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ABSTRACT 

The study investigated how mothers experience parent-child play. It described 

how mothers think about play, their observed behaviours, and how their beliefs relate to 

their play behaviours.  Two conceptual categories of behaviours were generated from 

Landreth‘s (1991) model of filial therapy (do behaviours and don‘t behaviours). Twenty-

eight Canadian mothers with their preschoolers participated in this study.  Mothers 

behaved in a predominantly child-centered manner. Correlational analysis indicated 

behaviours of initiation, preaching, and allowing child leadership were related to some 

maternal play beliefs. In addition, a qualitative description of mothers‘ play comfort is 

outlined. Maternal-child play comfort incorporated maternal beliefs, their relationship 

dynamics, their emotions, and their responses to play. The implications for parent 

education and support, and therapy are discussed.  
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CHAPTER 1 INTRODUCTION  

My exploration of mothers‘ beliefs about play and their play behaviours with their 

preschool children began with the film ―Parenthood,‖ and the classic text ―Play: The Art 

of the Relationship‖ (Landreth, 1991).  The film ―Parenthood‖ brought up questions 

about the differences between two separate parent-child relationships featured in the film 

that showed the experiences of relationships where integrated play was either absent or 

present. Landreth‘s text expanded my understanding on how the presence of play could 

be therapeutic and support bonding in the parent-child relationship.  My curiosity was 

peeked to explore the differences between parents who were active playmates in their 

relationships with their children and those who were not. How might the differences in 

play beliefs explain the differences in parent-child play behaviours?  

In this study I focused on common-place beliefs (or theories) mothers had about 

play, and explored how these beliefs related to their play behaviours.  The framework I 

used to understand mothers‘ play beliefs and behaviours was based on theoretical 

perspectives from two areas: play theory and filial therapy. First, I outline theoretical 

definitions of play.  Second, I delineate the ideas behind filial therapy in order to show 

why childhood play is being used therapeutically to support parent-child relationships. 

Both of these perspectives are essential as they justified the investigation into mothers‘ 

play beliefs and use of specific play behaviours that were the target for my observations 

of mother-child play in the study.  
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Play 

There are two foundational questions in the investigation of parents‘ beliefs about 

play: what is play and how is it characterized? Historically, play has been very difficult to 

define (Rubin, Fein & Vandenberg, 2006; Saracho, 1991). According to Saracho (1991), 

researchers have sought to define play in different ways, such as by structure and 

function or by observable behaviours, characteristics or dispositions. For instance, Rubin, 

Fein and Vandenberg (1983) defined play as a disposition according to six criteria:  

1. Intrinsic motivation--driven by the satisfaction ingrained in the activity itself and 

not by social demands. 

2. Orientation towards means rather than ends--not concerned with goals or 

products, the activity is spontaneous. Its focus is in the activity of play itself rather 

than what can be accomplished. According to Rubin, et al. (2006) this 

distinguishes play from enjoyable work, which is a goal oriented task.  

3. Internal rather than external locus of control. This feature distinguishes play from 

exploration. According to Rubin, et al. (2006) ―exploration is guided by the 

question, ‗what is this object and what can it do?‘ …In contrast, play is guided by 

the organism-dominated question, ‗what can I do with this object?‖ (p. 699).   

4. Non-instrumental actions rather than instrumental actions- play is ―non-literal‖ (as 

cited by Garvey, 1977 in Rubin, et al., 2006), representing an ‗as if‘ quality. The 

actions in play are not to be taken seriously as literal occurrences of the activities 

they represent (that is, play cooking is not real cooking).   

5. Freedom from externally imposed rules – this was set to distinguish play from 

formal games. The rules are made up by the players. Rubin, et al. (2006) 
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acknowledged that even pretend play is grounded in some rules about roles and so 

forth.  

6. Active engagement.  This characteristic distinguishes play from activities 

associated with inactivity or boredom or aimless loafing (Rubin, et al., 2006).  

In an attempt to synthesise these dimensions Rubin, et al. summarised a definition of play 

as ―a behavioural disposition that occurs in describable and reproducible contexts and is 

manifest in a variety of observable behaviours‖ (p. 698). In a later text, Rubin, et al. 

(2006) added two other dimensions for defining play: play as observable behaviour and 

play as context. Play as observable behaviour ties in the various taxonomies of play 

behaviours (see Parten, 1932; Piaget, 1962). Play as context is defined as expressing 

―what adults of a given culture hold to be play as well as the degree to which they believe 

that specific arrangements for play are necessary or desirable‖ (p. 700). In this study, the 

beliefs that mothers hold about play are viewed as part of the context where observed 

behaviours can be defined. 

Filial Therapy 

The second underlying building block for this thesis was filial therapy. As a 

clinical lens, I conceptualised, organised, and interpreted the findings of this study by 

using the ideas of filial therapy because it is a play-centered approach that supports and 

builds parent-child relationships. It offered insights into the ways parents play with their 

children that support or hinder the parent-child bond (see Guerney, 1997; Van Fleet, 

1997; Landreth, 1991). 
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The Definition, Philosophy, and Objectives of Filial Therapy 

Landreth (1991) defined filial therapy as the following:  

A unique approach used by professionals trained in play therapy to train parents 

to be therapeutic agents with their own children through a format of didactic 

instruction, demonstration play sessions, required at-home laboratory play 

sessions, and supervision in a supportive atmosphere. (p. 370) 

Filial therapy is grounded in the philosophy of non-directive client-centered theory 

developed by C. Rogers (1961) and the principles of child play therapy developed by V. 

Axline (1974; 1969). It seeks to create an atmosphere through a way of being as a parent 

where children can naturally grow and reach their potential. The parent-child relationship 

itself is the medium for change. According to Moustaka (1959) ―Play therapy in the home 

is essentially a relationship between a child and his mother or father through which the 

child discovers himself as an important person, sees that he is valued and loved‖ (as cited 

in Landreth & Bratton, 2006, p. 2). One of Landreth‘s primary principles is ―look through 

the child‘s eyes‖. Parents are encouraged to try to understand the internal frame of 

reference of the child. Play gives parents the medium to do this since play is the way 

children express themselves and work through issues (Landreth & Bratton).  

The objectives of filial therapy are for parents to:  

(a) understand and accept their children; (b) develop sensitivity to their children‘s 

feelings; (c) learn how to encourage their children‘s self-direction, self-

responsibility, and self-reliance; (d) gain insight into themselves in relationship to 
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their children; (e) change their perception of their children; and (f) learn child-

centered play therapy principles and skills (Landreth, 1991, p. 371).  

Recognition of these objectives offered insight into what filial therapists are seeking to 

achieve as they teach parents how to behave in play using the ―do‘s‖ and ―don‘t‖ 

framework observed in this study. By extension they also illustrated the potential indirect 

impact parental play beliefs could have on parents and their relationship if they are found 

to be of significant influence in parents play behaviours.  

Research on the filial therapy approach had shown significant gains in enhancing 

the quality of the parent-child relationship by increasing feelings of unconditional love 

and parent accuracy in empathy, decreasing perceptions of family conflicts and parenting 

stress, and enhancing closer marital relationships (Landreth & Bratton, 2006). Since this 

study sought to explore the beliefs parents have about play and their behaviours during 

play, the filial therapy framework helped us to understand the elements of play in the 

parent-child relationship in order to add to what therapists might accomplish in a 

therapeutic context.  

Training Parents for Play 

 According to Landreth (1991), the methods of training parents to play with their 

children included didactic instruction, demonstration play sessions with children, 

watching videos of the therapist playing with a child, role-playing amongst parents and 

therapist-parent, and individualised supervision of parent‘s play sessions. Because of its 

detail in structuring the play experience, these training methods helped to inform the 

questions asked in this study. For example, it was important to understand parents‘ 
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beliefs about setting limits around play, or scheduling playtimes in order to show how 

parents‘ are making decision about play times, and their internal frame of reference about 

parent-child play in general.  

In order to contribute to a more positive parent-child relationship, Landreth and 

Bratton (2006) outlined the appropriate behaviours parents should practice (i.e., the 

positive ‗do‘s‘) as well as those they should eliminate (i.e. the negative ‗don‘t‘) in their 

parent-child play times (see Table 1-1). However, neither Landreth (1991) nor Landreth 

and Bratton (2006) explained what factors may support or lead parents to behave in either 

direction. This study sought to explore if parents‘ beliefs about play may relate to these 

two groups of play behaviours.  

Table 1-1 

The Don't and Do's of Play  

Don’ts Do’s 

1. Don‘t criticise any behaviour.  

2. Don‘t praise the child. 

3. Don‘t ask leading questions. 

4. Don‘t allow interruptions of the 

session. 

5. Don‘t offer information or teach. 

6. Don‘t preach. 

1. Do set the stage. Display toys 

ahead of time and verbally 

convey the freedom of the 

special play time. 

2. Do let the child lead. 

3. Do track child‘s play. 

4. Do reflect the child‘s feelings. 
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Don’ts Do’s 

7. Don‘t initiate new activities.  

8.  Don‘t be passive or quiet.  

  

5. Do set firm and consistent limits. 

6. Do salute the child‘s power and 

encourage effort. 

7. Do join in the play as a follower.  

8. Do be verbally active.  

 

Note. Adapted summary from Landreth, G. (1991). Play Therapy: The art of the 

relationship, (pp. 382-3). 

 

Aims and Significance of the Study 

This introductory review of the literature indicated that parent-child play is an 

important context for supporting and intervening in the parent-child relationship. 

However, there was a gap in understanding the way mothers‘ think about play, how they 

behave during play, and the relationship between their play beliefs and their play 

behaviours that may enhance or inhibit the play experience. Much of the child-centered 

nature of filial therapy seemed to be about parents‘ ideas of parenting and how they 

thought about their child. It is important to inquire into the beliefs parents have about 

play and how this might impact their receptiveness to play as the medium for building 

their relationship with their child. Therefore, the main thesis of this research study was: 

the beliefs that mothers have about play contribute to determining their play behaviours 

with their preschool child. I sought to demonstrate this by investigating the following 
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research questions: (a) what are the beliefs or attitudes parents have about play with their 

children? (b) how do parents behave during play with their preschool child? and (c) how do 

the beliefs or attitudes parents have about play relate to their behaviours during play with 

their child?  

With answers to these questions, this study built on previous research by learning 

more about parent-child play and utilising a clinical framework for investigation, which 

will allow clinicians to more easily interpret and apply the forthcoming knowledge to their 

practice. If play beliefs are found to have a significant impact on play behaviours, it may 

suggest the value of possibly incorporating new components into family play therapy to 

address parents‘ resistant or hindering belief systems or more targeted didactic strategies 

in parent- education. It was anticipated that the findings from this project will contribute 

to the field of family counselling, parent education, and developmental psychology by 

providing new information on parent-child play, interventions related to the needs and 

characteristics of the parent-child dyad that best facilitates their relationship, and through 

offering fresh avenues for further exploration of the study of parent-child play for 

researchers. 
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CHAPTER 2 LITERATURE REVIEW 

Parent-Child Play 

Parent-child play is defined as the social process of one person (parent or child) 

engaging the other in an act of pretense or another form of play and the response of the 

other to this initiation.  Play initiations may occur in a verbal or non-verbal form. For 

example, according to Haight, Parke, and Black (1997) verbal initiations may include 

talking directly to the other in play character, while non-verbal initiations may include 

directing a playful gesture towards the other.  

Parent-child play has been studied for decades from various fields of interest (e.g., 

linguistics, anthropology, cognitive science, developmental psychology). The research 

shows that play is associated with higher intelligence and improved receptive language 

skills (Tamis-Lemonda, Uzgiris, & Bornstein, 2002), as well as greater social 

competency in children (Carson & Parke, 1996). Although these findings are significant 

on one level, in the context of this study it is also important to investigate parent-child 

play and its association with the parent-child relationship as described more fully below.   

Parent-Child Play and the Parent-Child Relationship 

Hughes (1991) stated that ―play not only provides the clues to the strength of the 

bond between the parent and preschool child but may also facilitate the attachment 

process itself during the first year of life‖ (p. 188).  He believed that a willingness to play 

with one‘s child is a characteristic of the parent that determines or facilitates the security 
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of the parent-child attachment; the reverse relationship is also suggested. The quality of 

the attachment relationship may influence the willingness a parent has to play with their 

child. Sensitive parents are able to adjust their level of stimulation to their child‘s needs, 

know when to incorporate a new toy, and initiate, terminate or extend a play routine, and 

so forth. 

The characteristic behaviours of parents during parent-child play may influence the 

attachment or bond between parent and child. Important behaviours in this regard may 

include shared affect, regularity of play, being fun and parental sensitivity.  Additionally, 

the positive affect shared by parent and child during play may be the medium through 

which the bond between parent and child is facilitated (Hughes, 1991). Further, mutual 

regulation (of affect) is defined by McCune, Dipane, Fireoved and Fleck (1994) as 

involving the caregivers‘ ―… calibration of their own role in relation to the child‘s level 

of functioning‖ (p. 148). According to McCune, et al., play situations are ideal contexts 

for fostering mutual regulation because rules, goals, and limits are coordinated by both 

partners. This idea aligns with Blehar, Lieberman, and Ainsworth (1977) who found that 

secure one year olds had mothers who played regularly with them and enjoyed playing. 

Beckwith (1986) also suggested that mothers being more fun may be a contributing factor 

to a child‘s security as well.  

Ainsworth (1979) and Beckwith (1986) described parents of insecure children 

during play as serious, silent, inexpressive, and not smiling. While playing with their 

child these parents are insensitive to their child‘s cues. For example, they are likely to 

play with their child as if they are a passive object rather than an active participant. Given 

the importance of parent-child play for children‘s development and the parent-child 
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relationship it is important to explore factors that influence how parents play with their 

children. One of these factors may be parents‘ beliefs about play.  

Play Beliefs 

The relationships between parents‘ play behaviours and their beliefs about play 

have been examined in a few studies. In the first study, Haight (1991) interviewed 50 

middle-class Caucasian parents and found that the beliefs parents had about pretending 

were related to their reported involvement in pretending. Some of the beliefs parents had 

about pretending included: (a) play is an expressive vehicle for children which allows 

parents hear about children‘s feelings during playtime; (b) in play children get 

satisfaction that is not available elsewhere at the time; (c) play helps children explore 

everyday situations and social roles, some parents recognised their role in promoting this 

learning by participating in play; (d) it is useful for the development of their children‘s 

imaginations; and (e) play gives parents a window into the minds of their children to 

indicate how they are thinking and developing intellectually. In a second study, Shine and 

Acosta (2000) asked middle and upper-class parents to comment on their play behaviours 

with their children. Parents revealed a social obligation to teach--a belief that teaching 

during play demonstrates a sensitivity to their child‘s developing minds, and that role-

playing was a developmentally inappropriate adult behaviour that caused them to feel 

self-conscious and reluctant to pretend. Shine and Acosta‘s finding suggest that parental 

beliefs (at least about teaching and the developmental appropriateness of adult play) 

influence how parents behave during play (i.e., instructing rather than play acting).  The 

findings of Haight, and Shine and Acosta are interesting and suggest that parental beliefs 

do influence how they play with their children. 
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van der Kooj and Slaats-van den Hurk (1991) investigated the play beliefs of 70 

Dutch mothers (29-31 years of age) by administering a questionnaire. They looked at 

parents‘ conceptions of play, the degree to which parents believed play was important, 

the reasons mothers believed play was important, and the way parents intended to 

stimulate play with their child (i.e., behaved in play). The authors found mothers had very 

broad, indiscriminate views of activities that they considered to be play. They found no 

distinction between active and passive play activities and interestingly, even some 

activities previous researcher classified as ―not-play,‖ were considered by these mothers 

as play; for example, colouring, dusting with mama, watching Sesame Street on 

television, thumb-sucking, and eating. Mothers had a strong belief in the importance of 

play. The highest rated frequencies of the reasons for its importance were (listed in 

descending order): (a) social development, (b) creativity, (c) personality development, (d) 

exploration, (e) pleasure, (f) emotional development, and (g) cognitive development. 

Despite these findings, the descriptions of the researchers‘ terms for variables were 

inadequate, their study procedures were obscure (e.g., how did they compute their scores 

for play importance?), and their attempt to investigate the association between beliefs and 

behaviour was limited to mothers‘ self-reported perception of what they would do. This 

study extends the findings in this report by assessing similar beliefs but with improved 

definitions and procedures within a culturally diverse group of mothers. 

Haight, Parke, and Black (1997) interviewed and observed 58 middle class 

European-American first-time parents (married fathers and mothers) playing with their 

children (ages 24, 30 and 36 months) in their own home with their own toys. The play 

behaviours were coded according to type of activity (i.e., pretend play, rough and tumble 
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and book-reading); as well as the initiator of play, and the types of responses to the 

initiation (elaborative or discourages).  Parents were asked to rank their preferences of 

play activities, to rate the developmental significance of play, and describe their 

perception of the importance of their participation in play. Related to play preferences 

both mothers and father reported a high level of enjoyment of pretending, reading, and 

rough and tumble play; however, they preferred book reading to pretending. Fathers 

preferred rough and tumble play over pretend and reading, while mothers preferred rough 

and tumble play least. Parents also elaborated upon what they enjoyed about pretend play 

stating that they enjoyed ―the opportunity to observe their child‘s development‖ (Haight, 

Parke & Black, 1997, p. 279). The authors also asked parents about their beliefs on the 

significance of play for development of cognition, creativity, social skills, and language.  

Generally, parents viewed play to be significant for their child‘s cognitive development 

but most parents viewed book reading as more significant than pretending, and 

pretending as more significant than rough and tumble play. Mothers and fathers believed 

pretending to be less significant for future success in school than book reading, but more 

so for learning about social roles and relations. Parents also viewed pretend play as more 

important than reading for enhancing creativity. Surprisingly, neither mothers nor fathers 

viewed pretend play to be significantly important for social or language development, 

and rough and tumble play was seen as more influential on social development than 

pretending.  Regarding their beliefs about the importance of their participation in play, 

Haight, et al. found parents generally viewed their participation in their children‘s play to 

be important. Fathers viewed their participation in rough and tumble as well as pretend 

play to be as equally important, while mothers viewed their participation in pretend to be 
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more important than rough and tumble. Parents viewed participation as important for 

encouraging children to pretend, and supported their desire to, ―show their children an 

enthusiasm for pretending‖ (p. 281). Parents also reported that participation facilitates the 

parent-child relationship; for example, ―I  think it‘s (pretending) a good way to stay in 

touch with your two year old . . . if you‘re participating in her pretend play with her that 

means . . . her game or what she‘s interested in is important (to you) too‖ (p. 281).  This 

study aims to extend Haight, et al.‘s study by assessing if the findings of mothers‘ play 

beliefs can be replicated with another population and it also adds to the understanding of 

mothers‘ beliefs by inquiring into additional play beliefs. 

Although studies on culture and beliefs about play are rare, there is one study that 

investigated the beliefs of non-Caucasian low-income parents. Fogle and Mendez (2006) 

examined associations between these parents‘ play beliefs, and parent and teachers 

ratings of their preschoolers‘ social competence. They looked at two factors of parents‘ 

beliefs about play: play support and academic focus. Play support revealed parents‘ 

positive beliefs about the developmental significance of play and their participation in it. 

Mothers who scored high on parent support reported that they enjoyed play, viewed play 

as a priority, and saw play as a teaching opportunity. Academic beliefs centered on the 

belief that play does not have a central role in the development of important academic 

skills. According to Fogle and Mendez‘ findings amongst low-income African American 

mothers, mothers‘ positive attitudes toward supporting the play were associated with 

preschoolers who were less likely to engage in disruptive peer play (aggressive and anti-

social) and more likely to be creative, cooperative and have other socially engaging 

skills. In contrast, parents who held strong beliefs of academic focus were more likely to 
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have preschoolers who were reported to engage in disruptive peer play (aggressive and 

anti-social) as well as disconnected or avoidance peer play behaviours.   

Previous studies on parents‘ play beliefs are limited in that each investigated a 

fairly limited range of beliefs. This study seeks to extend previous work by addressing a 

broader range of play beliefs, including beliefs about willingness to play, mothers‘ play 

comfort, and scheduling of playtime.  

Parental Behaviours in Play 

There is great variation in the types of behaviours mothers display while playing 

with their preschool-kindergarten aged children. Some engage in pretense while others 

are distant and directive (Haight & Miller, 1993; Shine & Acosta, 2000). Haight and 

Miller found that the inclusion of direct instruction by mothers of four year olds was 

significantly higher than for mothers of younger children (i.e., ages 1, 2, and 3). Besides 

the use of questions, prompting was the next favoured strategy used by mothers in 

pretend play (Haight & Miller).  Shine and Acosta observed the prompting and teaching 

behaviours of mothers; their qualitative descriptions add depth to the understanding of the 

context and nature of these behaviours. Most prompts by parents were ignored by 

children yet parents continued to prompt (Shine & Acosta, 2000).  While children 

immediately entered the pretense without organising roles or play scripts, parents 

responded to their initiation by encouraging children to organise roles or by interpreting 

their actions (Shine & Acosta). In that context neither parents nor children were 

responsive to each other‘s cues (Shine & Acosta). Parents taught concepts such as 

counting and classifying in the museum. Instructional attempts by parents were either 

ignored, incorporated into solitary play (note: not social play), or induced the termination 
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of the child‘s play. Teaching or parental distance during parent-child play had a negative 

effect. When parents were distant in their involvement, directing, prompting and guiding 

children through the play sequence, parent-child play was brief, sporadic and non-

contingent (Shine & Acosta). According to Shine and Acosta, parental realism, where 

parents elaborated on the characteristics of the play object, turned the children off from 

playing with their parents. Taken together these studies demonstrate the effects of 

instructive or distant maternal play behaviours on children‘s play. 

