPC’s assessment of children’s social pretend play competence is 

reliable and valid, and moreover, it is very economical to set up, especially in comparison with 

the ToPS and the DPPA. However, we cannot conclude that a questionnaire is the best method 

for assessing children’s social pretend play competence in general. The educators in our study 

were unusually able to complete this questionnaire as they have a pedagogical background and 

witness the children most of the time during play. It is therefore not that suitable for all aims or 

samples. The RPPC also contains only two items and is therefore quite undifferentiated. 

However, like the DPPA, the RPPC does cover children’s everyday-life pretend play. 

Social Pretend Play Competence (higher-order factor). Combining the three assessments 

mentioned revealed an underlying latent social pretend play competence score. Interestingly, 

the ToPS and the RPPC seem to represent the highest amount of underlying social pretend play 

competence. Following the positive association of the DPPA with children’s sociability and 

positive peer relationships, the added value of the DPPA to the social pretend play competence 

model seems to be the peer interaction feature as proposed. The latent higher-order social 

pretend play competences showed the highest criterion validity. The combination of the three 

assessments seems to cover the different facets of children’s social pretend play competence in 

a broadly, reliable, valid and holistic way. As long as no single instrument with such good 

criteria is available, we would recommend using all three of these instruments to assess 

children’s social pretend play competence broadly, including children’s competence and 

performance in adult and peer interactions. However, if the cost benefit is considered, the ToPS 

and the RPPC seem to achieve equally good psychometric criteria. We would therefore 

recommend using the ToPS to assess children’s social pretend play competence, especially 

diagnostically, where single tests with individual children are more practicable. The RPPC is 

recommended if the examiner has a pedagogical background and has experience with children 

in their everyday play with other children, and is therefore more suitable for the assessment of 

young children’s pretend play competences in early childcare settings. The DPPA can be used 

to assess children’s social pretend play performance and the role of peers in peer play settings 

in a Vygotskian tradition. Its simple set-up makes it usable in many research and diagnostic 

contexts. 

Associations with cooperation, gender and age. It is noteworthy that no associations with 

children’s social pretend play competence were found for either cooperation or children’s 
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gender in the present study. The non-existent association with cooperation was unexpected but 

is still not surprising: Previous studies found mixed results for the relation of pretend play and 

cooperation (Li et al., 2016; Lillard, Lerner, et al., 2013; Swindells & Stagnitti, 2006). Hence, 

there is no clear evidence of a positive association. Nevertheless, none of the three independent 

measures of children’s social pretend play competence showed a positive relation to 

cooperation in the present study. This can be interpreted as a strong indication that there is in 

fact no association with children’s cooperation with peers, as measured in the present study. 

This could mean that cooperative behaviour is an important prerequisite for social pretending 

(Bodrova et al., 2013), but not for the quality of the play. The non-existent relation with gender 

could mean that for children aged 3–4, gender differences do not yet influence their social 

pretend play competence. Previous studies have shown inconsistent results concerning gender 

differences in pretend play (Göncü et al., 2002). Göncü et al. (2002) suggest that the inconsistent 

findings can be traced back to the different assessments of pretend play used in the studies. The 

present study showed that there seem to be no gender differences in the performance or 

competence of 3- to 4-year-olds’ social pretend play. Further, only minor age effects were found, 

with older children scoring higher on the ToPS and DPPA, which is in line with the normative 

pattern of social pretend play (Howes & Matheson, 1992). The weak associations could be due 

to the small age range in the group. However, children’s social pretend play competence was 

positively associated with other developmental variables, which shows that it is associated with 

children’s developmental age. 

4.4.1. Strengths and Limitations of the Study 

The present study has many strengths, especially its practical implications for further 

research on children’s pretend play, but also some limitations that need to be addressed in future 

studies. It is indisputable that there is urgent need for a well-validated assessment of children’s 

social pretend play competence (Bergen, 2013; Lillard, Lerner, et al., 2013). The present study 

is the first that examines and compares three different assessment methods within one sample. 

It therefore makes an important contribution to the further investigation of young children’s 

pretend play. Another strength of the present study is its design with two measurement points, 

which enabled the examination of the measurement invariance, its test-retest reliability, as well 

as the sensitivity to change of the assessments.  

However, the study has a few constraints in its implementation. First of all, the sample size 

is at limit for the statistical analysis made. At the same time, it is noticeable that the second-

order model fitted well enough with such a small sample, which in turn speaks for the 
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underlying latent construct of children’s social pretend play competence. Another limitation is 

the intervention between the two measurement points, which could have biased our results. 

However, we controlled for the intervention between measurement points and for measurement 

invariance between intervention and control group at post-test, which enabled us to limit this 

bias. The analyses revealed no main intervention effects. Additionally, some of the reliabilities 

of the ToPS Scales were at limit for statistical analyses, which should be kept in mind when 

interpreting results. However, as we wanted to rebuild the factor structure as proposed by the 

authors of the ToPS, we accepted the small coefficients. Nearly 21% of the second measurement 

data from the teacher-reported pretend play competence were missing, which is a further 

limitation to consider when interpreting the data. Moreover, there seems to be a method effect 

within the same measurement methods, as the testing scores of social pretend play competence 

correlated more highly with the tested outcomes, and the reported social pretend play 

competence correlated very highly with the reported outcomes. 

4.4.2. Implications for Practice and Further Research 

The present study offers important insights for the assessment of children’s social pretend 

play competence. To date, the field of pretend play research has had no common, reliable, and 

valid instruments for assessing children’s social pretend play competence in a standardised 

setting. With the recommendation of this study, new standards could be set up and future studies 

could use the recommended assessments. Results of different studies could be compared and 

more information about associations with children’s pretend play and their causality gathered 

to shed light onto pretend play. The study showed that a role -play test and teacher reports are 

adequate methods for assessing children’s social pretend play competence. The instruments 

could now be used in further studies, for example to evaluate pretend play interventions, or to 

investigate the role of different play partners in social pretend play quality during peer play. So 

far, research has been able to show that promoting children’s pretend play through an active 

support fosters children’s social pretend play quality immediately (Perren et al., 2019). The 

instruments discussed could now be used to investigate whether this promotion is long-lasting. 

However, they should also be further developed, based on our findings.  
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5. Chapter 5 – Second Study 

The Emergence of Dyadic Pretend Play Quality during Peer Play: 

The Role of Child Competence, Play Partner Competence and Dyadic Constellation 

The quality of social pretend play may have a positive impact on children’s development. 

This study investigated to what degree this quality is a characteristic of a child versus a function 

of the play partner or the specific pairing of two children. For this purpose, preschool children’s 

general pretend play quality (actor effect), their general influence on their play partner’s pretend 

play quality (partner effect), and the role of the specific constellation between two children 

(relationship effect) were examined in a dyadic setting. Potential associations of the effects with 

children’s age, gender, social-cognitive and social competences, as well as the dyadic 

composition of these variables and their friendship were examined. Children completed two to 

four dyadic pretend play situations with different peers. They were tested for their language 

ability, ToM, and emotion understanding. Educators rated children’s social competence 

(cooperation and sociability) and evaluated their friendship with one another. A Social 

Relations Model analysis was conducted. The results indicated that children’s pretend play 

quality was determined to the same degree by the child and by the specific pairing of two 

children. Positive associations were found between children’s pretend play quality and age, 

emotion understanding and sociability on the individual level. Further, the quality of children’s 

social pretend play benefited from having older and more advanced play partners. 

 

Keywords: social pretend play, dyadic play, social interaction, social skills, play partner 
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5.1. Introduction 

Pretend play is defined broadly as a child’s action of playing “as if” (Fein, 1981, p. 1096), 

thereby encompassing every playful behaviour that involves pretending. While pretending, 

children train and refine different social-cognitive and social skills (Smith, 2010). Herein, 

especially social pretend play in interaction with others is associated with children’s positive 

developmental outcomes (Lillard, Lerner, et al., 2013). During social pretend play, children can 

practise social behaviours such as sharing, cooperating and taking turns. They can slip into 

different roles and interact in these roles, which also helps children to take other perspectives 

(Ashiabi, 2007). Moreover, it is not just whether children’s pretend play that is important; the 

quality of children’s pretend play seems to make a particular difference to positive 

developmental outcomes (Bodrova et al., 2013). 

Previous studies have shown an influence of the structural play environments, such as the 

play material, on children’s play quality (e.g. Martinsen, 2015; Trawick-Smith et al., 2014). 

However, little is known about the circumstances under which high-quality social pretend play 

occurs while playing with another peer and how much influence children’s own competence, 

their play partners’ competence, and their play partners’ quality of play have. For one thing, 

social-cognitive and social skills could likewise be a prerequisite for high-quality pretend play 

on the individual level (Dore et al., 2015; Lillard, Lerner, et al., 2013). For another, as a 

behaviour, playing is a function not only of a person alone but also of the (social) environment, 

and therefore environmental aspects such as the influence of children’s interaction partners 

likewise could be considered in explaining pretend play quality. 

So far, most of the studies only have compared pretend play quality between different 

children (see Lillard, Lerner, et al., 2013), and not within one child playing with different 

partners. Those studies that considered differences in a child’s play partner’s varying 

characteristics examined the effects of age or different attachment figures like parents and 

siblings (Cutting & Dunn, 2006; Howes & Farver, 1987; Youngblade & Dunn, 1995), and did 

not look at potential differences caused by the play partners’ varying competences or the 

specific pairing of two children. 

The aim of this study was to investigate to what degree children’s social pretend play quality 

while playing with different peers can be considered as a stable, individual competence (actor 

effect), and to what degree social pretend play quality, and therefore the chance of favourable 

development, is dependent on the interaction partner (partner effect) or constellational 

components (relationship effect). For this purpose, the pretend play quality of 3- to 4-year-old 

children was observed in several pretend play dyads with different peers. Potential associations 
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with children’s age, gender, language comprehension, social-cognitive and social competences 

as well as the dyadic composition and children’s friendship status were investigated. 

5.1.1. Social Pretend Play Quality 

Children start to pretend at about the age of 10–15 months (Smith, 2010). From then on, 

their pretend play becomes increasingly mature. Beginning with single pretend play actions, 

their play then becomes more interactive during the following years of life and develops into 

parallel, associative and finally cooperative social pretend play (decentration) (Fein, 1981; 

Howes & Matheson, 1992). At the same time, the quality of children’s pretend play also 

increases on a symbolic level: Objects used in play shift from being real to being imaginative 

(decontextualisation), stand-alone play actions increasingly become roles that are played out 

consistently and used flexibly (role-taking), and scenarios change from single actions to 

scripted and planned scenes (sequencing and planning) (Bodrova & Leong, 2007; Fein, 1981; 

Smilansky, 1968). Although this is the preferable developmental pattern of social pretend play 

quality, there are major interindividual differences, and not all children achieve high-quality 

social pretend play (Robertson, 2016). Keeping in mind the positive impact of high-quality 

social pretend play, it is important to understand the reasons for these differences in children’s 

play and to shed light on the factors that determine and facilitate the emergence of high-quality 

social pretend play. 

5.1.2. Interindividual Differences  

A child’s disposition or different competences could be factors that explain differences in 

children’s pretend play quality. Numerous studies have shown relations between different child 

competences such as non-social cognitive skills (e.g. creativity), social-cognitive skills (e.g. 

ToM), social skills (e.g. sociability), and social pretend play quality (Bergen, 2013; Jaggy, 

Perren, et al., 2020; Lillard, Lerner, et al., 2013). Lillard, Lerner, et al. (2013) concluded that 

these competences could equally be a prerequisite or a result of high social pretend play quality. 

Dore et al. (2015) also proposed that ToM could be a predictor of social pretend play quality. 

Smilansky and Shefatya (1990) reasoned that social-cognitive and social competences like 

understanding others’ behaviour or cooperation can support social pretend play involvement 

and therefore these competences also could lead to high-quality social pretend play. We 

therefore included social-cognitive and social skills in our study to investigate possible 

associations with preschool children’s general social pretend play quality. 
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5.1.3. Partner and Peer Constellation Influences on Social Pretend Play Quality 

From a theoretical perspective, children could benefit from more experienced interaction 

partners who support them by setting an interactional framework through verbal suggestions, 

joint attention, coordination of the play or cooperation during play (Garvey, 1990; Lillard et al., 

2011; Vygotsky, 1978). Furthermore, following Bandura’s (1971) theory of social learning, 

children also could benefit by imitating the mature pretend play behaviours of their interaction 

partners. 

So far, the beneficial influence of experienced partners for children’s pretend play has been 

shown for dyadic play between children and their parents (e.g. Farver, 1993; Slade, 1987) or 

siblings (Galyer & Evans, 2001; Haight & Miller, 1992; Howe et al., 2005; Youngblade & 

Dunn, 1995) but only to some degree for their peers: Howes (1985) showed that older toddlers 

use specific strategies like verbal recruitment to integrate younger children into social pretend 

play. Howes and Farver (1987) were the first to examine the effect of the age of children’s play 

partners on children’s social pretend play quality, considering that older, more mature play 

partners may scaffold the play of their younger play partners. They found that 2-year-olds 

showed higher quality social pretend play in dyads with 5-year-olds than in dyads with same-

age children. Regarding children’s play partners’ play skills, Sluss and Stremmel (2004) 

showed that children’s play skills, measured in a block-play party including pretend play actions 

such as decontextualisation of blocks, affected their play partners’ play skills, but only in girl 

dyads. Girl dyads in which a less skilled play partner was paired with a more skilled play partner 

reached higher dyadic play and communication scores than pairs of less skilled girls. However, 

only the dyad mean of pretend play was analysed, and the findings are therefore limited. 

Moreover, it is not only a play partner’s competence that seems to be important, but also the 

specific constellation of the dyad. Jing and Li (2015) investigated whether the gender of 

children’s play partners played a role in the pretend play of 3- to 5-year-olds, and showed that 

there was no main effect of gender. However, for the group of 5-year-olds they found an effect 

of gender composition, with same-gender dyads outperforming mixed-gender dyads in their 

social pretend play quality. Furthermore, Hsu and Janes (2010) investigated the role of 

children’s ToM skills by matching preschool children in high, mixed and low ToM-skill dyads. 

They found that dyads with concordant ToM skills engaged in pretend play enactment longer 

than in metaplay, which describes the strategies planned and arranged by the children outside 

the play to set up a play scenario and to maintain the pretend play (Hsu & Janes, 2010). 

However, the authors did not look at differences in their play complexity. Howes et al. (1994) 

showed that long-term friend dyads of 4-year-olds outperformed short-term and non-friend 
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dyads in their complexity of play. Youngblade and Dunn (1995) and Cutting and Dunn (2006) 

showed that the quality of the relationship between children and their siblings or peers was 

associated with their social pretend play quality while playing with their sibling or peer. 

5.1.4. Pretend Play as a Dyadic Construct: The Social Relations Model 

Taken together, there is empirical evidence that (a) children’s own competence could 

influence their social pretend play quality, (b) children’s play partners seem to have an influence 

on their social pretend play quality, not only as more experienced players but also as more 

socially competent players who can scaffold during dyadic play, and (c) the constellation of 

children seems to be important. However, the previously mentioned studies either investigated 

differences between children on the individual level or compared the effect of different play 

partners or dyad pairings. The impact of children’s own competence versus the impact of their 

play partners’ characteristics or the dyad constellation on children’s social pretend play quality 

has never been investigated systematically in an integrated analytical framework. 

