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ABSTRACT: Play observations with a total of 400 toddlers and preschoolers were videotaped and rated for Intensity and Quality of play with their
parents. Parents were asked about perceived stress and personality characteristics (Big 5). Child’s motor, cognitive skills, temperament, and internalizing
behaviors were assessed. Study 1 investigated the robustness of play across child age and gender, and examined differences between fathers and mothers.
Study 2 explored the vulnerability of play with fathers of children born preterm (PT-fathers) and fathers who had experienced adverse childhoods
(AC-fathers). Study 3 investigated child internalizing behaviors. Intensity of play was maintained almost independently of child age and gender. It
was similar for AC- and PT-fathers, and similar to maternal Intensity. In contrast, paternal Quality of play was higher with boys and independent of
fathers’ personality and perceived parenting stress whereas maternal Quality of play was higher with girls and linked to mothers’ perceived parenting
competence, acceptability of the child, and neuroticism. AC-fathers scored significantly low on Quality, as did PT-fathers, but the Quality of their play
became better with growing child age, birth weight, and cognitive (but not motor and temperament) scores. Finally, child internalizing behaviors were
negatively related to paternal Quality of play.
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* * *

Research on play has clearly shown that children’s striking
need to play—almost from birth—offers a window for parents
to support children’s cultural learning (Tomasello, 2008). Parent–
child play fosters a variety of child competencies ranging from
cognitive to social, emotional, and behavioral skills (Cabrera &
Tamis-Lemonda, 2013; Lamb, 2010). However, the quantity and
quality of play may be compromised in the face of adversity. For
example, in families where parents face undue stress due to ill-
ness or social and psychological difficulties, fathers in particular
might not spend time playing with their children or get involved
in much parenting. This reduced involvement is striking given
that the majority of fathers are not peripheral figures in their chil-
dren’s lives, contribute remarkably to parenting, and may spend
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significant time engaged in high-quality play with their children
(Cabrera & Tamis-Lemonda, 2013; Lamb, 2010).

The present study examines factors that influence how fathers
play with their young children and how fathers’ play influences
their children’s lives. With some exceptions (see Tamis-Lemonda,
Shannon, Cabrera, & Lamb, 2004), many studies on parent–child
interaction during the preschool years have shown that fathers may
be less positive and more restrictive in parenting than are mothers
(see Kwon, Jeon, Lewsader, & Elicker, 2012; Volling, Blandon,
& Gorvine, 2006). Fathers might favor sons over daughters, par-
ticularly when they are involved in physical play (e.g., Lindsey
& Mize, 2001). In contrast to early evidence (e.g., Harrison &
Magill-Evans, 1996; Kazura, 2000), later studies have reported
that fathers can be more withdrawn from difficult children (e.g.,
Brown, McBride, Bost, & Shin, 2011), may interact in smaller
social and emotional exchanges (e.g., Wilson & Durbin, 2013),
and demonstrate more control and discipline. While studies have
shown that fathers are as sensitive as mothers (Cabrera, Shannon, &
Tamis-LeMonda, 2007; Notaro & Volling, 1999; Tamis-LeMonda
et al., 2004), others found them to be less sensitive (e.g., Lewis &
Lamb, 2003). Variability in sensitivity may depend on fathers’ age,
personality, and perceived stress (e.g., Cabrera, & Tamis-Lemonda,
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2013; Lamb, 2010; NICHD Early Child Care Research Network,
2000). It also may be influenced by fathers’ own childhood expe-
riences. For example, men who reported close relationships with
their parents were more sensitive and maintained better relation-
ships with their children than did fathers with less positive mem-
ories (e.g., Cowan, Cohn, Cowan, & Pearson, 1996; Shannon,
Tamis-LeMonda, & Margolin, 2005; Steele, Steele, & Fonagy,
1996).

Despite the many equivocal results, fathers have been typi-
cally portrayed as behaving like playmates in interactions with their
children, favoring physical games. Fathers like to excite, surprise,
and encourage their children to take risks (Grossmann et al., 2002;
Paquette, 2004; Roggman, Boyce, & Cook, 2001) whereas moth-
ers are more likely to structure, guide, and teach and are more open
to pretend-play situations (e.g., Gleason, 2005; John, Halliburton,
& Humphrey, 2013). Because fathers may encourage their chil-
dren to take risks in play more often than do mothers (Hagan &
Kuebli, 2007; Moller, Majdandzic, de Vente, & Bogels, 2013),
fathers’ physical play has become a salient focus in fatherhood
research. For example, scholars have examined active and physical
father–child encounters (e.g., StGeorge, Fletcher, & Palazzi, 2016;
Paquette & Bigras, 2010; Paquette & Dumont, 2013), including
extreme forms of physical play such as rough-and-tumble play and
chasing games that destabilize the child (e.g., Flanders, Leo, Pa-
quette, Pihl, & Séguin, 2009; Flanders et al., 2010; Pellegrini &
Smith, 1998).

