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Abstract

ADAPTIVE AND MALADAPTIVE USES OF IMAGINARY COMPANIONS:
A DEVELOPMENTAL PERSPECTIVE
by
Jodie R. Meyer

Advisor: Professor I.H. Paul

This study explores whether a child's having an imagi-
nary compaﬂion is an adaptive or maladaptive phenomenon. A
pilot study revealed two primary functions that the imagi-
nary companion served: (1) to deal with aggression/superego
concerns, and (2) to deal with dependency or autonomy con-
flicts. Developmental theory posits that dependency issues
precede superego concerns. Therefore, this study hypothe-
sized that children aged 4-5 who use their imaginary compa-
nions to negotiate superego/aggression issues would fare
better on measures of internal and external adaptiveness.
The Achenbach and Edelbrock Child Behavior Checklist was
used to assess behavioral symptomatology. The Rorschach
Test assessed intrapsychic functioning. Parents were given
a questionnaire which surveyed the ways their child used
their companion. The Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test was
employed to insure that intelligence would not confound test

results. The sample consisted of 18 children, 12 girls and

iv



6 boys, ranging in age from 3 years 10 months to 5 years 2
months. Various statistical procedures failed to dichoto-
mize the sample into two mutually exclusive, non-overlapping
groups based on the primary function of the imaginary

- companion. Therefore, the major hypotheses of this study
could not be tested. BSeveral significant findings were
derived however. The children all scored within the normal
range using the Child Behavior Checklist sum score. This
provides behavioral evidence that invthis age child, the
existence of an imaginary companion is not pathological.
The normative behavior of this sample also permitted com-
parisons between the normative Rorschach data proQided by
Ames et al. and the Rorschach performance of this sample.
In contrast to normative findings, these children produce a
greater number of human, animal, and inanimate movement
responses, as well as a larger number of pure color
responses. The human and animal movement responses provide
an intrapsychic correlate to the imaginativeness necessary
to develop an imaginary companion. The inanimate movement
and pure color responses depict the high level of anxiety
that these children wrestle with, which may be a key etiolo-

gical agent in the development of imaginary companions.
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CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION

Since the late 1800's, educators, psychologists and
sociologists have made reference to a particularly intri-
guing form of childhood fantasy known as imaginary com-
panions. Attempts to elucidate the nature and function of
imaginary companions have come in varying forms. One
approach has provided demographic data regarding the ima-
ginary companions themselves, the children who create them
and the familial make-~up of these children. Another ap-
proach has focused on case reports and/or vignettes des-
cribing imaginary companions. Many of these are theoreti-
cal in nature, using a psychoanalytic perspective to il-
lustrate the possible functions of an imaginary companion.

In the following chapter I will review the literature
which addresses the phenomenon of imaginary companions.
First, I will look at studies which investigate the
characteristics of the children who create them. Next I
will address the question of the relationship between
personality and imaginary companions. In this section I

will also review the literature relevant to the issue of



whether having an imaginary companion is adaptive or
pathological. I will look then at the theoretical
contributions which address the meaning of imaginary com-
panions and the functions which they serve. These theore-
tical contributions highlight the importance of under-
standing a child's object relations as the prime contribu-
tor to the development of the child's imaginary companion.
I will therefore briefly review the use of the Rorschach

test as a means of assessing object relations in children.

.Definition of the Phenomenon

One of the basic difficulties in understanding imagi-
nary companions is the lack of definitional clarity as to
what constitutes an imaginary companion. In an excellent
review article by Nagera (1969), he notes that "there are
no uniform criteria and that a variety of fantasy manifes-
tations in children are included by some authors and
excluded by others" (p. 169).

Svendsen (19%4) defined the phenomenon as "an invisi-
ble character, named and referred to in conversation with
other persons or played with directly for a period of
time, at least several months, having an air of reality
for the child but no apparent objective basis. This

excludes that type of imaginative play in which an object



is personified, or in which the child himself gssumes the
role of some person in his environment" (p. 988). She

cites the following example to illustrate her point:

Shortly before her second birthday Mary re-
ferred to "Tagar," her first imaginary com-
panion. She led Tagar around on an imaginary
string. Food was kept for it under the
radiator, where it also slept; she always fed
it on the floor. It was particularly fond of
ice cream, as she was. "Berrie and Auntie"
followed Tagar, appearing when she was about 3
1/2 years of age. They were two persons, but
lived together. Mary would set places for them
at the -family table. Although dishes and sil-
ver were laid and Mary would ask if they had
enough, real food was never offered them. On
other occasions she would seize the opportunity
at meal time to tell her father all the things
which they did for which she might be punished,
but they never were, and never did anything
wrong. Berrie and Auntie frequently accompa-
nied her and her parents on outings and on
several occasions she attempted to draw her
real companion into play with them, by insist-
ing that she talk with them on the telephone.
(pp. 988-999)

Jersild (1960) underscores the vividness of these
invisible companions in stating that "the label imaginary
companion is an imagined creature (person or animal) or
thing that is unusually vivid (it has a vitality of its
own as experienced by the one who has the companion)"

(p. 341). He cites as an example a 4-year-old girl whose
imaginary companion was a monkey. At one point she began to

scream at her father as he began to sit down on the sofa,

and then explained that her imaginary companion had been



sick and had just soiled the sofa where her father nearly
sat!

In their questionnaire study of preschool children,
Manosevitz et al. (1973) instructed parents to employ the
following definition: "a very vivid imaginary character
(person, animal or object) with which their child interacts
during his play and daily activities" (p. 74). This
definition was designed specifically to exclude nightdrean
and daydream characters. In contrast to Svendsen, Manose-
vitz et al. include objects in their definition,’and make no

reference to required duration of the companion's existence.

Characteristics of Imaginary Companions

While all authors note the idiosyncratic nature of
imaginary companions, there are nonetheless certain com-
monalities that have been observed. There are six major
studies which have addressed these characteristics (Hur-
lock & Burstein, 1932; Jersild, Markey, & Jersild, 193%3;
Svendsen, 1934; Griffiths, 1935; Ames & Learned, 1946;
Manosevitz, Prentice & Wilson, 1973). The following
characteristics have been addressed and will be reviewed
here: identity of the companions; reality of the com-
panions; name, age, and sex of imaginary companions; age
of child at, and occasion of first appearance; and age of

disappearance and possible explanations.



Identity of the Companions. Imaginary companions

come in a variety of forms. They can include human
beings, anthropomorphized animals or dolls, mythical crea-
tures and objects. Ames and Learned (1946) propose an
"imagination gradient" which suggests that these various
forms occur in a specific order which corresponds to the
normal developmental stages of imaginative behavior. For
example, Ames and Learned would assert that the creation
of an imaginary animal companion would precede the forma-
tion of an imaginary human companion. Svendsen (19%4),
however, found that there was no uniform course of devel-
opment. No other study has addressed this potentially
meaningful and interesting progression.

All studies, including Ames and Learned (1946), found
a predominance of human companions. Vostrovsky (1895)
reported that 89% of their 45 subjects had human com-
panions, 10% had animal imaginary companions, and 1% had
both. Jersild et al. (1933) found that 79% of the several
hundred children studied had human imaginary companions,
with the remaining 21% being either imaginary animals or
objects. Ames and Learned (1946) stated that 75% of their
subjects (n=35) had human imaginary companions, 25% had
imaginary animal companions, and that 6 children (17% of
their sample) had both. More recently, Manosevitz et al.

(1973) reported in 89% of their 63 cases that the imaginary



companion was a person; 11% were either imaginary objects

or animals.

Reality of the Imaginary Companions. Most authors

address the question of how real these invisible com-
panions seem to be to the children who create them.
Jersild (1960) states that "although it is a figment of
the child's mind, it may assume for a time what seems to
be an independent feality" (p. 341). Hurlock and Burstein
(1932) note that they are real and vivid to nearly all of
their subjects.

Imaginary companions are frequently associated with
strong visual and/or auditory imagery (Harvey, 1918;
Svendsen, 19%4). Hurlock and Burstein (1932) stated,
"this comrade can be seen and heard as’ if he were real”
(p. 388).

Nagera (1969) points out that imaginary companions
are frequently treated as if they occupy physical space.
Svendsen (1934) reported that 33 of her 40 subjects
"played with the imaginary companions in such a manner as
to indicate that the companions were conceived of as
occupying space" (p. 995). Manosevitz et al. (1973) state
that 47% of the imaginary companions they studied occupied

space.



There are a variety of ways in which children enacst
the notion of physical space with their imaginary com-
panions. TFor example, frequent accounts are reported of
the imaginary companion occupying a place at the table,
accompanying the family in the car with a designated
seat, or requiring a specific place in the child's bed.

Svendsen (1934) also made reference to the com-
panion's place of residence. TFrequently this could be at
the child's home or elsewhere. This phenomenon was also
found by this auwthor in informal contacts with several
children who had imaginary companions. One boy noted that
. his companion lived in his pocket. Another stated that
his friend lived in the radiator. While one little girl
could recite the exact address and apartment number of her
imaginary companion.

Yet, while authors note that children treat their
iméginary companions as if they really exist, they also
assert that these children are well aware of the imaginary
nature of their creations. Harvey (1918) wrote that,

the 1lmaginary playmate is a visual or auditory

idea that becomes as real and vivid as a visual

or auditory percept, but that the child never-

theless always recognizes its unreality.

(Svendsen, p. 986)

Svendsen (1934) believed that imaginary companion children

could distingﬁish between imagination and reality and that



if questioned they would say things such as "they're crazy
things" or "in my heart I can see him" (p. 977). Dorothy
Singer (Pines, 1978) has stated, "these children have a
strong sense of what's real and what's fantasy, and can
move back and forth between the two," and added that
children would say "that's Jjust make-believe" if asked

about the reality of their imaginary companions.

Names of Imaginary Companions. The names of

imaginary companions vary from ofdinary to highly original
ones. Vostrovsky (1895) noted that some companions had
first names only, while others had two. She found that
common names were more often the case (75%). Hurlock and
Burstein (1932) also fbund that common names were predomi-
nant (83% for girls, 69% for boys). However, girls were
nore apt to name their companions than boys. Svendseﬂ
(19%34) and Manosevitz et al. (1973) further substantiate
the finding that common place names are the norm.

Several authors have studied the question of the
origin of these names. Hurlock and Burstein (19%32) re-
ported that while often the reason for the choice of the
names is unknown (for 33% of the girls, 55% of the boys),
the most frequently stated reasons were names of.someone
liked or a storybook character. Svendsen (1934) analyzed

the derivation of the names and concluded that,



evidence points to the following as possible
sources for the names of imaginary companions:
(1) real characters, particularly those loved
or admired; (2) persons or words that are sur-
rounded with mystery or whose meaning or rela-
tionship is not fully comprehended by the child
(when this is the case, the sounds may be
inaccurately reproduced, as when Adam and Eve
became Ave and Deve); (3) children's stories;
and (4) euphonious sound effects. (p. 994)

Manosevitz et al. (1973) stated that the names tended to
derive from names of friends, relatives, TV and storybook
characters, or toys. And finally, extensive case studies
by psychoanalytic writers often attribute to and examine
the name of the imaginafy companioh in light of its intra-
psychic function (see Sperling, 1954; Nagera, 1969; Bach,
1971; Baum, 1978). |

Sex of the Imaginary Companion. The designated sex-

reference of the child's imaginary companion appears to
have changed over time. Early studies report that the
majority of children prefer same sex companions (Vostrov-
sky, 1895; Hurlock and Burstein, 1932; dJdersild et al.
193%3; Svendsen, 1934). Vostrovsky (1895) and Svendsen
(19%4) also note that some children had companions of both
sexes.