The social relations model (SRM; Kenny & La Voie, 1984) is a framework that enables us 

to divide dyadic behaviour into these three components by considering different interaction 

partners. It describes the behaviour of an individual in a dyadic interaction as a function of (a) 

the general, stable behaviour shown by an individual over play partners, (b) the general, stable 

behaviour triggered by the interaction partner, and (c) the specific relational behaviour within 

the interaction occurring over and above the stable effects. Imagine, for example, David and 

Deborah pretending together. The quality of David’s pretend play during the interaction might 

reflect David’s general ability to pretend across all play partners (David’s actor effect). But it 

may also reflect a general, stable tendency of Deborah to evoke high-quality pretend play in all 

of her play partners (Deborah’s partner effect). However, the quality of David’s pretend play 

could also reflect a relational component of the unique constellation of David and Deborah 

playing together. It therefore may reflect the fact that David is especially good at playing with 

Deborah, more than would be expected from his general play quality with others or Deborah’s 

general tendency to evoke pretend play behaviour in her partners (relationship effect from 

Deborah on David). Based on multiple dyadic interactions within a group, the SRM assigns a 

stable actor and a stable partner effect to each child as well as two relationship effects to each 

specific dyad (David’s relationship effect with Deborah and Deborah’s relationship effect with 

David). There are therefore three potential sources of variance in a child’s pretend play quality 

that can be taken into consideration: The child (actor), the partner, and their constellation 

(relationship). 
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5.1.5. Present Study 

Using the SRM, the current study investigated to what degree children’s social pretend play 

quality while playing with different peers can be considered to be a stable, individual 

competence and to what degree social pretend play quality is dependent on the interaction 

partner or constellational components. Moreover, the study aimed to identify individual and 

dyadic characteristics that could explain variation in children’s social pretend play quality. In a 

first step, the study investigated how much the children varied (a) in their general, stable pretend 

play quality (actor variance), (b) in how much they affected the pretend play quality of other 

children in general (partner variance), and (c) in how much the specific pairing of two children 

influenced their pretend play quality over and above stable actor and partner effects 

(relationship variance). Second, given substantial variance on the different levels, we wanted 

to examine whether children’s actor, partner and relationship effects were associated with 

children’s age, gender, language comprehension, social-cognitive (ToM and emotion 

understanding), and social skills (cooperative and sociable behaviour) as well as with their 

friendship status. Third, we investigated associations within the SRM effects. We examined 

whether stronger players also induce stronger play in their partners (e.g. whether David’s actor 

effect was related to his partner effect = general reciprocity). We also investigated whether, if 

a child played especially well with a certain partner, this partner also would show especially 

high pretend play (e.g. whether David’s relationship effect with Deborah was related to 

Deborah’s relationship effect with David = dyadic reciprocity). 

Based on the findings of SRMs on behaviour (Kenny et al., 2001), we expected the actor as 

well as the relationship variance to be high and the partner variance to be low to medium high. 

Furthermore, based on Vygotsky (1978), we hypothesised that the higher a child’s general 

social pretend play quality (actor effect), the higher the generally evoked pretend play quality 

in other children (partner effect) would be (i.e. that skilled players tend to elicit high-quality 

pretend play in others). For the relationship effects, no assumption about the reciprocity within 

a dyad was made. 

5.2. Method 

5.2.1. Participants 

The present study was carried out in the context of a larger intervention study. As a first 

recruitment step, 42 playgroup educators from a rural region with a predominantly middle-class 

population were asked in random order to participate in the study, from which eight playgroups 
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confirmed. In a second step, all parents were informed about the study in writing and were 

asked to provide written consent for their child’s participation. In Switzerland, playgroups are 

educational institutions open for children above three years of age. The aim is to give children 

the opportunity to play once to twice a week with peers under the supervision of a trained 

playgroup educator (Perren et al., 2017). Children usually start one or two years before they 

attend the mandatory kindergarten. 

Playgroup educators were between 34 and 52 years old (M = 43.4; SD = 6.7), trained in 

pedagogical work with young children, and had worked for an average of 7.9 years (SD = 5.4) 

as playgroup educators. All educators were Swiss and had known the children for at least 18 

weeks at the beginning of the study. Parents of 67 children out of 69 gave permission to include 

their child in the study. For five children, permission was given only for the collection of 

questionnaires or video material during the intervention, and they were therefore excluded from 

the present analysis. One of the eight groups had to be excluded because one child refused to 

be tested and therefore only three children remained, too few for social relations analyses 

(Kenny et al., 2006). Another child was excluded for the present analyses because he/she did 

not want to participate in the pretend play assessment. 

Taken together, 57 children (67% female) out of seven playgroups participated in the present 

study, with an average of 8.14 (range 5–11) children per group. In total, 109 dyads played 

together. In some cases, children played together twice (14 dyads); for these dyads only the first 

occasion was included. Two further dyads were excluded because a child changed playgroup 

from the first to the second measurement point and SRMs do not allow interclass changes. For 

these children, only data from the first measurement point were used. For another four dyads, 

we only had permission to evaluate one partner within the dyad, so we included only the data 

from that child. The final sample included 93 dyads from 57 children who played on average 

with 3.20 (SD = .72) different children (range 2–4). Of the 93 dyads, 69% did not involve 

friends, 12% received unilateral friendship nominations and 19% had reciprocal friendship 

nominations. Forty-three percent of the dyads were female, 49% were mixed-gender dyads and 

8% were male dyads. Children were between 37 and 56 months (M = 46.5, SD = 3.8). Eighty-

nine percent of the children spoke German as family language and 11% were learning German 

as a second language and had a basic knowledge of German. 

5.2.2. Procedure 

Children were informed about the study in an age-appropriate way and were given the 

opportunity to refuse or stop their individual assessment at any time without any consequences. 
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Children were assessed by trained graduate students pursuing an early childhood education or 

psychology degree. Assessments were carried out at two measurement points (12 weeks apart). 

At each measurement point, children’s pretend play quality was assessed twice, each time 

while playing with a different, randomly selected peer. Thus, in total the first (t1 and t2) and 

second (t3 and t4) measurement points represented a data base consisting of children’s pretend 

play quality in up to four dyads with up to four different play partners. Children’s language 

comprehension, ToM, and emotion understanding were tested at the first measurement point. 

Playgroup educators completed a questionnaire on children’s social behaviour and friendship 

status at the first measurement point. 

Four playgroups were randomly selected to participate in a play tutoring intervention for six 

consecutive weeks. The intervention was similar to that described in Perren et al. (2019). The 

play tutor brought a standardised set of role-play materials, and both encouraged and guided 

the children in their play for 30 minutes per week. 

5.2.3. Instruments 

Assessment of Social Pretend Play Quality 

The Dyadic Pretend Play Assessment (DPPA) was developed to assess children’s social 

pretend play quality in a half-standardised dyadic setting while playing with a randomly 

selected peer (https://osf.io/yjkub). Its feasibility was checked in a small pilot study, in which 

small adjustments were made to the introduction story and coding scheme. Its factorial validity, 

retest-reliability, and sensitivity to change were supported and are described in the manual. 

In the 5-minute videotaped assessment, an unknown examiner introduced two children to a 

short, open-ended story about a panda family going to have a picnic at the lake. The story was 

played out partly by the examiner and partly by the children using small animal figures and 

unstructured materials (e.g. a blue blanket). After the introductory story, children were invited 

to continue to play with the story by themselves and were given additional play figures. For 

five minutes, children were free to act out their own ideas and play together. Children’s 

videotaped social pretend play quality was evaluated afterwards based on the standardised 

manual. The manual is based on characteristic features and steps of the normative development 

of pretend play (Bodrova & Leong, 2007; Hauser, 2013; Smilansky, 1968). It consists of the 

categories and response options shown in Table 6. 
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Table 6 

Coding Scheme for DPPA Ratings 

Category Level Description Example 
    

Decentration 1 No decentration Child explores animals 

 2 Self-related pretend play action Child eats cake 

 3 Object-related pretend play action Child feeds dog 

 4 Other-related pretend play action Child takes dog and interacts with his/her play partners figures 
    

Decontextualisation 1 No decontextualisation Child explores the cake 

 2 Object imitation Child uses the dog and walks 

 3 Object substitution Child uses alligator as plane and flies 

 4 Fantasy transformation Child feeds the dog with imaginative treats 
    

Role-taking 1 No role-taking behaviour Child takes no role 

 2 Role-taking without role-conforming behaviour Child places the panda family on the blanket  

 3 Role-taking with some role-conforming behaviour Child takes dog and yells, and then takes another role 

 4 Sustained role-taking and role-conformity Child takes dog and runs, yells and eats, and interacts as dog 
    

Planning 1 No planning Child walks with the dog 

 2 Planned single play action without performance Child asks for dog but does not use it 

 3 Planned and performed single play actions  Child asks for dog and feeds it  

 4 Several connected planned and performed play actions Child asks for dog and pandas, feeds the dog, walks and 

interacts with panda, which are waiting for the dog 
    

Sequencing 1 No sequencing Child explores the cake 

 2 Limited script elements are performed Child feeds dog and walks 

 3 Several related actions are performed Child buys food, yells for the pandas, feeds them and washes 

their mouths afterwards 

 4 Flexible application of a script to the play Child accepts play partners idea that the alligator first must 

cook the meal and integrates it into the script 

Note. DPPA = Dyadic Pretend Play Assessment.



Study 2: EMERGENCE OF SOCIAL PRETEND PLAY QUALITY WITH PEERS | 67 

The individual child’s behaviour in each of these categories was rated at 60 sec intervals, 

resulting in up to five cycles per child. For each category, the highest observed level of pretend 

play was rated. Because planning seldom was observed (Mt1–t4 = 1.32), it was excluded from 

further analyses. The overall scale of social pretend play quality built out of the four remaining 

subscales showed good internal consistency (Table 7). The reliability of the rating scales was 

assessed by double coding 20% of the observation cycles. The inter-rater reliability was high, 

with intra-class correlations for all categories ranging from .80 to .99. 

Tests of Children’s Social-Cognitive and Language Skills 

Theory of Mind. ToM skills were tested using the German version of the Extended Theory-

of-Mind Scale (EToM; Henning et al., 2012; Peterson et al., 2012). The EToM is a well-

validated test that consists of multiple tasks of increasing difficulty tapping into different 

developmental stages of ToM. For the present study the first four tasks were selected: Diverse 

desire, diverse beliefs, knowledge access, contents false belief (e.g. “smarties test”). For each 

task passed the children received 1 point. The mean of correct responses was used as the ToM 

score for the analyses. 

Emotion understanding. To test children’s emotion understanding, the German version of 

the Test of Emotion Comprehension was used (TEC; Janke, 2006; Pons & Harris, 2000). For 

the present study, the subtests recognition and external cause were used (e.g. “Can you show 

me the sad person?”). The children received 1 point for each task passed. The mean of correct 

responses to the ten items was used as the emotion understanding score for the analyses. 

Language comprehension. Children’s language comprehension was tested using the German 

language development test for 3- to 5-year-olds (SETK 3-5; Grimm et al., 2010). The SETK 3-

5 is a widely used and standardised test for the language assessment of German mother-tongue 

children. For the present study, the first 14 items of the subtest sentence comprehension were 

used (e.g. “Can you show me the picture of the dog running?”). The children received 1 point 

for each task passed. The mean of correct responses to these 14 items was used as the sentence 

comprehension score for the analyses. 

Teacher Reports on Children’s Social Skills and Friendships 

Children’s social skills were rated by playgroup educators, who completed a questionnaire 

on children’s social behaviour (SOCOMP: Self- and Other-oriented social COMPetences; 

Perren, 2007). For the current study, the subscales sociability and cooperative behaviour with 

peers from the SOCOMP were used. All items were rated on a three-point scale (0 = not at all 

true, 1 = partially true, 2 = definitely true). The sociability subscale, covering propensity to 
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participate in social interactions, consists of four items (e.g. “Converses with peers easily”). 

The cooperative behaviour with peers subscale consists of three items (e.g. “Compromises in 

conflicts with peers”). For both subscales, the corresponding mean of the items was used for 

the analysis. 

Children’s friendship was assessed through the questionnaire by asking the playgroup 

educators to nominate the three children of the playgroup with whom a child liked to play most 

of the time. This produced a dichotomous variable on the individual level (0 = no favourite play 

partner; 1 = favourite play partner). On the dyadic level it produced a linear variable (0 = no 

friends; 1 = unilateral friendship nominations; 2 = reciprocal friendship nominations). 

5.3. Results  

5.3.1. Statistical Analyses 

Statistical analyses were performed using R (Version 3.5.1). In a first step, preliminary 

analyses were made to examine children’s mean of social pretend play quality over all children 

between the single measurement points, as well as to examine each child’s individual pretend 

play course over time. Afterwards, a SRM for round-robin data was calculated using the 

formula of Kenny et al. (2006). 

5.3.2. Descriptive Analyses and Changes over Four Play Occasions 

Table 7 shows the descriptive statistics of the study variables.  

Table 7 

Descriptive Statistics of the Study Variables 

Variable 

    Range 

N M SD α Potential Actual 
        

Theory of Minda 52 .48 .30 - 0–1 0–1 

Emotion understanding 52 .52 .26 .64 0–1 0–1 

Language comprehension 52 .62 .24 .73 0–1 0–1 

Sociability 54 1.50 0.52 .77 0–2 0–2 

Cooperation 54 1.42 0.42 .59 0–2 0.33–2 

DPPA t1 53 2.01 0.65 .90 1–4 1–3.50 

DPPA t2 52 2.12 0.63 .91 1–4 1–3.45 

DPPA t3 51 2.22 0.53 .84 1–4 1–3.45 

DPPA t4 52 2.31 0.59 .87 1–4 1–3.45 

Age in months 52 46.48 3.75   37–56 

Female 57 .67     

Note. The variation in sample size is due to the variation in the number of educator reports or children 
tested. Female = gender with “0 = male” and “1 = female”.  
a Due to the increasing difficulty of the items, Cronbach’s alpha was not calculated for the ToM Scale. 
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First, we tested whether children’s mean pretend play quality over all children differed 

significantly between the four assessment points. Although social pretend play quality means 

increased from t1 to t4, we did not find significant differences between adjoining measurement 

points from t1 to t2 (t(51) = -1.26, p = .23) and t2 to t3 (t(47) = -0.99, p = .33) and t3 to t4 (t(50) 

= -0.83, p = .41). Significant differences were found between t1 and t3 (t(48) = -2.21, p < .05), 

t1 and t4 (t(49) = -3.08, p < .05) and t2 and t4 (t(51) = -2.12, p < .05).  

Interestingly, this trend of increasing means was not found descriptively on the individual 

level: A closer inspection of children’s individual pretend play quality course showed that 

children did not seem to increase steadily in pretend play quality and that individual trajectories 

seemed to differ substantially between children (Figure 3), which may indicate partner and 

constellation influences on pretend play quality.  

 

Figure 3. Individual dyadic pretend play quality course of the children. Only children who 

played at all 4 timepoints are shown. 

Nonetheless, keeping in mind the rising overall means, the relationship effect estimates 

potentially were intermixed with potential sequence or intervention effects. We therefore 

controlled for sequence and intervention in the subsequent relationship effect analyses. 

5.3.3. Social Relations Model 

We calculated the SRM using the R package TripleR from Schönbrodt et al. (2012), which 

uses a method of moments approach and imputes missing values outside the diagonal as row 

and column means. For this purpose, a pairwise dataset was created. We calculated an overall 
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SRM for all dyads (t1–t4) and two separate SRMs for the first and second measurement points 

to compare variance partitioning and bivariate correlations between the two assessment points, 

so that we could determine potential biases due to the time lag between measurements and the 

small number of interactions. 

5.3.4. Variance Partitioning 

In a first step, we investigated how much the children varied (a) in their general, stable 

pretend play quality (actor variance), (b) in how much they affected the pretend play quality of 

other children in general (partner variance), and (c) in how much the specific pairing of two 

children influenced their pretend play quality (relationship variance). The variance partitioning 

of children’s latent social pretend play quality was calculated using latent modelling, which 

requires exactly two manifest variables in TripleR but enabled us to separate the error from 

relationship effects. In line with our theoretical framework, the mean of the decentration and 

decontextualisation scores was used as one indicator, and the mean of the role-taking and 

sequencing scores as the second indicator for children’s social pretend play quality. 

Table 8 shows the variance partitioning of the SRM as well as the bivariate correlations of 

actor and partner effects with child competences.  