The Influence of Attachment on Play Behaviours   

 There is evidence in the literature that the strength of the parent-child relationship 

may have a significant impact on how mothers chose to interact with their toddlers 

(Slade, 1987b).  Slade investigated 15 mother-toddler dyads‘ play behaviours over a 

period of a year beginning with when the child was 18 months old. Her framework for 

studying play behaviours was based on the secure or anxious attachment styles of their 

relationship. Although Slade neglected to define her use of the terms secure and anxious 

attachment (and to differentiate from the two sub-categories of anxious attachment) there 

is some general understanding of the terms which is drawn from the attachment literature. 

Secure children generally are those who seek and receive comfort and a sense of safety in 

the presence of their mothers. Generally speaking an anxiously attached child may or 

may not seek comfort from their mother, and do not consistently receive or experience 

that comfort or sense of safety when sought in their mother‘s presence. Slade found that 

mothers of secure toddlers were more likely to (a) consistently make commentary on 

their child‘s play even when not available to engage in play with their toddler, (b) spend a 
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higher proportion of their time engaged in interactive play than in commentary when 

allowed access to play with their child, and (c) to have more frequent episodes of play 

than mothers of anxious children. She concluded that the interactional context of play, 

that is the attachment relationship, had an effect on mother-child interactions. Attention 

to the strength of the parent-child bond may be important in what parents believe about 

play with their child within this study. 

 Filial Therapy and Its Related Play Behaviours  

Filial therapy is a play-based parent-education model; this study seeks to add to 

the knowledge about mothers‘ play beliefs and play behaviours to possibly enhance the 

instructional component of the approach.  

Filial therapy is not designed to fix specific child behaviour problems but to 

change the nature of the parent-child relationship.  Research on the filial therapy 

approach has shown significant gains in enhancing the quality of the parent-child 

relationship by increasing feelings of unconditional love and parent accuracy in empathy, 

decreasing perceptions of family conflicts and parenting stress, and enhancing closer 

marital relationships (Landreth & Bratton, 2006; Rennie & Landreth, 2000). These 

findings have been demonstrated with several populations such as single parents, 

incarcerated mothers, non-offending parents of sexually abused children, and other 

culturally specific groups; most participant groups were not typically well-adjusted 

families.  

This study seeks to clarify the underlying beliefs that may be associated with the 

appropriate and inappropriate behaviours defined by Landreth‘s within a typical non-
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clinical community sample. It is important to inquire into the beliefs parents have about 

play and how this might impact their receptiveness to play as the medium for 

transforming their parent-child relationship.  

Parents in filial therapy are taught specific rules concerning play behaviours that 

are considered appropriate or inappropriate (see Table 1-1). In the following paragraphs I 

review research that has included an examination of each of these particular behaviours.  

Landreth designates the first set of behaviours as inappropriate and the second set as 

appropriate. Please note, that although other researchers have not always used the same 

terms or labels as Landreth, the studies included below examine behaviours that bear a 

strong conceptual similarity to those identified by Landreth.  

Criticise.  Haight, Parke and Black (1997) looked at criticism in relation to 

parents‘ responses to their child‘s play initiations under the term ―discouraging 

response‖, which they defined as ―disparaging remarks about the play, or overt 

instructions to discontinue‖ (p.277). Haight, et al. found that although discouraging 

responses were rarely made by parents, their data suggested that fathers may be more 

discouraging during their child‘s earlier years (i.e., age 2). 

Directs play. Parental directiveness has been examined in the literature previously 

under other names such as maternal intrusiveness (Fiese, 1990) and assertion (Leaper, 

2000). Fiese noted that maternal intrusiveness was related to the type of play their 

toddlers were engaged in. Mothers of toddlers were found to be more intrusive in 

exploratory play than symbolic or dramatic play. Leaper noted that fathers were generally 

more assertive than mothers playing with their children.  
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Initiate.  Parents‘ initiations during playtime with their children have been 

observed by Haight and Miller, (1993), Lindsey, Mize and Pettit (1997), and Shine and 

Acosta (2000). Haight and Miller reported that in the home setting the frequency of 

initiation of play between parents and their 4 year olds was about equal. Mothers in the 

Children‘s Museum or public setting did not initiate play with their preschoolers (Shine 

& Acosta, 2000). Lindsey, et al. found that fathers initiated more play than mothers and 

parents generally initiated more than children. Gender of child influenced the type of play 

mothers initiated. Mothers were more likely to initiate play themes of nurturance with 

their daughters and more vehicular play with their sons (Lindsey, et al.). Generally these 

studies suggest that the environmental context of the play as well as gender may be 

associated with parents‘ tendency to initiate play.  

Asking leading questions.  Researchers suggest that the type of play mothers and 

their child engage in may be linked to the tendency for mothers to ask questions during 

play. Although Fiese did not define the types of questions mothers asked, she found that 

mothers of toddlers were more likely to use questions during exploratory play and less 

likely in dramatic play (Fiese, 1990).  

Teaching. Teaching behaviours of parents during play were observed by 

Vandermaas-Peeler, King, Clayton, Holt, Kurtz, Maestri, Morris and Woody (2002) and 

Shine and Acosta (2000). Vandermaas-Peeler, et al. (2002) examined how 49 middle-

class Caucasian parents engaged in teaching during play. They observed that within 16 

minutes of play an average of 15.41 episodes of teaching occurred, with 70% of the 

teaching episodes being initiated by parents. Teaching was found to have a disruptive 
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effect on the child‘s play when it was initiated by the parent but less so when initiated by 

the child. Disruptive teaching behaviours included talking about objects outside of the 

context of the play and asking frequent instructive questions about real-world use of 

objects (i.e., questions to test knowledge or incite the opportunity to inform).  Parents 

were found to teach mostly conceptual knowledge (i.e., names and uses of objects) 

(Vandermaas-Peeler, et al., 2002). Similarly, Shine and Acosta found that teaching was 

also disruptive to children‘s play. Parental teaching was responded to by children by 

ignoring, reduced level of play to solitary play, or termination of the playtime (Shine & 

Acosta, 2000). 

Passivity. Behaviours congruent with passivity have been sparsely noted in the 

literature (Leaper, 2000; Shine & Acosta, 2000; Slade, 1987b). Leaper (2000) observed a 

concept termed ‗affiliation‘ amongst mothers and fathers engaging in cross-gender typed 

play activities. Affiliation at the low range included behaviours similar to passivity.  

Leaper termed these as ‗distant behaviours‘.  Distant behaviours for Leaper included self-

preoccupation and closed-ended responses to the other‘s queries. Unfortunately Leaper 

found no significant gender differences in distant behaviour amongst mothers and fathers 

engaging in cross-gendered play activities (Leaper, 2000). Shine and Acosta stated that 

parents would observe play (i.e., ―watching children play without comment‖ p. 49) as one 

form of passive observing; but this had no effect on children‘s play. Slade discovered that 

mothers of toddlers were more likely to observe during their child‘s exploratory play than 

other forms of play. Observing was associated with higher numbers of play episodes by 

children, that is, children moved from play theme to play theme more frequently when 
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mothers only watched their play.  Slade found that non-engaging commentary, another 

form of passive behaviour, was more common amongst mothers of insecure children.   

 The ―do‖ behaviours of active engagement, allowing child leadership, and 

tracking play were the only ones of Landreth‘s appropriate behaviours that were found to 

have any empirical verification as described in the research below. 

Active engagement. Slade (1987a; 1987b) and Leaper (2000) were the only 

researchers found to have examined behaviours similar to active engagement. Slade 

considered ―interaction‖ to be associated with higher levels of child symbolic play than 

tracking play. Mothers of securely attached children spent greater proportion of their 

playtime in active engagement or interaction than mothers of insecurely attached 

children. When toddlers engaged in exploratory types of play however, mothers‘ active 

engagement was less evident. Leaper found that mothers were generally more affiliative 

(or actively engaged) than fathers.  

Allow child leadership.  Only two studies, by the same authors, were found with 

any mention of play behaviour similar to allowing child leadership; Lindsey et al, (1997a; 

1997b) mentioned parental compliance in their study. Lindsey et al. (a) found that parents 

(mothers and fathers) complied with over 80% of their children‘s requests during play. 

Unfortunately their discussion of this behaviour was not substantial.  However, Lindsey, 

Mize and Pettit (1997b) reported interesting child and parental gender differences in 

compliance amongst 38 parents of preschool-aged children. Mothers were generally more 

compliant than fathers, and parents of girls were found to be more compliant to their 

daughters‘ directions than parents of sons‘ (Lindsey, et al. 1997b). 
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Track play. A parental play behaviour similar to tracking the child‘s play was 

noted in a few previous studies (Fiese, 1990; Shine & Acosta, 2000; & Slade, 1987b). 

The tracking play behaviour was synonymous with commentary (Shine & Acosta, 2000; 

Slade, 1987b) and elaboration (Fiese, 1990).When mothers of toddlers commented on 

their child‘s play in Slade‘s study, the duration and level of their child‘s play was raised. 

Commentary seemed to increase with the child‘s age, especially after age 2 years, 

according to Slade (1987b). Shine and Acosta (2000) found that commentary had mixed 

reactions; some comments were ignored by children while others were responded to for 

extending the play. The type of play activity may be influential on mothers‘ use of 

elaborations; according to Fiese (1990) mothers were more likely to be elaborative during 

their child‘s functional play than exploratory or dramatic play.  

 Although researchers have examined some of the parental play behaviours found 

in Landreth‘s model of filial therapy, many others have not been addressed.  Moreover, 

those that have been studied have been examined in terms of their effects on the child‘s 

play or correlated with type of play activity or some general characteristics of the parent. 

With the exception of teaching, none of these parent behaviours has been examined in 

relation to parents‘ play beliefs.  Furthermore, several behaviours identified as important 

in Landreth‘s model were not visible in the literature reviewed, including praise, 

preaching, encouragement, and reflecting feelings.  In the present I examine all the 

behaviours outlined in Landreth‘s model, grouping them into two broad categories based 

on perceived ‗appropriateness versus inappropriateness‘.     
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Play Beliefs and Behaviours  

There are several studies where correlations between parents‘ beliefs about play 

and their imagined play behaviours have been examined. These studies seem to have a 

common methodological flaw where the measure of parents‘ play behaviours are limited 

to parents‘ self reports of what they would do, rather than observations of actual 

behaviours.  For example, Edwards, et al. (2007) conducted the only study found where 

parents‘ beliefs about play in relation to the specific play behaviours of filial therapy 

were examined.  In this case study, the authors qualitatively described the perceived 

effectiveness of filial therapy of a Jamaican mother.  They found that this mother was 

accepting of the differences between encouragement and praise and acknowledged that 

encouragement helps to build the self-esteem of children. Tracking was a challenging 

behaviour for her because it seemed ―illogical to state the obvious‖ (p. 45). In terms of 

limit-setting the mother reported that ―children should obey the first time and thereafter 

be physically punished‖ (p. 45). Regarding engagement, the mother defined play as 

―something that her children did apart from the adults or with adult supervision … (her 

role was to) …. make sure that she‘s having fun while still somewhat learning. But not 

really realizing that she‘s learning‖ (p. 48). The researchers concluded that some of the 

values and beliefs that the mother held may have impaired the acceptance and 

generalisation of some of the filial therapy behaviours into the every day life of this dyad.  

In another study, van der Kooj and Slaats-van den Hurk (1991) surveyed 70 

Dutch mothers on their beliefs about the importance of play and their practice of 

stimulating their child in play. They found no significant relationship between mothers‘ 



 

24 

 

beliefs about play and how they would stimulate their child‘s play. In a third study, van 

der Poel, de Bruyn, and Rost (1991) used a similar methodology with a sample of 22 

parents all drawn from one elementary school.  They examined the association between 

beliefs and reported behaviours of parents of school-aged children (nine to twelve years). 

These authors made a good attempt to improve this methodology by asking questions 

about parents‘ behaviours that matched with the beliefs of play importance. Nevertheless, 

the attitudes parents had about limit setting, interference, and stimulating their child‘s 

engagement in play had no significant relationship with their reported behaviours of 

setting limits and their active engagement in their child‘s play. It appears that we cannot 

assume that how parents report they would behave is representative of their actual 

behaviours.  Recorded observation and analysis of parents‘ actual behaviour in a true play 

situation with their child may be the best method to compare behaviour to beliefs about 

play.  

Given the documented value of parent-child play and the gaps and limits in the 

research into the play beliefs and play behaviours of parents it is important to continue 

exploration in this field. The previous research is based on designs with self-reported 

rather than observed behaviours, a narrow scope of investigated play beliefs, obscure 

concepts and terminologies, and non-representative samples from European or Caucasian 

groups and middle class socio-economic status. Investigations into the behaviours 

specific to filial therapy are sparse. Only one qualitative study has been published and it 

is limited to the experiences of one single parent. In this present study a wider range of 

clearly defined maternal beliefs are explored in a multi-cultural and diverse population 

relevant to the Canadian practitioner. The open-ended nature of some of the questions of 
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this study allowed for a deeper, descriptive exploration of some beliefs of mothers. In 

addition, observations are made of actual maternal play behaviours. Finally, this study 

describes how mothers behave during play in relation to a clinical framework which adds 

to the applied knowledge in the counselling field.   
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CHAPTER 3 METHODOLOGY 

Research Design 

The design of this study included both descriptive and non-experimental 

correlational approaches. A descriptive design met the desired purpose of describing the 

observations of phenomena at a specific point in time (Gall, Gall, & Borg, 2003); in this 

case, the play beliefs and behaviours of mothers. The descriptive design gave a general 

overview of the variables, and, through qualitative descriptions, provides the reader with 

more in-depth understanding of the phenomena. The correlational design sought to 

ascertain the relationships between variables, specifically the relationships between 

maternal beliefs and behaviours and other associating factors.  

Participants 

 A convenience sample, based on ease of access and respondents, of 28 dyads was 

recruited via a number of different methods: preschool newsletters, online classifieds 

(such as, Craigslist), and posters posted in local community agencies (e.g., libraries and 

recreational centres) (See Appendix A-Call for Participants).  Only participants who were 

fluent English speakers were included in the study. Respondents were offered $20 for 

their time, and, where helpful, child-minding was arranged to support mothers‘ 

participation in the study. In addition, participants were told that they would have access 

to the results of the study with a discussion about its implications for parenting practices 

through a newsletter or parenting workshop.  All participants signed an informed consent 
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form produced by the Office of Research Ethics at Simon Fraser University (See 

Appendix B).  

Of the 38 mothers who responded positively to the call for participants, 31 

participated in the study; two were mothers of twins.  For these participants, the second 

observed mother-child interaction was removed from the data analysis to avoid 

dependency in the data. For a full description of the characteristics of this sample please 

see Table 3.1.  

Table 3-1 

Sample Characteristics  

Mother Child  

Age ranges 

20-25 years – 1.4% 

26-30 years – 12.9%  

31-35  years  - 38.7%  

36-40 years – 39.9%  

40- 45 years  - 7.1%  

 

Marital status  

Married – 82.1%  

Cohabitating – 7.1%  

Age ranges 

3 years-3years,4months – 17.9%  

3 years, 5months – 3 years, 8months- 21.4%  

3 years, 10 months- 4 years – 3.6%  

4 years, 1 month- 4 years, 4 months – 7.1%  

4 years, 5months – 4years, 8 months – 21.4%  

5 – 6 years – 10.6%  

 

Family Constellation  

Single child – 42.9%  
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Mother Child  

Separated – 7.1%  

Single – 3.6%  

 

Ethnicity  

European – 67.9%  

East Asian – 14.3%  

African-Canadian – 7.1%  

South Asian & Other – 10.7%  

 

Highest level of education  

College/University – 57.1%  

Vocational or some college – 32.1%  

Professional/Graduate – 7.1%  

Completed high school – 3.6  

 

One sibling – 42.9%  

Two sibling – 14.2   

Gender of child  

Female – 71.4%  

Male – 28.6%  

 

   

Measures and Procedures  

The research involved three main methods of data collection. First, there was a 

general demographic questionnaire; second, a maternal interview; and finally, an 
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observation of a parent-child play interaction. An assistant was recruited from the 

undergraduate psychology department at Simon Fraser University to help with the 

administration of interviews, the observations, data entry, and coding process. I trained 

the assistant in all the methods used in the study.   

The observations were conducted prior to the interviews to ensure that the 

interview questions did not influence the participants‘ play behaviours. For the interview 

portion, participants were randomly assigned to my assistant or me in order to eliminate 

systematic interviewer bias in the data.  

Questionnaires 

 A demographic questionnaire (See Appendix C) was mailed to parents after 

consent was granted and collected at the time of observation. A follow-up call was placed 

to parents to confirm receipt of the questionnaire and to remind them to complete it 

before their appointments. When the participants did not complete the questionnaire prior 

to the observation the assistant guided them through it upon arrival for their appointment. 

The researcher developed the questionnaire which contained thirteen items.  

Observation 

 Parent-child play behaviours were assessed through observations using the 

Parent‘s Play Observation Checklist (see Appendix D) in a laboratory setting. Playrooms 

were set up at Simon Fraser University‘s Surrey and Burnaby campuses.  A convenient 

location and appointment time was chosen when the parent and their preschooler would 

be able to attend and when child-minding was available for siblings.  

 The researcher positioned a variety of toys within accessibility of the child around 

the perimeter of a large (6 x 8 ft.) foam mat. The range of toys were age-appropriate 
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commonly used types, selected to elicit pretense, physical, or exploratory play. 

Additionally, to ensure external reliability (i.e., the consistency of similar research 

conditions across studies), the range of toys similar to those used by other researchers 

such as Fiese (1990), Harvey and Kelley (1993), Lindsey and Mize (2001) Namy and 

Nolan (2004), and Slade (1987) were selected to furnish the playroom. The toys used 

included Nerf bats and balls, doll families, stuffed animals, puppets, a set of blocks, large 

stuffed pillows, and so forth (see Appendix E for a full list).  

 The mother was instructed to ignore the camera as much as possible and behave 

as she normally would, but to stay in the same room with her child. A video-camera was 

set up to focus on the mat area. One observer started videotaping the interaction between 

the mother and child. If mother-child play did not spontaneously emerge within the first 

two minutes, the observer asked the mother to play with her child as she normally would 

for 10 minutes (600 seconds). Once play began the researcher and the assistant left the 

room allowing the dyad to play in privacy while the recording occurred.  Within each 30-

second segment of video recording the frequency of each behavioural code was 

determined.  The coding system was developed based on the work of Landreth (1991) 

and included play behaviours categorized as either don‘t behaviours or do behaviours. 

The seven behaviours Landreth classified as inappropriate ―don‘t‖ behaviours are those 

behaviours which were deemed contrary to child-centeredness but instead centered more 

about the needs and directions of the adult. They include directing play, asking leading 

questions, teaching, praise, initiate, criticise, and preach.  The second group of five 

appropriate or ―do‖ behaviours are child-centered, focusing around the needs and 

directions of the child.  ―Do‖ behaviours include allowing child leadership, encouraging, 
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joining the play as a follower, reflecting the child‘s feelings, and tracking play. Passivity 

and active engagement were removed from the analysis because they were realised to be 

qualitative variables which were difficult to count as defined (see Appendix F for a fuller 

description of each behavioural code). The assistant and I transcribed and rated a randomly 

selected number of interactions. I pre-trained the assistant using a set of videotapes of 

interactions not included in this study to support inter-rater and criterion-related 

reliability. These video-clips were taken from a library of play interactions including the 

pilot studies.  

The limitations of reactivity, observer bias, and demand characteristics are 

recognised in the study. Reactivity is where the very knowledge of being observed causes 

the participants to behave differently than they typically would. This could be reduced by 

using habituation, the process by which the participants have repeated previous exposure 

to the observer so that their presence no longer has a significant effect (Shaughnessy, 

Zechmeister & Zechmeister, 2006). I sought to facilitate some habitation by: (a) having 

telephone conversations with participants after volunteering, (b) by introducing herself 

virtually with a picture and auto-biographical information on her website, and (c) by 

investing time in building rapport before starting the formal research process.  Demand 

characteristics are cues in the environment which give participants some indication about 

the desired behaviours for the study. During the pilot study these were assessed to not be 

evident.  

 Inter-rater reliability between the researcher‘s and assistant‘s coding was judged 

using approximately one-third of the total 28 observations. Nine mother-child play 

observations were randomly selected from a pile. The assistant and I each independently 
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recoded and scored the other‘s initial observations. Using SPSS two observer variables 

were composed (i.e., researcher‘s rating and assistant‘s rating) and the scores entered for 

each of the nine mother-child‘s play. Intra-class correlations were computed between the 

researcher‘s ratings and the assistant‘s ratings of the sample of mothers‘ play behaviours 

and the single measure coefficient generated was 0.83. 