The present study uses a play situation that allows for both
physical- (father-preferred) and pretend- (mother-preferred) play
behaviors, and therefore does not favor one parent over the other.
Past studies of fathers either have borrowed the play situation from
motherhood research or have observed only physical play, typi-
cally preferred by fathers (e.g., Lewis & Lamb, 2003). However,
pretend-play situations, which also can be physical, might enable
researchers to assess both fathers’ and mothers’ preferences for
specific play behaviors. While mothers might provide imaginative
narratives avoiding high intensity of physical behaviors, fathers
might engage in intense and sustained bouts that result in high
levels of activation. Sensitive playmates, however, need to adjust
their behaviors with respect to significant emotion-, action-, and
cognition-based elements of the play. Research on play (e.g., Mac-
Donald, 1993) has shown that emotion-based elements of play
are the pleasure and flow of joy by which emotions can be ex-
pressed and arousal can be regulated. Action-based elements help
the high momentum of play activities, which vary in types and
complexities, and by which play scripts can be developed. Finally,
cognition-based elements of play serve for a parallel emerging play
reality, which is individually framed and structured. All these ele-
ments reflect the quality of play and should be investigated along
with the intensity of parent–child play.

The present article presents three studies. Study 1 explores
how fathers from middle-class backgrounds (baseline fathers) en-
gage in play with their children and how they adjust their behaviors
according to the emotion-, action- and cognition-based elements
of the play situations. We examine paternal intensity and quality

of play and compare them with maternal intensity and quality in
the same play situations with the same child. This approach is ex-
plorative and aims to assess whether fathers’ play behavior varies
by child age and gender and whether fathers’ age, personality, and
perceived stress of parenting are influential on the play. Compared
to mother–child play, we expect fathers to display higher inten-
sity when using the physical features of the play situation whereas
mothers might show low intensity while making use of the pretend
features of the same play situation.

Study 2 examines play situations in the context of life diffi-
culties and challenges, which may impact the intensity and quality
of father’s play with their children. Two such circumstances are
fathers of children born preterm (PT-fathers) and fathers who had
experienced adverse childhoods in foster or residential care (AC-
fathers). For example, within the framework of the vulnerable child
syndrome (Allen et al., 2004; Stern, Karraker, Sopko, & Norman,
2000), preterm children are often viewed as being less compe-
tent than are full-term children. Accordingly, parents of preterm
children may exhibit difficulties in interacting with their children
(Harrison & Magill-Evans, 1996), which might exacerbate difficult
child behaviors (Arpi & Ferrari, 2013). In contrast to the play of fa-
thers with full-term children, we thus expect PT-fathers’ play to be
cautious, less intense, and lower in quality even though they might
vary according to the child’s motor and cognitive status and tem-
perament. Furthermore, AC-fathers who experienced chaos and
family stress, inter-parental aggression, domestic violence, abuse,
or neglect during childhood may not be able to provide pleasur-
able interactions, take on others’ perspectives, pay emotional at-
tention, or show empathy during play (e.g., Dixon, 2008; Horan
& Widom, 2015; Murray & Goddard, 2014; Kitzmann, Gaylord,
Holt, & Kenny 2003; Spila, Makara, Kozak, & Urbanska, 2008).
We therefore expect these fathers to exhibit high intensity and low
levels of quality in play.

Finally, Study 3 examines the impact of fathers’ quality of
play on children’s internalizing behaviors. Because physical as-
pects of the play situations may excite and destabilize children to
the point where children have difficulty monitoring and control-
ling their affective states, the play might help the child to adjust. If,
however, children withdraw and worry about the emotional arousal
of intense physical play, they might avoid it, preventing them from
the opportunity to adjust and enjoy emotional arousal (e.g., LaFre-
niere, 2013). It follows that a physical play must be of high quality
for these children to be engaged. We thus hypothesize that children
who participate in high-quality physical play will have lower levels
of internalizing behaviors than children who do not.

METHOD

Participants

A total of 400 children (12–68 months old) and their families
were recruited from large cosmopolitan urban cities in Austria
and Germany. Overall, four subsamples were collected. Sample
1 (n = 200) is the basic sample of fathers (baseline fathers) and

Infant Mental Health Journal DOI 10.1002/imhj. Published on behalf of the Michigan Association for Infant Mental Health.



Father–Child Play • 3

their children from middle-class backgrounds; this sample also
served for later group comparisons. Sample 2 (n = 70) consisted of
mothers, who participated along with the baseline fathers. Sample
3 (n = 100) consisted of fathers whose children were born preterm
(PT-fathers). Sample 4 (n = 30) included fathers with adverse
childhood experiences (AC-fathers); that is, they lived in foster
families or residential care during childhood.

Design

All samples were analyzed in three different studies. Study 1 (Sam-
ples 1 and 2) sought to set the groundwork for a general view on
father–child play throughout the preschool years by examining
child age and gender differences in play. It also explored whether
fathers differed from mothers in the intensity and quality of play.
Study 2 (Samples 3 and 4) examined the challenges faced by
PT-fathers and AC-fathers. Finally, Study 3 (Samples 1, 3, & 4)
examined how father–child play is associated with child internaliz-
ing behaviors (for an overview of subsamples in the three studies,
see Figure 1).

Procedure

Data for the present article were collected during two home visits as
part of a large-scale, multisite project (for more details, see Ahnert,
Supper, & CENOF, 2014). During the first visit, the parent–child
play was videotaped with one randomly chosen parent, and fathers
were interviewed about their childhood experiences; during the

second visit, the other parent played with the child. Afterward, we
tested the child’s developmental status using the Bayley Scales of
Infant and Toddler Development, Third Edition (BSID-III; Bay-
ley, 2006) and asked parents to fill out questionnaires regarding
their own personality on the Big Five Inventory (Big 5; German
version: Rammstedt & John, 2005) and parenting stress on the Par-
enting Stress Index (PSI; Abidin, 1990; German version: Tröster,
2011). Mothers reported on their children’s temperament on the
Toddler Temperament Scale (TTS; Fullard, McDevitt, & Carey,
1984) and behavioral adjustment on the Child Behavior Checklist
(CBCL; Achenbach & Rescorla, 2000; German version: Arbeits-
gruppe Deutsche Child Behavior Checklist, 1998).