While Ames and Learned (1946) also found that the
majority of children in their study had éompanions of both
sexes, their findings for children with only one companion

contradicted earlier reports. In their study, five girls
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had girls only, while eight girls had boys only. Three
boys had girls only, while one boy had a boy only. This
data supported a trend noted by Jersild et al. (1933).

The most recent demographic study by Manosevitz et
al. (1973) reports that males were significantly more
likely to have a male companion, whereas females tended
only slightly to have same sex imaginary companions. They
suggest that the differences among preschool children "may
reflect parental demands for stricter compliance to sex-
role stereotypes in males in contrast to their greater
tolerange of cross-sex preferences and behavior in fe-

males" (p. 75).

Age of Imaginary Companions. There is a general

consensus among studies that imaginary companions tend
either to be the same age as their creators, older, or at
times to have an indefinite age. Rarely are they found to
be younger (Vostrovsky, 1895; Hurlock & Burstein, 1932;
Svendsen, 193%4; Manosevitz et al., 1973).

Ames and Learned (1946), however, suggest that the
age of the companion varies with the age of the child, and
note a clear developmental pattern. They found that the
youngest children (30 to 33 months) who have imaginary

companions have companions older than themselves. Iater
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(33 to 42 months) companions tend to be their contem-
poraries. And still later (42 to 48 months) they have
companions who are younger, often characterized as babies.
No other studies have addressed the relationship between

the age of the imaginary companion and the child's age.

Age and Occasion of First Appearance. The literature

reflects a wide range of opinions regarding the age of the

child when their imaginary companions are first observed.
Vostrovsky (1895) made a general claim that their first
appearance could be anywhere during th§ the4first*through
thirteenth years. However, this was not basedvon direct
observation.

Most authors tend to date their appearance at some-
where between 2 and 3% years. Nagera (1969) stated that at
the Hampstead Clinic in England, the pﬁenomenon was most
frequently seen in children between 2 1/2 and 3 years.
Svendsen (1934) found that 37 of her 40 subjects had their
imaginary playmates before the age of 4, 39 before 5, and
all 40 by 6 years. She stated that the median age of
appearance was 2 years, 5 months. She added that findings
by Hall (1907), Norsworthy and Whitely (1918), Terman
(1926), and Kirkpatrick (1929) all substantiate her find-
ings (p. 933).

Ames and Learned (1946) state that this phenomenon

usually begins at 36 to 42 months. In addition, many case
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study reports date the first appearance of imaginary com-
panions to this same period (Munroe, 1894; Swett, 1910;
Nice, 1919; Sperling, 1954; Nagera, 1969; Bach, 1971;
Baum, 1978).

Yet, while there is general agreement that imaginary
companions tend to appear during preschool years, there
are also references in the literature to both latency-age
children and adolescents who evidence the phenomenon (Brit-
tain, 1907; Hurlock & Burstein, 1932; Harriman, 1937;
Bender & Vogel, 1941; Wickes, 1966; Nagera, 1969; Bach,
~1971; Benson & Pryor, 1973; Baum, 1978). In many of these
cases the companions' initial appearance was clearly after
the child was 5; in other cases, the companions appeared
to be extensions of earlier ones.

Hurlock and Burstein (1932), in their large study,
found that the most likely time for girls' imaginary
companions to appear is between 5 to 7 years, while boys,
according to them, develop them even later. They believe
that children can often create them after 10 years of age.
However, as their study was based on adult recall, it is
possible that in recollecting, their subjects placed its
emergence at a later time.

Nagera (1969) devotes some discussion to the dif-
ferences between imaginary companions of preschool chil-

dren and those of later childhood. He believes that in
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later childhood, imaginary companions are more indicative
of neurotic conflicts, whereas they represent a normal,

developmental phenomenon in preschool children.

Age of Disappearance: Possible Explanations. Harvey

(1918) stated that there were two periods during which
imaginary companions tended to disappear: ages 7 to 8 or
11 to 12. However, most authors would agree with Svendsen
(19%4) who said that,

anything approximating accurate information in

regard to the time at which the imaginary com-

panions disappear is difficult to obtain, owing

t0o the gradual character of the process.

(p. 966
She also believed, as do others, that beyond a certain age
the child may continue to play with their companions but
more secretly.

Hurlock and Burstein (1932) and Svendsen (1934) sug-
gest that the occasion for the disappearance of imaginary
companions of pre-school children might be related to the
opportunity for more companionship with other children,
which frequently coincides with enrollment in school. 1In
the cases of latency-age children and adolescents, there

is no discussion in the literature of a probable age at

which they disappear.
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Nagera (1969) raised the question of the fate of
imaginary companions. He suggested that the companion
serves a particular developmental function, and that once
its purpose is fulfilled, the imaginary companion disap-
pears via infantile amnesia. Nagera does discuss the fact
that this explanation has its limitations, as it does not
account for imaginary companions rarely being recovered in
the course of an analysis, or analysands who are known to
have had imaginary companions yet never refer to them, or

the fate of these companions in latency-age children.

Characteristics of Children who have Imaginary Companions

The following section will address observations made
about children who create imaginary companions. This will
include incidence of companions among children and between
sexes, intelligence and creativity of these children,
familial makeup, and the attitude of parents towards these

children and their companions.

Incidence. Authors vary in their reports of the
frequency of imaginary companions among children. Kirk-
patrick (1929) believed that nearly all children have them
in one form or another. However, the estimates reported

in most studies range from 15 to 30%.
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In a study which asked 701 adults to recall childhood
experiences, Hurlock and Burstein (1932) report that 31%
of women and 23% of men remembered having imaginary com-
panions. Svendsen (1934), in her study of 119 children,
found that 13% had imaginary companions. In addition, she
reported that 75% of the children who had imaginary
companions were girls. In a study which included several
hundred children, Jersild et al. (1933) found that,

almost a third of the youngsters described

imaginary creations that seemed to have fairly

definite and stable characteristics, but more

direct and intimate observation would be needed

to establish an exact figure. (p. 343)

Ames and Learned (1946) investigated 210 nursery school
children and reported that 17% had either imaginary human
or animal companions. Again, girls were more likely than
boys to exhibit this phenomenon. More recently, Manose-
vitz et al. (1973) studied 222 preschool children. They
found that 28% of children had imaginary companions, and
that once again, girls had significantly more imaginary
companions than boys. These sex difference findings sup-
port early observations by Vostrovsky (1895), as well as
the aforementioned findings by Ames and Learned (1946).
It has been suggested by several authors that this sex

difference may be more reflective of a cultural bias
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rather than a developmental sex difference (see especially
Jersild, 1960 for further discussion).

There are several factors which might account for the
wide range reported for the incidence of imaginary com-
panions among children. Nagera (1969) has suggested that
this is a function of the various definitions and criteria
used to establish their presence. Another possible factor
is offered by Jersild (1960). He speaks of the difference
in the extent to which children openly reveal their conm-
panions. In addition, Ames and LearnedA(1946) suggest
that the incidence of imaginary companions might in fact
be greater than typically reported as parents are fre-
quently unaware of their existence. For example, a recent
study by Singer, Singer and Caldeira (Pines, 1978) re-
vealed that of 141 three and four year olds, 65%, ac-—
cording to the children themselves, reported having imagi-
nary companions, while according to parents, 55% evidenced
this phenomenon.

Finally, it is noteworthy that along with varying
definitions and criteria, the studies reported in the
literature vary greatly in their methods of data collec-
tion —- ranging from adult retrospective research to the
prospective interviews of children. Considering all of
these factors, it is not surprising that such discrepant

incidence rates are reported.
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Intelligence and Creativity of Children with Imaginary

Companions. Throughout the literature it is assumed and
gehérally gsubstantiated that there is a relationship
between the child's level of intelligence and their crea-
tion of an imaginary companion. Terman (1926) stated that
"a good many gifted children have had imaginary playmates.
. . " Jersild et al. (1933) believed that imaginary
companions were more likely to be found in children with
higher IQs. Svendsen (1934) found that, while imaginary
companions were not limited to highly infelligent chil-
.dren, they ﬁere more prevalent among them. The data of
Hurlock and Burstein (1932) and Bender and Vogel (1941)
also support these findings. Nagera (1969) supported this
notion and elaborated on it in stating, "the better
endowed children produce the most distinct and vivid ima-
ginary companions as well as the most complex and better
elaborated stories around them" (p. 173).

Along these lines, it has also been suggested that
there exists a relationship between creativity and the
production of the imaginary companion. Harriman (19%37)
connected the phenomenon to creative writing ability.
Schaefer (1969), in a study of 800 high school students,
found a significant relationship between boys and girls
with creative literary abilities and the reported inci-

dence of childhood imaginary companions. While he does
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not elaborate his findings, Schaefer suggests that "this
phenomenon appears to favor brighter children and, more
specifically, those bright children who have leanings

toward literary creativity" (p. 748).

Relationship of Family Structure to Imaginary Com-

panions. It has been suggested by many authors that
family structure plays an important role in the develop-
ment of an imaginary companion. - Many purport thaf this
phenomenon is more prevalent among either only children or
first-borns.

Svendsen (1934) found that 55% of her subjects who
had imaginary companions were only children at the time of
the creation of their companion. ©She also felt that
proximity to siblings was an important factor, and sug-
gested that imaginary companion children were further in
age from their next siblings than non-imaginary companion
children. Manosevitz et al. (1973) found that 61% of the
imaginary companion children had no siblings when their
imaginary companion came into existence. They also found
a significant difference in the frequency of first-born
children between their two groups (children with and with-
out imaginary companions). In support of Svendsen's no-

tion, they also found that imaginary companion children
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had a greater age span between themselves and their next
youngest sibling than non-imaginary companion children.

In contrast to the above findings, Hurlock and
Burstein (1932) reported that family size was not an
important factor. They also stated that imaginary com-
panions were not necessarily found in only children.
However, they omitted the possibility that it is a
primarily first-born phenomenon.

It is also interesting to note that while Manosevitz
et al. (1973) do implicate family structure as an impor-
tant factor in the presence of an imaginary companion,
they also found that nuclear family disruption did not
appear to be a signficant factor. That is, there was no
significant difference between groups in the frequency of
divorce or separation.

With further regards to family structure, Nagera
(1969) cites three case examples of children whose imagi-
nary companions appeared shortly after the birth of a
sibling. This will be addressed further in a later dis-
cussion of possible reasons for the existence of these

invisible companions.

Parental Attitude Towards the Imaginary Companions.

It is frequently noted by clinicians that parents appear
overly worried about the presence of imaginary companions.

Ames and Learned (1946) concluded that "in our group of
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cases, friends and relatives of the children often consi-
der their imaginative behavior to be harmful" (p. 166).
However, Svendsen (193%34) reported that in 36 of her
40 cases, parents accepted or even encouraged the phenome-
non. She also felt that people who had had previous
exposure to imaginary companions were more likely to be
accepting of the notion. More recently Manosevitz et al.
(1973) found that 62% of parents felt that the imaginary
companion was good for the child, 42% felt it had no
effect, and only 4% believed it was harmful. Purthermore,
50% of the parents encouraged the companion, 43% ignored

it, and 7% discouraged its existence.

The Relationship of Imaginary Companions to Personality

and Psychopathology.