Interviews 

Parental Playfulness Interview (P.P.I.). The parental playfulness interview was 

administered to parents by one of the two interviewers.  This semi-structured interview, 

which contained thirteen questions, addressed the frequency of parent-child play, use of a 

specified exclusive play-time, the types of play mothers and children preferred to engage 

in, mothers‘ perceptions of their comfort during play, factors which influenced their 

willingness to play with their child, and their beliefs about play. The assessment of 

beliefs asked mothers to rate, on 5-point scales, the degree to which they agreed (i.e., 

strongly agree to strongly disagree) with a series of statements (See Appendix G).  Items 

were coded so that higher scores represent more child-centered beliefs.  

Interviews were audio-taped, and where relevant transcribed for later analysis. 

Interviews were analysed quantitatively using the predetermined codes and scores as well 

as transcribed for some qualitative or descriptive analysis. (See a following section in this 

chapter –Qualitative Methods, for details).  

 Pilot Study. All instruments were piloted in August 2007 with a sample of 

seven parent-child dyads similar to the parents in this study before commencing data 

collection. The pilot study was very useful as a dress rehearsal for the research 

procedures and training the assistant. One of the discoveries from the pilot study was the 
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challenges associated with accurately rating the behaviours of sets limits and does not set 

limits consistently across participants. The opportunity to set limits was not equivalent 

across all dyads; therefore, comparative scoring was unreliable. Consequently these 

behaviours were removed from the observation and analysis of the study.  

Qualitative Methods  

Mothers were asked to rate their level of comfort during play on a 5-point scale, and 

then invited to elaborate in an open-ended manner with the probe, ―tell me more about 

that rating.‖ Even though this study was not initially designed with a qualitative 

methodology in mind but in regard for the richness of the mothers‘ responses an open-

coding analysis was used. A simple categorisation or quantitative analysis would not 

have captured the depth of the data.  The initial open-coding was done in accordance with 

the coding prescriptions of Saldana (2009) to uncover any potential first impression 

patterns and, or themes in the data.  

Coding was done manually in a number of stages. Saldana (2009) defines a  code as 

―… most often a word or short phrase that symbolically assigns a summative, salient, 

essence-capturing, and/or evocative attribute for a portion of  language-based or visual 

data…. A code represents  and capture a datum‘s primary content and essence.‖ (p. 3).  In 

the process of coding I transcribed all responses, then read and re-read a number of times 

in order to become familiar with the responses. Key words and terms in the mother‘s 

responses were coded from the transcript. I kept in mind a number of questions about the 

data as it was being reviewed for coding (e.g., thoughts and feelings portrayed, action or 

process, patterns). Once all the codes were recorded in a table they were cut into strips 

and laid out for me to get an overview of them. Through this process, potential 
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commonalities amongst codes became evident and they were grouped into rough 

categories in envelopes. One cue used to identify potential categories was the repetitious 

use of phrases or meanings.  The categories and the codes within them were reviewed on 

different occasions to solidify a sense of consistency and internal accuracy. To promote 

the internal consistency of categories the defining criteria for each category were 

developed. 

Categories of Play Comfort Codes 

The following criteria definitions were developed and used to assess the inclusion 

of codes in the categories.  

―Play is ….‖ – This category included statements about the benefits of play for 

the child or the parent, as well as the challenges of play. 

Conditions – These are statements about the environmental conditions under 

which mothers may be comfortable or uncomfortable in play which does not fit into other 

categories.  

Child Characteristics – These are statements about the characteristics of their 

child, that is, their behaviours, mood, personality, and so forth.  

Relational Dynamics – These are statement related to the interaction between 

parent and child. It includes statements about the intimacy between parent and child as 

expressed by mothers‘ knowledge of child interests and the associated predictability in 

the relationship. It also includes statements about the compatibility or incompatibility of 

the mothers and child‘s interests.   
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Beliefs about self as player – These are statements mothers made about 

themselves, personal judgements about self as a mother and playmate.  

Strategies Mothers Use – These are statements about decisions and actions 

mothers take to support their ability to play with their child in a positive way.  

Distractions- These are statements which contrast with the positive strategies 

mothers use. These are statements about the states of mind, actions, and environmental 

conditions which detract from mothers‘ capacity to engage as playfully with their child as 

they would like.  

Feelings About/During Play- These are statements about the emotions associated with 

play, their playtime, or about themselves or their child in regards to their playtime. They 

include both positive emotions as well as less positive emotions. 
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CHAPTER 4 RESULTS 

Data analyses were computed using SPSS 17. Descriptive statistics were 

generated for all the study variables.  Bi-variate correlations (Pearson‘s r) were computed 

to investigate potential relationships between variables. All inferential statistics were 

computed at α = 0.05 level of statistical significance.  

Play Beliefs 

Descriptive Statistics for Play Beliefs 

The first question of investigation in this study is, what are the beliefs mothers 

have about play with their child?  The responses were gathered from the Parental Play 

Interview (P.P.I.). The following is an outline of the specific play beliefs examined in this 

study including a global play beliefs scale.  

Mothers’ Concept of “Play” 

In the interview mothers were instructed to do the following: ―Close your eyes 

and imagine … (your child) playing at home. You are watching him/her. Think about 

where s/he is and what s/he is doing. As you glance over you see s/he is playing. Tell me 

what you see.‖ Most responses to this question could be coded into one of four types of play: 

creative/constructive, dramatic/vehicular, active physical, and structured/educational. (See 

Appendix F for definition of these categories). Table 4-1 details the results. 

Dramatic/vehicular play was the most frequently reported image, accounting for 60% of the 
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responses. Creative/constructive play and active/physical play were reported with equal 

frequency at 17.9% each. Structured/educational play only accounted for 3.6% of mothers 

responses.  

 

Table 4-1  

Mothers’ Image of Child at Play (n =28) 

Type of Play Image Frequency Percent 

creative/constructive 5 17.9 

dramatic/vehicular play 17 60.7 

active/physical 5 17.9 

structured/educational 1 3.6 

Total  28 100.0 

 

Occurrence and Regularity of Playtime 

All the mothers reported that they did play with their children. The times reported for 

playtimes are listed in Table 4-2. There was an even split between mothers who reported 

having some regularity in occurrence of playtime and those whose play was more sporadic or 

spontaneous. Within the group of mothers who reported having a regular playtime (n= 14), 

playtime when siblings were sleeping or at school was the most frequent (26.09%). Mothers 

were also very likely to play with their child equally in the afternoon/afterschool and after 

dinner/around bedtime. Further conversation revealed that employment status influenced 

playtime scheduling: working mothers were more likely to play with their child on days off, 

on weekends or after dinner.    
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Table 4-2: 

 Play-times for Mothers Reporting Regular Playtimes (n =14)  

Playtimes Frequency Percent 

Sibling Sleeping/School 6 26.09% 

Morning/After Breakfast 4 17.39% 

Afternoon/Afterschool 5 21.74% 

After dinner/around bedtime 5 21.74% 

Days off/Weekends 3 13.04% 

Total 23   

 

Mothers’ and Children’s Preferred Type of Play Activities  

Mothers‘ self-reported preferred play activities are listed in Table 4-3 and the play 

activities they reported that their child preferred are noted in Table 4-4. Most mothers 

(32.1%) reported preferring to play highly structured or educational activities.  Activities 

that were physical/active and creative/constructive were similarly preferred by 28.6% and 

25% of mothers respectively. Interestingly only 14.3% of mothers reported a preference 

for dramatic play activities.  

Table 4-3 

Mothers' Preferred Play Activities (n = 28) 

Type of Play Frequency Percent 

creative/constructive 7 25.0 
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dramatic 4 14.3 

physical/active 8 28.6 

high structure/rules/educ 9 32.1 

Total 28 100.0 

 

Among the preferences reported for children there was little difference between 

physical, dramatic or creative play. Mothers reported a slightly higher child preference 

for physical play (32%), closely followed by creative/constructive play (28.6%) and 

dramatic play (25%). Interestingly highly structured play was the least reported as a 

preference of children by their mothers at only 14.3%. 

 

Table 4-4  

Child Preferred Play Activities (n = 28)  

Type of Play 
Frequency Percent 

creative/constructive 8 28.6 

dramatic 7 25.0 

physical/active 9 32.1 

high structure/rules/educ 4 14.3 

Total 28 100.0 

 

Willingness to Play 

Mothers were asked what factors affected their willingness to play with their child. A 

number of reasons were generated. The most common factor influencing their willingness 

to play with their child was household chores (31% of responses). The other significant 
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factors were demands from other children (16% of responses) and time constraints (16% 

of responses). Some factors were reported less frequently such as personal stress (13% of 

responses), other (10% of responses) and occupational/studies (8% of the responses).  

Figure 4-1 illustrates the proportional frequencies of reports made of these factors.  

Figure 4-1 - Factors Affecting Willingness to Play 

 
 

Play Beliefs Scales 

 Mothers were asked to report the degree to which their beliefs were consistent with a 

number of statements regarding play. Their responses are presented in Table 4-5.  The most 

strongly held beliefs (rephrased in the positive direction) were (in descending order): a) play 

is for fun and is a good way to help children to learn (60.7% strongly agree), b) as children 
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play their imaginations and creativity are enhanced (53.6% strongly agree), c) playing with 

one‘s child has no impact on the closeness of the parent-child relationship (53.6% strongly 

agree), d) play allows children to investigate different roles and everyday social situations 

(42.9% strongly agree), and e) being completely physically and emotionally involved while 

playing with a child makes for a more positive playtime (39.3% strongly agree). Children get 

enjoyment from play that they do not get from other activities was a belief held by 75% of 

mothers. Interestingly, there was an almost equal divide in responses to the statement that a 

parent‘s playfulness is frequently determined by the types of activities that are played, where 

50% of mothers agreed to some degree with statement and 46.4% disagreed.   

Table 4-5 

Mothers’ Play Beliefs Scale (n = 28) 

Beliefs Statements Percentages     

  Strongly 

Agree 

Agree No 

Opinion 

Disagree Strongly 

Disagree 

People are able to see how a child is feeling 

about things from the way he/she plays 

35.7 32.1 0 14.3 17.9 

Play is for fun and not a good way to help 

children to learn 

14.3 14.3 0 10.7 60.7 

Children get enjoyment from play that they don‟t 

get from other activities (e.g., reading, chores, 

talking). 

21.4 53.6 0 17.9 7.1 

Children hide their thoughts or ways of thinking 14.3 32.1 7.1 17.9 28.6 
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Beliefs Statements Percentages     

  Strongly 

Agree 

Agree No 

Opinion 

Disagree Strongly 

Disagree 

during play 

Playing with one‟s child has no impact on the 

closeness of the parent-child relationship 

21.4 17.9 0 7.1 53.6 

 Play allows children to investigate different 

roles and everyday social situations 

42.9 21.4 3.6 7.1 25 

It is important to use opportunities during play to 

reinforce basic academic skills and concepts 

21.4 28.6 3.6 39.3 39.3 

 Being completely physically and emotionally 

involved while playing with a child makes for a 

more positive playtime 

39.3 32.1 3.6 10.7 14.3 

 As the adults, parents should direct the content 

and flow of the activities when playing with a 

child 

10.7 42.9 3.6 25 17.9 

Few adults are comfortable being childlike and 

playful when playing with a child 

3.6 32.1 17.9 39.3 7.1 

A parent‟s playfulness is frequently determined 

by the types of activities that is played 

3.6 46.4 3.6 46.4 0 

It is a good idea to schedule playtime with your 

child 

25 21.4 14.3 28.6 10.7 

 As children play their imaginations and 

creativity are enhanced 

53.6 14.3 0 3.6 28.6 
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Beliefs Statements Percentages     

  Strongly 

Agree 

Agree No 

Opinion 

Disagree Strongly 

Disagree 

 Play has no effect on children‟s ability to solve 

problems 

25 3.6 7.1 14.3 50 

 

 

 

Play Behaviours 

The average frequencies of maternal play behaviours that comprise Landreth‘s (1991) 

categories of inappropriate (―don‘t‖) and appropriate (―do‖) behaviours were determined 

and correlations among behaviours within each category were computed. ―Don‘t‖ 

behaviours include criticising, directing the play, asking leading questions, praising, 

preaching, initiating, and teaching. ―Do‖ behaviours include allowing child leadership, 

encourage, joining in as a follower, reflecting feelings, and tracking play.  

Global Description of Mothers’ Play 

Looking globally at all the means of the behaviours observed, mothers were most 

frequently observed (in descending order):  allowing child leadership (M = 15.36, SD = 

10.8), tracking play (M= 13.36, SD = 6.35), directing play (M = 11.39, SD = 7.19) and 

asking leading questions (M = 6.1, SD = 3.62). Generally these mothers were less likely to 

engage in reflecting their child‘s feelings (M = 0.4, SD =.69), encouraging (M = .25, SD = 

.7), or preaching, (M = .07, SD = .26).  
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Categorical Descriptions of Mothers’ Play 

Data analysis was computed for two groups of behaviours: ―don‘t‖ behaviours and 

―do‖ behaviours.  

“Don’t” Behaviours  

 Table 4-6 indicates the mean frequencies of the seven ―don‘t‖ behaviours.  Within 

this sample, on average, directing children‘s play was the most frequent ―don‘t‖ behaviour 

(M = 11.89, SD = 7.1). This was followed by asking leading questions (M = 6.1, SD = 3.62) 

and teaching (M = 3.86, SD = 4.88). Mothers were less likely to criticise (M = 1.32, SD = 

1.19) or to preach (M= 0.07, SD = 0.26). 

 

Table 4-6  

“Don’t” Behaviours (n = 28) 

  Minimum Maximum Mean Std. Deviation 

DirectsPlay .00 27.00 11.8929 7.18712 

LeadQuest .00 14.00 6.1071 3.62440 

Teach .00 19.00 3.8571 4.88925 

Praise .00 9.00 2.5000 2.80872 

Initiate .00 6.00 1.8571 1.81994 

Criticise .00 5.00 1.3214 1.18801 

Preach .00 1.00 .0714 .26227 
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Correlations were computed among the ―don‘t‖ behaviours to determine if these 

behaviours tended to co-occur.  Table 4-7 shows that there were two significant and positive 

relationships were found; mothers who directed their child during play were also likely to 

initiate play with them (r = 0.47, p<.05) and mothers who praised their children were also 

likely to teach them during play (r = .50, p<.01). The very limited number of significant 

correlations indicates little empirical support for Landreth‘s clustering of these ―don‘t‖ 

behaviours as a group.  

Table 4-7 

Correlations among “Don’t” Behaviours (n=28) 

 
Criticise Praise LeadQuest Teach Initiate Preach DirectsPlay 

Criticise - - - - - - - 

Praise -.006 - .- .- - - - 

LeadQuest .336 .355 - - - - .- 

Teach .219 .507** .346 - - - - 

Initiate .279 -.087 -.121 .347 - - - 

Preach -.076 -.050 -.008 .008 .022 - - 

DirectsPlay 

 

-.048 -.083 .069 .354 .466* .240 1.00 

**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 

*. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed). 

 

“Do” Behaviours  

 Mean frequencies of ―do‖ behaviours (see Table 4-8) indicated that mothers were 

most likely to allow for child leadership (M = 15.35, SD =10.8), and track their child‘s play 
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(M = 13.35, SD = 6.3). Amongst these mothers, reflection of their child‘s feelings (M = .39, 

SD = .69) and encouragement (M = 0.25, SD = .7) were less likely to occur. 

 

Table 4-8 

“Do” Behaviours (n = 28) 

  
Minimum Maximum Mean 

Std. 

Deviation 

AllowCleadership 3.00 46.00 15.3571 10.79511 

TrackPlay 3.00 33.00 13.3571 6.34919 

JoinFollower .00 7.00 1.7143 1.65232 

Reflectfeel .00 2.00 .3929 .68526 

Encourage .00 3.00 .2500 .70053 

 

 
  

Correlations among the ―do‖ behaviours revealed several significant and positive 

relationships (see Table 4-9). Mothers who allowed for child leadership also were likely to 

join in the play as a follower (r =.46, p<.05).  Mothers who reflected their child‘s feelings 

were also likely to track their play (r =0.59, p<.01) and join in their play as a follower 

(r=0.59, p<.01). Also, mothers who tracked their child‘s play were also likely to join in their 

play as a follower (r = 0.64, p<.01) and generally allowed for more child leadership (r = 0.62, 

p<.01). There appears to be more empirical support for Landreth‘s grouping of these 

behaviours together, as the only behaviour not significantly correlated to the others was 

encouragement.   
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Table 4-9 

Correlations among “Do” Behaviours (n=28) 

 Reflectfeel AllowCleadership TrackPlay Encourage JoinFollower 

Reflectfeel Pearson 

Correlation 

_ _ _ _ _ 

AllowCleadership Pearson 

Correlation 

.271 _ _ _ _ 

TrackPlay Pearson 

Correlation 

.588** .617** _ _ _ 

Encourage Pearson 

Correlation 

-.058 -.110 -.012 _ _ 

JoinFollower Pearson 

Correlation 

.593** .461* .642** .192 _ 

**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed)   

*. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed)   

 

“Do” and “Don’t” Behaviours  

 Pearson correlations were also computed to investigate if the two groups of 

behaviours – ―do‖ and ―don‘t‖ – were related to each other. It was expected that because 

they were conceptualised as opposing behaviours that relationships would be negative. 

Two significant negative relationships were found (see Table 4-10); mothers who 

criticised their child in play were less likely to join in as a follower (r = -.36, p<.05), and 

those who taught were less likely to allow for child leadership (r = -.38, p<.05). However 
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contrary to expectations a positive relationship was also observed between praise and 

joining in as a follower (r = .40, p<.05). 

 

Table 4-10 

Correlations between “Don’t” and “Do” Behaviours (n=28) 

 

 

Play Beliefs and Play Behaviours 

The next set of analyses address the question ‗how do mothers‘ beliefs about play 

relate to their behaviours during play with their child?‘  

Beliefs and “Don’t” Behaviours   

 The Beliefs scale was correlated with the individual ―don‘t‖ behaviours (see 

Table 4-11) and very few significant associations were obtained. Significant correlations 

included those between mothers‘ play initiation and the belief in play‘s usefulness for 

emotional expression (r = .40, p<.05), teaching during play and the belief that being 

 
Criticise Praise LeadQuest Teach Initiate Preach DirectsPlay 

Reflectfeel Pearson Correlation -.070 .337 .176 .095 -.191 .044 -.051 

Sig. (2-tailed) .724 .080 .370 .632 .330 .823 .795 

AllowCleadership Pearson Correlation -.269 .126 -.025 -.381* -.555** .069 -.368 

Sig. (2-tailed) .166 .524 .901 .046 .002 .727 .054 

TrackPlay Pearson Correlation -.085 .235 -.053 -.196 -.252 -.149 -.275 

Sig. (2-tailed) .669 .229 .788 .317 .196 .448 .157 

Encourage Pearson Correlation -.056 .141 .091 .022 .087 -.101 .123 

Sig. (2-tailed) .779 .474 .645 .913 .659 .610 .532 

JoinFollower Pearson Correlation -.385* .399* -.112 -.129 -.137 -.122 -.171 

Sig. (2-tailed) .043 .035 .570 .513 .486 .536 .384 

**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).  

* . Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).  
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completely physically and emotionally involved during play makes for a more positive 

playtime (r = 0.41, p<.05).   

Table 4-11 

Correlations between Beliefs and “Don’t” Behaviours (n=28) 

 

Beliefs 

Criticise Praise Lead 

Quest 

Teach Initiate Preach DirectPlay 

Visible feelings 

 

.124 .183 .036 .235 .172 .176 -.108 

Play involves learning 

 

.195 .227 .297 .169 .199 .196 -.137 

Play for enjoyment 

 

-.096 .108 .001 -.213 -.173 .082 -.198 

Emotional Expression 

 

.242 .070 .085 .309 .399* -.120 -.149 

Impact on relationship 

 

.163 .207 .189 .290 .234 .236 .066 

Explores roles 

 

.286 .156 .227 .305 .277 .251 .050 

(Not) Teach academics 

 

-.169 .044 .027  -.493** -.519** -.274 -.142 

Active total engagement 

 

.204 .171 .125 .414* .318 .152 .064 

(No) Parent direction 

 

.121 .024 -.051 -.100 .250 -.095 -.300 

Comfort being childlike 

 

-.136 -.037 .032 .017 -.049 .037 -.016 

Activity determines playfulness 

 

-.197 -.038 .115 -.228 -.343 .249 .128 

Schedule playtime 

 

.002 .208 -.085 .108 .114 -.245 -.223 

Imagination and Creativity 

 

.201 .247 .184 .332 .209 .220 -.081 

Problem solving 

 

.101 .205 .151 .326 .315 .230 .063 

**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed) 
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Beliefs 

Criticise Praise Lead 

Quest 

Teach Initiate Preach DirectPlay 

*. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed) 

 

Beliefs and “Do” Behaviours  

The Belief scale was also correlated with the individual ―do‖ behaviours  (see 

Table 4-12).  Only two significant associations were obtained.  Reflecting their child‘s 

feelings was associated with the belief in scheduling playtime (r = 0.41, p<.05) and 

allowing child leadership with the belief in teaching academics during play (r =0.44, 

p<.05).  