Study 2: EMERGENCE OF SOCIAL PRETEND PLAY QUALITY WITH PEERS | 71 

Table 8 

Social Relations Model (SRM) Estimates of Children’s Social Pretend Play Quality (1st/2nd Measurement Point) 

 

Variance partitioning      

 Actor Partner Relationship Error    

Pretend play quality .38*** 
 

(.30***/.37***) 

.09** 
 

(.19**/.15**) 

.39*** 
 

(.37***/.35***) 

.14 
 

(.14/.14) 

   

Reciprocity correlations        

 General 

reciprocity 

Dyadic 

reciprocitya 

     

Pretend play quality .40** 
 

(.24*/.61**) 

.42*** 
 

(.36**/.46**) 

     

Partial correlationsb        

 ToM TEC SETK SC CO Age Female 

Actor effect 

 

.08 
 

(.03/-.04) 

.34* 
 

(.26**/.37**) 

.22 
 

(.21/.20) 

.30* 
 

(.26†/.09) 

-.01 
 

(.08/-.12) 

.33* 
 

(.38*/.26†) 

.03 
 

(-.02/.00) 

Partner effect -.14 
 

(-.20/-.05) 

.17 
 

(-.02/.19) 

.01 
 

(-.04/.08) 

-.06 
 

(-.03/-.15) 

.08 
 

(.17/.02) 

.24† 
 

(.23/.01) 

-.05 
 

(-.15/-.08) 

Note. ToM = Theory of Mind; TEC = Test of Emotion Comprehension; SETK = Language Comprehension; SC = Sociability; CO = Cooperation; 
Female = gender, with “0 = male” and “1 = female”.  
a Controlled for timepoint of play and intervention. 
b Controlled for playgroup membership. 
†p<.10; *p<.05; **p<.01; ***p<.001. 
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The variance partitioning revealed significant actor, partner and relationship variance for 

children’s social pretend play quality, with actor and relationship variance being high and 

partner variance being low. Furthermore, we checked whether similar distributions were found 

for the separate SRMs of the first (t1 & t2) and second (t3 & t4) measurement points, which 

overall was the case, although the partner effects were estimated somewhat higher. 

5.3.5. Associations between Child Characteristics and Stable Individual Effects 

Second, we examined whether children’s actor and partner effects were associated with 

children’s age, gender, language comprehension, social-cognitive (ToM and emotion 

understanding), and social skills (sociability and cooperation). 

Estimated actor and partner effects of each child were merged with the individual data set 

for the individual analysis, in which actor and partner effects were correlated with individual 

variables, controlling for playgroup membership. Because actor and partner effects of a child 

are estimated as the mean over all measurement points of that child or his/her partners in 

proportion to the group mean in the SRM, potential intervention and time effects on the quality 

of social pretend play at the individual level do not affect the interpretation of the actor and 

partner effects, as they affected all children within the same group to the same extent and 

therefore are controlled for in the calculation of actor and partner effects. 

In the SRM including all four play occasions, bivariate correlations showed positive 

associations between a child’s actor effect and age, emotion understanding, and sociability 

(Table 8). No relation was found between actor effects and gender, language comprehension, 

ToM or cooperation. Furthermore, a positive association was found between the partner effect 

and child age. No relation was found between a child’s partner effect and gender, language 

comprehension, ToM, emotion understanding, sociability or cooperation. The separate SRMs 

showed slightly different findings: The correlations became weaker and the positive association 

between partner effects and age disappeared in the first and second measurement point SRM. 

For the second measurement point, the association between actor effect and sociability 

disappeared as well. 

5.3.6. Associations between Dyad Characteristics and Relationship Effects 

Furthermore, we examined whether children’s relationship effects were associated with the 

dyad’s age, gender, language comprehension, social-cognitive (ToM and emotion 

understanding), and social skills composition as well as with their friendship status. 

Relationship effects of the whole SRM (t1–t4) were read out and merged with the pairwise 

data set to analyse dyadic interrelations. To consider dyadic dependencies, we used multilevel 
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analyses for the relationship analysis (Kenny et al., 2006). Relationship effects served as 

dependent variable at Level 1. For each predictor, a separate multilevel model was analysed. A 

child’s friendship with his/her partner was used as predictor at Level 1. A dyad’s age, language 

comprehension, ToM, emotion understanding, sociability, and cooperation composition, each 

calculated as the dyad mean and grand mean centred as well as gender composition (with two 

dummy variables representing female and mixed-gender dyads, and male dyads as the reference 

category) and friendship status, were each used as predictors of relationship effects at the dyad 

level (Level 2). As relationship estimates are calculated for each single timepoint, the analyses 

controlled for the timepoint of play (t1–t4) as well as the intervention (= 0/1) at Level 1.  

The multilevel analyses revealed no significant associations: The relationship effects were 

not predicted by a child’s friendship with his/her play partner (� = .08, SE = .08, t(150) = 0.97, 

p =.33), controlled for time and intervention. Additionally, the dyadic age composition (� = 

.15, SE = .09, t(78) = 1.57, p =.12), gender composition (�mixed= .04, SE = .17, t(82) = 0.25, p 

=.81; �female = -.02, SE = .17, t(81) = -0.12, p =.90), or friendship status (� = .07, SE = .09, t(84) 

= 0.75, p = .46) did not predict relationship effects; and neither did the dyadic mean of ToM (� 

= -.02, SE =.09, t(87) = -0.18, p =.86), emotion understanding (� = .02, SE = .09, t(83) = 0.19, 

p =.85), language comprehension (� = .05, SE = .09, t(84) = 0.55, p =.58), sociability (� =.06, 

SE =.09, t(109) = 0.68, p =.50) or cooperation (� = .04, SE =.07, t(135) = 0.62, p =.54); each 

analysis controlled for time and intervention. 

5.3.7. Reciprocity Correlations 

Additionally, we investigated whether children’s general social pretend play quality, i.e. 

their actor effect, was related to their general impact on their partner’s pretend play quality, i.e. 

their partner effect (= general reciprocity), as well as whether a child’s specific pretend play 

quality with a specific partner, e.g. David’s relationship effect in interaction with Deborah, was 

related to that partner’s specific pretend play quality with the child in a specific play situation, 

e.g. Deborah’s relationship effect in interaction with David (= dyadic reciprocity). 

General and dyadic reciprocity correlations were calculated within the SRM by correlating 

a child’s actor and partner effects on the individual level, and children’s relationship effect 

within a dyad and therefore on the dyad level. A statistically significant general reciprocity of 

actor and partner effects within one child was found (Table 8): The higher a child’s play quality 

in general (actor effect), the more positively this child affected other children’s play quality 

(partner effect). In addition, we found high dyadic reciprocity between relationship effects, 

showing that the higher a child’s social pretend play quality within a specific dyad, the higher 
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the social pretend play quality of the child’s partner within this dyad was, statistically controlled 

for the children’s actor and partner effects. 

5.4. Discussion 

Pretend play with peers constitutes an opportunity for young children to practise and develop 

social and social-cognitive competences. It is important to identify influences on children’s 

social pretend play quality, so that we can support this development more effectively. The aim 

of the study was therefore to investigate to what degree children’s social pretend play quality 

while playing with another peer can be considered to be a function of a child’s individual 

competence, stable between play partners (actor effect), and to what degree social pretend play 

quality, and therefore the chance of favourable development, is dependent on the interaction 

partner (partner effect), or the specific pairing of two children (relationship effect). 

Furthermore, potential associations between children’s actor, partner and relationship effects 

with children’s age, gender, language comprehension, social-cognitive, and social competences 

were examined, as well as the dyadic constellation and children’s friendship. For this purpose, 

a social relations model was used. 

One major finding of the study was that social pretend play quality was affected about 

equally by stable differences between children in their general pretend play quality (actor 

effects) and by the specific pairing of two children (relationship effect). A child’s tendency to 

evoke pretend play quality consistently in others (partner effects) varied only slightly but still 

substantially between children. Furthermore, several variables that were associated with 

children’s SRM effects were identified. A child’s age, emotion understanding, and sociability 

were associated positively with his/her general social pretend play quality (actor effect). Child 

age also was associated positively with the child’s general influence on his/her play partner’s 

social pretend play quality (partner effect). Additionally, high general reciprocity indicated that 

the higher a child’s general pretend play quality, the higher was the generally evoked pretend 

play quality in others (i.e. that skilled players tend to trigger high-quality play in others). And 

the higher the specific pretend play quality while playing with a specific child (e.g. David is 

especially good at playing with Deborah), the higher is the partner’s specific pretend play 

quality with the child (e.g. Deborah is especially good at playing with David). 

5.4.1. Children’s General Pretend Play Quality over Play Partners 

The high level of actor variance indicated that a large proportion of variance lies within a 

child and contributes to a rather stable play quality with different play partners during dyadic 

peer play. Bearing in mind the small age range (37–56 months), this finding indicates that the 
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differences between children are not due simply to normative developmental differences, and 

reinforces the notion that there are considerable individual differences in children’s social 

pretend play quality (Robertson, 2016). 

Children’s general social pretend play quality was associated positively with age, emotion 

understanding and sociability. The positive association with age corresponds with previous 

research findings and confirms the developmental pattern of social pretend play (Howes & 

Matheson, 1992). Furthermore, the results showed that more sociable children showed higher 

quality social pretend play in general, which again is in line with the previous findings of Perren 

et al. (2019). Children who enjoy social interaction may spend more time in social play and 

therefore may have more practice or experience, which could lead to higher play competence 

during social pretend play (Bodrova et al., 2013; Howes & Matheson, 1992). The positive 

association with children’s emotion understanding also has been found in previous studies (e.g. 

Lindsey & Colwell, 2013). As the prerequisite for appropriate reactions to the behaviour of 

others (Trentacosta & Fine, 2010), emotion understanding may help children to maintain the 

role-play, which may lead to more mature play scenes. 

Children’s gender, language comprehension, ToM, and cooperation were not associated with 

their social pretend play quality, which is in partial contradiction of the existing literature and 

theoretical claims. Previous studies have shown inconsistent results concerning gender 

differences in pretend play (Göncü et al., 2002). As most of the studies examined differences 

in themes, material or communication, the lack of association found in the present study could 

mean that gender differences in the quality of play are not yet present in 3- to 4-year-olds (Jing 

& Li, 2015). However, we provided the same play materials for all children in the present study, 

which also could explain why there were no gender differences. The absence of an association 

with language comprehension was unexpected, as previous studies have found positive 

associations, suggesting that pretend play and language have a common underlying symbolic 

component (Lillard, Lerner, et al., 2013). Thus, as the Dyadic Pretend Play Assessment is also 

appropriate for children with rudimentary language skills, children may be prompted by the 

figures used and may reach higher scores for example just by producing sounds, and therefore 

this finding could be attributed to the instrument’s characteristics. The lack of association with 

children’s ToM could be due to the age of the sample. At this stage of development emotion 

understanding, as a precursor of ToM (O’Brien et al., 2011), could be more important to 

maintain the play because children’s ToM has not yet matured. Furthermore, children’s social 

pretend play quality seems to be unaffected by their cooperation skills. It might be that 

cooperation is an important prerequisite for the emergence of social pretence (Bodrova et al., 
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2013), but not for the quality of it. Further studies of preschool children’s social pretend play 

quality are needed to gain more insight into the associations with these competences. 

5.4.2. Children’s Influence on the Pretend Play Quality of Play Partners 

In contrast to the high level of actor variance, only a small variance in partner effects, i.e. in 

the degree to which children generally affect the play quality of their peers, was found. This 

finding is in line with previous findings of dyadic behaviour variance (Kenny et al., 2001). 

Nonetheless, low partner variance does not mean that there are no partner effects at all, only 

that children’s general influence on their play partner does not vary much between children. 

Moreover, in comparison to the findings of other dyadic behaviours such as smiling, where, on 

average, 4% of partner variance was found (Kenny et al., 2001, 2006), in the present study 

children’s play partners still accounted for almost 10% of the variation in children’s dyadic 

pretend play quality, which by comparison may therefore be considered a rather substantial 

variation in partner effects between children. However, differences were found between the 

overall SRM and the separate analyses. The variance of the partner effects was found to be 

higher in the separate SRMs. This finding can be explained by the smaller number of partners 

in the smaller round-robin design, which produces greater variation in partner effect values 

between children than in the overall SRM, where partner effects tend to regress to the mean. 

Positive associations were found between partner effects and a child’s age. Howes and 

Farver (1987) assumed that older play partners are more conterminous to more experienced 

partners, which is in line with our findings of positive associations between a child’s general 

pretend play quality and age. Accordingly, the effect of the age of play partners can be thought 

of as mediated through the social pretend play quality of the partner. Thus, Howes and Farver 

(1987) showed that the improvement of young children’s social pretend play quality while 

playing with an older child did not persist, as children playing afterwards in same-age dyads 

showed decreased social pretend play quality. To achieve a persistent improvement in 

children’s social pretend play quality we would recommend implementing mixed-skilled dyads 

regularly (Gray, 2011). Furthermore, children’s general partner effects were not associated with 

children’s gender or with their language comprehension, social or social-cognitive skills. 

Concerning gender differences, one reason could be that the present study included nearly 67% 

girls, which limits the representativeness of the results. The lack of associations of partner 

effects with children’s language comprehension, social-cognitive, and social skills indicate that 

these child competences did not affect their play partners’ pretend play quality in general. This 
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finding indicates that there is no specific social-cognitive or social competence of a “perfect” 

play partner that applies to all children to the same extent. 

5.4.3. Relationship Variance and Multilevel Analyses of Relationship Effects 

The results showed that the dyadic constellation of two children explained a similarly high 

level of variance in children’s social pretend play quality as did the actor effects and is therefore 

equally important in understanding variability in social pretend play quality. In contrast to the 

partner effect that describes the stable behaviour children trigger in all of their interaction 

partners and that accounted for nearly 10% of variability in children’s pretend play quality, the 

relationship effect (e.g. how good is David at playing with Deborah, independent of what would 

be expected from his general play quality with others and Deborah’s general tendency to evoke 

pretend play behaviour in her partners) explained nearly 40% of the variance. It therefore seems 

to be more important which specific children play together, rather than how much play quality 

a partner evokes generally in his/her play partner. However, although the relationship variance 

was that high, and there seemed to be specific constellational components that influence this 

variation, the present study found no associations between relationship effects and friendship 

or dyad compositions. One reason could be that we looked at the dyad mean. This approach 

leads to a loss of information because the similarity or difference between children was not 

considered in detail. A play partner could be more stimulating for some children than for others, 

depending on the similarity or differences between these children. This also was seen in the 

partner effect results, which showed that social and social-cognitive competences were not 

associated with children’s general influence on others. Regarding the influence of the dyads’ 

friendship status or gender composition on the relationship effects, it is also possible that we 

did not have enough variance in the friendship status and gender composition to reveal 

significant effects, as 69% of the dyads were not befriended and only 8% of the dyads were 

male dyads. Considering the high amount of variance explained by the specific constellation, 

further studies should take a closer look at constellational components by examining the dyad 

composition in more detail, for example using dyadic response surface analyses (Schönbrodt et 

al., 2018). More knowledge about these constellational dynamics is needed and is fundamental 

to deriving practical implications for educators. 

5.4.4. Reciprocity of Effects 

The results revealed significant general and dyadic reciprocity of effects. The higher a 

child’s general social pretend play quality, the higher the social pretend play quality of his/her 
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partners was in general, which means that skilled players tend to elicit high-quality pretend play 

in others. 

Together with the positive associations of partner effects and age, these findings reinforce 

the theoretical assumptions of Vygotsky (1978) that children can benefit from more 

experienced play partners. This result has major practical implications. If teachers want to 

promote the development of children’s social pretend play quality, we would argue for mixed-

skilled play settings from time to time, where children can learn and profit from more 

experienced children. However, the results showed that it is enough to have an age range from 

37 to 56 months, as children’s pretend play quality differed significantly within this range. 

Moreover, one has to keep in mind that children’s general influence on their play partners varied 

only slightly between children and therefore the finding of general reciprocity may in 

comparison explain only a small part of children’s variation in their social pretend play quality. 

Additionally, dyadic reciprocity was found. The higher a child’s social pretend play quality 

within a dyad, the higher the social pretend play quality of the child’s partner within the same 

dyad was, statistically controlled for children’s actor and partner effects as well as for time and 

intervention effects. Thus, together with the high relationship variance there seems to be a 

substantial constellational component in the emergence of dyadic social pretend play quality 

that is reciprocal and which should definitely be investigated further. 

5.4.5. Strengths and Limitations 

The present study is the first to use the social relations model to examine dyadic pretend play 

and therefore to enable the investigation of actor, partner and relationship components. A newly 

developed instrument was used, enabling the measurement of social pretend play quality in a 

half-standardised setting, where children were encouraged to play together, assessing children’s 

play in a standardised way but simultaneously remaining as close as possible to their everyday 

behaviour. Moreover, the study has high practical relevance and gives important 

recommendations for early childhood practice. 

