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ABSTRACT 
 

Pretend Play of Young Children in North Tehran:  
 

A Descriptive Cultural Study of Children’s Play and Maternal Values 
 

by  
 

Behnaz Shahidi 
 

Doctor of Philosophy in Education  
 

University of California, Berkeley  
 

Professor Maryl Gearhart, Chair  
 

The findings of this descriptive study on the cultural aspects of the pretend play of upper 
middle class children in North Tehran are based on an-hour long interview with mothers of 38 
young (n = 17) and old (n = 21) preschool children (half were girls). Influences of children’s 
daily activities, cultural and family values and Tehran city-life conditions on children’s pretend 
play were investigated.  

 
Children’s daily life influenced time available for play; mothers believed that play time 

had decreased due to increased participation at enrichment classes, more time spent watching 
TV, frequently going out along with mother, and reduced number of siblings and children in 
general. Children mostly played pretend indoors due to pollution and hazardous traffic. Despite 
dislike of clutter, mothers allowed children to play anywhere in the house as long as safe and 
comfortable. Children had a wide range of toys, which lend to all themes of play; mostly toys 
were related to Everyday Activities; girls played as frequently with Family Care and boys with 
Fantasy toys. Mothers appreciated toys for increasing creativity and imagination, and child’s 
happiness and learning.  

 
Majority of children’s play partners were relatives and grownups. Their non-relative play 

partners were children’s of mother’s friends, and a few played with neighbors. Most mothers 
wished the child had more young play partners, however, would not invite a play partner if 
unsure of homogeneity of family values. Children’s themes of play were mostly related to 
everyday activities. Girls, in addition, frequently played Family Care and boys Fantasy Themes 
and Danger in Environment. Themes did not vary by age, however, younger children more 
frequently engaged in thematic play. Mothers disliked themes of violence.  

 
Mothers’ perceived social functions of play were mostly related to bonding with 

relatives, having a fulfilling and enjoyable time, and learning appropriate social values and 
behaviors. They also valued increasing creativity and imagination. They believed that pretend 
play is essential for children’s development and its deprivation will have negative developmental 
consequences. 
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Purpose of Research  
 

The purpose of this descriptive study is to provide a cultural perspective on the pretend 
play of Tehran upper middle class children. Pretend play is one of the social activities of 
children, through which they make meaning of the world. Children enjoy play and at the same 
time develop representational thinking and practice social roles and rules through this activity. In 
my dissertation research on upper middle class children in Tehran, I investigated pretend play as 
related to children’s daily activities, social agents interacting with them, their living 
environment, and objects provided to them. In addition, I explored how the culture and values of 
upper middle class mother’s influenced their children’s daily living and play.  

 
As many studies have shown, there are both universal and variable dimensions to play. In 

order to clarify questions related to universality or variability of children’s play, there are three 
prominent lines of research:  ethological, looking at play within a specie and comparing it across 
species, social and cultural, looking at universal and variable aspects of play within and across 
cultures, and applied study of play in different contexts of children’s life (Göncü & Gaskins, 
2007).  My dissertation research focuses on the second of these three categories –the social and 
cultural aspects of play. The design of my study is based on sociocultural frameworks such as 
Vygotsky (1978; 1990) and Bronfenbrenner (1979; Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 1998). Their 
methods focus on the child herself, her direct interactions and environment, and the cultural 
historical influences not directly related to her but which influence her life and play.  

 
Pretend play is a universal childhood activity, although, it is found to be culturally 

variable. Haight, Wang, Fung, Williams and Mintz (1999), through their own study on pretend 
play of children in different cultures and probing into various other studies, have delineated five 
culturally variable dimensions of play: 1) Interpersonal context (who are child’s play partners), 
2) physical ecology (what do children play with and where do they play), 3) social function (why 
the child engages in pretend play and how they value it), 4) content of play, and 5) play 
interactions ( the main interacting style of major partners, for instance, scaffolding, directing, 
teaching). In my view, with a sociocultural stance, the dimensions that Haight et al. (1999) have 
delineated provide a comprehensive cultural picture of important aspects of children’s pretend 
play. For my dissertation, using ethnographic observations and interviewing mothers, I studied 
four of these 5 dimension: 1) Interpersonal context (who are child’s play partners), 2) physical 
ecology (what do children play with and where do they play), 3) social function (how mothers 
value pretend play), and 4) content of play (themes that children play out).  

 
It was not possible for me to study the 5th dimension of play since, for observation of the 

interaction and scaffolding style of major play partners during pretend play required videotaping 
of the children at play. My experience in Iran was that, due to cultural norms, mothers were 
reluctant to be videotaped. (Yet, it was very common to see people taking pictures or recording 
videos in public or private places, such as parks or birthday parties.) In addition to mothers’ 
reluctance to being videotaped, studying all cultural aspects of children’s pretend play is out of 
one dissertation’s scope.  

 
In the following pages, I first review the frameworks that I used for studying pretend 

play, and then present a review of literature on cross-cultural studies. Next, I present the 
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ethnographic and interview methods used for collection of data, the results of the study, and a 
discussion of findings.  

 
Review of Literature 
 

Developmental outcomes of pretend play are shown by a plethora of studies in cognitive, 
social, and emotional area; and for this reason, pretend play is much valued and studied. For 
instance, in the cognitive area, Bergen (2007) cites findings on the role of play in development of 
mathematical readiness, representational competence, linguistic and literacy abilities, as well as 
problem solving skills, etc. In the area of social development, Göncü’s (1993) study on 
development of inter-subjectivity cites studies on the development of shared pretend 
representation, adoption of shared pretend focus, meta-communication defining the activity as 
pretend, and communication within pretend play.  In this section, I first review the cultural 
historical theories of Vygotsky and Bronfrenbrenner as related to the cultural study of children’s 
pretend play. Next, I review Haight et al.’s (1999) findings on the culturally variable dimensions 
of play. 

 
Culture and pretend play. Children in all parts of the world engage in pretend play.  

Initial investigation of pretend play was restricted to European-American middle-class children, 
and the results were often taken as a generalizable account of play for children of all cultures and 
backgrounds. Over time, doubting the universality of pretend play (Bruner, 1990; Lancy, 1996) 
(Rogoff, 1990), researchers conducted cultural studies showing variability in many aspects of 
play. These cultural studies were motivated by the understanding that values and goals of society 
and family influence the amount, quality, and content of play.  Interactions, activities, and 
settings of childhood vary across ethnic and social class strata, and as a result, play becomes 
variable across different cultures and social classes. As cited by Cote and Bornstein (Cote & 
Bornstein, 2009), cross-cultural studies on pretend play show that parents and educators structure 
pretend play by organizing the play environment, objects and participants (Bornstein & Haynes, 
1999; Farver, 1999; Göncü, 1999). Because play varies across cultures, and that knowledge of 
these variations provides better understanding and ability to organize and facilitate this activity, 
cross-cultural studies on play have garnered greater attention in the past decade. 
 

Cultural studies on play typically utilize the following theoretical frameworks. For 
instance, studies can apply an ecological approach (Bloch, Pellegrini, 1989), or Göncü and 
colleagues (Göncü, Mistry, & Mosier, 2000a) framed their questions based on Leont’ev’s 
sociocultural model. Other research has used a combination of frameworks for designing studies 
(Farver, Kim, & Lee-Shin, 2000; Tudge, Hogan, Snezhkova, Kulakova, & Etz, 2000). The 
following is a summary of Vygotsky and Bronfrenbrenner’s sociocultural theories of play as 
related to the cultural study of children’s pretend play. 

 
Sociocultural theories and play. 

 
Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory. In Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory pretend play is 

considered to be the leading activity of childhood, an activity that creates ‘zones of proximal 
developments’ in which children develop both symbolic thinking and knowledge of social roles 
and positions (Vygotsky,1978). In these zones, children create a distance between their actual 
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and potential developmental levels, between functions that are maturing and the ones that have 
fully matured. As he writes, “In play a child is always above his average age, above his daily 
behavior; in play it is as though he were a head taller than himself…in play it is as though the 
child were trying to jump above the level of his normal behavior (1967, p. 16).”   During pretend 
play, in acting out various roles, children create a voluntary context in which they perform at a 
different and higher level than their actual abilities. 

 
According to Vygotsky (1967, 1978), development of symbolic thinking is a major 

outcome of pretend play. The development of symbolic thinking that occurs in play enables 
children to act independent of what they see and frees them from the limitations of acting in a 
given time and space (Vygotsky, 1978). Symbolic thinking enables the child to replace a real 
object or idea with a symbol; and thus, allows thinking based on concepts, rather than immediate 
perceptions of objects, people, or environments. Educators highly value this form of 
development, because with the ability to symbolize, a child can create higher order cognitive 
functions instead of being limited to natural instinctual functions. For instance, through 
symbolization a child can create higher order memory, problem-solving skills, and computation 
ability. Literary composition and learning mathematics require developed symbolic thinking. 

 
In addition to developing symbolic thinking, pretend play gives children an opportunity 

to enact new social roles like mother or father (Vygotsky, 1978). Pretend play develops 
children’s understanding of social roles, and this occurs through an active, constructive process. 
During play, children are not simply engaged in rehearsing social roles, they are recreating them. 
By pretending to be a mother, the child appropriates the society’s accepted conventions 
pertaining to motherhood. By pretending to be sisters, they appropriate the roles and rule of 
sisterhood. By pretending to be a teacher, doctor, firefighter, etc, the child is building a basis for 
understanding these social roles and their responsibilities. By pretend playing various roles, 
children appropriate the social roles and cultural practices. Children, during play or other 
interactions with adults, become aware of the social roles and their important aspects. Later 
again, during the process of play, children actively play out what they had gathered in their 
interactions.   

 
In relation to playing out social roles, from all the themes they have been exposed to, 

each child selects the ones which interest her and she plays and sometimes replays it. In these 
plays and replays, they practice different aspects of what they found of significance. Vygotsky 
(1978), by recognizing the influence of context on children’s activities, cognition and 
development, has inspired many cultural studies on play. Many studies inspired by these theories 
have shown the influence of other members of society (e.g., parents, siblings, peers, teachers, 
etc.), materials used for play (type of materials, colors and shapes of toys), amount of time 
allotted to this type of play, and the value of space; though, the majority of studies have focused 
on the interaction style and role of other members of society during pretend play ( Farver & 
Howes, 1993; Göncü, Mistry, & Mosier, 2000a; Göncü, Jain, & Tuermer, 2006; Karnik & 
Tudge, (in press); Morrissey & Brown, 2009; Rogoff, Mistry, & Göncü, 1991; Rogoff, Mistry, 
Göncü, & Mosier, 1993).  

I found Vygotsky’s theory particularly valuable in gaining insight into children’s 
development in social context.  It provided me with a deep understanding of developmental 
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processes in the sociocultural context, and clarified the elements to be studied for gaining a better 
understanding of children’s play as a cultural activity. However, I found Bronfenbrenner’s 
ecological approach to be more helpful in designing a research on cultural study of play. As 
discussed by Tudge et al. (2000), both Vygotsky’s and Bronfenbrenner’s theory “require that our 
understanding of development encompasses three interrelated factors—namely, aspects of the 
individual, of the sociocultural and physical environment (at both the immediate, interpersonal 
level as well as the broader, cultural-historical level), and the passage of time (p. 66-67).” For 
me, Bronfenbrenner provides a clearer method of investigation, and therefore, his framework 
was used as an important resource for designing my dissertation, which I will elaborate hereafter. 

Bronfenbrenner’s ecology of human development. This framework studies the child in 
the context of her environment and looks at mutually shaping influences such as parents, school, 
community, and culture. Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) earlier versions of his ecological theory 
illustrated mutually shaping influences as a set of nested structures, each inside the next. In that 
framework, there were four levels of influence: 1) the microsystem, 2) the mesosystem, 3) the 
exosystem, and 4) the macrosystem.  In time, he refined his theory adding other significant 
aspects which influence development (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 1998). For instance, in his later 
theories he looked at the child as an active agent, with diverse characteristics such as gender and 
color of skin, personality, temperament, and motivation. In the more recent work, instead of only 
examining the child in context, he applied his process-person-context-time model (PPCT Model; 
See Table 1) 

Table 1 

Bronfenbrenner’s PPCT Model for study of the developing child 
Process Processes of interactions with other people, objects and symbols in 

environment need to be evaluated 

 
Person Individuals have active roles in interactions and have fixed and 

changing characteristics such as age, gender, color of skin, interests, 
motivations, temperament, etc. 

 
Context 1-Microsystem –Face to face interactions 

2-Mesosystem—Relations between major microsystems 
3-Exosystem—The environment which the child does not directly 
interact with, but is indirectly influenced by. 
4-Macrosystem-The broader societal and cultural values 
 

Time Influence of time on developing child can be studied in three levels: 
single interactions, extended activities and interactions, and macro 
historical time 
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Process. Bronfenbrenner highlights the value of evaluating the processes of a person’s 
interactions with other people, objects and symbols in the environment. As Karnik and Tudge (in 
press) describe Bronfenbrenner’s framework, they explain that regular activities “constitute the 
engines of development because it is by engaging in these activities and interactions that 
individuals come to make sense of their world, understand their place in it, and both play their 
part in changing the prevailing order while fitting into the existing one (p. 5).” In my 
dissertation, inquiring through ethnographic methods and interviews, I looked at the process of 
children’s daily routine in general and their pretend play in particular. I found it important to 
identify who are the main play partners engaging in the processes of pretend play with the child, 
and the objects and tools children use during play activities. 

 Person. Bronfenbrenner believed in both nature and nurture, and therefore, believed that 
individuals are both influenced by their context and have an influence on it. Aspects of a person 
can include characteristics such as age and gender, skill, intelligence, temperament, motivation. 
In my dissertation study, I examine two aspects of the person: age and gender. I considered it 
important to take other characteristics into account; however, this task was not within the scope 
of this descriptive study, which aims to form an initial understanding of the play of children in 
upper middle class families of Tehran. In this study, I was not probing into mechanisms of 
processes and interactions; rather, as a first study of its kind I was inquiring what are children’s 
activities, who are the social agents involved, and what tools do the they use during interactions 
with these social agents. 

Context. In his study of context, Bronfenbrenner looks into four interrelated 
environments: microsystem, mesosystem, exosystem and macrosystem . In studying children’s 
play, for instance, the first level looks at the child’s initial face-to-face play relationships, the 
distinct personalities and the belief systems of those interacting with the child, the materials used 
in interaction, and physical features of their joint environment. The second level looks at the 
interrelations of Microsystems, the third level looks at social forces which influence child’s 
Microsystems, and the fourth level looks at the broader society and its organization, values, and 
culture.  

The first level of analysis in context is the microsystem: A microsystem is comprised of 
both specific physical setting and behavioral interactions; it includes the places they are in, 
people they interact with, and things they do (Garbarino, 1989). These elements help shape 
children’s experiences and the reality they create in their microsystem. Members of a child’s 
microsystem influence the child’s experiences and development. For instance, a mother’s 
personality, values, and daily activities all influence her child and her play.   

Typically, the child’s first interactions take place inside the house and within the family 
system.  According to Bronfenbrenner, as children develop, they begin to participate in an 
increasingly larger numbers of microsystems; they go to more places, interact with more people 
and engage in more diverse activities. Within this expanded network of microsystems the 
opportunities for play increase. Garbarino (1989) gives the example of a child’s home 
mircosystem expanded to the 4 microsystems of home, school, peer group and church. In 
different cultures these main microsystems of child may be different; for instance, a child whose 
family is not religious may participate in the microsystems of home, extended family, and 
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school. To document children’s play within the child’s microsystem, I collected data on the 
children’s regular playmates outside preschool while also noting their mothers’ feelings, attitude 
and values in relation to these playmates.  

The second level, the mesosystem, looks at interrelations between settings such as 
interrelations between parents’ views on pretend play and preschools’ philosophies. Home and 
school can reinforce or contradict the other’s value system in relation to play. A mother may 
consider it important for her child to engage only in pretend play of choice at preschool, while 
the preschool philosophy may require students to spend time learning through direct instruction. 
According to Vandermaas-Peeler (2002), SES influences the amount of time available for 
children to engage in pretend play. Looking at family SES at the mesosystem level, she found 
that affluent parents expect children to engage in increasing amount of academic study instead of 
play. Looking at how the family’s SES shapes their mesosystem connection with the school, she 
found that the amount of play among children in lower socioeconomic group is also influenced 
by parents’ values. Low SES parents expected children to assist in household chores thus 
reducing children’s play time.  To document the influence of the mesosystem on children’s play, 
I collected information on mother’s expectations from preschool and how these expectations 
influence children’s pretend play.  

An influence of home-neighborhood mesosystem on children’s play partners can be seen 
in Haight et al.’s (1999) study on social ecology of communities. In their study, middle class 
families in Taipei did not have strong ties within their ethnically diverse neighborhoods, and 
therefore, children did not engage in play with neighboring children.  Only upon starting 
preschool did they begin to play with children outside the home. By contrast, Irish Americans 
living in an Irish neighborhood in the suburbs of Chicago were very engaged with relatives and 
neighbors, and their children had access to more siblings as well as other relatives in the 
neighborhood with whom they regularly played. These children also participated and played in 
birthday parties and festivities together. While both Chinese and Irish American mothers were in 
favor of parent-child play, the Irish American mothers engaged in relatively less pretend play 
with the child because their children were playing regularly with peers, siblings, and relatives.  

The third level of influence is the exosystem, the social forces that are not in direct 
contact with the child but nevertheless influence her immediate contacts. Examples of exo-
systems are parents’ work place or community’s laws or norms. The child’s play can be 
influenced by exosystem in various ways such as the amount of time the parent is at work, away 
from the child, or by the budget the government allocates for building and improving 
playgrounds.  From my observations among family and friends, and from mothers’ conversations 
during interviews, I realized that due to economic hardships resulting from imposed UN 
sanctions, many fathers worked extended hours or multiple jobs and thus came home late at 
night. As a result, their young children didn’t go to bed until their father got home from work. 
This situation, of fathers coming home late, and thus children not having a set time for sleep, is a 
good example of interrelatedness of contexts. In this example, an influence at exo-level 
influences relations at the mesosystem level. A preschool director I spoke with complained that 
mothers do not impose a specific bed time for children and children come late and tired to 
preschool. 
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The fourth level of context is macrosystem, and is comprised of the broad ideological and 
organizational patterns such as cultural or societal values. For instance, Hyun (1998) posits that 
the value orientation of society influences children’s play. In European-American cultures, 
where independence and individualism are valued, children’s play is found to be mainly object-
oriented. By contrast, in collectivist cultures, children are encouraged to explore people. 

 
For my study, I examined social values of Tehran’s upper middle class families in 

relation to children’s play partners, play location, play materials, and themes. Although, the 
upper middle class culture has a lot in common with general culture of Tehran and Iran; these 
cultures are distinctly different in many regards. For instance, a widely accepted cultural norm in 
Tehran across all social strata is that mothers invite another child over to their house only if they 
know the child’s family well. A difference between upper middle class and working class, 
however, is that the former do not allow their child to play unsupervised in the neighborhood, 
while the latter do. (The upper middle class neighborhoods have higher density of high-rise 
apartment buildings, leading to greater density of cars and traffic in the streets.) 

 
Time. Similar to Vygotsky’s theories in which time is of special value in the study of 

development, both as the child matures and  historically in culture, Bronfenbrenner looks at time 
spent during single activities and interactions, during extended activities and interactions, and 
also the macro time which can be considered the historical time. In a country such as Iran, which 
has experienced major sociopolitical transformations during the past three decades, the historical 
time is of special importance in study of children’s play and development. In my study, there are 
aspects of macro time that need to be taken into consideration. For instance, in the past decade 
there has been a significant increase in the number of families owning satellite dishes and 
western DVDs which, in turn, have resulted in the majority of upper middle class children 
mostly watching Western children’s programming and movies.  

The PPCT Model, discussed earlier, is a useful tool for studying pretend play as a cultural 
activity of Tehran upper middle class children.  Because my dissertation is the first examination 
of children's pretend play in Tehran, the four Bronfenbrennian levels of analysis to gather basic 
information on context is of special value. Therefore, this study emphasizes context over the 
other three elements of PPCT model. After gaining basic information on context, future studies 
can be designed to probe deeper into the process, person and time elements. In order to make my 
study comparable with cross-cultural studies, I used the PPCT Model as a framework to 
investigate four of the culturally variable dimensions of pretend play (Haight et al., 1999). In the 
following chapters, I examine studies on culturally variable dimensions of play. 

Dimensions of play studied in cross-cultural research. With this introduction of 
Vygotsky and Bronfenbrenner sociocultural theories, I present findings of a few cross-cultural 
studies on play. These studies shared a sociocultural stance, though, were based on various 
underlying theories. I have organized the presentation of these studies in the five categories, 
which as delineated by Haight et al. (1999), are considered to be culturally variable dimensions 
of play.  

Physical ecology. Physical ecology refers to aspects of play such as availability of objects 
or the location to play. Socioeconomic factors are found to correlate with physical ecology of 
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play, for instance, middle-class parents are more likely to provide more materials and a 
designated environment for play (Göncü et al., 2000).  

Beside SES, other elements such as living in a big city or urban area can influence 
children’s play. Findings of Haight el al. (1999), which also draw on ethnographic studies (Fung, 
1994; Mintz, 1998), compared the physical ecology of Irish American children with Chinese 
children of Taipei. Irish American middle class families lived in spacious houses and provided 
objects and environment for play. They provided children with their own furniture; many had 
designated playrooms, and an extensive collection of toy miniatures (e.g., dolls, costumes, cars, 
trains, dishes, pretend food, kitchen sets, and pedal cars). Some of their toys resembled 
characters and objects in popular children’s TV programs. Taiwanese middle class children, in 
contrast, lived in small apartments. Even though their parents usually considered them spoiled 
with too many toys, they had considerably fewer play objects and smaller space to play 
compared to the Irish Americans. Haight et al. argued that the housing differences in suburbs of 
Chicago and city of Taipei influenced the play space and play objects of children. 

Children’s gender stereotyped preferences for toys are also observed in different cultures. 
Children’s toy preferences, similar to the preferences of children in other cultures, were gender 
stereotyped (Serbin, Poulin-Dubois, Colburne, Sen, & Eichstedt, 2001; Servin et al., 1999). 
Smith (2010), had reported that boys were more interested in playing with vehicles and blocks, 
and using gross motor movement during play (Bloch, 1989; Smith, 2005), and girls more 
interested in playing with dolls, playing domestic themes of play (Smith, 2005), and playing out 
social activities (Bjorklund & Pellegrini, 2000).  

 
Cross-cultural studies have also shown that objects used for play are different in different 

cultures. In cultures or SES groups with less available toys, other tools such as language or social 
norms are used for pretense in play. For instance, Haight et al. (1999) , looking at the play 
interactions of US and Chinese mothers with their young children, found that American mothers 
provided more toys to children, while Chinese mothers primarily used social routines as tools for 
play. American and Chinese children engaged in the same amount of pretend play with parents, 
but with different resources. Different play tools seemed to influence content of play too; 
Chinese children engaged in more social and Everyday Activity themes while using social 
routines for play. In contrast, American children engaged in more fantasy themes with toys that 
elicit such themes. 

 
While higher SES families provide more play objects and at times designated areas for 

play too, many studies have shown that in lower SES families, in the absence of play objects, 
children creatively construct their own (Gaskins, 1999; Heath, 1983; Roopnarine, Hossain, Gill, 
& Brophy, 1994; Schwartzman, 1986).  According to Schwartzman, many ethnographic studies 
have described children’s creativity in using objects found in their environment (reeds, banana 
leaves, stones, seeds, teeth, shells, wood, cans, and so forth) and making them into toys for 
imaginative and physical play. In some cultures, language or imaginary characters are used as 
props for pretense. Sperry and Sperry (1996) found that, in a rural African American community 
parents used imaginary figures for controlling children’s behavior. Interestingly, children 
incorporated these fantasy figures in their pretend play. 
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Interpersonal context. The studies on the interpersonal context of play investigate the 
people who are available and play with children. According to Haight et al. (1999), children of 
diverse cultures have different play partners; for instance, in some cultures children only play 
with other children, and in other cultures grownups also engage in pretend play with children. 
This difference in play partners can be due to either availability of different people for play, or 
different beliefs in regard to suitability of adult/child pretend play (Gaskins, 1996; Lancy, 1996; 
Rogoff et al., 1993). In some cultures adults may be too busy to play, while in other cultures 
adults may consider it inappropriate to play with children. In cultures where adults do not engage 
in pretend play with the child, usually the older siblings or older peers take on this responsibility. 
For instance, in a cross-cultural study, Farver (1993) has shown that in a Mexican village, the 
older siblings usually played with their younger siblings. Interestingly, the older siblings’ 
interaction style during play was very similar to the style of white middle-class mothers. 
Mexican siblings expressed more positive affect during play; in contrast with American siblings’ 
play, which was characterized by frequent discord. Indonesian older siblings guided younger 
ones through play and shared positive affect and encouragement (Farver & Wimbarti, 1995). 
Pretend play with fathers is less studied than play with mother, however, they are found to be 
characterized by active and rough and tumble (Roopnarine & Mounts, 1985; Ross & Taylor, 
1989). 

 
A study, on European American and African American children from two poor 

neighborhoods outside Chicago and a group of children from a village in Turkey, showed that 
more American children engaged in play with adults than Turkish village children (Göncü et al., 
2007). The European and African American working class mothers endorsed the importance of 
playing with children, and almost all played with their children; however, most Turkish village 
mothers considered play to be an activity of children. While in this study about 67% of Turkish 
village children were found to play with no adults, as cited by Vandermaas-Peeler (2002) in a 
study on middle-class Turkish children it was found that mothers highly valued mother-child 
play and regularly engaged in play with their toddlers (Göncü & Mosier, 1991).  

 
Children’s peer experiences, as suggested by Siegler, Deloache, and Eisenberg (2002), 

are influenced by the cultural values of their families. For instance, Euro-American and Euro-
Australian mothers encourage young children to develop independence and personal autonomy 
(Conroy, Hess, Azuma, & Kashiwagi, 1980b; Goodnow, Cashmore, Cotton, & Knight, 1984a).  
Japanese and Lebanese-Australian mothers, on the contrary, encouraged interdependence of 
family members. These variable cultural values lead to availability of varied peers and play 
partners. 

 
Content. Children’s themes of play have been analyzed in different ways. Some 

researchers are interested in developmental changes in themes of play, for instance, as cited by 
Howes, Unger, & Matheson (1992) children’s initial themes of play are in regard to domestic 
household activities such as housecleaning or taking care after baby. In time, as they gain more 
experience in social life, they add themes such as fire fighters and transportation. And later they 
engage in elaborate themes such as danger-rescue and life and death stories (Corsaro, 1985). 

 
Some researchers have investigated gender differences in content of play; for instance, as 

studied by Rubin, Fein, & Vanderberg (1983), boys are more interested in fantasy and super hero 
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themes while girls are interested in themes related to household activities. Similar to findings on 
gender stereotyped toy preferences, as cited by Smith (2010) boys are also found to be more 
interested in playing with vehicles and blocks, and using gross motor movement during play 
(Bloch & Pellegrini, 1989; Gosso, Morais, & Otta, 2007; Smith, 2005). Girls are more interested 
in playing with dolls, playing domestic themes of play (Smith, 2005), and playing out social 
activities (Bjorklund & Pellegrini, 2000). Studies on gender-stereotyped toy preferences have 
found very early signs of children’s preferences. For instance, a study in Canada had found these 
preferences to appear as early as 18 months of age (Serbin, 2001), and a study in Sweden had 
found it as early as one-years of age (Servin, Bohlin, & Berlin, 1999). 

 
Other strands of analysis of themes of play are related to cultural values, materials 

provided for play and socialization values as expressed in mother-child play. Looking at cultural 
differences in themes of play, in a comparison of the Chinese and Irish American children 
(Haight et al., 1999), it was found that Irish American children played more fantasy and also 
caretaking themes as compared to the Chinese. Irish American children’s fantasy themes were 
elicited by playing with toys marketed in relation to children movies. And as to more caretaking 
themes of Irish, the reason was assumed to be related to having more contact with a larger 
number of immediate and extended family and observing more caretaking in their community. 

 
As cited by Farver and Lee  (2000), children in different cultures play common Everyday 

Activity themes such a buying, cooking, eating, family relations as well as culture specific 
themes, which are valued and are part of their cultural living. For instance, they cite studies on 
children in Marquesas Islands (Martini, 1994) that pretend paddle canoes and hunt fish. Or they 
cite studies on Indian children (Roopnarine et al., 1994) engaged in traditional celebrations and 
folk tales. In US, children were observed pretend cutting trees and eating lunch with Santa Claus 
(Farver, 1992). 

 
Farver and Lee (1997), in a cultural study of Korean American and European American 

children, classified themes of play in four categories: 1) Family Relations, 2) everyday activities, 
3) danger in the environment, and 4) Fantastic themes (extraordinary actions performed by 
fantasy characters). In their study, Korean American children engaged more frequently in themes 
related to family roles and Everyday Activity, whereas European American children’s themes 
were related more to Danger in Environment and Fantastic themes.   

Social function. The social function of play refers to the purposes of play in a given 
culture and varies in different cultures. In the U.S., for instance, parents of different ethnicities 
attribute different functions to pretend play. European American mothers value play as an 
activity, which by itself brings about learning and development, while Korean American mothers 
consider play as an amusement for children in preparation to study and learn (Farver et al., 
1995). Korean American mothers, therefore, choose preschools that emphasis academic learning. 
The limited playtime of these preschools is only to allow children to release energy in between 
studies. As cited by Haight (1999), in the Chinese culture, the social function of play is 
considered to be teaching proper and respectful social behaviors (Fung, 1994). 

Social interaction. Cultural studies have shown different patterns of interaction between 
playmates and children. Studies by Farver and colleagues (Farver, 1993; Farver & Wimbarti, 
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1995) have identified cultural patterns of scaffolding across cultures In one study, American 
middle class mothers mostly joined pretend play and taught play behaviors, while, in Mexican 
families, this pattern of scaffolding was observed in the pretend play behaviors of older siblings 
with the younger ones. Farver and Wimbarti’s (1995) study in Indonesia also showed the active 
role of Indonesian older siblings in scaffolding children’s pretend play through suggesting and 
commenting; mothers were often the observers. In Haight et al.’s (1999) ethnographic studies of 
Irish American and Chinese children, it was observed that Chinese parents tend to be direct and 
didactic, and only accept mature behavior from children; in contrast, Irish Americans were 
concerned with understanding children’s needs and interests. 

 
While interest in cross-cultural study of play has increasingly added to new information 

on culture specific attributes of play, being interested in the Iranian culture, I have not found any 
relevant studies on the cultural aspects of the pretend play of children in Iran. As I have been 
searching for studies on the pretend play of Iranian children, I came across a few, and none was 
relevant to my interest. Therefore for my dissertation research I proposed to conduct a basic 
descriptive study to investigate Tehran upper middle class children’s life and play, and maternal 
and societal values in regard to play.   

 
Study proposal. Interested in studying pretend play of children in Tehran and inspired by 

contextual frameworks such as Vygotsky’s and Bronfenbrenner’s, I undertook a study of context 
and how mothers and the socio-cultural conditions and values influence play. Modeling my study 
on prior cross-cultural studies on children’s play, I have investigated four (of the 5) areas 
commonly investigated in cross cultural research on play: 1) Interpersonal context (who of play), 
2) physical ecology (what and where of play), 3) social function (why of play), 4) and content of 
play.  