Measures

Parent–child play. A pilot study developed two play situations.
Children under 36 months of age played Candy Bomber with their
parents. They were encouraged to imagine being an aircraft throw-
ing candies into containers on the ground. Parents were instructed
to hold the child in a vertical position on their hips and move him
or her around so that the child could pick up a little ball from a
basket and drop it into one of the bowls on the ground. Children
older than 36 months of age played Horse Polo, a popular game
in Europe. Children were instructed to imagine horseback riding
while sitting on the parent’s back and use a long-handled mallet
to hit small balls into a goal located in the corner of the room.
Parents were asked to carry their children to the balls, sometimes
smoothly and swiftly and sometimes, like a temperamental horse,

FIGURE 1. Analytical approach.
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FIGURE 2. Play Situations as Candy Bomber (left) and Horse Polo (right).

in a manner that was difficult to control (Figure 2). The order of the
play situations was balanced with respect to mothers and fathers
to control for position effects. On average, Candy Bomber lasted
3.75 min (SD = 3.15), and Horse Polo lasted 3.16 min (SD =
2.01); both situations were videotaped for later ratings of intensity
and quality of play.

Intensity. A 5-point Likert scale was developed to capture the In-
tensity of the play situations, with scores ranging from 1 (parent is
passive/child is bored) to 5 (parent stimulates intensively/child can-
not get enough of playing and is almost overstimulated). All videos
were coded by 20 graduate students who underwent 4 months of
training, with a reliability criterion of intraclass correlation co-
efficient (ICC) > .70 for Intensity. The interrater reliability was
calculated based on 10.39% of the rated videotapes and reached
an ICC of .80.

Quality. Three 5-point Likert scales were created to assess the
Quality of the play situations: (a) Familiarity was assessed by
scores ranging from 1 (parent and child are distant to each other)
to 5 (parent seems to know in advance how the child will react and
feel/the child integrates the parents’ actions in his/her own activ-
ity), reflecting parent and child feelings of togetherness and joy and
thus the social-emotional quality of the play; (b) calibration tapped
into the coordination of the play situation with scores ranging from
1 (parent and child separately pursue different aims of the game) to
5 (parent and child activities are related to each other; the parent
participates in the play script in which the child has the lead, di-
alogue structures emerge to meet mutual goals), focusing on how
play scripts had been mutually developed; (c) adjustment captured
cognitive-structural features of the play by scores ranging from 1
(chaotic situation/no structure) to 5 (parent makes effective efforts

to instruct the child in order to better structure the situation/child
is compliant or raises new ideas/parent adjusts/mutual cognitive
adjustments emerge), and adhering to individual play topics. The
same 20 observers who had passed the 4-month training reached
the reliability criterion of ICC > .70 for all Quality measures before
rating the videotapes of the play situations. Interrater reliability of
12.78% of the videotapes was satisfying: ICC = .70 for Familiarity,
ICC = .83 for Calibration, and ICC = .75 for Adjustment.

Assuming that the three scales correspond to a common latent
variable of Quality, all data were subjected to a confirmatory factor
analysis (CFA). We used the weighted least squares means and
variance adjusted algorithm (Muthén, du Toit, & Spisic, 1997)
for model estimation, treated the scales as ordered categories, and
applied a graded response model (e.g., Samejima, 1969). Moreover,
we considered the data from fathers and mothers within one model,
but parallel factors of Quality, and dealt with the dependencies
between both parents with correlated error variances (e.g., Card,
Selig, & Little, 2008). To test metric and scalar invariance, factor
loadings and thresholds were fixed, and changes in the model fits
based on chi-square differences were evaluated (e.g., Savalei &
Rhemtulla, 2013). Full scalar invariance displayed excellent fit
indices, χ2(18) = 16.6, p = .551, comparative fit index (CFI) =
1.000, root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA) = 0.000,
p(RMSEA � .05) = .974. This approach was further extended
to assure measurement equivalence between two age groups of the
children (toddlers and preschoolers), χ2(46) = 56.1, p = .146,
CFI = .994, RMSEA = 0.036, p(RMSEA � . 05) = .750. Thus,
the factorized Quality is applicable to the entire data set without
any traceable bias by parent gender or child age. The factor scores
were rescaled to a 5-point Likert scale to represent Quality in
parent–child play with scores ranging from 1 (distant and chaotic
play interaction with parent and child following different aims) to
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5 (reflecting togetherness and joy between the parent and the child,
displays of mutual behavioral adjustment, and a dialog-like play
structures with concurring goals).

Parents’ personality. The Big 5 (German version: Rammstedt &
John, 2005) assessed two major personality dimensions that might
influence paternal play behaviors: (a) Extraversion, the need for
social stimulation and interaction and the capacity to experience joy
(Cronbach α = .86), and (b) Neuroticism, the unstable processing
of experience, moodiness, and tendencies to interpret ordinary
situations as threatening or hopeless (Cronbach α = .74).

