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Researchers, the authors state, link play to cognitive and affective processes impor-
tant for a child’s development and overall well-being. In this article, the authors 
examine the relationships involving pretend play, coping, and subjective well-being 
(the last of which they conceptualize as positive affect—positive mood—and life 
satisfaction) and investigate the stability and predictive power of play skills. They 
report on a study in which they measured the pretend play, coping skills, positive 
affect, and life satisfaction of thirty girls in kindergarten through fourth grade and 
compared these measures to the girls’ pretend play eighteen months earlier.They 
found that affect or emotional themes in play related to positive mood in daily 
life and that imagination and organization in play related to coping ability. Their 
results, they concluded, also support the stability of imagination and organization 
in pretend play over time. Key words: coping skills; divergent thinking; imagina-
tion in play; make-believe; organization in play; pretend play; subjective well-being

Research consistently demonstrates that, through play, children 
develop cognitive and affective processes important for overall functioning. 
Pretend play relates to and facilitates processes—divergent thinking, insight, 
imagination, and affect expression—relevant to creativity and creative problem 
solving (Dansky 1980; Fisher 1992; Moore and Russ 2008; Russ and Grossman-
McKee 1990). As children learn to solve problems and think creatively, they 
cope better and improve their ability to adjust to life’s situations (Christiano 
and Russ 1996). In addition, because play has an impact on the cognitive and 
affective processes important for development, it also has an effect on a child’s 
subjective well-being. We conceptualize subjective well-being as a combination 
of life satisfaction and positive affect.

The study we present in this article, then, investigated and assessed the 
relationships involving pretend play, subjective well-being (i.e. the constructs 
of life satisfaction and positive affect [positive mood]), and coping. In addition, 
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we investigated the predictive power of play—specifically, how play predicted 
subjective well-being, coping, and, later, play ability.

Pretend Play

Although play is, of course, a multidimensional construct with meanings that 
vary in different contexts (Cohen 2006), our study examined pretend play, also 
called imaginative play, make-believe play, fantasy play, and dramatic play. This 
type of play involves the use of fantasy, make-believe, and symbolism (Fein 
1981). Pretend play possesses an element of “as if” —meaning that one thing 
represents or stands in for something else (Fein 1987). Udwin (1983) defines it 
as the ability to engage in play, to transform objects, and to use make-believe 
action (Udwin 1983).

In a review of the literature, Sandra Russ (2004) identified a number of 
cognitive and affective processes involved in play. Through play, children develop 
cognitive skills such as the ability to organize thoughts into a cause-and-effect 
sequence, to generate ideas, to solve problems, and to use symbolism. Cognitive 
processes in play also include divergent thinking—the ability to generate many 
solutions to a single problem (Russ et al. 1999), enhanced abstract thought (Saltz, 
Dixon, and Johnson 1977), and perspective taking (Youngblade and Dunn 1995; 
Fisher 1992). Further, Russ (2004) noted two broad affective processes—access to 
affect-laden thoughts and openness to affect states—that occur in pretend play. 
She suggested that in play, children access, learn about, and experience emotional 
thoughts and feelings.  Additionally, through play, children learn to express and 
control affect, regulate emotion, and find pleasure and enjoyment in play and 
its creativity (Singer and Singer 1990). Empirical evidence suggests a signifi-
cant relationship involving play, affect, and creativity, such that children who 
demonstrate greater affect in play perform better on divergent-thinking tasks 
(Lieberman 1977; Russ and Grossman-McKee 1990; Russ and Schafer 2006). 

Further, some researchers believe that when children experience a sense 
of control over the amount and pace of affect expression, as they do in play, 
both positive- and negative-affect expressions may be adaptive. In other words, 
negative-affect expression in play does not necessarily correspond to a negative-
mood state (Singer and Singer 1990). These experts argue that through play, 
children develop and regulate these affective processes, by practicing both posi-
tive- and negative-affect expression, which leads to more adaptive functioning. 
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Play and Coping

Some researchers have found that pretend play relates to coping ability (Chris-
tiano and Russ 1999; Russ, Robins, and Christiano 1999). Others assume that 
the cognitive processes involved in play—such as divergent thinking, the ability 
to transform one object into another (i.e. pretend that a block is a tree), and the 
organization of narratives—demonstrate the relationship between play and cop-
ing (Singer and Singer 1990; Russ 2004). Folkman and Lazarus (2003) devised 
a widely accepted definition of coping. They suggested that coping refers to 
the “cognitive and behavioral efforts made by individuals to master, tolerate, 
or reduce” (223) stressful demands when “a routine or automatic response is 
not available” (Monat and Lazarus 1977, 8). In other words, coping refers to an 
active process of generating solutions to real-life problems, such as a real-world 
application of a divergent thinking. Research has demonstrated the direct link 
between divergent thinking and coping (Russ 1988; Carson et al. 1994). 