 
This study can serve a few purposes: it provides an understanding of mothers’ 

developmental goals and cultural values and its influence on shaping the life and play of 
children; compares dimensions of play with other cross-cultural findings; and lays a foundation 
for future targeted research. For instance, once this study identifies who are the main play 
partners of the child and what tools and environments they use for pretend play, future studies 
can probe into the interaction styles. The findings of this study can provide early childhood 
educators in North Tehran a better understanding of maternal preschool expectations and goals. 
Early childhood educators outside Iran who are interacting with first generation Iranian 
emigrants will also benefit from this information 

 
In my view, a major contribution of this study is gaining insight into mothers’ cultural 

values and developmental goals and its influence on children’s pretend play. Given that I had no 
prior information on the play of children in Tehran, I could not design an experimental study or a 
microanalysis of a dimension of play; and because I was unable to approach any other group but 
the middle upper middle class due to government restrictions, I was unable to collect 
comparative data related to SES. However, through living in the environment for six months and 
by conducting 38 interviews, I was able to gain an understanding of some cultural values and its 
influence on children’s life and play; even though this study was just on one stratum of society. 

 



PRETEND PLAY IN NORTH TEHRAN 

12 
 

I used Bronfenbrenner’s PPCT model (Process-Person-Context-Time) to organize this 
study, however, due to my research interest and practical possibilities I placed a stronger 
emphasis on context (See table 2 for elements of study). 
 
Table 2 
 
Bronfenbrenner’s influences on development as integrated into study of play 

Influences on Development Investigated Element 
Process Main daily activities, pretend play 
Person Gender, age 
Context Microsystem, mesosystem, exosystem, 

macrosystem 
Time Current social and economic conditions 

 
I have organized my research questions in 4 areas commonly investigated in cross-

cultural studies; and in those 4 areas, I have looked into the process, person, context and time 
elements. In order to find information about these aspects of play, I collected data through 
interviews (N = 38). These interviews look into children’s daily activities, mothers’ choice of 
preschool, mothers’ expectations from preschool, mothers’ sources of information on children 
development, children’s pretend play (who, where, toys, themes) and mother’s value in these 
regards. During my stay in Tehran, even though I did not conduct systematic field studies, the 
findings of interviews were enriched by my daily experiences of life in Tehran. I lived in the 
community with my preschool-aged daughter and son, observed my children in a variety of play 
contexts, and had the opportunity to observe many other children in play too.  

 
The details of recruiting and interviewing process, as well as the interview questions, are 

further discussed in the method’s section. 
 

Method 
 
 Data for this study were gathered through 38 interviews with mothers. The 
hour-long interview discussed children’s daily life and play.1 
   
Participants 
 

The interviewed participants were mothers of 38 young children of two different age 
groups living in the affluent Northern part of Tehran. Tehran’s economy and culture starkly 

                                                 
1. In addition to the systematic data collection through interviews, living in the environment for few months with my 
two preschool-aged children enriched my understanding of children’s life in Tehran. As a mother of preschool 
children, I found many opportunities for making observations relevant to this study. My observations provided me a 
better understanding of mothers’ interests and values, children’s social interactions, and preschool and enrichment 
activities and values. I visited four preschools in search of desirable school for my children. I talked to mothers in 
various settings (e.g., preschools, children’s enrichment classes, parks, birthday parties, preschool teacher/parent 
group conferences). I observed my children’s experiences and reciprocal interactions with relatives, friends and 
strangers, took my children to a government run playhouse for a few sessions of enrichment classes and talked with 
fellow mothers while children attended classes.  
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change geographically. Economically, the Northern part is more affluent than the south; and 
culturally, less traditional and more adaptive of new life styles. Children’s ages, gender, and 
number of siblings are depicted in Table 3; the children were aged between 3.5-4.5 years of age 
(n = 17) and 5-6 years of age (n = 21). The number of mothers interviewed was 35; three 
mothers were interviewed twice for having two eligible children in the age groups investigated 
for the study. One mother of two siblings was interviewed on two separate days, while the other 
two mothers were interviewed in one day, first for one child and immediately for the next.   
 
Table 3 
 
Children’s demographics 

Demographics  Frequency 
(N=38) 

Percent 

Age    
3.5-4.5 years-of-age 17 45 
5-6 years-of-age 21 55 

Gender    
Girl 19 50 
Boy 19 50 

Sibling    
Yes 19 50 
No 19 50 

Type of Schooling    
Preschool 29 76 
Kindergarten 8 21 
None 1 3 

Note. Three children in this study attended a kindergarten at elementary school campus and a few 
others attended kindergartens that were on preschool sites. These kindergartens were private and 
did not follow the stricter rules of elementary schools; for example, on-time attendance was not 
required, and the curriculum was designed by the preschool rather than Ministry of Education. 
Sometimes parents of younger kindergarteners preferred to enroll their children for two years of 
kindergarten, a year in preschool and a second year in elementary school. Whether in preschool 
or elementary school, kindergartners engaged in academic study both through play-based 
learning activities, followed up some instruction and working in workbooks. 

 
The majority of families could be considered upper middle class (although I did not 

collect information on family income or similar indicators). Only five families (of six children) 
did not seem to have the same level of affluence as others; however, the mothers were well 
educated and had arranged for their children to attend the preschools or kindergartens of high 
quality. The majority of the children whose mothers were interviewed engaged in at least one 
extracurricular activity (87%) at the parents’ expense, and more than half participated in two 
activities (58%) and a quarter participated in three. The preschools and enrichment classes they 
attended were known in the community as being amongst the most prestigious ones with higher 
than average tuition fees and stringent admissions criteria.  Many of the children had traveled 
abroad at least once with their families (e.g., Australia, Austria, Dubai, England, Germany, 
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Malaysia, Sweden, etc.), and some of these children regularly traveled abroad once or twice each 
year. 

 
Recruiting. Mothers were recruited through an exclusive after-school English program 

(n=13), two bilingual preschools (n=9), my family and friends (n=9), and leads from 
participating mothers in the study (n=7).  I distributed flyers with the study goals and my contact 
information to language institute and preschool directors (see Interview Goals, Appendix A). In 
each setting, after a few mothers volunteered to participate, more and more mothers became 
actively interested in participating and referred other mothers for the interview too.  

 
Parent demographics. All children, except for one, lived in intact families. A few 

mothers mentioned that father traveled very frequently during the week, however, always spent 
the weekend in town with family. The children whose fathers traveled frequently enjoyed 
grandmother’s regular presence in their lives. 

Mothers’ demographics. The majority of the mothers were between 30-35 years of age 
(75%), had at least a bachelors degree (85%), and were home makers (60%). Sixteen percent of 
the working mothers worked full time, a few worked from home on flexible reduced work hours 
and a few worked part-time (For detailed data on mothers’ age, education and profession see 
Tables 4, 5 and 6). 

Table 4 
 
Mothers’ age range 

Age range 
 

Frequency 
(n = 32) 

Percent 
 

27-30 3 10 
31-33 9 29 
34-36 14 45 
37-41 5 16 
42-45 0 0 
46-48 1 3 
Note.   1. Missing (n = 6). 
           
 
Table 5 
 
Mothers’ education level 

Education 
 

Frequency 
(n = 37) 

Percent 

High school diploma 6 16 
Bachelors 20 53 
Masters 7 18 
Doctorate 4 11 
Note. Information on 1 participant’s education level is missing. 
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Table 6 
 
Mothers’ profession 

Profession Frequency  
(n = 38) 

Percentage 

Homemaker 23 61 
Educator (faculty, teacher, educator) 6 16 
Hair Saloon Employee (one mother 
of two children) 

2 
5 

Accountant 1 3 
Artist 1 3 
Businesswoman 1 3 
Dentist 1 3 
Translator 1 3 
Part Time Employee 1 3 
Student 1 3 

 
Fathers’ education level and profession. The majority of the fathers had post secondary 

education degrees (75%). However, the fathers’ education was not necessarily related to their 
career and status. For example, a few of the fathers with high school diploma had high 
management positions in family-owned businesses, having gained work experience through a 
family internship rather than formal schooling (See Tables 7 and 8).  
 
Table 7 
 
Fathers’ education 

Education 
 

Frequency 
(n = 38) 

Percent 

Middle School 1 3 
High School  9 24 
Associates of Arts 2 5 
Bachelors 14 37 
MS 7 18 
PhD/MD/DDS 5 13 
 
 
Table 8 
 
Fathers’ profession 

Profession Frequency                        
(n = 38) 

Percentage 

Businessman 15 39 
Vice President 5 13 
Dentist, Doctor 4 11 
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Engineer 3 8 
Mangager 3 8 
Architect 2 5 
Employee 3 8 
Construction and Import 1 3 
Realtor 1 3 
Teacher 1 3 
 
 
Materials 

Interview content. The participating mothers took part in an hour-long interview 
discussing their children’s pretend play practices and their corresponding values through open-
ended and close-ended questions. All forms, interview protocols and conversations were in Farsi. 
(For English translation of the complete interview protocol, see Appendix B). Included in the 
interviews were also questions with regards to children’s daily activities and mothers’ 
expectations from preschools. The questions aimed to clarify the interpersonal context, physical 
ecology, social function, and content of children’s play. In addition, there were questions 
inquiring about daily routine of child and mother’s expectations from preschool.  

The interview was designed for this study and covered 6 topics: 
 

I. What is the child’s daily routine?  
What does the child do during the day and week? How frequently he/she plays? 
What kind of activity is valued by mother? 
Does the child attend preschool? What are the mother’s expected outcomes from 
preschool?  
 

II.  Who plays with the child? 
Who plays with the child? And how frequently? 
What does mother appreciate about these playmates and what she does not? 
 

III.  Where does the child play? 
Where does the child play? Is mother happy about it, or is there anything 
unsuitable? 
 

IV.  What does the child play with? 
What does the child play with, and how does mother feel about it? 
Anything she appreciates in particular? Anything she does not? 
 

V. What does mother think about play? 
What is the purpose of play? 
Should mothers play with the children or not? Why?  
 

VI.  What stories are played out? 
What stories the child plays out? Where has the child learned those stories from? 
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Does mother appreciate these stories? Any stories the mother does not like? 
 
 

Procedures 
 
Each interview began with a few minutes of greeting and then handing out the 

undocumented informed consent form (English translation of the informed consent form; See 
Appendix C). The participants read the form, and I reviewed the points once again with them. I 
gave the informed consent form to the mothers and explained the form is for them to keep (even 
though most mothers left it on the table at the end of interview and I had to remind them that my 
telephone number and email address is on the form and it might be useful to keep it). I started the 
interview after the mother expressed her understanding of the consent form and willingness to 
participate. 

 
After going through the undocumented informed consent, and reconfirming mother’s 

permission for recording the conversation, I turned the digital voice recorder on and started the 
interview. All interviews, either at English class or houses, were conducted sitting at a dining 
table where there would be enough space for spreading the papers out and taking notes. All 
interviews were audio recorded with a digital voice recorder and I jotted down short notes for 
each response during the interview.  

 
The exact interview procedure is noted on the interview protocol. I mostly followed the 

sequence of the protocol; however, at times mothers spontaneously began talking about a point 
that was to be questioned later in the interview. In that case, I did not stop the mother’s 
conversation in order to adhere to the sequence of questioning; I jotted down the answer in the 
corresponding section and returned to the designed order of questions. 

 
A few mothers, during interview, asked me to turn the sound recorder off for few minutes 

in order to discuss a private point. I respected their request and for the same reason did not even 
take note of the point they discussed.  

 
At the end of the interview I turned the sound recorder off, and if the mother had some 

free time, we had an informal and friendly short conversation (for about 10 minutes). I offered 
the child or the mother a small gift (e.g., a book or music CD for child or a child development 
magazine for mother). If the interview was conducted in the interviewee’s house, I was usually 
offered tea during and fruits after the interview. Mostly, since either the mother or I were in a 
rush, I wouldn’t stay longer than 10 minutes after the interview. In retrospect, many valuable 
points were mentioned during the post-interview conversation and would have been valuable to 
have mother’s consent and keep the voice recorder on. Many times, when the interview was 
over, the mothers asked me whether the voice recorder was off and then they talked about either 
child’s talent, or a challenge they were going through and sought professional advice (which I 
was not in a position to provide). Other private points, such as the family’s dual residency were 
brought up during this time. I did not keep records of conversations that took place after the 
voice recorder was off. 

Results 
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This results section, based on interview with mothers, provides information about 4 of the 
cross-culturally variable dimensions of pretend play: 1) interpersonal context, 2) physical 
ecology, 3) social function, and 4) content.  In each area, as much as data permits, the elements 
of process, person2, context and time are taken into consideration. Before presenting findings 
related to these variable dimensions of play, in order to provide a basic understanding of 
children’s contexts of play, I provide a summary of children’s daily routines.  

 
Daily Lives of Young Children in Tehran 
 

At the beginning of every interview, before discussing pretend play, mothers talked 
shortly about children’s daily activities. As mothers explained, in the mornings children usually 
had breakfast, got dressed, and were driven to preschool. After preschool, they refreshed with a 
short rest, snack, and TV time; either visited relatives/friends or attended enrichment classes; and 
again spent time on indoor activities such as play, arts and crafts, reading, and more TV. Most 
children, especially younger ones, did not have a bedtime routine and stayed up late until father 
returned home.  

 
Some of children’s activities differed from weekdays to weekend, for during weekends 

(Thursdays and Fridays) they didn’t go to preschool and father was home too. Paternal 
grandparents, for instance, were mostly visited during weekends. Some activities were seasonal; 
for instance, many children did not attend preschool during summer because of heat; instead, 
they attended swimming programs or selected classes at the cooler morning or late afternoon 
hours. Some went abroad with family; some others had cousins visiting from abroad during their 
summer holiday. Outdoor activities such as going to parks or some outdoor sports classes were 
influenced by seasonal changes too, during spring children went to parks any time of day, while 
during summer they went late afternoons or evenings when the weather was cooler—during 
summer evenings, it was not unusual to see children running around the parks until late evening 
hours, even past 10:00 or 11:00 pm. Staying up in cool late evening hours was balanced with a 
nap during the afternoon heat. In winter, especially when there was snow and ice, children rarely 
went to parks. The following is a summary of mothers’ conversations about children’s daily 
routine. 

 
Most mothers who participated in this study expressed that childhood is a period of life to 

be enjoyed. Mothers placed high value on learning and development; nevertheless they wished 
this learning to be enjoyable. In order to make childhood enjoyable, and also to attend to 
children’s needs and development, 60% of participating mothers in this study, majority of whom 
had higher education, had chosen to forego career and stay home to raise children. Table 9 
summarizes mothers’ report on children’s recurring engagement in some common activities--for 
instance, indoor activities such as play, arts and crafts, TV, and being around mother or relatives; 
and outdoor activities such as going to preschool, visiting relatives, attending classes, etc.  
 
Table 9 
 

                                                 
2 Findings on gender and age, which are two elements in study of characteristics of person, are 
only included if they influenced the results. Age and gender, and other process, person, context 
and time elements are not discussed, unless they make a special contribution to findings. 
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Mothers’ report on frequency of repeated participation in daily activities 

Child’s activity 
N3 Everyday Five/six 

days 
weekly 

Three/four 
days 

weekly 

One/two 
days 

weekly 

Never 
or 

seldom 

Playing alone 38 37 0 0 0 1 
In-home activities    

(Art/drawing/painting, 
Reading, TV) 

36 29 0 4 3 0 

Spending time with family 
and friends 

(Visit relatives/play with 
others) 

36 17 1 5 11 2 

Helping mother at home 36 15 1 5 7 8 
Enrichment classes 38 0 0 21 12 5 
Preschool   38 0 33 3 0 2 

Note. The above table does not contain information on all activities children may engage in.  
 

As reported by mothers, almost all children attended preschool 5 days a week for about 5 
hours a day (See Table 9); especially, for children who did not have a sibling, preschool was the 
best chance for spending time with other children.  The amount of time for playing pretend in 
preschools varied according to its philosophy and schedule. I did not study occurrences of 
children’s pretend play in preschools. However, searching for suitable preschools for my own 2 
children, and to gain a better understanding of preschools in Tehran, I visited 7 a preschools, one 
of which did not provide any time for pretend play for children older than 3.5, and one had no 
time for pretend play at all (children only engaged in organized play activities). In all other 
preschools, children had some playtime between their learning activities and in many preschools 
they could choose to use this playtime for pretend play. Even the preschools, which were 
considered to be play-based had some free time for pretend play and at other times had 
instruction through both playful and instructional activities. None of the 7 preschools I observed 
were similar to the Western developmental preschools in which children were mostly engaged in 
pretend play or activity of choice.  

 
According to mothers, after preschool, children usually went home for a snack and rest. 

Most of the younger children napped and older ones just rested watching a cartoon. Rarely did 
children join mothers in running errands after preschool; most mothers in this study were 
homemakers and preferred to run errands when the children were at preschool. Also as one 
mother said, “Running errands with child turned out to be very expensive, she always asked for 
this or that thing in the shops.” 

 
On weekdays, the late afternoon hours were for visiting relatives, visiting mothers’ 

friends, or attending enrichment classes (See Table 9). Mothers usually visited friends and 
relatives they enjoyed spending time with, and where their children had opportunities for playing 
too. The most frequently visited were maternal grandmothers, where usually a close relative such 
as aunt, uncle, and sometimes a cousin was there to play with the child. Only two children in this 

                                                 
3 N varied because, for some items, mother did not respond. 
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study, whose families had recently moved to Tehran, did not regularly visit relatives. Many 
maternal grandmothers engaged in pretend and other types of play with children. Grandfathers 
engaged in active play, or took the children out to play in the yard or park. Mostly, because 
father was free during weekends, family visited the paternal grandparents during weekends; 
usually other brother-or sister-in-laws and their children were visiting too. In such family 
gatherings close-aged cousins engaged in pretend play together.  

 
Many grandmothers were not only the source of comfort and joy for the family; but also 

supported them with childcare while mothers were at work. From the 40% of mothers in this 
study who maintained a professional career, only a few worked full time. And from those who 
worked full time, one had hired a nanny because both grandmothers lived in provinces, and three 
had their children at the on-site childcare where they worked. Other mothers either worked part 
time, and dropped off and picked up the children themselves or one of the grandmothers picked 
up the children and attended to them until their mother returned.  

 
During week day afternoons, in addition to visiting family, some mothers also visited 

friends with same age child, so both mother and child had friends to interact with. During these 
visits children engaged in pretend and other types of play. 

 
Attending enrichment classes was common for upper middle class preschoolers in Tehran 

(86% of the children in this study attended at least one enrichment program, 57% two and 24% 
three) and learning English language and music were two of the most popular enrichment 
activities (See Table 9). (In this study, the children who did not attend English enrichment 
classes attended bilingual preschools.) Enrichment programs were mostly presented through fun 
methods suitable for children; nevertheless, they did not include pretend play. 

 
In the house, on daily basis, most children spent some time reading books with a parent 

or looking at books on their own; half of the children engaged in some artwork, and less than 
half of children spent some time helping mother (See Table 9). Based on the survey responses, 
only 3 of the younger children (n = 17) and 9 of the older ones (n = 21) engaged in computer 
games4. Some young children played games on Game Boy or mother’s cell phone. A few 
mothers of older preschool children talked about their children’s knowledge of computer with 
pride, or talked of their plans for purchasing child his or her own computer on the sixth birthday. 
Most mothers, however, had decided to keep the child away from computer and computer games 
during the preschool years. Some referred to articles they had read, or news they had heard on 
TV’s psychological programs about the negative effects of computer games on young children.   

 
According to mothers, during spring and summer late afternoons and evenings many 

children went to parks. My experience in Tehran was that when children lived in apartments, 
going to parks provided them an opportunity to be physically active. During my six months stay 
in Tehran, I frequently went to parks and playgrounds with my children, and barely observed 
children engaged in extensive pretend play. When I took my children to park, along with 
relatives or friends, I noticed that due to their concern with hygiene and cleanliness, they 

                                                 
4 Later on, I realized that the term I had used to inquire about a child’s use of computer was not clear enough, and 
couple of mothers mentioned that child does not use computer for games, rather uses for drawing, or plays with a 
learning program.  
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prohibited my children from sitting in the dirt or touching dirt, rocks or twigs. Naturally, these 
concerns also limited children’s pretend play. 

 
As reported by mothers in this study, at bedtime, many children slept late in order to see 

their father before going to bed and at times played with him (2/3 of children in the study slept 
around 9:00 pm or later). Fathers’ usually came home late, after extended hours of work or 
working two jobs. In the year 2007, when these interviews were conducted, intensified UN 
sanctions had increased economic hardships, and in turn forced fathers to work extended hours 
or have more than one job. Interestingly, despite economic pressures on families and their 
extended work hours, the majority of families in this study had chosen to have mothers stay 
home with the children.  

 
Mothers mentioned that more than half of younger children in this study did not sleep on 

their own; they either fell asleep near parents (e.g., in front of the TV), or a parent stayed in 
child’s bedroom until child was asleep. Most of older children had bed time routine that also 
included reading books by mothers; a few fathers also read to children at bedtime, especially if 
there were two young children in the family, the father would read to one and mother to the 
other. Since most children slept rather late, in the morning they woke up just in time for having 
breakfast and getting ready for preschool. The children who slept earlier got a chance to play or 
watch some cartoon in the morning.  

 
Even if children’s day was filled with various organized activities, they used 

opportunities for engaging in pretend play during or in between those activities. For instance, 
some mothers mentioned that their children engaged in pretend play in the car while driving to 
preschool, enrichment classes, or visiting relatives. A few mentioned their child sometimes 
engaged in pretend play alongside a cartoon she or he was watching, or while helping mother 
with the chores. 
 

After presenting children’s daily life and activities, in the following sections, I present 
data related to 4 cross-culturally variable dimensions of play: 1) physical ecology, 2) 
interpersonal context, 3) content, and 4) social function. I begin with physical ecology of play by 
looking at children’s living and play environments and the toys they frequently use; I also 
present mothers’ evaluation of these play areas and toys. 

 
Physical Ecology 

 
Play areas. In this section I discuss children’s play environment and their toys. I provide 

a short description of the city of Tehran, and conditions that may influence children’s pretend 
play. I present findings related to children’s living and play environment, areas frequently used 
for play, mothers’ perception of benefits and disadvantages of particular play area, and their ideal 
play location. I also present information regarding children’s toys; toys which are available in the 
market, children’s favorite toys as enumerated by mothers, mothers’ evaluation of the 
developmental effects of these toys along with their level of comfort with children’s play with 
these toys. At the end, I present a short section on gift toys; who buys them mostly, what are 
occasions for buying gift toys, and gifted toys disliked by mothers. In the final section, I look at 
complaints mothers had in regard to children’s toys. 
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The results of this study showed that children’s location of pretend play and their play 

materials were influenced by various factors such as family values, housing, and environmental 
factors (e.g., safety of neighborhood, traffic, weather, and park and playgrounds conditions). In 
order to gain a better understanding of these factors, before presenting the physical ecology of 
children’s play, it is helpful to present a basic description of Tehran’s geography, weather, and 
housing and city conditions.  

 
City of Tehran. To gain a better understanding of the living environment of the children 

whose pretend play was investigated in this study, I provide a short description of Tehran’s 
geography (Tehran, April 02, 2010). Tehran, the capital of Iran, with a population of 8 million in 
the main city is the largest city in the middle-East and the 16th most populated in the world. 
Geographically, Tehran is located about 1200 meters above sea level, stretches from the foothills 
of the Alborz Mountain to the North of Central Plateau of Iran. The climate at North Tehran can 
be cold with long winters and frequent snowfalls; and the south is warmer and dryer. Usually, at 
least a few days each year, schools are shut down due to heavy snow at North Tehran. Summer 
days tend to be very warm. Because North is cooler than Central and South, in the evenings, the 
streets, parks, and foothills of North are a summer refuge for Tehran residents. 

 
Tehran’s real estate value is rising to be one of the highest in the world (Hafezi, April 28, 

2010), and housing prices in North Tehran is significantly higher than other parts of the city. The 
cost of real estate in North Tehran is forcing most families to live in apartments instead of single 
family houses . Most North Tehran houses and apartments have at least a nice yard or small 
garden. At the prosperous part of city many houses have indoor or outdoor swimming pool. 
Because moral codes of conduct prohibit women from swimming in public, many of the newer 
upscale apartment buildings or houses have indoor swimming pools. 
 

Another feature of Tehran, which negatively influences children’s life and play, is its 
traffic and pollution. Tehran’s traffic is notorious; thus, unless one is driving short distances, 
going to preschool, visiting relatives, or driving to enrichment programs can be time consuming. 
Beside the traffic, pollution is at times a deciding factor in choice of indoor or outdoor activity. 
Tehran’s air quality, similar to its traffic, is known to be one of the worst in the world (NPR, 
2007). Many times during my stay in Tehran; radio, television and Pollution Indicator Boards 
which are installed around the city, advised children and elderly to stay indoors and refrain from 
exercise. Also, as announced on radio, the schools were at times closed due to pollution. 
Tehran’s pollution is worst during the fall, followed by winter. Children’s daily activities as well 
as their plays are influenced by Tehran’s pollution during the fall and winter months. 

 
The conditions mentioned above, in addition to cultural values of Tehran upper middle 

class which limit interactions with children from families who are not known to parents, strong 
concern over cleanliness, a desire to avoid possibly dangerous physical activities, and importance 
of having a neat and orderly house influenced location of children’s pretend play. In the 
following, I first look at mothers’ report on where children play, and next at what they play with. 
For both play location and materials, I analyze mothers’ values and concerns. 

 
Children’s living and playing environments.  
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Living environments. Most of the children in this study had their own room; none shared 

room with parents, and only a few with sibling. During my stay in Tehran, I never saw a house 
with an exclusive playroom. When visiting houses for interviews, I had glances of a few of 
children’s rooms. Children’s rooms were generally nicely furnished and decorated, and were neat 
and orderly. Children’s toys were kept in their room; however, they were allowed to bring them 
out for play. During the interviews that I conducted in houses, children usually came with one or 
two toys, took it back to their room, and came with another.  
 

From conversation with mothers, I noticed that all lived in apartments, some with a few 
units or some in larger buildings; and naturally, to be considerate of neighbors, mothers were 
very aware of children’s level of activity and noise during play. Mothers’ of boys especially 
talked about children’s interest in jumping from sofa to sofa (e.g., like Spiderman) or falling as 
Simba (in The Lion King) from sofa to floor and they felt concerned about the level of noise 
carried to neighbor’s house. Farhad’s (4M12)5 mother told me that they had a retired neighbor 
upstairs that naps every afternoon; she made a point to keep Farhad quiet during that time. A few 
mothers mentioned that the other residents of their apartment building were close relatives such 
as grandparents, aunt, or uncle; in such buildings mothers did not need to worry as much about 
child’s level of noise or activity during play. 

 
During conversations, some mothers talked about the effects of the living environment on 

children’s play and the contrast they noticed when away from Tehran. A few mothers talked 
about their privately owned villas in the city’s outskirt or by Caspian Sea and how children 
played more freely for longer times. A few mothers said that their children enjoyed the out of 
town homes and repeatedly asked to go there. A pair of siblings, their mother reported, attended 
three days of preschool in the city and spent the other days in their villa in the outskirt playing 
mostly outdoors. Their mother thought that this provided them a free and safe play environment 
during these preschool years; for as she said, her children will not be able to enjoy extended play 
time outdoor when kindergarten starts. Another pair of siblings in this study spent the weekends 
at their out-of-town house and enjoyed mostly playing outdoors and swimming. Three mothers 
remarked on how happier children were at their second homes out of town, where unlike their 
apartment in Tehran, they enjoyed plenty of time playing all sorts of games outdoors.  

 
Frequently used play areas. As mothers’ reported, children mostly played pretend indoors 

(See Table 10). Only a few mothers occasionally took the child to the yard and let the child play 
out there. In the following table, the 6% of occasions, which children played outdoors, was mostly 
with neighbors. A few fathers and cousins played outdoors with children too. 

 
Table 10  
 
Mothers’ report on percentage of child’s indoor and outdoor pretend play, alone or with others 

Location Percentage (N = 38) 
Indoors 83 
Outdoors 6 

                                                 
5 Participants’ age, gender and file number are included in the parenthesis, for instance, Farhad (4M12) refers to 
pseudonym Farhad used for a 4-year-old boy whose file number is 12.  
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Both in and outdoors 11 
 

The following table (See Table 11) summarizes the more popular locations that children 
use for pretend play on their own or with an immediate family member. In general, child’s 
bedroom and the living room were the two most popular play areas. As reported by mothers, 
inside the house when playing on one’s own, children preferred their own room or anywhere 
near mother. With siblings, children preferred to play in the child or sibling’s bedroom. With 
mothers, children played mostly in living room, or where mother happened to be in the house. 
Fathers played with children mostly in the living room, followed by child or parents’ bedroom. 
 
Table 11 
 
Mothers’ report on children’s preferred play locations with various play partners 

Pretend play location Younger 
girls 

Younger 
boys 

Older 
girls 

Older 
boys 

Total 

Alone (n = 8) (n = 9) (n = 11) (n = 10) (N = 38) 
Primary       

Child’s room 6 1 8 4 19 
Near mother 2 4 1 1 8 
Living room 0 1 0 4 5 
All over the house 0 3 1 0 4 

Secondary      
Living room 3 1 3 3 10 
Child’s room 0 0 0 1 1 
Wherever mother is 1 0 0 0 1 

      
With Sibling (n = 3) (n = 3) (n = 6) (n = 5) (N = 17) 

Primary      
Child’s room 1 0 3 2 6 
Sibling’s room 1 0 1 1 3 
Living room 0 0 1 1 2 
Near mother 1 1 0 0 2 

Secondary      
Living room 0 0 3 2 5 

With Mother (n = 4) (n = 7) (n = 9) (n = 7) (N = 27) 
Living room 1 2 1 2 6 
All over the house 1 3 1 1 6 
Child’s room 1 0 3 1 5 
Where mom is 0 1 2 1 4 
Kitchen 1 1 1 0 3 
Where child is 0 0 1 1 2 

With Father (n = 3) (n = 7) (n = 7) (n = 8) (N = 27) 
Primary      

Living room 0 1 2 4 7 
Child’s room 1 0 2 1 4 
Parents’ room 1 1 1 1 4 
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Everywhere 0 2 1 1 4 
Yard or park 1 2 0 0 3 
Where dad is 0 1 1 0 2 

Secondary      
Park 0 2 1 1 4 
Parents’ room 0 1 0 2 3 
Living room 0 1 1 0 2 

Note. In this table, frequencies of 1 are not included. 

Both age and gender influenced children’s play location (See Table 11).  Girls, in 
general, played more in their rooms, and their second favorite location was the living room; 
boys, mostly played in the living room, followed by their own room. Young children of both 
genders were more likely to play close to mom (42% of young children, versus 5% of the older 
ones).  