In reviewing the literature on the children who
create imaginary companions, one area deserves special
attention. This is the question of the relationship
between personality organization and the creation of an
imaginary companion. This question, in turn, leads to
another important question: Is having an imaginary com-
panion adaptive or maladaptive? That is, is an imaginary

companion an indication of psychopathology or of healthy
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creativity? These issues will be addressed in the fol-

lowing section.

Personality of the Child. Several authors address

the question of whether there is a specific type of child
who experiences this phenomenon. Vostrovsky (1895) was
the first to suggest general temperament differences. She
Stated that these were children with "nervous temperaments."
In a direct attempt to follow up on this notion, Svendsen
(1934) obtained reports from mothers and other important
adults in the lives of children with imaginary companions.
She reported that 35 of the 40 children evidenced per-
sonality difficulties, noting that timidity was at the top
of the list. She also stated that mothers reported on
siblings, and in cases where one had and one did not have
an imaginary companion, possible constitutional differ-
ences were implicated in explaining the presence or ab-
sence of an imagindry companion. Again, children with
imaginary companions were seen as being more timid than
their non~imaginary companion siblings.

Data on the family structure of imaginary companion
children suggest that these children are lonely (Svendsen,
1934; Ames & Learned, 1946; Manosevitz et al., 1973).

This notion is perhaps one of the most commonly held views
of both professionals and lay people in explaining the

phenomenon of imaginary companions.
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Hurlock and Burstein (1932), however, found that
there were no distinct differences between adults who had
had imaginary companions and those who had not. Ames and
Learned (1946) designed a study specifically intended to
assess whether the phenomenon of imaginary companions was
related to temperament. They developed an imagination
gradient -- which included various kinds of imaginative
play (i.e., imaginary human beings and animals,
impersonation of animals or persons, animating and per-
sonalizing objects, imaginative and dramatic play and
_creative writing). They concluded that while "specific
bPersonality types seem to determine which particular type
of imaginative phenomena he will experience . . . we
definitely do not find imaginary companions only in timid
or lonely children or in those exhibiting personality
diéorders" (p. 166)s

Thus, contrasting findings in this area reveal more
directly the uncertainty of the nature of the phenomenon.
While the question of the relationship between having an
imaginary companion and personality organization has been
studied both prospéctively and retrospectively, even
methodological differences cannot account for differences

in the types of children who create these companions.



23

Is an Imaginary Companion a Psychopathological Indi-

cator? In a final note in his study of creative adoles-
cents and imaginary companions, Schaefer (1969) states,
"perhaps the main implication of this study is that
parents and educators should not become unduly concerned
when children report the existence of imaginary com-
panions" (p. 748). This attempt at reassurance addresses
a commonly held concern of teachers, parents, and some
clinicians that imaginary companions are evidence of a
psychological disturbance.

Bruno Bettleheim supports this more pessimistic,
cautious viewpoint. As reported by Maya Pines (1978),

Bruno Bettelheim believes that an imaginary

companion is a symptom, and that the question

to be answered is 'of what it is a symptom?'

« « « 'One has to form a diagnosis in each case

« « » taking into account the intensity, the

time, and the purpose the companion serves. If

one-third of the children in a nursery have

imaginary playmates, then maybe they're lonely
. If you are lonely it's a healthy

reaction. But is it healthy to be lonely?'

(p. 42)

While Svendsen (1934), Ames and Learned (1946), and
Manosevitz et al. (1973) all present data in support of
this particular notion (i.e., that imaginary combanion
children are lonely), Manosevitz et al. differ from

Bettelheim in their interpretation of these findings.

They also give evidence that these children are more
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likely to be "self-starters or self-initiators of activi-
ties" (p. 75). With this data, they go on to suggest that
while imaginary companions may ameliorate loneliness, that
this may be a basic function in normal (my emphasis)
children.

Various clinicians have taken positions which are
clearly in defense of imaginary companions. However, it
seems that by taking a defensive stance, they imply an
underlying assumption that the phenomenon is problematic.

In his introduction, Nagera (1969) was careful to
state that "in no case was the imaginary companion the
cause for referral" (p. 165). He distinguishes imaginary
companions from other forms of fantasy, noting particu-
larly,

that an intense fantasy life frequently implies

a withdrawal from the unpleasant real world

into a more satisfactory inner world. This use

of fantasying usually also involves a certain

withdrawal from the world of real objects. 1In

the imaginary companion fantasy, however, the

initial withdrawal from the real world of ob-

jects is quickly followed by a return to reali-

ty and to the object world. Having found a new

solution, the child brings his imaginary com-

panion back into his real life and tries to

have it integrated with and accepted by his

object world. (p. 195)

Selma Fraiberg (1959), another defender of the pheno-

menon, views them as facilitating the child's development.

She writes:
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There is a great misunderstanding today about
the place of fantasy in the small child's life.
Imaginary companions have fallen into ill re-
pute among many educators and parents. Jan's
"Laughing Tiger" could be hastily exiled in
many households. The notion has got around
that imaginary companions are evidence of
'insecurity,' 'withdrawal' and a latent neuro-
gsis. The imaginary companion is supposed to be
a poor substitute for real companions and it is
felt that the unfortunate child who possesses
them should be strongly encouraged to abandon
them in favor of real friends. Now, of course,
if a child of any age abandons the real world
and cannot form human ties, if a child is
unable to establish meaningful relationships
with persons and prefers his imaginary people,
we have some cause for concern. But we must
not confuse the neurotic uses of imagination
with the healthy, and the child who employs his
imagination and the people of his imagination
to solve his problems is a child who is working
for his own mental health. He can maintain his
human ties and his good contact with reality
while he maintains his imaginary world. More-
over, it can be demonstrated that the child's
contact with the real world is strengthened by
his periodic excursions into fantasy. It be-
comes easier to tolerate the frustrations of
the real world and to accede to the demands of
reality if one can restore himself at intervals
in a world where the deepest wishes can achieve
imaginary gratification. (pp. 22-24)

Eric Baum (1978) employs two clinical vignettes to
illustrate his view that imaginary companions may "repre-
gsent healthy maturational pauses or even progressive and
creative tendencies" (p. 234). In concluding his article,
he states:

It would be a mistake to think of a child's

construction of imaginary companions as an
index of his abandonment of the real world or
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as a measure of his ability to form bonds with

real people. To elaborate creatively a system

which gives a child a respite from an all-too-

intense reality is not a bad solution. With-

drawal and inwardness are not hallmarks of

these children. After 2ll, imaginary com-

panions are thematically linked to the child

who originates them and to the significant

people in the child's life. It may be said

that such a child maintains and even works out

meaningful interactions with the important

people in his 1life by proxy. (p. 330)

Only two studies to date have systematically address-
ed the issue of the relative functioning of imaginary
companion children. Manosevitz et al. (1973) surveyed
behavioral problems and found that there were no signifi-
cant group differences in either the mean number of prob-
lems reported or in the types of problems reported. In
the Singer, Singer and Caldeira study (Pines, 1978), chil-
dren with imaginary companions differed in several ways
from those who did not have them. They were less aggres-
sive and more cooperative, smiled more, showed a greater
ability to concentrate, were seldom bored, and their
language was richer and more advanced, especially among
the boys. In response to these findings, D. Singer noted
"although the emphasis used to be on pathology, we see
these imaginary companions as a sign of health" (Pines, p.
38).

It seems clear that the literature reflects varied

positions regarding the psychological significance of
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imaginary companions. Perhaps an important question has
not been considered: Why is an imaginary companion for
some children a sign of healthy adaptation, while for
others, an indicator of psychopathology? And if in fact
this is the case, how do we differentiate between these
two groups? This will be the focus of this study, and

will be elaborated upon in the next chapter.

Theoretical Views on Imaginary Companions

Researchers and theorists in this area have que s~
tioned the significance of imaginary companions, and pon-’
dered their function. As stated previously, the most
common viewpoint (and one which might appear to be sup-
ported by studies which address familial structure and
prevalence of imaginary companions among first-borns and
only children), is that these invisible playmates are
created in response to loneliness. In her dissertation,
"The Imaginary Companion and the Sounds of Mothering,"
(CUNY, 1981), Barbara Thacher states,

psychoanalytic writers have attended to the

intrapsychic rather than the social signifi-

cance of the imaginary companion in a child's

development, and thus where loneliness is ap-

parent, have considered loneliness and the

creation of an imaginary companion both as

consequences of intrapsychic conflict rather
than one as the cause of the other. (p. 17)
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Sperling (1954) describes the function of imaginary
companions as a means of communication whereby children
can project their wishes and fears and without taking
responsibility for them, can communicate them. He writes
that they "can be used for scapegoats (devil), playmates,
or protectors (Superman)" (p. 252). Fraiberg (1959) dis-
cusses "Laughing Tiger," the imaginary companion of her
niece, who is used as an aid in mastering anxiety and
conflicts. She believes that an imaginary companion
permits the.ego to operate freely, without being restrict-
ed by avoidance and phobic symptoms. Thus both Fraiberg
and Sperling view the phenomenon as a progressive-defen-
sive mechanism, which aids in the child's development.

Nagera (1969), in agreeing with this concept, com-
pares the imaginary companion to other forms of fantasy,
and states that "both are used in the attempt to solve
conflicts and to restore, at least transitionally, the
inner equilibrium before excessive stress forces a path
into symptom formation, regression, or other disturbances"
(p. 182). Purthermore, Nagera (1969) believes that an
imaginary companion "serves a variety of functions depend-
ing upon the special needs of the child who creates 1it"
(p- 175). He proceeds to elaborate the various functions
which the companion may serve, with detailed case material

to illustrate his points.
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Nagera states that one way in which imaginary com-
panions are frequently used is as a superego auxiliary or
prop. He delineates how the projections aid in the de-
velopment of the superego, by providing an intermediate
step between the reliance on external controls and the
internalization of one's own superego structure. As an
example, he refers to children who consult their imaginary
companions, who in turn instruct the child to control
their behavior.

Next, he discusses the phenomenon as a "vehicle for
the discharge of impulses that are.no longer acceptable to
the child either because he has internalized the parental
prohibitions or because he fears the parental attitude to
such impulses (before internalization has taken place)"
(p. 177). In this case children might justify unaccept-
able behavior by saying that the companion told them to do
it and therefore not take responsibility.

Nagera states that imaginary companions are also
commonly used as scapegoats. In this form of projection,
the companion is most frequently the recipient of the
child's badness and negative impulses. That is, the com-
panion is directly blamed or accused by the child for his
or her wrongdoing. Selma Fraiberg (1959) notes the exam-
ple "when Daddy's pipes are broken, no one is more indig-

nant than the two-year-old son who is under suspicion:
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'Gerald, did you break daddy's pipes? he demands to know"
(p. 141). ©Praiberg (Nagera, 1969) elaborates upon this
use of imaginary companions demonstrating how it permits
the child to avoid parental criticism and maintain self-
love, in the progression toward the control of impulses.
Nagera (1969) delineates three other functions which
imaginary companions may serve. They can be used by
children to prolong their sense of control and omnipo-
tence. In essence, this represents an intermediate step
between the child's grandiose feelings of omnipotence and
a realistic appraisal of parental authority. Or, the
companion can be a representation of the child's primitive
ego ideals -- another aspect of superego development. In
these cases, the imaginary companion is usually imbued
with characteristics in which the child feels lacking,
such as being good, strong, smart, lovable, etc. ILastly,
children may use their companions to subserve feelings of
loneliness and neglect. This, in fact, may be the case
with only children, as well as with children whose com-
panions emerge around the birth of a sibling. Needless to
say, the function of an imaginary companion can be multi-
determined, fulfilling more than one need of its creator.
Several authors who address the phenomenon view its
purpose as aiding in the development of the child's su-

perego. Munroe (1894) viewed "the fancy to be of immense
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benefit to the child's moral growth" (p. 184). Likewise,
Swett (1910) related it to the child's moral development.
And Wickes (1927) writes of the imaginary companion as
embodying both the ego ideal and the conscience.