Curry and Russ (1985) further emphasized the importance of cognitive 
development in their assessment of the cognitive and behavioral coping strate-
gies used by children in preparation for and during a restorative dental treat-
ment. Typical children tended to use several different forms of coping, which 
supports Murphy’s observation (1962) that coping strategies are the actual 
thoughts or efforts individuals use to deal with a problem (Curry and Russ 
1985). Further, older children used more cognitive strategies—thinking and 
talking to oneself—and fewer behavioral ones, such as actively doing something 
to help oneself feel better (Curry and Russ 1985), suggesting the importance of 
adequate cognitive development for successful coping (Singer and Singer 1990). 
The complex cognitive structures developed in play facilitate a child’s active 
coping and expressing of emotion. Through play, a child makes sense of the 
threatening experience (Freedheim and Russ 1992) and experiments with solu-
tions (Hartley, Frank, and Goldenson 1952). Haight and others (2006) suggested 
that play facilitates a child’s learning about emotions. They further theorized 
that through play, adults are also able to learn about the way a child feels. They 
demonstrated how children learn about emotions and how to deal with these 
emotions through play, finding that traumatized children use pretend play with 
their mothers to work through the effects of stress. 

Several empirical studies demonstrate the direct link between coping skills 
and pretend play as measured by the Affect in Play Scale (APS; Russ 2004), which 
involves puppet play. Christiano and Russ (1996) found a positive relationship 
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between play and coping in children undergoing an invasive dental procedure. 
Children who were considered good players (i.e. those who expressed affect 
and fantasy in their play) were also good at cognitive coping. These children 
frequently used better coping strategies and shifted flexibly to different strate-
gies during the dental procedure compared to those who expressed less affect 
and fantasy in their play. Christiano and Russ also found a negative relationship 
between play and distress—children who were considered better players also 
evidenced less distress during the dental procedure. 

In a longitudinal study, Russ, Robins, and Christiano (1999) found that 
imagination in play predicted the number and quality of coping responses on 
the School Coping Scale, a measure designed especially to assess a child’s cop-
ing skills. Specifically, children with high imagination in their play reported 
using a greater number of coping strategies in stressful situations four years 
later. Finally, Goldstein and Russ (2000–2001) found that pretend play and 
fantasy related to coping strategies. Children who demonstrated more imagi-
nation and fantasy in their play generated a greater number and variety of 
coping strategies when thinking about what to do in a situation that required 
control of impulse and aggression. 

Subjective Well-Being

Many researchers think well-being is subjective because it depends on the indi-
vidual’s assessment of the quality of his or her own life (Lee and Browne 2008). 
They commonly conceptualize subjective well-being as having three compo-
nents: global-life satisfaction, positive affect, and negative affect (Land et al. 
2007; Diener et al. 1999). We examined global-life satisfaction and positive 
affect. Global-life satisfaction, the cognitive component of well-being, refers to 
an individual’s evaluation of his or her life as a whole—how satisfied he or she 
is with major aspects of life, such as school or work, home, family, and friends.

There also exists an affective component to well-being, which includes the 
pleasant and unpleasant emotions an individual attaches to various experiences 
(Lee and Browne 2008).  More specifically, well-being involves the frequency of 
positive emotions, such as joy and pride, and the frequency of negative emotions, 
such as anger and sadness. For example, a widely accepted scale of the affective 
component of subjective well-being is the Positive and Negative Affect Schedule 
(PANAS) (Watson, Clark, and Tellegen 1988). The scale is based on a model 
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that defines positive affect as “high energy, full concentration, and pleasurable 
engagement” (1063), so that more positive affect is associated with greater sub-
jective well-being. Watson and his colleagues discussed the robustness of the 
PANAS across time, suggesting the measure can be effectively used—depending 
upon the instruction—as both a momentary and a longer-lasting indication of 
mood. The version included in our present study instructs children to evaluate 
their moods over the previous two weeks, which theoretically provides an indi-
cation of mood beyond a snapshot and more closely resembles a longer-lasting 
mood (Laurent et al. 1999). 