Play partners’ type of play with the child influenced the choice of play area. For instance, 
seven fathers played with child in parents’ room (See Table 11). As mothers explained, father 
and children played in the parents’ room using the bed for wrestling and other active plays such 
as gobbling the child up! Amongst the immediate family members, only father engaged in 
outdoors pretend play with the child (n = 7). As mothers said, fathers mostly engaged in active 
play when playing outdoors, however, this active play involved elements of fantasy (e.g., having 
a championship soccer game). Mothers and children never played pretend outdoors, even though 
mothers at time took the child out for play and watched them to be safe. In this study, as mothers 
mentioned, three uncles took the child out to the parks for play, and one uncle took the child to 
the foothills of the nearby mountains of North Tehran for hiking.  

 
Mothers explained that playing outdoors was mostly for active play such as bicycling, 

running around, playing balls, etc. As they had noticed, children preferred to use the outdoor 
space for activities, which were not possible inside the apartment. After all, children had plenty 
of time for indoor pretend play; however, limited time for active outdoor play. City life 
conditions such as snowfalls in winter, heat of summer, and pollution during fall and winter 
limited children’s outdoor playtime too.  

 
Neighbors were the only play partners that played more outdoors with the child than 

indoors. The reason for playing outdoors was mostly because mothers didn’t know children and 
families well enough and did not invite them to their houses. Some children played in the 
common yard with neighbors, but as mother explained, they didn’t engage in pretense. “She 
plays with neighbors in the yard, but not pretend,” said Shadi’s (5F24) mother, “They ride their 
bikes around the yard or watch the kittens.” Only two mothers mentioned that they appreciated 
child’s pretend play with a neighboring child and that they invited the child over for play. A few 
children played with grandmothers’ neighbors both indoors, at grandmothers’ house, or outdoors 
in her yard.  

 
Mothers’ evaluation of play area benefits and disadvantages. Children’ gender and age 

influenced mother’s evaluation of their play areas. When, through an open ended question, I 
asked mothers to evaluate the locations that children used for play, mothers of younger children 
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mostly evaluated the location based on child’s safety and access to toys, and mothers of boys 
were mostly concerned with mother and son seeing each other. Mothers’ perceived benefits of 
children’s two most frequently used play areas are summarized in Table 12. As mothers reported, 
the most important advantages of children’s primary play area were that the room was 
comfortable and suitable for play, and that child had access to toys. While mothers’ initial 
concern was with child’s comfort, their next concern was with containing clutter in one place.  
 
Table 12 
 
Mothers’ perceived main benefits of children’s main play locations 

Benefits 
 

Primary 
location             
(n = 33) 

Secondary 
location 
(n = 20) 

Total 
(N = 33) 

Comfortable and suitable 17 0 17 
Toys are there 10 2 12 
Contains clutter in one place 9 2 11 
It’s safe 8 3 11 
Child feels good 7 0 7 
Child is not alone 5 3 8 
Spacious 0 8 8 

Note. Each mother might have provided more than one response. Six mothers had other answers 
that did not fit in these categories. 

 
 Mothers valued children’s room for providing child a comfortable and suitable 
environment for play and for having all toys available and handy; in addition, they liked playing 
in the bedroom because it contained clutter in one place. Despite the fact that mothers strongly 
disliked clutter, they cherished children’s play in living room because it was more spacious and 
the child didn’t feel alone. As Amir’s (6M33) mother said, “(Playing in the living room) he 
makes a mess, but I don’t mind it. It makes me happy to see him play, since he doesn’t play 
much on his own. Where ever he wants to play, it is okay with me.” Besides being more 
spacious, living rooms provided children a chance to play one of their most popular games: 
making houses with cushions. All mothers allowed children to use the sofas and cushions of the 
living room for making houses, and as it will be discussed in the section on content of play, this 
type of play seemed to be one of the most favorite plays of younger and older girls and boys.  
 

While mothers of younger children were happy to see the child during play, some 
mothers believed that playing in child’s room is beneficial for the child. Mothers of three older 
preschool girls called child’s room the “child’s territory,” and Hannah’s (6F22) mother said, “All 
that they need is there (in child’s room), and also they don’t feel shy playing whatever they want 
to--they let it out completely.” And Roshan’s (5F19) mother said, “It’s her room, she likes it and 
likes to be in her own territory. She asks me to knock when I want to go in.”  

 
 As summarized in Table 13, mothers’ did not have many concerns about child’s primary 
play area (82% had no concerns) because they had designed the area to be safe for children’s 
play and had accepted clutter as part of play. The mother of Sussan (4F26) and Reza (4M37) 
said, “If you visit our house, it looks like a mosque—no furniture in the living room, just carpet 
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and cushions. This way, they can play safely. If they want to play with play dough or draw, they 
use the kitchen table...”  
 
Table 13 
 
Mother’s concerns with the two most commonly used pretend play areas 

Concerns 
 

Primary play area 
(N = 38) 

Secondary play area 
(N = 34) 

Clutter 6 12 
Safety 1 3 
No clear concern 1 2 
None 31 17 

 Mothers’ ideal play location. Children of North Tehran mostly played pretend indoors. It 
was paradoxical for me that most mothers considered outdoors to be an ideal play environment 
(See Table 14), and most apartments had nice yards, but mothers rarely took children out to the 
yard for play. A few mothers mentioned that they didn’t consider the yard safe enough for play; 
for instance, swimming pool worried a few mothers. Some mothers mentioned that child played 
in the yard, but mostly active play such as biking around the yard. Nousha’s (4F8) mother 
expressed slight guilt for not taking her to the garden regularly. She knew how much the child 
enjoyed it, however, she found herself too busy attending to chores. As she described, 
“Sometimes when I don’t have something to do, in the afternoon, I take her to the garden. Just 
going out to our garden makes her so excited and she starts talking quietly to herself and playing 
pretend.” Nousha visited her grandparents regularly, and they took her out to their buildings’ 
large and nicely landscaped yard to play with neighbors’ children. While Nousha was very happy 
playing with children, mother was worried. She didn’t know neighbors well and was concerned 
about their family values. 

Table 14 
 
Mothers’ conceived ideal play area 

Play area 
 

Frequency 
(N = 38) 

Yard 15 
Outdoors (park, outdoor) 13 
Child's room 5 
Indoors 1 
Not clear preferences 4 

 
Toys6. Now, after discussing physical ecology of play as related to play areas, and 

presenting how Tehran’s city conditions and mothers’ values influences children’s pretend play, 
I discuss children’s toys and mothers’ evaluation of toys. 

                                                 
6 In study of play materials, I only focused on toys. After staying few months in Tehran, I realized frequently 
grownups and in particular male play partners use verbal play such as stories, compliments and teasing as means for 
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Toys on the market. Unlike a prior generation, who lived their childhood during or 

immediately after the eight year Iran-Iraq war and its economic fallout, present generation of 
Tehran upper middle class children have access to a large selection of domestically made and 
imported toys. The only restricting factor is family budget and values. Toys were not only 
bought from fancy toy stores, and inexpensive neighborhood ones, but from some bookstores, 
many grocery stores, and parks’ snack shops or peddlers walking around . At 2002, when I 
visited Tehran with my toddler, there were just a small number of fancy toy stores selling 
Western toys, however, there were many toy stores selling inexpensive Chinese toys. During our 
2007 visit to Tehran, in a 15 minutes driving radius around my parents’ house, there were about 
10 stores selling high quality Western toys in addition to the many ones that sold cheaper 
Chinese ones. The major brand name toys (e.g., Lego, vtech, Play Mobile, Ravenburger puzzles, 
etc.) were found with little search in North Tehran toy stores. Near the parks and playgrounds, 
during spring and summer, peddlers sold balls and balloons in addition to inexpensive Chinese 
toys. These toys were of low quality and short-lived. 
 

 Because of the added import tax, prices of Western toys in Tehran were much higher 
than comparable toys in US. I compared the prices of several original Lego, My Little Pony 
plastic ponies, and Ravenburger puzzles and realized each was at least 150 to 200% higher than 
its price in US. When parents could financially afford, they disregarded the price and bought 
these toys if the child showed interest, or if they find the toy beneficial to child’s cognitive 
development. For instance, mothers specifically valued Lego, and even though the prices of 
original Lego (in 2007) were marked about twice higher than US, they bought it for increasing 
creativity and imagination. At the time of interview, Lego was one of the favorite toys of 21 
children in this study and the most highly valued by mothers. 

 
In Tehran, I walked to 3 non-fancy toy stores near our residence and asked the toy store 

owners about their best selling toys for preschool aged children. For the girls, two most 
frequently sold toys were baby dolls and their accessories, and the third best seller was Barbie 
and accessories. For the boys, two best selling toys were action figures accessories (e.g., masks 
and outfits) and soft or plastic action figurines. The third shop owner said that he sold plastic 
soldier figurines more than any toy. Below is the picture of a typical neighborhood toy store. 
 

Children’s favorite toys. Now I present the list of frequently used toys, as reported by 
mothers (See Table 15). More than anything, children seemed to be using toys which represented 
real world activities; for instance, toy pots and pans and dishes for pretend cooking and serving, 
toy mobile phone, toy cars, whiteboards and markers for pretend teaching, etc. Following the 
Everyday Activity miniature toys, children commonly played with constructive play materials 
and also with dolls and accessories, and stuffed and plastic animals. Both girls and boys used 
gender stereotyped fantasy figure outfits; however, more boys were interested in wearing 
superhero outfits, as compared to the girls which dressed as princesses.  
 
Table 15 
 

                                                                                                                                                             
engaging in pretend interaction with children; however, I had not designed methods for gathering evidence of verbal 
play.  
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Mothers’ report on children’s frequently used toys as function of gender 
Toy 

 
Girls 

(n = 19) 
Boys 

(n = 19) 
Total 

(N = 19) 
Pretend Everyday Activity 

(e.g., kitchen, serving, doctor, police, handyman, 
mobile phone, teacher, transportation, etc.) 

 

43 44 87 

Constructive play  
(Lego, blocks, magnet, play dough, cushion/pillow) 

25 28 53 

Dolls, Barbie, accessories, animals (Soft and plastic) 
 

35 13 48 

Fantasy figure outfit, accessory, or figurine  
(e.g., superhero outfit, mask, princess outfit, tiara, 
wand, etc.) 

 

12 21 33 

Weapons  
(Guns, swords, soldier figurine) 

1 7 8 

Music 2 1 3 
None toy objects 18 18 36 

Notes. On average, mothers reported 6 toys as being frequently used by child at the time of 
study.  

 
Toys that were strongly preferred by girls were dolls and accessories, kitchenette and 

serving materials, girls’ dress up items and stationery. Toys strongly preferred by boys were 
transportation toys, super hero fantasy figure outfit and accessory and figurines, weapons, police 
kit and handyman tools. Girls and boys sometimes used same toys in different ways, for instance, 
many girls and boys played pretend driving; girls drove pretend children to school or to the 
doctor, or drove to grocery store. Boys, on the contrary, mostly pretend drove as speed driver, a 
fugitive, or other action-filled themes. Most of the girls played Family Care themes with dolls; 
most of the boys played animal life stories with animals. For instance, a few boys would walk 
the animals in jungle and search for food or run away from predators. 

 
Two favorite toys exclusively used by girls were girls’ dress up items (n = 7) and 

stationery (n = 7) (e.g., notebook, markers, etc.).  Some girls used the stationery for playing the 
role of the teacher, and some used them as part of their other plays too (e.g., carrying markers in 
handbag and walking around). Two boys’ gender stereotyped toys exclusively used by boys were 
police kit (n = 5) and handyman tools (n = 5).  

 
Children’s age, in this study, seemed to slightly influence their interest in toys (See table 

16). Older preschool girls showed more interest in kitchen and serving as compared to the 
younger ones. And older preschool boys showed more interest in fantasy figure toys such as 
super hero outfits, masks and figurines. Younger boys were more interested in toy weapons and 
younger girls were more interested in dress up.  
 
Table 16 
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Mother’s report on frequently used toys by age 
Toys 

 
Young 
(n = 17) 

Old 
(n = 21) 

Total 
(N = 38) 

Dolls, Barbie, accessories 11 17 28 
Fantasy figure outfit, figurine, mask, wand, etc 8 18 26 
Kitchen (kitchenette, pots, plates, tea set, etc.) 4 12 16 
Weapons (guns, swords, soldier figurine) 6 2 8 
Girl dress up items 5 2 7 

 
One point related to children’s favorite play objects was that almost all children not only 

played pretend with toys, but also with objects which were not toys, or with concepts alone. The 
most frequent example of non-toy play objects were pillows, blankets, or cushions7. Children 
used pillows and blankets for making houses, forts, and tunnels. Other examples of frequently 
using non-toy objects for play were using pens or markers as sword, gun, syringe, rocket ship, 
train, airplane, and even people. There were many more examples such as using any object as 
make up tool, microphone, pretend teacup, etc.  

 
Mothers’ evaluation of toys. 

Mothers’ evaluation of the developmental outcomes of toys. Mothers evaluated and 
appreciated toys based on their developmental values, and for the happiness children experienced 
during play (See Table 17). Lego was most frequently selected as the toy with greatest 
developmental outcome; it was prized for increasing creativity (n = 13).  Mothers also valued 
Everyday Activity miniature toys for the experience of social roles (e.g., kitchenette, doctor kit).  

Table 17 
 
Mothers’ perceived developmental outcome of toys8  

Developmental outcome Frequency 
(n = 31) 

Cognitive development (e.g. creativity, concentration) 22 
Learns to do something 7 
Learns something 7 
Enjoys 5 
Has many play opportunities 3 
Social development (e.g., practices interactions) 2 
Emotional development (e.g., overcomes shyness) 2 
Aspires to read and to gain higher education 2 

 

                                                 
7 Because pillows and blankets were one of the most frequently used objects for play, I have included it in this list of 
toys 
8 For this section, I had index cards spread in front of mother with the names of child’s favorite toys each written on 
one card. I asked mother if they think that playing with these toys brings about any kind of development for child. 
All mothers answered positively. Then I asked mothers to select the toy which they think brings about most 
developmental outcome for child, and asked them to mention  the type of development that toy brings about. 
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Mothers’ evaluation of the negative effects of toys. The majority of families in this study 
spent large sums of money on children’s toys and had a few restrictions on type of toy they 
purchased. Their main concerns were related to toys’ safety, and also moral values. Mothers of 
young children did not like guns and sword for safety reasons and mothers of older boys had 
moral objections for the violence it encouraged (See Table 18). For girls, a few mothers did not 
appreciate toys that encouraged acting older than ones age (e.g., make up kit and Barbie).  

Table 18 
 
Mothers’ report on toys considered least beneficial by child’s characteristics 

Attribute Child characteristic  

Young 
girls      

(n = 5) 

Young 
boys    

(n = 7) 

Old     
girl 

(n = 4) 

Old    
boy 

(n = 6) 

Total 

Violence (e.g., guns, swords) 0 3 1 2 6 
Morally questionable (e.g., 

Barbie, cell phone, magic 
wand) 

3 0 0 0 3 

Limited play and learning 
opportunity 

2 0 0 0 2 

Not educational, no learning 0 1 0 1 2 
All toys are somehow 
beneficial 

5 1 3 3 12 

 
As many mothers mentioned, the guns or swords were mostly gifts from father. Mothers 

were astounded that when gift guns or swords were removed, some children created them from 
any materials they had or held their fingers as pretend guns and shot. For instance, Babak’s 
(4M9) mother removed all the toy guns and swords only to notice that her son started sword 
fighting with pencils and making guns with Lego. Bahram’s (4M13) mother, in time, had figured 
out a modified way for child to play his interest without the sense of violence. As mother said: 

 
I used to be very sensitive about this issue (pretend play with guns), but now I 

understand that children are interested in these games because it is part of the society they 
are living in. Now I let him play the games of heroes, rather than war and violence. 
 

Seven mothers complained about Barbie. Only Hannah’s (6F22) mother had moral issues 
with Barbie, “I don’t consider Barbie a good model for the child. Barbie is a symbol and I don’t 
consider the symbol it represents to be appropriate.” Other six mothers questioned Barbie doll’s 
functionality for pretend play, however, did not find it to be morally unacceptable. These 
mothers mentioned that child had Barbie(s), but did not really play with it. According to these 
mothers, there is not much a child can do with a Barbie but change the clothes; however, with 
baby doll they can play a lot. Leila’s (3F4) mother said that she did not appreciate Barbie: 

 
I am not worried that Leila will give too much attention to external beauty by 

playing with Barbie. Because I have noticed that she likes the ugly baby dolls as much as 
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fancy beautiful Barbie. The baby dolls have big faces and big open mouths, so she can 
feed them and play with them. She cannot feed a Barbie!”  

 
Along the same lines, Azin’s (4F3) mother said: 
 
Barbie is the least beneficial toy, for she only puts clothes and shoes on and takes 

them off—that is all she does with the Barbie. But with the baby doll she plays all sorts 
of social relations, like mother, doctor, and more… 
 

Mahtab’s (3F2) mother complained that her daughter did not play with all the toys she 
had, rather filled up a handbag with toys and carried the bag around, or only played with baby 
doll and not any of the Barbie dolls! She said, “She has a full kitchen set but doesn’t play with, 
she has Lego, but plays only if I sit down to play with her. She has Barbie but doesn’t play with 
them and only plays with baby doll!” And Yalda’s (5F18) mother was surprised that daughter 
had beautiful Barbie dolls but did not play with them. She rather played with “an ugly bald baby 
doll!” Only Majan’s mother considered Barbie to be a good toy for practicing to care for a baby, 
and therefore, found it to be a developmentally appropriate toy. 

 
Toys as gifts. As reported by mothers, more than any other relative or friend, parents were 

the ones who most frequently bought toys for children (See Table 19). This finding was ironic, 
since one of the major complaints of many mothers during interviews was that children had an 
unreasonable amount of toys. A mother complained that she was fed up with too many toy gifts 
from grandmother and aunt, nonetheless, she and her husband bought toys for children whenever 
children asked for. As mothers reported, some children had close relatives who lived abroad or 
traveled frequently, and these relatives brought toy souvenirs for children regularly. 
 
Table 19 
 
Mothers’ report on relatives and friends who frequently bought toys by child characteristics 

Relation Younger 
girls 

Younger 
boys 

Older 
girls 

Older 
boys 

Total 

 (n = 8) (n = 9) (n = 11) (n = 10) N = 38 
Mother 1 5 9 8 23 
Father 3 5 6 8 22 
Grandmother 3 2 7 3 15 
Aunt 3 5 4 3 15 
Uncle 0 3 2 1 6 
Friends 4 1 1 0 6 

 
Only a few mothers, who complained of children receiving too many toy gifts from 

relatives, had stopped frequently buying toys themselves, but many others had not. Cameron’s 
(4M17) grandparents gave him too many toys, and one aunt who lived abroad and regularly 
visited brought him toy souvenirs. Nonetheless, mother said, “Sometimes we set up a reward 
system and when he gets all the stars I buy a toy. Sometimes I see something and I buy it, and 
sometimes I say, ‘let’s go out and buy something today.’ Cameron’s mother had asked her own 
mother not to buy toys anymore, rather, buy useful items such as backpacks, etc. 
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Mothers bought toys on different occasions and for various reasons, for instance, 

birthdays and festive days, as a reward, on seeing a good toy, upon child’s request, or simply to 
make the child happy. As summarized in table 20, rewards were the most frequent reasons for 
buying toys. Child’s gender influenced the frequency of buying rewards; mothers bought toy 
rewards for 11 boys and 4 girls. At times, mothers were self-motivated in buying toys as a 
reward, and at other times they were spurred by child’s request—a few mothers, when asked by 
the child, bought the toy as a reward. For instance, Pantea’s (5F20) mother said, “If she asks for 
a toy, I find an excuse and give it as a result of something good she has done. For instance, I tell 
her that she has been a good girl and now I will buy what she has been asking for.”  Or Arman’s 
(5M30) mother said, “Sometimes as reward, sometimes for other occasions. Very seldom I have 
bought a toy just because he has insisted on having it… If he wants something, for instance, I get 
it because his music teacher was pleased with him.” 
 
Table 20 
 
Mothers’ self-report on occasions for buying toy for girls and boys 

Occasion Gender  
 Girls 

(n = 10) 
Boys            

(n = 13) 
Total           

(N = 23) 
Birthday and festive days 9 8 17 
Reward 4 11 15 
No occasion 3 2 5 
If child asks, as reward 2 2 4 
Seeing good toy 1 3 4 
Child request 1 1 2 
Souvenir 1 0 1 
Total 21 27 48 

 
When talking about toys and about toy gifts, ten mothers, in different ways, complained 

of children having and regularly receiving too many toys. Some mothers mentioned that they 
have stopped buying too many toys because grandparents or aunts either buy children too many 
gifts or bring them souvenirs. Their complaints addressed two issues, the problems with cleaning 
toys up, but more importantly, children’s attitude of indifference, lack of appreciation and over-
expectation. Talking about problems with cleaning up toys, Farhad’s (4M12) mother said: 

 
I was fed up walking over small pieces of Play Mobiles and all the small Play 
Mobile people on the rug and everywhere. So, one day I collected most of the 
Play Mobiles and either locked them in a glass closet in his bedroom or put them 
away! 

 
She took me to child’s bedroom and showed the Noah’s Ark Play Mobile and all its 

pieces nicely set in a locked glass closet. She showed me closets full of toys and then she showed 
me a castle Play Mobile and all the knights, horses and related pieces set on the living room 
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table. As she said, upon father’s return from work, child and father will start playing on the 
castle.  

 
Nousha’s (4F8) mother also complained of how hard it is to make order with all the toys 

and all the gifts that kept coming in: 
 
She had so many toys that it caused problems. So once I told her that if she 
brings her toys out of her room and doesn’t clean up I will throw them away. 
And I did so! …Now, because she is not keen about cleaning up, she just keeps 
her toys in her room…. The volume of toys is too much, so after her birthday I 
hide the toys and give it to her gradually, one by one… 

 
Complaining of losing appreciation of toys, Sussan (4F26) and Reza’s (4M37) mother 

said that the children were receiving so many toy gifts that they expected at least a small gift on 
daily basis. She said, “Relatives have given them so many toys that I have kindly asked them to 
please stop giving them so many gifts… The kids just want to receive gifts all the time. Every 
day they expect to receive a gift.”  

 
Talking about losing appreciation, Babak’s (4M9) mom said, “He has a lot of toys, and 

plays only a few days with each, and doesn’t play with it anymore. He gets a lot of toy souvenirs 
from grandparents.” Then during interview, she walked to a big closet in the corridor leading to 
bedrooms, opened it and showed all the boxes of toys stacked in. 

 
Complaining of child’s lack of appreciation, Havva’s (6F23) mother also said, “I don’t 

buy her as many toys anymore because Havva doesn’t appreciate them and doesn’t take care 
after them. She just doesn’t care about them. So I have stopped buying.” 

 
Another mother mentioned that her husband’s parents buy so many toys that she has 

asked her parents to buy other things. Now her parents buy children backpacks, clothing, etc.  
 
And Tina’s (5F25) mother said: 

 
What I dislike about toy gifts is that she has so many toys that she has lost 
appreciation for it. She has so many dolls that she doesn’t play with anyone of 
them…Too many toys and too many gifts! This year I thanked my parents-in-law 
for their kindness and for always buying toys for her, and I asked them not to get 
any more toys or clothing because she has way too much. They asked what they 
can get, so I told them that a bike will be a useful gift.” 

Toy gifts disliked by mothers. Forty percent of mothers valued all the toy gifts children 
had received (See Table 21). Mothers’ evaluation of toy gifts was influenced by children’s age 
and gender. Mothers of young girls mostly disliked toy gifts that have too many parts and were 
hard to clean up. Interestingly, mothers of young boys disliked guns and swords for being 
dangerous, and mothers of older boys disliked same toys for encouraging violence. Several 
mothers complained of fathers’ interest in purchasing guns and swords. A mother complained 
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that she prohibited her children from playing with guns and swords, and oddly enough, the father 
recently purchased new Star Wars swords with light and sound!  

Table 21 
 
Mothers’ report on gift toys they have disliked 
 Young Old  

Rationale Girls 
(n = 8) 

Boys 
(n = 9) 

Girls 
(n = 11) 

Boys 
(n = 9) 

Total 
(N = 38) 

None 2 4 7 2 15 
Unsafe 2 4 0 1 7 
Messy, hard to clean up 4 1 1 0 6 
Danger and violence 0 1 1 3 5 
Encouraging grown up 
behavior early (makeup kit) 

2 0 1 0 3 

Useless toys 0 0 1 2 3 
Noisy toys 1 0 0 1 2 

 
Summary. In the section on physical ecology of play, I presented mothers’ reports on the 

main locations that children used for pretend play, and also the toys they frequently used. In 
regard to play area, mothers mentioned that children mostly played indoors, as compared to 
outdoors; and their two favorite indoor play areas were child’s own room and the living room. 
When evaluating a play area, more than anything, mothers’ positively valued child’s comfort and 
safety; and negatively, the clutter that toys created. Talking about this clutter, mothers 
complained of the unreasonable volume of children’s toys.  

 
In their report on children’s toys, mothers listed children’s most frequently used toys. 

Children were found to be most frequently playing with Everyday Activity toys (e.g., serving, 
cooking, mobile phone, handyman tools, etc.), followed by constructive toys, toys which 
children used for Family Care, and fantasy play toys. Children’s age and gender influenced their 
toy preference; girls preferred Everyday Activity toys which involved caring (e.g., cooking, 
serving, attending to patients, teaching, etc.); boys preferred Everyday Activity toys which 
involved action and building (e.g., police kits, handyman tools, cars, trucks, etc.). More boys 
were interested in fantasy figure outfits and accessories than girls (e.g., superheroes for boys, 
princesses for girls). Age slightly influenced children’s interest in toys. Younger girls were more 
interested in girls’ dress-up toys and younger boys more interested in guns and swords. Older 
girls were slightly more interested in kitchenettes, tea sets, and other cooking and serving toys.  

 
Based on mothers’ report, more than other relations, parents bought toys for their 

children, followed by equal numbers of grandmothers and aunts. Mothers mostly bought toys on 
festive occasions and also as rewards. Mothers’ main complaint in regard to toys were the 
volume of toys which not only created clutter in the house, but also negatively influenced 
children’s appreciation of toys. Mothers also negatively evaluated a few gift toys children had 
received for being unsafe (e.g., guns and swords) or encouraging violence (e.g., guns), for having 



PRETEND PLAY IN NORTH TEHRAN 

36 
 

too many parts and being hard to clean up, or for encouraging grown up behaviors (e.g., make up 
kit). 
 
Interpersonal context 

 
This section is a presentation of mothers’ reports on children’s pretend play partners. I 

investigated whether children played more frequently with relatives or non-relative, and whether 
with children or grownups. I looked into relation of the partners to the child and the frequency 
and characteristics of their play, mothers’ evaluation of the developmental outcomes of play with 
those partners and her level of comfort when child played with each partner.  

Relative and non-relative pretend play partners. In this study, the majority of pretend 
play partners of children were their relatives (See Figure 1). This finding excluded data on 
children’s pretend play in preschool. In fact, many mothers valued preschools for being one of 
the limited opportunities for children to interact with non-relatives. As reflected in the following 
figure, about 90% of those who played every day with the child were relatives. Also, more than 
80% of the less frequent play partners were relatives. 

 

Figure 1. Percentage of relatives versus non-relatives engaging in pretend play with  
child by frequency of play, based on mothers’ report (excluding playtime  
in preschool). (N = 38) 
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The relation of play partners to children and the frequency of children who played with 
these relations can be found in Table 22. As this table shows, the most frequent relative play 
partners are parents, grandparents, siblings, aunts and uncles. Even though the number of parents 
and grandparents who played with children was more than siblings, the percentage of siblings 
who played with children was higher. As mothers reported, all siblings of ages close to each 
other engaged in pretend play on daily basis. Following siblings, mothers, fathers, grandmothers 
and cousins most frequently played with the child. It should be noted that this table only shows 
how many children play with these acquaintances and how frequently they engaged in pretend 
play; this table does not reflect on the amount of time played with partners. As mothers’ 
explained, children’s play with mothers were usually interrupted by chores she had to attend and 
where shorter in length. Children played with other children without interruption and for longer 
periods of time. 
 
Table 22 
 
Mothers’ report on number of children who engaged in pretend play with relative and non-
relative play partners by frequency of play9 (excluding preschool time) 

Relation 
 

 Frequency 
 

 

 
n Everyday 3 or 4 days 

weekly 
1or 2 days 

weekly 
1 or 2 day 
monthly 

Total 

Relatives        
Mother 38 8 8 7 6 29 
Cousin/s10 35 2 5 9 11 27 
Father 37 8 7 6 3 24 
Grandmother 35 0 10 11 3 24 
Siblings 38 14 1 2 0 17 

Aunt/uncle 38 1 2 6 0 9 

Grandfather 35 1 2 2 0 5 

Non-relatives       

Mothers' friends' 
children 

37 0 3 2 3 8 

Neighbor child/children 37 2 2 3 0 7 
Preschool friends 36 0 0 3 1 4 

                                                 

9 When designing the interview, I decided to inquire about children’s regular play partners. Therefore, I asked 
mothers to talk about play partners whom the child saw at least once a month. During interviews, a few mothers 
mentioned that the child and children of some close relatives (e.g., cousins, aunts, uncles) who lived away (in 
province or abroad) got together only during summer or winter breaks. Even though these children saw each other 
for few weeks or at most couple of months each year, they spent most of that time together and grew close and 
comfortable around each other. Relatives who visited from province or abroad usually stayed at grandparents’ 
house, and during their visits all family spent plenty of time together and many times children and cousins slept over 
at grandparent’s house. 

10 Twenty seven children played with at least one cousin. All together, these 27 children played with 41 cousins. 
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Most of non-relative play partners were children of mothers’ friends, and neighborhood 

children (See Table 22). Least of all, four children played with a preschool friend after preschool 
hours. As mothers expressed, homogeneity of family values and culture were of such importance 
that they were reluctant to arrange play dates with people not well known, for instance, 
neighborhood children or preschool friends. These families considered themselves private people 
and not comfortable inviting people to their house unless they knew them well enough. 

  
Other non-relative play partners that engaged in long periods of pretend play with the 

child, albeit only in couple of households, were domestic service providers and their dependents-
-one was a gardener’s wife and the other was family driver. Some mothers mentioned that unlike 
their childhood when their day worker or in-residence service provider (e.g., nannies, maids, 
gardeners, or their wives or children) played with them at times, with the current economic 
conditions and apartment living arrangements, it is difficult to have in-residence service 
providers anymore.. 

Children and grownup play partners. The following figure (Figure 2) shows 
percentage of child versus grownup play partners by their frequency of play. The daily pretend 
play partners of children, excluding preschool hours, were equally children and grownups; the 
grownups that played daily were usually parents and the children were siblings. Those who 
played about 2, 3 or 4 times a week with children were mostly grownups including parents, 
grandmothers and a few uncles and aunts. Those children that played few times a week with a 
child were cousins, children’s of mothers’ friends, or neighborhood children. The least frequent 
play partners (about once or twice a month) were about half grownups and half children; the 
grownups were mostly parents who didn’t play frequently with child, and the children were the 
cousins who met less frequently.  
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Figure 2. Mothers’ report on percentage of child versus grown up play partners, by rate of 

occurrence of play (N = 38) 
 
Frequency of pretend play with play partners.  