Table 4-12 

Correlations between Beliefs and “Do” Behaviours 

 

Beliefs 

Reflect 

feelings 

AllowChild 

leadership 

Track 

Play 

Encourage Join 

Follower 

Visible feelings 

 

.178 -.118 .002 -.094 .120 

Play involves learning 

 

.175 -.234 -.040 -.373 .016 

Play for enjoyment 

 

-.003 .274 .179 .022 .186 

Emotional Expression 

 

.015 -.274 -.079 .070 -.028 

Impact on relationship 

 

.250 -.169 -.011 -.354 .042 

Explores roles 

 

.208 -.205 .003 -.141 .027 

(Not)Teach academics 

 

.197 .438* .487** .204 .306 
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Beliefs 

Reflect 

feelings 

AllowChild 

leadership 

Track 

Play 

Encourage Join 

Follower 

Active total engagement 

 

.190 -.263 -.060 -.217 -.050 

 Parent direction 

 

.173 .123 .320 -.029 .256 

Comfort being childlike 

 

 

.229 .094 .186 .245 .163 

Activity determines 

playfulness 

  

.371 .265 .251 -.075 .247 

Schedule playtime 

 

.412* -.067 .225 .019 .300 

Imagination and Creativity 

  

.221 -.149 .071 -.096 .098 

Problem solving 

 

.232 -.239 -.038 -.225 .077 

**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed); n =28 

*. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed); n=28 

 

Qualitative Description of Mothers‘ Play Comfort  

In the interviews, mothers were asked to rate how comfortable they felt playing 

with their child on a scale of 1 to 5 and were also probed with the invitation to tell us 

more about that rating. Mothers‘ open-ended responses about their comfort with playing 

were analysed qualitatively.    

Categories of Play Comfort Codes 

Categories of codes were developed using the criteria statements outlined in the 

previous chapter. Table 4-13 is a list of the categories and their inclusive codes.  
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Table 4-13 

Categories, Sub-categories and Codes for Maternal Play Comfort 

CATEGORIES and SUBCATEGORIES CODES 

PLAY IS …. (GOOD)  “About fun” 

 “Seeing their personalities”  

 “Good for their imaginations”  

   “Letting her express herself”  

  

CONDITIONS  “Aggressive play”  

 “Dad is more aggressive…that‟s not for 
mom” 

 “Energy level”  

 “What we are playing”   

 Taking hold of the moment  

 It depends, because he is a boy…  
somethings dad has a lot easier time”  

 “Being an adult if you played…people 
would look at you funny” 

 “…if you had kids, perfect excuse” 

 

 CHILD CHARACTERISTICS 

 “Easy to play with” 

 Very interesting  

 “Lots of questions”  

 “He‟s not uncomfortable”  

 “Not shy with me” 

 Very enthusiastic  

 He is easy going he just wants to play 

 “ not judging me”   

 “Good at telling”  

 “She‟s very vocal” 
- “telling me what he wants to do”  
-  
- “if I am doing something wrong”  
- “I am not playing the right way”  
-  “tell me exactly how she wants 

the storyline going” 
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CATEGORIES and SUBCATEGORIES CODES 

RELATIONAL 

DYNAMICS 

Knowledge of Child  “I know them so well”… 

 ”spend a lot of my time with him”  

 “know what he‟s in the mood for”  

 “idea of how things are going to go”  

 “like it‟s just the 2 of us”  

 “know each other‟s role”  

 “she‟ll play in a certain way” 
Compatibility of Interests  “I enjoy the things she chooses to play” 

 “I enjoy the things that she does” 

 “…really exciting for him, but isn‟t … it 
doesn‟t do anything for me” 

BELIEFS ABOUT SELF 

AS PLAYER 

Play “Comes Natural” “comes natural” …“part of what I do”  

- “mother and child kind of thing”  
-“I‟ve always played with kids” 

Other “I am…” statements - “I am not too enthusiastic”  
- “selfish”  
-  “I don‟t know all the like „quote 

on quote‟ like boy things” 
- “I am not knowledgeable” 

 

STRATEGIES MOTHERS USE “Play …outside the house”   

 

-“crash crawlies”  

-“chuckie cheese”  

- “easier to play outside of the house”  

- “playgroup”   

- “library” 

SETTING LIMITS  

 “Within reason”  
 “Activities that are really dangerous” 

“Whatever she wants to do”  

“Comfortable enough to challenge her”  
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CATEGORIES and SUBCATEGORIES CODES 

 

“I ..bring in new materials” 

“Need to think about him” 

“ (it‟s tough too to ) give them equal time” 

DISTRACTIONS “Other things on my mind”   

- “thinking about what I am gonna 
make for dinner”  

- “thinking „I hope she is learning 
something…”  

- “so many things going on that I 
need to do”  

- “I don‟t think I am 100% present 
with him”  

“I‟m often doing other things at the same time… 

I‟m cleaning the kitchen” 

MOTHERS‟ 

FEELINGS 

ABOUT/DURING PLAY 

Pleasure  “I was more excited than the kids.” 

 I love it  

 “I like being able to play with her…”  

 … “ I like it!  It‟s the best job I‟ve ever 
had!  (laughter)” 

 “the things that they do just blow my 
mind” .   “ I mean they just amaze me”.  

 I just really enjoy spending time with 
them”  

 I love playing with her and I love 
spending time with her”   

 

Pleasure of Play   

o “the fun of play”  
o “when she laughs and gets silly”  
o “find it fun”  
o “totally goofy around”  
o “they just amaze me” 

 

Guilt/Obligation  “I shouldn‟t be thinking that”  

 “…but, oh no, I have got to play with J. 
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CATEGORIES and SUBCATEGORIES CODES 

Like it becomes a need over a want…. 
Cause I don‟t think I am a 100% 
present with him as I would like”.   

 “I cannot be selfish with him” 

Boredom   

 “things that are boring to me probably 
around a 2 or 3”  

 “things that we do repetitively” 

 



 

56 

 

Themes of Maternal Play Comfort 

DeSantis and Ugarriza (2000) outlines the functions of a theme as it ―…a) 

unite a large body of data that may otherwise appear disparate and unrelated, b) 

capture the essence of the meaning or experience, and c) direct behaviour across 

multiple situation‖ (p. 355).  Mothers‘ discussions of their comfort in playing with 

their child were characterized by two main themes: play comfort and play 

discomfort (see Table 4-14). In the following section, I outline how mothers 

described being comfortable or uncomfortable when playing as related to their 

beliefs about play, their self-concept, characteristics of their child, their 

relationship with their child, their emotional responses, and their use of strategies 

to seek comfort in parent-child play. 
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Table 4-14 

Themes of Mother-Child Comfort 

PLAY COMFORT PLAY DISCOMFORT 

Comforting Play Beliefs:  

 

Positive beliefs about play 

 Play is good and fun.  

 I can understand my child and see her/his 

personality and how s/he expresses 

her/himself.  

 

Positive Self-concept –  

 I am a natural player  

 I am not self-conscious  

 

 

 

 

Child factors—Supporting  

―My child is easy to play with‖ 

- Low demand of maternal involvement  

- Interesting or amazing behaviours 

- Expressive  

- Enthusiasm 

Discomforting Play Beliefs:  

 

Negative beliefs about play 

 My play is judged and criticised by others. 

 Play is not for adults.  

   

Negative self-concept –  

 I am not-knowledgeable about the … (e.g., 

game) 

 I am not enthusiastic 

 I am a selfish mother because I am not 

available to play 

Child factors - Unsupporting  

―My child is difficult to play with‖ 

- Behaviour which is boring to them  

- Uncompromising in choices of play 

activities 

Comforting Relationship Dynamic in play: 

Engaged with child--Knowledge of child,  focused 

attention on the child 

Compatibility of interests- enjoy the things child 

chooses to play 

Discomforting Relationship Dynamic in play: 

Disengaged from the child-- Distractions – pre-

occupations  

Incompatibity of interests- disinterest in type of 

play(e.g., aggressive, physical play)  
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PLAY COMFORT PLAY DISCOMFORT 

gender similarities  

high energy level   

Freedom from judgement. 

 

gender differences,  

low energy level 

Judgement present 

Emotions of comfort 

-enjoyment/pleasure 

Emotions of discomfort 

– boredom, guilt, obligation 

Comfort-Enhancing Strategies 

 Change the environment 

 Set limits 

 Allowing the child to lead  

 Setting up the play area 

Discomfort avoidant strategies 

 Think purposefully about child‘s needs 

 Adopt an accepting stance 

 Bring in new materials 

 Divide playtime with siblings 

 

Play Comfort 

Play comfort is the ease with which adults make the transition into playful activity 

(e.g., pretense, physical play) in a child-like, free-spirited, and holistically engaged 

manner leading to a personally enjoyable experience. Play comfort involves a desire to 

play as opposed to feeling forced to play with their child and culminates in feelings of 

different degrees of pleasure and enjoyment, and stimulation. Mothers‘ play beliefs, self 

concept, some child factors, the dynamics of the mother-child relationship, and the 

supportive strategies mothers use are significant shapers of their comfort during play with 

their child.  

Comforting Play Beliefs. Mothers‘ responses suggested some underlying beliefs 

about the benefits of play that may relate to their comfort or discomfort levels.  I define 
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comforting play beliefs as the attitudes, opinions, and expectations mothers have about 

play (its benefits and supporting conditions), themselves (as a playmate and mother), and 

their child which support their comfort during play with their child.   

1)  Beliefs about Play. Comfort in play appears to be associated with the belief that play 

is good for the imagination, having fun, seeing children‘s character come alive, 

letting children express themselves and understanding how children are thinking. 

These interpretations are supported by mothers‘ comments, for example, ―it (play) is 

good for their imaginations‖, ―I like seeing how their personalities come out‖ and ―If 

I just keep letting her express herself then I will see well that relates to that, … okay I 

see where you are going with that‖.  Mothers‘ beliefs about the conditions under 

which play occurs can also enhance their play comfort. For example, the simplicity 

of the belief that play is a good activity that enhances togetherness and interaction, 

may shield mothers from some weighty responsibilities and expectations (e.g., being 

the always available, self-denying, always active, always eager playmate and teacher 

of their child). This situation of having flexible, reasonable (i.e., non-idealistic) 

expectations of self and play, may facilitate more comfort in playtime. Also, 

mothers‘ beliefs that play is a natural part of the responsibility of being a mother is 

likely to enhance their comfort in playing; as one mother described, ―it‘s part of what 

I do.‖  

2)  Positive self-concept. Mothers who are more comfortable during play with their 

child were more likely to view themselves as good playmates and as having naturally 

playful characteristics. In addition, having a history of working with children or 

having professional training (e.g., teacher) may also positively influence a mother‘s 
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self-concept about herself as a playmate; being a natural player, was associated with 

play comfort.  ―It has a lot to do with the fact that I‘ve been a teacher and I‘ve been 

in childcare, you know, so I‘ve always played with kids…‖, a mother with very high 

comfort self-rating explained. Other mothers described this in the other ways as, ―it 

comes natural‖.  It is probable that some mothers‘ characteristics are naturally more 

extroverted and playful. One mother describes herself as ― [a] natural… you should 

see me at Crash Crawlies. I went to Chuckie Cheese and I was more excited than the 

kids‖.   

3) Child Factors – Supporting.   Mothers also had underlying beliefs about what 

characterizes ‗an easy to play with child‘.  Two mothers expressed this explicitly in 

reference to their child.  One said, ―she‘s been so easy to play with‖ and another ― she is 

pretty easy to play with‖. Some of the characteristics of the ―easy to play with‖ child 

mentioned in this study included:  

1. Low expectations or demand on the involvement of mother in the play (one 

mother was comfortable when her child just wanted her to ‗be with her‘ and 

allowed her (mother) to do other things at the same time). 

2. Behaviour that is ‗interesting‘ or ‗amazing‘ to mothers (e.g., ―he is very 

interesting right now‖). 

3. Asking lots of questions (e.g. ―he‘s got a lot of questions‖) 

4. Comfort playing with the mother (e.g., one mother stated ―he‘s not 

uncomfortable‖. 

5. Socially engaging, (e.g., ―she‘s not shy with me‖). 
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6. Enthusiasm that is ‗contagious‘. One mother states ―she is very enthusiastic and it 

gets contagious‖. 

7. Clear expression of their desires, intentions, and satisfaction during play.  

Examples of mothers statements include ―He is pretty good at telling me what he 

wants to do‖, ―she‘s very vocal‖,  and ―(she) tell(s) me exactly how she wants the 

storyline going‖ 

8. Non-judgemental. Describing her son one mother stated ―he‘s not judging me on 

the knowledge I bring to the play time‖ 

As is, these characteristics are not blanket features that apply indiscriminately to 

all mothers or to all children. The characteristics are subject to the individual mother and 

may be supported by the goodness of fit between mother and child (a relationship 

dynamic).  

Comforting relationship dynamic in play. The relational play dynamic refers to the bi-

directional features of the mother-child interactions that can support each partner‘s 

comfort during play. Two features of this relationship mentioned in this study are the 

interplay between the degree to which play partners know each other (intimacy) and their 

interactive perceptions of their play compatibility.  

1) Knowledge of child or predictability.  First, knowledge of their child contributes to 

mothers comfort during play. One mother stated that she is only comfortable playing with 

her own children, as opposed to other children, because she ―knows them so well.‖ 

Mother‘s knowledge of their child may be enhanced by the time spent with the child and 

an extensive history of regular playtimes. The exclusivity of the single mother-only child 

relationship can also support play comfort where mother and child get the opportunity to 
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focus singularly on each other in their interactions thus getting to know each other fairly 

well. A single mother of an only child who stated it was ―just the two of us‖ reported to 

have a ―close relationship‖ with her child and confidently rated herself highly as ―very 

comfortable‖ playing with her child.  

Knowledge of one‘s child seems to facilitate a predictability which adds comfort 

to the playtime. Mothers seem to be able to predict what the child is in the mood for, the 

style of play, how play will unfold, and the roles that they will each play. This conclusion 

is inferred from statements mothers made regarding their comfort playing with their 

child. For example mothers stated, ―I always sort of know what he is in the mood for…‖,  

or ―I have an idea of how things are going to go‖, and ―I guess we kind of know what 

each other‘s role is and sometimes she will like to play in a certain way‖. 

2) Compatibility of play interests and styles. Compatibility of play interests and styles 

also contributed to mothers‘ comfort in play. One mother captures this in her statement, 

―I enjoy the things she chooses to play‖. When a mother and child have similar play 

interests it is naturally easier to share that play activity together. This study also showed 

mothers having some specific play styles and interests. Based on mothers‘ reports, some 

seemed to be motivated by novelty and variety in the play activities. Furthermore, in 

response to other questions in this study, mothers also reported a preference for highly 

structured or educational, physical or active, and creative or constructive play activities. 

Where children have similar play styles and interests as their mothers, mothers comfort at 

play may be enhanced. 

Play styles and interests may also be related to similarities in gender and energy 

level. Gender similarities between mother and child can facilitate comfort in play 
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according to mothers.  Some mothers might be more comfortable playing with their 

daughters than their sons. One mother spoke of how easy it was to get into the ‗tea-

parties‘ and ‗dress-up games‘ her daughter used to play.  She responded, ―I have a 

daughter and a son and at that age I remember like the type of play with my daughter and 

I did, the kind of like girly types of things like tea party. There was dress up too which 

was easy to get into‖.  Similarly energy level impacts mothers‘ play comfort. One mother 

in this study stated, ―Well, it depends. Sometimes it‘s comfortable, sometimes it‘s very 

comfortable depending on the energy level‖.  Generally mothers are more comfortable at 

play when their energy level is higher as opposed to when they are fatigued; furthermore 

their personal energy level may impact the type of energy-demanding activity they are 

comfortable engaging in. This again may be influenced by gender similarities between 

mother and child.   

3) Freedom from judgement. For mothers to feel comfortable, the context in which play 

occurs also needs to be free from judgement. One mother‘s report suggested that it may 

not be socially acceptable for adults to play by themselves, that other adults would judge 

them or ―look at them funny‖ for playing. One mother described this as ―Being an adult if 

you sat down and played … people would look at you funny but if you had kids, perfect 

excuse.‖  Another mother describes her son as ―he just wants to play and he is not 

judging me on the knowledge that I bring to the play time.‖ Mothers prefer to play in a 

context where their knowledge of the play and skills at playing are not being judged by 

their own child, or by onlookers.  

Emotions of comfort.  The most frequently reported feeling associated with 

comfort in playing was pleasure or enjoyment associated with it being fun. The feelings 
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of enjoyment reported by mothers seem to vary in intensity from amazement and being 

―more excited than the kids‖ to ―loving it‖ (being together).  

 

There were some interesting aspects of play that mothers enjoyed. They liked it 

when (a) play was fun, (b) they saw how strongly their child‘s personalities came out, (c) 

their child enjoyed the playtime too (―laughs and gets silly‖), (d) they got to be ―totally 

goofing around‖, (e) there was novelty (e.g., when their child was in a new phase of 

learning), and (f) when their child did something new, or extraordinary that ―just 

amazed‖ them.   

  

Amazement is a special emotion during play. One mother spoke of feeling 

amazed by her child during play:  

...it‘s just...with any stage with anything that we‘re doing, the things that they do 

just blow my mind.  ‗How do you know how to do that?!‘  They‘ll be singing a 

tune or something – ‗Where‘d you learn that?!‘  I mean they just amaze me.  I just 

really enjoy spending time with them. 

To be amazed by ones child may be defined as the overwhelming feelings of 

delight, approval and liking  caused by the experience of something new, great, unusual, 

or extraordinary within or done by a child. It results in a desire for mothers to be with 

their child and openness to new unexpected discoveries about them. Maternal amazement 

may be a strong motivator or reinforcement of future mother-child play episodes and 

mothers‘ comfort during play. 
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Comfort-enhancing strategies.  Comfort enhancing strategies are those behaviours 

mothers use to support their ability to engage comfortably in play with their child. These 

include changing the environment, setting limits, bringing in new materials, allowing 

their child to lead the play, thinking purposefully about their child‘s needs or interests, 

and offering equal playtime with other siblings.  

Mothers may change the play environment such as going out to a play-centre such as 

Crash Crawlies, to the library, or to a playgroup; this may enhance mothers‘ ability to 

relax and play. Mothers reported that a new play environment removes the distractions of 

the home and allows them to focus more on play.  As well, new environments may offer 

more stimulating play materials for them.  For example, one mother said, ―I find it a lot 

easier to play with him if we are outside of our house because when we don‘t have to deal 

with the distractions...you know of the TV and computer and the phone.‖ Mothers also 

set limits to ensure that the play time was comfortable by restricting uncomfortable 

activities such as rough-housing and unsafe behaviours. Setting up the play area such as a 

mat on the floor for a child to jump on, may provide an environment where certain play 

behaviours may be performed within the comfort level of the mother. This is illustrated in 

the response of one mother who said, ―I‘m not comfortable when it comes to physical 

activities that are really dangerous. Like if she wants to jump off the coffee table, that‘s 

why I have a mat on the floor. So she knows where to play. Some games are just for 

outside like throwing things.‖ 

Mothers who are comfortable in play may also allow their child to lead the play and 

take the role of following ―whatever she wants to do.‖ Interestingly, comfort during play 

was also be expressed by the freedom to “not do whatever she wants to,‖ where players 
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challenge each other. The following quote is an illustration: ―She`s able to tell me exactly 

how she wants the storyline going when we play pretend.  And sometimes I`ll pretend to 

not listen to her and see how she reacts, so I`m comfortable enough to challenge her, the 

way that she plays as well, and she will do the same to me.‖  

Play Discomfort 

Play discomfort arises when play is repetitive, when mothers‘ are uninvolved in 

the parent-child relationship, or are mentally, physically, or emotionally pre-occupied 

(e.g., domestic decisions, academic demands, occupational demands, household chores). 

Play discomfort is the struggle that adults undergo in their effort to engage in playful 

activity with their child and is often associated with feelings of boredom, guilt, and 

obligation. It is influenced by constricting beliefs about play and the characteristics of 

playmates (self and child), a disengaged or incompatible relationship, and by various 

levels of distractions or preoccupations. Play discomfort may be present if a mother 

dislikes the types of play, there is a gender difference, fatigue, or judgement.   

Discomforting Play Beliefs.  Discomforting play beliefs are those expectations 

and beliefs about play, self, and their child, which constrains mothers‘ ability to engage 

freely in play with their child. Some mothers may not see themselves as playmates for 

their children. Some of these beliefs reported by mothers include ―(play is)… not 

appropriate for adults‖, ―others will look at me weird‖ ―(I will be)… judged or criticised 

by other during play‖.  
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1) Negative Self-Concept. In addition when mothers have other negative play-self 

beliefs such as ―I am not enthusiastic‖ or ―I am not knowledgeable (about play)‖ they 

are inclined to be uncomfortable during play with their child. Some mothers may not 

view themselves as a natural player but believe ‗I am too self-conscious‘. Other 

judgements about ―(being) ..selfish because of an unavailability to play‖ indicates an 

underlying belief that mothers should not have personal interests or other 

responsibilities and if so, these should be subordinate to the interests of their child.  

2) Unsupporting Child Factors. Mothers‘ beliefs about their child can impair their 

play comfort. As stated earlier, mothers have ideas about what makes a child an easy 

to play with child; therefore, when a mother judges her child‘s character to be 

‗uneasy to play with‘ she are more likely to experience some discomfort in play with 

that child.  Two of the specific characteristics mothers described about their children 

were: having behaviours that were boring to them and being uncompromising in their 

choices of play activities.  

By extending the ideas suggested by mothers about the types of child 

characteristics that made them comfortable, it is conceivable that some of the 

following may also be discomforting for some mothers: high demand or expectations 

of mothers‘ involvement (e.g., total availability of mother for play), being socially 

unengaged, having a withdrawn demeanour, or being judgemental.  

