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Abstract. The aim of the present research is to study the effects of emotions on
children’s ability to distinguish between reality and fantasy. We studied the ability
to differentiate real and fantastic events presented in images depicting a happy, sad,
neutral and angry emotion. We also investigated the emotion felt by the participants
when looking at the images. The results show that girls make a better distinction
between reality and fantasy than boys, and that real events are easier to recognize
than fantastic events. The participants express a more positive emotion for real
events than for fantastic events. Happy and neutral events make participants
experience a more positive emotion than sad and angry ones. The results show that
preschool children make a distinction between positive and negative emotions.
Although evidence concerning reality/fantasy distinction in children is clear,
children find it more difficult to distinguish between emotional reality and emotional
fantasy.

Key words: reality fantasy distinction, emotion recognition, emotional reality,
emotional fantasy, emotion intensity

I.  Introduction

The first studies on children’s fantasies either involve the detailed
observation of the child’s individual play (Griffiths, 1935; Piaget, 1962) or
the normative analysis of the stories told by children, the daydreams and the
relations within the play activities (Ames, 1966). Other studies on children’s
fantasy (Singer, 1973) emphasize the imaginative predisposition assessed
through a variety of methods, some of them overlapping creativity tests.

One of the first evidences of emotion recognition, actually a
rudimentary one, occurs in children even from very early ages. Wellman et
all. (1995) notices that two year old children speak about theirs and other
people’s emotions, speaking about present but also past and future emotions.
Three year old children prove that they are aware of the situations that could
give rise to certain emotions (Broke, 1971), and they recognize facial
emotions, understanding that the same situations do not provoke the same
reactions in different people, and that it all depends on expectations and
preferences (Hadwin & Perner, 1991). Harris (2000) states this proves that
they have a mental understanding of emotions.
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At four to five years old, children realize that their expectancies and
beliefs play an important role in determining emotions. When they are asked
what emotions the characters from fictional stories feel, children take into
account the beliefs and expectancies of the main character (Wellman &
Banerjee, 1991). Also at this age, children understand that emotions can be
controlled, and they cannot always represent a valid indicator of the felt
emotions (Harris et all., 1998).

The first research on children’s ability to discern between real and
simulated emotions was conducted on school age children. Saarini (1979)
shows that, at the age of six, children know how to describe when and why
they dissimulate their emotions in front of other people.

Although there is obvious evidence related to the development of the
children’s ability to discern between fantasy and reality, small children show
some remarkable abilities (Harris, 2000). For example, Wellman & Banerjee
(1991) found that small children, more precisely three year old children,
understand that physical objects can be seen and touched (manipulated) but
not the mental image of the objects; additionally they can tell the difference
between a physical object used in a game (for example a block) and the
representation of the respective object. Young children are also aware of the
perception of the object and that it is not necessary to see the object in order
to imagine an object that they have never seen before.

In a study conducted on 713 children, Rosenfeld et all (1982)
discovered that there are gender differences among the participants. They all
have a preference for fantasy, but there is a distinction between boys who
prefer heroic facts and girls who prefer the artistic fantasy, using more
emotions in their plays and games.

Green (1923) noticed a decrease of the imagination in children’s
play between seven and twelve years old. Scheffler (1975) showed in a
longitudinal study where he used TAT images that the stories told by six
year old children contain fewer conflicts than when they were five years old;
the stories told at the age of six are happier stories than those told at the age
of eight, and they contain more elements provoking fear, such as monsters.
Ames (1966) found that beginning with the ages of two up to five years old,
there is an increase of violence in children’s stories related to the
aggressiveness in the early behaviour of children.

Sutton-Smith & Rosenberg (1960) show that girls continue the
fantastic play at an older age than boys. Carlson & Taylor (2005) conducted
a study on 157 three to four year old children and noticed that there are no
gender differences in the verbal ability of children regarding their inclination
towards fantasy, but there is a significant difference in the behaviour of the
imagined character, the girls imagining play partners and the boys being
more prone to play imaginary roles.
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Parker & Lepper (1992) maintain that the use of fantasy helps
children learn, increasing the child’s motivation to learn, and the learnt
material is more deeply internalized by the child when he/she comprises
fantastic elements.

But the ability to emotionally distinguish between fantasy and reality
can be more challenging for small children (Bourchier & Davis 2002; Harris
et al. 1991, cf. Carrick & Quas, 2006). Some studies in which children are
instructed to imagine various entities in boxes (puppies, monsters), both
younger and older children often answer or behave in ways suggesting they
think that the emotionally loaded fantastic entities are real. When they are
allowed to get close to any of the boxes, most children choose the box
assigned with the positive image (puppies, gifts) than the negative one
(monster). Similarly, when children are asked to imagine both a positive
entity (a fairy) in a box and another empty box and then they are allowed to
open one of the boxes, they quickly choose to open the fairy box rather than
the empty one. Bourchier & Davis (2002) explained these results by
extending Harris’s theory (2000) and adapting the availability theory which
postulates that the process of creating a mental image increases its salience
and availability.  This in turn makes it more difficult for children to
determine whether it is real or fantastic.

The two research studies argue that emotions continue to maintain
the availability of an image even in the presence of some clear
environmental signs that have proven otherwise. When the availability of the
image is maintained, it increases the probability of incorrectly judging the
image as being real.