Siblings. In this study, all close-aged siblings engaged in daily dyadic pretend play. All 
together, 14 siblings played daily, and 3 played a few times a week. Children played most 
frequently with siblings close in age, less frequently with older siblings busy with school and 
personal interests, and rarely or never with siblings too young to engage in pretend play. Couple 
of mothers mentioned that, at times, older sibling (about 5 or 6 years older) played with the child 
on their own accord; however, many times mothers asked the elder sibling to spend time playing 
with the younger one. Babak (4M9) and Leila (3F4) had young siblings who were about one-
year-of-age. As Babak’s mother said, the siblings have just recently started playing together, but 
the brother is too young for pretend play. She said, “He is too young…for instance, Babak says, 
‘Play cat!’ but the younger brother does not!”  

Mothers.  Mothers of 15 children reported that they engaged in regular pretend play with 
the child, and another 8 played infrequently (See Table 23). Eleven of the mothers wished they 
had time or patience to play pretend; 4 did not give importance to pretend play and actively 
engaged in other types of activity, such as reading or art work. A few mothers, who worked full 
time and did not have time to play, preferred to spend their limited time on other activities such 
as reading. 
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Table 23 
 
Mothers’ self-report on level of engagement in pretend play with child 

Joint Play 
 

Frequency  (N = 38) 

Regularly 15 
Not frequently 8 
Did not have time, but wished she did 5 
Did not play pretend, but other types of play 4 
No, she wished she played, but does not have the 
patience for this type of play 

6 

 
Mothers, who did not engage in pretend play, explained their other active engagements 

with child. For instance, Leila’s (3F4) mother never engaged in pretend play, however, spent 
plenty one-on-one time with her; she said. “I like to spend a lot of time with her doing art work. I 
don’t have the patience for sitting down and playing pretend games with her, but we go to the 
garden, and walk, and collect natural material for our art work…” 

 
I heard from several mothers of a single child, that in order to fill the lack of play mates, 

mothers and at times grandmothers engaged in various activities with the child, including pretend 
play. Bahram’s (4M13) mother, who engaged in various types of play and other activities (arts, 
reading, baking, etc), mentioned: 

 
I believe in [mother and child playing together], and I play with my child. 

Nowadays, most of the families have a single child. In the past, there were a few children 
in the family, so that was different… It is not fair to a single child to be deprived of 
playing with someone…  
 

Two other young children lived in Bahram’s apartment building; however, his mother did 
not arrange play dates with either. As she said, when mothers see each other in the corridor they 
chat for a few minutes, and the children also interact happily. However, she would not arrange 
play dates with non-relatives or friends who were not well known. 

  
Even though many mothers spent some time playing with child, many admitted that their 

play was constantly interrupted for attending to chores, telephone calls, or other distractions. As 
mother of a 5 year old girl mentioned:  

 
When I play with her I keep going, for instance, to unload the washer, go to check 

on the food, and other things… and I feel she doesn't feel as calm and fulfilled as playing 
with neighbor girl. They sit down and play for long time. 
 

Some mothers mentioned that, when they were busy with housework, the child played 
pretend alongside. An example was Salar (5M32), who as her mother said,  

 
My son has this idea of opening a breakfast delivery business—somewhere 

people call in and order warm fresh bread and jam for breakfast. When I am cooking in 
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the kitchen, he does the pretend catering of jam and warm bread, and I am the buyer… 
He also constantly delivers mail to me on his bike. 
 

Regardless of playing pretend or not, mothers of 16 children, without me inquiring about 
it, mentioned that they engaged in some cognitive activity or play with child. Examples of their 
activities were reading, playing chess, card games, puzzles, art instructions, Lego, flash cards, 
dominos, etc. Two mothers, of three children, mentioned that in addition to pretend and cognitive 
games, they engaged in active games such as running around, and hide and seek. 

 
Factors influencing occurrence and frequency of mother-child play. Mothers’ levels 

of engagement in pretend play were influenced by a few factors such as children’s age and 
gender, mothers’ time and patience for this type of play, their values, and also their health and 
life conditions which varied in time. In general, mothers played slightly more when they had a 
single child. The mothers who had an older school-aged child spent less time playing pretend 
with the preschoolers. This lower participation was due to mothers’ involvement with the older 
sibling’s school, homework, and extracurricular demands. School children in Iran have many 
hours of homework each night and mothers often assist. 
 

In the context of amount of play time with her child, one mother talked about her 
depression; and although she took medication, she felt incapable of playing with child as long as 
she wished. Despite her condition, she played about half of an hour of pretend play daily, and 
engaged in other activities too. One mother mentioned that she used to play with the child, but 
her father’s recent passing away has left her distressed, and has left her mother (who attended to 
the child when mother is at work) grieving and overwhelmed with responsibilities of family 
business. A mother had received promotion in her career and the burden of professional 
responsibilities in the preceding months had made her irritable and impatient; becoming so 
irritable that she kept arguing with the child, so she did not play as much as she used to. Another 
mother attributed family tensions and her fatigue from raising two close-aged siblings to her 
inability to play with child: 
 

I played a lot, everyday, with first child, but never with the younger one. Our 
family has been having a challenging time and I have been very depressed … and also 
tired from lack of sleep, because of having two young children... 
 

Aida’s (3F5) mother never played pretend with her due to strong sibling rivalry which 
turned every play episode into a squabble; however, a few years ago, she played every day with 
the first child. Currently, mother and both children spent a lot of time reading books regularly, 
and arguments did not come up during this activity.  

 
In general, mothers engaged in more pretend play when children were younger; as they 

grew up, mothers shifted their activities to reading, art work and cognitive games. Ardavan’s 
(5M31) mother, an artist who painted everyday with son and provided him instruction during 
painting, said:  
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I don’t play any pretend play with him. I used to play pretend with him until he 
was four and a half. I mostly used pretend play for teaching him. Now, I play every day 
with him, but I play cognitive games. I read to him, and we paint. I enjoy these activities. 
 

Who introduced theme of mother-child play? Themes of mother-child dyadic pretend 
play was mostly introduced by children (See Table 24); only one mother played about once a 
week in order to teach social values and manners. For instance, lately the child stomped loudly 
up the stairs, and through play, mother taught her how to walk quietly. Several other mothers 
used the theme that child initiated for bringing certain values or norms to their attention. One, for 
instance, brought to daughter’s attention that princesses did not slurp milk; or another played out 
bad eating manners and over-ate so the daughter would think about her behavior in parties. 
 
Table 24 
 
Mothers’ report on who initiated the theme of play in mother-child dyadic play 

Initiator 
 

Frequency (n = 27) 

Child 20 
Mostly child 4 
Both 2 
Mother 1 

 
Fathers. As reported by mothers, the majority of fathers played pretend with the child 

(See Table 25). Without me inquiring about it, most mothers explained that fathers frequently 
engaged in active play with child, and this active play involved a theme of pretense. For instance, 
as Arash’s (4M14) mother explained, “Dad usually combines pretend play along with physical 
play. For instance, in the pool they pretend to be racing. Or they play championship soccer.” 
Fathers also commonly engaged in active pretend play based on well-known children’s or epic 
stories. For instance, child played the role of a well-known hero rescuing father, or father and 
child played the story of Lion King, child saving Dad who was falling from the rocks. Ten 
fathers only engaged in physical play with child, and the most common physical play was 
wrestling. Only one father did not engage in play or other types of activities with child. Many 
fathers played with children when they returned home from work late in the evening and most 
played during weekends too. 
 
Table 25 
 
Mothers’ report of frequency and type of fathers’ play 

Type of play Frequency (n = 35) 
Pretend and physical 21 
Physical 10 
Pretend 4 

 
 Children’s age and gender influenced frequency of father-child play. As reported by 
mothers (See Table 26), fathers played more with their sons, as compared to daughters; they also 
played more with their older daughters as compared to the younger ones. The fathers who did not 
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engage in pretend play mostly engaged in physical play, and a few engaged in arts and crafts or 
reading activities.  
 
Table 26 
 
Mothers’ report on frequency of father-child pretend play by children’s age and gender (N = 38) 

Children’s age and gender Fathers’ pretend play 
 (n) Yes No 
Young girls 8 3 5 
Young boys 9 7 2 
Old girls 11 6 5 
Old boys 10 8 2 

 
Grandmothers. In families, beside siblings and parents, grandmothers were the most 

frequent playmates of children (See Table 27). Grandmothers, most of all, played pretend with 
young girls and least of all with older preschool girls. Some grandmothers did not engage in 
pretend play but saw the child regularly and engaged in other types of activity such as arts and 
crafts, reading, shoulder back rides, ball play, back gammon, going to the park, or watching 
cartoons together.  

 
Table 27 
 
Mothers’ report on frequency of grandmother-child pretend play by child’s age and gender 
(N=38) 

Children’s group Grandmothers’ pretend play 
 (n) Yes No 
Young girls 8 5 3 
Young boys 9 6 3 
Old girls 11 4 7 
Old boys 10 6 4 

 
Maternal grandmothers, besides providing all types of help to mothers, were much more 

involved in pretend play than paternal ones; only 5 of the grandmothers who played pretend with 
the child were paternal. Maternal grandmothers, when visiting family, helped the mother with 
childcare and other home responsibilities. Unless maternal grandmother lived in a province or 
abroad, mothers visited them frequently and during those visits grandmother and child played 
together. In fact, a few mothers mentioned that their mother lived very close by, or in the same 
apartment building and was frequently visited. As three mothers mentioned, in the extended 
absence of fathers on business trips, either both mother and child moved in with grandmother, or 
the grandmother moved in. Most mothers in this study worked on flexible part time hour, 
mothers of 3 children were educators and had on-site preschool for their children, and one 
mother had hired a nanny. Maternal or paternal grandmothers helped the other working mothers 
in child rearing. 

 
A few mothers mentioned that paternal grandmothers provided help in childcare or 

spends time with the child; however, did not engage in pretend play. One of the paternal 
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grandmothers took care after both children five days a week; she reared the younger child all day 
and in the afternoons picked up the older child from kindergarten too. Four paternal grandparents 
regularly babysat the child so parents could go out, or took children to their house for sleepovers. 
During weekends, it was common for most families to visit paternal grandmother; other aunts 
and uncles were usually present too. In these family gatherings grandmothers were busy and had 
less time for playing with child; and children were anyhow happy to play with their cousins.  

Grandfathers. Five mothers reported that grandfathers played pretend and other types of 
play with the child (refer to Table 22), and four mentioned that the grandfather engaged in other 
types of activity, for instance, gave shoulder back rides, threw ball, took children to park, and 
watched cartoons with them11. Mothers did not talk much about grandfathers’ play with the 
child, and during interviews, they mostly talked about their mothers’ or mother-in-laws’ play 
with children and also their contributions to childcare. To my surprise, mothers always referred 
to their own parents’ or parents-in-laws’ house as “mother’s house” or “mother-in-law’s house”. 
At best, if including grandfathers in topic of conversation, they used a term that translated into 
‘my mom and them (using the term Mamanam-Ina).’ 

Cousins. From the 5 groups of young acquaintances (i.e. siblings, cousins, children of 
mother’s friends, neighbors, and preschool friends), cousins constituted largest number of play 
partners for children (See Table 22). Based on mothers’ reports, 71% of children played with at 
least one cousin, in contrast with 45% of children who played with a sibling. Many children had 
more than one cousin to play with; twenty-seven children in this study played pretend with a 
total of 41 cousins. Many of these cousins were close in age, and some were younger or older. 

 
Cousins’ frequency of play varied, ranging from everyday of week to once or twice a 

month. Some cousins who lived in province visited few times a year.  Four mothers mentioned 
that children’s cousins lived abroad, and when they visited during school holiday, children spent 
a lot of time together. Since, visiting-cousins stayed either in an aunt’s house or in grandmothers’ 
house, there were many sleepovers taking place with cousins visiting from abroad. A few 
children had at one or more occasions visited their aunt (mother’s sister) abroad. During these 
visits children lived in their aunt's house and play daily with cousins. 

Aunt and uncles. As mothers reported, six children in this study played with at least one 
aunt or uncle (refer to Table 22). Most of the aunts and uncles who played with child were young 
unmarried siblings of one of the parents. Some of them came over to play with the child; just few 
picked up the child and took him to park or hike, and couple of them played with the child at 
grandmother’s house. As three mothers explained, uncles felt strong affection towards the child 
and fully engaged in playing with them. As one mother recalled, one of the uncles, amongst 
other activities, has been telling the entire story of Markopoulos to the child, and they play the 
story out together. Another uncle played pretend outdoors and taught music to his nephew, and 
one who is an accomplished photographer practiced photography with him as well as playing 
pretend play.  

                                                 
11 A mother of two children had replied to the questionnaire unclearly, and I could not decipherer whether 
grandfather played once or twice a month or week, I have thereby, not included her data. 
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Children of mothers’ friends. In this study, as mothers reported, eight children played 
regularly with children of mothers’ friends (refer to Table 22). Visiting mothers’ friends was a 
good way for both mother and child to enjoy their free afternoon hours, particularly, if children 
were close in age. The most special attribute of these play partners was that mothers had 
willingly chosen these interactions themselves. As mothers explained, during these visits, 
children spent a prolonged amount of time engaged in pretend play.  

Neighboring children. As mothers reported, seven children, two young and five older, 
played pretend with one or more neighboring children (refer to Table 22). Three of these children 
were invited inside the house for play, and three only played outdoors. Three children played 
with neighbors at grandmothers’ apartment yard, under her supervision. Another two children 
played with children of their grandparents’ neighbor when those two children visited their 
grandmothers from province or abroad.  

 
With regards to playing with neighbors in the common yard only, and not playing on the 

neighborhood streets or sidewalks at all, safety was mentioned as the most common concern. 
One mother who was living in her childhood neighborhood mentioned that during her childhood 
every evening she bicycled around with neighborhood children as her mother watched over 
them. She mentioned that the street is not safe anymore for her son to go out bicycling. And she 
said that there are no other children bicycling on the street either. She, with a little sense of guilt, 
mentioned that she does not put any effort in finding children in neighborhood to play with her 
son.  

 
My mother keeps reminding me that when I was a kid, she would look for 

children in the neighborhood and invite them over so we would have play dates. I really 
don’t put the effort in, but now it is different…when we were kids there were so many 
children in this neighborhood. Now there are just a few children, and none of them play 
on the street anymore. 

 
Preschool peers. Outside preschool, occasionally, 2 girls and 1 boy played with their 

preschool friend (refer to Table 22). More mothers wished that their child and a preschool friend 
could have play dates; however, without knowing the mothers of other children well, they did 
not feel comfortable doing that. Two of these children played in the house with their friend and 
the other played both indoors and out in the park.  
 

Mothers’ evaluation of beneficial outcomes of pretend play with partners. During the 
interview, mothers ranked children’s play partners according to their perceived developmental 
outcomes of play12. Amongst the relatives, mothers evaluated the immediate family members 
(i.e., sibling, mother, and father) as the most beneficial play partners (See Table 28). More than 
anyone, siblings were ranked amongst the top two most beneficial playmates of the child; and 
mothers’ appreciated the benefit of siblings’ play in the bonding that took place during the play 
and also for the happiness and enjoyment children experienced. Mothers appreciated father-child 
play for the bonding that took place and also for the modeling that occurred (especially for boys). 

                                                 
12 During the interview I wrote down the name of each play partner on an index card. Then I asked mother if she 
believed that play with these partners has any developmental outcome for the child, whatever it may be. If mother 
said yes, I asked her to order the cards from most beneficial to least, and to mention her rationale. 
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From the non-relatives, play with preschool friends was evaluated as most beneficial, followed 
with children of mothers’ friend.  
 
Table 28 
 
Mother’s evaluation of beneficial outcomes of pretend play with partners  

Relation  Evaluation 
 (n) Most beneficial 2nd most 

beneficial 
Total 

Relatives     
     Sibling 17 9 2 11 (65%) 
     Father 24 9 6 15 (63%) 
     Mother 29 4 11 15 (52%) 
     Cousin 27 6 7 13 (48%) 
     Grandmother 24 1 7 8 (33%) 
     Aunt/uncle 9 0 1 1 (11%) 
     Grandfather 5 0 0 0 
Non-relatives     
     Preschool friends 4 3 0 3 (75%) 
     Children of mothers’ friends 8 4 1 5 (63%) 
     Neighbors 7 1 0 1  (14%) 

 
Siblings. Mothers of sixty-five percent of children who played with sibling ranked their 

play as most or second most beneficial (refer to Table 28). Mothers’ perceived developmental 
outcomes of siblings’ play were mostly social and emotional. Four mothers valued siblings’ play 
for strengthening children’s bond-- bonding of siblings for a life-long supportive relation was 
highly cherished. A few also appreciated siblings play for improving their relationships. Aida’s 
(3F5) mother said, “It is good for their brother-sister relationship. It will improve their 
relationship...,” Behnam’s (4M10) mother said, “…siblings play is most beneficial for the 
bonding. His sister is going to be with him all his life and it is very important to have a close 
relationship together.”  

 
A few mothers appreciated the benefit of siblings play in the joy, comfort and happiness 

they experienced, and their closeness of age. Pantea’s (5F20) mother said, “She is also a child 
and it’s more fulfilling to play with her.” Marjan’s (5F21) mother said, “….they are close in age, 
and can relate to each other’s emotions better, and they can communicate more easily.” And 
Sussan’s (4F26) mother, along the same topic said, “They are same age, they understand each 
other better, they can relate to each other’s imagination more.” 

Fathers. Father-child play was greatly appreciated by mothers of 63% ofchildren who 
played with father, and no mother evaluated father-child play as insignificant. Gender of child 
influenced mothers’ evaluation; from the 8 mothers that rated father as the most beneficial of all 
playmates, 7 had boys. Mothers of 3 girls and 3 boys rated father as child’s second most 
beneficial play partner. Mothers mostly appreciated the bonding and the learning which took 
place during father-child play. This bonding was specifically highlighted for boys, which 
according to mothers, needed the father’s influence to shape their personality. Behnam’s (4M10) 
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mother said, “The father works long hours and they don’t see each other much. Through playing, 
when he gets home, they get to bond…It creates a close relationship.” Arash’s (4M14) mother 
said, “He is a boy, but he is spending most of his days with me…his personality will take shape 
through playing with his father.” And Cameron’s (4M17) mother said, “They bond, they become 
friends, and he models his dad…”  

 Mothers. Most mothers considered their play with child to be very beneficial because 
they taught the child what she or he needed to learn during play; some of this learning was social 
(e.g., manners) and moral (e.g., how to treat older people) and some was in terms of general 
information (e.g., teaching child about animals’ predators and habitats). Amir’s (6M33) mother 
taught general information about different things in an indirect way, Arash’s (4M14) mother 
said, “I am more patient and I teach him in process of play,” Havva’s (6F23) mother said, “I 
teach her moral issues during play.” And Siamak’s (5M29) mother, contrasting herself with his 
grandmother, said, “I am fair in play and let him only have his rights, I don’t let him do whatever 
he wants and get away with it.” Couple of mothers appreciated their play because the child didn’t 
learn anything bad. One mother valued her play with her child because of the diversity of her 
plays with the child.   

Grandmothers. Mothers appreciated grandmother-child pretend play mostly for the 
social learning outcomes. As Azin’s (4F3) mother said, “She learns most. She learns about social 
manners and social life. She learns a lot,” and Dariush’s (4M15) mother said, “He learns social 
norms of behavior, he learns how to interact with people older than himself.” Couple of mothers 
talked about child’s joy and good feeling when playing with grandmother. As Ardavan’s (5M31) 
mothers said, “He feels relaxed when playing with her. She reasons logically with him and does 
not confront him…Child enjoys playing with her… He learns something.” One mother valued 
grandmother and child’s play because if she needed to ask her mother to change the way she 
played with child, she comfortably could do so. A couple of mothers expressed concern that 
grandmothers were too permissive in play and playing with grandmother did not teach fairness to 
the child. 

Cousins. During interview, six of the 38 mothers considered playing with cousins to be 
the most beneficial experience for child and seven considered cousins to be the second most 
beneficial playmates (refer to Table 28). Mothers who appreciated children’s play with cousin 
believed that children enjoyed and learned from each other. Sohrab’s (4M16) mother said, “They 
are close in age and play well together…when I play with him, for instance, it is mostly him that 
is playing. But with his cousin they really play with each other.” A few mothers, similar to 
Shadi’s (5F24), appreciated cousins because children could relate to each other:  

Since her other playmates are mom and dad, playing with this cousin is most 
beneficial. They can connect and relate better, they can communicate better, and 
they can do more activities together. For instance, they can walk on hands and 
feet like dogs together—mom and dad cannot do this! 

 
Bahram’s (4M13) play mates, except for two boy cousins that were 3 and 4 years older 

than him, were all grownups (i.e., mother, father, uncle, grandmother and grandfather); thereby, 
mother appreciated the social learning: 
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They are all kids, in almost same age range—few years younger and older—and 
learn good things from each other. When Bahram plays with his father, for 
instance, he is always the winner. But when he plays with these cousins, he will 
not be always the winner. 

 
 Cameron’s (4M17) mother appreciated playing with cousin for the fulfillment child 

experienced and the social learning too: 
 
These children are more or less same age. Playing with them really fulfills him, 
and he learns social interactions… He gets in touch with his feelings…They get 
into disagreements and they look for solutions… 

 
While mothers valued play with 13 cousins as highly beneficial for the child, 11 mothers 

considered playing with cousins to be least beneficial. Mothers’ main reasons were lack of any 
learning (n = 6), misbehaviors such as bickering and bad learning, and cousin being older and 
knowing and teaching inappropriate things that child did not know. 

Aunt and uncles. Even though uncles spent plenty of time playing with children and 
taking them out, and they played fully engaged, playing with them was not considered as most 
beneficial for the child (refer to table 28). Only one mother considered daughter’s play with aunt 
to be beneficial for teaching her social norms and manners. Mothers, even when talking fondly 
about child’s play with aunts or uncles, did not rate them as highest or lowest beneficial. 

Children of mothers’ friends. In general, mothers valued play with these children to be 
beneficial for children (refer to Table 28). Four mothers (3 young girls and one old boy) 
considered these children to be the most beneficial playmates for their child and 2 mothers 
considered them to be the 2nd most beneficial playmates. Play with these play partners was 
appreciated for children enjoying it, playing peacefully for long time, friends’ children having 
good values, and the learning which took place. Nikki’s (4F6) mother, appreciating the child’s 
play with daughters of her friend said, “They are all girls and they have less problems during 
play and play for really long time nicely.” She also valued Nikki’s play with the son of her friend 
saying, “He is a boy and she learns new things from him, learns a different perspective… For 
instance, she has learned a lot about bugs and now sometimes she talks about bugs or wants to 
collect them...” 

Preschool peers. Mothers valued two of these preschool playmates as child’s most 
beneficial play partner (refer to Table 28). One mother valued this playmate because her 
daughter enjoyed playing with her, and the other valued learning fairness in social interactions 
that happened when children of same age played together. Preschool friends had the least 
frequency of children’s play partners and mothers did not talk much about them. 
 

Neighboring children. Except for one, mothers did not rank play with neighbors as 
highly beneficial (refer to table 28). Yalda’s (5F18) mother, the one mother who considered play 
with their neighbor’s daughter to be highly beneficial to the child, evaluated their play in regard 
to gaining calm and having an enjoyable time. She said, “She becomes calm and enjoys playing 
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with her, when she comes here to our house and they play together. When I play with her, for 
instance, I keep going to unload the washer, go to check the food, etc…and I feel she doesn’t feel 
as calm and fulfilled as playing with our neighbor’s daughter.” Yalda was staying home in 
transition between two preschools, and since she didn’t play with other children in preschool 
these days, mother regularly invited neighbor’s child. At a different point, Yalda’s mother had 
mentioned that she wished her daughter had more play partners; however, she would not invite a 
child to their house unless she knew the family well.  

 
Mothers’ level of comfort when child played with partners. Amongst relatives, 

mothers felt most comfort when child played with father and brother, and they felt least comfort 
when playing with cousin and herself (See Table 29).13 Amongst non-relatives, some 
neighborhood children made mothers feel most comfortable, and some on the contrary, made her 
feel very uncomfortable. In general, mothers felt comfortable when they knew the child was 
happy and physically safe, and also that the partner’s family and moral values were homogenous 
with children’s. In the following, I will discuss mothers’ rationale.  
 
Table 29 
 
Mother’s evaluation of her level of comfort when child played with partners 

Relation Comfort level 
 (n) Most Comfort Least Comfort 
Relatives    
     Father 24 7 3 
     Sibling 17 5 2 
     Cousin 27 6 7 
     Mother 29 4 5 
     Grandmother 24 2 1 
     Aunt/uncle 9 0 1 
     Grandfather 5 0 1 
Non-relatives    
     Neighbors 7 2 4 
     Children of mothers’ friends 8 1 1 
     Preschool friends 4 0 2 

 
Siblings. Mothers felt most comfortable either when the child played with a sibling or 

with father. Mothers feeling of comfort in siblings play were simply because they appreciated 
their play and valued it and were happy that children are happily getting along. In addition to 
appreciating their play, two common concerns mothers had with other play partners were not 
applicable in the play of siblings; first, concern with the family values of the play partner, and 
second, concerns of children’s sexual curiosities if they were of opposite gender. While play of 
children, with cousins of opposite gender, at times alarmed mothers and made them concerned 
with children’s sexual curiosities, they did not express such worries when siblings of opposite 

                                                 
13 During the interview, I asked mothers whether they felt different levels of comfort when their child played with 
different play partners. Many responded positively (n=33), and just few mentioned they felt comfortable when child 
played with any of the play partners (n=4). If mother expressed different levels of comfort associated with play 
partners, I asked them to sort the partners’ name index cards in order of comfort. 
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genders played together. Mothers’ were at peace when siblings played together, they were happy 
to see their children playing happily, and appreciated the bonding that took place. 

 
Only two mothers mentioned that they felt least comfortable when siblings played 

together, one because the sibling was young and mother worried for her safety and other for 
constant bickering during play. Earlier in the interview, however, when talking about siblings 
play, 8 mothers of 12 children mentioned that at times siblings’ play bothered them (See Table 
30). Mothers’ strongest feelings of distress, as expressed in strong terms, were related to 
siblings’ bickering. The four mothers, who were distraught by siblings bickering, expressed an 
extreme sense of distress and helplessness when children bickered, and continued to do so. 
Another disturbing point, expressed in strong words by mothers, was their emotional intolerance 
of children’s sad themes such as children’s pretend lose of a parent or child’s pretend death. 
 
Table 30 
 
Mothers’ complains related to sibling play (n = 8) 

Mother’s complain Frequency 

Bickering 4 
Moral issues (pretend smoking cigarette) 2 
Themes of play (e.g., pretend death, child 
losing parents) 

2 

Dangerous activities (e.g., jumping) 2 
Theme of violence  2 

 

Fathers. Amongst all playmates, 7 mothers felt most comfortable when child played with 
father (refer to Table 29), because they felt safe. Four other mothers felt equally most 
comfortable with both parents, or with parents and grandmother. None of the mothers had any 
concern about theme of play, but most concerns were related to child’s safety in active father-
child play (n = 6). Two of mothers were concerned about the father and child getting into 
arguments; as one said, “Father comes home so late and tired, and child doesn’t give up and 
wants to keep playing with him. I feel worried that he (father) gets frustrated and an argument 
comes up.” Two mothers of older children mentioned that when the child was younger they 
worried that the very active father and child play may hurt the child and now they are not 
worried anymore.  

Mothers. Five mothers felt most comfortable when they played with the child, as 
compared to other play partners (refer to Table 29). One due to the happiness the child 
experienced, which in turn made mother happy; others for knowing that child was safe. Five 
mothers felt least comfortable when playing with their child, mostly due to lack of patience for 
this type of play. 

Grandmothers. Two mothers felt very comfortable and safe when the grandmother 
played with the child (refer to Table 29), and three felt equally most comfortable and safe when 
either parents or grandmother played with their child. Mothers felt comfortable because 
grandmothers were very careful with child’s safety and also adhered to the family’s moral and 
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social values. Only one mother felt uncomfortable when grandmother teased and irritated the 
child during play. 

Cousins. A quarter of mothers in the study felt most comfortable when children played 
with their cousins, and another one-forth felt least comfortable with their child playing with a 
cousin(refer to Table 29). Some cousins were highly valued play partners and mothers felt most 
comfortable when the children played together. For instance, Arman’s (5M30) mother said she 
felt most comfortable when her son and her nephew played together, “…(I feel most 
comfortable) because his mother is my sister and our values, and expectations, and even 
expressions are similar. If there is 10% difference, it is because of the difference of fathers.” 
Sohrab’s (4M16) mother had a different experience with her nephew, “He bothers my son. My 
son likes him a lot, but the cousin feels rivalry towards my son and gets into arguments. I am 
worried that he may push my son because he is older.”  

 
Most controversial views arose when mother and cousin’s parent (mostly the in-laws) did 

not share same values or behavioral standards. In case of discomfort with a cousin, mothers’ 
main agony was that a cousin with negative interactions or influence could not be removed from 
child’s life. When mothers shared values, they arranged more play dates; however, even when 
mothers did not support each others’ value systems, they could not stop the interactions between 
cousins entirely. For instance, a mother who was concerned with cousins disagreements during 
play and also disagreed with her sister-in-law’s moral principles found weekly gathering at 
mother-in-law’s house to become stressful. She said, “There is always tension because their 
cousin prefers to play with my son and leaves my daughter alone.”  She also complained that her 
niece is encouraging her son into very intimate relations.  

 
When feeling least comfortable with a cousin play partner, 4 complained of arguments 

and 3 were concerned with gender differences and sexual curiosities of children. For instance, 
one mother of a kindergartener didn’t feel comfortable when her daughter and older cousin 
played; she said “Because they are a boy and a girl we need to be careful in certain ways. Also, 
because there is a big age gap they get into many arguments.” Or another mother of a young girl 
said, “He is older in age and size and it worries me. He is aware of some things that I don't like 
my girl to be alone with him.” This mother complained that her sister-in-law is allowing her 
preschool boy to watch soap operas with sexual content on satellite TV, and she was 
apprehensive of him being alone with her daughter during play. A few mothers were even 
concerned about sexual curiosities of same gender play partners.  

 Children of mothers’ friends. Mothers felt comfortable when their child played with 
their friends’ children, except in two cases. Unlike some cases of discomfort with cousins, 
mothers reflected a sense of choice and comfort in their child’s play dates with their friends’ 
children. After all, mothers could choose which friends to interact with, and their level of 
comfort in children’s play can influence this decision. 

Preschool peers. Same mother, who believed that playing with preschool friend was most 
beneficial to child, expressed most discomfort when the two boys played together. She felt that 
she couldn’t let the boys play unsupervised; she needed to be very careful when they played 
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together, and she was careful the entire time. Despite feeling concerned and pressured when 
children played, because of child’s happiness and learning, she continued arranging play dates.  

 
Neighboring children. Two mothers felt most comfortable when their child and a 

neighbors’ granddaughter played together. Two of these neighbors visited grandmother from 
province and Europe, and during their visits spent plenty of time on play dates with 
grandmother’s neighbor. Mothers felt least comfortable when children played with 4 (of the 7) 
neighbor play partners. This lack of comfort was either because they didn’t know the child and 
child’s family, or they worried that they may get hurt during play or get into arguments. 