Other authors have addressed the imaginary com-
panion's function in terms of issues of dependency and
separation. Griffiths (1935) referred to its use in
aiding children in their "sense of loss or deprivation of
love by searching some imaginary avenue to regaining of
the lost object" (p. 273). Murphy (1962) views the imagi-
nary companion as a support for the child in the process
of separating from mother.

The need to understand the developmental implications
and metaphysical meaning of imaginary companions has been
the intensive focus of a number of psychoanalytic thin-~
kers. Their contributions will be reviewed in this final
section.

Otto Sperling, in his article "The Imaginary
Companion as a Prestage of the Superego" (1954), writes
about Rudy, a three-year-old boy whose companion, Rudyman,
was named by combining his name with part of his father's
name (Herman), thus allowing him to incorporate his
father's glory, omniscience, and omnipotence. Sperling
describes how Rudy was always sensitive to his father's

commands and that following the creation of Rudyman, he



32

would not obey his parents directly, but needed Rudyman's
sanction. Sperling describes, through various incidents,
ways in which Rudyman represented a second authority, and
one who often displayed similar values to, or used expres-—
sions of, Rudy's mother. He points out, however, that
Rudyman was distinctly male.

Sperling notes that Rudy often used identification
with the agressor to overcome his fears and views his
creation of Rudyman as another variation on this defense.
He suggests that via Rudyman, this child was able to begin
introjecting aspects of his father towards the formation
" of a male superego; the imaginary companion thus repre-
sented a prestage in formation of the child's superego.

In "Notes on Some Imaginary Companions," Bach (1971)
addresses the developmental purpose served by imaginary
companions. He describes two adult females who revealed
their companions during the course of their analyses, and
two toddlers who had developed a shared companion. In
highlighting the case material, Bach foruulates that ima-
ginary companions are used to cope with difficulties dur-
ing the anal phase of development and implicates them in
the formation of gender identity.

According to Bach, "in both normal and pathological
development the fantasy companion appeared as an element

in the displacement series of nipple—fecés—penis—child,
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and its survival or disappearance seemed related to how
successfully this series was integrated" (p. 160). He
begins with an account of Doodoo, the imaginary companion
of a brother and sister. Doodoo first emerged during the
toilet training of the younger child. He characteristi-
cally defied authority, righted wrongs, and was blamed for
infractions of rules. Both children admired Doodoo for
his wrongdoings; they also punished him harshly in an
identification with their parents. Eventually Doodoo
became transformed into Good Doodoo, with slightly dif-
ferent attributes ascribed to the ego ideal of the brother
and sister. Bach discusses Doodoo's creation during the
anal phase as representing forbidden and prohibited im-
pulses which are transformed through reaction formation to
an idealized representation to which the children can
aspire. Bach also notes that the fate of the companion is
significant, and believes that the transformation and
reintegration of the anal-phallic impulses allowed for the
companion's role to be absolved, and hence, forgotten.

In the cases of his two adult female patients, Bach
describes their imaginary creations: one was an imaginary
alter ego, the other a male twin. According to Bach, in
both cases,

[olne of the major problems for these women was

how to be actively feminine. Because unresolved
conflicts with the precedipal mother had been
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displaced onto the father, they experienced

unusual difficulties in resolving the Oedipus

Complex with the father and in accepting femi-

nine identity. These issues presented them-

selves on one level as a conflict around the

fantasy of introjecting the paternal phallus.

In both cases the imaginary companion came to

represent an envied and idealized phallus, and

was used defensively to perpetuate a regres—

give, narcissistic solution of the Oedipus

conflict. (p. 160)

In neither case was the companion forgotten, for to
abandon it would lead to loss of an important aspect of
self, while integrating it was beyond the synthetic capa-
city of the child at that time.

Bach maintains that each of these companions arose in
response 10 a narcissistic blow, became a type of transi-
tional phenomenon, which aided in the child's development,
and whose fate was determined by the course of develop-
ment.

Baum (1978) describes the imaginary companions of two
children to illustrate his belief that they represent "an
expression of a defense against conflict" (p. 324). He
relates a vignette of a 4-year-old girl who created her
companions "in response %o perceived threat of abandonment
by her mother" (p. 329). Baum speculates that her com-
panions, Baby-Spider (malevolent in nature) and Baby Angel
(omnipotent) defended her against her fears via identifi-

cation and counteridentification with the aggressor, and

averted symptom formation and aggression on the child's
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part. He also describes a seven-year-old boy who used his
companions (Tough Cat and Sneaky Cat) to externalize his
conflict over peering at his nude mother and to hence gain
some distance and control over his impulses. Baum used
these examples to demonstrate that imaginary companions
can represent "healthy maturational pauses or even
progressive and creative tendencies" (p. 324).

In the past decade, a few authors have linked imagi-~
nary companions to the child's narcissistic development.
Benson and Pryor (1973) address the phenomenon as an
aspect in the developmental line of narcissism as
theorized by Kohut. They view the imaginary companion as
a self-object (i.e., an object invested with narcissistic
cathexis and subjectively experlenced as part of the
self), which provides a form of "self-mirroring with ap-
proval" (p. 469), and serves to protect the child's self-
regard, self—esﬁeem, and cohesive self-image. This aids
in the development of object relat;onships, whereby this
projected aspect of the self becomes part of the child's
internal structure through transmuting internalization.
Two case studies are presented which elucidate their no-
tion. In each example, the child had created an imaginary
companion. At some point, an external observer (in one

case a grandfather; in the other, a psychiatrist) responds
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to the imaginary companion as if it were real. For exam-
ple, they relate an incident in which ILynn, accompanied by
her imaginary companion Nosey, was visiting her grand-

parents. They state:

One day during this particular visit, Lynn was
about to go for a ride with her grandfather.

As they backed out of the garage, Grandfather
suggested to Lynn that she have Nosey close the
garage door. She agreeably did as he asked.
Unbeknownst to her, Grandfather activated the
remote-control mechanism in his car. ILynn's
eyes widened in amazement as she watched the
door really close. About two weeks later,
after the family had returned home, mother
became aware that Lynn no longer was playing
with Nosey. When she inquired about this, Lynn
told her that Nosey was gone. He had remained
at her grandparents to 'open and close the
door'! Grandfather and Grandmother needed
Nosey for the garage. From this point onward,
Nosey was never again Lynn's companion.

(p. 459)

According to Benson and Pryor, treating the companion
as if it were real took the companion out of the narcis-
sistic world as created by the child, where it was
completely under the child's control and functioned as a
self-object. By making it real, the capacity of the imagi-
nary companion to solely serve the function for which it was
intended was taken away. The authors note that shortly
after both companions were responded to as if they were
real, their existence ceased. They attribute this to the

loss of their ability to protect the development of the
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child's self-representation. Benson and Pryor place imagi-
nary companions in the category of "narcissitic guardians"
(along with the latency peer group, adolescent gang, adult
fantasy, and adult work) which represents a "healthy detour
through fantasy, promoting growth" (p. 472).

Finally, Wayne Myers has written two papers which ad-
dress the phenomenon of imaginary companions. In the first,
"Imaginary Companions, Pantasy Twins, Mirror Dreams and
Depersonalization" (1976), he attempts to demonstrate the
links between imaginary companions and extensive childhood
mirror play, and the later appearance of mirror dreams and
" depersonalization. In relating four case histories, Myers
views the imaginary companion as a split off self-represen-
tation which is created in response to a narcissistic wound.
He believes that the companion serves either as a displace-
ment for unacceptable impulses and feelings or to represent
an idealized phallic self-representation. According to
Myers, this then allows the child to feel acceptable to the
parents, thereby maintaining the object tie. In addition,
he sees the defensive splitting as a means of warding off
anxieties around issues of castration and object loss, i.e.,
anal and oedipal traumas, and not involving more primitive
fears such as loss of self.

In "Imaginary Companions in Childhood and Adult Creati-

vity" (1979), Myers shows the relationship between fantasies
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which underlie the creation of an imaginary companion and
those which lead to specific creativity in adults. In this
article, Myers elaborates on his earlier writings, and de-
velops the notion of the imaginary companion as an expres-—
sion of a special ego aptitude found in creative adults. He
States that "imaginary companion fantasies serve as an or-
ganizing schema in memory in which the earlier traumata are
subsumed" (p. 305), and believes that this contributes to
creativity %n adults. He adds that this connectidn -
between imaginary companions and adult creativity -- is most
apparent in his patients who were creative writers. It is
interesting in this context that Schaefer (1969), in his
study of creative adolescents, found a significant relation-
ship between creative adolescents in the literary field and
the presence of childhood imaginary companions. Thus,
Myers' theoretical paper is the first to be born out in the
research literature.

On reviewing the theoretical contributions which
address the developmental functions and metapsychological
Significance of imaginary companions, certain notions become
clear. Authors tend to agree that the phenomenon is a form
of projection which aids the child in dealing with conflict.
The specific function which the companion serves depends
upon the child's phase in development and concomitant issues

which arise. Consequently, authors present a diverse range'
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of theoretical explanations for the companions' functions.
Among these are: aiding in the development of the superego
and ego ideal, promoting gender identity formation, as a
means of prolonging a sense of omnipotence and control,
disavowal of unacceptable negative impulses and dependency
needs, and to enhance one's gelf-esteem. While the authors
represent a range of theoretical positions, it seems that
all would agree that imaginary companions serve as a defen-
sive means of dealing with unacceptable feelings, impulses

or conflicts in the child.

Rorschach Assessments of Object Relations

The emphasis various authors have given to early
object experience as the determinant of imaginary compa-
nions suggests that the assessment of object ties in
children would further our understanding of their etiolo-
gy. An important and useful means for studying object
experience has been through the Rorschach test.

Various authors have constructed a number of scales
to assess aspects of object relations via the Rorschach.
Spear (1980) has stated that,

[w]ith the increasing emphasis among psychoanaly-

tic theorists on the effort to develop an expla-

natory metatheory based on the day to day reality
of an individual's interpersonal relations has

come a new object relations perspective on the
evaluation of psychological test data. (p. 321)
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The significance of human movement or "M" responses
as an indicator of the capacity for empathy and object
attachment has been well documented in the literature.
Both Schachtel (1966) and Hertzman and Pearce (1947) have
used such "M" responses to assess mental representations
of self and others. A more recent attempt to quantify
object-relatedness by Pruitt and Spilka (1964) has been
gsomewhat limited by methodological difficulties.

Research utilizing only the quantity of "M" responses
has been problematic, however (Urist, 1976). TUrist, for
example, noted that while "M" responses suggest "an aware-
ness that others experienée self-hood too," they do not
"imply the ability to correctly perceive others or to
differentiate one's inner state from another" (Tuber, 1981,
p. 39). TUrist proposed a scale to qualitatively rate
object relations as perceived on the Rorschach, thereby
differentiatingl"good" and "bad" object representations.

Mayman's (1967) measure of object relations applies
complex ego-psychoanalytic principles to certain Rorschach
configurations. His work laid an important theoretical
foundation for the focus on the "thematic content" of
Rorschach responses as indicative of the subject's level
of object relations.