Parents’ perceived stress. The PSI (Abidin, 1990; German ver-
sion: Tröster, 2011) included four scales which might compromise
parent–child play: (a) Demandingness, parents experience the child
as placing many demands upon them (Cronbach α = .73); (b) Ac-
ceptability, parents are troubled with the child and worry that he
or she does not meet their expectations (reverse-coded so that
low scores reflect acceptability, Cronbach α = .79); (c) Attach-
ment, parents’ perception that they cannot accurately understand
the child’s feelings and/or needs, resulting in less emotional bond-
ing (reverse-coded so that low scores reflect attachment; Cronbach
α = .75); and (d) Competence, parents are insecure in their roles
as parents and do not feel appreciated (reverse-coded so that low
scores reflect competence; Cronbach α = .83). In sum, high scores
on the PSI scales mean higher levels of stress and problems in
parenting.

Fathers’ childhood adversity. AC-fathers reported about their
lives and childhood experiences in interviews which yielded a
wide range of adverse childhood experiences, including (a) high
levels of chaos and family stress, (b) parental substance abuse, (c)
parental mental illness, (d) verbal threats and harm, (e) witness
of domestic violence, (f) psychological and sexual abuse, and
(g) neglect (e.g., Kitzmann et al., 2003). Similar to the Adverse
Childhood Experience Score (Chapman et al., 2004), we created
an adversity score based on different types of adversities ranging
from (a) to (g), which resulted into a five-level scale of the severity
of these adversities. Scores ranged as follows: 1 = (a), 2 = (b)
and/or (c), 3 = (d), 4 = (e), and 5 = (f) and/or (g). In addition to
the general adversity status, thus AC-fathers attained an adversity
score of M = 3.15 (SD = 1.93).

Child motor and cognitive development. The BSID-III (Bayley,
2006; for the German version, see Reuner & Rosenkranz, 2006)
assessed (a) Motor development (Spearman-Brown split-half reli-
ability: rSB1 = .92), capturing the quality of gross motor skills,
spacious body movement and coordination, and fine motor skills
of hands, fingers, and the facial expression; and (b) Cognitive
development (rSB1 = .91), measuring a wide array of cognitive
processes (e.g., imitation and problem solving) to be important for
play situations.

Child temperament. Three scales of the TTS (Fullard et al., 1984)
assessed child personalities which might restrain parents’ play with
children: (a) Child approachability, how flexibly the child responds
to unfamiliar events (Cronbach α = .86), (b) Child distractibil-
ity, how readily the child turns away from one event to another
(Cronbach α = .74), and (c) Child vulnerability, how sensitively
the child responds to various experiences (Cronbach α = .82).

Children’s internalizing behaviors. Mothers answered the CBCL
(Achenbach & Rescorla, 2000; German version: Arbeitsgruppe
Deutsche Child Behavior Checklist, 1998). We used the t values of
the Internalizing scale (Cronbach α = .89), capturing internalizing
child behaviors mainly characterized by negative emotions (e.g.,
nervous/highly strung/tense, unhappy/depressed, and/or too fearful
and anxious) and fearful/withdrawn behaviors such as avoidance
of eye contact and unresponsiveness of affection (for descriptive
statistics on the measures, see Table 1).

STUDY 1

Samples

Study 1 included 200 Austrian full-term toddlers and preschoolers
(108 girls) between 12 and 68 months of age (M = 37.48,
SD = 18.16) and their fathers from two-parent families (Sample
1) of which 70 mothers also joined the study (Sample 2). All
participants came from relatively homogeneous Austrian middle-
class households; 4% of the fathers finished primary school, 15%
vocational training, 24% high school, and 57% university. Of the
participating mothers, 4% finished primary school, 13% vocational
trainings, 27% high school, and 56% university. Fathers’ ages
ranged from 22 to 67 years (M = 38.40, SD = 6.52); mothers’
ages ranged from 23 to 47 years (M = 35.27, SD = 5.22), and
were no different than the ages of nonparticipating mothers.

Results

Intensity in father–child play as related to child age and gender,
and mother–child play. A two-factorial ANOVA used child age
(toddlers vs. preschoolers) and gender (boys vs. girls) to analyze
Intensity scores of paternal play. Main effects were significant for
child age, F(1, 187) = 6.69, p = .010, d = 0.4, but not significant
for gender or the child age × gender interaction, suggesting that
paternal Intensity was not sensitive to child gender and hardly to
child age. Furthermore, a repeated measures ANOVA for mothers
and fathers with child age and gender as between-subject factors
compared paternal and maternal Intensity scores. There were no
significant differences in paternal and maternal Intensity, showing
that fathers activated the children as much as did mothers. In ad-
dition, age and gender of the children were not associated with
further distinctions between the parents’ Intensity.

Quality in father–child play as related to child age, child gender,
and mother–child play. A two-factorial ANOVA with child age
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TABLE 1. Measures (Ms and SDsa) Used in the Four Samples

Parent Child

Play Personality Parenting Stress Development Temperament Behavior

Sample (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) (9) (10) (11) (12) (13) (14)

1 3.01
(1.03)

3.77
(1.03)

3.40
(0.92)

2.51
(0.25)

1.88
(0.67)

2.66
(0.77)

2.21
(0.82)

2.08
(0.79)

21.77
(4.75)

12.09
(2.87)

3.07
(0.77)

4.11
(0.79)

4.23
(0.67)

45.73
(8.62)

2 3.24
(1.05)

3.84
(0.83)

3.55
(0.94)

2.81
(0.89)

1.80
(0.62)

3.00
(0.89)

2.48
(0.94)

2.17
(0.72)

3 3.16
(0.81)

2.68
(1.01)

18.74
(4.22)

10.40
(2.61)

2.94
(0.84)

4.10
(0.77)

4.37
(0.67)

45.99
(9.87)

4 2.97
(0.72)

2.47
(0.96)

51.93
(11.4)5

Note. (1) = Intensity, (2) = Quality, (3) = Extraversion, (4) = Neuroticism, (5) = Acceptability, (6) = Demandingness, (7) = Competence, (8) = Attachment, (9) =
Motor Scores, (10) = Cognitive Scores, (11) = Child Approachability, (12) = Child Distractibility, (13) = Child Vulnerability, (14) = Internalizing.
aStandard deviations are in parentheses.