  
At this point, after discussing children’s most frequent play partners and how mothers 

evaluate these play partners based on the beneficial outcomes of play and mothers’ level of 
comfort, I discuss mothers’ desired play partners for children. 

Mothers’ desired play partner for the child. In this study, 63% of mothers responded 
positively when I asked whether they wished for more pretend play partners for their child. More 
than anything, even at times remorsefully, mothers wished the child had a sibling to play with 
(See Table 31). As Yalda’s mother (5F18) said, “I only wish for another sibling…I don't feel the 
lack of other children…and I do not like to arrange play dates with children that I don't know 
their parents well.” The second most desired group of playmates were cousins or children of 
mothers’ friends. Several mothers explicitly mentioned that they wished a cousin or child of one 
of their own friends to spent more play time with their children because it is important to know 
play partners’ family and to share the same values. These values included a wide range of social 
and moral norms (e.g., good manners, cleanliness, politeness). A few mothers explicitly talked 
about moral values; a few for example talked about the way parents expressed intimacy in front 
of children or the type of grown up movies they watched in front of children. Many times during 
interviews, a few mothers complained of families who did not monitor the programs children 
watched on satellite TV. They were concerned that children would play out those themes 
together. 

Table 31 
 
Mothers’ report on their desired play partner for child 

Play partner Child’s age and gender 
 Young girl 

(n = 7) 
Young boy 

(n = 7) 
Old girl 
(n = 10) 

Old boy 
(n = 8) 

Total 
(n = 32) 

Sibling 2 1 3 3 9 
None 4 1 1 2 8 
A relative or friend’s 
     Child 

0 2 3 1 6 

Specified age or gender  1 0 1 1 3 
Preschool friend 0 0 0 1 1 
Neighbor 0 3 1 0 5 
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The reason 24 mothers wished the child had more play partners, but did not arrange such 
play opportunities, was due to the importance of homogeneity of family values. As Babak’s 
(4M9) mother said, “I very much wish he had more play partners. Someone I would know the 
parents too. But there is no one. About once a month someone from preschool invites him for a 
birthday party. All kids and moms go, but I do not feel comfortable leaving him with them for 
play date, because I don’t know them.” Behnam’s (4M10) mother also wished her son had a play 
partner he could play with. She said that her son played too much with his younger sister and she 
wished he could play with another child after school. She said, “I wish there was a child close by 
that we could arrange play date in a park after school.” When I asked her if play date at home 
will be acceptable, she expressed her preference for play date in the park and didn’t feel 
comfortable inviting people to her house. 

 
Summary. As mothers reported, children played more with relatives as to non-relatives. 

Amongst relatives, mothers highly valued child’s play with sibling, parents, and cousins. Play 
with siblings was appreciated for the happiness the child experienced, and also for the bonding 
outcome; father-child play for both bonding and learning outcomes; mother-child play for 
teaching them social norms and general information; and cousin-child play for the joy child 
experienced and learning outcome; grandmother-child play for the social learning outcomes and 
also joy and comfort the child experienced. Mothers felt comfortable when child was happy and 
safe during play, and they felt most comfort when child played with either father or sibling. Also, 
a few mothers felt most comfort when child played with some of the cousins because children 
enjoyed the play, learned something, and were safe; and they felt least comfort with some other 
cousins because of children’s arguments or because they worried about their gender differences 
and sexual curiosities.  

 
At this point, after discussing children’s physical ecology and interpersonal context of 

play, I present mother’s report on children’s content of play. 
 
Content  

 
In this section, I present themes and stories children enjoyed to play, their preferences by 

gender and age, and mother’s evaluation of these themes. I also present examples of themes 
mothers’ recalled from child’s play with sibling, mother and father. I investigate mothers’ 
opinion on what sources inspire children’s themes of play.  

 
Common themes of play.  

Favorite themes by gender. From a list of commonly played themes, mothers of at least 
50% of girls or boys selected the following themes as frequently or sometimes played by child 
(See Table 32). There may be other themes frequently played by children, which were not 
included on my list, and therefore, are not reflected in the following Table14.  

                                                 
14 Few themes, which came up by mothers during interviews but were not already on the interview 
list of themes, were: playing teacher, going shopping, pretend singing, picnics and birthday parties 
(parties in general where on the list), weddings, and talking in a made-up foreign language. 
Playing teacher and also shopping or selling seemed to be two of very popular themes which 
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Table 32 
 
Mothers report on percentage of themes played frequently or sometimes by at least half of girls 
or boys 

Themes Percentage 
 

 Children 
(N = 38) 

Girls 
(n = 19) 

Boys 
(n = 19) 

Everyday Activities    
Driving cars15 90 84 95 
Doctor 79 84 74 
Talking on the phone 79 95 63 
Playing friends 74 79 68 
Going to work 61 68 53 
Parties (birthdays, tea parties) 61 79 42 
Eating 55 68 42 
Relatives 55 63 47 
Fixing cars 47 5 89 

Family Care    
Parent-child relations  73 95 53 
Cooking 71 95 47 
Caretaking 71 84 58 
Bathing the baby 27 53 0 

Danger in Environment and Fantasy    
Karate 68 89 47 
Police 66 89 42 
Spiderman 58 95 22 
Rescue 53 74 32 
Batman 50 84 15 
Fighting enemy 48 16 79 
Cinderella, other Western 
princess 

 
34 68 0 

Making house/fort and playing inside 87 84 89 
            Home animals 56 74 37 
            Farm animals 43 58 27 
            Jungle animals 55 84 26 

 
Some themes were played frequently by children of both genders and others were 

preferred by one (See Table 32). Girls more frequently played themes which related to caring, 
attending to baby, cooking, throwing tea or birthday parties, playing princesses, wedding, and 
talking on pretend phone. Some themes were mostly played by boys, for instance, themes of 
adventure, weapons, soldiers, police, karate, fire fighters, super heroes, and fixing cars. 

                                                                                                                                                             
regrettably were missing from the list. I have not included those themes here, since I do not have 
the precise numbers. 
15 Girls mostly pretend drove cars in the themes of Family Care and boys for fantasy themes or Danger in 
Environment. 
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Exclusively, girls played the role of a princess, a nurse, or bathed baby doll; and exclusively, 
boys played Dinosaur games. Boys were generally more interested in themes related to animals 
(pets, jungle and barn animals). Boys mostly played animal themes by taking the role of animals, 
living their lives, searching for food, escaping from predators or hunting other animals; girls 
mostly attended to animals. Some mothers said that girls feed the stuffed animals like a baby, put 
them to sleep, lined them up and taught them what they had learned at preschool, or put them in 
strollers and walked them around. 

 
As described by mothers, some themes were played frequently by both girls and boys; 

however, the details of the play differed. For instance, both girls and boys showed great interest 
in playing cars (whether toy cars, pretend driving on the sofa, etc.). Girls drove cars mostly for 
attending to family needs (e.g., driving children to school, shopping, doctor, etc.); boys mostly 
raced cars or used it in context of Danger in Environment, for instance, adventurously pretend 
drove the police car to capture a thief. Forty percent of girls and 89% of boys engaged in police 
themes, however, girls mostly played traffic police and boys played both traffic police and police 
and thief games. As Nessa’s (5F28) mother said, “…she plays traffic police and constantly gives 
ticket: ‘you know you should not eat and drive,’ ‘you know you should not talk on the phone and 
drive,’ and ‘you have not fastened your seatbelts!’”  

Playing rescue themes was a favorite theme of boys; however, girls played it on their own 
too. Inspired by popular cartoons (e.g., the Lion King, Spiderman, or Superman), many of the 
rescue games were in the context of someone falling down and another saving her or him.  

Favorite themes by age. Based on mothers’ responses, age did not influence themes of 
interest (except for one theme: erecting make-shift tents and playing under it); however, a higher 
percentage of younger children engaged in frequent pretend themes of play (See Table 33). The 
following table shows the percentage of younger and older preschoolers who frequently or 
sometimes engaged in popular themes. 

Table 33 
 
Mothers’ report on percentage of children frequently or sometimes playing favorite themes by 
age group 

Theme Young Old 
Driving Car 100 80 
Playing friends 88 71 
Doctor 88 71 
Mother/child 88 62 
Home animals 77 38 
Police  77 62 
Airplane 65 43 
Spiderman 65 52 
Tent 65 81 
Farm animal 53 33 
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An influence of age, as explained by some mothers, was that in dyadic play the older 
child was more in command of choosing the themes or assigning the roles. 

Frequently played categories of themes. Based on mothers’ report about commonly 
played themes that children played alone, with sibling, and mother and father, I looked at the 
percentage of themes in each of the 4 categories of play as categorized by Farver and Lee (1997)  
(See Table 34). Girls’ highest percentage of themes, when playing alone, with brothers, mothers, 
or fathers, were mostly Everyday Activity themes. Two girls who had sisters, when playing with 
them played same amount of Everyday Activity themes as Family Care. Girls, with their brothers 
played their highest percentage of Danger in Environment or Fantastic Themes. Boys’ highest 
percentage of themes when playing alone or with others was related to Everyday Activity 
themes. Boys, seldom, played Family Care themes with sisters or mothers; they did not play any 
Family Care themes with brothers or fathers. When brothers and sisters played together, they 
engaged almost equally in Everyday Activity, Danger in Environment, and Fantastic Themes. 
Boys’ most frequently played “Danger in Environment” and “Fantastic Themes” with their 
fathers. 

Table 34 
 
Mothers’ report on the percentage of girls’ and boys’ engaging in each category of themes 
alone, with sibling, mother and father 

Players Percentage of Themes 

 Everyday 
Activity 

Family 
Care 

Danger in 
Environment 

Fantastic 
Themes 

Child playing alone     
             Girl (n = 19) 65 17 9 9 

Boy (n = 19) 52 7 26 15 
Child & Sibling     
             Sister with sister (n = 2) 50 50 0 0 

Sister with brother (n = 12) 30 13 26 30 
Brother with brother (n = 2) 50 0 25 25 

Child & Mother      
             Daughter (n = 16) 73 23 0 4 

Son (n = 13) 60 12 12 16 
Child & Father      
             Daughter (n = 9) 58 25 8 8 

Son (n = 9) 18 0 41 41 
 

 Siblings’ themes of play. As reported by mothers, many sisters, when playing with a 
brother, played preferred boy themes (e.g., batman, spider man, tigers, etc.); and many brothers 
played preferred girls’ themes with a sister (e.g., bride and groom, prince in the princess stories).  
 

Mothers recalled siblings’ favorite themes of play. Marjan (5F21) and her eight years old 
brother played all sorts of stories together, “They play mother and child, bride and groom, doctor 
and patient, parties, and many more.” Sussan (4F26) and her brother played all sorts of themes 
too, as their mother said, “They play a lot of themes together. They play teacher/student, 



PRETEND PLAY IN NORTH TEHRAN 

57 
 

mother/child. They play a lot of rescue games together because their father told them stories of 
strong characters helping others.” Shirin (4F27) and her slightly older brother played themes 
such as shopkeeper games, playing cars (racing, paging for help, adventure), and shooting with 
guns.  Mahtab’s (3F2) mother said, “...they (sister and brother) play Batman together. She has 
learned pretty well how to play the themes the brother enjoys. They play Batman, Spiderman and 
Superman together.” And when Nessa (5F28) played wedding ceremonies, her brother or father 
sit next to her as the bridegroom! 

 
Mothers noted that when playing fantasy themes with a sibling of different gender, girls 

more flexibly participated in boys’ preferred themes and roles (e.g., Spiderman or Superman). 
For instance, a younger sister who played superheroes with brother wore her Batman outfit too. 
No boys considered wearing a princess dress or playing a princess role, however, a few brothers 
played a theme preferred by sister and found a male character to accompany the sister’s female 
character. For instance, a brother played prince charming along with sister who played 
Cinderella, or another brother regularly played the role of the groom to accompany her sister in 
her favorite wedding story. 

 
Mother-child’s themes of play. Mothers’ most frequent themes of play, both with 

daughters and sons, were related to Everyday Activity themes (See Table 34). Mothers played a 
higher percentage of Everyday Activity themes and Family Care with daughters; and played a 
higher percentage of Danger in Environment and Fantasy Themes with sons. Except for one 
mother who introduced the theme of play with daughter, others allowed the child to introduce 
theme of interest.  

 
I had not planned to investigate status relation of pretend roles in the design of this study, 

yet during the interview, mothers frequently mentioned that child picked the higher status role 
and assigned the lower status to mother. Because mothers frequently mentioned status relation, I 
looked into the roles that mothers described as mother-child common themes of play, and found 
that for the majority of the themes children had the higher status (See Table 35). 
 
Table 35 
 
Mothers’ report on mother-child status relation during theme play 

Status Frequency (n = 29) 
Child higher 23 
Mother higher 3 
Same-neutral 6 
Alternate  2 

 
The roles that mothers’ considered to be higher status were doctor (vs. patient), police 

(vs. violator of law), father (vs. child), Bus driver (vs. passenger), etc. In the play of three 
mothers with children, mothers played the higher status roles of teacher, mother, and doctor. 
Two mothers and children alternated their mother-child and teacher-student roles. In six cases 
mothers did not mention the status relation and the roles seemed to be neutral, such as playing 
friends, racing cars, pretend talking like animals, child delivering mail or catering food and 
mother receiving it. 
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Describing child’s choice of higher status roles, Roshan’s (5F19) mother said: 

 
She is the princess, I am either the attendant, or the cook, or the guard.   If I am 

the cook, for instance, I serve her a few course meal --I server her real dinner as if she is 
the princess-- and then in a formal style she talks and says, ‘Which do you suggest I eat 
first?’ If I don't have time to prepare her a nice meal and just serve a cold meal, she will 
say, in formal style of talking, ‘This meal is not suitable for the queen mother!’ Since she 
has seen in movies that princesses have attendants, she frequently assigns me the role of 
the attendant. 
 

Father-child’s themes of play. Based on mothers’ report of themes father and children 
commonly played, the themes were classified in the four categories (Farver & Lee, 1997). 
Fathers played the children’s gender-preferred type of themes with them; Everyday Activity 
themes followed by caring themes with girls; and Danger in Environment, and fantasy themes 
with sons (See Table 34).  

 
Several mothers observed that fathers played very patiently with children, especially with 

girls. As a few mothers said, fathers’ love for their daughters made them very patient during play 
with girls. Tina’s (5F25) mother said: 

 
I am impressed by my husband’s patience in playing with her. He loves this girl 
and would never say no to her…they play all sorts of play together…from soccer 
to doctor games. They set up a restaurant fully and set the tables and play for 
long time…father is so very patient playing with her. 

 
Examples of father’s Everyday Activity themes with children were doctor-patient, 

restaurants, doll play, driving, and police stories that child issues traffic tickets. Family relation 
themes were playing mother/son (daughter played the mother and father played the child), and 
father/college student (father playing father and daughter playing college student.) Fantastic 
themes played were super hero themes such as Spiderman, Batman, and the Incredibles; cartoon 
characters such as Tom and Jerry; role taking as champion wrestlers, soccer players, swimmers; 
and cob and rubber stories. And finally, Danger in Environment themes were animal adventure, 
e.g., Simba and Lion King, wolf and lamb, wolf and lion. Fathers also played out children’s 
favorite storybooks with them. 

 
Mothers reported that in their playing with fathers, children usually played the more 

powerful role, the hero, or the good-guy. Javid’s (5M34) mother said, “They play games that 
boys like, son becomes the Spiderman and dad becomes the bad guy. They wrestle, they chase 
each other… He always takes the good role, like Spiderman, and gives the role of the bad guy to 
dad.” When they played with father, children mostly had the powerful role. Even, when a few 
fathers and children played the well-known story of wolf and lamb, the father took the role of the 
wolf and ate the goat kid (playfully pretend bit and tickled the child); however, at the end of the 
story, the kid rescued himself out of the wolf’s belly and came out as the hero. 

 



PRETEND PLAY IN NORTH TEHRAN 

59 
 

Mothers’ evaluation of themes. During interviews, mothers seemed to be comfortable 
with most themes of play. Their acceptance and encouragement of most themes of play was seen 
by the toys they bought and by allowing children to play themes of choice. Mothers purchased 
and sanctioned toys that were related to real world daily activities or Family Care (e.g., kitchen 
sets, cars, tools for fixing play cars, dolls and their accessories) and also fantasy (e.g., princess 
dresses, magic wands, super hero outfit and accessories) and Danger in Environment (e.g., police 
hand cuffs). A few mothers had purchased gender stereotyped toys which were typically used by 
opposite gender; for instance, many girls had toy cars, couple of boys had complete kitchen set, 
and couple had a doll Mothers, in particular, highly valued toys, which encouraged open-ended 
creative construction, for instance, Legos and Play Mobiles; many mothers mentioned that 
children constructed a context and then used it for a prolonged theme of play. For instance, a 
child had created an airport and airplanes with Lego, and played in it. Or another child, after a 
family visit to Persepolis, had created a model of the ancient ruins with Lego and played themes 
in this Lego model. 

Themes disliked by mothers. The most disturbing themes for mothers were themes of 
violence, followed by themes considered inappropriate because of the grown-up nature of theme 
(e.g., bride and groom, doctor plays which involve removal of clothing, smoking, cheering cups, 
etc.; See Table 36).  Mothers named a few examples of themes that had disturbed them, for 
instance, siblings’ pretend death, playing dead and going to heaven, being a child that has a mean 
step mother, having divorced parents, being a wolf and mercilessly devouring the chickens, etc. 

Table 36 
 
Mothers’ report on their disliked children’s themes 

Disliked Themes Frequency 
Violence 22 
Guns and weapons 3 
Killing 1 
Issues attributed to grownups:  

Bride and groom 3 
Doctors plays involving removal of clothing 3 
Smoking 3 
Make up 2 

            Divorce stories 1 
            Pretend ‘cheers’ and drinking 1 
            Undressing curiosities during play 1 

Sad stories (e.g., someone dying in story) 1 
Talking roughly 1 
Too much imagination  1 

Note. A few mothers provided more than one answer. 
 

Stories of violence were the most disliked ones, yet preventing them was challenging. 
Even though mothers removed the toy guns and swords, children created the means for playing 
such themes. For instance, Sussan (4F26) and Reza’s (4M37) mother had removed the gift toy 
guns and swords; however, in order to play their favorite themes of swordfight, they pulled out 
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tent poles and used as swords. After mother removed the tent and its poles; the children used 
other objects as weapons.  

Influence of apartment-living on themes of play. When visiting houses for interviews, I 
realized that unlike my expectation, living in small apartments did not limit children’s themes. 
For instance, I expected to observe more sedentary themes of play due to space limitation and/or 
concern for neighbors. But mothers mentioned that children played all sorts of themes during 
pretend play in the space they had for play. I observed a child paddle in a toy car inside living 
room of their apartment building, passing right between the furniture. A mother showed me their 
small living room space and told me how the son was always playing spider man jumping from 
one sofa to the other. And in the same apartment building, another mother showed me their 
indoor lobby and told me that child always played soccer there. The only concern that mothers 
had was with the level of noise that might bother neighbors, and they had to remind children not 
to jump or make loud noises, especially during the afternoon naptime. In general, mothers found 
indoors to be a suitable environment for playing themes, which required toys (cooking, teaching, 
mother/child, playing with animals) and were not too active.  

Influences on children’s themes. Mothers mostly named movies and social interactions 
as sources of inspiration for playing out themes (See Table 37). More than anything, mothers 
attributed themes of children’s play to movies and cartoons, followed by children’s social 
interactions. Stories that were read or told to children, and daily life experiences were also 
considered important. Only one mother mentioned that children’s stories were also inspired by 
their imagination. Mothers of more boys, compared to girls, recognized social interactions as a 
source of children’s inspiration for theme play. 

Table 37 
 
Mothers’ report on resources which inspire children’s themes of play 

Resource Child’s characteristics  
 Younger girls Younger boys Older girls Older boys Total 
 (n = 8) (n = 9) (n = 11) (n = 10)  
TV, DVD, Movies 8 6 9 10 33 
Social interactions 4 6 7 10 27 
Stories  4 5 3 2 14 
Daily life 3 2 4 4 13 

 
Interestingly, during interviews, a few mothers expressed surprise at child’s theme and 

wondered how child thought of such story. For instance, Havva’s (6F23) mother was repeatedly 
surprised to watch her daughter skillfully play the role of a psychologist: 

 
Her pretend play as a psychologist (surprised me). For a while, she was into 
playing a psychologist. So she would talk very nicely and give very good 
suggestions. She has never been to psychologists and we have never talked about 
this topic, I just don't know where she has learned this from!! She would ask my 
mother, ‘So please tell me what problems your child has?’ And my mother would 
tell the problems she (Havva) has, ‘she sleeps late and she doesn't eat well.’ Then 
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the child would talk very nicely and explain what she should do. She would say, 
‘this is what you need to do and this is what you need to tell her.’ Then she 
would stamp and sign on a paper, assign an appointment for two weeks later and 
say goodbye! 

 
Many themes of play were inspired in the preschool or kindergarten environment. For 

instance, since Marjan (5F21) started kindergarten, she became very interested in topics related 
to Islamic saints. As her mother said, she had started drawing saints and also mosques in her 
artwork, and had begun to play themes related to saints. “Recently, she was holding a Barbie and 
saying that ‘she is Hazrat Zahra (the daughter of prophet)…she is trapped in a desert now’!” 
Other mothers also talked of themes that children had specifically learned in preschool or 
kindergarten. 

Summary. In this study, most favorite themes for both boys and girls were related to 
Everyday Activity themes; girls also frequently played Family Care themes such as caring, 
attending to baby, cooking, throwing tea or birthday party, etc; boys also frequently played 
Danger in Environment such as adventure, weapon fights, soldiers, police, karate, fire fighters, 
superheroes and fixing cars. Age did not influence themes of interest, however, younger 
preschoolers engaged in more frequent theme play. Mothers mostly played every day Activity 
themes with boys and girls, fathers played more Everyday Activity and Family Care themes with 
daughters and Danger in Environment and Fantastic Themes with sons. Mothers noted that 
children assigned lower status roles to either parent during play and picked the higher status roles 
for themselves. Mothers strongly disliked themes that encouraged violence; they were also not 
supportive of themes that imitated activities of grownups. Mothers believed that children’s 
themes of play were mostly inspired by TV and DVD programs they watch, and social 
interactions they engage in. To a lesser degree, they believed that children played out stories that 
they read in books.       

Social Function 
 
In this section on the social function of play I look into how mothers and culture valued 

the role of pretend play in children’s development. I look into mother’s view on pretend play; 
why children play pretend? What, if any, are the effects of play deprivation? What are the 
plausible negative influences of pretend play? Has the playtime of this generation of children 
differed from the previous? What resources shape mothers’ parenting information? And finally, 
in order to find out about their developmental goals and the role of play in such development, I 
investigated mothers’ developmental expectations from preschools?  
  

Why children play pretend? More than anything, mothers believed that underlying 
reasons for children’s engagement in pretend play were social, followed by cognitive (See Table 
38). The social reasons children engaged in play were mostly attributed to experiencing others’ 
roles, and the cognitive reasons were playing out creativity or imagination. More mothers of 
young children and also more mothers of girls talked about fulfilling dreams at the basis of 
playing pretend. Mothers of boys (n = 10), as compared to girls (n = 6) talked of playing out 
creativity and imagination. Also, more mothers of older children talked about pretend play as a 
means for learning. During conversations, when mothers talked about learning outcomes of 
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pretend play, they mostly talked about the social learning. A more expanded summary of 
mothers’ responses is presented in Appendix D. 
 
Table 38 
 
Mothers’ report on their perceived underlying reasons for children’s engagement in pretend play 
by age and gender of child 

Underlying reason 
 

Children characteristics 

 Young
er girls 
(n = 8) 

 

Young
er boys 
(n = 9) 

Older 
girls 

(n = 11) 

Older 
boys 

(n = 10) 

Total 

Role play      
      Grownups 3 1 3 0 7 
      Others 0 1 1 4 6 

Stronger and greater ones 0 0 0 3 3 
      Those they like 0 1 1 0 2 
      Roles they like 0 0 2 0 2 

Curiosity to play others’ roles 1 0 0 0 1 
Experience a role and feel in 
charge 

0 1 0 0 1 

Play out creativity 4 2 0 2 8 
Play out imagination 0 3 2 3 8 
Feeling fulfilled:      
      Play out wishes 0 2 1 0 3 
      Experience being grown up or 

strong 
2 0 0 0 2 

      To gain unattainable desires 1 0 0 0 1 
      To play dream as real 0 0 1 0 1 
Learn during play 1 0 3 2 6 
Feeling others’ position 1 0 2 0 3 
Express/show ability or interest 0 1 1 1 3 
Mental and social development 0 0 1 1 2 

Note. Many mothers provided more than one answer. 
 

Many mothers conceived of more than one underlying reason for engaging in pretend 
play, for instance, Sussan’s (4F26) mother said, “(They play pretend) to experience and 
experiment life, to realize their imaginations, it brings about mental and social development.” 
Salar’s (5M32) mother said, “(They play pretend) for creativity, to practice social roles, and to 
practice whatever they are doing…to establish (what they are doing)…. to offload excess 
energy… and it is a good pastime.” And Shadi’s (5F24) mother said: 
 

A role or a character leaves an impression on them and they want to live that, but 
since they cannot really live that role, they pretend play it. Whatever has left an 
impression on them will be used as a symbol for play. 
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Effects of play deprivation. The majority of mothers strongly believed that play 

deprivation had negative effects on child and even possible enduring effects on their adulthood 
(See Table 39). These negative effects were perceived to be on child’s social, cognitive, 
emotional, and personality development. In contrast, twelve mothers either believed that the 
effects of play deprivation were not predictable, or that children played even in circumstances 
that limited their free time. An expanded summary of mothers’ responses to the effects of play 
deprivation can be found in Appendix E. 
 
Table 39 
 
Mothers’ reflection on the effects of pretend play deprivation during childhood 

Effect Frequency (N = 38) 
Adverse effect   

Adverse effects during childhood 12 
Adverse effects later in life 6 
Adverse effects on social development 6 
Adverse effect on development of creativity 4 
Adverse effect on emotional development 3 
Adverse psychological effect 3 
Adverse effects on happiness 1 

No adverse effect   
           Children will anyhow play 5 

Will learn other things 4 
Unpredictable 3 

Note. Several mothers had more than one response. 
 

As Nikki’s (4F6) mother said, “(Play deprivation) is very bad; it will create social and 
mental problems later on. And when they don’t play, another problem is that they don’t get to be 
as much with other children.”  Bahram’s (4M13) mother said, “It becomes a problem when they 
don’t live childhood. They become mature too early, without living the stages they should. They 
have not experienced the creativity and thoughts and dreams of childhood—they have just leaped 
over it.” Shadi’s (5F24) mother was one of the four mothers who believed that children will play, 
in any circumstance; she also believed that lack of toys made children more creative: 

 
These children, who do not have toys, will use their creativity for building 
symbols. Maybe these children become even more creative! Maybe all these toys 
turn out to hamper creativity in some way, and not having toys will make them 
creative in forming their own symbols creatively. 

 
Three mothers, acknowledging the value of play, and one mother without acknowledging, 

believed that children who do not play due to starting work early in life learned other things (e.g., 
to be mature and responsible). Three mothers believed that effect of play deprivation was 
unpredictable and they personally knew people who didn’t play much and turned out well. As 
Ardavan’s (5M31) mother shared: 
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I have not been through the experience to know the answer. I don’t know what 
the difference is? I see that the children of my mother’s maid, who in their 
childhood either helped their mother cleaning up our house, or just sat down and 
waited for her to complete her work, have also grown up normally. These 
children [of my mother’s maid] visit us every Nowruz (New Year) and I see they 
have grown up very well and are well educated too. I am happy that our children 
get to play a lot, but sometimes I think that the children of our maid, because 
they had their attention on the real world, had a better understanding of the 
world. 

 
Plausible negative influences of pretend play. Many mothers had not reflected on 

possible disadvantages of pretend play and thought of such possibilities only after I asked in the 
interview; a few already had faced situations that concerned them with such possibilities. The 
mothers who had contemplated negative outcome of pretend play were mostly concerned with 
children’s modeling violent or dangerous behaviors (See Table 40). A few mothers talked about 
their worries when children jumped from one sofa to the next, pretending to be Spiderman. For 
instance, Kian’s (5M35) mother, just a week earlier, had become worried about child’s 
fascination with super heroes and playing out their roles. As she said, “Last week in Dubai, he 
was pointing to the city skylines and saying that he liked to jump from building to building!” 
After Kian’s expressing desire to jump from one building to the other, his mother has been 
consistently worried about dangerous possibilities of his play.  
 
Table 40 
 
Mother’s view on possible negative influences of pretend play  

Negative influence Frequency 
(n = 31) 

None 7 
Modeling negative values (e.g. violence, undesirable behavior) 11 
Modeling dangerous behavior (e.g. jumping like Spiderman) 10 
Getting too absorbed in imagination and losing touch with reality 9 

Note. A few mothers have provided more than one response. 
 

Beside concern with children imitating dangerous behavior, mothers were concerned with 
children modeling unsuitable behavior they had observed in cartoons or had seen other children 
enact. For instance, Hannah’s (6F22) mother talked about playing out and learning unsuitable 
behavior:  
 

A possible negative outcome of play is learning immoral issues such as removing 
clothes for playing doctor. Or playing mother and father and wanting to lie down 
next to each other. We had this at preschool, because families have different 
moral values and many families have satellite TV in their houses. 

 
Leila’s (4F4) mother was worried that child will learn unacceptable moral values, for 

instance, to tease people based on their appearance. She had occasionally played with someone, 
who during play, teased people based on their physical appearance; repeating these in daily life 
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had bothered her mother. Some mothers worried about play partners enacting parental 
arguments, themes of divorce, jail stories, or other such grown up themes.  
 

Children’s decreased playtime. Many mothers acknowledged that during their 
childhood they engaged in more play as compared to their children (See Table 41). A small 
number of mothers mentioned that at childhood they played as much as child played now. 
 
Table 41 
 
Mothers’ report on mothers’ childhood versus children’s current play time (n=34) 
 Who Plays more? 

Player 
 

All Types of Play Pretend 

Mother 18 16 
Child 10 14 
Same 6 4 

 
Mothers enumerated diverse reasons for having played more during their childhood, as 

compared to their child (See Table 42). More than anything, mothers thought they played more 
because there were more children around for play. Mothers also talked of having more free time 
and having bigger yards for play. Just a few mentioned that child played more than mother 
because child had more play opportunities or more children around to play with. 
 
Table 42 
 
Mothers’ comparison of their childhood playtime with their children’s  

Why played more Frequency 
(n = 34) 

Mother  
More children around  8 
Spent more time on play 5 
More space (e.g., big yard) 3 
More free time 2 

Child  
More play opportunities 3 
More children around  3 

 
Nikki’s (4F6) mother believed that she and her child played same amount, but in different 

ways. “She (plays a lot because she) has a lot of children to play with, I (played a lot because I) 
played in a very big garden. I used to spend a lot of time sitting on the trees; I played with 
animals such as dogs, cats, ducks...” Nousha’s (4F8) mother said, “There were so many children 
around us to play with: cousins, friends, neighbors, etc. And we didn’t have after school 
enrichment programs and there was a lot more time. So we played a lot more.”  Havva’s (6F23) 
mother talking about having plenty of free time during her childhood, said, “There were not so 
many other activities such as CDs and videos. They (the parents) wouldn’t take us out so much, 
so I would play a lot!”    
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When comparing pretend play time of mothers with children, mothers played more 

pretend because they spent their time on play, and they had more children play partners, or free 
time (See Table 43). Those who believed their children engaged in more pretend play mostly 
said that the child had more creative themes, more play opportunities, and spent a lot of time 
playing pretend. 
 