In a recent review of the clinical usefulness of the

Rorschach Test with children, Tuber (1981) stated that:
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recent Rorschach studies have contributed great-
ly to our understanding of the manner in which
object representations may affect personality
development. The thematic object relations
scales in particular have been found to success-
fully aid in the differential diagnosis of dis-
turbed populations, in predicting response to
analytic psychotherapy and in predicting follow-
up adjustment after hospitalization. They have
also been shown to meaningfully correspond with
independent criteria of health/sickness and
interpersonal relations. The use of a scale
that represents stages in the development of
object relations appears quite congruent with
stage specific theories of both developmental
psychology (Piaget, Werner, etc.) and psycho-
pathology (Mahler, Kernberg, etc.). These
studies have focused almost exclusively, how-
ever, on Rorschach human movement responses or
dream imagery as indicators of object experi-
ence. This would appear to limit the utility of
these thematic scales in work with preadolescent
children, considering the relatively small num-
ber of "M" responses such children typically
produce. (p. 43)

A scoring system developed by Urist (1977), howe?er,
rates Rorschach human, animal and inanimate movement
responses along a continuum of object-relatedness from
primary narcissism to empathic object-relatedness. This
system has been shown to be particularly useful in assess~
ing the object representations of children and adolescents
(Tuber, 1983; Tuber & Coates, 1985; Ryan et al., 1985).

It therefore seems plausible to use this Rorschach scale
to assess the object representations of the present sample

of children with imaginary companions.



42

Summary and Present Hypotheses

In the attempts by researchers and theorists to elu-
cidate the nature and function of imaginary companions,

two key, as yet unresolved, phenomenon have emerged:

1) +the literature is equivocal regarding the

functions which imaginary companions serve, and

2) positions vary regarding the significance of the
phenomenon, i.e., basically if and when it is

psychopathological or healthy.

As stated previously, perhaps an important question
which has not yet been addressed is whether an imaginary
companion is adaptive for some children, but not for
others. And if this is the case, how do we differentiate
between these two groups of children? To date, no study
has attempted to look at systematic differences between
these two groups.

The question of whether systematic differences exist
can best be looked at in a developmental context. It is
generally agreed upon that children progress through cer-
tain epigenetic stages in the course of‘their development.
As the child moves, for example, through separation/indi-
viduation, certain issues are encountered (Mahler). Key

interactional issues are also addressed in the phallic and
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oedipal stages (Freud, Erikson). All would agree that one
of the earliest major tasks of development is based upon
the development of a relationship between the infant and
its mother/primary caretaker, on whom the child is depen-
dent. During the second 18 months of 1life, the focus
shifts to the child's attempts at separation and towards
the beginning of the resolution of dependency issues. As
this stage is negotiated, the child begins to move away
from its primary object ties and starts to develop a sense
of autonomy. Also at this time, the expression and con-
trol of aggressive feelings becomes critical. The de-
velopment of the child's superego (both the prohibitive
aspects and the ego ideal) emerges as a means of handling
one's aggression. The negotiation of these issues pro-
vides the means by which an integrated, autonomous sense
of self is achieved.

Results of a pilot study conducted by the author
suggest that the distinction between the two developmental
issues of aggression/superego formation and dependency/
autonomy can be thought of as two central underlying
phenomenon in the elucidation of the functions of imagi-
nary companions.

One can then hypothesize that the consideration of
age—appropriate developmental concerns could be a key

criterion in determining whether an imaginary companion is
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used adaptively or maladaptively. That is, if between the

ages of 3 - 5 the child is thought to be struggling pri-

marily with issues of aggression and superego formation,
then children who are using their imaginary companions to
deal with these issues are using the phenomenon in an
adaptive, age-appropriate way. Conversely, if a child
between the ages of 3 - 5 uses an imaginary companion to
deal primarily with issues of dependency, which by this
time can be considered a regressive phenomenon, then the
imaginary companion is more indicative of potential patho-
logy.

This study proposes %o investigaté adaptive versus
pathological functions of imaginary companions by investi-
gating both internal and external measures of functioning.
Internal measures will focus on the quality of the child's
object representations, as measured by the Rorschach Test.
External indicators  will be measured by the absence or
presence of behavioral symptoms on the Child Behavior
Checklist (Achenbach & Edelbrock).

The study will test the following hypotheses:

I. Children who use their imaginary companions to deal
primarily with issues of aggression and superego
formation, will have a higher level of object rela-
tions on the Rorschach Test, as measured by the
Mutuality of Autonomy Scale, and will have fewer

behavioral symptoms on Achenbach and Edelbrock's
Child Behavior Checklist.
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Conversely, children who use their imaginary compa-
nions to deal primarily with issues of dependency/
autonomy, will have a poorer quality of object rela-
tions on the Rorschach Test, as measured by the
Mutuality of Autonomy Scale and more behavioral symp-
toms on the Child Behavior Checklist.



46

CHAPTER II

METHOD

Pilot Study

A pilot study was conducted to provide an initial
means of understanding fhe function and etiology of imagi-
nary companions. This study involved a review and evalua-
tion of data collected by Barbara Thacher for her study of
imaginary companions, "The Imaginary Companion and the
Sounds of Mothering," CUNY Doctoral Dissertation, 1981.
This data consisted of 18 exploratory interviews with
parents of children who had imaginary companions and in-
cluded an extensive investigation of the degree to which
imaginary companions represent transitional phenomena which
have their roots in the auditory experience of being
mothered. Thacher'’s study explored the imaginary companion
phenomena in depth.

A preliminary analysis of her data revealed that
these children could easily be divided into two groups,
according to the primary function that the imaginary com-
panion served. One group of children appeared to use
their companions to deal primarily with issues of aggres-

sion and superego concerns. For the other group, the
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companions served primarily as a defense against
loneliness and as a means of resolving issues of depen-
dency and autonomy.

Following the hypothesis that children's use of
imaginary companions could serve two functions, the pre-
sent investigation attempted to derive a sample of

children with imaginary companions for further study.

Sample

The present study employed a sample of 18 children
(12 girls and 6 boys), who ranged in age from 3 years, 10
months to 5 years, 2 months. At the time of the study,
all of these children had at least one imaginary companion
which, for the purposes of this study, met the definition
given by Svendsen (193%4):

an invisible character named and referred to in

conversation with other persons or played with

directly for a period of time, at least several

months, having an air of reality for the child

but no apparent objective basis. This excludes

that type of imaginative play in which an object

is personified, or in which the child himself

assumes the role of some person in his environ-

ment. (p. 169)

Subjects were recruited primarily in two ways.

Pirst, a major effort was made to contact directors of

pre-school programs in Manhattan. Names of schools and
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current directors were obtained from the Independent School
Directory. In addition, several schools which are con-
nected with the Jewish Board of Family and Children's
Services and are housed in public schools were contacted.

A total of 47 directors were contacted, and of those, 30
agreed to participate.

The directors were given a brief description of the
study and upon their agreement to cooperate in the re-
cruitment of subjects, they were given a standard letter
(see Appendix A), which was then sent home with all
4-year-old children. Upon receipt of the letter, if a
parent chose to respond, they were then asked to contact
the author directly. Letters wefe distributed to pre-
schools which served children across a wide range of
socio-economic and ethnic backgrounds. Approximately 2000
letters were distributed. Of these, 12 people responded.
Of those who responded, 5 were not appropriate for this
study; either their child's imaginary companion no longer
existed or it did not fit the working imaginary companion
definition.

The remaining subjects were obtained through various
friends and colleagues who knew of children with imaginary
companions that met the above criteria. In these cases,
parents were asked permission for the author to contact

them.
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In the initial contact with parents, a brief descrip-
tion of the study was presented, including both the pur-
pose of the study and an explanation of what their parti-
cipation would involve. Upon their agreement, a meeting
was scheduled for both parent and child interviews. On

three occasions, the parent interview was conducted over

the phone, and children were seen at a later date.

Imaginary Companion Questionnaire

A questionnaire was designed to assess the various
ways in which children use imaginary companions (see Ap-
pendix B). A survey of the literature describing the
nature of the children's interactions with their imaginary
companions, along with a review of the interview used by
Thacher (1981), provided the primary source of data for
the questionnaire. .Questions were devised to tap the two
primary functions of imaginary companions being utilized
for the present study. Questions tapping aggression or
dependency functions were distributed randomly throughout
the questionnaire. Answers to the questions were pre-
sented via a 5-point Likert scale. Four additional ques-
tions addressed ways in which children described their

imaginary companion (see Appendix B, questions 92-95).
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Questions were also included which surveyed the atti-
tude of the parent(s) towards their child's imaginary
companion. A detailed vignette describing the typical way
in which the child described and/or interacted with
his/her companion was also ascertained. PFinally, relevant
demographic data regarding the child and the family were
gathered. ‘

This questionnaire was administered during a 45-
minute interview with the parent(s). During the interview
with the child, the parent(s) was also asked to complete
the Child Behavior Checklist (Achenbach & Edelbrock,

'1983), which will be described below.

Child Behavior Checklist

The Child Behavior Checklist (CBCL) is a question-
naife designed to obtain parents' descriptions of their
children's behavior in a standardized format.

In their attempt to identify syndromes of behavior
problems for children of each sex at ages 4 to 5, 6 to 11,
and 12 to 16, Achenbach and Edelbrock performed principal
component analyses of CBCL behavior problems as rated by
parents of children who had been referred to a wide range
of mental health agencies. Any item that was reported for
at least 5% of the sample was analyzed. Orthogonal (vari-

max) and oblique (direct quartimin) rotations were per-
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formed on varying numbers of factors to identify the most
robust factors. The most representative versions of fac-
tors that repeatedly recurred for a particular sample were
then chosen to comprise a multi-factor matrix. For the
purposes of this study, the 8-factor matrix for 4 - 5 year
0ld boys and girls will be used. Achenbach and Edelbrock
(1983) have described in detail their development and
standardization of the CBCL.

The CBGL is composed of 112-items which describe
various behaviors. The parent is asked to circle the
correct response: O = not true, 1 = somewhat or sometimes
true, or 2 = very true or often true. The items then
collapse into subscales (the 8 matrices mentioned above).
Each subscale has been standardized and named for the
behavioralisyndrome that it measures. In addition, a
total sum score is computed. The subscale scores and
total sum score for each subject are then compared against

the established norms.

Child Interview

The Rorschach Test and Peabody Picture Vocabulary
Test were administered in the context of an approximately

45-minute interview with the child. The child was always
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seen in his/her room at a time of day when the child was
alert and cooperative.

Each child was seen first in a free play period to
establish rapport. Once rapport was established, he or
she was then given the Rorschach Test. After the comple~
tion of the Rorschach, the Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test
was administered. Pollowing these two tests a brief play
period, used as a ﬁeans of pleasantly ending the inter-

view, was conducted.

Rorschach Test

The Rorschach Test was administered according to the
manner described by Ames et al. (1974). In addition,
particular attention was paid to the inquiry, as suggested
by Tuber (1985) in his manual which specifically applies
the Mutuality of Autonomy Scale to children's Rorschachs.
Tuber (1985) instructs, "the inquiry used here is geared
not surprisingly toward deriving an adequate description
from the subject of the nature of his object representa-
tion percepts. Thus, any response depicting a figure(s)
in interaction is given particular scrutiny" (p. 5).