Using a different research paradigm, Samuels & Taylor (1994)
discovered that small children encounter difficulties when it comes to
distinguishing between real and fantastic emotional events. Nevertheless, in
their study, the errors made by children mainly occurred in relation with the
emotional information describing reality. Therefore, Samuels and Taylor
presented to three and five year old children both neutral images showing a
fantastic event (for example, two cats speaking to each other) and a real
event (for example, a woman picking an apple) as well as scary images
showing a fantastic event (for example, a giant chasing a boy) and a real
event (for example, a boy who is being arrested). Then the researchers asked
the children which of the events presented in the images could happen in real
life. Regarding the neutral images, the children answered them correctly; the
fantastic events could not occur in real life, but the real event could. But, in
the case of the scary images, the children said that both real and fantastic
events could not happen in real life. In other words, children answered
correctly when judging the fantastic scary events, but incorrectly when
judging the real scary events.
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The other two results in the study mentioned above are particularly
worthy of attention. First of all, the children’s errors are obvious no matter of
their age, indicating the fact that both young and older preschool children
experience similar difficulties regarding emotional information. Second of
all, children who say they are scared of events are more likely to answer that
the events could not occur as compared to children that say they are not
scared. Samuels and Taylor asserted that children may have said that the
negative events could not occur as a means of adjusting their excitement
level, an argument also proposed by Harris (2000) who says that children
can declare that the scary fantastic entities are not real as a means of
decreasing their negative emotions.

Although the previously mentioned conclusions suggest that children
often commit errors when judging an emotional fantasy and an emotional
reality, the direction of their errors is not entirely consistent, and the
mechanisms underlying the error are not clear. For example, it is unknown
whether children experience similar difficulties when judging fantastic
emotional information as compared to the real emotional information. It is
also unclear whether emotions generally increase the errors made by
children or whether the errors made by children are specific to certain types
of emotional information (fear vs. happiness).

Due to the fact that discrete emotions vary both in valence and in
motivational processes, by directly comparing the ability of children to
distinguish between real and fantastic events embodying different emotions,
can offer a new perspective on the mechanisms underlying children’s ability
to differentiate between emotional reality and emotional fiction. Up until
now, a study has tried to compare children’s judgements on reality and
fiction through fear and happiness emotions. Nevertheless, the results are
difficult to interpret because several of the images presenting real events
include cartoon characters which could be interpreted by children as being
fantastic (Dierker & Sanders, 1996).

One of the most solid conclusions of the studies investigating the
understanding of fantasy by children, including those focused on emotions,
is the performance variability. Even among children of the same age, some
of them clearly understand the difference between fantasy and reality, while
others often confuse them. By identifying the reasons why children’s
performance varies, it is possible to subsequently clear up the exact reasons
underlying the errors committed by them.

One possible source of the individual differences consists in the
intensity of the emotional reactions to the real and the fantastic information.
Children, as well as adults, vary when it comes to the importance/size of
answering the emotional information (Eisenberg et al. 2000; Fabes et al.
2002), and this variability can have implications on the processing and their
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decisions regarding the emotional fiction and reality. For example, a child
who feels a little bit of excitement or fear when he/she sees an image of a
witch does not need to adjust their emotions by moving away from the image
in order to avoid it. On the contrary, the child who has a strong negative
reaction is expected to get involved in the adjustment strategies of emotions
in order to reduce the excitement (for example, saying that the image/event
could not occur).

Until now, few researches have investigated the relationship between
children’s emotional experiences and the understanding of the emotional
fantasy. An exception is the study conducted by Samuels and Taylor (1994)
regarding children’s ability to differentiate between scary fantasy and reality.
Children who say they are scared of events are more likely to assert that the
scary events could not occur rather than children that do not say they are
scared. A more clear understanding of the manner in which children’s
emotional experiences influence their decisions can be obtained through the
systematic assessment of the reactions to different types of emotional
images.

Another important characteristic refers to children’s preference to
the fictional play or their desire to get involved in imaginative activities
(Sharon & Woolley, 2004). Two opposite possibilities are proposed
regarding the relationship between children’s imaginary orientation and their
ability to distinguish between reality and fantasy. On one hand, children who
are engaged in fictional play for a longer period of time may develop a series
of abilities, facilitating their capacity to distinguish between fantasy and
reality, in a similar manner to the positive effects of the expertise on other
cognitive tasks (Schneider & Bjorklund, 1992).

According to this possibility, Sharonn & Woolley (2004) found that
those children who have a high preference for imaginary play are more
accurate when asked to separate the images into reality and fiction than
children who do not have these preferences. On the other hand, children who
engage in fictional play for a longer time may confuse the borders between
fiction and reality. Moreover, Woolley, Boerger & Markman (2004) found
that those children assessed as fanciful are more inclined to believe that the
imaginary entity actually has visited their house rather than children
identified as less fanciful.

In their studies, Carrick & Quas (2006) examined the ability of three
and five year old children in order to discern between emotional evocative
images, both real and fantastic, presenting happy, scary, angry and neutral
events. Children view the images and then they say whether the events could
occur in real life as well as the intensity of their emotional reaction to these
images. In the end, children answer the questions regarding the extent to
which they got involved in the play and enjoyed the fictional play.
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Based on previous studies, Carrick and Quas formulated several
hypotheses for their study. First of all, they expect general age related
improvements in children’s ability to differentiate between reality and
fantasy, no matter the information content (Woolley & Phelps, 1994;
Woolley & Wellman, 1993).