Nonetheless, there are several statistical restrictions. First, the SRM assumes that there are 

no sequence effects within the different interactions and therefore the relationship variance is 

mixed with potential sequence effects, which is a general characteristic of the SRM. However, 

we were able to control for sequence effects in the relationship analysis. Additionally, some of 

the children participated in an intervention between the two measurement points. Again, we 

controlled for intervention effects in actor and partner effect estimates and the subsequent 

relationship analyses. 
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Furthermore, not every child played with every other child within the same group, and the 

design therefore was not a completed round-robin design. We still used the SRM for round-

robin analyses, keeping in mind that missing values up to 20% lead to only a small systematic 

bias with actor and partner variance overestimated and relationship variance underestimated 

(Schönbrodt et al., 2012). As the feasibility of repeated assessments with a full design is difficult 

to implement in large groups of preschoolers, this estimation bias had to be accepted. For further 

studies, we would recommend investigating smaller groups of about five children, where a full 

design means four play sessions per child. Furthermore, others have proposed that it is also 

possible that children’s pretend play quality influences their social-cognitive and social skills 

(Lillard, Lerner, et al., 2013), and therefore the causality of the different associations remains 

unclear. The present study gives only initial insights into relations among the constructs. 

Additionally, the generalisation of the finding is limited based on the small sample size. 

5.4.6. Conclusion 

The present study sheds light on the extent of individual and interactional contributions to 

the emergence of social pretend play quality. In addition to the variables identified, which are 

associated with high social pretend play quality on the different levels, the present study 

illustrated the value of the dyadic constellation as well as the value of a mature play partner for 

the emergence of high-quality social pretend play. The higher a child’s social pretend play 

quality was, the higher his/her play partner’s social pretend play quality was, both in general 

and also on the situational level within a specific dyad. However, considering that children do 

not seem to differ much in their general influence on their play partners’ pretend play quality 

but in how much the specific pairing with a child influences their pretend play quality, it is 

rather the constellation of two children in specific dyads that seems to make the difference, i.e. 

it is important which specific children play together. This finding has important implications 

for the further investigation of social pretend play and associations with children’s 

development: Research should consider the influence of the dyadic constellation on children’s 

play, otherwise findings can be biased, which also could account for the many inconsistent 

findings in previous studies. At the same time, the present study raises new issues for further 

research. Further studies should investigate the differences causing these variabilities between 

dyads. For this purpose, the interaction between the children should be investigated in more 

detail, taking into account the communication style or scaffolding of the partner, or the relative 

composition of child competences within a dyad. 
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6. Chapter 6 – Third Study  

The Impact of Social Pretend Play on Preschoolers’ Social Development: Results of an 

Experimental Study 

This controlled intervention study with a pre-test, post-test, and follow-up design 

investigated whether promoting children’s social pretend play quality fosters their social 

development. Twenty-seven Swiss playgroups (N = 211 children, age: M = 43.3 months, SD = 

6.5) were randomly assigned to one of three experimental conditions: Play tutoring, provision 

of role-play material, or control. Standardised tests and educator questionnaires were used to 

assess children’s pretend play competence and social-cognitive, social-emotional and social 

skills, and their peer relationship quality. Latent change models indicated that children’s social 

pretend play competence, behavioural skills, and positive peer relationships as reported by their 

educators increased most strongly for children in the play tutoring condition. No significant 

intervention effects emerged regarding children’s social-cognitive or emotional skills. The 

results show that actively promoting children’s social pretend play quality also furthers 

children’s social behaviour and peer relationships.  

 

Keywords: social pretend play, social competence, emotional skills, social skills, social-

cognitive skills, intervention   
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6.1. Introduction 

Children’s social competence, such as understanding of emotions, others’ mental states, and 

social situations or prosocial behaviour are significant for positive development (Barr, 2008). 

These skills emerge during preschool years and gradually develop across childhood (Malti & 

Perren, 2015; Pons et al., 2004; Wellman et al., 2001), which also coincides with the emergence 

of social pretend play. 

Vygotsky (1978) considered pretend play to be an important and crucial facilitator of 

children’s social development. According to Vygotsky (1978), “play creates a zone of proximal 

development of the child” (p. 102), in which children can train and perform activities that they 

are too young to perform in real-life situations. It might help children learn to understand social 

situations and to regulate their behaviour. Singer and Singer (1990) called the years between 

ages 3 and 5 the “high season of imaginative play” (p. 64), suggesting why children of this age 

range in particular might benefit from social pretend play. 

However, although pretend play has been intensively investigated since the 1970s, there is 

still no consensus on whether children’s social pretend play is essentially linked to their social 

development, as suggested by Vygotsky (Bergen, 2013; Lillard, Hopkins, et al., 2013; Lillard, 

Lerner, et al., 2013). Another possibility for the relation between pretend play and children’s 

social development is that the associations are causal, but only equifinal, meaning that pretend 

play is one of many routes to fostering children’s social development; or epiphenomenal, 

meaning that pretend play is just a by-product of children’s development (Smith, 2010). In line 

with the social competence model of Malti and Perren (2015), we differentiate between three 

levels of social competence: Underlying mental processes (e.g. social-cognitive and emotional 

skills), skills on the behavioural level (social behavioural skills and behavioural regulation), 

and children’s psychosocial adjustment (e.g. peer relationship quality). 

Lillard, Lerner, et al. (2013) conducted a review of the empirical evidence; they complain 

that most of the research done in this field lacks a sound methodology, which could explain the 

many inconsistent findings their review found. However, based on the studies reviewed, the 

authors conclude that pretend play might be equifinally linked to children’s social-cognitive, 

emotional and social skills, and therefore be one path to fostering children’s social 

development. The present study therefore focuses on whether children’s social development 

can be promoted through social pretend play. 

Pretend play is often used as an umbrella term for various activities including symbolic play, 

having imaginary companions, role-play, and sociodramatic play. Moreover, the common 

definition of pretend play as playing “as if” gives a wide scope for its operationalisation (Jaggy, 
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Perren, et al., 2020). This might be one reason for the inconsistency of research findings up to 

now.  

Taking a closer look at what exactly might promote children’s social development, studies 

have indicated that pretend play in interaction with others, i.e. social pretend play, seems to be 

especially beneficial for children’s social development (e.g. Li et al., 2016; Schwebel et al., 

1999). Furthermore, it seems that it is the quality in particular, not the quantity, of children’s 

pretend play that makes the difference (Bodrova et al., 2013; Elias & Berk, 2002; Slot et al., 

2017). High-quality social pretend play is characterised by a high symbolic level, extensive 

role-play, and planned scenarios (Bodrova et al., 2013). The present study thus focuses on the 

promotive effect of social pretend play quality. We differentiate two outcome levels: (a) 

proximal effects, i.e. children’s social pretend play competence, which can be defined as the 

competence to play in interaction with one or more play partners containing developmentally 

advanced features of pretend play; and (b) distal effects, i.e. their social competence (social-

cognitive, emotional and behavioural skills, and peer relationship quality). 

6.1.1. Associations Between Pretend Play and Children’s Social-Cognitive and 

Emotional Skills 
 

It has been stated that pretend play may have a leading role in children’s development of 

social-cognitive and emotional skills because it challenges their metarepresentational 

competencies (Friedman & Leslie, 2007; Harris, 1992). During pretence, for example, children 

produce metarepresentations of objects (substitutions), suppress behavioural impulses that go 

against the play script, or negotiate their roles (metacommunication), which may foster social-

cognitive and emotional skills like perspective-taking or emotion regulation (Leslie, 1987; 

Vygotsky, 1978; Whitebread & O’Sullivan, 2012). Others suggest that the socialisation context 

of pretend play in particular may promote children’s social-cognitive and emotional skills 

because children have the opportunity to enact different social scenarios and thus gain social 

experience with their own bodies (Bretherton, 1989; Howes & Matheson, 1992). According to 

this more behavioural view, pretend play enables children to experiment with their behaviour 

within different roles, which may help them to take different perspectives or to explore 

emotions. 

Various studies confirm a positive association between children’s social pretend play and 

social-cognitive and emotional skills such as emotion understanding or understanding of others’ 

mental states and social situations (e.g. Brown et al., 2017; Hoffmann & Russ, 2012; Lillard et 

al., 2011; Lindsey & Colwell, 2003, 2013; Seja & Russ, 1999; Slot et al., 2017; Youngblade & 
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Dunn, 1995). In a study by Cutting and Dunn (2006) for example, preschool children’s 

cooperative pretend play was found to be associated with social understanding, as measured by 

children’s emotion understanding and their ToM. Furthermore, Howe et al. (1998) showed that 

kindergarten children named their internal states more often during high-quality social pretence 

than in low-quality social pretence. Other studies also confirmed positive associations between 

pretend play and different facets of ToM (for an overview, see Lillard, Lerner, et al., 2013; 

Weisberg, 2015). Lillard and Kavanaugh (2014) conclude that a common, underlying symbolic 

substrate might be the cause for this association. 

Taken together, these studies suggest a positive association between children’s social 

pretend play and their social-cognitive and emotional skills. However, these studies did not 

investigate the direction of effects. Others propose that social-cognitive skills could likewise be 

a prerequisite for high-quality pretend play (Dore et al., 2015). One piece of evidence for this 

direction comes from Jenkins and Astington (2000), who showed that preschool children’s ToM 

predicted their role assignment and joint planning during pretend play but not the other way 

around. However, as this was not an experimental study, its significance is limited. 

There are only a few intervention studies focusing on the effect of pretend play interventions 

on children’s social-cognitive and emotional outcomes, and they have had mixed results: Moore 

and Russ (2008) showed that an individual pretend play intervention improved 6- to 8-year-

olds’ emotional expressiveness during pretence, compared to control group. Goldstein and 

Winner (2012) reported in two non-randomised studies that acting training increased empathy 

more than arts training for elementary and high-school students, as well as increasing children’s 

ToM; but only for the high-school students. Qu et al. (2015) reported that training in 

sociodramatic play led to increases in kindergarten-aged children’s ToM compared to control 

group. Goldstein and Lerner (2018) showed that, for 4-year-old children with low 

socioeconomic status, children who received a dramatic pretend play intervention improved 

more in their emotional self-control than children in the control groups; however, no differences 

were found for children’s ToM. Hermann (2017) was able to show that a pretend play 

intervention improved 4- to 6-year-olds’ understanding of social situations. Again, no effects 

were found for children’s ToM. 

In sum, there is evidence that social pretend play might be beneficial for the development of 

social-cognitive and emotional skills, although only a few intervention studies have 

investigated the direction of effects, and the results are mixed. 
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6.1.2. Associations Between Pretend Play and Children’s Social Behaviour and Peer 

Relationship Quality 
 

In addition to providing an opportunity for children to experiment with their behaviour 

(Bretherton, 1989; Doyle & Connolly, 1989; Howes & Matheson, 1992), as stated above, high-

quality social pretend play may have a positive impact on children’s social behaviour and peer 

relationships because it is a chance for children to experience positive peer interactions like 

sharing, waiting, or asserting (Ashiabi, 2007). Children thereby have to negotiate the play action 

and roles with each other, which requires and challenges cooperative skills, as well as 

assertiveness. Previous studies have shown that children show more socially competent 

behaviour in social pretend play situations than in other social play situations: Pretence 

interactions lasted longer and involved larger peer groups, and children showed more affect, as 

well as more reciprocity (Connolly et al., 1988). Social pretend play was also found to be 

positively associated with social skills like cooperation and assertiveness, affective perspective-

taking, and social activity (Connolly & Doyle, 1984; Li et al., 2016; Uren & Stagnitti, 2009), 

but not with parent-reported social skills (Swindells & Stagnitti, 2006). However, as these were 

not training studies, the direction of effects remains unclear. 

In a training study by Fung and Cheng (2015), 5-year-old girls who participated in pretend 

play training showed higher decreases in disruptiveness than girls in non-pretend play activities, 

while boys similarly benefited from pretend and non-pretend play activities. Schellenberg 

(2004) investigated the effect of music lessons on 6-year-old children’s IQ, and unexpectedly 

found that drama lessons, which were intended to be the control condition, enhanced children’s 

parent-reported adaptive social behaviour (i.e. adaptability, social skills, and leadership). In 

contrast, the study by Goldstein and Lerner (2018) on 4-year-old children with a low 

socioeconomic background showed that the dramatic pretend play intervention did not improve 

children’s social skills (i.e. comforting, altruism, or helping behaviour). In a study with 53 4- 

to 6-year-olds, Hermann (2017) showed that a pretend play intervention improved children’s 

social behaviour. However, Hermann (2017) was unable to replicate this finding in a second, 

methodologically more sound study. Taken together, these results provide an evidence base that 

pretend play may be beneficial for the development of social behaviour, but again only a few 

studies have investigated the causality of the association and the results are mixed. 

6.1.3. Limitations of Previous Research 

To sum up, promoting children’s social pretend play quality might be an opportunity to foster 

children’s social competence, but empirical results are mixed. It should be noted that many of 
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the previous studies have been correlative, or have had a number of methodological flaws (such 

as unmasked experimenters or small sample sizes) that might explain the many inconsistent 

findings (Lillard, Lerner, et al., 2013). Moreover, only the study by Goldstein and Lerner (2017) 

focused on 3- to 4-year-olds. As this period is important for the development of social pretend 

play and certain social-cognitive skills (e.g. ToM), more evidence for the developmental 

significance of pretend play in this age period is needed. Furthermore, most of the reported 

studies did not investigate follow-up effects. Dansky (1999) postulated that effects of pretend 

play interventions may manifest in long-term outcomes and be even more significant, as 

children may be motivated to engage more in pretend play after the intervention.  

To investigate whether the promotion of preschoolers’ social pretend play quality is an 

opportunity to foster their social development, an experimental study that effectively 

manipulates children’s social pretend play quality is needed. 

6.1.4. Prompting Social Pretend Play Quality 

Smilansky (1968) was one of the first to develop pretend play tutoring as a training approach, 

and showed that it had an effect on the quality of socially disadvantaged children’s pretend 

play. Smilansky’s approach, using a mix of outside intervention (i.e. adults assume an outsider 

position and comment on children’s play) and inside intervention (adult is playing along), has 

also been combined in other play interventions (e.g. Gmitrova, 2013; Perren et al., 2019). Perren 

et al. (2019) showed that the more active the play support from play tutors was, the more play 

quality was found during the intervention in 3- to 4-year-olds. Hermann (2017) and Moore and 

Russ (2008) were able to show that play tutoring effectively promotes children’s pretend play 

competence. Active pretend play tutoring therefore seems to be promotive of children’s pretend 

play quality during play, and to promote children’s social pretend play competence overall.  

Besides play tutoring, another possible way of stimulating children’s pretend play is through 

their physical environment. Trawick-Smith et al. (2015) suggest that providing role-play 

material might promote children’s pretend play because it serves as a stimulus and also focuses 

the attention of a group of children. Providing role-play material might stimulate children to 

engage in pretend play, or if they are already playing, it might enrich their play (Pellegrini & 

Bjorklund, 2004). Providing play material might in itself therefore be another approach to 

promoting children’s pretend play quality. Kalkusch et al. (2020) showed that both the 

provision of play material and play tutoring can promote children’s pretend play quality during 

play, although the effect of play tutoring was much stronger than the provision of play material. 
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6.1.5. Present Study 

The aim of this study was to investigate whether promoting preschoolers’ social pretend play 

quality is an opportunity to foster their social development. We addressed the reported 

limitations of previous research, conducting a randomised controlled intervention study with 

pre-test, post-test, and follow-up design. Researchers who assessed the outcome measures were 

blinded towards the intervention conditions. We also included validated measures of social 

pretend play competence to investigate proximal intervention effects. 

We implemented three experimental conditions in a natural preschool setting: A play 

tutoring condition (provision of specific role-play material and active external play support), a 

material condition (provision of specific role-play material), and a control condition (standard 

play environment). As the study took place in a natural educational setting, children from the 

material and control condition also received some kind of adult support from their educators. 