Subjective well-being in adults has been well researched in recent decades, 
but it has not been studied much in children (Moore and Russ 2008). Through 
a series of factor analyses, however, Huebner and his colleagues found that con-
structs of life satisfaction and positive affect also exist in children (Huebner 
1991) and adolescents (Huebner and Dew 1996). Only recently, researchers 
developed standardized measures of these constructs for children (Huebner 
1991, 1994). 

Although few studies have directly examined the relationship between 
pretend play and subjective well-being, the two constructs are theoretically 
related. Research consistently demonstrates that pretend-play skills are related 
to constructs such as divergent thinking, coping ability, creativity, adjustment, 
and the regulation of emotion (Russ and Grossman-McKee 1990; Dansky 1980; 
Hoffmann and Russ 2012). We might speculate that children who possess these 
skills would also likely enjoy more positive moods and be more satisfied with 
life. In other words, we can imagine that children who more effectively cope with 
life’s difficulties and appear better adjusted overall would also rate themselves 
as happier and would generally evaluate their friends, family, school, work, and 
home life as more satisfying. In support of this assumption, Udwin (1983) found 
that pretend play related to overall positive affect. 

Although few studies have specifically examined positive moods, several 
studies have demonstrated the relationship between play ability and the lack of 
distress, including a lack of distress following surgery (Burstein and Meichen-
baum 1979) and a lack of distress during dental procedures (Christiano and Russ 
1996). Additionally, Grossman-McKee (1990) found that first- and second-grade 
boys who expressed greater affect in their play had fewer complaints about pain 
and were less anxious than those children with less affect in their play. In other 
words, children considered better players because they expressed more affect 
in play tended to feel better and demonstrate less negative affect in daily life. 
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These studies suggest that such children would also rate themselves as having a 
more positive mood in daily life, although they did not explore this direct link.  

Based on the previous links between pretend play and constructs important 
for development, we also theorized that children who are considered better play-
ers, or who express greater imagination and affect in play, would also demon-
strate greater overall positive affect in daily living and be more satisfied with life. 

Summary 
Previous research found significant relationships between play ability and other 
constructs important for overall functioning. Evidence suggests that children 
who have more imagination and affect in their play tend to cope more effec-
tively and to succeed more often at solving problems. They are also generally 
better adjusted and more creative than children who express less imagination 
and affect in their play. Given that children who express more imagination and 
affect in play are more creative, better adjusted, and cope more effectively, we 
theorized that they would also prove more satisfied with life and demonstrate 
greater positive mood. Previous literature suggests that significant relationships 
exist among play ability, coping skills, and subjective well-being (the latter being 
conceptualized as life satisfaction and positive affect) that are worth further 
investigation. Our present study, the first to examine directly the relationships 
of all these variables, hypothesizes that play skills would significantly relate to 
concurrent measures of coping ability and subjective well-being.  In addition, 
we explored the predictive power of play by examining its relation to coping and 
subjective well-being over time and hypothesized that early play ability would 
significantly relate to these constructs over an eighteen-month period. Finally, 
our present study examined the stability of play and predicted that play skills 
would be stable over time.

Method

Participants
We began with a sample of sixty-one subjects, but thirty girls in grades one 
through five participated in all components of our study. The children attended 
a private school for girls with a predominately Caucasian population. To obtain 
a follow-up sample, we sent recruitment letters to the parents of all the sixty-
one girls who participated in our original study examining the effects of an 
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intervention on play ability. Of the sixty-one children, 49.2 percent agreed to 
take part in the follow-up study. 

Procedure
At baseline in the original study, the sixty-one participants completed the Affect 
in Play Scale, a five-minute puppet play task, and the School Coping Scale (SCS), 
a measure that asks children to suggest coping responses to potentially stress-
ful situations. These participants also completed the vocabulary subtest of the 
Wechsler Intelligence Scale for Children, Fourth Edition (WISC-IV) to assess 
verbal ability. 