FIGURE 3. Fathers’ play Quality in children of different ages and gender as compared to mothers’ play Quality of the same child and play situation.

(toddlers vs. preschoolers) and gender (boys vs. girls) analyzed
Quality scores of paternal play. This analysis resulted in a
significant main effect for gender, F(1, 187) = 4.34, p = .039,
d = 0.3, but not for age or age × gender interaction, that is,
fathers scored higher on play Quality with boys. We then added
a repeated measures factor to the ANOVA—parent (mother vs.
father)—to explore differences in the Quality of play between
mothers and fathers. There were no significant age or gender main
effects or age × gender interaction and no significant differences
in Quality between fathers and mothers. However, the interaction
effect of parent × child gender was significant, F(1, 63) = 5.48,
p = .022, d = 0.2, suggesting that the Quality of play that fathers
provided was higher for boys than for girls and the Quality of play
that mothers provided was higher for girls than for boys. There
also was a significant parent × age interaction, F(1, 63) = 5.56,
p = .021, d = 0.2, revealing that mothers engaged in higher play
Quality with preschoolers than did fathers (see Figure 3).

Paternal and maternal influences on Quality of play. Hierarchical
regression analyses (blockwise, separately for fathers and mothers)
explored the associations of paternal and maternal characteristics

(i.e., age and personality characteristics) and Quality of play. In a
first step (Model 1), we included parent’s age, Extraversion, and
Neuroticism as aspects of parents’ personality structure. In the
second step (Model 2), we added four scales of parenting stress:
Demandingness, Acceptability, Attachment, and Competence.

The paternal regression model did not meet an accepted
threshold for significance (i.e., father’s personality characteris-
tics and parenting stress were thus not associated with quality
in paternal play). In contrast, the maternal regression model was
acceptable, R2 = .47, p = .036. Mothers scoring high on Neuroti-
cism engaged in low Quality in play with their children, β = −.25,
p = .033, whereas mothers who were scored as low in accepting
the child (high Acceptability score), β = .43, p = .024, and low
in parenting competence (high Competence score), β = .35, p =
.038, engaged in high play Quality (see Table 2).

STUDY 2

Samples

Study 2 utilized two contrasting samples: Sample 3 consisted
of 100 fathers (PT-fathers) whose children (48 girls) were born
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TABLE 2. Quality in Father–Child and Mother–Child Play Situations Predicted by Selected Parent-Related Characteristics

Fathers (n = 189) Mothers (n = 66)

Predictors b SD b p b SD b p

Model 1 (R2 = .10, p = .565) Model 1 (R2 = .29, p = .136)
Age −0.00 0.01 .842 0.03 0.02 .172
Extraversion (Big 5) 0.06 0.05 .313 −0.04 0.11 .695
Neuroticism (Big 5) 0.07 0.06 .244 −0.19 0.12 .101

Model 2 (R2 = .24, p = .140) Model 2 (R2 = .47, p = .036)
Age −0.00 0.01 .892 0.01 0.02 .559
Extraversion (Big 5) 0.08 0.06 .132 −0.02 0.12 .845
Neuroticism (Big 5) 0.07 0.06 .294 −0.25 0.12 .033a

Demandingness (PSI) −0.17 0.08 .029 −0.32 0.17 .064
Acceptability (PSI) 0.07 0.09 .415 0.43 0.18 .021a

Attachment (PSI) 0.13 0.08 .105 −0.13 0.18 .482
Competence (PSI) 0.05 0.08 .555 0.35 0.16 .038a

Note. Big 5 = Big Five Inventory; PSI = Parental Stress Index.
ap < .05.

preterm, aged between 12 and 34 months (M = 18.01, SD = 5.30)
after adjusted for gestational age, but with no serious congenital
defects. Preterm birth was reflected in both gestational age, ranging
from 23 to 36 (M = 28.56, SD = 3.53) gestation weeks, and birth
weight varied from 0.96 to 5.42 lb (M = 2.75, SD = 1.18). The
preterm children and their families came from relatively homoge-
neous Austrian middle-class households. The PT-fathers ranged
from 22 to 52 years (M = 36.89, SD = 6.67); 5% finished primary
school, 13% vocational training, 27% high school, and 56% uni-
versity. Sample 3 was carefully matched with father–child dyads
from Sample 1, by selecting 100 (56 girls) children all born at term;
average age of the child was 20.05 months (SD = 5.57), and fathers
ages ranged from 22 to 62 years (M = 36.60, SD = 6.47) and did
not differ in education. The outpatient clinic for preterm children
at the Medical University of Vienna helped in the recruitment.