Table 43 
 
Mothers’ comparison of their childhood pretend play-time with their children’s  

Why played more pretend Frequency 
(n = 26) 

Mother  
Spent a lot of time playing 6 
More children around 4 
More free time 2 

Child  
More creative themes 3 
More play opportunities 3 
Spends a lot of time playing 3 
More toys 1 

 
Bahram’s (4M13) mother believed that she could play more active games at childhood 

because her family had a large yard at that time; however, children today have more diverse 
themes of play. She said, “I didn’t have as many themes to play with. Nowadays, the range of 
relations has expanded and there are many more topics discussed for children. I played a lot of 
pretend play, but he gets to play a lot more in preschool, with me and with his uncle.” And as to 
children having more creative themes of play, Pantea’s (5F20) mother said, “We had two 
(themes of) play; we either played mother/child, or we played teacher/student. Now I see my 
daughter is more creative in playing different themes of play.” And again, Salar’s (5M32) mother 
talked of having more active play opportunities at childhood, and her son having more pretend 
play opportunities: 

 
We had a bigger place for playing. For instance, my sister and I used to play on 
the swings and run around the yard every day. Now, we live in a condo and when 
the kids run around I ask them to stop running…(On the other hand) nowadays, 
the kids have a variety of information from CDs, from TV and cartoons. So they 
have a greater variety of themes of play. 

 
 Mothers’ resources for child rearing. In order to find out what resources mothers’ used 
for finding information on rearing children; and also to find possible ways mothers may be 
exposed to information on children’s play, I asked them to select the resources they used for 
parenting. Table 44 shows the two most effective resources mothers named. 
 
Table 44 
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Mothers report on their two most helpful parenting resources 
Resource 

 
Frequency 
(N = 38) 

Books 24 
Professionals (counselors, child psychologist, family counselors, 

preschool psychologists, preschool teachers) 
15 

Other mothers 13 
Journals 5 
Pediatricians 3 
Mother’s mother 2 
Internet 2 

 
Mothers reported books to be the most useful parenting resource. Many mothers 

mentioned that even though books provided general information, they found it to be helpful, 
informative, and applicable. Examining some of the best selling parenting books and child 
development magazines, I found that almost all of the child development and parenting books 
and journals were translations of Western books, or representation of Western developmental 
psychology concepts.  
 

Mothers used various professional advice; for instance, counselors, child psychologists, 
family counselors, preschool psychologist, etc. Those who were receiving professional 
counseling were very pleased by the effectiveness of their advice; and many were thinking of 
seeking professional assistance, and were searching for a trusted counselor or psychologist. 
During the interviews, a few mothers shared the problems they had encountered, and talked 
about the effective advice of their counselor. Beside professionally trained psychologists, many 
mothers talked highly of their preschool directors, placed complete trust in them, and followed 
their advice.  
 

Many mothers discussed child rearing problems with their own mother, however, only a 
couple found their mother to be a very useful recourse. Three mothers only talked about child’s 
physical care with mother and not about their psychological problems! As Yalda’s (5F18) 
mother said, “If I tell her (grandmother) about a problem, she tells me that we were all the same 
too!” And as Mahtab (3F2) and Kian’s (5M35) mother said, “I don’t ask my mother because she 
loves the children a lot and keeps saying, ‘Oh, this is not an issue, this is not a problem.’ I want 
to start talking to a counselor.” And Siamak’s (5M29) grandmother always tells his mother, “He 
is a kid! This problem will pass by. Take it easy!” 

 
Mothers’ expectations from preschool. At the end of this section on social function of 

play I present mothers’ highest expected outcome of preschool (See Table 45). Looking at 
mothers’ preschool expectations, to some extent, discloses their developmental goals and 
expectations, which provides a better understanding of their conceptions about children’s play. 
As the following table shows, in this study, mothers’ highest expectations were related to 
learning socially accepted moral values. Different mothers defined moral values differently; 
however, in general it involved ideas such as truthfulness, adhering to social manners, being 
respectful (of elders, parents, teachers, and grown-ups), etc. Mothers’ second highest expectation 
was learning social manners; this category included proper behavior, proper table manners, etc. 



PRETEND PLAY IN NORTH TEHRAN 

68 
 

Some expectations were interchangeable labeled as moral or social value; for instance, some 
mothers talked of ‘saying hello,’ or ‘cleanliness’ as social, and some as moral values. 
 
Table 45 
 
Mothers’ selection of the most important outcome of preschool by child’s gender and age 

Outcome 
 

Frequency 

 Younger 
girls 

Younger 
boys 

Older 
girls 

Older 
boys 

Total 

 (n = 8) (n = 9) (n = 11) (n = 10) (N = 38) 
Learning moral values 4 1 5 5 15 
Learning social manner 1 5 3 2 11 
Development through play 1 1 1 2 5 
Learning English 2 2 0 1 5 

 Summary. This section was a report on mothers’ conceptions on pretend play and its 
social function. As to why children engage in pretend play, mothers’ mainly attributed social 
(e.g., playing others’ roles), followed by cognitive (e.g., expressing creativity and imagination), 
and to a lesser degree emotional drives (e.g., fulfilling wishes). Mothers’ opinion on effects of 
pretend play deprivation, and plausible negative outcomes of pretend play were presented. The 
majority of mothers believed that play deprivation will have negative influences on children’s 
social, cognitive and emotional development; some believed that it may have long-lasting 
negative influences lingering through adulthood. As discussed, mothers’ plausible negative 
outcomes of play were related to modeling wrong, dangerous and violent behaviors. 

In order to gain an insight on the influence of current life circumstances on children’s 
amount of play, I asked mothers whether they played more during childhood or child played 
more currently. Many mothers believed that they played more in all types of play, and just few 
believed that they played more pretend. Mothers believed that they played more because they 
had more children play partners, more open space to play, and more free time.  Those who 
believed their children played more pretend play, believed that nowadays children have more 
social experiences and watch more TV and cartoons; therefore, have more ideas for pretense. A 
few believed that they spent as much time involved in pretend played as their child; however, 
their themes of play were less diverse. 

 
In order to gain a better understanding of mothers’ parenting practices and goals, I asked 

two questions that were not relevant to play: 1) resources they used for gaining information on 
childrearing, and 2) their developmental expectations from preschools. For gaining information 
on child rearing, mothers mostly used books and journals, followed by professional advice or 
presentations (e.g., counselors, psychologists, etc.), and talking with fellow mothers. As to 
developmental expectations from preschools, most mothers valued children learning society’s 
accepted moral values, followed by social values. 
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Discussion 
 

The results section, based on interviews with mothers, provided descriptive data on 
children’s pretend play as well as their daily life and their mothers’ developmental goals. Similar 
to many other cultural studies (Farver, 1999; Gaskins, Haight, & Lancy, 2006; Göncü, Mistry, & 
Mosier, 2000a; Göncü et al., 2006; Haight et al., 1999), this study showed that pretend play is a 
universal childhood activity with culturally variable dimensions. I had designed this study with 
two goals; first, to investigate the pretend play of children in relation to 4 (of the 5) culturally 
variable dimensions of play; and second, as the first study of its kind in Tehran, I planned to gain 
descriptive information on the contextual elements of the pretend play of children and lay a 
foundation for further in-depth studies of related interactions and processes.  

 
In cross-cultural research, children’s development is studied within their social context, 

and to design such studies, researchers need an underlying knowledge of such context. Play 
researchers with sociocultural stance, when studying children’s pretend play, identify a few 
elements which allow them to investigate children’s context of living and play. For instance, they 
investigate activities which are culturally common for children to engage in (e.g., pretend play), 
the social agents who are available and interact with them (e.g., parents, siblings, preschool 
teachers, etc.), and also their culture-specific material (e.g., toys) and symbolic (e.g. language) 
tools. In Bronfenbrenner’s terms, process-person-context-time elements are at the basis of 
research design. For instance, in study of children’s development, they look at these four 
elements by investigating children’s activities, people interacting with them, and relationship 
between different contexts. Furthermore, they study the influences that contexts and people exert 
on each other, and reciprocally on children’s activities and experiences. In both theories, these 
social and cultural elements are studied under the influence of the historical factor of time. For in 
depth study of children in Tehran, in the absence of any prior research, it was initially necessary 
to define their social context and activities, social agents interacting with them, and materials 
used; and this study has served such purpose. 

 
The findings reported in this dissertation are based on analysis of mothers’ self-reports of 

children’s daily lives and activities from their responses to a semi-structured interview. I 
administered the interview to mothers of 38 young (n = 17) and old (n = 21) preschool children 
(half were girls). The participants were from North Tehran, which is the most prosperous part of 
the city, and thus my findings focus on the play of Iranian children from affluent homes. 
Furthermore, direct observation at homes, schools, and play grounds, provided additional 
information to assist with the analysis of the interview data on children’s daily lives and 
activities in relation to their pretend play. As mothers reported, children’s daily lives and 
activities, the conditions of life in Tehran, and also family and cultural values influenced 
children’s pretend play. In this chapter, I synthesize and integrate these findings, compare some 
of the findings with other cultural ones, suggest a few follow-up studies, and share some of my 
experiences related to conducting research in Tehran.  

 
This chapter is organized as follows. I first provide a short description of children’s daily 

lives, then physical ecology of play (where children play and what toys they use), interpersonal 
context of play (with whom they play pretend), content or themes of play, and finally, social 
functions of play as reflected in mothers’ view on pretend play. For each of these topics, I 
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provide a summary of findings, relation of findings with prior cultural studies, and implications 
for further research. First, I summarize children’s typical daily activities. 

 
Daily Activities of Children 
 

In order to investigate children’s contexts of pretend play, I gathered evidence of their 
daily activities. Children’s opportunities for different activities varied by multiple factors such as 
culture and family values, developmental goals, socioeconomic opportunities, and environmental 
factors. Evidence of children’s activities, where they go and whom they interact with, reveals the 
contexts and opportunities for children’s pretend play. In this study, I asked mothers to describe 
a typical day’s routine and activities of their children. 

Summary of findings. From conversation with mothers it emerged that there were two 
major influences on children’s daily activities: changes of weekday versus weekend routines, and 
seasonal changes. Children’s weekdays were structured around preschool and enrichment 
classes, whereas, weekends were unstructured and open to be with family. During these 
unstructured weekends, children could play as much as desired. With onset of four distinct 
seasons in Tehran, changes in weather and environment influenced children’s preschool and 
enrichment class, as well as their other outdoor activities. These changes influenced amount of 
time spent in pretend play, as well as children’s play locations and play partners. In general, 
when children spent more time indoors, either at their own or a close relatives’ house, the 
opportunities for pretend play were more. 

For children in this study, their weekdays of Saturday through Wednesday were planned 
around preschool and enrichment classes. As mothers reported, most children woke up just on 
time for eating breakfast, getting ready, and going to preschool. They also had rather similar 
activities after preschool, which were mostly comprised of getting rest after preschool, attending 
at least one enrichment class weekly, visiting grandmothers or mothers’ friends, playing at home 
alone or with an immediate family member, reading and artwork, and watching couple of hours 
of children’s satellite TV (offering Western programs) or DVDs.  

 
Even though 1.5 day weekends, starting Thursdays at noon, were still rather prevailing in 

Iran, all children in this study had two day weekends on Thursdays and Fridays. In the past two 
decades, private businesses and some educational institutes have been moving in the direction of 
two-day weekends. Children had more pretend playtime during weekends, and obviously, those 
parents who had two-day weekends had more opportunities for spending time and playing with 
children. When talking about weekends, mothers mostly talked of visiting grandmothers or about 
the opportunities fathers had for playing with children in the house or taking them to park in 
good weather conditions. With many structured activities during the week, weekends provided 
more time and opportunities for pretend play.  

 
With regards to the seasonal changes, children’s lives and plays were noticeably 

influenced by changes in the weather conditions during the four seasons in Tehran. For instance, 
most mothers mentioned that their children never went to park in cold season (from mid 
September till late March) when days are also shorter. Children mostly engaged in active play in 
the parks and outdoors during spring and summer months, and therefore, during cold season they 
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had more time for pretend play. Additionally, during two hot months of mid-summer, many 
children did not attend regular preschool and had more play time at home or went on vacations. 
Some attended half day or 3 days a week of summer school with swimming lessons and pool 
time. 

 
The following is a summary of children’s daily activities. On school days, most children 

woke up just on time for having breakfast and preparing to go to preschool. Very few children 
woke up early enough to play or watch TV in the morning. Children attended preschool 5 days a 
week for about 5 hours a day, however, their pretend play time varied by their preschool’s 
philosophy – from no time for pretend play to a couple of hours at most. Since almost all 
working mothers had shorter or flexible hours, they picked the child up themselves; if not, 
grandmothers picked up the child.  

 
In the afternoons, immediately after preschool, children usually had some snack and 

restful activities at home; many of the younger ones napped and older ones watched TV. Later 
afternoon hours were spent on in-home and out-of-home activities. At home children played 
pretend and other types of play alone or along with family members, watched one to two hours 
of animations or other children’s program, engaged in arts and crafts, helped mothers, and read 
books. Outside home, children frequently visited grandmothers or sometimes mothers’ friends, 
attended enrichment classes, and when weather permitted went to parks. Children mainly played 
pretend at home, at grandmothers’ or homes of family friends, and to a varying degree, at 
preschool.  

 
About half of children visited their maternal grandmothers a few times each week. 

Mostly, their mother stayed with them during these visits. However, at times children were 
dropped at grandmothers’ while mother attended to other chores, or children were picked up 
from preschool by grandmother. A few grandmothers lived close by, or in a few cases, at a 
different level of same multi-story apartment building. When visiting grandmothers, children and 
grandmothers played pretend, other types of play, and even engaged in chores or other activities. 
As reported by many mothers, grandmothers patiently included children in all their activities. At 
grandmother’s house, besides playing pretend with grandmother, sometimes children played with 
a cousin, aunt or uncle too—grandmother’s house is often the center of gathering for families. 
Paternal grandmothers were usually visited during weekends when fathers were off from work.  

 
In addition to visiting grandmothers during the weekday afternoons, some mothers visited 

their friends who had same age children. Mothers usually knew these friends for long times, 
many from school days, and felt assured of the homogeneity of family and cultural values. 
During such visits, children spent plenty of time engaged in pretend play. While children enjoyed 
these visits for their play opportunities, mothers both enjoyed their friends’ company and used 
this time for sharing child rearing experiences. 

 
On few afternoons each week children attended enrichment classes, and regardless of the 

nature of the class, in all enrichment classes children were engaged in learning and there was no 
time for pretend play. The most common classes were English and music. Children also attended 
sports classes such as swimming, rollerblading, tennis, etc. Since weather influenced the type of 
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outdoor sport class, due to cold weather and snow, winter’s sports activities became limited to 
indoor classes (e.g., dance, gymnastics).  

 
During the cool hours of spring and summer, mothers took the children out to the parks 

for fresh air and active play. In mothers’ view, playtime in the parks was for active play, and 
therefore children’s extended pretend play episodes were played out in the house. Mothers 
commonly used the term “off-loading excess energy” when they talked about outdoor play. In 
fall and winter, children barely went to parks and their outdoor activities were limited to 
attending preschool, enrichment classes and visiting relatives or friends. During summer children 
went to the park only after the heat had subsided, and many stayed in the parks till late hours at 
night.  

 
In the evenings, the majority of preschoolers stayed up late to see, and in many cases, 

play with father. After seeing the father and playing with him, many of the younger children 
slept in the living room near parents, and were later taken to their bedrooms. As children became 
older and were getting ready for kindergarten, mothers established a routine to read to children in 
their bedroom and stay with them until they fell asleep in their own bed. When there was more 
than one small child in the family, fathers always helped by reading to one child and putting her 
or him to sleep. Over weekends, children usually had more opportunities for spending time with 
father and paternal grandparents. Usually, aunts, uncles, and cousins were visiting grandmothers 
during weekends too, and cousins spent most of the time playing together away from adults. 

Interpretation and implications. Interview with mothers did not clarify children’s 
amount of pretend play in two of their activities, the time they spent in preschool and also in 
parks. When talking about children’s play in preschools, most mothers and educators talked 
about ‘educational play’ which comprised of playful activities designed for learning specific 
concepts such as numbers, or learning names of colors or information about plants or animals, 
learning English conversation, etc. My personal experience in visiting a few preschools was that 
children had varying amount of time for free pretend play (from no time at all, up to couple of 
hours). Future studies need to investigate how preschool philosophies and mothers’ expectations 
influence children’s amount of pretend play in North Tehran preschools. 

Also, future studies need to determine children’s frequency of pretend play in the parks 
and play grounds of North Tehran. Even though most mothers mentioned that children only 
engaged in active physical play in parks, further studies may reveal children’s engagement in 
pretend play along with the active play.  

 
This study was limited to a group of affluent North Tehran families with financial 

resources to enroll their children in high quality private preschools and enrichment classes. 
Future studies are needed to inquire about middle and working class families and their children’s 
daily activities. Even though middle and working class families may not have similar financial 
resources, they may have other opportunities or options for enlisting their children in preschool 
and enrichment classes. For instance, many of the government employees have an option to 
utilize a government-supported on-site preschool, or the high quality enrichment classes in a 
government supported cultural center (Bahman Cultural Center, March 29, 2010). Targeted 
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future studies can investigate the lives of children of different socioeconomic status (SES) and 
the relation of their daily activities with various attributes of their pretend play. 

 
In the following four sections, I summarize and discuss findings for each of the four 

cross-culturally variable dimensions of play. I begin with physical ecology of play. 
 

Physical Ecology 
 

In this section I discuss where children play and what toys they use for play. 
 
Play areas. 

Summary of findings. Mothers’ discussions on children’s locations of pretend play 
clarified that not only their values, but also city conditions influenced locations of pretend play. 
As mothers mentioned, children mostly engaged in pretend play indoors; outdoors was mostly 
for active physical play (e.g., running, jumping, ball plays, cycling, playing on play structures, 
etc.). Given  high vehicular traffic in the affluent neighborhoods of Tehran, mothers did not 
consider city streets safe for any type of play, and parks and yards were mostly an outlet for 
active play. Inside the house, when playing alone, children mostly played in their room, the 
living room, or anywhere in the proximity of mother. None of the children in this study had 
exclusive playrooms, however, in this prosperous part of the city apartments were big enough for 
children to spread out their toys in the bedroom or living room and play comfortably. 

A different playmate, and the characteristics of play with that playmate, influenced 
children’s choice of play location; for instance, with siblings they mostly played in either of the 
sibling’s bedroom because of the toys, and with mothers they frequently played all around the 
house as she often attended to household chores simultaneously. With fathers, depending on the 
theme of play, children played in different locations; they played in a child’s room or living 
room for Everyday Activity or Family Care themes, outdoors for active play which involved 
some pretense (e.g., championship soccer), and parents’ bedroom for playing wrestling games on 
the bed (which involved pretense too).  

 
None of the children in this study played on the neighborhood streets due to safety 

concerns. However, some played in the shared yard of their apartment complexes. As mothers’ 
mentioned, most of this outdoor play was active play, which at times might have included some 
pretending. Tehran’s street sides are not safe for play mostly because of the disproportionate 
number of cars, and motorbikes on the streets and sidewalks. Tehran’s municipality has created 
many large parks and small neighborhood green sites; children mostly use these safer spaces for 
active play. 

 
Some mothers mentioned that their children’s play drastically changed when traveling 

away from Tehran, for instance, visiting relatives in the provinces or spending the weekend on a 
beach or in a suburban vacation villa. Away from the big city, for extended amounts of time, 
children freely played pretend and active plays outdoors. In Tehran, children needed constant 
adult supervision when playing in their apartment block’s common area or yard.  In addition, 
some apartment buildings in North Tehran have outdoor swimming pools, which were 



PRETEND PLAY IN NORTH TEHRAN 

74 
 

considered an unsafe area by mothers--both in summer months when they were filled with water 
and during cold seasons when they were left empty.  

 
I also observed that concern with hygiene and cleanliness on part of their mothers, 

restricted where and how children could play outdoors. Children were prohibited from playing 
with dirt or touching rocks and other natural substances in parks or outdoors. Lawns and green 
areas in many parks were fertilized with manure, and there were not many hygienic places for 
children to sit down and play outside their homes. Another problem with outdoor hygiene and 
cleanliness was Tehran’s pollution and soot; almost anything children touched outdoors made 
their hands or clothes dirty or sooty.  

 
In addition to hygiene, dirt, soot and pollution issues in the city of Tehran, access to some 

other venues further away from the city that provided opportunities for children’s outdoor play 
have been denied to them due to environmental pollutions. For instance, until a couple of 
decades ago, upper and middle class families of Tehran used to visit beaches of Caspian Sea, 
which was a popular vacation destination, and children could play freely with sand and water. 
However, continuous dumping of factory waste materials into the sea, and a few major oil spills, 
has made the Caspian seashore unsafe for play. As reported on National Public Radio (NPR), 
“Iran’s pollution worries come by air and water”, the Iranian environmental officials refer to 
living in Tehran as a ‘collective suicide,’ and the Caspian Sea in the north is so polluted that it 
has endangered the entire ecology of the area (NPR, 2007). Nowadays, to experience clean 
beaches and water, some families take their children to the Kish Island in Persian Gulf; however, 
flying 1.5 hours to the south is not as convenient and economical as compared to the 4-hour drive 
to the Caspian Sea.  

 
In my view, besides city and environmental conditions, children’s clothing influenced 

their play in various locations too. Tehran’s upper middleclass families, by cultural demand, 
dressed up children nicely for going outdoors - even if going to the preschool or park. The term 
‘play-clothes’ as understood in the United States – comfortable casual clothes which is expected 
to get dirty during indoor or outdoor play – is not used in Tehran. On the contrary, in Tehran the 
term ‘house-clothes’ refers to comfortable clothes for indoor play. 

 
Interestingly, the only safe and clean places outside the house where children could 

engage in prolonged pretend play were inside mothers’ cars. The topic of playing in the car 
usually came up while mothers talked about other points. For instance, they talked about toys 
children carried along for playing pretend in the car, or the child’s favorite theme of play when 
driven in the car. Children seemed to engage in pretend play while spending short or long 
periods of time in Tehran’s notorious traffic. 

Interpretation and implications. If we compare the findings of this study with Göncü et 
al.’s comparative study of low income African-American children of urban Chicago and low 
income suburban European-American children (2007), we find that children in affluent North 
Tehran, similar to low income African-American children in Chicago, could not play frequently 
in neighborhood due to safety reasons—Tehran was unsafe due to an unmanaged increase in 
number of cars, and Chicago urban neighborhoods were unsafe due to crime. The play 
environment of these urban children can be contrasted with play of low-income European-
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American children in suburbs. The suburban neighborhoods in Göncü et al.’s study had safe 
parks and playgrounds, and the children lived in single-residence houses with their own yard, or 
apartments with shared community yards. In that environment, all (except one) of the European-
American children played in the neighborhood with other children, in contrast with 65% of the 
African American children in the city.  

In contrast with US middle class families, it was found that none of the Tehran children 
in this study had a designated playroom in their house. In rural US, for middle class families, a 
playroom is a known concept, and the term is found in many dictionaries defined as a room 
equipped for children to play in (Merriam-Webster Online Dictionary, 2010). In Iran, the term or 
the concept of playroom did not exist. Comparing inner-city and suburban children’s indoor play 
areas, Haight et al. (1999), drawing on various ethnographic studies (Fung, 1994; Miller et al., 
1996; Mintz, 1998), found that the spacious single-residence houses of many Irish-American 
middle class families had designated playrooms for children. In contrast, Taipei children who 
lived in apartments did not have designated playrooms or as much space for toys. Given the price 
of real estate in Tehran and limitations of apartment living, none of the families in this study had 
a designated playroom for the child.  

 
Future studies of the locations of children’s pretend play in Tehran should expand to 

studying the play locations of middle and working class families too. Due to differences between 
city conditions of affluent northern neighborhoods and working class southern areas, I expect 
more children to be playing out on South Tehran streets and neighborhoods. In the City’s 
southern parts, similar to the older days of North Tehran, children have the advantage of having 
fewer cars in their neighborhoods and therefore it is safer for children to play in the 
neighborhood. With a slightly higher birth rate, most young children in South Tehran have at 
least one older sibling to watch them, and therefore mothers may allow younger children to go 
out with the older one. And finally, the Islamic government has created more and better parks 
and recreation facilities in working class neighborhoods, and children have more and better 
chances of having a play area close to their houses. Since the houses in South Tehran are smaller; 
playing with siblings and neighborhood children in the safer neighborhood streets seem to be 
more probable than in North Tehran. Weather, on the other hand, may be either a supportive or 
restrictive factor in children’s outdoor play in South Tehran. Away from the foothills and closer 
to the flat plateau, South Tehran has less snow during winter, but summers are much hotter.   

 
Indoors at home, children’s choice of play area was influenced by their theme of play and 

their play partners. When playing alone, children often played near mother; mothers were in 
different locations in the house depending on the chore that needed to be done. Children played 
pretend mostly in-doors and no longer played out on their neighborhood streets. Some children 
played out in their apartment’s common yard with neighboring children. Mothers characterized 
most of children’s outdoor play as active play or off-loading excess energy. Children’s outdoor 
play was limited by Tehran pollution and dirt, mothers’ concern with hygiene and cleanliness, 
and their discomfort with children picking up natural items from the grounds in the parks (e.g., 
twigs, rocks). 

 
Toys.  
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Summary of findings. The sharp contrast between limited availability of toys in 1980s 
and 90s, and the current abundance and variety of choice in toys, is an example of the influence 
of exosystem on children’s play materials. Iran’s Prosecutor General, in April 2008, announced 
Iran as the world’s third largest importer of toys, with many more being smuggled into the 
country (BBC News, 2008). This trend of toy import, especially the high-quality ones, is a 
phenomenon of the present decade. As highlighted on the website of an Iranian group of import 
businesses, prior to 2008 brand name toys were missing in Iran (MarzGostar, 2010); children of 
the previous generations had not experienced such bounty. In 1980s, during the 8 year Iran-Iraq 
war, and later in its aftermath, not only toys, but also essential items for daily living were 
unavailable and hard to procure; at the time, parents were more concerned with children’s basic 
needs and safety. 

 
Unlike prior generations when mothers faced shortage of even basic necessities (e.g., 

infant formula, diapers) in raising children, mothers in this study complained about excessive 
abundance of toys and the resulting clutter and children’s loss of appreciation. The majority of 
mothers in this study regularly bought toys for their children. I found it paradoxical that many 
mothers complained of the volume of gift toys children received from relatives, yet themselves 
frequently bought toys as reward or merely to make the child happy. Only a few mothers, 
disturbed with children’s toy clutter and their loss of appreciation that had resulted from having 
too many toys, bought toys only on special occasions.   

 
Gender influenced children’s choice of toy and the nature of how they used that toy. 

Some toys were preferred by only one gender. Examples of toys mostly preferred by girls were 
dolls and their accessories, kitchen and serving toys, toy mobile phones, doctor outfits and kits, 
girls’ dress up items, and stationeries. Examples of toys most preferred by boys were vehicles, 
superhero outfits and figurines, weapons, police set with outfit, and handyman tools. Some toys 
were frequently used by both girls and boys but in different contexts and themes; for instance, 
boys played with transportation toys mostly in stories of fantasy or danger in the environment; 
while girls used them for playing out everyday activities (e.g., driving to school) or family care 
(e.g., driving baby to doctor). Or boys played many adventure themes with animals, while girls 
mostly cared after them. Some non-toy objects used by majority of children were cushions and 
blankets; all girls used it for building a private play space and playing Everyday Activity or 
Family Care themes, and boys for making forts, city spaces to park their cars, space for animal 
stories, etc. While children’s toy preferences were mostly gender typecast, exceptions were 
noticed. For example, when playing with a sibling, many sisters and brothers played with toys 
that were gender-stereotyped for the opposite gender. 

 
Mothers mostly appreciated toys for their cognitive developmental outcomes (e.g., 

increasing creativity). Lego was the most valued toy, appreciated for increasing creativity and 
imagination. Mothers also appreciated toys for the practice of social roles and rules and learning 
of socially accepted skills or behaviors. Mothers allowed children to play with toys they 
considered useless or of little developmental value, although they restricted the use of toys which 
encouraged violence. Playing with guns and swords were discouraged, as mothers believed that 
they may be dangerous to younger children and encourage violence in older ones. A few mothers 
of older children had come to terms with guns and swords, accepting that these toys interested 
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children; as mothers said, even when toy guns or swords were removed, children created new 
ones with available materials (e.g., Lego, tent poles, holding fingers as pretend gun, etc.). 

 
Interpretation and implications. Some mothers’ spontaneous reflections on children’s 

experiences with overwhelming abundance of toys were along the same lines as Elkind’s (2007) 
The Power of Play: 
 

Having too many toys and having them all the time, children find it difficult to 
become attached to toys and select the ones that stimulate their fantasy and 
imagination…Ironically the sheer abundance, variety, and omnipresence of toys 
make it harder for children to engage in truly imaginative play with them (p. 
18)… Children are robbed of that wonderful joy and flights of fancy when toys 
are no longer special (p. 19). 

 
Many mothers complained of children’s excessively large quantity of toys, and many 

believed that this trend discouraged the development of deeper affection and attachment (e.g., to 
a baby doll) or deeper imagination. The developmental outcome of overabundance of toys and its 
possible influence on lack of deep engagement with any particular toy is a topic to be 
investigated through further studies. Other studies have questioned this same issue, and some 
believe that children engage in more creative construction of play objects in the absence of 
ready-made toys (Gaskins, 1999; Heath, 1983; Schwartzman, 1986).  

 
Children’s gender-stereotypic toy preferences were similar to the preferences of children 

in other cultures (Serbin, Poulin-Dubois, Colburne, Sen, & Eichstedt, 2001; Servin et al., 1999). 
Similar to the findings cited by Smith (2010), mothers in this study reported that boys were more 
interested in playing with vehicles and blocks, and using gross motor movement during play 
(Bloch, 1989; Smith, 2005)), and girls more interested in playing with dolls, playing domestic 
themes of play, and playing out social activities (Bjorklund & Pellegrini, 2000).  

 
Influence of social class on mothers’ developmental expectations and toy selection can be 

a future topic of research. Frequency and quality of toys of upper-middle class children in Tehran 
needs to be compared with Middle class and working class children. Since Western toys of high 
quality (e.g., original Lego, original puzzles of high quality) are very expensive, such toys may 
not be within working class families’ budget; however, imitation toys with similar 
developmental outcomes (and less quality) can be within reach. Mothers’ selections of toys for 
children can reveal their developmental and socialization goals. Once children’s commonly used 
toys are identified, future studies can investigate the influence of these toys on children’s 
development. 

