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Caregiver Play
It’s not just child’s play: The importance
of caregivers’ play with children

KEY POINTS:

® Play between a caregiver and child (‘play interactions’) in the early years lays the foundation
for healthy child growth and development.

@ Early play interactions affect the development of the child’s brain, social skills, language skills,
emotional development, and more.

® Research in Singapore is limited, but shows that caregiver's sensitivity and positive emotions
during early play interactions are beneficial for child development.

® Good-quality play can involve using moments during everyday interactions and everyday
objects, or can even be imaginary.

® Mobile device use by caregivers during play can negatively affect the quality of play with
children and reduces the caregiver's ability to pick up on the child’s signals and respond
appropriately.
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Why is caregiver-child play important?

Play between a caregiver and child in the early
years creates opportunities to establish a trusting
relationship and lays the foundation for healthy
child growth and development.”? Through play,
caregivers can help their children to learn and
make sense of the world around them with fun,
positive and meaningful engagement.2?

These early interactions affect the development of
the child’s brain, social skills, language, emotional
development, and more. Good-quality play with
caregivers is linked with fewer externalising (e.g.,
aggression, defiance) and internalising problem
behaviours (e.g., being withdrawn, anxiety) in
children.* Play with caregivers is also related to
children being more able to manage their emotions®
and having better social skills,> communication
skills (understanding and speaking),® and more
capacity for empathy when they are adolescents.”

Research in Singapore has shown that young
children of mothers who showed more positive
emotions during play interactions were more
likely to recover quickly from stressful situations.®
Furthermore, babies of mothers who were more
sensitive in early play interactions showed faster
development of brain structures that are used in
learning and managing emotions.’©

How does children's play develop in the early
years?

Play becomes more complex and its purpose
changes throughout childhood and even into

adulthood. In the first year of life, babies play by
exploring their body movements and learning
how their movements can affect the world around
them (e.g., banging a toy to draw their caregiver’s
attention).® By about eight months, babies start
to use joint attention in their play.® Joint attention
happens when a child looks at or interacts with
an object together with someone else. This helps
babies learn about sharing experiences with others
and their influence on other’s behaviours.®

In the second year of life, children start to engage
in pretend play (e.g., make-believe) and symbolic
play (e.g., using objects to represent other items).¢
At this stage, children start to learn the difference
between reality and imagination, exercising their
creativity.® Play that is more physical in nature (e.g.,
tickling, chasing, rough-and-tumble play) emerges
in the preschool years when caregivers challenge
children to exert their strength through play."

Other forms of play include constructive play (e.g.,
building with blocks, puzzles), social games (e.g.,
peek-a-boo, hide-and-seek), and instructive play
(e.g., naming or requesting the name of objects,
colours through play).” Physical play (e.g., tickling,
lifting and moving the child) is also typical of
parents across cultures. A systematic review looked
at studies that compared father-child play and
mother-child play and found that fathers tend to
engage in more physical play and mothers engage
in other forms of play (e.g., pretend play, object
p|OY).5'”

What does good-quality play involve?

What matters in playing with young
children is the quality or tone of the
interaction. Research shows good-
quality play involves:

Vreom..
Vreom..




EIOOS5 / ® Sgwsﬁgﬁﬁwmvss
EVIDENCE INSIGHT | £295¢,. child i

o hig
hukhle!

1) Being responsive and sensitive: An important aspect of good-quality play is caregivers’ sensitivity
toward children’s play through ‘serve-and-return’ interactions.” ™ Children ‘serve’ caregivers through
cues or signals (e.g., a baby's smile or cooing, a child's offer of a toy) and caregivers can ‘return
the serve' by noticing children’s signals during play and responding appropriately and in a timely
manner." %% Caregivers who understand children’s intentions know when to step in or hang back.™
Research has found that caregivers who showed more initiative and were more responsive during
play were less likely to report externalising problem behaviours in their children (e.g., aggression,

defiance).*
\_ %
4 N 7 N\

3) Engaging in social games and pretend
play: Children can learn and practise social
skills  through sharing and turn-taking
activities in social games (e.g., peek-a-boo)
and pretend play (e.g., roleplay shopping
at the supermarket).2 * These types of play
provides opportunities for caregivers to
model appropriate social behaviours for
children and encourage children's creativity.

2) Being available and playful: Caregivers
can show interest and communicate their
enjoyment of the interaction to children
through facial and verbal expressions
(e.g., smiling, praising, asking questions).2*
Caregivers who are warm and express
positive emotions can also help children
manage their emotions.*8
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4) Making play meaningful to the child:
Caregivers should ensure that play interactions
are meaningful to children's interests and
appropriate for their developmental age.? Play
can provide children with fun and meaningful
ways to learn and practise knowledge and
skills for use in real-life situations (e.g., social
skills such as taking turns, academic concepts
such as the alphabet and numbers).

o /

Good-quality play can take many different forms
throughout the day and does not necessarily
have to involve a lot of time or expensive toys.
Caregivers can use moments during everyday
interactions to play with children (e.g., when taking
the baby out of the bath, on the way home from
preschool). Apart from the available toys within
the home, caregivers can use household items
and public spaces for these playful moments.
Play can simply be interactive (e.g., peek-a-
boo), exploratory (e.g., empty and re-fill a bowl
of uncooked rice) or imaginary (e.g., enacting a
concert). It is important to note that good-quality
play does not have to be perfect all the time. The
key to good-quality play is the caregiver's ability
to repair their connection with the child after it
has been disrupted (e.g., by a phone call, by a
disagreement).®

How does mobile device use affect caregiver-
child play?