In contrast, Sample 4 came from a small urban city in Eastern
Germany, where social services helped to find 30 fathers with
adverse childhood experiences (AC-fathers). Their children (n =
12 girls) ranged in age from 11 to 67 months (M = 46.31 (SD
= 22.80); the majority (76.7%) lived with both parents whereas
less than one fourth (23.3%) lived with only mothers even though
fathers visited them on a regular basis. The AC-fathers ranged in
age from 23 to 47 years (M = 32.03, SD = 5.42); 13.3% had
not and 40% had finished primary school, 30% finished vocational
training, and 16.6% obtained a high-school or university degree.
Extended interviews revealed that the AC-fathers were taken away
from their biological parents between the ages of 6 and 12 years;
26.7% of them had spent their lives with foster parents, and 46.7%
were sent to residential care. Their independent lives started, on
average, 13 years ago (SD = 5.48); some entered into marriage
(10%), the majority were cohabiting (73.3%), and less than 20%
were divorced and/or single. Most important, we carefully matched
Sample 4 with father–child dyads from Sample 1, selecting 30
(13 girls) children ranging in age from 12 to 66 months (M =
43.40, SD = 17.87), and fathers ranging in age from 24 to 47

years (M = 34.17, SD = 5.29); their education was well-matched,
though.

Results

Vulnerable children and father–child play. A two-factorial AN-
COVA with preterm birth (preterm vs. full-term) and gender (boys
vs. girls) as factors and child age as covariate tested differences
in paternal Intensity scores. There were no significant effects of
preterm birth or gender, or a preterm birth × gender interaction.
When we analyzed the paternal Quality scores using the same
analytical approach, we found a significant main effect of preterm
birth, F(1, 193) = 7.42, p = .007, d = 0.4, revealing lower
Quality in play with preterm children than with full-term children.
Whereas there were no significant effects of gender or a preterm
birth × gender interaction, children’s ages (control factor) had a
significant effect on play Quality, F(1, 193) = 27.63, p = .000, d
= 0.7, revealing high paternal Quality in play with older children
and children who were full-term.

To investigate whether the characteristics of preterm children
were related to paternal Quality in play, we computed hierarchical
regression analyses for Sample 3 only with multiple independent
variables, but limited them to nine because of the sample of less
than 100 (after removing outliers). Blockwise regressions revealed
R2 = .47, p = .006. Child age, β = .07, p = .000, and Cognitive
(not Motoric) scores, β = .12, p = .003, related to paternal Quality
in play (see Table 3).

AC-Fathers and father–child play. A two-factorial ANCOVA with
adversity (with vs. without) and gender (boys vs. girls) as factors,
controlling for child age, tested differences in Intensity as well as
Quality in play of AC-fathers. Results on Intensity revealed no main
effects of adversity or gender, or an adversity × gender interaction.
In contrast, results on Quality displayed a main effect of adversity,
F(1, 53) = 27.19, p = .000, d = 1.4, but did not show a main
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TABLE 3. Quality in Father–Child Play Situations With Preterm
Children Predicted by Selected Child Characteristics (n = 91)

b SD b p

Model 1 (R2 = .46, p = .002)
Birth Weight (lb) 0.00 0.00 .066
Child Age (adjusted for gestational age) 0.06 0.02 .001∗∗

Motor Score (BSID-III) −0.01 0.02 .706
Cognitive Score (BSID-III) 0.11 0.04 .003∗∗

Birth Weight × Motor Score 0.00 0.00 .529
Birth Weight × Cognitive Score 0.00 0.00 .529

Model 2 (R2 = .47, p = .006)
Birth Weight (lb) 0.00 0.00 .062
Child Age (adjusted for gestational age) 0.07 0.02 .000∗∗∗

Motor Score (BSID-III) 0.00 0.02 .851
Cognitive Score (BSID-III) 0.12 0.04 .003∗∗

Birth Weight × Motor Score 0.00 0.00 .667
Birth Weight × Cognitive Score 0.00 0.00 .539
Child Approachability (TTS) −0.01 0.10 .945
Child Distractibility (TTS) −0.13 0.12 .260
Child Vulnerability (TTS) 0.01 0.13 .321

Note. BSID-III = Bayley Scales of Infant and Toddler Development (3rd ed.);
TTS = Toddlers Temperament Scale.
p < .05. ∗∗p < .01. ∗∗∗p < .001.

effect of gender or an adversity × gender interaction. Compared
to fathers without adversity, AC-fathers had lower Quality during
the play situations, regardless of the child’s age and gender.

To test whether father adversity was associated with fathers’
Quality of play, we conducted a regression analysis for Sample 4,
with the adversity score as an independent variable and father’s
age as a control variable. Given a reduced sample for which suf-
ficient data were available (n = 20), we relied on bootstrapping
to compensate for potential influential cases and deviations from
normal distribution (Fu, Carroll, & Wang, 2005). If zero was not
included within the bootstrapped 95% confidence intervals (Efron,
1987) with R = 1,000, the parameter appeared significant, α =
.05. Results indicated that higher adversity scores were associated
with lower Quality, b = −0.17 (−0.42; −0.02), while father’s age
was irrelevant, b = 0.04 (−0.03; 0.12). Overall, both predictors
explained R2 = 17.4% of the variance in Quality, demonstrating
that adverse childhood experiences had a negative effect on play
quality of the AC-fathers.