 
Interpersonal Context 

 
Play partners of upper middle class children in Tehran had two characteristics: There 

were mostly relatives as compared to non-related friends, and more grownups as compared to 
children. The reasons for having more relative play partners were related to cultural values, 
which demand social and cultural familiarity as well as homogeneity with the play partner’s 
family. The underlying reason for having more grownup play partners was the reduced number 
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of children to grownups in this particular socioeconomic group. While mothers appreciated 
children’s play with grownups for the learning outcomes, they encouraged play with other 
children for the joy, friendship, and also learning real-world rules of interaction. Below I 
summarize and discuss these patterns; in each section, I summarize patterns, and then discuss 
interpretations and implications of the findings. 

 
Relatives compared to non-related play partners. 

Summary of findings. As the interviews showed, children’s major pretend play partners 
were all relatives: siblings, parents, grandmothers, and cousins. 16 Aunts and uncles played with 
children too, though not as many of them as other relatives. Mothers, as reported, preferred 
related play partners over non-relatives for two reasons: firstly, for knowing and sanctioning 
their cultural, social, and moral values; and secondly, for valuing kinship over friendship. 
Mothers, even if they wished their child had more child playmates, explicitly highlighted the 
importance of knowing the play partner’s family and their social values; mothers did not accept 
play dates with a child from an unknown family. Many mentioned that they wished for more 
play partners for their child, though, only a close-aged sibling or cousin play partner. When no 
siblings or cousins were available for play, the mothers’ next choice was a child of one of their 
own friends, because they knew their friends well, and placed trust in them and their values.  

As explained by mothers, homogeneity of social and moral values were highly important, 
and for this reason mothers at times chose to have fewer playmates for their child, but made sure 
they were kin or from families that were well-known and of similar values. The non-relative 
playmates were mostly children of mothers’ friends, and, occasionally, neighbors. Children of 
mothers’ friends were valued for their similar values; however, most mothers questioned 
neighbors’ values and allowed limited play interactions. Only a few mothers reported that 
neighbors knew each other well and invited their children in the house for play dates. 

 
Interpretation and implications. In Iranian culture, kinship is valued higher than other 

forms of social relationship and is considered to be long lasting. Kin are valued for the moral, 
physical and even financial support they may provide at times of need (Price, October, 2009). 
Placing family above other relationships, and lacking strong social security systems or credit 
card lending systems such as the one in the United States17, Iranian families have been providing 
each other all forms of support. For this mutual affection and support relatives generally provide 
to each other, people devote more time and consideration interacting with them. From a young 
age, children are raised with an awareness of the special position of relatives in their lives. 

 
Some mothers mentioned that during their childhood, it was more common to play with 

neighborhood children. Current living conditions in Tehran have influenced children’s play with 
their neighbors. First, the neighborhoods are not as safe because of the increased number of cars, 
and second, neighborhoods are neither socio-economically nor culturally homogenous anymore. 
In North Tehran, there used to be big houses and gardens and quite shaded streets. The few 
families that lived in each neighborhood block, mostly, knew each other well. Now, with the 

                                                 
16 The results excluded time spent at preschool. 
17 Banks have been offering loans and recently credit cards are introduced in Tehran; however, traditionally, families 
provided loans to each other when needed. 
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high prices of real estate, almost all single-residence houses of North Tehran have been replaced 
by low rise or high rise apartment complexes. Not only the streets are unsafe due to increased 
vehicular traffic on each street, but also most of the residences are new in the area. Neighbors do 
not know each other well, and in the once familiar and homogenous neighborhoods, now reside 
strangers with non-homogenous cultures. 

 
Mothers reported a very limited number of pretend play interactions with neighborhood 

children, a pattern that supports Haight et al.’s (1999) position on social ecology of communities, 
and how different community structures encourage different interactions. As they had found, 
middle class families in Taipei did not have strong ties to community and therefore children did 
not play with neighborhood children. In contrast, Middle class Irish-American had strong ties to 
relatives in community, as well as non-relative neighbors and their church; as a result, Irish-
American children had many kin as well as neighborhood and church child play partners.  

 
Through cross-cultural analysis, Siegler, DeLoache, and Eisenberg (2002) suggest that 

parents’ choice of play partners for children is influenced by their cultural values; cultures that 
emphasized independence and autonomy (e.g., European-American) provided peer experiences 
that supported this development; in contrast, cultures such as Japanese or Lebanese-Australians, 
which emphasized interdependence, encouraged children’s interactions with relatives (Conroy, 
Hess, Azuma, & Kashiwagi, 1980a; Goodnow, Cashmore, Cotton, & Knight, 1984b). Mothers in 
this study, similar to the interdependent cultures, provided most support for interaction of 
children with relatives as compared to peers, and appreciated the shared social and moral values 
with own kin. 

 
In this study, many children played with kin, because cultural values supported play with 

relatives, and also many children had relatives living close by or visiting regularly from 
provinces or abroad.  Further studies should investigate whether relative’s predominance as 
pretend play partners is culturally valued across all social classes and living conditions or that it 
is related to parental education, social class, and living environment. Studies on children of other 
socioeconomic backgrounds needs to investigate how cultural values lead to play partner 
selection, who are the available partners for this type of play, and whether play partners are 
predominantly kin groups? 

 
Grownups compared to children play partners. 
 
Summary of findings. Upper middleclass families in Tehran had a larger population of 

grownups than children; consequently, children played more with grownups in their immediate 
family rather than with young relatives. A factor contributing to fewer numbers of children is the 
lower birthrate amongst the upper middleclass. Other factors include massive emigration to 
developed countries by educated young people (the ‘brain drain’) and the common decision to 
have fewer children due to concerns with financial instabilities. 

 
As reported by Population Reference Bureau, subsequent to a major birthrate reduction 

campaign, there are less than two children per family in North Tehran (Roudi-Fahimi, 2002). In 
addition to a lower birthrate, the fewer number of children in North Tehran is related to a 
continuous stream of emigration by upper middle class families to developed countries. This 
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stream of migration is known to have peaked around the onset of the Iran-Iraq War, which began 
in 1980, but has since continued (Iran's brain drain, 2010). In addition to this general high 
emigration rate, a survey by the International Monetary Fund has indicated that Iran has the 
highest rate of brain drain amongst 61 countries in the study; more than 150,000 educated people 
leave the country each year, the majority being young Iranians seeking higher educational 
opportunities in developed countries (Mossayeb & Shirazi, 2007). Upon completing their degree, 
many settle down in the developed country for the prospect of better paying jobs and higher job 
security. From those who settle abroad, some visit relatives in Iran during their holidays. As 
mentioned by mothers in this study, children had aunts, uncles and cousins abroad, and some 
visited during school holidays, when children spent a lot of time with these relatives at a 
grandmother’s house. A few children had also spent a summer abroad with an aunt’s family. 

 
While most families in this study were financially privileged, concern for financial 

demands of higher education in a foreign country was another reason for having fewer children. 
At the time of interviews (Spring 2007), mothers expressed that the recently intensified UN 
Security Council’s sanctions had increased financial pressures and anxieties. A few mothers 
talked of holding dual residencies to ensure higher education opportunities in a developed 
country. Talking about constant concerns of regional instabilities, some of these families had 
prepared for possible emigration anytime the need arose.  

 
Interpretation and implications. In this study, children had more grown up play partners 

than children, but this pattern was not simply a result of greater access to adults. Cross-cultural 
studies show that social agents become play partners when: 1) they are available to play, and 2) 
society’s values encourage their play with children (Gaskins, 1996; Lancy, 1996; Rogoff et al., 
1993). In this study, the grownups that played with the child had made a deliberate choice to play 
and their cultural values had permitted and encouraged this choice.  

 
This higher proportion of grownup play partners to children contrasts with a study of 

three different cultures: low income European-American children in semi-rural areas near 
Chicago, poor African-American children living in Chicago, and a group of village children 
living in Turkey (Göncü et al., 2007) 18.  Both groups of United States children and also the 
Turkish village children played with more children as compared to adults. Both US samples 
played frequently with siblings, cousins and neighborhood children, many African-American 
children played with church children too. Even though these two groups played most frequently 
with other children, they all played with grownups too (e.g., mother, preschool teacher). The 
study on children in a Turkish village showed that play was considered to be children’s activity 
and 67% of Turkish village children were found to play with no adults at all. Middle-class 
Turkish, in contrast, highly valued mother-child play and regularly engaged in play with their 
toddlers (Göncü & Mosier, 1991).  

 
Future studies are needed to investigate whether children of other SES backgrounds in 

Tehran and in smaller cities or villages in Iran have as many grown up pretend play partners who 
are as well relatives. Future studies are also needed to investigate whether preschool teachers 
value and engage in pretend play with children. 
 
                                                 
18 (Göncü, Jain, & Tuermer, 2007) studied children’s partners of pretend, as well as, other types of play.   



PRETEND PLAY IN NORTH TEHRAN 

81 
 

Play partners and mothers’ evaluation. 
 

Summary of findings. In the following, a summary of the characteristics of children’s 
pretend play with their main partners, and mothers’ evaluation of their play is presented. After 
summarizing the findings related to each partner, the interpretations and implications of study are 
included. 

 
Siblings as play partners. On daily basis (excluding the preschool time) siblings were the 

most frequent pretend play partners. Children and all close-aged siblings played daily for 
extended amount of time, in contrast with one-fourth of mothers and fathers that played daily 
with child. As mothers said, siblings’ play was different from parent-child play in various ways; 
first, children did not have other responsibilities and therefore played whole-heartedly for long 
periods of time. Second, children shared similar thoughts, imaginations, and emotions. Mothers 
highly valued sibling and child play for the happiness children experienced and for facilitating 
children’s bonding for a life-time of mutual kinship, friendship and support. Mothers highly 
valued siblings’ building a life-long supportive relation, and thereby, most highly valued their 
bonding through play and expressed distress when siblings bickered.   

 
Cultural studies in many countries have documented considerable variation in the 

character of sibling play. Older siblings in Mexico played pretend with younger siblings and 
guided their play much like American mothers (Farver, 1993). Mexican siblings expressed more 
positive affect during play; in contrast with American siblings’ play, which was characterized by 
frequent discord. Indonesian older siblings guided younger ones through play and shared positive 
affect and encouragement (Farver & Wimbarti, 1995). In this study, siblings who were close in 
age played regularly on their own accord. None of the older siblings were in charge of childcare, 
however, mothers of 3 children mentioned that at times older sibling played voluntarily with 
younger one, and at times they played by mother’s request. 

 
In study of children’s pretend play in North Tehran, children’s play with siblings needs to 

be observed and analyzed for content of play, affect, and style of interaction (dyadic, scaffolding, 
etc.).  The pretend play of siblings in other social classes needs to be investigated too. 

 
Mothers as play partners. Less than half of mothers in this study played regularly with 

the child, and another one quarter of mothers played less frequently. Mothers considered 
themselves as suitable play partners because children learned social and moral values and 
general information during this type of play. About 30% believed in the value of pretend play, 
however, were regretful for not having enough time or patience for this type of play. Only 13% 
believed that any type of mother-child interaction was valuable, not necessarily pretend play. 
Mothers’ occupation status was not related to their play involvement; some of the stay home 
mothers never or seldom played with child and some working mothers played regularly. 
Working mothers mentioned that they usually engaged in themes of pretense while also 
attending to chores in the evenings (mostly while making dinner).  

 
Mothers‘ beliefs and practices, as reported in this study, differed from European 

American families who strongly believed in developmental outcomes of play and mostly 
engaged in regular pretend play with the child (Haight et al., 1999), or African American 
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working mothers who almost all played with the child despite their shortage of time (Göncü et 
al., 2007).  

 
Many cultural studies have shown that mothers’ values regarding pretend play influence 

their level of engagement (Farver & Lee-Shin, 2000; Göncü, 1999; Göncü, Mistry, & Mosier, 
2000b; Haight et al., 1999). In this study, I noticed that while pattern of alignment of values and 
play fit some mothers, other mothers valued mother-child play but did not engage in this type of 
play due to factors such as mother’s mental health, unforeseen tragic events in family, or lack of 
time due to having two close-aged children. Other factors such as children’s ages, gender, and 
birth order also influenced mothers’ frequency of play. Mothers who had two close-aged 
siblings, in particular, found it difficult to play with children; however, they were happy that 
siblings played regularly together. 

 
In study of children’s pretend play in North Tehran, children’s play with mother needs to 

be observed and analyzed for content of play, affect, and style of interaction (dyadic, scaffolding, 
etc.).  The pretend play of mothers in other social classes needs to be investigated too. 

 
Fathers as play partners. In this study, fathers played almost as frequently as mothers. 

They played both late in the evening when they returned from work and during weekends.  
Mothers of both girls and boys highly appreciated father-child play; however, father-son play 
was appreciated for the bonding and also the modeling that took place. Mothers believed father-
son play interactions were essential for boys’ personality formation. Fathers, more than other 
play-partners, engaged in outdoor play with children. Their outdoor play was mostly 
characterized as active play accompanied with elements of pretense, for instance championship 
sports games in which father and child each represented a well-known champion. Fathers, more 
than any other grown up, played children’s favorite themes with them; they played girls’ favorite 
themes with girls, and boys favorite themes with boys. Several mothers were astonished and 
praised fathers’ patience playing with children, especially with their daughters.  

 
Similar to other cultures (Roopnarine & Mounts, 1985; Ross & Taylor, 1989), father’s 

pretend play was characterized by being too active, and rough and tumble. Mothers reported that 
no other play partners played so much rough and tumble with the children. Their most popular 
active play, which involved some elements of pretense, was wrestling; during these wrestling 
plays fathers took the roles of epic heroes, champions, or wild animals. More than any other play 
partner, fathers played with familiar scripts of stories or animations (e.g., Lion King, or story of 
Shangol, Mangol va Habeyeh Angor which is the story of three goat kids eaten by wolf and 
rescued by their mother). Mothers, when children were younger, worried for children’s safety in 
these rough and tumble games, however, did not worry when they were older. 

 
In study of children’s pretend play in North Tehran, children’s play with father needs to 

be observed and analyzed for content of play, affect, and style of interaction (dyadic, scaffolding, 
etc.).  Fathers’ role as play partner in other social groups needs to be investigated as well. 

 
Grandmothers as play partners. For children in this study, grandmothers not only 

frequently played with the child, but also played a major role in their rearing. Grandmothers 
played pretend, active, and rule-based games such as backgammon. They also engaged children 
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in all their activities – for instance, making meatballs or working with a sewing machine. 
Mothers mostly felt safe when children played with grandmother, and they appreciated the social 
learning that took place. A few mothers also appreciated grandmothers for their patience, which 
made children feel at peace during play. Grandmothers were usually visited a few times each 
week, and during these visits the grandmother would take over the childcare. 

 
While more maternal grandmothers engaged in pretend play with the child, both 

grandmothers assisted in child rearing. A few grandmothers took care of children after preschool 
until mother returned from work. Some took the children home for day visits and brought them 
back after dinner, while a few had children over for sleepovers during weekend, and some 
babysat them occasionally at nights so the parents could go out together. When children visited 
or stayed with grandmothers, they not only played with grandmother herself, but also were taken 
to park by grandmother and grandfather, spend time and played with other grandchildren who 
visited, and several were taken to the apartment’s common yard to play with neighbors’ children. 
Unlike mothers who strictly questioned neighbor’s values and cultural homogeneity and were 
cautious and worried when children played with neighbors’ children, grandmothers facilitated 
grandchildren’s play with neighbors. 

 
In cultural studies on children’s pretend play, there is a dearth of data on grandmothers’ 

pretend play, which may result in a misleading assumption that grandmothers are not among the 
main play partners of children. In cultural studies, the percentage of grandmothers who play with 
child is yet to be studied; however, it is a known fact that in US, 23% of preschoolers are in 
grandparents’ care while parents are at work, run errands, or go out together (U.S. Census 
Bureau, 2005). This number is higher for children who live only with father, and also for 
Hispanic families. There is a need for further research on grandmothers’ pretend play with 
children in other social groups in Tehran and also in other countries and cultures.  

 
Cousins as play partners. Besides siblings, cousins were the other group of regular play 

partners of similar age. More children had a cousin, as compared to having a sibling, and many 
children had more than one cousin. Because Iranians value kin and interact regularly with them, 
children and cousins saw each other frequently and bonded. 

 
In this study, mothers had varied opinions of cousins as play partners; play with some 

cousins was considered to be the most beneficial, and play with others as the least beneficial. In 
general, mothers valued play with cousins when children played happily and learned something; 
they disliked bickering, lack of learning, or learning unsuitable social or moral values. In most 
cases, mothers talked highly of children’s play with their sister’s child and felt comfortable 
because of the shared social and moral values of mothers, but a few mothers found themselves in 
a dilemma when they did not approve of their child’s play with a particular cousin, yet felt that  
cousins could not be excluded as play partners.  

 
Another concern of a few mothers was related to children’s sexual curiosities during 

pretend play with cousins of the opposite gender. (Cousins were not the only play partners of 
opposite gender, but children did not develop such intimate relations with preschool friends or 
children of mothers’ friends and did not spend as much time playing together away from 
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grownups.) Further research is needed to investigate children’s pretend play with cousins in other 
social groups in Tehran, and also in other countries and cultures. 

 
Other play partners. In addition to the main play partners; occasionally children played 

with aunts and uncles, children of mothers’ friends, and neighbors. Aunts did not engage in much 
pretend play, but frequently bought gift toys for children and a few uncles played regularly with 
children, and mothers talked about the affection they expressed to the child and their high 
enthusiasm and energy in play.  

 
Overall summary and implications. In this section, summary of mothers’ report on 

children’s main pretend play partners was presented. As discussed, the findings of this study 
suggested that this group of children had more kin play partners than non-kin.  They also had 
more grown up play partners amongst their relatives; children frequently played with parents and 
grandmothers.  Children’s young pretend play partners were mostly siblings or cousins; though, 
some played with children of mothers’ friends and neighboring children. Mothers were only 
supportive of children’s pretend play with partners from similar family and cultural values as 
their own, and play date with children of unknown or different family values were not 
encouraged or accepted. Mothers appreciated good play partners for positive outcomes from the 
play such as children’s happiness, bonding with immediate family, and learning; children’s 
bickering during pretend play or learning of negative values distressed them. 

 
This study was limited to a small group of children in Northern Tehran. Further studies 

need to investigate the play partners of children of other SES groups and their mothers’ 
evaluation of those partners. For all social groups, it should be studied whether children play 
pretend with their preschool teachers. 
  
Content 
 

In this section, I report on children’s frequent themes of play, factors influencing theme 
selection, and mothers’ disliked themes. I also compare the findings with cross-cultural studies, 
and suggest future lines of study for in depth investigations of children’s pretend play themes.   
 

Summary of findings. Based on mothers’ reports, I investigated how gender, culture, 
partner’s interests, and daily life experiences influenced themes. As findings of the study 
suggested, children’s themes of play did not vary by age; however, young children more 
frequently engaged in thematic play.    

 
Gender influenced children’s themes of interest. Girls’ most favorite themes were related 

to Family Care, throwing tea and birthday parties, playing princesses, weddings, and talking on 
the mobile phone about family matters. Boys’ favorite themes were related to adventure, 
weapons, soldiers, police, karate, fire fighters, super heroes, and fixing cars. Boys were more 
interested in themes of animals, and only boys played dinosaurs. Some stories seemed to be 
played by both boys and girls; however, the content differed across genders. For instance, boys 
frequently played stories of rescue in contexts of fantasy and adventure such as Spiderman 
jumping (off a sofa) to save people from dangerous situations; girls at times played rescue; 
however, in the context of care, such as saving babies who had fallen in the sea (from the sofa). 
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Or boys talked on mobile phone urgently calling upon the fire fighters, and girls called baby’s 
pediatrician.  

 
As mothers reported, many themes of children’s play were in a broad way similar to 

themes of play in other countries; however, the Iranian cultural customs became prominent in the 
details and subtleties of play. In particular, when playing with grownups, the influence of culture 
on theme of play became evident. For instance, tea parties are a common and favorite universal 
play theme; however, when a few mothers in this study talked about children’s tea parties 
(Khaleh-bazi), they explained how they used these play contexts for socializing daughters in the 
traditional Iranian style of hospitality. In fact, a few mothers explained how they interchangeably 
played the role of the host and the guest in order to teach how the host should insist on serving 
and how the polite guest should refuse the temptation of accepting all that is offered.  

 
In their pretend themes of play, children frequently played out social norms of behavior 

on their own, and with mothers and grandmothers. Mothers highly valued mother-child and 
grandmother-child’s play for the learning of social norms and values through their pretend play. 
As mothers explained, these social norms encompassed a wide range: eating manners, speech 
manners, respectful interaction with grownups, respecting neighbors by walking quietly in the 
corridors, etc. 

 
Children’s content of play was also influenced by play partners’ interest. In siblings play, 

mothers’ reported that brothers and sisters yielded to each others’ interests in choice of theme 
(e.g. brothers played bride and groom stories, or sisters played Spiderman). However, as data 
showed, sisters yielded more frequently to brothers’ interest and played more fantasy and danger 
themes with them. Both girls and boys, when playing with mothers, mostly played every day 
activity themes. Sons, in their pretend play with mothers, frequently played the role of father, 
husband, teacher, student, and animals who were relatives or friends (e.g., dog and her puppy). 
Fathers mostly played every day activity and family care stories with daughters, however, 
fantasy or danger themes with sons. When fathers played with their son and daughter 
simultaneously, they played more active and adventurous themes. 
 

Some themes of play were related to children’s particular experiences in their city. For 
example, in Tehran, children frequently encountered ticketing policemen and children 
themselves frequently played the role of policemen and ticketed playmates (mostly mother) for 
breaking various driving rules. Another popular theme of play, which typically boys played, was 
playing the role of motorbike deliveryman. Motor bike delivery men are very common on the 
streets of Tehran; to avoid driving in Tehran’s traffic and breathing the polluted air these services 
are employed to deliver food from restaurants and pizzerias, shopping from grocery stores or 
pharmacies, letter from offices or even friends, etc. 

 
As explained by mothers, themes of Western fantasy heroes were more popular than 

Iranian epic ones and only the children whose parents read and retold stories of Iranian epic 
heroes played such themes. The stories that inspired children to play out Iranian heroes were all 
retold from the poetry book named Shah-Nameh (The Book of Kings) (Shahnameh, April 28, 
2010).  As mothers explained, children became fascinated in the characters and stories of Shah-
Nameh after the parents read them the books and retold them the stories.  While only a small 
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number of the children had become familiar with Iranian epic heroes and played their roles, all 
the children in this study watched DVDs of Western fantasy figures and played such themes in 
their pretend play.   

 
Mothers’ strongly disliked themes related to violence. Dislike of violence was mentioned 

consistently by mothers, when talking about their own children’s toys, about other children’s 
toys, and about themes of play. While mothers of younger children usually mentioned that play 
with guns and swords worried them for young children’s safety, they also expressed their 
fundamental disagreement with such contents of play. As some mentioned, our world is already 
filled with violence and we should not encourage it any further. Some mothers, while 
fundamentally disagreed with violence, had come to the realization that boys do not play these 
themes with feelings of violence; rather, they playfully model what they have observed in 
movies and in other children’s play. Other themes of play which were disliked by mothers were 
those related to adult life, for instance, playing bride and groom with someone other than sibling, 
playing themes such as divorce, putting make up on, drinking alcohol, etc. 
 

Interpretation and implications. The findings of this study showed that gender, culture, 
living environment, partner’s interest and type of animations and children’s programs influence 
children’s themes of play.  
 

As to the influence of gender, this study, similar to other cross-cultural studies of play, 
found that children’s themes of play were influenced by gender (Bjorklund & Pellegrini, 2000; 
Gosso et al., 2007; Smith, 2005). In this study, as well as many cross-cultural ones, boys were 
interested in themes which involved gross motor movement (e.g., jumping like Spiderman) 
(Bloch, 1989), and girls were found to be more interested in domestic care, attending to dolls, 
and playing out social activities. Boys were found to be more interested in fantasy and superhero 
themes and girls were interested in themes of household activities (Rubin et al., 1983).  

 
As reported by previous cultural studies on children’s pretend play, based on cultural 

values, certain themes of play are encouraged or discouraged (Haight et al., 1999; Farver et al., 
2000). For instance, as related to mothers and educators’ values and support, Korean American 
children engaged in more themes related to Family Care and Everyday Activities; whereas 
European American children engaged in more themes of Fantasy and Danger in Environment 
(Farver et al., 2000). In this study, it was found that families’ cultural values supported children’s 
engagement in all types of themes because they purchased toys which encouraged and facilitated 
those themes: miniature everyday activity toys (e.g., doctor kit, kitchen sets, tool box), family 
care (e.g., baby dolls and accessories), fantastic themes (e.g., superhero outfit, fairy wands), and 
also danger in environment (e.g., guns and swords). Mothers removed a toy only if they morally 
disagreed with the theme it encouraged, for instance make up kits or guns and swords. Many 
mothers had sanctioned guns and swords after fathers had convinced them that these toys were 
used for adventure or heroism themes, rather than violence, however, most still felt 
uncomfortable when children played with these toys.  

 
Cultural studies had shown that children’s themes of play were influenced by their 

environment and the ensuing styles of living, for instance, children who lived near ocean, more 
frequently played themes related to boating and fishing (Martini, 1994). In this study also, 
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children commonly played themes that were familiar in their environment. For instance, children 
commonly played every day themes related to city life such as the common motorbike 
deliverymen or traffic police. Or unlike children in US, none of the children in this study played 
themes related to mowing the lawn, or unlike children living on islands or by sea-side they never 
played fishing, etc. 

 
As studies have shown, children of different cultures are exposed to different holidays 

and ceremonies, and children play out these traditions in their pretend play, for instance, in India 
children were observed playing out Holi, a traditional Indian celebration (Roopnarine et al., 
1994). In this study, the most frequently played cultural ceremony was the celebration of 
Nowruz, which is the Iranian New Year. The pretend celebration was mostly played out around 
the time of New Year and discontinued until the preparations of the following years’ celebrations 
began.  

  
Various cultural studies have shown that children play differently with different partners, 

for example, they more commonly engage in themes which involve rough and tumble when 
playing with fathers (Roopnarine & Mounts, 1985; Ross & Taylor, 1989). Similar to studies in 
other cultures, in this study, father-child pretend play was characterized by more rough and 
tumble, as compared to mothers’. Fathers played rough and tumble themes more with boys as 
compared to girls. 

 
Future studies are needed to investigate the themes of play of children of diverse 

socioeconomic backgrounds in Tehran, and to investigate mothers’ values in that regard.  Also, 
in future studies, beside mothers’ reports, naturalistic observations are needed for investigating 
the details of children’s themes. 

 
Social Function 

 
Social function of play refers to how a culture values pretend play, for instance, what are 

the valued outcomes of play. In order to investigate mothers’ view on social function of pretend 
play, I studied their responses to various questions. For instance, the outcomes attributed to 
children’s play with major play partners, perceived rationale on why children engaged in this 
type of play, possible consequences of play deprivation, and possible negative outcomes of this 
type of play. I also investigated mothers’ opinion on changes in children’s amount of play in the 
past 3 decades. In order to gain insight in mothers’ evaluation of pretend play, I investigated their 
preschool goals and whether they appreciated pretend play in preschool as contributing towards 
achieving these goals. 

 
I summarize mothers’ view on the social function of pretend play, compare the findings 

with that of other cultures, and suggest future lines of research.  
 
Summary of findings. Through analysis of mothers’ responses to open-ended questions, 

three main valued outcomes of play were identified: bonding with relatives, having a fulfilling 
and enjoyable time, and learning social norms and values. Mothers also highly valued the 
development of creativity and imagination; although, they did not consider these functions to be 
the primary outcomes of pretend play. More than any other group of play partners, mothers 
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appreciated siblings and father-child play; the former for the bonding and happiness and the 
latter for the bonding, happiness and modeling which took place. They also appreciated mother-
child play for the social and informational learning outcomes; grandmother-child play for the 
learning of social manners and peaceful and happy nature of interactions; and cousin-child play 
for happiness and learning.  

 
Mothers highly valued the learning of moral and social values during pretend play. While 

they had different, and at many times interchangeable, definitions for these two values, in 
general, they talked of principles such as truthfulness in speech and action, respecting elders, 
cleanliness, and proper eating manners. Since mothers placed importance on the learning of 
society’s moral values and accepted social norms of behavior during pretend play, they highly 
appreciated play with any partner that contributed to learning of moral and social norms and 
were critical of the contrary.  

 
 Mothers attributed various motives to children’s engagement in pretend play. The most 

attributed motives were related to either social or cognitive reasons, for instance, children’s 
desire for playing the role of grownups, playing the role of stronger people, playing out 
creativity, or playing out imagination. Several mothers talked about children’s feelings and 
emotions, and expressed that children were inclined to play pretend because of the fulfillment 
experienced during this type of play. A few mothers of older preschoolers also talked about the 
learning that took place during pretend play. Even though mothers attributed different motives to 
children’s desire to play pretend, more than anything, they talked of children’s interest in role-
play.  

 
Contemplating the consequences of play deprivation, majority talked about adverse 

effects on children’s development, for instance, on social development, creativity, or 
psychological and emotional well-being. Several considered these adverse effects to be long 
lasting, influencing not only childhood, but also causing adulthood imbalances and 
maladjustments. They believed that every stage of life demands certain experiences, and that 
childhood is a time to play and interact with other children. In their view, when childhood is not 
lived normally and children are deprived of play and interaction with other children, they will 
develop imbalances with long-lasting effect. A few mothers, in contrast, believed that children 
use their creativity and engage in pretend play even in the absence of time, toys, and child play 
partners.  

 
As to possible negative outcomes of pretend play, a few mothers thought of none, while 

others thought of three possibilities: 1) modeling negative values (e.g., violence, immoral or 
socially unacceptable behavior), 2) modeling dangerous activities (e.g., flying like Superman), 
and 3) becoming too absorbed in imagination. As to becoming too absorbed in imagination, 
mothers were worried that child may confuse reality and imagination and live an undue amount 
of time in an imaginative world. Many mothers mentioned that they had never encountered or 
contemplated this idea until they were asked during the interview; while several mentioned that 
they had encountered a negative outcome, though, not frequently. 

 
During interviews, mothers frequently contrasted pretend play with educational and 

outdoor play. Mothers valued educational play for the conceptual learning, outdoor play for off-
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loading excess energy, and pretend play for the joy and fulfillment, social learning and 
development of creativity and imagination. During interviews, for instance, when I inquired 
about mother-child pretend play, several said that they played both pretend and ‘educational 
plays.’ Only a few said that they did not spend any time in pretend play, however, they engaged 
in ‘educational plays’ (e.g. playing domino or board games such as Chute and ladder) with their 
children. Educational play referred to games that were directed towards learning a specific 
concept or information. In this study, mothers’ expressions indirectly contrasted the learning 
outcomes of educational and pretend play.  

 
While discussing the social function of play, I found it important to investigate changes 

in children’s amount of play during the past decades. Comparing children’s play time with their 
own, more mothers believed that they spent more time playing all types of play. The reasons 
were mostly related to having had more same-age play partners, free time, and open play space. 
Mothers had more free time during their childhood because they watched less TV, did not attend 
enrichment classes at preschool age, and less frequently accompanied their mother outside home. 
As to comparing pretend playtime of mothers and children, mothers were divided in almost two 
equal groups, half believed that mother played more pretend and other half the opposite. 
According to mothers, because of having more creative and diverse themes, some children 
nowadays play more pretend than their mothers did; these creative and diverse themes are 
consequences of watching more movies and animations on video and having more social 
interactions in the company of adults. This group of mothers believed that children’s main 
inspiration for themes of play were from children’s movies and video recordings, and also social 
interactions.  