The follow-up assessment occurred approximately eighteen months after 
the baseline assessment. Each of the thirty participants in our follow-up study 
met with the examiner for a twenty-five-minute session. The examiner was blind 
to the original play scores. The assessment included two of the original baseline 
measures, the Affect in Play Scale and the SCS, in addition to the Multidimen-
sional Student Life Satisfaction Scale for Children (MSLSS-C) and the Positive 
and Negative Affect Schedule for Children (PANAS-C). Each participant com-
pleted the measures in the same order: Affect in Play Scale, PANAS-C, MSLSS-C, 
and, finally, the SCS. We did not administer the play task to students in the fifth 
grade as it was designed for younger children. 

Measures 
Affect in Play Scale.The five-minute play task is a standardized instru-

ment designed to assess affect and imagination in play in children ages six 
through ten. The activity uses two puppets depicting a boy and a girl and three 
small blocks of different shapes and colors. Children perform the task individu-
ally, and each receives the same instructions from the researcher: “I’m here to 
learn about how children play. I have here two puppets and would like you to 
play with them any way you like for five minutes. For example, you can have 
the puppets do something together. I also have some blocks that you can use. 
Be sure to have the puppets talk out loud. I’ll tell you when to stop. Go ahead, 
put the puppets on, and start.”

The Affect in Scale-Brief Rating Version (APS-BR) (Cordiano, Russ, and 
Short 2008), adapted from Russ’s (1993) original video-taped version, allowed 
the examiner to score the play as it occured without relying on video-taped 
presentations. Our study used the brief-rating version of the play task. We used 
four scales of the measure: frequency of affect, organization, imagination, and  
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comfort. We scored each aspect of play on a four-point Likert scale. The orga-
nization score, a cognitive component of the scale, measures the quality of the 
plot and the complexity of the story within the play. The other cognitive com-
ponent, the imagination score, refers to the child’s ability to pretend and use 
fantasy in play, use blocks to represent different things, and demonstrate novelty 
in the play. The frequency of affect score refers to the amount of emotion and 
emotional themes expressed during the play based on the number of displays of 
emotion during the task. We coded positive affective expressions, such as hap-
piness and nurturance, and units of negative affect, such as aggression, sadness, 
and frustration. For example, we coded “Whee! This is fun!” as positive affect 
and “Ahh! The monster is chasing me!” (an expression of fear) as negative affect. 
The comfort scale indicates the child’s level of comfort and enjoyment in play. 

The APS-BR correlates highly with the video-taped version, which has good 
reliability and validity. Correlations for the main scores range from .75 to .92, 
which suggests that the two scales measure similar elements of play and that 
the validity studies for the APS should apply to the APS-BR. Further, interrater 
reliability, or the degree of agreement between raters, for the APS-BR has been 
good, ranging from .62 to .94 (Cordinao, Russ, and Short 2008). Finally, the 
APS-BR has been shown to relate to levels of creativity and emotional memories, 
which supports its validity. We calculated interrater reliability of the APS-BR for 
our study by comparing the examiner’s ratings to another observer’s ratings on 
twenty participants. Because we did not have twenty videos of the APS-BR for 
participants of our sample (eighteen months later), we used twenty videos from 
a previous sample. Although we used video tapes, the rater viewed each video 
only one time to simulate the brief-rating experience. Correlation coefficients for 
the reliability between raters were: .71 for organization, .78 for imagination, .92 
for frequency of affect, and .94 for comfort. With the exception of organization, 
which is considered good reliability, these values exceed Cicchetti’s .75 guideline 
for excellent reliability (Cicchetti 1994). 

The School Coping Scale. The School Coping Scale is a ten-item self-
report instrument that assesses how children deal with potential problems in 
school settings. The scale asks children to list what they would do in ten stress-
ful situations. For example, they were asked, “What would you do if you were 
going to be late to school?” and “What would you do if your best friend didn’t 
want to play with you anymore?” Sample responses to the latter included: “play 
with another friend,” “ask her what’s wrong,” and “ignore her.” We scored the 
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measure for frequency, so the score indicated the total number of acceptable 
coping responses generated. For our study, interrater reliability using Pearson 
correlations was: r = .92 for the frequency of coping responses. This value exceeds 
Cicchetti’s guideline for excellent reliability (Cicchetti 1994). In a previous study, 
the frequency of coping responses on the School Coping Scale positively related 
to imagination and fantasy in play (Russ, Robins, and Christiano 1999).