After the subject has given the location of the
percept, he or she is then asked "what made it look like"
the percept. If, at that point, enough information is

provided to yield a score on the Mutuality of Autonomy
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scale, no further inquiry is required. If such informa-
tion is not yet "scoreable," the child is asked "you see
X, as if . . ." This exploratory mode of inquiry often
provides useful data on the child's object representations

in a relatively non-directive manner.

Procedure for Scoring the Rorschach Protocols. Each

subject was randomly assigned a code number before any

protocols were scored. This was done to insure that the
identity of each subject remained obscured. The protocols
were then scored by two independent raters. Neither rater
knew which subgroup a particular subject was hypothesized
to be in.

The Rorschachs were first scored using the Klopfer et
al. (1954) scoring system. They were then scored using
the Mutuality of Autonomy Scale (Urist, 1977). After the
per cent agreement between the raters was calculated,
differences in scoring were reconciled by discussion
between the raters. Non-parametric statistical procedures
were then employed to assess Rorschach performance along a

number of salient dimensions.

Rorschach Scales. The Klopfer et al. (1954) method

for scoring the Rorschach has been described elsewhere in
detail and will not be described here. The present study

employs all the typical features of the Klopfer system.
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In addition, particular attention was given to the scoring
of human and animal movement responses.

The object relations scale as developed by Urist
(1977), and later applied to children's Rorschach by Tuber
(1981, 1983 & 1985), was utilized in the present study.
The scale "focuses on the developmental progression
towards separation-individuation, with particular emphasis
given to the issue of the autonomy of others vis-~a-vis the
self, and conversely, the autonomy of the self vis-a-vis
others" (Urist, 1977, p. 4). Thus, each of the scale
points refers to gradations in "the individual's capacity
to experience self and others as mutually autonomous within
relationships" (Urist, 1977, p. 4). Scale point one, the
highest level of object relatedness innthe scale, reflects
the depiction of a figure(s) in a relationship that is
separate, autonomous, but aware of, and interacting with
another autonomous.figure(s). Point two refers to
Rorschach imagery depicting two separate figures engaging
in parallel activity. These two points are clearly given
a "positive" valence; they are the only scale points in
which the autonomy of the figures are not distorted. They
may therefore be viewed as representing "neurotic" or
higher-level object representations. Points three and
four reveal an emerging loss of autonomy in interaction.

Both points imply a need for another figure to permit a
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sense of structural cohesion to exist. To receive a score
of 3, the figure(s) must be seen as leaning on each other,
or one figure is seen as leaning or hanging on another;
they require some external support or direction. A scale
point of 4 is scored when one figure is seen as the re-
flection or imprint of another. Points 3 and 4 do share a
depiction of self in which narcissistic issues are pivo-
tal. The difference between them lies in the extent to
which the mirroring, cohesion-building "pther" can main-
tain a degree of physical viability. Points 5, 6 and 7
.reflect not only the loss of the capacity for separate-
ness, but increasing malevolence of one figure towards
another. These low scores reflect an experience of object
relations where the autonomy of the self is under siege.

A scale score of 5 is scored when the nature of the rela-
tiohship between figures is characterized by malevolent
control of one figure by another. Also scoreable are
responses in which fighting between figures becomes a
clear violation of both figures' intactness. A scaled
score of 6 denotes an imbalance in the relationship in
decidedly destructive terms. Also included are relation-
ships that are portrayed as parasitic. PFinally, a score
of 7 is given when relationships are characterized by an
overpowering, enveloping force. The force is described as

"larger than life," malevolent, and perhaps even psychotic.
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While points 3 and 4 may be tentatively linked to
"narcissistic" disturbances in Kohut's terms, the final
three points of the scale refer to "borderline" or "psycho-
tic" modes of experiencing others (see Urist, 1977 and
Tuber, 1985 for further explanation and examples).

Urist used Spearman product moment correlation
coefficients to compare his object relations scale with
independent criteria. He notes that the use of the pro-
duct moment correlation assumes equal interval data. He
employs the Lingoes and Rookman (1971) transformafion of
raw scores method to the data, thus statistically creating
an equal interval scale. However, an important distinc=-
tion was made by Tuber (1981) who agreed with Urist's
argument that "for all statistical purposes” (Urist, 1977,
p- 7), his scale could be considered to have equal intér-
vals. He added, however, that "Urist's scale does not
have clinically equal intervals. The "interval" between
points two and three, for example, (that of a "neurotic"
versus a "narcissistic" object relationship paradigm)
appears a good deal "larger" than any of the intervals
between points five, six, and seven (the "borderline" or
"psychotic" scale points). Indeed, the state of‘our know-
ledge of the range and vicissitudes of object experience
is considered too tentative to assume equal intervals

along a relationship continuum" (p. 69). As suggested by
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Tuber (1981), it would therefore be more appropriate to
apply non-parametric statistics to the data as scored by
the Urist scale. The Mann-Whitney U Test was therefore
used to look at differences between the children in terms
of the quality of their object representations.

Urist calculated five object relations "scores" from
his scale. A mean score was computed, ths average of the
eight highest and eight lowest scores was calculated and
the single highest and lowest scores were also gathered.
Inasmuch as non-parametric statistics will be used in the
present study, the median and the mode, rather than the
mean score, were calculated for this sample. 1In pfevious
work with child populations using this scale, children
have not been found to give a sufficient number of Urist
scores to warrant averaging their eight highest and eight
lowest scores separately (Tuber, 1981). Consequently, a
total of five object relations scores were obtained for
each child: +the total number of object relations scores
(Total 0-R), the single highest score (H-O-R), the single

lowest score (L-0-R), a median and a mode score.

Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test —-- Revised

Research on the Rorschach Test has'shown that sub-
stantially below normal intelligence can play a confound-

ing role in both the quality and quantity of Rorschach
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responses (Friedman, 1953; Allison & Blatt, 1964).
Vocabulary scores have been shown to be an effective
general predictor of children's overall intelligence
(Wechsler, 1974; Kaufman, 1979). Therefore, the Peabody
Picture Vocabulary Test - Revised (PPVT-R) was adminis-
tered as a brief, but concise way to ensure that below
normal intelligence would not be a confounding variable.

The PPVT-R consists of 5 training items followed by
175 items arranged in order of increasing difficulty. The
child is shown a page with four simple black and white
illustrations arranged in multiple choice format. The
child's task is to select the picture considered to best
illustrate the meaning of a stimulus word presented orally
by the tester.

The PPVT-R was administered to 17 of the 18 subjects.
One subject refused to cooperate with this task.

In summary, questions ascertaining the functions of
imaginary companions served as the independent variables
in this study, while Rorschach determinants and CBCL
responses were the dependent variables. It was hoped that
the narrow range of the IQ variable would permit its

inclusion as a controlled factor in the study.
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CHAPTER III

RESULTS

The following chapter will first summarize attempts to
partition questionnaire items into two mutually exclusive,
non-overlapping aggression and dependency subsets. Next it
will describe attempts to subdivide the sample according to
the predominant function the imaginary companion served.
Further attempts to subdivide the sample on the basis of
Rorschach and demographic.variables, as well as by anecdo-
tal vignettes, will then be reported. A summary of the
demograéhic characteristics of the sample will subsequently
be presented. Finally, results of the performance of sub-
jects on the Child Behavior Checklist, Peabody Picture

Vocabulary Test, and the Rorschach Test will be reviewed.

Attempts to Define the Aggression/Dependency Subsets

The hypotheses which this study proposed to test were
based on the assumption that children use their imaginary
companions in their attempts to resolve specific develop-
nental conflicts. Furthermore, prior clinical and re-
search findings have demonstrated that there are two pri-

mary functions which the imaginary companions serve:
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1. To deal with issues related to dependency and
autonomy, and,
2. To deal with issues of aggression and superego

formation and development.

Clinical findings have also repeatedly documented
that by the age of 4, issues of aggression and superego
concerns become primary, as issues regarding dependency
recede more to the background. It was then hypothesized
that one would expect children in the present study, who
were aged 5 years, 10 months to 5 years,‘Z months, to use
their companions to deal primarily with conflicts regard-’
Aing the integration of aggression with superego formation.
The study therefore proposed to show that children who
were struggling with these age-appropriate concerns would
fare better on both the measures of the quality of their
internalized object representations and of their beha-
vioral symptomatology than children whose primary concerns
were not age-appropriate.

In order to test this hypothesis, it was necessary to
divide the sample into two groups: children who used
their imaginary companions to deal primarily with depen-
dency concerns and those whose companions served to resolve
primarily issues of aggression and superego concerns.
Several statistical attempts were made towards sorting sub-

jects into these two groups.
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A questionnaire for parents was constructed which
included 42 questions designed to tap the aggressive and
dependency uses of imaginary companions. Initially 19
items were considered to reflect dependency concerns.
These are indicated in Appendix B by the symbol D. Twenty -
three items were considered to measure aggressive uses of
the imaginary companion. These are indicated in Appendix B
by the symbol A.

Questidns were answered along a 5 point Likert scale
ranging from always (1 point) to often (2 points) to
sometimes (3 points) to rarely (4 points) to never (5
points). To insure that questions measured one variable
(either aggression or dependency), to the exclusion of the
other, several steps were taken.

First, each subject's total dependency and aggression
scores were separately tallied. Since an ordinal scale
was used, non-parametric statistics were employed. Rank
difference correlations were computed both between indivi-
dual items, as well as between each item and the summed
aggressive or dependency subset score. A large number of
questions were then discarded as they did not correlate
gsignificantly with their summed subset socre.

Tukey (1977) has shown that it is possible to proceed

to interval scales from the summation of ordinal scales.
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Therefore, Pearson product moment correlations could be
performed. Using this more robust statistical procedure,
a final correlation of nine aggression and nine dependency
questions were culled, representing non-overlapping and
relatively exclusive dependency and aggression items.
These questions are listed in Table 1.

To ensure that each subset was indeed a true measure
of either aggression or dependency, each of the original
42 questions was then correlated with the mean value of
each subset. Only the 9 aggression and 9 dependency final
subset questions significantly correlated with the mean
value of their respective subset. A summary of these
findings is reported in Table 1.

A final step was then taken to cross validate these
aggression and dependency subsets. Each item of the de-
pendency subset was correlated with the mean value of the
aggression subset. And conversely, each item of the ag-
gression subset was correlated with the mean value of the
dependency subset. The mean value of the aggression sub-
set did not correlate significantly with any dependency
items; conversely, no aggression items were significantly

correlated with the dependency mean value. (See Table 1)
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Correlations Between Dependency/Aggression Subset

Questions and Mean Subset Scores

Imaginary Companion
(IC) Questions

Dependency
Mean Value

Aggression
Mean Value

Dependency Questions:

Teach IC?

Take Care of IC?

Feed IC?

IC Less Capable?

Hold IC*?

Uses IC when lonely?
Insists IC be cared for?
IC as caretaker?

Shares with IC?

Aggression Questions:

Scold IC?

Concerned IC is reckless?
Worry about IC?

Blame IC?

IC as Coercer?

Compares to own Parents?
IC Uses Taboo Words?

IC Worries about Child?
IC Gets Hurts?

Note: 1Values listed are
tion r values.

* p < .05
*% p < .01
¥*¥  p < ,001

.62341**
. 8191 *x*
JT166%%*
7344 %%%
J1318¥**
<5454 %%

. 5T725%%

LT328%%%
L TT8H *x*

-. 0850
.1515
.1510
.1062

-.0677
.3016
.2964
.2896
1721

.0428
.0840
-.1625
.2188
.2327
1722
.1722
-4999
.1564

L5221 *
L 54T4**
BG4S **x
L T554 %% *
. 5938%*x
.6626% %%
. 7570***
JH145%*
. 5808%%

Pearson Product-Moment correla-
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In addition, the correlation between the mean values
of the dependency and aggression subsets was not signifi-
cant (p = .211).