We hypothesised that children in the intervention conditions would show more positive 

change in their pretend play competence than those in the control condition (Hypothesis 1). We 

also hypothesised that children in the intervention conditions would show more positive change 

in their social competence than those in the control condition (Hypothesis 2). As Kalkusch et 

al. (2020) have shown that play tutoring can improve pretend play quality more strongly than 

the provision of play material, we hypothesised that children in the play tutoring condition 

would benefit more during the intervention and therefore show more positive change in social 

pretend play competence and social competence than children in the material condition 

(Hypothesis 3). 

6.2. Method 

6.2.1. Participants 

The present study was conducted in two waves (2017/2018 and 2018/2019) in Swiss 

playgroups. Playgroups are educational institutions open to children aged 3 to 5. The aim is to 

give children the opportunity to play with peers under the supervision of a trained playgroup 

educator. Playgroup sessions take place on a regular basis, once or twice a week, and one 

session lasts between two and three hours. 

In a first recruitment step, 171 playgroup educators from a mostly rural region in the 

northeast of Switzerland with a predominantly middle-class population were asked in random 

order to participate in the study. Of these, 29 playgroups confirmed their participation. Two 

playgroups were excluded after the pre-test for very low participation rates (total n = 6 children). 
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In the 27 playgroups, parents of 215 children gave written permission to include their child 

in the study. For three children, permission was only given for the collection of intervention 

material, and they were therefore excluded from the present analysis. One child refused to be 

tested and was therefore excluded from the analysis. 

Taken together, 211 children (47.4% girls) from 27 playgroups participated in the present 

study, with a median of 7 (range 4–12) children per group. Children were aged between 27 and 

61 months (M = 43.3, SD = 6.5) and visited the playgroups for 32 weeks on average. Forty-

seven percent of the children were bilingual. Since a high percentage of parent reports were 

missing values (24.2%), we only report demographics provided by playgroup educators. 

Further information on parent-reported demographics can be found in the supplementary 

material (section 6.5; Table S12). 

6.2.2. Procedure 

Data collection started in November and data were collected at three measurement points: 

Pre-test, post-test, and follow-up intervention (approx. 15 weeks apart). At each measurement 

point, children’s social pretend play competence, ToM, and emotion understanding were tested 

by trained graduate students pursuing a degree in early childhood education or psychology. 

Experimenters were blind towards the intervention condition of playgroups. Playgroup 

educators completed a questionnaire on children’s empathy, social behaviour, and peer 

relationship quality each time.  

After the first measurement point, playgroups were randomly allocated to one of three 

experimental conditions: Nine were allocated to the control condition (n = 64 children), eight 

to the material condition (n = 70 children), and ten to the play tutoring condition (n = 77 

children). The weekly interventions lasted 30 minutes each and were carried out during six 

consecutive weeks between pre- and post-tests. Independent play tutors and research associates 

implemented the interventions (play tutoring and filming). In all three conditions, play sessions 

were videotaped to ensure comparability. 

6.2.3. Instruments 

Assessment of Social Pretend Play Competence 

Tools of the Play Scale. The Tools of the Play Scale (ToPS) is a role-play assessment for 3- 

to 7-year-old children, comprising a highly standardised role-play (toy shop scenario with a 

burglary) with an unknown examiner (Seeger & Holodynski, 2016). The videotaped test 

assesses children’s social pretend play competence by assessing the quality of the use of 
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different “tools of the play,” which the authors describe as specific abilities to engage in role-

play. These tools are substitution of objects and role-taking, substitution of play actions, 

substitution of role-speech, and substitution of emotions. 

Children’s use of the tools was videotaped and evaluated using a standardised manual. 

Children’s pretend play competence was rated on a 4-point Likert scale for each item (0 = no 

reaction despite all prompts, 10 = immature reactions with the aid of all prompts, 20 = 

immature reactions without the aid of all prompts or mature reactions with the aid of all 

prompts, 30 = mature reactions without the aid of further prompts).  

Due to the young age of the children, we did not play the burglary part of the play scenario, 

thus leaving out the substitution of emotion scale and some other items. In total, ten items were 

rated. Two items had to be excluded as children showed high memory effects for these items. 

The remaining eight items loaded on the same factor. However, we used parcelling to build a 

three-factor solution for the subsequent latent ToPS model. The overall internal consistency 

was good (ω t1/t2/t3 = .81/.80/.82/). The inter-rater reliability of the rating scales was assessed by 

double coding 20% of the ratings. Intra-class correlations for the overall scale were .95 (t1), .91 

(t2) and .94 (t3). 

Educator-reported Social Pretend Play Competence. Playgroup educators completed a short 

questionnaire on children’s social pretend play competence (Perren & Sticca, 2019). The 

reported social pretend play competence (RPPC) scale encompasses three items on the overall 

quantity, the social quantity, and the level of children’s pretend play (e.g. “How often does the 

child show pretend play with others”, ω t1/t2/t3 = .90/.86/.87). To ensure that all playgroup 

educators knew what social pretend play competence was, the questionnaire provided a detailed 

description of the theoretical definition of low and high social pretend play competence. The 

three items were rated on a five-point Likert-type scale (0 = never, 1= seldom, 2 = sometimes, 

3 = often, 4 = always) and used to indicate children’s social pretend play competence in the 

subsequent latent RPPC model. 

Test of Children’s Social-cognitive and Emotional Skills 

Theory of Mind. ToM skills were tested using the German version of the Extended Theory-

of-Mind Scale (EToM; Henning et al., 2012). The EToM is a well-validated test that consists 

of multiple tasks of increasing difficulty, tapping into different developmental stages of ToM. 

The present study used the first four tasks: Diverse desire, diverse beliefs, knowledge access, 

and contents false belief (e.g. “smarties test”). As children might recall the tasks, we developed 

two parallel versions of the test. For each task passed during the test, the children received 1 
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point. As the difficulty of the test rises with each task, we used the mean (i.e. percentage) of 

correct responses as manifest ToM scores for the analyses. 

Emotion Understanding. The social-emotional competence subtest in the German version of 

the Intelligence and Developmental Scales – Preschool was used to assess children’s emotion 

understanding (IDS-P; Grob et al., 2013). The subtest is divided into two parts: Recognition of 

emotions with four items, and understanding of social situations, with two vignettes each 

encompassing six items (e.g. “Can you show me the sad person?”). The children received 1 

point for each item passed in the recognition test and 0–2 points depending on their performance 

during the vignettes. The mean score of the recognition test as well as the two vignettes were 

used as indicators for the latent emotion understanding score (ωt1/t2/t3 = .78/.76/.66). 

Educator Reports on Children’s Social Behaviour, Empathy, and Peer Relationship Quality 

Children’s playgroup educators completed a questionnaire on children’s empathy, social 

behaviour, and peer relationship quality. For the current study, we used an adapted version of 

the empathy subscale from the HSA (Holistic Student Assessment; Malti & Noam, 2016), the 

behavioural regulation subscale from the BIKO (Seeger et al., 2014), and all scales of the 

SOCOMP (Self- and Other-oriented social COMPetences; Perren, 2007). All items were rated 

on a five-point Likert scale (0 = not at all true to 4 = definitely true) and each construct was 

modelled as a latent variable in the subsequent analyses. At t2 and t3, one playgroup educator 

did not provide the questionnaires for personal reasons (n = 12). With some minor adjustments, 

the models were found to fit the data well and the scales showed good internal consistencies 

(see Table 9). 
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Table 9 

Overview of Scales and Items of the Educator Reports 

Scale  Items 

used 

Item example Internal consistency 

(McDonald ω) 

t1 t2 t3 
      

Empathy 3a Other people’s feelings matter to him/her .89 .89 .93 

Behavioural regulation 7b Can express his/her anger appropriately 

without physically attacking others 

.80 .81 .76 

Prosocial behaviour 5 Is kind to younger children .85 .82 .85 

Cooperative behaviour  3 Accepts the ideas of peers in group activities .75 .74 .76 

Sociability 4 Converses with peers easily .87 .82 .83 

Leadership 3 Takes the lead in group situations .86 .85 .89 

Setting limits 3 Is able to defend him/herself .65 .74 .71 

Positive peer relationships 5 Has many friends .83 .87 .88 

Note. 
a Two items of the original scale were excluded as they were too difficult for 3- to 4-year-olds (e.g. “I 
feel sorry for people who don’t have the things that I have”).  
b One item was found to have a small loading on the overall scale and was therefore removed from the 
model. 

6.2.4. Experimental Conditions 

Material Condition. Children in the material condition received a standardised set of role-

play materials on a firefighter theme (e.g. safety vests, red and orange silk scarfs). The materials 

included structured (e.g. firefighters’ helmets) and unstructured role-play material (e.g. wooden 

blocks). Each but the last play session included new material, according to the schedule of the 

social pretend play tutoring (e.g. crown and medical kit). Children were told that they might 

use all of these materials. Playgroup educators were instructed to act according to their normal 

routine and did not receive any instructions or restrictions regarding use of the role-play 

material.  

Play Tutoring. The play tutoring was similar to the intervention described in Perren et al. 

(2019). It follows a child-centred approach with a given thematic focus (“Let’s play 

firefighters”). Two play tutors were trained to conduct the intervention. In the play tutoring 

condition, children received the same play materials as the children in the material condition 

but were introduced intensively to the materials and supported in their play by the tutor.  

In the play phase, the tutor used the specific play tutoring strategies identified by Perren et 

al. (2019) as being promotive: Modelling (playing along and demonstrating play actions and 

interactions), prompting (using verbal or nonverbal prompts to initiate interactions or pretend 

use of objects), following child’s interest (following children’s play ideas), and verbalisation 

(use of questioning and language modelling techniques).  
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Control Condition. Children in the control condition attended the normal playgroup routine, 

which mainly consisted of free play or handicraft activities. The playgroup educators did not 

receive any specific instructions.  

6.2.5. Statistical Analyses 

The power for the proximal and distal intervention effects (two groups) was examined a 

priori based on a repeated measures ANOVA with a within factors specification (three 

measurements) using G*Power 3 (Faul et al., 2007). A correlation between repeated measures 

of .50 (conservative), a nonsphericity correction of .75 (conservative), a type I error probability 

of .05, and a power of .80 were used. With this set of specifications, a sample of 201 children 

would be needed to detect small effects, while 36 children would be needed to detect moderate 

effects. Thus, these analyses show that we have the power to detect small intervention effects 

on the individual level. 

Statistical analyses were performed using R (Version 3.5.1) with the lavaan package 

(Rosseel, 2012). First, the different outcome measures were each modelled individually as a 

latent variable. We used the full information maximum likelihood approach to account for 

missing values and robust standard errors to account for non-normality. The effect coding 

method was used to identify all latent variables (Little, 2013). We also modelled autoregressive 

error covariances between t1, t2, and t3 scores of the same variables. 

For each outcome measure, we tested for measurement invariance across the three 

measurement points as a prerequisite for comparing mean scores across measurement points 

(Putnick & Bornstein, 2016). To achieve at least partial scalar invariance, modification indices 

were used to examine which item loading or intercept equality constraint had to be released to 

achieve a satisfactory model fit (Yoon & Kim, 2014). 

Bivariate correlations were then examined between the study variables at t1. In the next step, 

we calculated two different latent change models for each outcome variable to analyse 

children’s intraindividual change over time and to examine intervention effects. For each 

outcome variable we calculated a latent neighbour change model to analyse children’s latent 

change from t1 to t2 and from t2 to t3, as well as a standard latent change model to analyse 

children’s overall change from t1 to t3 (Geiser, 2011). In both models, we controlled for 

children’s baseline scores and therefore for potential differences between experimental 

conditions despite the randomisation. 

The experimental conditions were added to the models as dummy variables (with first the 

control group and then the material group as reference category), and the latent change variables 
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were regressed onto them. We calculated separate models for each dependent variable. Effect 

sizes are reported as standardised regression coefficients. 

6.2.6. Model Fit Indices, Measurement Invariance and Model Specifications 

For all study variables, the analyses yielded at least partial strong measurement invariance 

with good model fit indices higher than .94 for comparative fit index (CFI) and lower than .07 

for root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA). An overview of the model 

specifications, model fit indices and model comparisons can be found in the supplementary 

material (Table 5). 

6.3. Results 

6.3.1. Descriptive Statistics and Bivariate Correlations 

Figure 4 shows children’s latent mean scores of study variables by treatment groups over the 

three measurement points. 
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Figure 4. Assessed (latent) mean scores by treatment groups over the three measurement points. RPPC = Reported pretend play competence, ToPS 

= Tools of the Play Scale.
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Bivariate correlations between study variables at t1 are shown in Table 10. The latent 

bivariate correlations revealed positive associations between children’s social pretend play 

competence and all study variables except for ToPS and gender. 
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Table 10 

Bivariate Correlations of Study Variables (t1) 

       Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 

 1 ToPS 1              

 2 RPPC .54*** 1             

 3 ToM .38*** .24** 1            

 4 Emotion understanding .68*** .40*** .47*** 1           

 5 Empathy .22** .39*** .26** .20† 1          

 6 Behavioural regulation .17† .22* .31* .04 .70*** 1         

 7 Prosocial behaviour .32*** .46*** .34** .13 .93*** .84*** 1        

 8 Cooperative behaviour .33*** .28** .34** .21† .73*** 1.00*** .93*** 1       

 9 Sociability .50*** .71*** .26** .32** .44*** .30** .50*** .38*** 1      

 10 Leadership .54*** .74*** .27** .40*** .30*** .11 .33*** .16 .94*** 1     

 11 Setting limits .43*** .58*** .27** .32** .17 .00 .19 .07 .79*** .83*** 1    

 12 Positive peer relationships .33*** .58*** .21* .19† .61*** .56*** .75*** .67*** .81*** .67*** .50*** 1   

 13 Age .46*** .35*** .36*** .42*** .17* .12 .20* .16† .26** .37*** .32*** .12 1  

 14 Female .08 .15† .15† .06 .12 -.05 .12 .00 .11 .10 .13 .02 .06 1 

Note. ToPS = Tools of the Play Scale, RPPC = Reported pretend play competence. Female = gender, with “0 = male” and “1 = female”. 
†p<.10; *p<.05; **p<.01; ***p<.001.



  Study 3: PRETEND PLAY & SOCIAL DEVELOPMENT | 97 

 

6.3.2. Intervention Effects on Changes over Time 

Figure 5 illustrates the results of the latent neighbour change model as well as the standard 

latent change model regarding difference in children’s pretend play competence course reported 

by playgroup educators between experimental conditions.  

a)   

b)   

Figure 5. Latent neighbour change model (a) and overall latent change model (b) of children’s 

social pretend play competence reported by playgroup educators, including intervention effects. 

Only statistically significant coefficients are shown (†p<.10, p<.05). Error covariances are not 

shown. RPPC = Reported pretend play competence. 