Second, according Samuels & Taylor (1994) children’s decisions
can vary depending on the emotional content of the images. Generally
speaking, it is expected that younger children give a greater number of
correct answers (for example, to answer that the fantastic events could not
occur, but the real ones could) when the images describe neutral events as
compared to emotional events. Moreover, children give a greater number of
correct answers for scary fantastic events than for happy fantastic events and
a greater number of correct answers for happy real events rather than scary
real events. These predictions are based on differences in emotion
adjustment and approach-avoidance processes associated with the two
emotions: for scary events, children must specify that the fantastic and real
events could not occur in order to avoid the negative content and to adjust
their emotional reactions (Harris, 2000; Samuels & Taylor, 1994); for happy
events, children must say that the fantastic and real events could occur in
order to maintain a positive emotional state.

Two opposite hypotheses are formulated regarding children’s
decisions in relation with the images that describe angry events. If the events
describing anger recall approaching motivations, children should assess
angry events similarly to the happy ones and say that the angry events (both
real and fantastic) could occur more often than scary events. Nevertheless, if
angry events motivate children to resort to emotional adjustment strategies
such as avoidance, they should access the angry events in a similar way to
the scary ones and say that negative events (both real and fantastic) could not
occur more often than happy events.

In conclusion, according to Samuels & Taylor (1994), children’s
emotional reactions to images are expected to be linear and associated with
their distinction between fantasy and reality. Thus, no matter the fantastic
content, it is expected that the increase of children’s positive assessment be
associated with the increase of the tendency to answer that these events
could occur. On the contrary, the increases in children’s assessments of the
scary images as being negative are associated with the increase of the
tendency to answer that these events could not occur. Regarding angry
events, the association direction between children’s emotional reactions and
the distinction between reality and fiction is expected to vary if the
emotional adjustment strategies are activated.

Carrick & Quas (2006) tested 128 participants, aged between three
and five. The conclusions reached by the researchers are the following: the
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conclusions of their study show that older children make a better distinction
between fantasy and reality than younger children. These results are in
agreement with the previous research suggesting that older preschool aged
children have a more profound understanding of the fictional limits (Estes et
al.1989; Woolley & Phelps, 1994). Nevertheless, age does not interact with
the emotional content of the images. Therefore, although older children give
a greater number of correct answers as compared to younger children,
emotion does not affect children’s performance in a differentiated manner.
The emotional valence described in events affects the ability of children to
distinguish between reality and fiction. Concerning fantastic events, children
say that neutral and happy events could occur in real life more often than
scary and angry events. They answer the same for real events. In other
words, children presented an error in their answers and no matter the
fantastic content; it is more likely that they would say that neutral and happy
events could occur in real life rather than scary and angry events. This
characteristic is obvious no matter the age and the controlled verbal
intelligence. Moreover, children’s desire to say that an event could occur,
again no matter the fantastic content, has increased.

There are explanations that could be valid for these errors.

First of all, children may have used the answers to the question "Can
this image occur in real life?" as a means of adjusting their emotional
reactions. By saying that positive events can occur, children increase their
experience of positive feelings. By saying that negative events cannot occur,
children could reduce their negative excitement as a result from viewing
images (Samuels & Taylor, 1994). Harris (2000) similarly suggests that
sometimes children try to detach themselves from the negative excitement of
fiction. Generally, when children become captivated by fantasy, they
suspend the idea that the fantasy is not real, focusing their attention far from
the ontological origin of the information (for example, the information which
comes from fantasy). Nevertheless, when fantasy causes fear or negative
excitement, children switch their attention back to the origins of information
in order to remember that the information is not real. The purpose of this
attention switching is to reduce children’s excitement. Adults can use a
similar strategy, for example, by saying "it is just a movie" while watching a
horror movie (Harris 2000).

The second explanation for these findings is that children’s decisions
reflect their wish that positive events occurred and negative events did not
occur (Woolley, 1997). For example, children may know that certain
positive events, such as mice wearing dresses, having the ability to dance,
cannot occur in real life, but they find the idea appealing and wish it could
happen. Children can also understand that certain negative events may occur
in real life; they might even witness some of these events (for example, a

59



Mihaela Boza and Roxana Ababei

parent yelling at their child). Nevertheless, children’s fundamental wish that
these events did not occur could be more obvious than their knowledge thus
influencing their answers. Such a possibility is in line with the findings of
Ceci et all (1994) who interviewed children aged between three and six years
old concerning positive events (for example, going on a trip with a hot air
balloon) and negative ones (for example, falling down from a tricycle,
needing stitches for the wound) that would actually never happen.

Carrick & Quas (2006) agree that the results of the research do not
support the idea that the availability of the emotional information increases
the confusion between fantasy and reality. That’s why Bourchier & Davis
(2002) suggested that this emotional content serves for maintaining the
fantasy’s availability, which leads to the increase of the perception that the
fantasy is real.

Considered together, the two proposed explanations converge
towards a wider notion, more precisely, the fact that the motivational
processes underlie children’s decisions. Children get close or engage in
positive events (saying that the events could occur in real life) and they
move away or detach themselves from negative events (saying that the
events could not occur in real life). Similarly, the motivation of getting close
— moving away influenced children’s performance in previous studies:
children, in a selective manner, get close to the positive entities and move
away from the negative entities imagined in a box (Bourchier & Davis,
2000). It is important that the getting close — moving away models found in
this study are not entirely according to the typical motivational process
associated with discrete emotions. Children answered to angry events in the
same way as they answered to scary events by saying that these events could
not occur in real life. It is unlikely and untrue that these children merely
confused the scary events with the angry ones.