STUDY 3

Samples

Because Study 3 aimed to investigate associations between child
internalizing behavior and paternal Quality during play situations,
we combined Samples 1, 3, and 4, including only children older
than 18 months (n = 103) due to the measurement limitations of
the CBCL for younger children. Data of 48 children from Sample
1, 39 children from Sample 3, and 16 children from Sample 4 were
involved, ranging from 19 to 68 months of age (M = 27.08, SD =

TABLE 4. Child Internalizing Behavior Predicted by Father Play
Quality, Father Adversity, and Preterm Birth (including ages and child
gender) (n = 103)

b SD b p

Birth Weight (lb) −0.01 0.01 .009∗∗

Child Age (adjusted for gestational age) −1.18 0.64 .069
Fathers’ Age 0.00 0.80 .995
Child Gender −8.30 9.02 .360
Adversity 20.10 17.89 .264
Quality −23.15 11.16 .041∗

Quality × Child Age 0.42 0.19 .033∗

Quality × Fathers’ Age 0.02 0.23 .916
Quality × Child Gender 1.60 2.47 .519
Quality × Birth Weight 0.00 0.00 .028∗

Quality × Adversity −3.54 5.50 .521

Note. Adversity is coded as 1 if the father is from Sample 4 vs. 0 if the father is
from another sample.
R2 = .17, p = .002. ∗p < .05. ∗∗p < .01.

10.20); the combined sample represented 47% of baseline fathers,
38% of PT-fathers, and 15% of AC-fathers with their children.

RESULTS

To explore the impact of paternal Quality on child internalizing
behaviors, we conducted a regression analysis for Internalizing
and involved predictors such as (a) children’s age, gender, and
birth weight; and (b) fathers’ age and adversity status (i.e.,
AC-fathers or not) as well as interactions of all predictors with
paternal Quality (see Table 3). The regression model explained
17% of the variance in children’s internalizing behaviors (see
Table 4); preterm children’s birth weight, β = −0.01, p = .009,
and the paternal Quality of play, β = −23.15, p = .041, showed
a significant association with Internalizing. A 1-point gain on the
Quality scale lowered the Internalizing score by more than 2 SDs.
Neither adversity nor the adversity × Quality interaction related
significantly to Internalizing. Furthermore, there was a significant
Quality × child age interaction, β = .42, p = .033; high play
quality was more strongly associated with lower Internalizing
scores for younger children than for older children. The Quality ×
birth weight interaction on children’s internalizing behaviors also
was significant, β = .00, p = .028. The interaction between Quality
and birth weight was stronger in preterm children than it was in
full-term children and decreased with child age (see Figure 4).

DISCUSSION

Fathers’ play with their children has become an integral part of
the study of fatherhood. The present article aimed to gain more
insights into fathers who engaged in physical (i.e., father-preferred)
and pretend (i.e., mother-preferred) interactions to examine factors
associated with how fathers play, whether fathers’ play differs from
mothers’ play, and how fathers’ play is related to their children’s
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FIGURE 4. Child internalizing. t values of internalizing problems are regressed on father’s scores of play Quality in preterm (3-lb) and full-term (6-lb) children
differentiated by three age windows (18, 24 and 36 months).

development. We thus focused on the variation of paternal intensity
and demonstrated that fathers activated their children throughout
the preschool years regardless of child gender and age.

Unexpectedly, however, mothers activated the children as in-
tensely as did fathers during the same play situation (with the
same child), contradicting research suggesting that fathers are more
likely to encourage risk-taking than are mothers (Moller et al.,
2013). In contrast to risk-taking in other father–child encounters,
the present results showed that fathers and mothers can engage
in similar levels of activation during play that did not overstrain
the child. Fathers activated their children with the same intensity
regardless of whether the child was born preterm or full-term or
was a boy or girl. In addition, fathers with adverse childhood expe-
riences activated their children at quite moderate levels, and they
did not do so in a wild manner as expected. We therefore con-
clude that the intensity of paternal play seemed to be highly robust
against variations due to the child’s maturation and the father’s own
childhood experience. Furthermore, we did not confirm commonly
assumed gender differences in the intensity of play as a function
of either gender of the child or gender of the parent (Lovas, 2005;
Pruett, 1998). Our results suggest that both parents are adequately
able to respond to their children’s needs (see Cabrera et al., 2007;
Laflamme, Pomerleau, & Malcuit, 2002; Lindsey & Mize, 2001;
Tamis-LeMonda et al., 2004), even for stimulation.

We were, however, most interested in how sensitive fathers
adjusted their activation to play and child. This article thus in-
troduces a new measure for play quality that demonstrated excel-
lent measurement invariance for father–mother as well as toddler–
preschooler comparisons, and was thus applicable across the three
studies. The quality score reflects how skillful a parent behaved
as a playmate in general; that is, avoiding violating the child’s

play concept by assuring the activity structure and supporting the
cognitive-structural features of play. The properties of play might
inform the activation theory on how to describe the father–child ac-
tivation relationship in more detail. Fathers’ tendency to destabilize
(according to Paquette, 2004) might drive the child into emotional
arousal which could be frightening, and therefore contradict the
formation of a trustful relationship. However, quality as concep-
tualized in this study informs how to activate a child in the frame
of child’s felt security, and may therefore explain the possibility of
forming trustful relationships (see Grossmann et al., 2002).