Differences between experimental conditions regarding changes in children’s social pretend 

play and social competence are shown in Table 3. 
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Table 11 

Standardised Regression Coefficients for Intervention Effects on Latent Neighbour Change 

(Changes 21 and 32) and Overall Latent Change (31) 

Outcome Variable 

 Material vs. 

control  

 Play tutoring 

vs. control  
 Play tutoring vs. 

material  

 � SE  � SE  � SE 
           

ToPS change 21 .20 .21  .29 .22  .09 .22 

 change 32 -.17 .14  .03 .14  .21 .13 

 change 31 -.06 .15  .21 .14  .27† .15 

RPPC change 21 .12 .09  .05 .08  -.06 .09 

 change 32 .18 .12  .23* .10  .05 .12 

 change 31 .24** .08  .21* .09  -.03 .09 

Emotion understanding change 21 -.12 .13  .04 .13  .16 .14 

 change 32 -.06 .15  .00 .16  .06 .15 

 change 31 -.33 .26  .15 .24  .49 .32 

Theory of Mind change 21 .07 .08  .05 .08  -.03 .08 

 change 32 -.11 .09  -.02 .10  .10 .09 

 change 31 -.09 .10  .01 .10  .11 .10 

Empathy change 21 -.10 .09  .12 .08  .22** .08 

 change 32 .07 .11  -.13 .10  -.21* .10 

 change 31 -.06 .08  .03 .08  .09 .08 

Behavioural regulation change 21 -.23† .12  .20 .13  .43*** .10 

 change 32 .23† .12  .13 .12  -.11 .10 

 change 31 .00 .11  .21* .09  .22* .09 

Prosocial behaviour change 21 -.17† .09  .03 .10  .20* .10 

 change 32 .33* .14  .22† .12  -.12 .11 

 change 31 .03 .10  .16 .10  .13 .09 

Cooperation change 21 .00 .13  .24† .14  .23 .14 

 change 32 .20 .15  .17 .16  -.03 .12 

 change 31 .12 .10  .28** .10  .16† .09 

Sociability change 21 -.11 .10  -.07 .09  .05 .10 

 change 32 .24 .15  .30** .10  .05 .12 

 change 31 .07 .11  .18† .10  .11 .10 

Leadership change 21 .04 .11  .03 .10  -.01 .10 

 change 32 -.02 .13  .11 .12  .12 .10 

 change 31 .02 .10  .10 .11  .08 .09 

Setting limits change 21 .21† .11  .38** .12  .17 .11 

 change 32 -.09 .12  -.12 .12  -.03 .12 

 change 31 .13 .11  .31* .14  .18 .12 

Pos. peer relationships change 21 .00 .11  .15 .10  .14 .10 

 change 32 .08 .11  .19† .11  .11 .10 

 change 31 .04 .09  .28** .10  .24** .08 

Note. ToPS = Tools of the Play Scale; RPPC = Reported Pretend Play Competence. 
† p<.10, *p<.05, **p<.01. 
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Compared to children in the control condition, children from the play tutoring condition had 

a significantly more positive change in social pretend play competence as reported by educator 

(from t2 to t3 and overall from t1 to t3). They also showed more positive change in behavioural 

regulation (t1 to t3), cooperative behaviour (t1 to t3), sociability (t2 to t3), setting limits (t1 to 

t2, t1 to t3), and positive peer relationships (t1 to t3). The other differences were not statistically 

significant. Marginally significant differences are shown in Table 11. 

Compared to children in the control condition, children from the material condition had a 

significantly more positive change in pretend play competence (educator report, overall from 

t1 to t3), and more positive changes in prosocial behaviour (t2 to t3).  

Lastly, we also compared the play tutoring with the material condition: Children from the 

play tutoring condition showed more positive change in behavioural regulation (t1 to t2 and t1 

to t3) and more positive change in empathy from t1 to t2, but a more negative change from t2 

to t3, suggesting a non-linear change pattern. Children from the play tutoring condition showed 

more positive change in prosocial behaviour (t1 to t2) and positive peer relationships (t1 to t3) 

than those in the material condition.  

6.4. Discussion 

It has been suggested that high-quality social pretend play is an opportunity for young 

children to train and develop their social competence, but without sound empirical support up 

to now. The present study investigated whether the promotion of social pretend play quality has 

a positive impact on preschoolers’ social pretend play competence and their social competence, 

encompassing social-cognitive, emotional and behavioural skills, and peer relationship quality. 

One of the study’s major findings was that children’s social pretend play competence and 

certain social behavioural skills as well as positive peer relationships, all reported by playgroup 

educators, increased particularly for those children receiving the play tutoring intervention. 

Children in the material condition also showed more positive change in reported social pretend 

play competence and prosocial behaviour. No differences were found between intervention and 

control groups for children’s pretend play competence measured using a standardised test 

(ToPS), or for their social-cognitive and emotional skills. 

6.4.1. Changes in Social Pretend Play Competence 

Children’s social pretend play competence was measured using two different methods: An 

educator questionnaire (RPPC) and a test (ToPS). All children seemed to change to a similar 

degree for their tested social pretend play competence. In contrast, for children’s social pretend 

play competence reported by the educator, children in the intervention conditions changed more 
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positively than those in the control group. Children’s social pretend play competence therefore 

benefited to a similar degree from both our interventions – the play tutoring and the material 

condition – which is in line with our first hypothesis but not with our third. 

This finding was unexpected, as Smilansky (1968) had already postulated that play material 

may stimulate children’s pretend play but only to a certain level. Moreover, Kalkusch et al. 

(2020) showed that the effect of play tutoring on children’s social pretend play quality during 

play is much stronger than the effect of providing play material. The findings indicate that there 

might be a saturation point for the beneficial effect of social pretend play quality support on 

social pretend play competence development, in the sense that above a certain level of support, 

more quality during play does not mean that children also develop linearly. 

Interestingly, the advantage of children in the intervention groups only became significant 

through including the follow-up assessment. Our interventions therefore seem to induce long-

term effects in children’s pretend play competence. This might be a result of the present 

intervention being integrated into the children’s usual playgroup setting, and therefore being 

very close to their everyday behaviour. This might have motivated children to continue their 

engagement in social pretend play and might have caused these transfer effects. This finding is 

in line with Dansky’s (1999) suggestion that promoting pretend play results in increases of 

children’s spontaneous pretend play in their everyday life, thereby evolving its effect. However, 

the question remains as to why these differences were not reflected in the development of 

children’s social pretend play competence tested by the ToPS.  

With the strong positive association between the RPPC and ToPS in mind, one would expect 

to see parallel developmental trends. The difference between tested and reported social pretend 

play competence could be due to various method effects that may have manifested after the 

baseline measures. Educators in the intervention groups, for example, may have observed more 

pretend play than usual during the intervention period and may therefore have rated children’s 

competence higher. However, as the effects did not manifest directly after the intervention, this 

bias seems to be unlikely.  

The difference could also be due to the fact that the ToPS is prone to memory effects, and 

children from the control group therefore may also have scored higher at post-test and follow-

up (Jaggy, Perren, et al., 2020).  

Another point may be that children improved according to the intervention setting in their 

everyday play with their peers, but that the intervention effect cannot be generalised to 

children’s overall performance tested in another setting, as found in the ToPS. 
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Moreover, the ToPS focuses more on the social-cognitive features of pretend play than on 

the social features (Jaggy et al., 2020), which might be an indicator that our interventions did 

not increase children’s social-cognitive features of pretend play more than the usual playgroup 

setting did. 

6.4.2. Changes in Social-Cognitive and Emotional Skills 

For children’s social-cognitive and emotional skills, our hypothesis was not confirmed. 

Regarding children’s ToM and emotion understanding, all children seemed to develop to a 

similar degree independently of the experimental conditions, contrary to our expectations. 

Regarding children’s empathy, differences were found between the play tutoring and the 

material condition, which can be explained through the unsteady change pattern of the material 

group. 

Although children’s social pretend play competence was stimulated more in the intervention 

groups than in the control group, this did not result in higher increases in children’s 

understanding of emotions, others’ mental states, and social situations, compared to the control 

group. This finding contradicts the hypothesis that social pretend play fosters children’s 

metarepresentational skills and thereby their emotion understanding and perspective taking 

(Friedman & Leslie, 2007; Harris, 1992). It also contradicts the findings of Goldstein and 

Winner (2012), Hermann (2017), and Qu et al. (2016), who found effects of play tutoring on 

children’s emotional skills and ToM.  

However, our findings are in line with those of Goldstein and Lerner (2018) and Moore and 

Russ (2008). For children aged 3 to 4 therefore, promoting social pretend play quality might 

not lead to improvements in their ToM, emotion understanding, or empathy. Together with the 

non-significant differences between conditions in their tested social pretend play competence, 

this finding also strengthens the conclusion that the intervention did not particularly improve 

children’s social-cognitive features of pretend play and therefore no effects were found for the 

ToPS or social-cognitive outcomes. 

6.4.3. Changes in Social Behaviour and Peer Relationship Quality 

For children’s social behaviour, the results showed a clear picture in line with our second 

hypothesis: Children in the play tutoring condition showed a more positive overall change in 

their behavioural regulation, prosocial behaviour, cooperative behaviour, sociability, and 

setting limit skills than children in the control group. Changes in cooperative behaviour and 

setting limit skills manifested directly after the intervention and were then sustained, whereas 

for the others, the advantage of the play tutoring group over the control group manifested later, 
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between post-test and follow-up. Bearing in mind that children in the play tutoring condition 

benefited from the intervention, especially from post-test to follow-up, these findings indicate 

that children’s cooperative skills benefited more from the group pretend play setting than from 

the improvement in social pretend play competence. For children’s other social behaviour, this 

finding again confirms the statements by Dansky (1999), who postulated that pretend play 

intervention might manifest improvements in play and other outcome measures over a longer 

period, through manifesting pretend play in everyday behaviour.  

Our findings are in line with Hermann (2017), and partly in line with Goldstein and Lerner 

(2018), who found effects only on children’s behavioural regulation but not on their other social 

skills. The only social competence outcome we were unable to promote was children’s 

leadership skills. Schellenberg’s study (2004) found effects of pretend play training on 6-year-

olds’ leadership skills; our study did not support this for 3- to 4-year-olds. 

For children’s positive peer relationships, children receiving the play tutoring showed a more 

positive change than those in the material or control groups. This finding indicates that the 

opportunity to experience positive peer interactions during high-quality social pretence might 

foster children’s peer relationship quality (Ashiabi, 2007). High-quality social pretend play 

therefore seems to constitute an important opportunity for children to develop their peer 

relationships.  

By visually inspecting the group means of children’s social behaviour (Figure 1), children 

in the control group seemed to stagnate between the three different measurement points or even 

decrease in sociability, whereas children in the intervention groups developed between time 

points. Children in the material group showed a counterintuitive course for behavioural 

regulation and prosocial behaviour. These unexpected courses might explain the significant 

effects of intervention in the material group regarding prosocial behaviour.  

Even though children in both intervention conditions showed higher increases in their social 

pretend play competence than those in the control condition (i.e. the proximal intervention 

outcome), only children receiving play tutoring also showed higher increases in their social 

behaviour than those in the control group (i.e. the distal intervention outcome). Play tutoring 

does therefore seem to have stronger effects for children, as it affects the proximal and distal 

outcomes, whereas the provision of play material seems to have a weaker effect and only affects 

the proximal outcome. This finding could be related to the findings of Kalkusch et al. (2020), 

that play tutoring as strategy to promote children’s social pretend play quality is more efficient 

than providing role-play material. Moreover, Smilansky (1968) pointed out, that providing play 

material might foster children’s social pretend play quality only to a certain degree. There might 
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be a threshold effect in that the beneficial effect of pretend play on children’s social 

development only evolves above a certain level of social pretend play quality or in high-quality 

social pretend play (Bodrova et al., 2013), which might have been reached in the play tutoring 

group alone. However, differences between the two intervention groups regarding children’s 

social pretend play quality during play were not investigated in the present thesis and therefore 

only conclusions based on the theoretical background and former research can be made. To 

understand the different effects found in our study, further research is needed to be able to make 

reliable statements about the role of adult involvement in the relation between promoting 

children’s social pretend play quality and their social development. 

Taken together, our findings support the hypothesis that promoting social pretend play might 

foster children’s social development through the opportunity to experiment with social 

behaviour and to experience positive peer interactions during high-quality social pretend play 

(Bretherton, 1989; Doyle & Connolly, 1989; Howes & Matheson, 1992). However, further 

research is needed to clarify the role of adults.  

6.4.4. Strengths and Limitations 

The major strength of the present randomised controlled intervention study with pre-test, 

post-test, and follow-up design is its methodologically sound foundation, which ensures high 

significance. The latent modelling of the study variables, the check for measurement invariance, 

and the latent change analyses taking baseline scores into account are statistically cutting-edge 

for investigating intervention effects, and are therefore a second strength. Differences found in 

change scores between experimental conditions can therefore be traced back to the intervention. 

Another strength is that researchers were blind to the experimental condition. 

However, there are also some limitations that need to be considered. First of all, one 

objection could be that our results are due to a method effect, since the intervention effects we 

found were only for educator-reported outcomes. However, there are different intervention 

effect patterns within the educator-reported skills. For example, the cooperative behaviour 

reported in the play tutoring group increased directly after the intervention, but the social 

pretend play competence did not. If playgroup educators subliminally expected intervention 

effects, these should have been reflected in the same patterns. Furthermore, most of the 

intervention effects emerged between post-test and follow-up assessment: Method effects 

should have occurred directly after the intervention, at post-test. Another limitation is that we 

did not investigate differential effects (Elias & Berk, 2002). For example, Perren et al. (2019) 

showed that children with a higher level of sociability benefit more from play tutoring than 
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socially withdrawn children do. Future studies should investigate whether the positive effects 

we found in our study apply to all children equally. 

We did not control for adult interaction in our study either. The role of adult interaction in 

the relation between social pretend play quality and children’s social development therefore 

remains unclear. Further studies should investigate the role of adults here. 

6.4.5. Conclusion 

The present study sheds light on the relation between children’s social pretend play quality 

and their social development. The results showed that play tutoring is an effective strategy to 

promote children’s social pretend play, social behaviour and positive peer relationships, but not 

their social-cognitive and emotional skills. These findings contradict the metarepresentational 

perspective, and support the behavioural perspective that pretend play may promote children’s 

social development because it is an opportunity to experiment with social behaviour and peer 

interactions during pretence. High-quality social pretend play therefore seems to constitute a 

perfect training ground, i.e. “the zone of proximal development” (Vygotsky, 1987, p. 102) for 

children to practise and develop their social behaviour during pretend play. 

As an activity for which it is easy to stimulate children’s enthusiasm, best practice should be 

to implement social pretend play tutoring in an early educational setting as an intervention for 

children’s social behaviour. Social pretend play activities might be a joyful alternative to 

conventional social skills training for fostering children’s social competence and integrating 

them into their peer group. Additionally, especially in times of debate about the academisation 

of children’s preschool years (Suggate & Reese, 2012), the educational value of play should be 

prominent, and early childhood educators should become more sensitised – if they are not 

already – to the developmental potential of social pretend play.  
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6.5. Supplementary Material Study 3 

Table S12 

Demographics at Baseline Assessment: Comparison of the Experimental Groups 

 Control Material Play tutoring 

n 64 70 77 

Variable %/M (SD) %/M (SD) %/M (SD) 
    

Girls (=1) 47% 47% 49% 

Age (in months) 43.3 (6.5) 44.5 (6.4) 41.6 (6.9) 

Bilingual (=1) 50% 43.5% 51.3 

Siblings (=1) 89.6% 88.5% 83.3 

Number of siblings  1.49 1.35 1.40 

Higher education degree mother 45.8% 38.8% 50.0% 

Higher education degree father 55.6% 42.9% 57.1% 

Note. 

Measurement Invariance and Model Specifications 

To better fit the empathy subscale for our preschool sample we decided not to use items 2 

or 3, as they were too difficult for 3- to 4-year-olds (e.g., “I feel sorry for people who don't 

have the things that I have”). In the emotion regulation subscale, item 6 was found to have a 

small loading on the overall scale (λt1=.40, λt2=.49, λt3=.47) and was therefore removed from 

the model. 

For the behavioural regulation scale, the intercept of item 7 was not found to be invariant 

and was thus freely estimated to achieve partial scalar invariance. For the sociability scale, the 

intercept of item 1 was released; for the cooperative behaviour subscale the intercept of item 

3 was released; and for the leadership scale, the loading and intercept of item 2 were released 

to achieve partial strong measurement invariance. 