Aim of the research

The aim of the present research is to study the effects of discrete
emotions on children’s ability to distinguish between reality and fantasy. If
there are differences between girls and boys in making this distinction,
which events (real or fantastic) are more often recognized by children and
for which type of emotion is the distinction between reality and fantasy
better made? The emotional reaction of the participants is also studied
regarding real and fantastic events as well as happy, sad, neutral and angry
emotions.
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Hypotheses
1. Girls make a better distinction between reality and fantasy than boys.
2. Real events are recognized to a greater extent than the fantastic events.
3. The distinction between reality and fantasy is best made in the case of
positive (happy and neutral) events than in the case of negative (sad and
angry) events.
4. The participants express a more positive emotion in relation with real
events than fantastic events.
5. The happy and neutral events determine the participants to express a more
positive emotion than the sad and angry events.
6. In the case of happy events, girls express a stronger positive emotion than
boys and in the case of angry events boys express a stronger positive
emotion than girls.
7. The real happy and real neutral events determine the participants to
express a more positive emotion than the fantastic happy, respectively
fantastic neutral events.

Il. Method

Variables and experimental design

The independent variables are: 1. Gender (female and male-between
subjects), 2. Type of event (real and fantastic-within subjects), 3. Type of
emotion presented in a single image (happy, sad, neutral and angry-within
subjects).

The dependent variables are: 1. Ability to distinguish between reality
and fantasy, 2. Emotional reaction to the event presented in the images.

The control variables are: orientation towards fantastic vs. non-fantastic
activities and understanding of the language.

The experimental design of the present research is 2x2x4 mixed.

Participants

The participants selected both for pretesting and for research were
chosen according to age criteria. The participants are preschool children, age
between 3 and 6 years old from different kindergartens from the town of
Botosani. (M=4.2; SD=.05). 10 children, 5 boys and 5 girls, participated in
the pretesting and a total number of 60 participants, in an equal number of 30
boys and 30 girls, took part in the research.
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Instruments

Three measures are used in the present research.

First is a modified version of the Fantasy Reality Images Interview
applied by Carrick and Quas (2006). 24 images are presented to children, out
of which half contained real events and the other half contained fantastic
ones. The 12 images (both the real and the fantastic ones) are equally
divided according to the four emotional states: neutral, happiness, sadness
and anger. (Table 1)

Fantastic Real
Neutral Fish in a bird’s nest Butterflies
Mouse studying Squirrel in a tree
Dressed cat and dog Cow grazing grass
Dressed and smiling panda Mother hugging her children
Happiness Dressed mice dancing Mother together her with two
children
Giant together with his People celebrating
buddy, a boy
Sadness  Sad dragons Sad family
Dragon broke an egg Child crying
Chained dragon Little girl broke the doll
Anger Angry dinosaur Father yelling at the child
Ducks quarrelling Mother quarrelling with her
child
Mother cat yelling at its Children quarrelling

kittens

Table 1. The content of images presented to the children cross referenced by event
type and emotion

Each image was selected based on the description made by Carrick
and Quas (2006), only changing an emation, fear with sadness. In choosing
the 24 images, some criteria have been taken into account, that is: the images
must be sketched in realistic lines, in black and white, and they should not be
pictures. None of the images present popular characters, such as Santa Claus
or the Easter Bunny which could easily be recognized by children.

After seeing each image, children are asked three questions, in the
following order: What do you see in this image?, Could this event occur in
real life? and How does this image make you feel?. At the last question, a
scale including 5 faces, from a wide smiling face to an angry face is
presented to the child, and the child is asked to point with their finger the
face that best expresses how the respective image makes him/her feel (very
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well, well, okay, bad, very bad). This instrument was pretested on 10
children. (Alpha =.85)

The second measure is the Play Behaviour Questionnaire of Carrick
and Quas (2006).This instrument measures how much children enjoy getting
involved in four fantastic activities and four non-fantastic activities (real).
(Table 2).

Fantastic activities Non-fantastic activities
To pretend to be someone else To play catch
To play school (to pretend to be a teacher or a To ride the bicycle
pupil)
To watch puppet theatre To play hide and seek
To pretend to be an animal To make a puzzle

Table 2. Item description for Play Behaviour Questionnaire

A scale with three faces (wide smile, soft smile and a horizontal line
in the place of the mouth) is presented to the children after each activity, and
they are asked how much they have enjoyed performing the respective
activity (a lot, a little, not at all). This measure was pretested on10 children.
(Alpha =.70)

The third measure is Susan Ruffell’s (2008) Picture Vocabulary
Test. The test is comprised of 14 sets of 6 images each, plus an
accommaodation to the test set. The child is told: I will show you a card with
6 images, then | will tell you a word and you have to show me (point with
your finger) the image that represents the word. This activity continues on
with the other sets of images until the task has ended or until the child gives
one single correct answer per set.

Procedure

The participants selected for this research were chosen according to
age criteria, being preschool children age between three and six years old
from different kindergartens. After receiving the approval of their
kindergarten teachers to involve these children in this research, each of the
participants was asked if he/she wanted to play a game with images. The
participants who agreed were included this present research.