Positive and Negative Affect Schedule for Children.  The PANAS-
C (Laurent et al. 1999) is a thirty-item self-report scale using direct question-
ing and designed to assess affect—recent experiences of positive and negative 
moods—in children. The PANAS-C was originally validated for children in grades 
four through eight but was adapted for younger children by Moore and Russ 
(2008). Our study used the adapted version, which altered the language for two 
of the items (i.e. “energetic” to “lots of energy”) and removed three difficult ones 
(i.e. “disgusted,” “daring,” and “delighted”), resulting in a twenty-seven-item mea-
sure (Moore and Russ 2008). In our study, we analyzed only the positive-affect 
score. The original PANAS-C has good reliability and validity; its reliability alpha 
coefficients range from .89 to .94 for the two affect scores (Laurent et al. 1999). 
Convergent and divergent validity for the PANAS-C has also been demonstrated. 
Laurent and others found the positive-affect scale correlated negatively with the 
Children’s Depression Inventory. The adapted version of the PANAS-C has mini-
mal reliability and validity data, given its limited use. For our study, internal con-
sistency was .77, which Cronbach (1951) considered acceptable. 

The Multidimensional Student Life Satisfaction Scale for 
Children. The MSLSS-C (Huebner 1991, 1994) assesses life satisfaction, one 
component of subjective well-being. The scale was originally created and vali-
dated for children in grades three and above (Huebner 1991; 1994). Our study 
used the adapted version, devised by Moore and Russ (2008). Moore and Russ 
removed six of the forty original items that contained more advanced vocabulary 
and changed some of the language to be more developmentally appropriate.  
For example, “My parents treat me fairly” was removed, and “I wish there were 
different people in my neighborhood” was changed to “I wish I had different 
neighbors.” The MSLSS-C assesses how satisfied children feel with different 
areas of their life, including family, friends, school, living environment, and 
themselves.  The scale asks children to rate how they feel about each statement 
by selecting circles of varying sizes on a 1–4 scale.
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The original MSLSS scale has good validity and reliability, with a total 
score alpha of .92 and alphas for the subscale scores ranging from .78 to .83 
(Huebner 1994). The reliability and validity of the original MSLSS scale has 
been demonstrated with a middle-school sample of 291 students (Huebner et 
al. 1998). Validation studies support the use of the total score as an indication 
of general life satisfaction (Huebner et al. 1998).  Therefore, we used the total 
score in our study. The adapted version of the scale has minimal reliability and 
validity data, given its limited use. For our study, internal consistency for the 
total score was .88, which Cronbach (1951) considered good. 

Results

We used Pearson product-moment correlations to examine the relationship 
of play ability, subjective well-being, and coping skills at the beginning of the 
study and again eighteen months later. We used an alpha level of .05, unless 
otherwise noted. We also reported effect sizes. According to Cohen (1988), 
correlation coefficients of .10 are small, those of .30 are medium, and those 
of .50 are large. 

Also, we used repeated measures analysis of variance (ANOVA) to assess the 
effect of the original intervention when controlling for baseline play differences. 
The repeated measures ANOVA confirmed there were no significant group dif-
ferences across any variables. Therefore, we combined the groups for all analyses. 

We checked the data for skewness (lack of symmetry) and kurtosis (the 
measure of how peaked or flat the data are relative to a normal curve). We 
found no significant differences from normal and deemed neither skewness 
nor kurtosis to be a pervasive problem in these data. Therefore, we made no 
further adjustments. 

There were several participants without data for the play task, resulting in 
twenty-three children in the study with play data. Of the thirty-participants, 
two did not wish to participate in the play task. In addition, the APS-BR has 
only been validated for children ages six to ten, thus children in the fifth grade 
did not complete the play task. Further, twenty-nine of the thirty participants 
in the follow-up study completed the play task at the beginning of our study. 
Thus, longitudinal relationships determined in our study are based on a sample 
of twenty-nine participants. All thirty participants completed the MSLSS-C, the 
PANAS-C, and the School Coping Scale.
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We compared beginning or baseline scores of our follow-up sample to 
baseline scores of the total sample using standard t-tests. We found no significant 
differences between the two groups on the baseline measures of play, coping, 
and verbal ability, indicating the follow-up sample is representative of the total 
sample on measures of play and coping abilities. 