Moreover, for the setting limits scale the longitudinal residual covariance of item 2 

between t2 and t3 was found to be greater than 1 in the scalar invariance model (ns). This 

covariance was set to 0 because otherwise the covariance matrix would not be positive 

definite. We also had to add residual covariances between the recognition of emotions 

indicator and the second vignette within one measurement point, again because otherwise the 

covariance matrix of the scalar measurement invariance model would not be positive definite. 
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Table S13 

Model Fit Indices for the Three Levels of Measurement Invariance 

 Model χ2 df p (χ2) CFI RMSEA [90% CI] 

Tools of the Play Scale Configural 16.74 15 .33 1.00 .03 [.00, .08] 

 Metrica 24.14 19 .19 .99 .04 [.00, .08] 

 Scalarb 28.39 23 .20 .99 .04 [.00, .08] 

RPPC Configural 23.09 15 .08 .99 .05 [.00, .09] 

 Metrica 25.48 19 .15 .99 .04 [.00, .08] 

 Scalarb 30.91 23 .13 .99 .04 [.00, .08] 

Emotion understanding Configural 22.58 13 .05 .98 .06 [.01, .11] 

 Metrica 27.28 16 .04 .98 .06 [.01, .10] 

 Scalarb 31.12 20 .05 .98 .06 [.00, .09] 

Behavioural regulation Configural 265.44 165 .00 .94 .06 [.04, .07] 

 Metrica 275.33 177 .00 .94 .05 [.04, .07] 

 Partial scalarb 284.06 187 .00 .94 .05 [.04, .07] 

Empathy Configural 37.68 15 .00 .98 .09 [.05, .12] 

 Metrica 39.82 19 .00 .98 .07 [.04, .11] 

 Partial scalarb 47.35 23 .00 .98 .07 [.04, .10] 

Prosocial behaviour Configural 103.35 72 .01 .98 .05 [.03, .07] 

 Metrica 113.56 80 .01 .98 .05 [.03, .07] 

 Scalarb 123.99 88 .01 .98 .05 [.03, .07] 

Sociability Configural 55.17 39 .05 .99 .05 [.01, .08] 

 Metrica 62.78 45 .04 .98 .05 [.01, .07] 

 Partial scalarb 68.23 49 .04 .98 .05 [.01, .07] 

Cooperative behaviour Configural 7.98 15 .93 1.00 .00 [.00, .03] 

 Metrica 14.70 19 .74 1.00 .00 [.00, .05] 

 Partial scalarb 17.71 21 .67 1.00 .00 [.00, .05] 

Leadership Configural 14.53 15 .49 1.00 .00 [.00, .06] 

 Partial metrica 19.92 17 .28 1.00 .03 [.00, .07] 

 Partial scalarb 22.54 19 .26 1.00 .03 [.00, .07] 

Setting limits Configural 20.42 15 .16 .99 .04 [.00, .09] 

 Metrica 21.49 19 .31 1.00 .03 [.00, .07] 

 Scalarb 27.40 24 .29 .98 .03 [.00, .07] 

Positive peer relationships Configural 167.09 72 .00 .95 .09 [.07, .10] 

 Metrica 175.55 80 .00 .95 .08 [.07, .10] 

 Scalarb 188.88 88 .00 .94 .08 [.06, .10] 

Note. CI = Confidence Interval; RPPC = Reported Pretend Play Competence. 

a Factor loadings (partly) set equally among time points. 

b Factor loadings and item intercepts (partly) set equally among time points. 
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7. Chapter 7 – General Discussion and Conclusion 

It has been stated that especially high-quality social pretend play can make the difference 

for positive social development. The aim of this thesis has been to provide new insights into 

and a better understanding of qualitative aspects of children’s pretend play in an interactional 

context and its social developmental significance. For this purpose, three studies were 

conducted, taking an interactional context view and considering both individual child 

characteristics and the social context in the investigation of social pretend play. This chapter 

discusses the findings of the three studies in terms of their implications and their significance 

for the theoretical background presented in Chapter 2. It begins by summarising the studies’ 

major findings. Next, it integrates these findings into the theoretical background and discusses 

their significance for this theoretical background. It also presents practical implications of the 

findings, as well as the strengths and limitations of the thesis, and discusses future directions 

for research concerning children’s social pretend play. It ends by providing an overall 

conclusion. 

7.1. Summary of Results 

Research question 1: How can social pretend play competence be measured in a holistic and 

valid way? 

The first study validated and compared three recently developed methods for assessing 

children’s social pretend play competence. The results showed that the Dyadic Pretend Play 

Assessment (DPPA), the Reported Pretend Play Competence (RPPC), and the Tools of the Play 

Scale (ToPS) are all appropriate tools for assessing children’s social pretend play competence, 

but also that they cover different facets of social pretend play competence. The findings 

indicated that the ToPS focuses more on social-cognitive facets of social pretend play, while 

confirming that the DPPA focuses more on social components of social pretend play, and the 

RPPC on both. The three instruments showed good factorial validity, measurement invariance, 

and sensitivity to intra-individual change, and were positively correlated with each other. The 

ToPS and the RPPC also yielded good criterion validity; in contrast to the DPPA, which 

correlated with only some of the criterion measures. Statistically combining the three measures 

confirmed an underlying second-order factor of children’s social pretend play competence, with 

excellent criterion validity, confirming children’s social pretend play competence to be a 

multidimensional construct that encompasses social-cognitive and social features of pretend 

play. 
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Research question 2: To what degree is children’s social pretend play quality during peer play 

a characteristic of the child versus a function of the play partner or the dyadic constellation? 

The second study investigated individual as well as interactional conditions for the 

emergence of social pretend play quality during dyadic peer play. The study showed that 

children’s social pretend play quality measured in a dyadic play setting with a peer is influenced 

about equally by stable differences between children in their general pretend play competence 

and by the specific pairing of two children. A child’s tendency to evoke pretend play quality 

consistently in others varied only slightly between children. Furthermore, children’s general 

pretend play competence was positively associated with their age, emotion understanding and 

sociability. The quality of children’s social pretend play benefited from having older and more 

advanced play partners. 

Research question 3: Does promoting children’s social pretend play quality during play foster 

their social development? 

The third study investigated whether promoting preschoolers’ social pretend play quality 

effectively fosters their social development. The results showed that both intervention 

strategies, active pretend play tutoring and providing children with role-play materials without 

active play support, promoted children’s social pretend play competence, as reported by the 

playgroup educators. Active pretend play tutoring also promoted certain social behavioural 

skills and children’s positive peer relationships, as reported by playgroup educators. No 

differences were found between the interventions and the control group for children’s pretend 

play competence measured by the ToPS, their social-cognitive skills, or their emotional skills. 

Thus, the results show that actively promoting high-quality social pretend play can foster 

children’s social behaviour and peer relationships, but not their social-cognitive and emotional 

skills. 

7.2. Integration of the Results 

Each of the three studies of the thesis contributes to a better understanding of children’s 

pretend play in an interactional context and its social developmental role, by providing either 

new methodological approaches or new evidence regarding the emergence and potential of 

social pretend play quality. The thesis thereby differs from previous research approaches, in 

that it distinguishes between children’s general developmental level of social pretend play, i.e. 

their social pretend play competence, and their performance during play, which depends on the 

interaction partner, i.e. their social pretend play quality. While the first study focused on 
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children’s individual social pretend play competence, the second and third studies focused on 

both. The sections below integrate the studies’ findings into the theoretical background. 

7.2.1. Children’s Social Pretend Play Competence 

As previously stated, there is an urgent need for more and methodologically sound studies 

of children’s social pretend play to be able to make valid statements about children’s pretend 

play in interaction with others and its significance for social development (Lillard, Lerner, et 

al., 2013). A first step towards methodological sound studies comes from the first study of the 

thesis. So far, there has been a lack of holistic and validated measures for children’s social 

pretend play competence (Thompson & Goldstein, 2019). However, validated measurements 

are the prerequisite for methodologically sound research and valid findings. The first study 

helps to fill this gap by investigating and confirming the validity of three different and recently 

developed assessments for children’s social pretend play competence, thus answering 

Thompson & Goldstein (2019), who called for measurements “that can most accurately 

encompass the full definition of pretend, rather than measuring one or two components in 

isolation” (p. 36). The first study therefore lays part of the foundation for a methodologically 

sound investigation of children’s social pretend play competence.  

The first study also laid the methodological foundation for the second and third study to be 

able to make valid statements about the relation between children’s social pretend play 

competence and their social competence. Using these validated instruments, all three studies 

confirmed a positive association between children’s social pretend play competence and their 

social competence on the individual level. As stated, previous studies often concentrated on 

single facets of pretend play, like role-play or substitution, and did not use validated instruments 

for a holistic assessment of children’s social pretend play competence (Thompson & Goldstein, 

2019). The thesis therefore contributes to the existing literature in that the positive correlations 

that were found in former research (section 2.1) are also confirmed for children’s social pretend 

play competence, measured as a holistic construct including social and cognitive features of 

pretend play. At the same time, the results strengthen the hypothesis that it is high-quality social 

pretend play in particular that is associated with social development (Bodrova et al., 2013; 

Vygotsky, 1978), which became most apparent through the high criterion validity of the second-

order factor of children’s social pretend play competence in the first study. 

All three studies found children’s social pretend play competence to be positively associated 

with almost all measures of social-cognitive and emotional skills, behavioural skills, and peer 

relationship quality. While many studies have been conducted on the relation between 

children’s pretend play and their social-cognitive and emotional skills, these findings also 



    GENERAL DISCUSSION | 110 

 

strengthen and replicate the findings of studies on social skills and peer relationship quality, 

where less evidence has been gathered. The third study in particular included a wide range of 

social skill variables that were all found to be positively associated with children’s social 

pretend play competence. For example, this study also investigated and confirmed positive 

associations between children’s leadership skills and their social pretend play competence, 

which has, to the best of our knowledge, been investigated only in the study by Schellenberg 

(2004). However, as well as a positive association between children’s pretend play and their 

leadership skills, Schellenberg (2004) also found intervention effects, which our study did not. 

Additionally, the results of consistent positive correlations across all three studies also 

underline the picture that all levels of social competence, as defined by Malti and Perren (2015), 

are associated with children’s social pretend play competence, which also might be a result of 

the holistic assessment of children’s social pretend play competence including social-cognitive 

and social components.  

Across all three studies, the strongest positive associations were found between children’s 

social pretend play competence and their emotion understanding on the one hand, and their 

sociability on the other. The findings regarding emotion understanding were even consistent 

between different assessment measures for children’s emotion understanding (TEC in studies 

1 and 2, IDS-P in study 3), and are therefore another proof of the consistency of the relations. 

This finding is in line with various other studies that have also found emotion understanding to 

be strongly associated with pretend play (e.g. Cutting & Dunn, 2006; Lindsey & Colwell, 2003, 

2013). For children’s sociability, the strong association with social pretend play competence 

was more surprising, as there is only sparse literature or empirical investigation of associations 

between children’s sociability and their social pretend play competence. However, the finding 

is in line with Howes and Matheson (1992) and Perren et al. (2019), who both found positive 

associations between children’s sociability and their social pretend play quality during play. 

This strong association underlines the importance of considering the interactional context in the 

investigation of children’s social pretend play. 

Moreover, these results suggest that children’s emotion understanding and sociability seem 

to be especially important components of the association between children’s social pretend play 

competence and their social competence, and that they might play an important role as either a 

prerequisite or a consequence of high-quality social pretend play. The third study showed 

intervention effects on sociability but not on emotion understanding, which will be discussed 

in regard to the direction of effects later in this chapter (section 7.2.3). 

In contrast, no relation was found between children’s social pretend play competence and 

their cooperation in the first and second study, which is in line with previous findings by Perren 
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et al. (2019). This might be an indicator that cooperative behaviour is an important prerequisite 

for social pretending, to enter into and maintain the play (Bodrova et al., 2013; Smilansky, 

1968), but not for the quality of the play. Howes and Matheson (1992) showed that most of the 

36- to 41-month-olds and all of the older children in their study engaged in at least cooperative 

social pretend play, which might be an indicator that most of the children in the present studies 

are already skilled in engaging in cooperative social pretend play. However, the third study 

confirmed a positive association between children’s social pretend play competence and their 

cooperative behaviour, and play tutoring also promoted children’s cooperative skills compared 

to control group. These results are contradictory and raise new questions regarding the role of 

cooperation in children’s social pretend play. It may be that the larger sample with younger 

children in the third study was more sensitive to the differences in cooperation and social 

pretend play competence. Additionally, the promotion of children’s social pretend play might 

also have a positive effect on children’s cooperation through the group setting, independent of 

its quality. Further research is needed to make valid statements about the relation between 

children’s social pretend play competence and their cooperative behaviour. 

Additionally, and independently of the thesis research questions, no relation was found 

between children’s social pretend play competence and gender in the first and second study, 

and a marginal positive relation with the reported social pretend play competence in the third 

study. Previous studies have shown inconsistent results concerning gender differences in 

pretend play (Göncü et al., 2002). Göncü et al. (2002) suggest that the inconsistent findings can 

be traced back to the different assessments of pretend play used in the studies. Furthermore, 

most of the studies that found differences examined differences in themes, materials or 

communication (Göncü et al., 2002). The instruments used in the present thesis all provided 

children with the same, gender-balanced play materials, which might explain why there were 

no gender differences. The lack of association found in the present study indicates that gender 

differences in the quality of social pretend play are not yet present in 3- to 4-year-olds (Jing & 

Li, 2015).  

Taken together, using the validated measures, the studies in the present thesis provide new 

and valid insight into the associations between children’s social pretend play competence and 

their social competence. However, as well as confirming the validity of the instruments 

investigated, the first study also highlighted the difference between them. As indicated by the 

methodological set-up and the extent of the correlations with children’s social competence on 

the different levels, the individual instruments differed in their focus on social-cognitive or 

social features of children’s pretend play competence.  
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The DPPA proved to be a very helpful instrument for assessing children’s social pretend 

play in an interactional context in the first study, but also showed that it seems to be influenced 

by relationship effects. Its interactional set-up in naturalistic play with peers makes the DPPA 

an assessment tool that covers both individual and social variation influences and therefore 

enables not only the measurement of children’s social pretend play competence, but also the 

investigation of the interactional framework of social pretence. The DPPA was therefore used 

in second study to investigate how the emergence of social pretend play quality during peer 

play depends on individual and social factors. 

7.2.2. Emergence of Social Pretend Play Quality During Peer Play as a Function of the 

Individual and the Social Context 
 

As social behaviour, social pretend play can be seen as a function of an individual, his/her 

interaction partner, and the relationship between the two (section 2.3; Kenny et al., 2006). While 

the first study indicated that the DPPA might be influenced by children’s varying interaction 

partners, the second study revealed how great this influence is. Nearly 10% of variation in 

children’s social pretend play quality during peer play can be traced back to the interaction 

partner’s general influence (partner effect), and nearly 40% to the relationship between the 

children, i.e. the dyad composition. These findings are well illustrated by the variation in 

children’s social pretend play quality between play partners (Figure 3, p. 69).  

In a recent study, Gibson et al. (2019) took a similar methodological approach in order to 

investigate the extent of the dyadic constellation’s influence on 5-year-old children’s social 

pretend play behaviours. However, in their study, children were paired in same-gender dyads 

and played only once with a single partner, so partner effects could not be considered, and 

variance estimates are less precise than in the SRM with multiple partners. Nonetheless, using 

multilevel models to differentiate between the individual and the dyad levels, the study showed 

that the dyad level explained 44% of children’s duration in pretend enactment, which is similar 

to the findings of the second study. The percentages were somewhat smaller for joint proposals 

(22%), role assignment (35%), and calls for attention (10%). Together with the study by Gibson 

et al. (2019), the results of the second study therefore highlight the social interactional nature 

of social pretence, and underscore the importance of taking the social context into account in 

explaining the emergence of social pretend play quality during peer play as stated by Howes 

(1992) and Bornstein et al. (1997). The methodological approach of the SRM and the resulting 

findings of the second study confirm the social interactional influence on social pretence 

behaviour that can be found on the individual and interactional levels, and highlight the 
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expediency of distinguishing between children’s developmental level, i.e. their social pretend 

play competence, and the quality of pretend play in interaction with a play partner (section 2.3).  

In view of the wide variation in children’s social pretend play quality found in the second 

study, the second important question was how to explain this variation on the individual and 

interactional levels, and thus which characteristics benefit the emergence of social pretend play 

quality during peer play. 

Gibson et al. (2019) investigated whether individual differences in children’s age, gender, 

or language could explain the variance in children’s pretend play behaviour, but were unable to 

explain much variance. They concluded that “the relatively small role played by child‐level 

individual differences suggests that rather than being largely a fixed characteristic or propensity 

of an individual, the manifestation of social play behaviours will vary according to the actors 

involved” (p. 539). In contrast, the analysis in the second study also considered differences in 

children’s social competence as individual characteristics, showing that of the nearly 40% 

variation in children’s social pretend play quality found on the individual level, children’s 

emotion understanding, sociability and age were positively correlated with this variance. These 

findings indicate that individual characteristics are indeed important and should be considered 

when investigating children’s social pretend play quality during peer play, which is also 

indicated by the positive association between child characteristics and their social pretend play 

competence found in the first and third study. 