First, the Fantasy Reality Images Interview is applied. After seeing
each image, the child is asked three questions, in the following order: What
do you see in this image?, Could this event occur in real life? and How does
this image make you feel?. At the last question, a scale including 5 faces,
from a wide smiling face to an angry face is presented to the child and the
child is asked to point with their finger the face that best expresses how the
respective image makes him/her feel (very well, well, okay, bad, very bad).
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Then, the Play Behaviour Questionnaire is applied to the
participants. Their task is to answer 8 questions on how much they enjoy
getting involved into fantastic activities and non-fantastic activities (real). A
scale with three faces (wide smile, soft smile and a horizontal line in place of
the mouth) is presented to the children after each activity, and they are asked
how much they have enjoyed performing this respective activity (a lot, a
little, not at all).

At last, the Picture Vocabulary Test is applied. The child is told: |
will show you a card with 6 images, then | will tell you a word and you have
to show me (point with your finger) the image that represents the word. The
activity is continued with the other sets of images with all children
completing the task.

I11. Results

We ran an independent sample t test to explore gender differences
for control variables language development (Picture Vocabulary Test) and
orientation towards fantastic vs. non-fantastic activities (Play Behaviour
Questionnaire). The results show no significant gender differences: Picture
Vocabulary Test, t(58)= 1.53, p=.13; Play Behaviour Questionnaire, t(58)=
.43, p=.66. The male and female participants do not differ in their language
understanding or in orientation towards fantastic vs. non-fantastic activities.
These results support the results reported by Carrick & Quas (2006).

To test the distinction between reality and fantasy we ran an
ANOVA Repeated Measures 2 (gender male/female-between subjects) x 2
(event type real/fantastic-within subjects) x 4 (emotions happy/ sad/ neutral/
angry-within subjects). The dependent variable was the participants’ answer
to the question “Could this event occur in real life?”. The answers were
yes/no coded as 1/0 if they were correct/incorrect. We calculated a score for
every category of images, adding up the scores for the three images in that
category (see Table 1). These scores vary from 0 to 3. Higher scores indicate
better recognition.

To test the intensity of emotion experienced by the participants we
ran an ANOVA Repeated Measures 2 (gender male/female-between
subjects) x 2 (event type real/fantastic-within the subjects) x 4 (emotions
happy/ sad/ neutral/ angry-within the subjects). The dependent variable was
the participants’ answer to the question “How does this image make you
feel?”. The dependent variable was measured using emoticons which were
coded from 1=very good to 5= very bad. A high score indicates a negative
emotion.

The first hypothesis according to which the girls make a better
distinction between reality and fantasy than boys is confirmed. ANOVA
showed a main effect of gender on the reality/fantasy distinction F(1, 58)=
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51.37; p<.001, girls make a better distinction between reality and fantasy
than boys; M female=2.52 (SD=.07); M male=1.77 (SD=.07).

The second hypothesis that real events were recognized to a greater
extent than the fantastic events is confirmed. ANOVA showed a main effect
of event type on reality/fantasy distinction F(1, 58)= 14.49; p<.001, where
the real events are recognized better than fantastic events. M real=2.42
(SD=.03); M fantastic=1.87 (SD=.11).

The third hypothesis that the distinction between reality and fantasy
is better made in the case of positive (happy and neutral) events than in the
case of negative (sad and angry) events is not confirmed. ANOVA showed a
main effect of emotion type on reality/fantasy distinction F(3, 174)= 39.44;
p<.001. Contrasts show a significant difference between angry events which
are better recognized M =2.45 (SD=.05) and sad events which are the least
recognized M sad=1.60 (SD=.11);

The fourth hypothesis that the participants expressed a more positive
emotion in relation with real events than for fantastic events is confirmed.
There is a main effect of event type presented in the image on the emotion
experienced by the participants F(1, 58)= 95.10; p<.001; real events elicit
more positive emotion felt by the participants than fantastic events. M
real=6.57 (SD=.13); M fantastic=8.95 (SD=.22);

The fifth hypothesis that happy and neutral events make the
participants experience a more positive emotion than sad and angry events is
confirmed. There is a main effect of emotion type presented in the image on
the emotion experienced by the participants F(3, 174)= 61.19; p<.001; happy
and neutral events elicit a more positive emotion felt by the participants than
angry and sad events; M happy=6.70 (SD=.10); M neutral=6.85 (SD=.20); M
sad=7.50 (SD=.18); M angry=10.00 (SD=.32);

The sixth hypothesis that in the case of happy events, the girls
express a stronger positive emotion than the boys and in the case of angry
events the boys express a stronger positive emotion than girls is confirmed.
There is an interaction effect between emotion type and gender on the
emotion experienced by the participants, F(3, 174)= 3.58; p=.01 (means and
standard deviations in Table 3); positive events (happy and neutral) elicit a
more positive emotion in the girls and angry events elicit a more positive
emotion in the boys (Figure 1).