Discomforting relationship dynamic in play.  Maternal discomfort is marked with 

disengagement or incompatibility of play interests or styles of play in the mother-child 

relationship. When mothers feel disengaged from children they may have difficulty 

playing with them. This may occur when mothers play with other children who are not 
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their own or, when there is a disconnectedness in the mother-child relationship (i.e., 

mothers not knowing their child well). Comparing playing with her children and 

unfamiliar children one mother stated, ―I wouldn‘t say I‘m comfortable playing with 

other kids always but with mine, yeah. It‘s different, cause I know them so well‖ or 

rephrased, playing with other kids is different because she (does not) ―…know them so 

well‖.  The conditions of playing with another parent‘s child, as well as the mother‘s own 

distant child, results in an uncomfortable unpredictability during play.  

1) Distractions or Preoccupations. The most consistent report of discomfort amongst 

mothers in this study was having ―other things on my mind‖ or doing other things. 

Mothers reported a tendency to be mentally and physically pre-occupied with a 

number of issues including: domestic decisions, academic or occupational 

demands, household chores, other siblings‘ needs, and other hidden play agendas 

(e.g., wanting their child to be learning something during play).  One mother 

thought about domestic decisions while playing, ―what I am gonna make for 

dinner.‖ Similarly, another mother commented regarding academic pre-

occupations at playtime, ―I‘ve got this assignment at the back of my mind.‖ 

Another distraction was engaging in household chores that they did not want to 

stop for play time.  For example, ―I‘m cleaning the kitchen‖ stated one mother 

who was engaging in household chores when her child initiated play. Mothers‘ 

mental preoccupations may reflect their best intentions, such as considering the 

needs and demands of other siblings and the perceived demand of sharing self. 

Even while engaging in play, personal agendas for the playtime itself distracted 
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from total engagement in the play. Another mother spoke about her ―desire for the 

child to be learning something during the playtime.‖  

Mothers may believe that these types of demands or distractions are urgent 

or of high priority, as one mother states, ―things I have got to do tonight.‖  These 

distractions impair mothers‘ play comfort as explained by one mother who stated, 

―sometimes I feel playing with him becomes… not as much fun as I want. ‗Cuz‘ 

I‘ve got this, or this assignment at the back of my mind, all these things I‘ve got 

to do tonight….. Cause I don‘t think I am a 100% present with him as I would 

like sometimes, when we are playing.‖  

 

2) Incompatibility of Interests. One mother described how incompatibility of play 

interests and styles in her relationship with her son make her uncomfortable 

during play. She described her son‘s style of play or play interests as routine and 

repetitious. He would play with the same toy over and over again in the same way 

and want to read the same book over and over again. As a result of her need for 

novelty and variety she found his play uncomfortable, and sometimes boring, 

leaving her feeling disengaged. When a mother is not interested in child‘s choice 

of play activity she may initiate other activities, like the mother who, ―tries to 

bring in some new things,‖ or she may disengage, for example, by ―…walking 

away.‖ The difference between mothers and children in their play interests and 

styles was evidenced elsewhere in this research and in the literature reviewed. In 

response to other questions in this study, mothers reported a preference for highly 

structured or educational activities and physical or active play activities with a 
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low interest in dramatic play. These same mothers reported that their children 

preferred physical play and dramatic play, with a low interest in highly structured 

or educational play activities.  

Additionally, mothers also reported that they were uncomfortable with 

aggressive or physical play and with unsafe play behaviours. ―No aggressive play, 

that‘s Dad. Dad is more aggressive. As soon as they see Dad it‘s jungle gym time. 

They start climbing all over him- no-uh, that‘s not for mom,‖ stated one mother 

regarding her unease with the more physical type of play. Gender differences 

between mother and child may also account for some of mothers‘ discomfort with 

these types of play behaviours and interests. Concerning her discomfort engaging 

in some of her son‘s play activities, one mother reported, ―because he is a boy…  

something dad has a lot easier time [with].‖  Mothers may be more uncomfortable 

playing with their sons than their daughters because of different play styles or 

interests.   

3) Presence of Judgement.  Finally the presence of judgement in the relationship can 

cause mothers to feel discomfort in their play with their child. Children may be 

critical of their mothers‘ play skills (e.g., ―he is good at letting me know if I am 

not playing the right way‖) causing some mothers to feel uncomfortable during 

their playtime. External sources of judgement can also influence the dynamic 

between mother and child; where play occurs around others, some mothers may 

feel judged and insecure and may become constrained in their playtime. A mother 

explained, ―being an adult, if you sat down and played … people would look at 

you funny.‖ The presence of others could also be extended to a greater invisible 
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audience (external society members) whose values  about adults playing may 

impinge on a mother and her interaction with her child during play.  

Emotions of Discomfort.  There are three identified emotions of discomfort which 

were noticeable from mothers‘ reports: boredom, guilt, and obligation.   

1) Boredom. Some mothers reported experiencing boredom during play with their 

child. Repetition in children‘s play behaviours was associated with mothers‘ 

potential feelings of boredom. Young children are known to repeat play themes 

and use the same play objects over and over and over again. This can cause 

mothers to feel bored during playtime with their child.  One mother reported, ―for 

things that are really boring to me, I‘m probably around a 2 or a 3 (on the 

uncomfortable side of the scale).  If it‘s something that we do repetitively that is 

sort of become boring for me.‖  She spoke, almost in a complaining tone, about 

her child playing with the same objects or performing the same play action, 

listening to the same music, and wanting to read the same books.  

2)  Play Guilt.  Play guilt is the deep feeling of regret or sadness caused by mothers‘ 

perceptions of being responsible for a failure to show regard for their child, for 

wounding their child‘s feelings when they are unable to play, or are distracted 

during play with their child. Mothers reported feelings associated with guilt 

regarding their capacity for play and the quality of their play interactions with 

their child. Mothers felt guilty about being mentally pre-occupied with other 

responsibilities (e.g., what to cook for dinner, school assignments) during 

playtime with their child. They chided themselves with expressions such as, ―I 
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shouldn‘t be thinking that,‖ and ―I don‘t think I am 100% with him as I would 

like.‖ To have other interests or priorities was seen as ―selfish‖. One mother 

stated ―… I have things to do but at the same time I need to think about him, I 

cannot be selfish with him”.  

3) Obligation.  Another mother‘s report suggested feelings of obligation to play with 

her child. Obligation, in this context, refers to a feeling of pressure or force to 

play as opposed to an intrinsic desire to play.  As expressed by one mother, ―but, 

oh no, I have got to play with J. Like it becomes a need over a want”. When 

mothers feel obligated to play it becomes difficult to be comfortable in play. The 

experience of feeling obligated rather than desirous of play with one‘s child can 

also induce feelings of guilt within a mother. 

Discomfort Avoidant Strategies.  Mothers who are distracted and uncomfortable 

during play may seek to reduce their discomfort by purposefully thinking about their 

child (e.g., the importance of their needs and desires) and by trying to divide their 

playtimes equally with other siblings. One mother reported, ―I have things to do but at the 

same time I need to think about him and what he needs‖.  Another mother commented, 

―It‘s tough too to give them equal time too. For ... (child’s name)… time for you and time 

for your brother‖. Another mother seemed to develop a more accepting stance with her 

other responsibilities, reducing the friction between responsibilities and play. As she 

explained, ―if  I am cleaning the kitchen, she may come and sit down beside me and play 

and so I‘m interacting with her while I‘m also doing whatever I‘m doing‖. As well, 

mothers who were bored with the play activities reported bringing in new materials to 

keep them engaged. ―I try and bring in some new things … to keep my level of energy 
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going I need new material… (laughter)…  I love to read but I`ve got to have something 

new!‖ said one mother speaking of her child‘s inclination for repetitious activities.  

This chapter outlined the main findings of this study related to mothers‘ play 

beliefs, their behaviours, the association between their beliefs and behaviours and a 

description of mothers‘ play comfort. In the subsequent chapter I elaborate on these 

findings in light of previous research, contextual and methodological issues, and 

implications for practice.  
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CHAPTER 5 DISCUSSION 

 The aims of this research study were to learn about mothers‘ beliefs about play, 

how they behave during play based on a clinical paradigm, and to determine the 

relationships between their play beliefs and play behaviours. The hope was to expand our 

understanding of mother-child play so that early childhood educators or developmental 

psychologists, and play and family therapists could apply this knowledge to improve the 

quality of service to children and families. Discussed here are the findings related to 

mothers‘ play beliefs and behaviours, maternal play comfort, followed by implications of 

the study, research limitations, and suggestions for future research.  

Mothers‘ Beliefs about Play  

What are the beliefs mothers have about play with their child? In this section, I 

explore mothers‘ beliefs from two perspectives: findings from the play beliefs scale and 

the quantitative analysis of other interview responses.  

Explanations for the Play Beliefs Scale 

 Mothers‘ beliefs in this study were recorded from the ratings of the degree to 

which they agreed or disagreed with various statements related to play. The most widely 

held beliefs amongst these mothers were (in descending order): (a) children get 

enjoyment from play that they do not get from other activities, (b) being completely 

physically and emotionally involved makes for a more positive playtime, (c) play is not 
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just for fun but is also a good way to help children to learn, and (d) play enhances 

children‘s creativity and imagination.   

Mothers‘ play beliefs are organised here in three functional arenas to aid the 

clarity of the discussion of the findings; they are beliefs related to the cognitive benefits 

of play, the social or emotional benefits of play, and adults‘ role in children‘s play.   

Beliefs about the Cognitive Benefits of Play 

The strongest beliefs related to the cognitive benefits of play were ―play was also 

for learning‖, and ―play enhances imagination and creativity‖.  This may indicate some 

measure of success by various early childhood campaigns to promote play as a learning 

instrument.  

Beliefs about the Social or Emotional Benefits of Play 

Mothers seemed to widely recognise the enjoyment that children get from playing 

yet there are avenues for supporting mothers around some of the other emotional values 

of play.  

Beliefs about Adults’ Role in Play 

Amongst the beliefs associated with adults‘ role in play: teach, engagement, 

parent direction, comfort and scheduling, the strongest belief seem to be with the parental 

engagement role. A strong majority of mothers agreed that physical and emotional 

involvement of parents during play was beneficial. In contrast with the other beliefs about 

an adults‘ role in play, mothers‘ beliefs about directing, teaching, and scheduling 
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playtimes were relatively weak. A little over a half of mothers agreed that parents should 

direct the content and flow of activities when playing. Similarly half of mothers agreed 

that it was important to use opportunities in play to teach, and that scheduling playtime or 

having some regularity in the playtime schedule was important. Taken together it may be 

interpreted that mothers in this study do not strongly believe that adults should play a 

strong role in children‘s play except to be fully physically and emotionally engaged.  

Comfort as an adult during play may be challenging for some mothers. Some 

mothers believed that few adults are comfortable being childlike and playful; this 

discomfort for some during play may be supported by the underlying valence the assign 

to the type of activity being played. Half of mothers in this study agreed that parental 

playfulness is determined by the type of play activity. (See Understanding the Themes of 

Maternal Play Comfort and Discomfort for my elaboration on other factors which 

influence or support mothers comfort in play).  

 

 

Understanding Other Play Beliefs  

The beliefs mothers held about play were also assessed in relation to their 

engagement in play with their child at home, their conceptualisation of their child‘s play 

at home, their play preferences, the regularity of playtimes, and the factors influencing 

their willingness to play.   

First, all the participating mothers in this study reported that they play with their 

children. This is not surprising because of the selection bias of the study. A mother who 



 

77 

 

actively plays with their child is more likely to volunteer for a research study on mother-

child play than ones who do not play with their child.  

Secondly, mothers conceptualised their child‘s play at home in terms that were 

predominantly representative of dramatic or vehicular play. For example, playing about 

kitchen, restaurant or school, dressing up, and playing with cars. Other concepts of 

creative or constructive play (e.g., drawing, painting, building with Lego) and physical or 

active play (e.g., bike-riding, soccer) were also moderately reported. Children‘s play at 

home was seldom conceptualised as structured or educational (e.g., exploring, sorting).  

Third, there appears to be some incompatibility between mothers and children 

regarding their play interests. Mothers expressed that their child may prefer physical, 

creative and dramatic forms of play and least prefer structured or educational play. 

However, mothers reported they least preferred dramatic play and preferred more 

structured play. Presumably this difference of interests may impact the mothers‘ comfort 

level in play, the mutual level of engagement, and mothers‘ willingness to play.  

Forth, regularity in the schedule of playtime was an equally divided idea amongst 

this sample of mothers. About half of the mothers reported that they did not have a 

regular playtime and that play would occur just randomly and spontaneously between 

themselves and their child. The other half of mothers may not have had a time-tabled 

playtime but reported some regularity in the times they are most likely to play with their 

child.  

In terms of regular playtimes the determining factors may have been the presence 

or absence of other siblings or school scheduling.  When siblings were asleep or at school 

tended to be the most convenient times. Additionally, it was equally reported that 
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mothers had time in the afternoon, after school, and after dinner; the morning and on 

weekends were less reported as regular playtimes. Mothers may spend their mornings 

focused on organising and working on their household responsibilities and may be more 

available towards the end of the day, though possibly more fatigued. The low report of 

weekend playtimes may be associated with the mothers working mainly part-time or 

being stay-at-home mothers who have more time available for play during the week than 

on weekends. Whatever the mothers‘ choices were for regular playtimes, it appeared to 

be a helpful structure for busy mothers to organise and discipline themselves to spend 

quality time with their child. In addition it may help children to accommodate to the 

mothers‘ schedules when they know by routine that some quality time is expected. On the 

other hand more spontaneous play between mother and child is also valuable and 

encouraged.  

 

Finally, it was not surprising that household chores, responsibilities, and demands 

from other children were the most frequently reported factors influencing mothers‘ 

willingness or ability to play. Personal stressors and mental pre-occupations were also 

strongly associated with willingness to play. The roles and responsibilities women face as 

mothers are varied and continuous. Notwithstanding, mothers‘ capacity to relax during 

play is important for the development and maintenance of the atmosphere of shared 

pleasure within the bonding potential of mother-child play.   
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Understanding Mothers‘ Behaviours During Play 

Overall this seemed to be a very positive sample. Their behaviours during play 

were more likely to be child-centered (i.e. more ―do‖ behaviours) in their play than don‘t 

behaviours. It is possible that mothers who are more confident in their positive 

approaches to their child, more knowledgeable or experienced, would volunteer to be 

observed in this study. Alternatively it is an encouraging possibility that mothers in the 

general non-clinical population are generally positive in their play with their children. 

“Don’t” Behaviours 

Some behaviours are proposed to be unhelpful to child-centeredness in the 

mother-child play context (Landreth, 1991), these behaviours were classified as ―don‘t‖ 

behaviours. These include directing play, asking leading questions, teaching, praise, 

initiate, criticise, and preach. Although mothers were generally more child-centered, the 

tendencies to direct their child, to ask leading questions, and to teach during play were 

strong. Mothers‘ directing behaviours may be associated with the strong underlying 

social pressure to teach (Shine and Acosta, 2000). Mothers in the present study who 

taught concepts during play were also likely to praise their child. It is possible that one 

way mothers taught was to ask leading questions, if these questions were rewarded with 

the ‗desired‘ responses mothers may have offered their child statements of praise.  The 

occurrence of preaching as a minimal behaviour may suggest that it is not a common 

behaviour in play in the general non-clinical sample.   

“Do” Behaviours  

 Behaviours encouraged of mothers during play are  allowing child leadership, 

encouraging, joining the play as a follower, reflecting the child‘s feelings and tracking 
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play (Landreth, 1991), categorised in this present study as ―do‖ behaviours. Amongst 

these positive behaviours, allowing for child leadership and tracking their child‘s play 

were the most frequent behaviours. Opening a play episode in a following position could 

give children the permission to take the lead in the playtime. Mothers in this sample were 

also very likely to allow child leadership throughout the full play-period. Lindsey, Mize 

and Petit (1997) also found that parents complied with over 80% of their children‘s 

initiations during play. The moderate correlation between joining in play as a follower 

and allowing their child‘s leadership could be a subtle indication of this dynamic. It was 

also noted that mothers who allowed child leadership were likely to track their child‘s 

play.  

 One of the interesting observations made in the review of the play sessions was 

the fluidity with which mothers behaviours changed from ―do‖ to ―don‘t‖ within a play 

episode. Although for conceptual ease, the results discussed here are organised based on 

Landreth‘s (1991) two groups of behaviours, it is important to recognise that there is not 

a strong exclusive dichotomy between these categories of behaviours. To investigate this 

further correlational analysis was computed between ―don‘t‖ and ―do‖ behaviours, and 

only three weak negative correlations and one positive correlation were found. For 

example, there was a small likelihood that mothers who joined in play as a follower also 

praised their child during play. Praise has been debated in the parenting literature as a 

positive practise by some, while others, like Landreth, discourage it as enabling child 

dependency. This finding suggests that amongst these mothers praise may not be strongly 

child dependent as it holds some small positive relationship with a ―do‖ behaviour.   

Moreover the contradiction between these groups of behaviours is illusionary because of 
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dynamical exchange of the two partners (mother and child) in the play experience. 

Anecdotal observations illustrated that, for example, occasionally mothers would ask a 

leading question but when their child responded by rejecting their suggestion and 

asserting their own will then the mothers would comply and allow their child to lead that 

play episode. Vandermaas-Peeler, et al. (2002) asserted that the research indicates that 

the directive and social models of behaviours when integrated successfully in parent-

child play may have social and cognitive benefits for the child.  

Beliefs and Behaviours  

Analyses amongst all observed mothers‘ behaviours and their rank-scored 

statements of agreement with thirteen beliefs yielded four significant correlations. To my 

surprise two ―don‘t‖ behaviours (i.e., initiate and teaching) related positively (as opposed 

to negatively as expected) to the child-centered beliefs around emotional expression and 

active engagement. Mothers who initiated play with their child were likely to believe that 

children express their thoughts and ways of thinking during play. It is possible that the 

positive experience of mothers (as reported in the section on play comfort) ―...seeing their 

(child’s) personalities come out...‖ during play encourages them to more directly initiate 

play activities with their child.  

Mothers who taught during play were also likely to believe that being completely 

physically and emotionally involved during play makes for a more positive playtime. In 

light of the correlation between mothers who disagreed with using opportunities during 

play to reinforce basic academic skills and concepts as those who were likely to allow for 
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child leadership during play, mothers  who allowed for less child leadership may teach as 

a way of being physically and emotionally involved during play.  

Mothers who reflected their child feelings during play also believed it was a good 

idea to schedule playtime with their child. Perhaps these mothers are more sensitive and 

aware of their child‘s feelings and desires to play with them and therefore may think of 

joint playtime as a priority worth scheduling.  

The other anticipated relationships between beliefs and behaviours failed to reach 

any statistical significance. This lack of relation between beliefs and behaviours has 

plagued the field of social sciences for decades (Siegel, 1992). Other parental play 

researcher failed to find significant relationships between play beliefs and play 

behaviours (van der Kooj and Slats-van den Hurk, 1991, & van der Poel, et al. (1991). 

van der Kooj and Slats-van den Hurk did not find a relationship between play beliefs and 

mothers‘ report of stimulation of play nor did van der Poel, et al with beliefs of limit 

setting and active engagement and their reported behaviours of the same limit setting and 

active engagement.  Bornstein, Cote and Venuti (2001) offer the best explanation, 

maternal beliefs may be a reflection of cultural beliefs while mothers behaviours may be 

responsive to child characteristics or behaviours. van der Poel, et al. who affirmed that ―it 

may be that parents believe that children‘s playfulness in general should be treated one 

way but that their own child‘s behaviour forces them to act differently‖, (p. 8).  
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Understanding the Themes of Maternal Play Comfort and Discomfort 

Play Comfort 

Play comfort is the ease in which adults make the transition into playful activity 

(e.g., pretense, physical play) in a child-like, free-spirited, and holistically engaged 

manner leading to a personally enjoyable experience. Maternal play comfort is associated 

with comforting play beliefs, supportive relationship dynamics, positive emotions, and 

strategies mothers use to enhance their play comfort.  

I define comforting play beliefs as the attitudes, opinions, and expectations parents 

have about play (its benefits and supporting conditions), themselves (as a playmate and 

mother), and their child‘s attitudes, opinions, and expectations which support their 

comfort during play with their child. Maternal play comfort is related with the beliefs that 

play is good for fun, imagination, seeing child‘s personality, and allowing children to 

express themselves. Mothers who also believed that playing was a natural part of 

motherhood were more comfortable in play.  

Mothers‘ professional experiences with other children, as well as their own personal 

extroverted characteristics can add to a higher self-concept in terms of being a good 

playmate for their child. The education teachers or caregivers receive regarding child 

development and the importance of play in that development may heighten the sensitivity 

of such educated mothers into more comfortable play behaviours. Also some individuals, 

like the mother who was ―more excited than her kids‖ may be ―a natural (player)‖. The 

capacity to be more excited than the children in a public play centre underscores a level 

of self-confidence, self-acceptance, and reduced self-consciousness which support natural 

playfulness.  Barnett (2007) defined playfulness as ―the predisposition to frame (or 
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reframe) a situation in such a way as to provide oneself (and possibly others) with the 

amusement, humour, and/or entertainment‖ (Barnett, 2007, p. 955). Barnett noted that 

playfulness is likely to be demonstrated in behaviours such as joking, teasing, clowning, 

and acting silly. He described four factors associated with a playful adult character: 

gregarious, uninhibited, comedic and dynamic. In order to have these characteristics, a 

precondition would be a positive self-concept.  Higher self-esteem amongst fathers was 

found to be related to fathers‘ positive  play behaviours (Fagan, 1996).  