In summary, a final collection of nine dependency
questions (Group 1) and nine aggression questions (Group
2) were derived. (See Appendix C) Each group represented
a pure, non-overlapping, exclusive set of questions which
it was hoped would provide an optimally discriminating

measure of the two disparate uses of imaginary companions.

Attempts to Define an Aggression vs. Dependency Subgroup

Once the two final subsets were established, it was
then possible to tabulate a sum aggression and dependency
score for each subject. It was hoped,.and indeed
necessary, to test the hypotheses of the present study,
that a subject's sum score on each subset would be in-
versely related. That is, a subject high on aggression
would be low on dependency, and the converse. The results
of this tabulation are reported in Table 2.

As the subjects in this study could not be exclusive-
ly partitioned into either a solely aggressive or a solely
dependent use of their imaginary companion, a scattergram
was employed to represent each subject and their respec-—

tive aggressive/dependency scores. (See Appendix D).
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Table 2

Dependency and Aggression Subset Scores by Subject

Subject Dependency1 Aggression2
Sum Score Sum Score
1 272 36
2 45 42
3 36 , 45
4 32 45
5 24 24
6 17 , 43
7 40 45
8 30 33
9 44 40
10 40 44
X 43 45
12 29 39
13 42 32
14 45 36
15 38 38
16 34 43
17 44 34
18 33 28

Note: | Dependency and aggression sum scores derived from
questions found in Appendix C.

2 A lower sum score equals a greater frequency of
dependency/aggression use.
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The results of the scattergram were that subjects

fell into four basic groups:

1. One subject had a high score on dependency,
but not on aggression (#6),

2. One subject had high scores on aggression
and dependency (#5),

3. 8ix subjects had low scores on dependency and
aggression (#2, 3, 7, 9, 10, 11), and

4. Terr subjects had an average score on either
dependency or aggression (#1, 4, 8, 12, 13, 14,
15, 16, 17, 18).

The scattergram thus also failed to provide the two
mutually exclusive subgroups (Group 1: high sum aggres-—
sion scores and low sum dependency scores; Group 2: low
sum aggression scores and high sum dependency scores)
which were needed to test the hypotheses of this study.
In fact, only one subject (#6) met the criteria for the
requisite subgroups.

In summary, a question by question analysis designed
to differentiate the primary functions of imaginary com-
panions could not successfully create two groups of chil-
dren: one group who used their imaginary companions to
work through issues primarily related to aggression and

superego concerns and the other to deal primarily with
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issues of dependency and autonomy. Therefore, the basic
assumption of the study, that children with imaginary
companions could be easily subdivided by the function
which their imaginary companion serves, could not be sup-

ported.

Further Attempts to Delineate Subgroups

In a further effort to divide the sample into two
groups, five additional steps were taken. Two approaches
involved the use of Rorschach scores; a third approach
drew from the clinical vignettes which had been obtained
from the parents. PFinally, the subject's age and sex were
employed separately as independent variables.

One approach attempted to see if Rorschach variables
could meaningfully create two groups of subjects. Fach of
the following Rorschach variables and ratios ( M, FM,

M+ & M+, M1 & M-, PM+ & PME, FMI & FM—, m, M: FM + m) were
rank-ordered for each subject. Median values were com-
puted for all of these variables and used to create two
separate subgroups of subjects per Rorschach variable
("nigh" vs. "low").

The Mann Whitney U Test and Wilcoxon Rank Sum W Test
were then employed to determine whether there were signi-
ficant differences between the groups with respect to (i) a

number of demographic variables (age, sex), (ii) all the
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parent questionnaire items that describe interactions
between the child and the imaginary companions, and (iii)
with all other Rorschach variables (color, shading, con-
tent). Of the eight major Rorschach variables and/or ra-
tios used, only the three variables involving animal move-
ment (total FM, FM+ & FM*, FM- & FM3) significantly cor-
related with any of the demographic or imaginary companion
questions. A positive correlation was reported across all
three FM variables with twq of the dependency subset ques-—
tions (Does the child seem to play with IC when lonely?

p < .05; Does IC take care of younger imagined children?

p < .02). ©No other significant correlations were found
using these major Rorschach variables.

Similarly, subjects were subdivided based on their
scores on Urist's Mutuality of Autonomy Scale. These
groupings were based on the total number of object
relations scores and the median object relations scores.
By inspection, subjects were assigned to one of two groups
("high" vs. "low"). The Mann Whitney U Test and the
Wilcoxon Rank Sum W Test were again employed to test the
degree of association between the demographic and imagi-
nary companion variables and the Rorschach object rela-
tions scores.

The median object relations score did not correlate

significantly with any of the variables. The total number
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of object relations scores were significantly associated
with responses to one aggression subset question and one
dependency subset question (Does child worry about the
IC being naughty? p < .05; Does IC take care of younger
imagined children? p < .02).

Clinical vignettes which described the child's inter-
action with their imaginary companion had been obtained
from the parents during the interview. These vignettes
were sorted by two independent raters into two groups:
one in which the imaginary companion was described as
serving dependency needs and the other, where aggression
and superego concerns prevailed. For example, the first
group included descriptions of companions who appeared
when the child was lonely, those who were playmates, or
would be fed, comforted, etc. The "agéressive" imaginary
companions were those who, for example, did misdeeds, were
blamed for the child's own misdeeds, would do things which
the child was not permitted to do, or who were described in
good/bad terms.

Once again, the Mann Whitney U and the Wilcoxon Rank
Sum W Tests were used to test for significant differences
between the groups on the demographic, imaginary companion
and Rorschach variables. Only random and/or insignificant
correlations were found when both the demographic varia-

bles and the imaginary companion questionnaire items were
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compared with the "vignette" subgroups. Similarly, Mann
Whitney U Tests comparing the "vignette" subgroups on both
standard Rorschach determinants and Rorschach Mutuality of
Autonomy object relations scores also proved insignifi-
cant. However, a statistically significant relationship
(p < .05) between higher quality (M+) human movement
responses and placement in the "aggressive" subgroup was
found. While both "aggressive" and "dependency" subgroups
each had a total of 16 "M" responses, the "aggressive"
subgroups had 15 of 16 high quality form .evel responses,
~while the "dependency" subgroup group had only 9 such higﬁ
level human movement responses.

Finally, similar statistical tests were performed
using the subjects' age and then sex to split them into
two groups. The age of the child was positively cor-
related with two dependency subset questions (Does child
teach IC things? ©p < .01; Does child express a desire to
share things [food, toys, etc.] with IC? p < .01) and with
the overall mean dependency subset score (p < .05). When
using sex as an independent variable, girls scored higher
than boys on the same two dependency subset questions (p <
.05 for both questions). No other significant sex-split
differences were found.

In summary, initial attempts to subdivide the present

sample along the dimension of the primary function of
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their imaginary companions were unsuccessful. Attempts to
partition the subjects into two groups on the basis of
Rorschach and demographic variables were then made. These
partitions sought to work backwards, utilizing median
splits as a potentially useful method of understanding the
meaning of the subjects' use of their imaginary com-
panions. Several Rorschach and demographic variables did
correlate with a few dependency and/or aggression subset
questions. -‘However, no consistent linkage of any of the
Rorschach and demographic variables with any cluster of
aggression or dependency subset questions were found.
Thus, whether one began with the uses of the imaginary
companions as the independent variable or, working back-
wards, viewed them as the dependent variable, no useful
means of partitioning the sample into two distinct sub-

groups could be discerned.

Description of the Sample

The present sample of children with imaginary com-
panions shared a number of demographic characteristics with
those reported in previous research in this area. Two-
thirds (67%) of the subjects were girls. This follows re-
ports throughout the literature of the phenomenon being

more prevalent among girls. Svendsen (1934), for example,‘
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reported 75% of his subjects were girls. Ames and Learned
(1946) stated that girls were more likely to have imagi-
nary companions, as did Manosevitz et al. (1973).

Several authors (Vostrovsky, Jersild et al., Ames &
Learned, Manosevitz et al.) report the consistent finding
that while the imaginary companions can be human, animal
or personified objects, most children tend to have human
imaginary companions. In this sample, 83% of the children
had imaginary companions which were human while 11% had
both animal and human imaginary companions. One child
(6%) had an imaginary companion that was first an animal
and then changed into a human. |

Frequently, authors describe the sense of reality and
vividness the imaginary companions have to their creators.
According to the informants in the present study, all of
the companions were real, but they (the children) knew
them to be imaginary. This blend of "imaginary realness"
supports Harvey (1918) who stated that:

The imaginary playmate is a visual or auditory

idea that becomes as real and vivid as a visual

or auditory percept, but that the child neverthe-

less always recognizes its unreality. (Svendsen,

p. 986)

This finding also supports the idea proposed by Dorothy
Singer that "these children have a strong sense of what's

real and what's fantasy, and can move back and forth
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between the two" and that if asked about their imaginary
companion's reality, would say "that's just make-believe"
(Pines, 1978).

The findings in the sample regarding the age of the
child when the imaginary companion first appeared are also
similar to previous reports. Most authors date their
first appearance somewhere between two and three years.
All of the present sample had their companions by the age
of four; the youngest age of first appearance was two
years. Thirteen children (72%) had their imaginary com-
panions appear between the ages of two and three. \

It is also reported that imaginary companions are
more prevalent among first-borns and only children. In
the present sample, 38% were only children, while 78% were
only and/or first-born. It did seem that frequently the
appearance of the imaginary companions coincided with the
mother's pregnéncy.

It has generally been found that imaginary companions
tend to be either the same age as their creators, older,
or to have an indefinite age. Similarly, in this sample
only one child (6%) had a companion who was youngef-

Pinally, the attitude of parents towards their
child's imaginary companion was similar to reports in the
literature. 1In 12 cases (67%), parents were either

pleased and/or encouraging of the phenomenon. One parent
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(6%) was both concerned and pleased. Another reported
only concern. Four (22%) reported either no response or
general lack of involvement.

The present study did, however, differ from previous
research in two ways. According to earlier studies,
children preferred imaginary companions of the same sex.
Over time, this trend seemed to change and later reports
note children frequently had companions of both sexes.
Most recently, it was reported that males were signifi-
cantly more likely to have a male companion, whereas
females tended only slightly to have same~sex companions
(Manosevitz et al.). The present study found that 50% of
the girls had same-sex companions and 50% of the girls had
companions of both sexes. In addition, 50% of the boys
has same-sex companions and 33% of the boys had both. One
boy (17%) had a female imaginary companion. While it may
not be clear how t0 interpret these findings, it is not-
able that they appear in sharp contrast to recent reports.

Secondly, with regards to the names of the imaginary
companions, it has been reported that commonplace names
are the norm for imaginary companions. While all of the
companions had a name, only 50% of this sample reported
common or popular names; 50% were original.

Several interesting demographic characteristics

emerged that have not been previously reported in detail.
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Many children were reported to have more than one com-
panion. Only four children (22%) reportedly had one ima-
ginary playmate. Five (28%) had two, while nine (50%)
were reported to have more than two imaginary companions.
Of the 14 children who had more than one, parents of eight
children reported that the companions either appear
separately, or that one particular companion always predo-
minates.