The seventh hypothesis that the real happy and real neutral events
elicit a more positive emotion than the fantastic happy, respectively fantastic
neutral events is confirmed. There is an interaction effect between emotion
type and event type on the emotion experienced by the participants, F(3,
174)= 76.30; p<.001(means and standard deviations in Table 3); positive
events (happy and neutral) elicit a more positive emotion in reality, but sad
events elicit a more positive emotion when they are fantastic (Figure 2).
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Emotional reaction Real fantastic distinction

M SD M SD

Happy 7.00 14 2.20 .08

Male Sad 7.40 .25 .80 15
Neutral 6.80 29 1.80 .08

Angry 9.40 45 2.30 .07

Happy 6.40 14 2.40 .08

Female  Sad 7.60 .25 2.40 15
Neutral 6.90 .29 2.70 .08

Angry 10.60 45 2.60 .07

Happy 5.00 15 3.00 .00

Real Sad 7.80 19 1.30 .08
Neutral 3.70 .09 2.80 .04

Angry 9.80 .33 2.60 .08

Happy 8.40 22 1.60 11

Fantastic Sad 7.20 21 1.90 .16
Neutral 10.00 42 1.70 12

Angry 10.20 48 2.30 A1

Table 3. Means and standard deviations of scores for the four emotions depending
on gender and type of event

Other results

There is an interaction effect between emotion type and gender on
reality/fantasy distinction F(3, 174)= 29.00; p<.001(means and standard
deviations in Table 3); boys distinguished less between reality and fantasy
when the event was neutral or sad, while girls were not influenced by
emotion type (Figure 3).

There is an interaction effect between emotion type and event type on
reality/fantasy distinction F(3, 174)= 97.06; p<.001(means and standard
deviations in Table 3). Positive emotions (happy and neutral) are better
recognized in reality. Sad emotions are better recognized in fantastic events.
(Figure 4)

304

emaotion
—happy

e 0TI
== sangry

254

204

Figure 4. Event type and emation
1.0+ interaction in distinguishing real
real fantastic and fantastic events

gvent

67



Mihaela Boza and Roxana Ababei

There is an interaction effect between emotion type, gender and
event type on the reality/fantasy distinction F(3, 174)= 28.19; p<.001. There
is an interaction effect between emotion type, event type and gender on the
emotion experienced by the participants F(3, 174)= 4.87; p=.003.

1V. Discussion

The aim of this present research is to observe the effects of the
discrete emotions on children’s ability to distinguish between reality and
fantasy. We were interested in finding out whether there are differences
between girls and boys when it comes to making this distinction, which
events (real or fantastic) are more recognized by children, and which type of
emotion influences most the distinction between reality and fantasy. The
emotional reaction of the participants is also studied in the case of real and
fantastic events as well as in the case of happy, sad, neutral and angry
emotions.

The previous research showed that young children distinguish
between fantastic and real characters and that (depending on the method and
the type of the task) this ability increases from three to six years old
(Woolley & Cox, 2007). Carrick & Quas (2006) noted in their study that
older children (5-6 years old) manage to make a better distinction between
reality and fantasy than younger children (3-4 years old). These results are
according to the previous research suggesting that older preschoolers have a
more sophisticated understanding of the limits of fantasy (Woolley &
Wellman, 1993). Nevertheless, age does not interact with the emotional
content. When emotions are involved, older children (5-6 years old) do not
perform better than younger children (3-4 years old) in distinguishing
between reality and fantasy.

The understanding of the language and the orientation towards
fantastic and real plays was measured in order to control for the differences
between the scores obtained by children at the two variables. This present
study emphasizes the fact that there are no significant differences between
boys and girls regarding language understanding and play orientation. These
results are also supported by the previous research conducted by Carrick &
Quas (2006). They noticed that there are no gender differences in the
orientation towards fantastic or real plays.

The first hypothesis that girls distinguish reality and fantasy better
than the boys reality and fantasy than boys has been confirmed. We found a
main effect of gender on the distinction between reality and fantasy
favouring the girls’ performance, which confirms the first hypothesis of the
study. Although previous studies do not show gender differences in the
reality-fantasy distinction, other studies (e.g. Rosenfeld et all, 1982) show
that all children prefer fantasy, but girls prefer fantastic artistic events, while
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boys prefer fantastic heroic events. We came up with this hypothesis based
on the type of images we used in our study. These images present daily
activities, even for the fantastic events and this could favour girls in better
recognizing reality from fantasy.

The second hypothesis that real events are recognized to a greater
extent than fantastic events has been confirmed. We found a main effect of
the independent variable type of event on the distinction between reality and
fantasy showing that real events are better recognized than fantastic events,
which confirms the second hypothesis of the study. Harris, (2000), Wellman
& Banerjee (1991) show that children one to five year old discern well
between fantasy and reality, and with age there is a decreased preference for
fantasy. Children know which events are real and that they could happen to
them. For fantastic events the recognition is sometimes less clear because
they tend to wish that some fantastic events are real.

The third hypothesis, the distinction between reality and fantasy is
superior for happy and neutral events than for sad and angry events; this has
not been confirmed. In this present study the distinction between reality and
fantasy was best for angry events and worse for sad events. These results are
partially in contradiction with the findings of Carrick & Quas (2006), Ceci et
all (1994) and Wolley (1997). They concluded that children say that neutral
and happy events could occur more often than scary and angry events.
Samuels & Taylor (1994) show that children’s decisions can vary depending
on the emotional content of the images when the images describe neutral
events as compared to emotional events. Moreover, children give a greater
number of correct answers for scary fantastic events than for happy fantastic
events and a greater number of correct answers for happy real events than
scary real events.