Descriptive Statistics 
At the time of the follow-up, participants ranged in age from 6.6 years to 11.2 
years, making a mean age of 8.9 years. Participants were in first through fifth 
grade, and the number of participants in each of the five grades was eight par-
ticipants in kindergarten, eight in first grade, four in second grade, five in third 
grade, and five in fourth grade. We examined Pearson product-moment cor-
relations among age, grade, and measures of well-being and coping. None of 
the measures related to either grade or age. Given this, we would not expect 
differences in the relationships of the measures across age groups or grade levels.
 Descriptive statistics, including means, standard deviations, and ranges, 
for all measures appear in figure 1. The results indicate adequate variability 
among players and are similar to those found in the previous validation study 
for the APS-BR (Cordiano, Russ, and Short 2008). 

Verbal ability.  We used scores on the vocabulary section of the WISC-
IV at the beginning of the study to record verbal ability. The participants had a 
mean score of 12.27 (SD = 2.70), with a range of 7.00 to 17.00. The WISC-IV 
has a standardized mean of ten and a standard deviation of three. Thus, our 
sample scored slightly above average and had a wide range of scores. None of 
the measures significantly related to verbal ability. Nevertheless, to control for 
verbal ability, we partialed WISC-IV scores out of each of the analyses.   

Main Hypotheses   
Concurrent relationships. We found several significant relationships 

involving play, coping, and subjective well-being (see figure 2). First, as hypoth-
esized, organization and imagination scores on the APS-BR positively related 
to coping responses (r = .38, p < .05; r = .34, p = .05, respectively). Children 
who demonstrated greater organization and imagination in their play generated 
a greater number of coping responses. According to Cohen (1988), the effect 
sizes of these relationships are medium, suggesting meaningful relationships 
between the variables.
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Second, the frequency of affect score on the APS-BR positively correlated 
with the positive affect score on the PANAS-C, r = .39, p < .05. As predicted, 
children who demonstrated greater overall affect in their play also rated them-
selves as having greater positive affect in daily life. According to Cohen, the effect 
sizes of these relationships are considered medium. 

Third, inconsistent with our hypotheses, life-satisfaction scores did not 
relate to imagination or organization but correlated negatively with the fre-
quency of affect score, r = -.36, p < .05. Unexpectedly, children who demon-
strated less affect in their play rated themselves as having higher life satisfaction.  

Additionally, results indicated a significant relationship of medium effect 
size between frequency of coping and positive affect on the PANAS-C, r = .38, 
p < .05 (n = 30). This correlation suggests that children who generated a greater 
number of effective coping responses reported greater positive affect. 

Finally, when we controlled for verbal intelligence, all coefficients 
remained unchanged. 

Longitudinal relationships.  We also examined relationships among 
baseline play and coping and subjective well-being at our eighteen-month time 
point (see figure 3). The baseline imagination scores on the APS-BR significantly 
correlated with the frequency of coping responses after eighteen months, r = .34, 
p < .05, which remained unchanged when we controlled for verbal intelligence. 
Children who demonstrated greater imagination in their play at baseline gener-
ated a greater number of coping responses at outcome, approximately eighteen 
months later. The association between play and coping remained stable over 
time. When we controlled for baseline coping, the correlation was no longer 
significant (r = .21), but the magnitude of the correlation was a small effect 
size (Cohen 1988). Thus, baseline coping ability accounted for a portion of the 
variance but did not account for the entire relationship.

In addition, several relationships yielded correlation coefficients that 
approached significance, such as baseline organization in play and frequency 
of coping responses, r = .27, p = .15; and the baseline frequency of affect in 
play and positive affect on the PANAS-C, r = .24, p = .20. As with the concur-
rent relationships, the effect sizes are considered medium (Cohen 1988). It is 
possible that these relationships would reach significance with a larger sample 
size. Importantly, the pattern and magnitude of the correlations were similar 
to those among the concurrent relationships, which suggests the associations 
were maintained over time.  
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Stability of play.  The magnitudes of the correlations between baseline 
play ability and current measures of play ability according to the APS-BR suggest 
the stability of the cognitive components of play, imagination, and organization. 
Baseline organization and imagination scores were significantly related to the 
organization and imagination scores recorded eighteen months later, r = .58, p < 
.01, r = .46, p < .05, respectively. Similarly, baseline comfort in play significantly 
related to outcome comfort (r = .46, p< .05).  According to Cohen’s (1988) 
effect size criteria, these values are deemed large effect sizes, indicating stable 
relationships between these variables. However, the magnitude of the correla-
tion between the baseline frequency of affect score and its respective outcome 
score is considered small (r = .26, p = .25), suggesting affect is less stable than 
the cognitive components of play. Finally, when we controlled for verbal intel-
ligence, coefficients remained unchanged. 