 
Investigating mothers’ preschool goals and expectations, I asked them to select their most 

important outcome. The majority either marked learning moral values, or learning social norms 
of behavior; highlighting the importance of learning moral values for the older preschoolers, and 
learning proper social behavior for the younger. Only for a few mothers the highest goal was 
related to development and learning through play. The majority of mothers appreciated preschool 
play when it was directly designed by teachers and was used as contexts for learning the material 
children had to learn.  Mothers highly valued preschool time for providing children an 
opportunity to spend time with other children; however, did not value too much engagement in 
undirected, free play. 

 
Interpretation and implications. The social functions of play, as expressed by mothers 

in this study, had similarities and differences with functions reported in studies of other cultures. 
Korean American mothers, for instance, considered pretend play a pleasurable activity in 
preparation to study and learn (Farver, 1995). Mothers in the present study realized the value of 
pretend play as a pleasurable, yet indispensible childhood activity, which its lack during 
childhood would lead to developmental maladjustments at childhood and later stages of life. In 
addition to being a pleasurable activity, mothers appreciated this play for the learning of social 
norms, manners, and skills, and the increased creativity and imagination. Similar to the Korean 
American mothers who did not appreciate an early childhood educational program that allowed 
ample time for free play of children’s own choice; the Iranian mothers preferred play-based 
instruction at school and plenty of free play time at home. 
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European American mothers consider play to result in learning and comprehensive 
development on its own (Farver, 1995). Similarly, in this study also, I found that Iranian mothers 
appreciated play for its learning outcomes, though mostly emphasized on the social 
developmental outcomes of play and the increased creativity and imagination. In Tehran, a 
preschool similar to Western developmental preschools with plenty of free time for engagement 
in activity of choice in unheard of. The findings of this, as to mothers’ developmental 
expectations from preschools, can be very helpful in planning early childhood curriculums in 
Tehran. 

 
The findings of this study, in a limited way, were comparable with Haight et al.’s (1999) 

description of Chinese mothers’ play which focused on teaching the accepted social norms and 
codes of respectful behavior (Fung, 1994) Similar to the Chinese mothers, these Iranian mothers 
used the play context for teaching acceptable and unacceptable social norms. These mothers’ 
play with their children were different from Chinese in two respects: first, in contrast to Chinese 
mothers, Iranian mothers allowed children to introduce most themes of play; second, on the 
contrary to Chinese who mostly used their social norms as play objects, Iranian mothers used 
both practiced social norms and toys. 

 
Future research is needed to investigate the cultural view of middle and working class 

families on the social function of pretend play.  
 
Closing Remarks 

 
In these closing remarks, I share a few points on research conditions in Tehran and 

acknowledge the related shortcomings of my dissertation research. This study on the pretend 
play of a group of 38 upper middle class children of North Tehran is the first to delineate their 
cultural play practices. Searching through previous studies on young children in Tehran, I 
realized that most early childhood studies were experimental and used Western psychological 
questionnaires or measurements. I was unable to locate any related qualitative or observational 
studies on the children of Tehran. I believe that this study served as a useful first step in research, 
however, since it was limited to the scope of a dissertation research, there is more to study in 
future research undertakings. In the discussion section, I have suggested relevant future studies 
on children’s pretend play. 

 
In conducting the study, my greatest regret was that I could not adhere to my study plans 

for studying both upper middle and working class families. In Tehran, I realized there were no 
private preschools in the working class neighborhoods to approach on my own for recruiting 
participants. Most preschools were on-site government childcare for the employees, such as 
Quran preschools (Mahd-eh-Quran which were usually for shorter hours and children studied 
Quran along with arts and crafts and story time), or government supported Shaahed preschools 
which provided childcare to the families of veterans. Research in public preschools required 
special permit from government, and the process for acquiring the permit took longer than my 
stay. I made several visits to a working class community in South Tehran, and found every visit 
to be heartwarming and welcoming. I was touched by the curious looks of the groups of small 
and big children, who unaccompanied by adults, were playing on neighborhood streets. Driving 
in South Tehran, I was impressed by the many bigger and better parks and public recreational 
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areas, and I also noticed high quality public gyms, pools and spas created by the government. 
North and South Tehran, as any visitor can immediately notice, are in many regards culturally 
diverse. Therefore, it would be valuable to conduct a comparable study on children’s pretend 
play in South Tehran.  

 
Another change in my study plan was that I had initially planned to observe children in 

their houses and record mother-child play interactions. However, none of the mothers 
volunteered to be observed and videotaped during play interactions with child.  This was despite 
the fact that cameras and camcorders were ubiquitous in Tehran, and people constantly took 
photos or shot videos with their cell phones or camcorder in private and public spaces. As I 
realized, these families valued privacy and did not like a stranger to make recordings in their 
houses. For the same reason, of valuing privacy, arranging the first interviews was straining and 
close to impossible. After a few interviews, mothers placed trust in me, and I received more and 
more referrals; towards the end of my stay there were more interview possibilities from more 
diverse social groups, though regretfully my return plans were not alterable.  
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Appendix A: Goals of Interview 
 

Pretend play: A cultural study of children’s engagements and mothers’ values 
 
Behnaz Heroabadi Shahidi 
Ph.D. Candidate 
Graduate School of Education 
University of California 
Berkeley, CA  94704 
Local telephone number: (021)xxxx-xxxx 
 

Children play in different ways; one type of play is pretend play. In this study, all the 
questions we ask are related to pretend play-- when the child pretends to be someone else, uses 
something and pretending it to be something else, or pretending to be somewhere she really is 
not. For instance, a child pretends to be a bus driver, or another child pretends to be a mother. 
My child has never been fishing, but she always sits on bench pretend-fishing. 
 

The following are things I like to know about pretend play of children, and therefore, I 
have already prepared a set of questions about these: 
 
I- What is your child’s daily routine? 

• What does the child do? How frequently plays? What activity is valued by mother? 
 

II- Who plays with your child? 
• Who plays with the child? How frequently? 
• What mother appreciates about these playmates and what she does not? 

 
III- Where does the child play? 

• Where does the child play? Is mother happy about it? Anything unsuitable? 
 
IV-  What does the child play with? 

• What does the child play with and how does mother feel about child’s use of it? 
• Anything she appreciates in particular? Anything she does not? 

 
V- What does mother think about play? 

• What is the purpose of play? 
• Should mothers play with child or not? Why?  

 
VI- What stories are played out? 

• What stories the child plays out? Where has the child learnt those stories from? 
• Does mother appreciate these stories? Any stories the mother does not like? 
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Appendix B: Interview protocol  
   

1.1 I am interested in talking about your life with ………(child's name). Please tell me about 
your daily routine, from the time s/he wakes up.  

Usually, when does s/he wake up? 

What does s/he do during the day?  

What does s/he do in the afternoons and evenings?  

Do you have a bedtime routine?    

 
Every day 

5-6 days 
a week 

3-4 days a 
week 

1-2 days 
a week 

Never 

Day care       
Park       
Visiting relatives       
Relatives coming to your visit       
Playing alone       
Playing with other       
Books       
TV       
Computer Games       
Painting       
Going along with mom running 
errands  

     

Helping mother at home       
Participating in classes       
Other      
      
      
      
      
      
 
1.3 Here are a few questions on what are the mothers’ expected developmental outcomes of 
preschool: 

 

  Very 
important 

Important 
Of some 

importance 
Not 

important 
 Singing ABC song in English      



PRETEND PLAY IN NORTH TEHRAN 

99 
 

 Knowing the sounds of English 
alphabet  

    

 Writing English Alphabet      
 Learning English conversation      
 Learning to sing Farsi alphabet      
 Learning to write Farsi alphabet      
 Learning verses of Quran      
 Learning proper moral value      
 Learning proper social behavior      
 Learning proper eating manners      
 Learning to eat a variety of foods      
 Spend time, interact and play with 

other children  
    

 Interact with adults other than mother 
and close relatives  

    

 Learning to follow adults’ instruction      
 Learning gymnastics      
 Learning dance      
 Learning music      
 Learning clay      
 Learning painting      
 Learn about physical world through 

play  
    

 Increase creativity through play      
  

1.4- (Look at the answers at the above grid and ask the mother to select the three most important 
expected outcomes from preschool and write it down in the left hand column. Point to the three 
which she has marked and ask her to select the single most important).  

   

1.5- Consider the following scene: Your child is playing with a few other children. They have set 
a table and few seats and running a pretend store. They have gathered a few boxes of food and 
some toys and are selling these to each other. They have asked an older sibling or parent to make 
some pretend money too and they pay each other when they shop: 

In your view, what are children learning in this play (you can mark as many of the following 
answers as seems relevant):  

� Experience and learn a shop keeper’s perspective  

� Experience and learn a shopper’s perspective  

� Learn social rules of interaction  
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� Work on literacy skills  

� Gain interest in literacy  

� Improve their speech  

� Improve their mathematics  

1.6 Imagine your child’s preschool teacher will ask you to choose three activities for your child’s 
preschool class. From each of the following pairs of activities you can choose one. Mark the 
activity of your choice:  

�Either: Free play with sand and water  

�Or: Music  

 

�Either: Finger painting (will require extra clothes)  

�Or: English  

  

�Either: Free painting  

�Or: Gymnastics  

 

1.7--There are three types of preschool (explain each):  

1- Learning based (children mostly sit at the table and study)  

2- Play based (children mostly play and learn through playing)  

3- Learning through play (teacher has set up the play environment for specific planned learning.) 
      

Which one do you prefer for your child and why? 
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 PRETEND PLAY    

(Goal I. continued) Purpose of following questions: establish what is meant by pretend play. 
Establish that child engages in pretend play and that the mother has noticed it. )   

Say to mother: Some parents say that their child engages in pretend play—some children pretend 
to be someone else, for instance, the mother of a boy said that the child always pretends to be a 
bus driver or another mother said that her child pretends to be a mother and always feeds and 
attends to baby dolls. Some parents say their child uses objects as if it is something else, for 
instance, a boy used to line up spoons on the ground saying the cars are all parked! I know of 
children who pretend to be somewhere they really are not, for instance, there was a child who 
was sitting in the house pretending to be fishing.  

I.8) Have you ever seen your child pretending to be someone else? Can you give an example of 
what she pretends to be?  

I.9) Have you ever seen your child pretend an object to be something else? Can you give an 
example of what she pretends it to be?  

I.10) Has your child ever pretended to be at some other place where in reality s/he is not? Can 
you give an example?  

From now on, all our questions are regarding pretend play. So, whenever we are talking about 
play, we are just talking about pretend play.  

(Find out dominant themes of play. Find out themes of play which are unique to this group of 
Iranian children.)  

Now, I would like to ask a few questions about the themes of your child’s play:  

2.1 ) The following are some of the themes we have heard that children play. By any chance, 
have you observed your child engage in pretend play with any of these themes? Please mark the 
frequency of your child's engagement: frequently, sometimes, rarely, never (Note to interviewer: 
Show the columns by pointing to them).  

 frequently sometimes rarely never 
Caring 
 Cooking     
Caretaking     
Mother-child     
Going to work     
Examples:     
     
     
Violence     
Fighting enemy     
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Soldier     
Police     
Weapons     
Political demonstration     
     
Animals     
Type of animal:      
     
     
Daily Routines 
Examples:     
     
     
     
Transportation 
Type of transportation:     
     
     
     
     
Fantasy Figures 
Spiderman     
Superman     
Batman     
Cinderella     
Other Disney princesses     
Other western heroes     
Iranian epic heroes     
Saints     
Social leaders     
Other:     
Adventure 
Help/rescue     
Fire-fighting     
Other:     
Music 
Type of musical activity:      
Other     
Adult deviant activities 
Smoking     
Other     
Social relationships 
Neighbors     
Relatives     
Friends     
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Other     
Constructive play 
Blocks     
Lego     
Tents     
Making house with cushion, 
blanket, etc 

    

Other     
Holidays 
Parties     
Nowruz     
Charshanbeh souri     
Religious sofreh     
Ashore tasoaa     
Other (add birthday)     
 
 

(Mother’s values)  

2.2) From where, do you think, your child picks up the stories she plays out?   2.3) Does she ever 
play stories that you wonder from where has she learnt it? Can you please give an example? 

(Section III- Who plays with the child?)  

3.1) Does your child engage in pretend play with: 

 
Yes - everyday 

Yes—few times 
a week 

Yes-few times 
a month 

No--Never 

Older sibling      
Younger sibling      
Mother      
Father      
Maternal Grandparents      
Paternal grandparents      
Cousins      
Neighbors      
Other      
 

(As the mother is telling you who the playmates are, jot down each name or relation on an index 
card--in preparation for Q 3-6) 
 
   3.2) If the child plays with Sibling: When playing pretend, are there some stories that you 
appreciate when they play it together? Are there stories that disturb you when they play together?  
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   3.3) If plays with father: When playing pretend, are there some stories that you appreciate 
when they play it together? Are there stories that disturb you when they play together?  

 3.4) In general, whom do you consider to be a suitable playmate for your child?  

 3.5) Do you think to yourself, "I wish my child had another playmate?"  

Who, do you think, that playmate could be?  

(What makes you think s/he needs another playmate?)  

3.6)-On these cards, I have jotted down the names of your child's playmates. Please take a look 
at these cards and tell me if this is a complete list of the people your child engages in PRETEND 
PLAY with?  

A- Now, we want to put these cards in an order, depending on the amount of time your child 
spends playing with each of these playmates. Let’s put the index card with the names of the ones 
s/he most frequently plays with up here, and then, put the ones that s/he plays less frequently 
below. So when we have put all the cards in order, here (show further away) is the name of the 
person your child most frequently plays with, and here (show close to the edge of the table) is the 
one s/he less frequently plays with. You can take your time thinking about it and putting them in 
order.  

B-Most mothers think that playing is beneficial for kids, though, they have different reasons for 
thinking that play is beneficial. Do you think that pretend play is beneficial for kids?  

 (Note to interviewer: Shuffle the cards and say:) Now we want to put these cards in another 
order. This time, we want to know, in your opinion, playing with which playmate is most 
beneficial--for whatever reason you consider it to be beneficial. In fact, you may think that 
playing with one playmate is beneficial in one regard, and playing with another playmate is 
beneficial in another regard. Now again, please put the cards in order, from the playmates you 
consider MOST beneficial to least. (Note to interviewer: with a gesture show the direction of 
setting cards from most to least. As the person puts each card down in place ask what the mom 
considers to be the benefit of playing with this playmate.)  

 C- Now, one last time, we want to put these cards in order. Now, please think, who do you feel 
most comfortable when you child is playing with and Why?  

And now, put the cards in order, from the one you feel most comfortable with to the one that you 
feel least comfortable with. (Note to interviewer: make sure to inquire the reason for comfort or 
discomfort.) 

Location of play 

(Goal 4: Purpose: Finding out where does the child play)  
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4.1) Where does the child most frequently pretend play with ….? (ask only if plays everyday or 
few times a week with them) 
Alone   
Siblings   
Mother   
Father   
Maternal 
Grandparents  

 

Paternal 
Grandparents  

 

Cousins   
Neighbors   
other   
 
 
4.2) (ask only if frequently plays with). What do like about this place (note: name the locations 
that child engages in pretend play)?  

4.3) Is there anything about this place that you don’t like or would have liked differently?  

4.4) Where do you consider to be an ideal place for a child's play?  

Play Materials    

(Goal V: Finding out about materials used for play and mother’s values)  

Now I have a few questions about the things your child plays with: 5.1) What are your child’s 
favorite play materials? These could be toys or other objects that your child likes to play with.  

(NOTE to interviewer: write down the name of each object on an index card. TO make sure your 
list is complete, after the mother names the list of child's play materials, you can go over the 
section on themes of play and find out if the mother has remembered all of the child's play. for 
instance, if mother has mentioned that child very frequently plays the role of police officer, now 
ask mom if the child uses any materials for playing the role of police officer or not. )  

5.2) Who usually buys toys for your child?  

5.3) What are the occasions you buy toys for the child? Special occasions like birthday/new year, 
or any time it comes up?  

5.4) Has your child ever received toys that you didn't feel comfortable with it?  

5.5) Have you ever seen your child, or other child, play with objects that makes you upset? What 
were those things and why did you get upset?  
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5.6) On these index cards, I have the names of your child's favorite play materials --toys or other 
objects that s/he likes to play with. Is this a complete list of the materials your child uses for 
pretend play?  

 A--Now, please put these cards in order, from the ones s/he uses most, to ones she uses least. 
(NOTE to interviewer: with a gesture of hand show where to the start and end putting the cards.)  

B-- Now, we want to put these cards in another order. We want to put them in order from the 
ones that you consider most beneficial, to the ones you consider least beneficial, and we want to 
know why each is considered more or less beneficial. You may have different reasons for 
considering each beneficial or not. (NOTE: as she is putting the cards in order make sure to write 
why she considers each to be more or less beneficial.)   

 C--Now, one last time, we want to put these cards in order, for the level of comfort you feel. We 
may consider a play material beneficial or not beneficial for our child. But another thing is that, 
sometimes we feel comfortable about our child playing with some things, and not comfortable 
playing with other things. Some mothers have even mentioned that, for various reasons, they 
don't feel comfortable when their child plays with toys which are considered very 
developmental. Could you please put these cards in order, for ones you feel most comfortable to 
least, and please say why?   

(Goal VI: Mother’s values and beliefs about pretend play)    

Now, I want to ask a few questions, related to what you think about pretend play:  

6.1) Why do you think children engage in pretend play? (If she talks about a developmental 
value of play, ask specific questions to find out what aspect of development is she talking about 
(cognitive, social, physical, etc?)  

6.2) (if not a clear advocate of play): Do you think children should engage in pretend play?  

6.3) I know some children hardly ever play pretend. Some children, even four years olds, for 
instance, have to help parents in household chores and they don’t get much chance to play 
pretend play. What do you think is the consequence of such situation?  

6.4) Have you sometimes watched children’s pretend play, that has made you upset? Or that you 
didn’t feel comfortable about that play? What was bothering you?  

6.5) Are there any types of pretend play that you think could be harmful in any way?    

6.6) Some mothers think that mothers should engage in pretend play with children and some 
don’t think so. Do you think mothers should play with children? Why yes/no? (Find out her 
reasons).    

6.7) Do you engage in pretend play with your child, for instance, you be someone else, someone 
you really are not, and imagine using objects in a way they are not in reality?  
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6.8) (If play pretend together:) Can you tell me an example of a play you and your child played 
together—what was the story you were playing together?    

6.9) If you play together, who introduces the topic of play?  

(Goal VI (continued) To find out, what sources shape mother’s belief system)  

6.10) Now, I just have a question about the ways that you have learnt about children and their 
development:  

A-- Do you use any of these resources for asking 
questions, or for learning about child development or 
issues? 

B) Which ones, 
do you think, 
have provided 
you with good 
information and 
advice? 

C) Which one of 
these resources 
you value most? 
Please mark the 
top three by 
numbering them 
1, 2, and 3. 

 Yes no   
Your mother      
Pediatrician      
Books      
TV/Radio      
journals      
Other mothers      
Internet      
Blog-chat      
other...........      
 
 
 And here are the last questions:  

6.11) Do you think, whether you played more pretend play at childhood, or your son/daughter 
does? (Why do you think so?)  

6.12) Do you think, whether you played more--any type of play-- at your childhood, or your 
son/daughter does? (Why do you think so?)  

Now, my questions are finished. Is there any point you want to add in regard to children's 
pretend play? 

If, after this interview, you wanted to add anything to our talk about children's play, you can call 
or email me at these telephone numbers or the email address (show it on the consent form). At 
the end, I just have a few personal questions, please respond if you feel comfortable responding 
to.  
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Demographics  

Boy �       Girl �                         

Age (date of birth): 

Brothers/Sisters  

1- Brother  �         Sister      �                 Age:  

2-Brother   �        Sister       �                 Age:  

3-Brother   �        Sister      �                  Age:     

Mothers' education:  

Mother's Occupation  

Mother's age:  

Father's education:  

Father's Occupation  

Father's age:  
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Appendix C: Consent to Participate in Research 
 

Pretend play: A cultural study of children’s engagements and mother’s values 
 
Behnaz Heroabadi Shahidi 
Ph.D. Candidate 
Graduate School of Education 
University of California 
Berkeley, CA  94704 
Local telephone number: (021)xxxx-xxxx 
 

Hello, my name is Behnaz Heroabadi Shahidi.  I am a student in the Department of 
Education at the University of California, Berkeley in the United States of America. I am 
interested in studying children’s pretend play, and studying what Iranian mothers think about the 
pretend play of their children. 

 
I am interested to hear about your child’s play, such as, where she plays, with whom she 

mostly plays, what she plays with and what are the stories that she likes to pretend and play out. I 
also want to know what you like about your child’s play and if there are things about children’s 
play which you do not favor. 

 
You are invited to participate in this study because you have a child between 3.5 to 4.5 

years of age, and this study looks at the play of children in this age range. I would like to 
interview you by using a list of questions that I have prepared.  I will go through the questions 
one by one and ask you to respond to them.  It may take us up to an hour to go through all of the 
questions. I will audiotape our conversation, and will keep the tape to myself.  

 
Some mothers ask if participating in this study will cause any harm or have any gain. I 

cannot think of anything that will upset or harm you or your child.  Also, you don’t gain 
anything, except that you may get a chance to think about your child’s play. If for any reason at 
any point you feel like discontinuing our conversation, please let me know and we will 
immediately stop the interview.  

 
Please know that what you tell me will remain confidential. I will talk to others about 

what I learned from you, but I will never use you or your child’s name when I discuss our 
conversation. I will write up what you tell me in our interview so that if I conduct future studies I 
will have some useful information to compare with.  Again, please know that I will keep yours 
and your child’s identity anonymous.  I would also like to take some photos of children playing 
with toys and capture the ways in which they play with them and the places in which they play 
with these toys. If it is okay with you that I take photos of your child’s play, please let me know.  

 
I will leave you a copy of this form, and on it, you can find a number to reach me if you 

have any questions. In addition, if after our interview, you think of other interesting things to 
share about your child’s pretend play, you can call me and tell me those things. 

 
Are you willing to start our interview now? 
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Appendix D: Mother’s perceptions on children’s underlying reason to play pretend  
 

The following is summary of each mother’s response to the question asking, “Why do you think 
children engage in pretend play?” 
 

• I have not really studied this subject, but I think it’s natural to this age, and they play the 
part of that other person to sense how it feels like. 

• They like to be like grownups. My son likes to imitate his father and my daughter is very 
interested in playing make up games. 

• To play out their creativity and imagination, to fulfill unattainable desires, and to 
practice daily living. They model us during play. 

• They learn a lot of interesting things through pretend play. The play is child’s own 
creativity.  

• Even when they watch Disney cartoons and play it out, they learn a lot from playing out 
that Disney cartoon. 

• To experience and feel being in the role of grown up. It is very fulfilling for them to feel 
being a grown up. 

• They do modeling, place themselves in other situations. I think at this age they model 
parents and teachers. As they grow up, they may not care about modeling us anymore, 
but now they do. 

• They get closer to their realm of creativity; they get closer to their inner inclinations. 
• They have a sense of curiosity to imagine themselves as the other person they see in 

daily life 
• To put his feet in that other person’s shoe (the ones that he is playing their role) 
• To imagine, to see oneself as that other person. They like to experience grow ups' 

profession just like them 
• For their creativity. To imagine and see oneself as that other person. 
• To show their strength and abilities to themselves and to others. 
• There is no limit to what they can do; they can create whatever they want to. They gain 

new ideas. 
• To place themselves where they wish to be. For instance, a girl may wish to be a mother, 

or a boy may wish to be Superman and fly. 
• They like something or some theme and they play it out. 
• They like to image one as of those they like; they like to play their role. 
• They completely experience a role. They feel in charge in that position. 
• It expresses their creativity. The more creative the child, the more pretend play they do.  
• They easily express whatever they wish to express. They live their dreams like reality. 

During their play, their dream is as real as reality to them. I think pretend play is very 
good, because they practice certain things, for instance, being a teacher, being a student, 
or being a mother. They learn when they watch a movie about jungles or sea, and then 
they play it out. 

• Maybe in her imagination, she can experience whatever role she is taking. They imagine 
playing a greater role that they actually are. 

• To let the emotions out fully; they play out their wishes and dreams. 
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• They express all their experiences and emotions in this type of play. They show their 
interests, their happiness or sadness during play. 

• They want to imitate the grown-ups. They want to experience it. Maybe, they want to do 
real grown-up things, but because they cannot do it, they role-play it. 

• A role or a character leaves an impression on them and they want to live that, but since 
they can not really live that role, they pretend play it. Whatever has left an impression on 
them will be used as a symbol for play. 

• To put themselves in someone else's shoe. And this way they will have a playmate to 
play with when alone (i.e., imaginary playmate). They like to experience being a grown 
up. 

• To experience and experiment life, to realize their imaginations, it brings about mental 
and social development. 

• To try out different roles and to experience how they feel playing those roles. They learn 
things that are needed to be known in future. 

• From young age, they experience future in a symbolic way. They model grow ups, and 
in this way, they get to use their experiences. 

• They always like to play the role of those who are good, great and strong. They like to 
be Spiderman for instance, because everyone likes Spiderman. Or they want to be 
Rostam19, because he was strong. 

• They like to play out their dreams and unattainable things. 
• Their imagination is stronger and they can still not distinguish thoughts from 

imaginations. 
• For creativity, to practice social relations, and to practice whatever they are doing, to 

establish that, to offload access energy, and it is good pastime. 
• Their mind is open and they try different roles. They play out their creativity. 
• Through their play, they show us their realities. For instance, what are they pleased with 

and what are they displeased with.  I find out many things from their plays. For instance, 
when he plays the role of the teacher, I find out a lot about his teacher's behavior. 

• Whatever they have seen or heard, they take that role and assume that other person's 
character. In childhood, whatever I had seen and couldn't be in real, I played it in 
pretend. 

• Some characters are liked by all, so they want to be like them. They see that these 
characters are great and heroic and they want to play the same role. 

• To experience and experiment life, to realize their imaginations, it brings about mental 
and social development. 

• To try out different roles and to experience how they feel playing those roles. They learn 
things that are needed to be known in future. 

 
 
 

                                                 
19 Rostam is a hero of the Persian epic Shahnameh. 
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Appendix E: Mother’s perceptions on consequences of pretend play deprivation 
 

The following is short summary of each mother’s opinion as to the consequences of pretend 
play deprivation during childhood: 
 

• It will have negative effect on child. 
• It is better to be kids and do kids play and not want to do what grownups have to do. 
• Pretend play is part of child's development and deprivation will definitely cause 

developmental problems later on. 
• I think children always play. Even if they don't have time and toy, they create a toy by 

picking up a stick and pretending it to be a doll, and they play while they are doing 
whatever they have to do. 

• I think children always play. Even in that environment when they are helping with the 
chores they make it feel like playing. 

• It’s very bad and it will create social and mental problems for them later on. And when 
they don't play, another problem is that they don't get to be as much with other children. 

• They have not fully lived childhood, and then will regret it when they grow up. 
• Everything in life should be done at the right age, otherwise the adverse effects will stay 

with the person all life. It will create complexes. 
• Yes, I think it will cause damage on their personality development. But, on the other 

hand, these children also learn some other kind of things through play. 
• They will live childhood and live grow ups' life sooner than they should. 
• They will learn some other thing. What they do will replace the value of play for them. 
• It is better for kids to play. Play improves their imagination and social relations. Play 

also increases their general information. If parents are learned and play with child, the 
child will learn all that. 

• It becomes a problem when they don’t live the childhood. They become mature too 
early, without living the stages they should. They have not experienced the creativity 
and thoughts and dreams of childhood---they have just leaped over it. 

• I think play has its own value, but children who have to work learn to be more 
responsible. 

• It is nothing we can predict. Sometimes it has bad effect and sometimes it has positive. I 
have personally known people who were so poor they didn't have any toys, but when 
they grew up they become very successful individuals. 

• Yes, when playing they learn new things, but when they do daily chores they just learn 
that one thing. 

• What you are asking is about time-deprivation. Because toy deprivation is not an issue, 
because the child will make a toy out of anything. When children don't have time to 
play, they don't experience childhood. At young age they start experiencing real life. 
They are forced to accept any situation. 

• I think those children will do their chores just like a play. For a 4 year old everything she 
does is like playing and is useful to her. 

• If they don’t live childhood, something will be always missing in their life. 
• They have not lived childhood and this will lead to some complex--even if they will not 

know why did they develop this complex. 
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• Their emotional development will be less, they will have more roughness. 
• If don't play, they will be only living the grownups life. Child develops through play. 
• They face real life problems too early and experience hardship early in life. They grow 

up too early, but this will make toughen and roughen their spirit. 
• These children, who will not have toys, will use their creativity for building symbols. 

maybe those children become even more creative. Maybe all these toys turn out to 
hamper creativity in some way and not having toys will make creative in forming their 
own symbols creatively. 

• They will lose their childhood and this will create a vacuum. 
• I think, as grownups, they will not be as strong (in nerves). It will negatively influence 

their creativity and social relations too. 
• Because they have not lived their childhood, it will have a very negative effect on their 

nerves and psyche when they grow up. It has a very negative effect on their personality 
development which will manifest later in life. 

• They have to live their own age. Otherwise, older in life they will have psychological 
problems. 

• If one doesn't live any stage of life, the lack will remain and will have negative 
consequences. For instance, I knew a lady in her mid 40s who had married very young, 
and now, at this age, she is acting so strange, as she wants to live that missing age now. 

• Child will be less happy and creative. 
• I have not reached the experience to know the answer. I don't know what the difference 

is? I see that the children of my mother's maid, that at their childhood they either helped 
their mom cleaning up our house, or just sat down and waited for mother to do the 
cleaning up, have grown up very normal and have become educated too. These children 
of my mother's maid visit us every New Year, and I see they have grown up very well 
and normal. I am very happy that our children get to play a lot, but sometimes i think 
that the children of our maid, because they had their attention on the real world, had a 
better understanding of the world. 

• Children in two social groups miss on childhood play: very well-off families and poor 
families. In well-off families they don't play much because they are going from one class 
to another class and they don't live  childhood (she is an educators and tells the example 
of a boy in their school which only read books and went to classes and never played 
with other kids.)  In poor families, if the child doesn't get a chance to play, it develops 
into a complex. 

• They gain certain maturity. 
• Lack of play during childhood will have adverse effect at grown up stage of life. This 

kind of play has good influence on the brain. But I think you can't take playing away 
from children. Even children who don't have toys make up something and play with it.) 

• I don't think. Maybe they turn out to grow up even better. 
• It will have negative effect on child. Play is essential to childhood and they would have 

not lived their childhood. 
• I think, as grownups, they will not be as strong (in nerves). It will negatively influence 

their creativity and social relations too. 
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• Because they have not lived their childhood, it will have a very negative effect on their 
nerves and psyche when they grow up. It has a very negative effect on their personality 
development which will manifest later in life. 

 