The fourth hypothesis according to which the participants expressed
a more positive emotion in the case of real events than in the case of
fantastic events was confirmed. We found a main effect of the type of event
on the emotional reaction; in real events, the participants reported a more
positive emation, which confirms the fourth hypothesis of the study.

Wellman & Banerjee (1991) found that three year old children
understand that physical objects are real but not the mental image of the
objects; Harris (2000) showed that preschoolers have a good understanding
of what is real or fantastic. Bourchier & Davis (2002) show children’s
preference for positive entities in both real and fantastic events. Moreover
the fantastic positive entities are considered to be real. Real events,
especially neutral or happy events are preferred because they are more
accessible to children through their daily experience and children know they
could really happen.
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The fifth hypothesis, that happy and neutral events make the
participants experience a more positive emotion than sad and angry events,
was confirmed. We found a main effect of the type of event on the emotional
reaction, showing that neutral and happy events elicited a more positive
emotion than sad events but not angry events, which partially confirms the
hypothesis of the study. These results are also partially supported by the
research conducted by Carrick & Quas (2006). Their post hoc comparison
shows that children have assessed happy images in a positive manner more
than neutral, scary and angry images. Moreover, scary and angry images
have been assessed in a more negative manner than neutral images. These
predictions are based on the differences in emotion adjustment
approach/avoidance processes associated with the two emotions: for
negative events, children must emotionally ‘move away’ to avoid the
negative content and to adjust their emotional reactions (Harris, 2000;
Samuels & Taylor, 1994); for happy events, children must ‘close in’ in order
to maintain their positive emotional state (Eisenberg et all, 2000; Fabes et
all, 2002).

For the sixth hypothesis, it has been confirmed that in the case of
happy events, girls express a more positive emotion than boys and the in the
case of angry events, boys express a stronger positive emotion than girls. We
found a significant interaction effect between the type of emotion and gender
on the emotional reaction, which confirms the hypothesis. Ames (1966)
showed that in preschool years there is a decrease in preference for fantasy
and an increased preference for aggressive events, with the increase of a
general level of aggressiveness in preschool years.

The seventh hypothesis of this present study, that happy real and
neutral real events make the participants express a stronger positive emotion
than happy fantastic, respectively neutral fantastic events, has been
confirmed. We found a significant interaction effect between the type of
emotion and the type of event on the emotional reaction, confirming the
hypothesis. Real happy and real neutral events determine the participants to
express a stronger positive emotion than fantastic happy, respectively
fantastic neutral events. This goes in line with Samuels & Taylor’s (1994)
conclusions about children’s preference for positive versus negative events
as well as with Ceci et all (1994) and Wolley (1997); these results show
children’s preference for real events.

Conclusions

One of the most consistent conclusions of the previous studies
investigating the understanding fantasy/reality distinction, including those
studies focused on emotion, is the performance variability. Even among
children of the same age, some clearly understand the difference between
fantasy and reality, while others constantly make confusions between them.
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By identifying the reasons why children’s performance varies, it is possible
to subsequently clear up the exact reasons underlying the errors committed
by children.

Our results show that preschool children make a distinction between
positive and negative emotions; their recognition of distinction between
reality/fantasy as well as emotional reactions to a real or fantastic event, are
influenced by the type of emotion. Although evidence concerning
reality/fantasy distinction in children is clear, children find it more difficult
to distinguish between emotional reality and emotional fantasy. Also there
are significant differences between boys and girls when it comes to
distinguishing emotional reality from emotional fantasy, girls being less
influenced than boys by the emotion depicted in the images, especially for
sad events. Emotional reactions to the events presented are also different for
boys and girls. Girls experience a stronger positive emotion for happy
events, while boys report a stronger emotion for angry events.

One of the limits of this research is the fact that the participants are

only preschool children from kindergartens in Botosani and in order to
generalize the results, we should have had participants from different towns
and social backgrounds.
The results of this present study may have been biased by the measures we
used, because they were not the exact images used in previous studies. For
the “sadness” emotion, we could not find images, and they were taken from
other sources which could explain the inconsistency of the answers with the
images of the respective emotion.

Future directions of this research may include a measure for
children’s make-believe performance to a certain task. This dimension
requires children to perform (show) a serious pretence of actions, such as, to
brush their teeth without a toothbrush, to comb their hair without a hair
brush, to sing into a microphone, to cut a piece of paper without using
scissors, etc. Thus, we believe that by performing all these actions, children
may use a part of their body in order to symbolize the respective object or
use an imaginary object. This could influence their perception of reality/
fantasy.

Reference List

Ames L. B. (1966). Children's stories. Genetic Psychology Monographs, 73, 337-
396.

Bourchier, A. & Davis, A. (2002). Children’s understanding of the pretence-reality
distinction: A review of current theory and evidence. Developmental
Science, 5, 397—426.

Broke, H. (1971). Interpersonal perception of young children: egocentrism or
empathy? Developmental Psychology, 5, 263-280.

71



Mihaela Boza and Roxana Ababei

Carlson, S.M. & Taylor, M. (2005). Imaginary Companions and Impersonated
Characters: Sex Differences in Children’s Fantasy Play, Merrill - Palmer
Quarterly, 51(1), 93-118.

Carrick, N. & Quas, J., Effects of discrete emotions on young children's ability to
discern fantasy and reality, Developmental Psychology, 2006, 6 (6), 1278-
1288.