Some characteristics of the child playmate were also found to support mothers‘ play 

comfort.  Mothers in this study identified eight characteristics of their children which 

supported their ability to be comfortable in play with them (i.e., low demand on the 

involvement of the mother, interesting or amazing behaviour, asks lots of questions, 

comfortable playing with them, socially engaging, enthusiasm, expressive, and non-

judgemental). This is an expansion on the limited child features identified by previous 

research on play characteristics affecting parents‘ play behaviours.  Only adaptability and 

activity were the two child-related characteristics previously found to be linked to 

mothers‘ play behaviours with their child (van der Kooj & Slats-van den Hurk, 1991). As 

mentioned previously, the unique relationship between each parent and child determined 

how their individual characteristics will interact.  

The relational play dynamic refers to the interplay of the degree to which play 

partners know each other (intimacy) and their interactive perceptions of their 

compatibility of play interests and styles which can support their comfort in play with 

their specific play partner. The mother-child play relationship is analogous to many other 

relationships; intimacy and compatibility promotes a more secure relationship. The 
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deeper knowledge of each other produced by intimacy in the relationship allows partners 

to predict the behaviours and interests of each other. This is a similar dynamic that takes 

place between mothers and their children during play; predictability secures mothers‘ 

comfort during play. Additionally, when partners have similar interests the ease in 

engagement in mutual activities such as play is more natural and comfortable. The final 

relational variable associated with mothers‘ play comfort was freedom of judgement. 

Mothers appreciate when their child is unconditionally accepting of their participation 

and contribution to their play activity without measuring that contribution against any 

standards of play. In this relationship where mothers can simply come as they are and be 

with their child in play, play can unfold in an unfiltered, comfortable manner.   

Mothers who are comfortable during play times experience enjoyment and pleasure 

while playing and are able to identify what they enjoy about playing. Some of the things 

mothers identified as sources of pleasure during play included ―seeing their (child’s) 

personalities,‖ seeing their child enjoying the playtime, and when mothers could 

experience ―totally goofing around.‖  In terms of expressing what they enjoyed, one of 

the most intensely expressed emotions mothers associated with play was amazement. I 

define play amazement as overwhelming feelings of delight, approval, and admiration 

caused by the experience of something new, great, usual, or extraordinary within or done 

by a child during play. The association between mother-child play and mothers‘ 

experience of amazement is a new contribution to the research literature.  

Mothers chose from a number of different strategies that enhanced their comfort 

during play. These strategies included changing the play environment (e.g., going to the 

library, a playgroup), setting limits on play, allowing the child to lead the play, or setting 
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up a physical play area.  Although mothers in this study thought that going to play-

centres made them more comfortable due to the environmental focus on play and mother-

child interactions, Shine and Acosta (2000), found that the public nature of this type of 

play space as a possible source of discomfort for parents.  Shine and Acosta also found 

that for some parents being in an open public place inhibited their comfort playing with 

their children. Interestingly, allowing child leadership, setting limits, and setting up the 

play environment are behaviours are strategies filial therapists encourage mothers to use 

in play sessions.  This focus in filial therapy may indicate that these three types of 

behaviours are intuitive for some mothers.   

Play Discomfort 

I define play discomfort as the struggle parents undergo in their effort to engage in 

playful activity with their children which is often associated with feelings of boredom, 

guilt, and obligation. The struggle is influenced by discomforting play beliefs, such as 

ideas about the activity of play and the characteristics of playmates (self and child). This 

situation creates a disengaged and incompatible relationship with various levels of 

distractions or preoccupations.  

Discomforting play beliefs are those expectations and beliefs about play, the self, 

and the child that constrain parents‘ ability to engage freely in play. This may be 

influenced by what some researchers have found within some cultures where play is not 

an appropriate behaviour for adults (Goncu, Mistry & Mosier, 2000) so parents do not see 

themselves as playmates for their children.  

In this research some mothers were found to have negative beliefs about play (e.g., 

play is not good for adults), a negative self concept (e.g., mother as unenthusiastic, 
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unknowledgeable about play, as selfish when unable to play) as well as ideas about their 

child as a difficult playmate.  Mothers‘ judgements about themselves as unenthusiastic or 

unknowledgeable may be related to their concept of not being a natural player. This may 

relate to a mother‘s degree of self-consciousness during play. Shine and Acosta (2000) 

reported that self-consciousness was an inhibitor of play comfort for some parents. 

Additionally, when mothers in this study were not fully present or available for play they 

saw themselves as being selfish and some other mothers viewed their child as a poor 

playmate and difficult to play with. A child identified as difficult to play with included 

behaviours that mothers described as ―boring‖ and uncompromising in play activities 

choices.  

Maternal play discomfort is also noticeable in the context of a relationship where 

three factors were noted: (a) disengagement,(b)  incompatibility of play interests and 

style, and (c) the presence of judgement.  In disengaged relationships mothers may not 

know their child very well, so there is an absence of predictability that could make play 

more comfortable for some mothers. This disengagement could be attributed to mothers 

being mentally or physically pre-occupied with other things so that they cannot be fully 

engaged in play. Mothers spoke of several things that distracted them, some of these 

include domestic decisions, academic or occupational demands, and household chores. 

The second relationship factor associated with maternal discomfort is incompatibility of 

play interests.  Perceived incompatibility could be associated with play partners being 

disinterested in what the other desires to play or the style in which they play. One mother 

in the study spoke about how her son‘s routine and repetitious play was at times ―boring.‖ 

Disinterest in play was also affected by gender differences in choices of play activities. It 
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is possible that this perceived incompatibility could also contribute to a general 

disengagement in the mother-child relationship. Researchers have found similar points 

related to incompatibility of play interests, such as Otto and Reimann (1990), as cited in 

Sutton-Smith (1993). Otto and Reimann found that parents of school-aged children 

preferred playing organised games, while children preferred to engage in dramatic 

pretense. Sutton-Smith (1993) believed that these differences represent levels of 

competencies; partners each prefers to play at what they are most competent. Regarding 

gender differences, Pellegrini and Smith (1998) reported that sons prefer physical play 

while daughters prefer dress-up, doll-play, and art activities; daughters prefer more low 

energy demanding activities.  Mothers‘ personal energy level at specific playtimes also 

impacts their comfort and enthusiasm (Shine & Acosta, 2000). Similar to this study, one 

mother in the Shine and Acosta study stated, ―. . . and sometimes it‘s fatigue, I want to sit 

and relax. I don‘t want to role-play‖ (p. 49). Finally where judgement is noted in the 

relationship, there is discomfort during play. At first it may seem unusual for mothers to 

refer to judgement in their discussion of their play comfort with their child. However, as 

any parent knows young children speak their minds without restraint. When children are 

unhappy with their playmates they will let them know. Some mothers may interpret this 

as childhood innocence but other mothers with lower self-esteems may view a child‘s 

criticism as judgemental. Furthermore, the presence of inner self-talk that has a 

disapproving nature can also restrain mothers‘ comfort and ease during play.  

Play discomfort for mothers was also associated with feelings of boredom, guilt, and 

obligation.  Repetitious play, play with the same objects or repeated play themes are a 

source of boredom and discomfort for some mothers. Play guilt, which I define as the 
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deep feeling of regret or sadness caused by parents‘ perceptions of being responsible for 

failure to show regard for their child or wounding their child‘s feelings when they are 

unable to play with their child or are distracted during play with their child, is also a 

strong, burdensome emotion which encroaches upon mothers‘ capacity to relate with 

their child. Feelings of obligation occur when mothers are not freely available to play 

with their child, but rather feel pressured to play regardless of other responsibilities. 

Although this may occur more often than we are aware, a review of the literature 

indicates that reports of these feelings as associated with play have not been previously 

studied or reported.    

Recognising their feelings of discomfort during play with their child, some mothers 

use different strategies to reduce these feelings. The discomfort avoidant strategies noted 

by mothers in this study include thinking purposefully about their child‘s needs and 

desires (i.e., talking themselves into the use and goodness of play, viewing their child‘s 

suggestion of play as an invitation to relate with them), trying to equally divide playtimes 

between siblings, and bringing in new materials or ideas to stimulate their own play 

interest. Playtime is special in the eyes of a child and each child wants to feel attended to 

in their own way during this time. For mothers with more than one child playtime can 

therefore be a source of conflict and jealously between siblings over who gets their fair 

share mother‘s attention.  Mothers who experience this uncomfortable friction seek to 

resolve it by scheduling playtimes with a child when the other is unavailable, for 

example, away at school, or taking a nap. Stimulation of own play interests becomes 

relevant when mothers recognise their disinterest or boredom with their child‘s play 

activities (e.g. child‘s repetitious use of a favourite play object) yet still desire to play 
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with their child but they need different activities, play themes, which will draw and keep 

them engaged in play as they would like.  

Theory of Maternal Play Comfort 

This research highlights several factors associated with mothers‘ play comfort or 

discomfort: (a) beliefs about play, self, and child; (b) relationship dynamics; (c) 

emotions; and (d) play behaviours. These four factors are outlined individually above but 

are also intertwined with each other in a multi-directional complex pattern. For example, 

beliefs about play, self and child are the broadest, and possibly strongest, factors 

influencing the comfort or discomfort of mothers during play with their child. The beliefs 

mothers have about play and themselves as playmates determine whether they will 

engage in the play or not. For example, if it is believed that play is only good for children 

for entertainment amongst their peers then mothers are less likely to play, and if they do, 

discomfort is very probable. The comparative belief is similarly true, if ―play is good for 

fun‖ and for ―understanding my child and seeing his or her personality‘, as cited by 

mothers in this study, it would be an activity to engage in, and within which, mothers 

may be motivated to be or to become comfortable.  

Beyond determining whether play exist in the mother-child relationships, play beliefs 

(about play, self, and child) also influences the relational dynamics, emotions, and 

strategies or behaviours that mothers exhibit. It is estimated that the belief with the 

strongest influence on the relationship dynamic is the perception of whether the child is 

an easy or difficult child to play with. Where mothers believe their child is easy to play 

with there will be a natural motivation towards spending time with them and getting to 

know them well and therefore a level of predictability associated with play comfort is 
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established. Beliefs about one‘s child also relates to a perception of compatibility of 

interests that makes playing more comfortable for mothers. Positive beliefs about play are 

also reinforced when mothers have (a) close, engaged relationships with their children; 

(b) are comfortable playing; and (c) most likely to experience emotions of pleasure and 

their child as easier to play with. This situation is validating for both mother and child 

and in effect strengthens the mother-child relationship. In contrast, where mothers hold 

constraining beliefs about play, self, and their child they may reject the play advances of 

their child and thus indirectly reject their child, which overtime, erodes the mother-child 

relationship. A mother‘s belief that their child is difficult to play with could reduce 

mothers‘ interest in playing with that child, support her sense of there being an 

incompatibility of play interests and styles, and result in a disengagement in the mother-

child relationship making it uncomfortable and improbable for play to occur. When 

mothers disengage from their child and feel a pressure to play, they feel obliged or bored 

rather than pleasure if playtime takes place. Similarly underlying beliefs about 

motherhood (such as, mothers should always be available to play, and that ―it‘s part of 

what they do‖) can infringe on mothers‘ emotions and self-concept when they are 

distracted or pre-occupied during play with their child causing them to feel guilty and 

judge themselves as ― a selfish mother‖ or ― not a good playmate‖.  

The compatibility issue cannot be underplayed as an important factor in mother-child 

play and maternal comfort during play. Although previous research has indicated that 

parents and children often have different interests, play preferences, or play styles (Otto 

& Riemann, 1990; Sutton-Smith, 1993), this project showed that a mother and child can 

have similar interests and styles, as one mothers reported, ―I enjoy the things she chooses 
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to play.‖ This perception links directly to a mother‘s perception of whether the child is 

easy or difficult to play with and is a very individual perspective for each mother-child 

dyad. Thomas and Chess (1977), as cited in Keogh (2003), described a relational 

phenomena referred to as ―goodness of fit‖. Goodness of fit refers to the bidirectional 

interaction between the characteristics of parents and children and how well these 

individual features connect or fit together in their own unique relationship. Where the fit 

is positive, an easy, comfortable relationship naturally develops. However, where the 

dynamic between mother‘s and child‘s characteristics is negative the resulting 

relationship can be challenging and uncomfortable.  

The emotions involved in a play experience can be a significant motivator or de-

motivator for mother-child play activities. When mothers experience pleasure or 

amazement in the context of play, they are likely to want to spend more time playing with 

the child; the sense of amazement encourages a mother in wanting to know more about 

their child and increases the anticipation of further experiences of awe in their play 

activities. A mother may be expecting or hoping to observe a child‘s genius in the context 

of play activities. In addition, when mothers are comfortable and experiencing positive 

emotions (e.g., enjoyment) in a mutual activity with their child, Blehar, et al. (1977) and 

Hughes (1995) believe that this increases the security of attachment in the mother-child 

relationship. On the other hand, experiencing less pleasurable emotions such as boredom, 

obligation, or guilt can have a self-correcting effect on some mothers, influencing 

uncomfortable mothers to change something in their thinking, behaviours, or relationship 

to become more comfortable in play. Hence, mothers may try to manage their time 

differently, shift their mental priorities, bringing in new play materials, and so forth. They 
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may also adopt some other behaviours or strategies, such as one that mothers reported in 

this study to enhance their comfort during play (e.g., changing the play environment, 

setting up play limits). By adopting positive comfort enhancing strategies, emotions in 

play activities such as boredom or guilt, may change to feelings of pleasure as mothers 

move from discomfort to comfort in play.  

The effects of maternal play comfort or discomfort on both mothers and children, as 

well as on their relationships is a crucial issue for therapeutic consideration. Mothers who 

are routinely comfortable during play are likely to have higher self-esteem, judge 

themselves as good mothers who have a good relationship with their child, and are more 

likely to transfer that confidence into other aspects of parenting. Children whose mothers 

are comfortable with them are likely to have higher self-esteems since their mothers 

value spending time with them, express emotions of pleasure in interactions with them, 

and may have a generally positive view of their personal characteristics. Consequently 

maternal play comfort is expected to promote more positive mother-child relationships 

but maternal play discomfort resulting in more distance in the mother-child relationship. 

Therapists may consider an assessment of mothers‘ play discomfort and the associated 

influences (e.g. their beliefs) and integrate some targeted intervention towards any 

problems that arise in this regard (e.g., positive self-talk or affirmations) to supplement 

educational models around appropriate play behaviours.  

The Ecology of Maternal Play Comfort 

It is my presumption that the dynamic of maternal play comfort or discomfort is 

strongly influenced by the environmental context in which they live or have lived. In this 
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study, mothers from diverse backgrounds shared their experiences and beliefs about play; 

their differences in play comfort may have been culturally or contextually influenced.  

Parmar, Harkeness, and Super (2004), for example, have demonstrated that Caucasian 

parents tend to hold more positive beliefs about play than other cultural groups (e.g., play 

is beneficial for learning and development, parental involvement in play is important). In 

this section I discuss the ecological impact on maternal play comfort  as including the 

influences from the media, institutions (e.g., preschools), availability of community 

resources, peer group behaviour, societal norms and values, as well as mothers own 

childhood experiences. These daily influences limit or support parent-child play, 

especially those play beliefs that mothers‘ hold.  

Media. Ex, Janssens, and Korzilius (2002) found that young women with greater 

exposure to traditional images of mothering on television soap operas and sitcoms held 

stronger traditional beliefs about motherhood (i.e., a mother should be wholly devoted to 

her family and children). According to Carine, et al., media influenced both the self-

image and the ideal images of motherhood held by these young women. Further, Harter 

(1998) discussed how young women are likely to have two concepts of the self - an ideal 

image and one‘s self-image. In this study, some mothers held the idea of being a natural 

player as an ideal-image. They described it as ―part of what I do,‖ and a ―mother and 

child kind of thing‖. Others described themselves as ―not too enthusiastic,‖ and as being 

―selfish.‖ This could link to the ideal of being a naturally enthusiastic playmate who 

traditionally should be ―wholly devoted‖ to their children and participation in playtime.  

Community resources. The availability of community resources as a cultural factor in 

support of parent-child play may add to maternal play comfort. Some cultural, ethnic, and 
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socio-economic groups may not have ready access to community programs such as 

family resource programs and play centres, in their area. The availability of play spaces 

(indoor and outdoor), whether it be a family resource drop-in programs or the availability 

of play equipment in public parks, communicate subtle messages to mothers about the 

importance or unimportance of children‘s play. For example, during my visits to a 

number of local family resource programs I made an inescapable observation that there 

were numerous glossy coloured posters lining the walls of the playrooms with messages 

about the value of different types of play for child development and learning. The 

opportunities shown in the posters reinforced a particular Westernised cultural value 

about play directly, children indirectly, and (though more subtly) the judgement on 

mothers who support or do not support these values. Similarly, preschool programs that 

promoted strictly play-based, child-centered learning also communicated a particular 

value about play which may be different from the traditional academic preschool 

programs that parents from less Westernised cultures may be accustomed. Mothers from 

other cultures have been documented to hold more constricting beliefs about play (Farver 

& Wimbarti, 1995; Parmar, et al., 2004 ).   

Values, ideals, and expectations. Mothers develop values, ideals, and expectations 

about their child from numerous cultural sources varying from their own familial 

experiences, other mother-child dyads (whether it be friends, strangers, or idealized 

families in media), and the language through which mothers use to describe their child in 

conversation with others. The belief of what characteristics makes one child ―easy to play 

with‖ as opposed to another, and its impact on the relational dynamic is also a cultural 

variant; different cultural groups may value different characteristics in both mother and 



 

96 

 

child.  For example, the child characteristics identified by mothers in this study as 

―expressive of their desires, intentions, and satisfaction during play‖ may be valued in 

Western cultures that promote child autonomy and expressiveness, while other cultures 

with more collective values may view the same child characteristic as typical of a child 

who is more difficult to play with. Specifically, North American mothers may value 

independence, individual autonomy, self-confidence in children, while Mexican mothers 

may prefer a more interdependence, family orientation, and cooperative child (Farver & 

Howes, 1993), and Javenesse-Indonesian mothers may value obedience, helping others, 

sharing, empathising, and emotional reservation in their children (Farver & Wimbarti, 

1995). All three of these examples show differing ideals that influence how mothers may 

think about and respond to the characteristics of their child during play.  

Maternal roles. Culture also defines the maternal roles and responsibilities that 

determine how mothers respond to opportunities for mother-child play. It is common in 

today‘s culture that women are expected to extend themselves across various roles (e.g., 

professional, wife or spousal partner, daughter, community volunteer, friend).   

Communication. In addition to the role demands that cultural expectations place on 

mothers, culture also determines how much intimacy is developed in the mother-child 

relationship. Bernstein and Cote cited in Cote and Bernstein, (2009), reported cultural 

differences in the volume of communication mothers had with their children.  

Communication is valued as a key factor in developing a deeper understanding of others; 

it is therefore implied that in some cultures mothers may not know their child very well 

and lack the predictability which makes play comfortable.  



 

97 

 

Emotional valence. Finally, previous research indicated that even the type and 

intensity of emotions which mothers are permitted to experience and express during play 

are defined by cultural values and beliefs. Farver and Howes (1993) found that Mexican 

mothers did not define play as important for mutual enjoyment and were less expressive 

of enjoyment and personal pleasure during play. Similarly, Farver and Wimbarti (1995) 

found that within the Javanese culture the state of ―slamet‖ (tranquility and order) 

restricted the expression of emotions publicly; children were disciplined and ridiculed for 

any public display of their emotions. It is conceivable that for Mexican and Javaneese 

mothers--and possibly other similar cultural groups--mother-child play may be more 

comfortable if emotional responses were not involved.   

Clinical Implications 

The findings of this study have a number of applied clinical implications for 

parenting and parent education, therapy with parents and children (especially filial 

therapy), program scheduling in community agencies, and policies for family support.   

Parenting and Parent Education 

Mothers may be encouraged by parent educators, counsellors and other social 

service professionals to support other mothers. It may help mothers feel less guilty about 

the demands that hinder their ability to play with their child if they know that many other 

mothers experience the same conflict. Household demands and other children‘s demands 

are very common. Parent educators may also  help mothers to confront their 

internalisation of society‘s projection of the ideal mother as an always devoted and 
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available, nurturing playmate which entraps many contemporary mothers who have other 

interests and responsibilities outside of the home.  

Including topics within the curriculum of parent-education programs such as 

stress management, allocation of roles, beliefs about parenting, the role of mastery in 

children‘s play, and the emotional value of play may be helpful in supporting parent-child 

play and its positive effects. Professionals, family support workers, and therapists may 

help mothers better manage their personal stressors so that they are more available 

(physically and emotionally) to their children in play. It was not surprising to find that 

mothers‘ playtimes with their child occurred most regularly when the other siblings are 

asleep or at school.  Supporting mothers‘ stress level may also incorporate addressing the 

allocation of roles. Regarding the allocation of roles a family therapist may help mothers 

to examine the roles and expectations within their spousal relationships. This is 

particularly relevant considering that a significant majority of mothers in this study are 

married yet reported being burdened by their share of household responsibilities. From a 

structural family systems perspective issues of complementarities and individual 

boundaries may be applicable for intervention.  