In the present study, fathers adjusted the quality of their play
according to child gender, providing higher levels of play quality
for boys, whereas mothers played better with girls, even though the
types of play situations might not have been very gender-typed due
to the specific design (i.e., pretending to act as an aircraft or to ride
a horse). These results support research on gender development,
which has demonstrated that children, as soon as they are aware of
their gender, search for same-gender companions that fit with them
behaviorally, and enjoy them more because a same-gender com-
panion might provide the expected interactions better than might
others (Ruble & Martin, 1998). Furthermore, the paternal play
quality was rather independent of fathers’ personality and stress.
However, mothers’ personality (e.g., neuroticism) was associated
with low play quality, confirming associations of negative person-
ality traits and parenting behaviors (e.g., Verhoeven, Junger, van
Aken, Deković, & van Aken, 2007). Because enjoyment might be
inhibited, neuroticism, as expected, worked against the maternal
quality in the present play situations. Interestingly, the pressure to
accept a child or to perceive low parenting competence improved
the maternal play quality, perhaps to make up for current parent-
ing problems. In addition, mothers’ play quality, compared with
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that of fathers, appeared to be more dependent on children’s age,
with mothers showing higher quality in play with preschoolers as
compared with that of toddlers. This might be due to a better use
of pretend features, which are developmentally more pronounced
in play situations with preschoolers than with toddlers.

The results on quality of play altogether suggest that fathers
behaved as sensitively as mothers, even during play interactions
where the prospect of overstimulation is much greater than in
other play situations. Moreover, fathers’ sensitivity, as compared
with mothers’ sensitivity, appeared to be even disconnected from
the adult’s personality structure and stress. Perhaps the different
views of the fathers on play, focusing on excitement, and mothers,
orienting on teaching, demand different personal resources (e.g.,
Roggman, 2004).

Yet, even sensitive fathers have their limits, especially if the
children are born early and are more vulnerable than children born
full-term. The present study evidenced that less mature children
(indicated by low birth weight) were faced with low paternal qual-
ity in play. Clearly, current research has shown that parents had
more difficulties interacting with preterm children—however, only
to the point where they seem like normal full-term children, indi-
cating the parents had overcome the vulnerable child syndrome
(e.g., Jackson, Ternestedt, & Schollin, 2003). This might have
been the case in the present study because preterm children’s bet-
ter cognitive development (as well as higher age) predicted higher
paternal play quality. Why better cognitive and not motoric devel-
opment was associated with better paternal play quality can only
be understood from the perspective of the emerging play scripts
which might require more cognitive than motor skills in the present
studies.

Although AC-fathers appeared indistinguishable regarding
the intensity of their play situations from all the other fathers,
they demonstrated very low play quality, reflecting low sensitivity
and not being able to adjust the play behaviors to the major char-
acteristics of the play. Moreover, when we related the play quality
of these fathers to the severity of the adversities that they had ex-
perienced during their own childhood, we demonstrated that the
more severe the adversities were, the lower the play quality of the
AC-fathers appeared. Fathers’ age had no effect on this associa-
tion, suggesting that increased ages of these fathers did not weaken
the association. Although lower play quality related to adverse ex-
periences of the fathers during their own childhood, it remains a
question whether the reduced opportunities for adult–child play of
some fathers who did not live with their children also contributed
to the lower quality.

After all, men with poor experiences with their own fathers
may be motivated to provide good fathering, which they also as-
sociate with play. Although they might treat adult–child play sit-
uations as self-enriching experiences and gratifying social needs,
their motivation to play can open a window to improve father–child
relationships (e.g., Summers, Boller, Schiffman, & Raikes, 2006).
On this account, the present article finally focused on child out-
comes as related to paternal play quality and demonstrated strong
beneficial effects of fathers’ play on internalizing behaviors in most

children throughout the preschool years, but particularly in preterm
children.

The generalization of these results is certainly limited due
to the selectivity of the sample and the special play situation
used in the present studies. Other types of play (e.g., cognitively
stimulating or educating the child) might have revealed other in-
sights into father–child play. Moreover, there is a requirement to
not only explore the quality of father–child play but also to lo-
cate the frequencies and variations of play situations in day-to-day
lives of the families to get more information on how play quality
can be earned. Because this view on play situations in day-to-day
lives were excluded in the present article, we also were not able
to inform about influences that are rooted in the family dynamics
and relational characteristics (e.g., Cabrera, Fitzgerald, Bradley, &
Roggman, 2014; Fagan, 2014). When we provided a few insights
into families with health-related and psychological difficulties, we
demonstrated a strong link between difficulties caused in childhood
and play quality. However, we were quite limited in the sample
sizes of fathers with adverse childhood experiences and therefore
unable to give details of specific influences on play quality for
these fathers. Finally, we also are aware of the cross-sectional ap-
proach in our research, which did not allow for causal explanations.
Research on the impact of father–child play on child behavioral
or other outcomes, however, would need a longitudinal study de-
sign which could reveal how paternal play situations change with
children’s growing age, and how play behaviors serve in diverse
manifestations of fatherhood.

In this article, father–child play has shown to be an established
way of parenting, with fathers appearing as skilled in engaging in
play as are mothers, and paternal play quality was sensitively ad-
justed in general, even though special family conditions made it
harder for fathers to play. Because positive father–child relations
prevent developmental delays (e.g., Shannon, Tamis-LeMonda,
London, & Cabrera, 2002), we support the idea of anchoring the
play motivation of fathers in interventions of overall caregiving pat-
terns (e.g., Roggman, Boyce, Cook, Christiansen, & Jones, 2004),
particularly for troubled families and families with nonresidential
fathers or stepfathers.
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