Ceci, S. J., Loftus, E. F., Leichtman, M. D., & Bruck, M. (1994). The possible role
of source misattributions in the creation of false beliefs among
preschoolers. International Journal of Clinical & Experimental Hypnosis,
42, 304-320.

Dierker, L. C., & Sanders, B. (1996). Developmental and individual differences in
children’s ability to distinguish reality from fantasy. Imagination,
Cognition and Personality, 16, 25-49.

Eisenberg, N., Fabes, R. A., Guthrie, I. K., & Reiser, M. (2000). Dispositional
emotionality and regulation: Their role in predicting quality of social
functioning. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 78, 136-157.

Estes, D., Wellman, H. M., & Woolley, J. D. (1989). Children’s understanding of
mental phenomena. Advances in Child Development and Behavior, 22, 41—
86.

Fabes, R. A., Hanish, L. D., Martin, C. L., & Eisenberg, N. (2002). Young
children’s negative emotionality and social isolation: A latent growth curve
analysis. Merrill-Palmer Quarterly, 48, 284-307.

Green, G. H. (1923) .The daydream: A study in development. London: University of
London Press.

Griffiths, R. (1935). .Imagination in early childhood. London: Kegan Paul, Trench,
& Trubner.

Hadwin, J. & Perner, J. (1991). Pleased and surprised: children’s cognitive theory of
emotion. British Journal of Developmental Psychology, 9, 215-234.

Harris, P.L. (2000). Understanding emotion, in M. Lewis & J. M. Haviland-Jonnes
(eds) Handbook of emotions (281-292), New York: Guilford Press.

Harris, P. L. (1989). Children s knowledge of facial expressions of emotions:
distinguishing fear and surprise. Journal of Genetic Psychology, 160, 181-
193.

Harris, P.L. Gardner, D., Ohomoto, M. & Hamazaki, T. (1998). Japanese children’s
understanding of the distinction between real and apparent emotion.
International Journal of Behavioral Development 11, 203-218.

Parker, L. E. & Lepper, M. R. (1992). Effects of Fantasy Contexts on Children's
Learning and Motivation: Making Learning More Fun, Journal of
Personality and Social Psychology, 62(4), 625-633.

Piaget, J. (1962). Play, dreams, and imitation in childhood. New York: Norton.

Rosenfeld, E., Huesmann, L. R., Eron, L. D., & Torney-Purta, J. V.(1982).
Measuring patterns of fantasy behavior in children. Journal of Personality
and Social Psychology, 42 (2), 347-366.

Ruffell, S. K. (2008). Reading recovery and the vocabulary knowledge of young
children: A thesis submitted to Victoria University of Wellington in
fulfilment of the requirements for the degree of Master of Arts in Applied

72



Emotions and fantasy reality distinction

Linguistics, Victoria University of Wellington,
https://www.victoria.ac.nz/lals/about/staff/publications/paul-
nation/Picture_Vocabulary Test Susan_Ruffell _.pdf (retrieved online 11
january 2013)

Saarini, C. (1979). Children’s understanding of display rules for expressive
behavior. Developmental Psychology, 15, 424-429.

Samuels, A., & Taylor, M. (1994). Children’s ability to distinguish fantasy events
from real-life events. British Journal of Developmental Psychology, 12,
417-427.

Scheffler, R. Z. (1975). The child from 5 to 6: A longitudinal study of fantasy
change. Genetic Psychology Monographs, 92, 19-56.

Schneider, W., & Bjorklund, D. (1992). Expertise, aptitude, and strategic
remembering. Child Development, 63, 461-473.

Sharon, T., & Woolley, J. D. (2004). Do monsters dream? Young children’s
understanding of the fantasy/reality distinction. British Journal of
Developmental Psychology, 22, 293-310.

Singer, J. L.(1973). The child's world of make-believe. New York: Academic Press.

Sutton-Smith, B. & Rosenberg, B.G. (1960). Manifest anxiety and game preference
in children. Child Development, 31, 307-334.

Wellman, H.M. & Banerjee, M. (1991). Mind and emotion: children’s understanding
of the emotional consequences of beliefs and desires. British Journal of
Developmental Psychology, 9, 191-214.

Wellman, H. M., Harris, P.L., Banerjee, M., & Sinclair, A. (1995). Early
understanding of the emotional consequences of beliefs and desires. British
journal of Developmental Psychology, 9, 191-214.

Woolley, D., (1997). Thinking about fantasy: Are children fundamentally different
thinkers and believers from adults, Child Development, 68 (6), 991-1011.

Woolley, J. D., Boerger, E. A., & Markman, A. B. (2004). A visit from the candy
witch: Factors influencing young children’s belief in a novel fantastical
being. Developmental Science, 7, 456-468.

Woolley, J. D., & Cox, V. (2007). Development of beliefs about storybook reality
Developmental Science, 10(5), 681-693.

Woolley, J. D., & Phelps, K. E. (1994). Young children’s practical reasoning about
imagination. British Journal of Developmental Psychology, 12, 53-67.

Woolley, J. D., & Wellman, H. M. (1993). Origin and truth: Young children’s
understanding of imaginary mental representations. Child Development, 64,
1-17.

73


https://www.victoria.ac.nz/lals/about/staff/publications/paul-nation/Picture_Vocabulary_Test__Susan_Ruffell_.pdf
https://www.victoria.ac.nz/lals/about/staff/publications/paul-nation/Picture_Vocabulary_Test__Susan_Ruffell_.pdf