Exploratory Analyses
Stability of coping.  Exploratory correlational analyses suggest the 

stability of coping ability. Specifically, the frequency of effective coping responses 
at baseline related to the same measure at the end of the study, r = .56, p < .01; 
and it was unaffected when we controlled for verbal intelligence. According to 
Cohen’s criteria, this is considered a large effect size.

Discussion

We found pretend play to be significantly related to measures of subjective well-
being and coping, constructs important for children’s overall functioning. Specifi-
cally, among the concurrent relationships, the expression of affect in play related to 
a positive mood in daily life, and imagination and organization in play related to 
coping. These findings suggest that better players have greater positive affect in daily 
life and better coping ability. In addition, we obtained supportive evidence for the 
predictive power of play ability, as baseline imagination in play significantly related 
to coping skills over the eighteen-month period. Results also provide support for the 
stability of play skills, especially the cognitive components. Finally, positive mood on 
the PANAS-C related to coping ability, so that children who reported having greater 
positive affect were also able to generate a greater number of coping responses.

In addition, there were a number of longitudinal findings, such as the rela-
tionships between affect expression in play and positive mood and between orga-
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nization and coping ability, that approached significance. Such findings suggest 
that these relationships should be explored with a larger sample. We also noted 
that verbal ability did not relate to play skills, and all significant relationships 
remained significant when we controlled for verbal ability. This result suggests 
that play enhances development and functioning separate from intelligence. 

Current Play, Subjective Well-Being, and Coping
Girls who demonstrated a greater amount of affect in their play narratives 
reported having greater positive moods in the previous two weeks. Although 
our study is the first to examine the relationship between pretend play and 
self-reported positive mood, this result is consistent with the research of Seja 
and Russ (1998), which found that children who expressed more emotion in 
play demonstrated more positive emotion in their daily behavior, as rated by 
their parents. Similarly, Grossman-McKee (1990) found that children who dem-
onstrated greater affect in their play had fewer pain complaints and anxiety 
than their less expressive counterparts. We should note that all findings are 
correlational in nature and, therefore, we cannot presume cause-and-effect 
relationships. Nonetheless, our findings support existing literature and sug-
gest important implications: girls who are able to think about emotion-laden 
content and express both positive and negative affect in their play also demon-
strate greater positive affect in daily living. Our study supports the concept that 
through play, children practice thinking, feeling, and expressing positive and 
negative emotion, which translates to more positive emotion overall. 

Also, girls who demonstrated greater imagination and organization in their 
play generated a greater number of coping responses, which is consistent with 
previous studies (Russ, Robins, and Christiano 1999; Goldstein and Russ 2001). 
Such replication of findings adds to the validity and strength of the APS-BR and 
the School Coping Scale and supports the link between imagination in play and 
coping ability. We theorize that proficiency in divergent thinking contributes to the 
relationship between play and coping, so that children who demonstrate imagi-
nation in their play also generate creative ideas and explore a variety of solutions 
to problems. Children who are able to generate creative ideas by exploring many 
possible solutions are also able to generate a greater number of coping solutions 
to potentially stressful situations. Theoretically, divergent-thinking ability allows 
for imaginative and creative play, in addition to more effective coping.  

Organization, the other cognitive component in play, also related to coping. 
Our results indicate that girls who had more organization in play stories also 
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generated a greater number of coping responses. The finding makes theoretical 
sense. Children who organize their play—which means they can create a complex 
story with a beginning, a middle, and an end—can also cope with problems. 
The ability to plan and execute a story in an integrated, structured way is likely 
beneficial for generating effective coping solutions. 

Next, inconsistent with our hypotheses, the cognitive components of play 
did not significantly relate to life satisfaction. However, life satisfaction was 
significantly negatively correlated with affect expression in play. We did not 
expect this finding because evidence suggests greater expression of affect in play 
is associated with adaptive skills, such as the ability to regulate emotion and 
control affect (Hoffman and Russ 2012). Based on such previous findings, we 
proposed that children with these adaptive abilities would also be more satisfied 
with life. However, potential issues with the MLSS-C instrument may have had 
an impact on the finding regarding this theorized relationship.  The relation-
ship between play skills and the MSLSS-C may be curvilinear, so that the best 
players are those who rated themselves moderately, but not perfectly, satisfied 
with life. In other words, perhaps rating school as “sometimes pleasing to me” 
is a more adaptive, realistic way of viewing school than rating school as “always 
pleasing to me.” To recognize school as mostly, but not perfectly, pleasing may 
be the most satisfying, adaptive way of viewing school. We need more research 
with a larger sample on the relationship between life satisfaction and play skills. 