Caregivers are increasingly using mobile devices
while caring for and playing with children. A recent
study in North America found that the majority
of parents (68%) with children under the age of
18 years said that they were sometimes or often
distracted by their mobile phones while spending
time with their children.”

5) Respecting the child as an individual:
Caregivers should recognise and respect the
child as anindividual, with their own thoughts
and feelings during play interactions.* Where
possible, caregivers should try to follow the
child's lead in play to ensure they do not
take over the play interaction with their
own interests and expectations. Negative
comments and criticisms during play
interactions can also be harmful.®*7 Research
has found that caregivers who were harsh,
controlling and intrusive during play tended
to report more problem behaviours in their

children.*

o /

Studies found that mobile device
use during caregiver-child play
increased stress in infants, reduced
joint attention between caregiver
and infant, and reduced the
amount of language used by
caregivers.

Although mobile devices can provide new ways of
engaging children in play,® they have also been
shown to affect the quality of the caregiver's
play with children. Mobile devices can distract
caregivers during play, reducing their ability
to recognise children’'s signals and respond

appropriately andin a timely manner.? Notification
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interruptions on mobile devices can also disrupt
the caregiver's play by causing them to exclude
the child from interactions. As a result, caregivers
are less able to respond appropriately to their
child’s cues. Evidence from three international
studies found that mobile device use during
caregiver-child play increased stress in infants,?
reduced joint attention between caregiver and
infant,”® and reduced the amount of language
used by caregivers.®

Implications for policy and practice

Recognising the vital role of the caregiver’'s play
with children in child development is important
for ensuring children achieve their full potential in
life. Playing with children enhances their language

Our understanding of play in the Singapore
context is still limited. Much of the research
on caregiver-child play has been conducted
overseas and focused mainly on mother-child
interactions, with growing emphasis on father-
child play.

Play in the Singapore context

In Singapore, caregivers can also include
grandparents and foreign domestic helpers.
Research is needed to explore the ways in which
caregivers engage in play with their children,
barriers faced by caregivers in tapping into
resources (e.g., materials, outdoor play areas) and
how play might differ for non-parent caregivers
(e.g., grandparents, domestic helpers).

Playing with children enhances their language skills, skills
to manage their emotions and behaviours, and provides
them with opportunities to practise social skills.

skills, skills to manage their emotions and
behaviours, and provides them with opportunities
to practise social skills. Good-quality play involves
caregivers being responsive and sensitive,
being available and playful, engaging in social
games, making play meaningful to children, and
respecting the child as an individual.

Play is a means to build a healthy relationship
in early life between a caregiver and child, and
should be an important consideration in child and
family health settings (i.e., when clinicians notice
that the quality of play is affected by specific child
or caregiver risk factors).?> However, recent cultural
shifts worldwide have limited the opportunities for
caregiver-child play.

Caregivers are often less engaged due to digital
distractions andincreased workloads. There is also
an increased focus on academic achievement
and after-school enrichment programmes, as well
as fewer safe spaces to play, including limited
outdoor spaces.® These factors may reduce the
time and opportunity for play between caregivers
and children, further emphasising the need for
good-quality play.

A detailed understanding of these areas would
help policymakers and service providers make
decisions on whether local initiatives are required
to provide caregivers with opportunities to play
with children (e.g., public events, public spaces)
and whether strategies are needed to improve the
quality of caregiver-child play through scalable,
population-based approaches to educate and
nurture positive parenting skills in caregivers
(e.g., community playgroups for caregivers and
children).

In Singapore, there have also been numerous
initiatives from parenting groups, the Centre
for Fathering, schools, etc., that have
promoted bonding events to encourage and
facilitate parent-child play. What is also
needed in Singapore is more and better public
communication about what good-quality play
looks like, the importance of child-led and
non-intrusive play, and its impact on children's
healthy development. Parents do participate in
programmes aimed at improving parent-child
interactions (e.g., gym-tot, music classes) as they
understand these to be beneficial, but access is
still restricted to higher income families.
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RECOMMENDATIONS:

® To better understand the state of caregiver-child play in Singapore, more funding is needed for
research into the cultural interpretation of caregiver-child play, the barriers and facilitators to
caregiver-child play, and the unique characteristics of play in the local context (including play
between a child and a non-parent caregiver). Understanding local nuances will facilitate the
creation or enhancement of public health policies that can promote opportunities for good-
quality play between caregivers and children.

® Areas for increased policy and programmatic support (e.g., community playgroups, increased
parental leave) can also be identified to foster good-quality play.

® Improve public communication about good-quality play (what it looks like, why it is important).
® Improve access to universal programmes and services that aim to improve caregiver-child play.

Guidance to caregivers should reflect that good-quality play does not have to involve a lot of
time or a lot of toys. Caregivers can seize moments throughout the day to play with children.

® Increase caregiver awareness that being distracted by mobile devices can limit the quality of their
interactions when playing with children.
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