 Another parent education topic to explore is mothers‘ understanding of the 

developmental role of repetition in children play.  Regarding mothers‘ comfort playing 

with their children, some mothers report being uncomfortable with the repetition in their 

child‘s play, finding it personally boring and probably frustrating. It is hoped that with an 

increased awareness of the normality and developmental benefits of this childhood play 

pattern that there might be an increase in mothers‘ tolerance and play comfort.  
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Support of mothers‘ play comfort can also be addressed in other aspects of parent 

education.  As noted in the mothers‘ responses about what makes them comfortable 

during play, there was the possibility for incompatibility of interest (e.g., new activity or 

play material versus sameness of activity or material) to detract from mothers‘ active 

engagement during joint playtimes.  In therapy and parent education mothers may 

explore their interests and their child‘s interests as well as learn skills of negotiation and 

compromise to support the decision-making about mutual play activities.   

Campaigns promoting play as a valuable tool for learning may have achieved 

some success in impacting the beliefs of mothers. The most strongly held belief by 

mothers was on the value of play for learning. However, more parent education may be 

needed about the value of parent-child play on the parent-child relationship and play 

usefulness for children‘s self-expression. Similarly another avenue for parent education is 

in the emotional role of play. This is relevant because 40% of mothers disagreed that play 

has an impact on the parent-child relationship. Another belief to explore in parent 

education is on emotional expression: only 46.5% of mothers agreed or strongly agreed 

that children express their thoughts or ways of thinking during play, the remaining 53.5% 

either had no opinion or disagreed to some extent. Play therapists recognise that play has 

the capacity for supporting emotional regulation, release, and healing; if mothers become 

more aware of this value of play they will become better equipped to support their child‘s 

emotional development at home. There is the potential risk for young children‘s 

emotional understanding and development to become stunted where opportunities during 

play to enhance its development are neglected by parents.  
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In complement to addressing the beliefs parents have about play in parent 

education, parent programs may also address how mothers behave during play.  Mothers 

may benefit from greater understanding around the effects of ―don‘t‖ play behaviours 

such as directing, asking leading questions, and teaching. This study found that these 

were behaviours which were prominent in mothers‘ play repertoire.  Additionally, it may 

be beneficial to teach parents skill development for giving encouragement, reflecting 

their child‘s feelings, joining play as a follower, and verbally tracking their child‘s play to 

enhance good ―do‖ behaviours; these were less observed amongst mothers in this study. 

Therapy with Parents and Children 

As stated previously incompatibility of play interests is not limited to the parent-

child play context but may have direct implications for play therapists themselves. In 

psychotherapy, repetition of child play themes is common. However, most therapists 

recognise it is by repeated ‗working-out‘ during play that children develop mastery over 

different life situations (Freud,1961, as cited in Rubin, et al., 1983). The challenge for 

therapists or co-participants (e.g., parents) is the hidden nature of that ‗working-out‘. 

Without a mystic eye into the psyche of the child to see and understand exactly what 

skill, experience, or problem they are ‗mastering‘ in their repetitious play, therapists are 

also vulnerable to boredom, and the temptation to initiate something new to re-engage in 

a child‘s play. Filial therapists who are self-aware in this area may be more sympathetic 

to mothers who initiate new activities during playtime. It may be wise for filial therapists 

to inquire if a mother‘s observed initiating behaviour is because of their lack of personal 

stimulation or their tendency towards adult-centered directiveness.  
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The filial therapy field may consider a few other alternatives in the delivery of the 

program considering these results.  Mothers who are less preferential towards dramatic 

play may need additional support getting engaged meaningfully in filial play therapy as 

well as playing with their child generally.  I would suggest considering the interests or 

preferences of mothers (and children) in the choice of play activities, maybe 

incorporating structured activities in filial therapy with less dramatic focus for the mother 

(or child) who is not inclined that way. The principles and behaviours of child-

centeredness may be applied to any mother-child interaction. The exclusive use of 

dramatic play in filial therapy may impair some mothers‘ treatment commitment. Also, 

providing opportunity for mothers in therapy to process their lack of interest or 

motivation and/or comfort during play as part of the therapy process may be 

advantageous for less comfortable players.  Finally, filial therapists using Landreth‘s 

―Do‘s and Don‘ts‖ play behaviour lists may exercise some caution about any potential 

dogma inherent in how they may communicate this paradigm to parents. The findings of 

this study suggest that there is no clear empirical dichotomy between the ―do‘s‖ and 

―don‘t‖ behaviours. 

Scheduling in Community Agencies  

Service providers of family resource programs operating solely in the morning (9 

a.m.-1 p.m.) may be mindful of the mothers who reported playing most likely in the 

afternoon or after dinnertime. The report of morning playtime was of a low frequency 

(approximately 17%). Though this finding does not suggest closure of their morning 

playtime programs, service providers who seek to meet the needs of a wide scope of 

parents in the community may also consider expanding their program schedules to better 
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incorporate working mothers or those stay at home mothers with busy morning routines.  

It is useful to remember the reality of the mother who stated that it was often more 

relaxing and engaging to go outside of the home to play. 

Policies about Family Support  

Community development programs are often initiated and financially supported 

by policy makers (e.g., Ministry of Children and Families, M.C.F.D.) and charitable 

funding agencies (e.g. United Way); the findings of this study may be of relevance to 

both because of its impact on the quality of family life and the healthy development of 

children.  Parents in the community may need support in their play behaviours.  

Policymakers and other funders may consider including parent-child play support in 

funded early-childhood programs by adding a play-support worker in family resource 

programs. Alternately, they could fund professional development training in parent-child 

play for community program staff alongside the typically included child development 

aspects of play.   

Limitations  

Though there are several useful applications of the study these must be considered 

in light of its limitations as well. There are a number of study limitations that may have 

impaired the results, as well as caution about how the results were interpreted. I discuss 

some of the limitations related to the researcher-developed instruments, social desirability 

bias, limited sample size, interaction with personalogical variables, use of the play 

laboratory, sample selection biases, and the correlational and descriptive designs of the 

study.  



 

103 

 

Researcher-developed Instruments  

  The interview and observational measures were developed by myself. These types 

of instruments are threatened by limited content and convergent validity, and limited 

external reliability. The definition of some of the play behaviours proved to be 

problematic to score, such as: setting limits, does not set limits, passivity, and inactivity. 

Behaviours such as passivity and activity may have been better measured on a 

quantitative scale that rated the degree of activity per play episode on a scale from 

passive to active.   

Social Desirability Bias  

The interview was a self-report measure and is prone to validity threats. There is a 

strong potential for mothers to portray their beliefs, experiences, and behaviours in a 

more positive light than exist in the reality of their private playtimes. The finding that 

some of the play beliefs were strongly positively skewed (e.g., beliefs of the cognitive 

role of play) may support this possibility.  I sought to minimise this by promoting the 

anonymity of the data amongst participants.   

Limited Sample Size  

Only 28 mothers participated in the study. The findings of insignificant relationships 

between anticipated variables may be a type II error, where actual effects exist but 

limited sample size impaired the power of the statistical tests to find a significant 

treatment effect. The small sample size also prohibited the use of some statistical test 

(e.g., Chi-Square) which could have supported wider explorations of variables and 

relationships.  
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Personological Variables Interacting with Other Variables   

It is possible that beliefs were not the primary characteristic influencing mothers‘ 

behaviours. Mothers‘ beliefs may also have interacted with other variables such as 

parent-child temperament fit.  Future research may seek to explore this interaction.   

 Use of Laboratories Limiting External Ecological Validity 

Research playrooms were used during this study. It is likely that mothers behave 

in a more natural manner in their own home; however, logistics and budgetary 

constraints limited doing home-visits. While there may be similarities, it cannot be 

assumed that the way mothers play with their child in a research lab is an exact 

replication of how they may play at home. Nonetheless, the use of laboratory playrooms 

is an accepted commonality in the parental play literature. Only two studies, Haight 

(1991) and Haight and Miller (1993) were found to have conducted play research in the 

homes of their participants.  

 Sample Selection Biases   

Participants who volunteer to participate in research studies (i.e. who form the 

sample of a study), on average, can be different from the target population (i.e., the 

wider group to whom the researcher hopes to apply its findings to) in a number of ways 

(Gall, Gall & Borg, 2003). The method of recruiting the sample of mothers for this study 

limits the application of the findings to all mothers. Conversations with participants in 

this study pointed out that there were a few mothers who participated in other research 

studies with their child. Additionally, it is recognised that the mothers who hold more 

positive beliefs (and values) about play are those most likely to volunteer for a research 
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project about parent-child play. Thus, it is inappropriate to generalise these findings to 

other clinical groups (e.g., depressed or attachment disordered mothers) who may not 

play with their child. Further, the characteristics of participants in this sample had higher 

education, intact marriages, smaller family sizes, and were English-speaking. These 

characteristics are acknowledged as sampling biases that create limitations to the 

generalization of the study to other demographic groups. 

Correlational and Descriptive Design 

 The descriptive nature of the study is limited to the description of the 

characteristics of this sample, they should not be widely generalised to other 

populations. Verification with the participants of the trends observed would have added 

to the soundness of both quantitative and qualitative findings. Further, the correlational 

statistics only verify that a relationship may exist amongst behaviours and between 

beliefs and behaviours, inferences of causation or prediction should be avoided 

Future Research 

 As a first exploratory research experience there are vast possibilities for future 

exploration and investigation in parent-child play that can be drawn from this study. 

Subsequent researchers may continue to hone the phenomena of parental play beliefs, 

play behaviours, (especially filial therapy based behaviours), the relationship between 

beliefs and behaviours, and a more focused analysis of the preliminary ideas about 

maternal play comfort.  
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Play Beliefs 

This research study found some limited information about how mothers think 

about play or the beliefs they held about play but its application is limited by a positively 

skewed sample, limited population, potentially high desirability bias, possible type II 

errors. Future researchers may correct for the limitations of this study by utilising internal 

validity checks, standardised instruments, and a larger sample size.  Researchers may 

utilise instruments with internal validity check items which when scored may permit 

them to exclude cases with strong indicators of social desirability. Another alternative is 

to use the Marlowe-Crowne Social Desirability Scale (SDS; Crowne & Marlowe, 1960) 

as used by Bornstein, Cote and Venuti (2001) in their investigation of parental beliefs of 

Italian mothers. Additional beliefs not surveyed in this study may also be relevant for 

future research.   Developmental researchers may be interested in exploring how family 

constellation influences parents play beliefs. They may ask questions such as, are parents 

more likely to play with an only child? Do parents believe that when their child has a 

sibling as a playmate parent-child play becomes less important or less significant?   

 

Parental Play Behaviours  

The findings of this exploration into Landreth‘s model of filial play behaviours 

suggest limited empirical validity for the dichotomous categorisation of parental play 

behaviours.   Given the small number of inter-correlations within the group of ―don‘t‖ 

behaviours, as well as the few, weak, negative correlations between ―don‘t‖ behaviours 

and the empowering behaviours; the do‘s and ―don‘t‖ list may be simply functional, but 
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not empirical. Those who follow this model of filial therapy may consider further 

investigation into this issue.  

Also, this investigation into parental play behaviours was limited by a quantitative 

approach which made the empiricism and definition of play behaviours difficult in some 

aspects. As mentioned previously some behaviours had to be excluded because the 

methods of measuring them proved to be inefficient. Future researchers may consider a 

more open qualitative methodology to observe and analyse the play behaviours of 

mothers, as well as the inclusion of fathers as playmates.  

 

Beliefs-Behaviours  

Filial therapists or other clinical researchers may contemplate alternative ways to 

explore the beliefs- filial behaviours association, for example, would other general 

parenting beliefs correlate with the ―do‘s‖ and ―don‘t‖ behaviours? An inquiry using 

general parenting beliefs, as opposed to play beliefs, may lead to practical solutions to 

supporting parents in their general parenting skills and the parent-child relationship 

during filial therapy. Additionally, alternate more rigorous statistical measures may be 

utilised in the future to afford for inferences of causation between beliefs and behaviours. 

For example, researchers may consider a longitudinal design employing regressional 

analysis with a larger sample in subsequent studies.  

 

Maternal Comfort Theory 

More qualitative inquiry is needed into the experiences of the concepts of the play 

comfort theory. Here the findings of comfort-discomfort is presented as a dichotomy, 
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however future research may delve deeper into the degrees of comfort-discomfort on a 

continuum. Other questions include what makes pretending uncomfortable? More 

detailed questions should be asked of parents‘ experience of boredom, guilt, pleasure, the 

perceived origin of their beliefs about self, play and the child and how it impacts their 

relationship, their play behaviours. Are there other undisclosed strategies mothers use to 

help them feel comfortable during play? What play-based or parenting information or 

skills do mothers wished they had to be a more comfortable playmate? How do the 

concepts of adult playfulness, as developed by Barnett (2007), relate to parent-child play 

beliefs and behaviours generally, as well as, relate to the concepts of maternal play 

comfort. As these more abstract ideas are expanded upon it will become necessary in the 

future to validate their reliability across larger indiscriminate populations of parents.   

My initial interest in filial therapy still inspires my research interest. Other clinical 

researchers may also be interested in some of the following questions. Does participation 

in filial therapy training impact mothers‘ play comfort as outlined by the above proposed 

theory? For example, do busy mothers feel less guilty or more pleasure about their play 

following participation in filial therapy? Do mothers‘ scope of strategies of gaining 

comfort expand following training? How do mothers‘ beliefs about self, play and their 

child change as a result of filial therapy?  

Finally, additional investigation into the qualitative and quantitative differences in 

play between mother-child dyads with similar interests and those with different interests 

may add to the understanding of maternal play comfort.  
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Community Development 

Lastly, there are also implications for future research on parent-child play in 

community development. It may be helpful for service providers and funders to know 

how participation in community programs may impact parent-child play: parents‘ beliefs, 

their behaviours and play comfort. This was part of my initial questions for this study; I 

was interested in looking specifically at parent-child play within the Home Instruction for 

Parents of Preschool Youngsters (H.I.P.P.Y). Though H.I.P.P.Y. was an initial sample 

frame of interest, challenges with language differences, and program scheduling were 

barriers that were not overcome in time for this study. Other community programs for 

evaluation may include Strong Start programs and family resource programs (such as 

Mother Goose).
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Appendix A- Call for Participants  

SIMON FRASER UNIVERSITY 

 

FACULTY OF EDUCATION 

                 

 

 

8888 UNIVERSITY DRIVE  

BURNABY, BRITISH COLUMBIA 

CANADA   V5A 1S6 

Telephone: (604) 291-3395 

Fax: 778-782-8095 

 

Call for Participants 

As a graduate student I am required to conduct the research detailed below as part of the 

requirements for my M.A. degree in Counselling Psychology at Simon Fraser University. 

 

Project Title: Parent-Child Play: An Exploration of the beliefs and 

behaviours of parents and their preschoolers 

Supervisor: Dr. Patrice Keats 

 

The purpose of this study is to understand the play behaviours and beliefs of 

mothers and their preschoolers.   

 

To participate: 

(a) your child must be three or four or five years  of age 

(b) you and your child should speak and understand some English 
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How Can You Help?  

 Complete a brief mailed-out questionnaire  

 For 45 minutes -1 hour of your time:  

o You may play with your child for 10 

minutes while we record it on videotape. 

Your child may then participate in a short 

interview with us regarding their 

experiences 

playing at home.  

o You may also 

take part in a short interview with us about your 

play experiences with your child and your 

attitudes/beliefs about play. Both of the 

interviews will be tape-recorded.  

  

Benefits!!!!!  

 

 You will have a fun, positive experience with your 

child.  

 You will receive $20 cash.     

 Refreshments will be provided. 

  The results of the study will be made available to 

the participants through a newsletter, as well as a discussion of the implications 

for parenting practices in the form of parenting workshops 

 Parents may have the opportunity to ask the researcher for personalized 

feedback on their play experience. 

 Each child will be entered in a draw to win the choice of any of the selected 

toys used in the playroom. 

 

 All of the information obtained will remain strictly confidential and will only be 

used for the purposes of this study.  

 

     Curious????  

 Call me, Tania Bryan, at 778-991-4540 or email me at 

tbplayproj@gmail.com to find out more. You can also sign up 

using our form online at our website  www.freewebs.com/tbplayproj  

 Thank you for considering joining this study.  

mailto:tbplayproj@gmail.com
http://www.freewebs.com/tbplayproj
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Appendix B – Informed Consent for Participants 

 

Parent-Child Play: An Exploration of the beliefs and behaviours of parents and 

preschoolers 

Informed Consent- Parent participation 

You are asked to participate in a research study titled Parent-Child Play: An Exploration 

of the beliefs and behaviours of parents and preschoolers. The study will contribute to the 

development of new knowledge about the playful dynamic of the parent-child 

relationship and the impact of different early childhood education programs on this 

relationship. The results will also provide insight to family and play therapists about how 

to support or enhance the use of play as a therapeutic tool for strengthening the parent-

child relationship.  

Your participation is completely voluntary and you are able to withdraw from the study at 

any time. You safety is important and therefore no physical or emotional harm will be 

inflicted upon you. All information obtained will be confidential if you choose to 

participate in this study.  

You will be asked to interact with your child in a playroom setting for 10 minutes while 

being videotaped. After the recorded play session you will be required to complete a 

Parental interview Questionnaire consisting of 13 questions in regards to your play 

experiences and beliefs.  

Your signature will signify that you understand the information presented within this 

form and that you agree to participate in this research study.  

 



 

 122 

Name (please print) :  __________________________________________ 

Signature: ______________________________________ 

Date: _____________________________________ 

Any complaints or concerns can be addressed to:  

Dr.Hal Weinberg, Director 

Office of Research Ethics 

Simon Fraser University 

hal_weinberg@sfu.ca 

778-782-6593 

Form 2- Informed Consent By Participants In a Research Study 

The University and those conducting this research study subscribe to the ethical conduct 

of research and to the protection at all times of the interests, comfort, and safety of 

participants. This research is being conducted under permission of the Simon Fraser 

Research Ethics Board. The chief concern of the Board is for the health, safety and 

psychological well-being of research participants.  

 

Should you wish to obtain information about your rights as a participant in research, or 

about the responsibilities of researchers, or if you have any questions, concerns or 

complaints about the manner in which you were treated in this study, please contact the 

Director, Office of Research Ethics by email at hweinber@sfu.ca or phone at 778-782-

6593.  

 

Your signature on this form will signify that you have received a document which 

describes the procedures, whether there are possible risks, and benefits of this research 

study, that you have received an adequate opportunity to consider the information in the 

documents describing the study, and that you voluntarily agree to participate in the study.  

 

Title: Parent-Child Play: An Exploration of the beliefs and behaviours of parents and 

their preschoolers 

  

Investigator Name: Tania Bryan 

  

Investigator Department: Education 

mailto:hal_weinberg@sfu.ca
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Having been asked to participate in the research study named above, I certify that I have 

read the procedures specified in the Study Information Document describing the study. I 

understand the procedures to be used in this study and the personal risks to me in taking 

part in the study as described below:  

  

Purpose and goals of this study: 

The goals of this study are to describe the way mothers and children think about play, 

how parents behave during play; and examine the effects of a parent-led instructional 

program on parent-child play.  

  

What the participants will be required to do: 

Participants are asked to commit to engage in data collection for the study at two periods. 

First, participants will be asked to complete a brief questionnaire only at the beginning of 

the study. Secondly, the researcher will be observing a play session for 10 minutes 

between the child and parent at a predetermined site. Then you and your child will be 

asked to participate in a short interview with the researcher that focuses on experiences 

and beliefs towards play. The interview will be completed with the parent and child 

separately. 

  

Risks to the participant, third parties or society: There are no anticipated risks to 

participants for engaging in this study 

  

Benefits of study to the development of new knowledge: 

The study will contribute to the development of new knowledge about the playful 

dynamic of the parent-child relationship and the impact of different early childhood 

education programs on this relationship. The results will also provide insight to family 

and play therapists about how to support or enhance the use of play as a therapeutic tool 

for strengthening the parent-child relationship. It will also have some implications for 

adding new knowledge to parent-training programs. 

Statement of confidentiality: The data of this study will maintain confidentiality of your 

name and the contributions you have made to the extent allowed by the law. 

The identities of all the participants will be kept confidential. Each participant will be 

given an alias id-code to protect their identities on all written documents and electronic 

files. The videos will be used for data analysis only and will not be shown anywhere else. 

All the data will be stored in a locked cabinet which only the primary investigator will 
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have access. Data will be stored for up to one year after the study for possible use for 

other publications. At the end of this period, all written records will be shredded and 

electronic data erased and destroyed. 

  

Interview of employees about their company or agency: Not applicable. 

  

Inclusion of names of participants in reports of the study: 

No identifiable information about the participants will be published in any reports of the 

study. 

  

Contact of participants at a future time or use of the data in other studies: 

There might be some data that may not be analyzed in the time period of the study which 

the researcher may seek to analyze at a later date. However participants will not be 

contacted to participate in a future study 

  

I understand that I may withdraw my participation at any time. I also understand that I 

may register any complaint with the Director of the Office of Research Ethics. 