Moreover, the second study confirmed something that has been already shown in studies 

with parents, siblings and older play partners: Children’s social pretend play quality benefited 

from having older and more mature pretend play partners (Bornstein et al., 1997; Fiese, 1990; 

Haight & Miller, 1992; Howes & Farver, 1987; Youngblade & Dunn, 1995). The study showed 

that this is also true for children’s peers. Peers can therefore be a beneficial source for promoting 

children’s social pretend play quality and should therefore be considered as important factors 

for the emergence of social pretend play quality during play. However, as only 10% of variance 

was explained by interaction partner, another important question seems to be how the huge 

variation on the dyad level can be explained. 

Both recent studies, the study of Gibson et al. (2019) and the second study of this thesis, 

showed great variance in children’s pretend play behaviour due to dyad level, indicating 

relationship effects. While Gibson et al. (2019) only investigated gender differences between 

boy and girl dyads as a potential source of variance on the dyad level and found slight 

differences, with boy dyads engaging in more role enactment, the second study of the thesis 

examined more dyadic characteristics including friendship status, age composition, and social 

skills composition. However, none of the dyad composition variables included explained the 
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high variance on the dyad level. For one thing, this might imply that there must be other dyadic 

components that are important for the emergence of social pretend play quality during peer 

play, such as the dyads’ communication style, but that the studies did not consider. For another, 

it might indicate that dyad characteristics were assessed in a less differentiated way, as 

children’s individual scores were averaged on the dyadic level and therefore potentially 

regressed to the mean. Examining the dyad composition in more detail, for example using 

dyadic response surface analyses, where the degree of similarity between dyad members is also 

taken into account, might bring more insights (Schönbrodt et al., 2018). However, for the 

second study of the thesis the sample was too small to do this kind of analysis, why individual 

scores were averaged. 

Relating the findings of the second study to the validity of social pretend play competence 

assessment, the great variation in children’s social pretend play quality due to relationship 

effects can be a challenge for measuring children’s social pretend play competence in a natural 

setting in interaction with their peers. As assessments often aim to be as close to everyday play 

as possible, it should be taken into account that natural settings are vulnerable to relationship 

effects. The results of the second study might indicate that previous research investigating 

children’s pretend play quality in un-standardised settings might have under- or overestimated 

children’s competence level, which might be another reason for the inconsistent findings found 

in literature. Standardised assessments like the ones validated in the first study provide reliable 

measures. To counterbalance relationship effects in the DPPA, two play sessions were averaged 

in the first study, which had worked to a certain degree and which was also confirmed by the 

comparison of the separate pre- and post-test measures SRM in the second study, which showed 

similar variance partitioning. However, as the second study showed that almost 50% of variance 

in children’s social pretend play quality can be traced back to interactional influences, it would 

be better to assess four sessions to control for relationship effects with any certainty. This could 

be one reason why different correlation patterns with children’s social competence were found 

for the DPPA measurements between t1 and t2 in the first study. To conclude, if children’s 

social pretend play competence is the focus of interest, it should be assessed in a standardised 

way as shown in the first study, capturing children’s general developmental level and not the 

positive influence of the interaction partner during play. 

Viewing children’s social pretend play with an interactional context view could also offer 

new chances for the theoretical set-up of its social developmental significance. Considering 

individual and social aspects at the same time might provide a new, integrated perspective of 

the models of potential causality (section 2.2.3). Instead of viewing these models as “either, 

or”, these different theories could intertwine and come to be seen as bidirectional. Taking the 
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example of the SRM, individual characteristics like children’s social competence might be a 

prerequisite for achieving high-quality social pretend play in interaction with a play partner 

(opposite model 4), while interactional influence during play can promote children’s social 

pretend play quality during play, which in turn might foster their behavioural skills as shown 

in the third study (equifinal model 3). First proposals of a dynamic and non-linear interactional 

theory have already been made by Bergen (2009) and Whitebread et al. (2009). However, 

although the second was implemented to be open to either direction, no causal conclusions can 

be drawn, as the study was only correlational and therefore only gives first hints concerning the 

relations. To verify this theory, longitudinal studies are needed.  

A first step towards a better understanding of the causality of the associations between 

children’s social pretend play and their social competences, at least for one direction of effects, 

comes from the third study. 

7.2.3. Fostering Social Behavioural Skills and Peer Relationships Through the 

Promotion of High-Quality Social Pretend Play 
 

Important insights into the significance of social pretend play for social development were 

provided by the third study of the thesis. While the first two studies focused on the assessment 

and emergence of social pretend play, the third study focused on the promotion of social pretend 

play quality during play and its potential effect on children’s social development. The first two 

studies thereby cleared the path for a methodologically sound investigation in the third study. 

This study showed that actively promoting children’s social pretend play quality through play 

tutoring furthers children’s social pretend play competence, their social behavioural skills, and 

peer relationships.  

Both intervention groups – material only and tutoring – led to increases in children’s social 

pretend play competence, but only the play tutoring also led to an increase of children’s social 

behavioural skills. The findings of Kalkusch et al. (2020), that play tutoring as a strategy for 

promoting children’s social pretend play quality is more efficient than providing role-play 

material, as well as the theoretical background (section 2.2.3), supported the hypothesis that it 

is high-quality social pretend play of children in the play tutoring group that caused the positive 

changes in their social behavioural skills and peer relationships. 

These results make a major contribution to the literature in that they indicate that high-

quality social pretend play, as promoted through the active play tutoring, develops its proposed 

beneficial effect on children’s social development on the behavioural level. Regarding the 

different theories on how children’s social pretend play might further social development 

(section 2.2.3), the findings support the behavioural and interactive perspectives rather than the 
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cognitive approaches. Accordingly, high-quality social pretend play may be beneficial because 

it is an opportunity to experiment with social behaviour and experience positive peer 

interactions during pretence (Ashiabi, 2007; Doyle & Connolly, 1989; Howes, 1992; 

Smilansky, 1968). 

Actively promoting children’s social pretend play quality through play tutoring therefore 

seems to provide a perfect training ground, i.e. “the zone of proximal development” (Vygotsky, 

1987, p. 102), for children to practise and develop their social behaviour during high-quality 

social pretend play. Children’s peer relationships thereby might also benefit from the positive 

effect on their social behavioural skills (Perren & Diebold, 2017). In sum, these results suggest 

an equifinal relation between children’s social pretend play and their social behavioural skills, 

meaning that social pretend play might be one of many routes to fostering children’s social 

development.  

In contrast, no evidence was found for benefits to social-cognitive outcomes, which 

contradicts the metarepresentational perspective of why children’s pretend play might be 

beneficial for their social development. This finding is surprising, as children’s behavioural 

skills are related to and seem to be mutually dependent on social-cognitive and emotional skills 

(Razza & Blair, 2009). Moreover, all three studies of this thesis found social-cognitive and 

emotional skills to be highly correlated with social pretend play competence, and children’s 

emotion understanding in particular was found to be strongly and consistently positively 

associated with children’s social pretend play competence. 

One reason might be that through the rather behavioural intervention of the project, the 

cognitive underpinnings of social competence are more difficult to intervene in than 

behavioural skills. To achieve positive intervention effects in children’s social cognitions, a 

more intensive intervention might perhaps be needed. Another might be that social-cognitive 

skills are rather a prerequisite for than a consequence of children’s social pretend play (Dore et 

al., 2015), which would be in line with the opposite model (model 4). These results again 

suggest a dynamic model of causality and therefore fit with an integrative theory of the 

association between children’s pretend play and their social development (Bergen, 2009; 

Whitebread & O’Sullivan, 2012). 

However, the third study did not control for adult interaction. Based on the findings of 

Kalkusch et al. (2020) and the theoretical background, it can be assumed that it is the high-

quality social pretend play of children in the play tutoring group that caused the positive 

changes in children’s social behavioural skills and peer relationships. However, it is important 

to clarify the role of adult interaction before making definitive statements about the potential 

of high-quality social pretend play. The present findings do not exclude the possibility that the 
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adult interaction has not been promotive for children’s social behavioural skills separately from 

their social pretend play quality during play. Nonetheless, independent of the mechanism, the 

study clearly showed that active promotion of children’s social pretend play quality through 

play tutoring is beneficial, and the results are therefore highly significant.  

The promotion of children’s social pretend play quality also led to changes in children’s 

individual social pretend play competence. This is important, as children’s social pretend play 

competence in turn produces higher quality pretend play scenarios (Bodrova et al., 2013). As 

only the active play tutoring resulted in changes in children’s social behavioural skills, 

preschool children seem to need the scaffolding of a mature play partner, like the play tutor in 

our intervention, to achieve high-quality social pretend play that is beneficial for their social 

behavioural development. 

7.3. Practical Implications 

The present thesis has important implications for psychological and educational practice. It 

indicates the potential of actively promoting children’s social pretend play quality through play 

tutoring, not only for the development of social behavioural skills but also for positive peer 

relationships. Promoting children’s social pretend play through play tutoring thereby provides 

a natural and playful alternative for traditional social competence interventions and should be 

integrated as such in early education praxis. The findings also support the approach of some 

former social competence interventions that integrate pretend play modules into their 

programmes (e.g. Koglin & Petermann, 2013).  

In heterogenous groups in particular, pretend play might help children to integrate into their 

peer group, which is an important prerequisite for wellbeing (Perren & Alsaker, 2009). 

Moreover, as bullying is embedded in children’s peer group context (Perren, 2000), findings 

showing a positive effect on children’s social behavioural skills and peer relationships also 

strengthens the approaches using social pretend play to prevent bullying (Donohoe, 2019). 

The present studies also showed that, through both active play tutoring and providing play 

materials, children develop in their social pretend play competence. More competent players 

are in turn likely to produce higher-quality social pretend scenarios during play in which 

children again have the chance to develop (Bodrova et al., 2013). Thus, both providing pretend 

play materials and actively tutoring might be an opportunity to support children to become 

competent players in the long term, who might then be able to produce high-quality social 

pretend play on their own. However, to achieve short-term changes in children’s social 

behavioural skills and peer relationships, educators should actively support children’s social 

pretend play quality during play to enable high-quality social pretend play. According to the 
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intervention used in the study, a child-centred approach with the tutor playing along and 

modelling children’s play actions is appropriate (Kalkusch et al., 2020; Perren et al., 2019). 

Moreover, as the thesis shows how much influence the dyadic constellation can have on 

children’s social pretend play quality during peer play, educators might mix groups up from 

time to time. 

The thesis also provides educators with validated measures of children’s social pretend play 

competence that are easy and fast to conduct and can be used by practitioners in their everyday 

work to evaluate children’s developmental level. Based on the scores, educators can identify 

what support is needed. The ToPS could also be used in a therapeutic setting, to assess 

children’s pretend play competence and to evaluate therapy approaches (Stagnitti & Pfeifer, 

2017). 

It should also be noted that, independently of the developmental benefits that children’s 

social pretend play seems to provide, Bergen (2013) also outlined that high-quality social 

pretend play is fundamentally important, not only for its social development potential, but also 

for wellbeing and fun. 

7.4. Strengths, Limitations and Future Directions 

The present thesis fills important research gaps concerning pretend play in an interactional 

context, which existed despite the long tradition of research on children’s pretend play. For one 

thing, this was achieved through the theoretical approach of the thesis, and for another through 

its methodological set up, which are major strengths of the thesis. At the same time, the thesis 

is not without limitations, which should be taken into account in future research. Furthermore, 

the thesis raises new research questions.  

One major strength of the thesis is that it takes an interactional approach in order to do justice 

to the social nature of social pretence. The thesis is also open to an integrative approach of the 

different theoretical models of causality between children’s social pretend play and their social 

competence (Bergen, 2009; Whitebread & O’Sullivan, 2012). This has offered new insights 

and a base for further development of theory. 

Another major strength is the methodological set-up of the thesis. As well as using different 

methods and sources of information to cover a broad spectrum of children’s social competence, 

new measurements for the holistic assessment of children’s social pretend play were also 

validated and used. Of particular note is the development and validation of the DPPA (Jaggy et 

al., 2016), which provided the basis for addressing the second research question of the thesis. 

The use of multi-methods for the assessment of children’s social pretend play competence built 

a sound methodological base for the studies. Furthermore, the use of the SRM in the second 
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study, the latent modelling of nearly all of the study variables in all three studies, the check for 

measurement invariance, and the latent change analyses taking baseline scores into account in 

the third study are statistically cutting-edge and are therefore another strength of the 

methodological set-up.  

There are also some limitations. First, the first two studies were based on data from an 

intervention study and the intervention could therefore have distorted the results. However, as 

the analyses were controlled for intervention effects, this bias was kept low. Furthermore, the 

analyses of the second study were mostly based on cross-sectional data and therefore, strictly 

speaking, no causal statements can be made regarding the prerequisites for social pretend play 

competence. The study only gives first insights. Overall, this applies also to the proposed 

integrative model of causality (Bergen, 2009; Whitebread & O’Sullivan, 2012), as only one 

direction of the potential causal paths was examined longitudinally. Thus, the pattern of the 

thesis finding just suggests an integrative model, which was not tested. For a better 

understanding of the causality, further studies should be designed longitudinally as randomised 

controlled trials, considering all potential directions of effects. 

The results from the studies also suggest a measurement bias with higher correlations within 

the same measurement methods, which might have led to an overestimate of the associations. 

However, as strong associations were also found between different measurement methods, for 

example between testing and questionnaires, this bias seems to be small. 

Furthermore, the study sample is only representative for Swiss preschoolers from rural 

regions with a predominantly middle-class population. Thus, the thesis findings cannot be 

generalised to Swiss children. Moreover, the measurement instrument of the first studies was 

validated for this sample alone. 

Probably the most important limitation of the thesis is that it was not controlled for adult 

interaction in the third study, and therefore the findings might not be independent of other 

potential interactional influences, such as independent social behavioural support through 

scaffolding. Further studies should concentrate on the role of adults in the effects found. Much 

more research is needed to better understand the mechanism of change behind the promotive 

effect of active play tutoring and the role of the adults involved.  

Further studies should also investigate differential effects, i.e. whether the beneficial effect 

of social pretend play tutoring on children’s social behavioural skills and peer relationships 

found in the present thesis works for all the children in the same way. Perren et al. (2019) found 

differential effects of their play tutoring intervention regarding children’s sociability in the 

sense that more sociable children benefited more from the play tutoring than less sociable 

children did, indicating that more sociable children might find it easier to participate in social 
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play. Further research is needed to investigate whether other child characteristics, like gender 

or age, could also make a difference to the efficacy of the intervention. 

More research with a more differentiated investigation of the dyadic constellation is needed 

to explain the great variation in children’s social pretend play quality during peer play due to 

dyadic constellation, for example through dyadic response surface analyses (Schönbrodt et al., 

2018). An examination of children’s interactional variables, such as scaffolding or negotiation, 

might also bring more insight into how peers can contribute to the emergence of social pretend 

play quality during peer play. Furthermore, the SRM can also be used to investigate the effects 

of partners with different roles (Kenny et al., 2006)  

Additionally, the instruments validated in the first study can now be used in further studies 

to shed more light on the relation between social pretend play and children’s other 

developmental areas that have been postulated to be associated with children’s pretend play, 

such as cognitive development (Lillard, Lerner, et al., 2013).  

7.5. Conclusion 

Social pretend play is a complex and multifaceted concept. For one thing, children’s social 

pretend play competence can be seen as an individual skill that develops as children get older 

and that is positively associated with children’s social competence. For another, children’s 

social pretend play quality can be positively influenced by their play partners during play.  

High-quality social pretend play thereby seems to provide a perfect training ground, i.e. “the 

zone of proximal development” (Vygotsky, 1987) for children to practise and develop their 

social behavioural skills and positive peer relations. The present thesis underlines the 

importance of the interactional context and the potential that children’s peers can have for the 

emergence of social pretend play quality. Moreover, through actively promoting children’s 

social pretend play quality through play tutoring, children can be fostered in developing social 

behavioural skills and positive peer relationships. However, more research is needed to examine 

the role of the adult interaction in this context and the exact mechanism of change. The thesis 

also proposes an integrative model of the association between pretend play and children’s social 

development and thus contributes to further theory development. 

To conclude, although children’s pretend play has been described as the best investigated 

play form (Pellegrini, 2009), and research on it has produced a large amount of data, much is 

still unknown. The present thesis provides important insights into children’s pretend play in an 

interactional context and its significance for social development, and provides a 

methodologically sound foundation for further research on children’s social pretend play.  
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