 
Longitudinal Predictions
We explored the predictive power of play by examining the relationships between 
play ability at the beginning of our study and the subjective well-being and 
coping measures recorded approximately eighteen months later. We found that 
imagination in play at baseline significantly related to the frequency of coping 
responses at the end of the study. We believe this relationship, mediated by 
divergent thinking, is maintained over time, so that girls with more imagina-
tion in their play also generated more solutions to challenging situations eigh-
teen months later. Relationships between organization in play and coping and 
between affect in play and positive mood approached significance but were not 
statistically significant—perhaps due to the small sample. 

Stability of Play
Our results indicated statistically significant relationships between several com-
ponents of play over eighteen months, specifically with regard to the cognitive 
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components of play, imagination, and organization. The magnitudes of these 
correlation coefficients are considered large effect sizes according to Cohen’s 
(1988) criteria and are consistent with values observed in other constructs 
deemed stable over time, such as aggression (Tomada and Schneider 1997), 
antisocial and delinquent child behavior (Loeber 1982), and creativity (Kogan 
and Pankove 1972).

 Interestingly, the frequency of affect score at the beginning of the study 
did not significantly correlate with its measure at the end of the study. This sug-
gests the affective component of play may be more fluid and changing than the 
more stable cognitive components. The primary longitudinal study addressing 
the stability of play ability found significant correlations between the beginning 
and ending affect scores (Russ, Robins, and Christiano 1999). However, that 
particular study used the original video-taped version of the Affect in Play Scale, 
which includes a more extensive affective scoring system that distinguishes posi-
tive from negative affect. Their findings indicated that positive affect was stable 
over time because the baseline score correlated significantly with its respective 
outcome score, r = .51, p < .01. However, the baseline negative affect score did 
not significantly correlate with the outcome score. Thus, scoring differences 
between the APS-BR and the video-taped APS may be responsible for differences 
in our findings from previously published research. 

Limitations and Future Directions
We note several limitations to our study. First, our sample size was small.  
Nevertheless, the magnitudes of the correlations for the follow-up sample were 
of medium effect sizes and suggest further research is warranted. Second, the 
generalizability of the findings is limited to female children who attend an upper 
middle-class, private school. However, there is no reason to expect the findings 
would be different for boys or for students of a different socioeconomic status.

There were also issues with the measures that may have had an impact 
on the findings. First, the APS-BR is still a new measure for assessing play and 
seems to be less sensitive than the video-taped version. Specifically, with regard 
to assessing affect expression in play, the original APS may be more effective at 
differentiating between positive and negative affect in play and may subsequently 
provide a more accurate indication of the stability of affect expression in play. 
Second, although deemed valid assessments of positive affect and life satisfac-
tion, the PANAS-C and MSLSS-C may not be particularly sensitive measures for 
young children. Also, given that the present study used adapted versions of these 
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measures, validity estimates may not be applicable. Regarding coping ability, 
the School Coping Scale assesses the capacity to generate solutions to problems 
but not actual coping behavior in a situation. Finally, we controlled for verbal 
intelligence at the eighteen-month time point using WISC-IV scores measured 
at the beginning of the study. However, verbal IQ at this age is considered stable 
(Hopkins and Bracht 1975).  

The results of our study suggest a variety of directions worth further 
research. A better understanding of life satisfaction in children would be ben-
eficial. Validation of the adapted version of the MSLSS-C or an additional 
instrument to ensure that life satisfaction can be appropriately and effectively 
measured in young children is essential to understanding fully the relationship 
of life satisfaction to play and other relevant constructs. 

Our study yields important implications for children’s overall well-being. 
Children who are able to express emotion, both positive and negative, in their 
play generally feel happier, more energetic, and more cheerful than children who 
are more constricted in their play. Further, our findings indicate that children 
who are more organized and more imaginative in play are more effective at 
coping than those who express less organization and imagination. Early pretend 
play predicted coping skills and positive affect in daily life over eighteen months. 
These findings add to the growing evidence that pretend play has an important 
role in child development. 
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