  

Dr. Hal Weinberg 

Director, Office of Research Ethics 

Office of Research Ethics 

Simon Fraser University 

8888 University Drive 

Multi-Tenant Facility 

Burnaby, B.C. V5A 1S6 

hal_weinberg@sfu.ca 

 

 

  

I may obtain copies of the results of this study, upon its completion by contacting:  

Tania Bryan tbplayproj@gmail.com 

 

I understand the risks and contributions of my participation in this study and agree to 

participate: 

mailto:hal_weinberg@sfu.ca
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The participant and witness shall fill in this area. Please print legibly 

Participant Last Name: ________  Participant First Name ___________  

Participant Contact Information  

________________________________________________________________  

Participant Signature    Witness (if required )  

_________________    ____________________  

Date (mm/dd/yyyy)    Contact at a future time 

________________    __________________  
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Appendix C- Demographic Information 

 

Parent‘s Name: __________________________   

Home Telephone Number:  __________________   

 

The following are questions to help the researcher have a broad understanding of your 

background information. It is to be completed by the participating parent. Please answer 

all questions unless directed to skip. Answers are recorded by checking the appropriate 

box or filling in the blacks. The questionnaire will be collected by a researcher at the time 

arranged for the first interview. All responses will be kept confidential.  

1. Gender of participating child Male (   )  Female (  )  

2. Ethnicity of Parent: ____________________________________ 

3. Ethnicity of child (if different from parent) _______________ 

4. Age of participating parent at last birthday _________ years old 

5. What is the current age of the participating child in years and months?  ____ Yrs and 

_____ months  

6. What is the child‘s mother‘s highest level of education? 

(  ) elementary school   (  ) some high school (   ) high school completion  

(   ) vocational or some college/university (   ) college or university  

 (   ) graduate or professional school  
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7.  What is the child‘s father‘s highest level of education?  

(  ) unknown (  ) elementary school   (  ) some high school (   ) high school 

completion (   ) vocational or some college/university (   ) college or university   

     (   ) graduate or professional school  

8. Marital status of parent:  

Single (  ) Single, but committed (  )  Common-law (  ) Married (  ) Divorced (    ) 

Separated (   )  

9.  How many other siblings are living in the same household as the participating child?  

         0 ( )  1 (  )  2 (  ) 3 (  ) 4 (  ) (If “0”, skip to question 11).  

10. What is/are the age/s of the sibling/s? ______________________________________ 

11. Are you currently involved in any parenting support or parenting information 

program or community group? Yes (  )  No (  ).  (If „no‟, go to question 13). 

 

12. If yes, state the name/s of the program/s, activity or group/s.  _________________  

_____________________________________________________________________ 

 

13. Do you participate in any other community programs with your child (e.g., parent & 

child library reading, mom & tots play groups, etc.)? Yes (   )  No (  ). If ‗yes‘ state which 

ones __________________________________________________   

 

 

 

 



 

 

1
2

8
 

 

Appendix D- Parents‘ Play Observation Checklist  

Participant‘s code: ______________           Date of Observation ________     Observer‘s Initials: _______             

Types of play: ____________________________________________________________ 

BEHAVIOUR 30 60 90 120 150 180 210 240 270 300 330 360 390 420 450 480 510 540 570 600 Total 

Criticise                      

Praise                      

Lead-Quest                      

Reflect  feel‟                      

Teach                      

Initiate                       

Passivity                             



 

 

1
2

9
 

Allow child 

leadership 

                     

Tracks play                      

(Encourage)                      

Join follower                      

Activity                      

Preach                      

Directs play                      
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Appendix E- Toys Or Materials For Playroom 

To ensure external reliability, the range of toys will be similar to those used by 

other researchers such as Fiese (1990), Harvey & Kelley (1993), Lindsey & Mize (2001) 

Namy & Nolan (2004), and Slade (1987).  

 

 

Large Foam Mat 

Pair of Toy telephones 

Train set 

Doll Family and 

Dollhouse  

Dollhouse Furniture 

Action figures 

Toy tools and 

toolbox/centre  

Toy iron (with iron board) 

Physical Play 

Foam bats & ball  

Large Exercise Ball  

Large Pillows  

Stretch ropes 

 

 

Dump Truck 

Set of Wooden Blocks 

Doll with variety of 

clothing 

Toy comb and brush 

Army men & vehicles 

Play camera 

Doctor‘s Kit 

Other Toys Added 

Guitar  

Drum  

Cash register  

 

Variety of animal puppets 

Play Food, Utensils, Dishes 

Plastic Rings Blocks with sticks 

Set of zoo animals 

Vehicles- boat, plane, cars, truck 

Toy animals  

Lego Set  

Art Materials – paper, crayons, 

PlayDough set, pencils  

 A few stuffed animals 
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Appendix F - Observation Variables Definitions 

1. Criticise – makes negative comments about what child is doing or saying. 

Points out that the child is doing something incorrectly, for example, ―Don‘t 

use the paper that way, John.‖ ―That doesn‘t look like a ….‖. ―No, don‘t use 

the red crayon for that‖ 

2. Praise – makes a comment that gives their opinion or judgement about a 

child‘s behaviour, work, or thinking – that is, the product of their activity.  For 

example, ―That‘s a beautiful picture‖. ―I think you are a good artist‖  

3. Ask leading questions. – make suggestive statements giving directions about how 

the play should be but frames it as a question. For example, ―Do you want Barbie 

to be the teacher?‖ ―How about you be…. and I will be the ……..?‖ ―Why don‘t 

you use the blocks to build a bridge?‖  It excludes exploratory questions, where 

both parent and child are equally ignorant of the related issue/ toy/ process (e.g., 

―what do you think this is?‖) 

4. Offer information or teach. – Initiate giving the child some factual unsolicited 

information. Tells the child about ….  , for example, ―The cow says moo‖. Or 

asks questions in order to reinforce some factual concept, for example, ―What is 

the name for this?‖   

5. Preach. – moralising, telling the child what he/she should be doing, especially in 

a way that judges character/personality. Something indicating what is right versus 

wrong, the ―don‘t …‖ and ―you should…‖ . For example, ―Good boys do not play 

with guns‖. ―Girls shouldn‘t play with trucks‖, ―You are such a good girl for 

playing so nicely‖ 
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6. Initiate new activities. –  starting an activity or plot (story theme) that is different 

from what the child is/was engaged in. For example, the child is playing a tea 

party then mother starts playing with the blocks.   

7.  Be passive or quiet. – Is silent during the play for an extended period of time 

(more than two minutes of play). Shows little or no emotional voice inflection, 

low enthusiasm or involvement in the acting out especially in relation to child‘s 

physical and emotional engagement.  

8. Join in the play as a follower. – Parent initiates engagement in the play (versus 

watching)  in a non-dominant manner (i.e., is willing to follow the directions of 

the child). It is marked at the beginning of the playtime and whenever the child 

initiates a new play episode. For example, ―You want me to be the sick person‖.  

9. Allows the child to lead – This can be expressed in any of the following ways:  

a) Submits to, follows the direction that the child gives in play; 

b)  Resists own instinct to influence the flow/ sequence/ theme/story/props of the 

play activity 

c)  Asks open-ended questions to get the child to give them (parent) instructions 

or directions about how they (child) want the play to unfold. For example, 

―What do you think I should do next?‖ 

d)  Asks child to demonstrate how to perform an action. For example, ―Show me 

how to drive the car‖. 

10.  Tracks child‘s play. Comments on the physical actions/behaviours that the child 

is engaged in while they are performing the said action. For example, ―I see you 

are running the car along the track‖.  
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11. Reflect the child‘s feelings. – Identifies by name the emotion(s) and/or strength of 

the emotion(s) that they think the child is experiencing in the moment. For 

example, ―You are feeling frustrated that you are not able to get the blocks to line 

up the way you want them to‖. ―You‘re sad there isn‘t a green marker to colour 

your picture‖ 

12. Set firm appropriate limits. – Provides boundaries of types of actions which 

children are allowed to perform during the playtime in order to protect the 

materials and people when appropriate. Enforces the time limit for the end of the 

play time by communicating pending ending following our warnings and at the 

end.   

13. Encouragement.- Makes positive statements about the effort and internal 

capability the child utilises as they engage in the process of the activity. It is an 

acknowledgement of the work done by the child.  For example, ―You worked 

very hard on that‖.  ―You took a lot of time making sure all the blocks were right. 

You don‘t want the building to fall‖ 

14. Is actively involved. – Engages physically and emotionally in the play. Varies the 

pitch of their voice and facial expression to demonstrate relevant emotions 

(sadness, happiness, anger) and character portrayal. Physical activity can be noted 

as gesturing appropriately in the context of the play (waving hands, pointing, etc.) 

and body is relaxed as opposed to being stiff.  

15. Doesn‘t set appropriate limits – When child behaves in an inappropriate manner 

(such as destroying materials, refuses to comply with investigators instructions to 

end the playtime) the parent does not seek to correct the child‘s behaviour. 
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16. Directs play – The parent issues instructions or demands to the child about the 

flow and content of the play activity. This does not include asking leading 

questions.  
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Appendix G-Parental  Playfulness  Interview 

 

Parent‘s First Name __________        

Child‘s First Name _______________ 

Date Interviewed ____/  ____ (mm/dd)            Interviewer ____________ 

 

1. Close your eyes and imagine _____________ (your child) playing at home. You 

are watching him/her. Think about where s/he is and what s/he is doing. As you 

glance over you see s/he is playing. Tell me what you see. Tell me two words that 

you would use to describe that image of your child at play?  (Be prepared to probe 

for clarification- ―what do you mean when you say ‗….‖) 

_____________________________________________________________________  

 

_____________________________________________________________________   

 

_____________________________________________________________________ 

 

2. Do you ever play with _________? (if “no”, go to #11) 

   Yes (       )        No  (       )   

 

3. On average, who generally initiates play: you or your child?  

 

A. I generally initiate  B. About equal C. Child initiates 
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4. In the past month, on average, how many hours per week would you say you have 

spent playing with _________?  

Less than 1 (   )   1-2 hours (   )   3-4 hours (  )   5-6 hours (   )  more than 6 hours (  )  

 

 

5. Do you have a regular time when you and your child are most likely to play 

together – a set play-time? When is it?   

Yes (      )      No   (       )  

 

________________________________________________________________________  

 

________________________________________________________________________ 

   

 

6. What types of activities do you and your child do when you play together?  

 

_____________________________________________________________________  

 

____________________________________________________________________ 

 

7.   On a scale of 1-5 where 5 is very comfortable/enthusiastic and 1 very 

uncomfortable/awkward (Give parent scale card):  How comfortable are you playing with 
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_____ ? (Clarifying re-statement: Do you  feel enthusiastic or awkward?)Tell me about 

that. 

 

  5  4  3   2  1    

Very Comfortable   Comfortable   Somewhat Comfortable       Comfortable            Very Uncomfortable    

 

___________________________________________________________________  

 

___________________________________________________________________  

 

8. What do you most enjoy playing with  _____? 

____________________________________________________________________  

 

____________________________________________________________________  

 

9. What kinds of play does _____ prefer to engage in with you?  

________________________________________________________________________  

 

________________________________________________________________________ 

 

10. If ________ could tell us how s/he feels about playing with you, what would s/he 

tell us?  

_____________________________________________________________________  
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_____________________________________________________________________  

 

11. Describe some of the reasons that influence your willingness or ability to play 

with your child? (Clarifying re-statement: how do you decide at any given time 

whether or not to play with your child?) 

___________________________________________________________________  

 

___________________________________________________________________  

 

___________________________________________________________________  

 

12. Are there places in the house where your child is not allowed to play? (yes/no). If 

―yes‖, where is your child not allowed to play? Why is s/he not allowed to play 

there?  

Yes (      )      No   (       )  

________________________________________________________________________  

 

_______________________________________________________________________ 
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13 Give parent response card – strongly agree, agree, no opinion, disagree, strongly 

disagree)To what extent do your beliefs (not necessarily practice) agree with the 

following statements –  

 

a) People are able to see how a child is feeling about things from the way he/she 

plays  

b) Play is for fun and not a good way to help children to learn 

c) Children get enjoyment from play that they do not get from other activities 

(e.g. reading, chores, talking). 

d) Children hide their thoughts or ways of thinking during play 

e) Playing with one‘s child has no impact on the closeness of the parent-child 

relationship  

f) Play allows children to investigate different roles and everyday social 

situations 

g) It is important to use opportunities during play to reinforce basic academic 

skills and concepts 

h) Being completely physically and emotionally involved while playing with a 

child makes for a more positive playtime 

i) As the adults, parents should direct the content and flow of the activities when 

playing with a child 

j) Few adults are comfortable being childlike and playful when playing with a 

child 

k) A parent‘s playfulness is frequently determined by the types of activities that 

is played 

l) It is a good idea to schedule playtime with your child 

m) As children play their imaginations and creativity are enhanced  

n) Play has no effect on children‘s ability to solve problems.  
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Appendix H- Spontaneous Concept of Play 

Question:  

Close your eyes and imagine ____ playing at home. You are watching him/her. Think 

about where s/he is and what he/she is doing. As you glance over you see that s/he is 

playing. Tell me what you see. Tell me two words you would use to describe that image 

of your child at play?  

Play Images 

Cars- hotwheels Drawing/art/ painting  Organising and sorting  

 

Dancing 

Lego Trains & boats – pirates  

 

Playing school  

 

Sports 

(soccer/baseball)  

 

Action figures  Dollhouse/doll play,  

polly pockets 

Building houses  

 

Music 

Mother & baby  Dress-up  Cooking food  

 

Exploring 

Animals – 

dinosaurs  

Bike-riding  Princess Pretend kitchen & 

restaurant  
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Categorical Codes for Play Images 

1 = Creative Arts & Constructive = (Drawing, art, painting, music & Lego, building 

houses, cooking with mom)  

2 =  Dramatic/Vehicular (kitchen & restaurant, playing school, princess, dress-up, mother 

& baby, action figures, animals, doll-play, play with cars, hot wheels, trains, boats)   

3= Active/Physical Play ( bike riding, soccer, baseball, dancing)  

4 = Structured/Educational = Exploring, organising, and  sorting  

 

Descriptors for Play Image  

Imaginative/Re-enactment     

Repetitive       Learning 

Fun        Intrigued 

Happy        Involved 

Gentle/ nurturing      Colourful 

Focused – zoned in/purposeful/Determined, Involved     

Content       Active 

Mess        Intent (focused) 

Peaceful       Solitary     

Noisy/Loud       Innocent (shy)  

Tough           

Nice/sharing       Strategic    

Creative       Helpful 

Layers/ Complex       
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Freedom       Intense 

Bliss        Passionate 

Quiet        Funny 

Independent       Girly  

Discovery      Dependent  

Intent       Roles/Role-playing 

Categories of Descriptive Codes 

1= Physical/Sensory – Messy, loud/noisy, tough,  active, quiet, repetitive, colourful, 

freedom 

2 = Emotional (positive). - Fun,  Happy, Content, Bliss, Peaceful Intense 

3 = Mental.-  Imaginative, Creative, Complex, Learning, Strategic, Discovery  

4 = Mental-Emotional.  - Focused, Purposeful,  Intrigued, Involved, Determined, , 

Passionate, Intent 

5 =Social. - Gentle, Nurturing, Nice, Sharing, Independent, Helpful, Girly, Funny, Roles 

 Solitary, innocent (shy), Dependent 
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Appendix I – Parental Play Beliefs Table  

Table G-1   

Parents’ Play Beliefs  

Beliefs Statements Percentages     

  Strongly 

Agree 

Agree No 

Opinion 

Disagree Strongly 

Disagree 

People are able to see how a child is feeling 

about things from the way he/she plays 

35.7 32.1 0 14.3 17.9 

Play is for fun and not a good way to help 

children to learn 

14.3 14.3 0 10.7 60.7 

Children get enjoyment from play that they don‟t 

get from other activities (e.g., reading, chores, 

talking). 

21.4 53.6 0 17.9 7.1 

Children hide their thoughts or ways of thinking 

during play 

14.3 32.1 7.1 17.9 28.6 

Playing with one‟s child has no impact on the 

closeness of the parent-child relationship 

21.4 17.9 0 7.1 53.6 

 Play allows children to investigate different 

roles and everyday social situations 

42.9 21.4 3.6 7.1 25 

It is important to use opportunities during play to 

reinforce basic academic skills and concepts 

21.4 28.6 3.6 39.3 39.3 

 Being completely physically and emotionally 

involved while playing with a child makes for a 

39.3 32.1 3.6 10.7 14.3 
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Beliefs Statements Percentages     

  Strongly 

Agree 

Agree No 

Opinion 

Disagree Strongly 

Disagree 

more positive playtime 

 As the adults, parents should direct the content 

and flow of the activities when playing with a 

child 

10.7 42.9 3.6 25 17.9 

Few adults are comfortable being childlike and 

playful when playing with a child 

3.6 32.1 17.9 39.3 7.1 

A parent‟s playfulness is frequently determined 

by the types of activities that is played 

3.6 46.4 3.6 46.4 0 

It is a good idea to schedule playtime with your 

child 

25 21.4 14.3 28.6 10.7 

 As children play their imaginations and 

creativity are enhanced 

53.6 14.3 0 3.6 28.6 

 Play has no effect on children‟s ability to solve 

problems 

25 3.6 7.1 14.3 50 
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Appendix J – Categories, Sub-categories and Codes for Maternal Play Comfort 

Table H-1 

Categories, Sub-categories and Codes for Maternal Play Comfort 

CATEGORIES and SUBCATEGORIES CODES 

PLAY IS …. (GOOD)  ―About fun‖ 

 ―Seeing their personalities‖  

 ―Good for their imaginations‖  

   ―Letting her express herself‖  

  

CONDITIONS  ―Aggressive play‖  

 ―Dad is more aggressive…that‘s 

not for mom‖ 

 ―Energy level‖  

 ―What we are playing‖   

 Taking hold of the moment  

 It depends, because he is a 

boy…  somethings dad has a lot 

easier time‖  

 ―Being an adult if you 

played…people would look at 

you funny‖ 
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CATEGORIES and SUBCATEGORIES CODES 

 ―…if you had kids, perfect 

excuse‖ 

 

 CHILD CHARACTERISTICS 

 ―Easy to play with‖ 

 Very interesting  

 ―Lots of questions‖  

 ―He‘s not uncomfortable‖  

 ―Not shy with me‖ 

 Very enthusiastic  

 He is easy going he just wants to 

play 

 ― not judging me‖   

 ―Good at telling‖  

 ―She‘s very vocal‖ 

- ―telling me what he wants to 

do‖  

-  

- ―if I am doing something 

wrong‖  

- ―I am not playing the right 

way‖  

-  ―tell me exactly how she 
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CATEGORIES and SUBCATEGORIES CODES 

wants the storyline going‖ 

RELATIONAL 

DYNAMICS 

Knowledge of Child  ―I know them so well‖… 

 ‖spend a lot of my time with 

him‖  

 ―know what he‘s in the mood 

for‖  

 ―idea of how things are going to 

go‖  

 ―like it‘s just the 2 of us‖  

 ―know each other‘s role‖  

 ―she‘ll play in a certain way‖ 

Compatibility of 

Interests 

 ―I enjoy the things she chooses 

to play‖ 

o ―I enjoy the things that 

she does‖ 

 ―…really exciting for him, but 

isn‘t … it doesn‘t do anything 

for me‖ 

BELIEFS ABOUT 

SELF AS PLAYER 

Play ―Comes Natural‖ ―comes natural‖ – ―part of what I do‖  

- ―mother and child kind of 

thing‖  

―I‘ve always played with kids‖ 
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Other ―I am…‖ 

statements 

- ―I am not too enthusiastic‖  

- ―selfish‖  

-  ―I don‘t know all the like 

―quote on quote‖ like boy 

things‖ 

- ―I am not knowledgeable‖ 

 

STRATEGIES MOTHERS USE ―Play …outside the house‖   

 

-―crash crawlies‖  

-―chuckie cheese‖  

- ―easier to play outside of the house‖  

- ―playgroup‖   

- ―library‖ 

SETTING LIMITS  

- ―Within reason‖  

―Activities that are really dangerous‖ 

―Whatever she wants to do‖  

―Comfortable enough to challenge her‖  

 

―I ..bring in new materials‖ 

―Need to think about him‖ 
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― (it‘s tough too to ) give them equal 

time‖ 

DISTRACTIONS ―Other things on my mind‖   

- ―thinking about what I am 

gonna make for dinner‖  

- ―thinking ‗I hope she is 

learning something…‖  

- ―so many things going on 

that I need to do‖  

- ―I don‘t think I am 100% 

present with him‖  

―I‘m often doing other things at the 

same time… I‘m cleaning the kitchen‖ 

FEELINGS 

ABOUT/DURING 

PLAY 

Pleasure  ―I was more excited than the 

kids.‖ 

 I love it  

 ―I like being able to play with 

her…‖  

 … “ I like it!  It‘s the best job 

I‘ve ever had!  (laughter)‖ 

 ―the things that they do just 

blow my mind‖ .   ― I mean they 
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just amaze me‖.  

 I just really enjoy spending time 

with them‖  

 I love playing with her and I 

love spending time with her‖   

 

Pleasure of Play   

 ―the fun of play‖  

 ―when she laughs and gets silly‖  

 ―find it fun‖  

 ―totally goofy around‖  

 ―they just amaze me‖ 

 

Guilt/Obligation  ―I shouldn‘t be thinking that‖  

 ―…but, oh no, I have got to 

play with J. Like it becomes a 

need over a want…. Cause I 

don‘t think I am a 100% present 

with him as I would like‖.   

 ―I cannot be selfish with him‖ 

Boredom   
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 ―things that are boring to me 

probably around a 2 or 3‖  

 ―things that we do repetitively‖ 
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