Parents reported that in eight cases, the imaginary
companion remained stable over time while eight others
reportedly changed over time. In these cases, the
"companions may have changed sex, age, from animal to
person, or in terms of particular function being served
(e.g., from a companion to one to be blamed for misdeeds).
In two of the cases, the parents didn't know whether they
had changed.

Regarding the frequency of the presence of the imagi-
nary companion, it did appear that the companions were
present on a daily basis during the height of their exis-
tence. They almost always (in 89% of the cases) appear in
play both with and without the parents present. The
imaginary companions always appeared inside, and in 89% of
the cases also appeared outside of the home. In 67% of
cases, parents report that the companions appear in the

presence of people other than immediate family members.
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For two-thirds of the subjects, the companions are present
at mealtimes; 50% report their presence at bathtime. The
imaginary companions frequently accompany the child in the
car (61%), but are only infrequently taken to school

(16%). Only one parent reported that their child did not
use their imaginary companion in solitary play (6%), yet
only four children (22%) involved their presence while
Playing with other children.

Finally, some of the demographic data regarding the
parents and family life of the children in this sample
were noteworthy. Mothers ranged in age from 31-44 years
at the time of the interview. PFifty percent of the
mothers were 37 years'or older. The fathers ranged in age
from 33-61 years. Two fathers' ages were not available.
One half of the fathers were 38 years and older.

In the 18 families, 15 parents (83%) were married, 2
(11%) were separated, and 1 (6%) never married. Of the 15
married parents, 11 were first marriages; 2 fathers and 1
mother (all separate families) were in second marriages;
and one father was in his third marriage. Two of the
remarried fathers had children from previous marriages.
Interestingly, 67% of the families were Jewish and 22%
were Protestant. One family (6%) reported to be mixed,

Protestant-Jewish religion, and for one family, the
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information was not available. No Catholic families were
among the sample.

A1l of the families were in the top three (of nine)
social class divisions as determined by the Hollingshead
(1957) scale. Two-thirds were in the highest grouping.
In 15 of the families, the mothers worked. Four mothers
(22%) worked full-time, while eleven (61%) worked part-
time. Thirteen of the families (72%) reported that there
were significant other people (housekeepers or grand-
parents) with whom the child spent a considerable amount
of time. . , ‘

Finally, parents were asked whether they had had
imaginary companions. In nine cases, parents reported not
having imaginary companions while 28% (four families)
stated that they did not remember. Four of the mothers
(27%) reportedly had an imaginary companion, as did one

father (6%).

Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test-Revised (PPVT-R)

As described in Chapter II, the PPVT-R was given to
insure that major variations in the distribution of IQ
scores would not confound either the data derived in the
gquestionnaire, the CBCL, or on the Rorschach Test. The
PPVT-R IQ scores for this sample ranged from 99 - 134.

The mean IQ score was 118. This finding is consistent
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with prior research emphasizing the above-average intelli-
gence of children with imaginary companions. Both the
range and mean value for the sample were sufficiently high
to preclude intelligence level as a confounding variable

in this study.

Child Behavior Checklist (CBCL)

The CBCL was administered as a measure of behavioral
symptomatology. This instrument was used as a dependent
variable that would hopefully differentiate the present
sample's normal versus pathological behavior.

CBCL scores are reported both as an overall normality
score, as well as a series of eight subset scales. For
this sample, all of the children were found to fall within
the normal range of behavior on the total sum score.
Seventeen of the 18 children also scored within the normal
range across all eight subscale categories. One subject
scored in the pathological range on the sex problems
subscale, but within the normal range on the other seven
subscale categories. These results are reported in Table 3.

Given the comprehensive nature of the behaviors
included in Achenbach and Edelbrock's checklist, the
normative nature of the behaviors of the children in the

present sample is noteworthy.



CBCL Suhscales

Subjects Somatic Depressed  Schizoid Social Obese Aggressive fex Hyperactive Total
Complainta or Anxious Withdrawatl Problems Sum Score
Girls
1 4 3 3 2 1 13 1 2 33
2 1 1 3 2 1 3 0 2 15
3 5 4 5 5 0 2 0 0 26
4 3 1 4 2 1 2 [¢] o] 16
6 0 1 2 0 1 1 0 1 12
8 0 1 1 0 0 2 0 1 9
i1 2. 2 6 6 3 10 o] 8 36
12 3 6 8 3 0 6 0 3 28
14 5 6 8 6 3 7 0 2 33
15 4 4 2 1 1 5 0 0 17
16 5 6 9 3 0 5 0 2 38
18 5 8 9 6 2 7 0 6 40
"Normal
Cutoff" 10 13 12 8 5 17-18 3 8 70
Subjects Social Depressed  Immature Somatic Sex Schizoid Aggressive Delinguent Total
Withdrawal _Complaints  Problems Sum Score
Boys
5 4 9 4 0 0 0 18 4 37
7 4 7 2 o} 0 3 19 2 40
9 2 3 0 0 0 0 4 0 15
10 5 6 1 1 1 1 8 0 27
13 3 " 4 0 4 1 15 1 42
17 2 5 2 1 0 [¢] 10 ] 25
"Normal
Cutoff" 6 13 8 2 1 4 19 4 10

Note:

! Normal Cutoff = This number or less is within normal range.

2 Total Sum Score Geale may be greater than sum of subscales, as

certain items are scored on more than one subscale.
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The Rorschach Test

As described in Chapter II, Rorschach protocols were
independently rated by both the author and a Ph.D.
psychologist. Percent agreement levels between the raters
were obtained for the standard Rorschach determinants as
scored by Klopfer et al. (1954) and for Urist's Mutuality
of Autonomy Scale measure. These findings aré presented
in Table 4. These results suggest a solid degree of

inter-rater reliability.

Table 4

Inter-rater Agreement on Rorschach Measures

Rorschach System Percent Agreement Within 1 Point
"Exact Hit" :
Klopfer 87% -
Urist 85% 89%

Standard Rorschach Determinants. The Rorschach pro-

tocols for each subject were first scored for movement,
color, shading and content using the method defined by
Klopfer et al. (1954). These findings are presented below

in Table 5.



Table §

Rorschach Determinants by Subject

Rorschach Determinants

Subjects R F% F+% M FM m M:FM+m FC CF C Sum C M:SumC H% A% P%
1 18 56 70 1 3 1 1:4 0 2 O 1:2 6 17 17
2 20 60 25 2 6 O 6 0 o0 0 2:0 10 60 20
3 27 30 63 4 4 1 5 o0 1 7 4:8 4 15 13
4 15 13 100 0 8 3 0:11 o0 1 1 0:2 0 53 27
5 12 75 4 1 2 0 1:2 0 o O 1:0 25 33 33
6 17 59 40 4 0 4:3 0 O 4:0 12 18 18
7 25 40 40 S5 4 2- 56 0 1 1 5:2 12 16 8
8 20 25 80 0 9 2 0:11 2 1 0:3 0 65 30
9 19 53 50 1 8 0 1:8 0 o O 1:0 5 53 16
10 06 50 100 0 0 2 0:2 0 0 1 0:1 0 50 17
11 17 41 43 3 0 333 0 o 48 3:4 12 41 18
12 27 41 64 5 1 57 1 2 1 5:4 737 30
13 15 53 38 1 3 3 1:6 0 o0 O 1:0 720 7
14 14 36 60 3 4 1 5 0 1 0 "3:1 8 36 29
15 19 32 57 2 6 2 228 0 1 0 2:1 5 32 32
16 17 24 0 1 4 6 1:10 1 4 0 1:5 6 24 29
17 18 28 40 6 5 2 6:7 0 0 O 6:0 6 17 17
18 10 70 43 1 2 1:2 0 0 O 1:0 10 30 30

81
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Mutuality of Autonomy Scale Scores. To further as-

sess the internalized object relations of the present
sample, Urist's (1977) Mutuality of Autonomy Scale was
employed. The findings are reported in Table 6.

In summary, empirical analysis of the parent
questionnaire was successful in discerning two mutually
exclusive categories describing the functions of the
child's imaginary companions. Attempts to partition the
sample into two groups on the basis of these questions
proved unsuccessful. Similarly, attempts to equate clus-
ters of subjects dichotomized by Rorschach and/or demogra-
phic characteristics were also relatively unsuccessful.
Demographic, CBCL, PPVP-R, Rorschach determinants and
Rorschach object relations scores were then presented.

These results will be discussed in Chapter IV.
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Table 6

Mutuality of Autonomy Object Relations Scores by Subject

Subject Total Number H-0-R! L-0-R2 MED-0-R3 M-0-R4

1 3 1 5 3 0
2 7 2 5 5 5
3 5 1 5 2 1
4 7 2 6 5 5
5 2 5 > 5 5
6 2 1 2 1.5 0
7 8 1 5 5 5
8 2 2 5 3.5 0
9 8 2 5 2 2
10 1 6 6 6 0]
11 2 5 5 5 >
12 12 2 6 3 2
13 2 5 6 5.5 0]
14 6 2 5 2 2
15 7 1 6 5 5
16 4 5 7 6 6
17 8 2 6 5 5
18 1 5 5 . 5 0
Note 1 H-O~R = Highest single object relations score

2 L-0-R = Lowest single object relations score

3 Med-0-R = Median object relation score

4 M-0-R = Mode object relations score
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CHAPTER IV

DISCUSSION

This chapter will begin with a review of the basic

. hypotheses of this study. It will then explain the various
steps undertaken to establish two subgroups of the present
sample. It will describe the findings of a) the use of thé
dependent variables and anecdotal vignettes to discriminate
two subgroups, b) the demographic characteristics, and c)-
"the Child Behavior Checklist. A comparison between the
Rorschach data of imaginary companion children and norma-
tive Rorschach data will be discussed. Finally, the limi-
tations of the present study and implications for future

research will be presented.

Present Findings and the Original Hypotheses

The central hypothesis of this study was that children
who use their imaginary companions to negotiate age-appro-
priate concerns woﬁld fare better on both internal measures
of their object representations and external measures of
behavior, than children whose companions serve more regres-—

sive concerns. This hypothesis was not confirmed.
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In reviewing the clinical and research literature i%
was cleaf that imaginary companions are not a serendipitous
event in a child's 1life. Rather, they seem to have impor-
tant meanings to the child. Several authors have described
in detail the function(s) which the imaginary companion
serves. Nagera's (1969) review is the only attempt in the
literature to summarize.both the demographic variables as
well as the intrapsychic ramifications of the phenomenon.
He believes that an imaginary companion "serves a variety
of functions depending on the special needs of the child
who creates it" (p. 175).

Clinical and reséarch findings have converged on the
idea that the functions of imaginary companions can be
subsumed within one of two broad developmental issues:
issues of dependency/autonomy or concerns with aggression/
superego development. In addition, some studies have also
addressed the issue of the relative functioning of children
who have imaginary companions. Both Manosevitz et al.
(1974) and Singer, Singer and Caldeira (Pines, 1978) found
that children with imaginary companions function at least
as well as children who do not have imaginary companions.
However, the nature of the phenomenon itself, that is,
whether or not it is a psychopathological indicator, has

not been studied. Nor has the possibility that for some
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children, an imaginary companion is a healthy adaptive
mechanism, while for others, an indicator of psychopatho-
logy.

The clinical literature describing both normal and
psychopathological development has shown that during the
first 5 years of life, the child passes through different
developmental phases. It has been repeatedly stressed that
issues of aggression and superego development follow issues
of dependency and separation concerns. Assuming this to be
the case, and if indeed imaginary companions are not seren-—
dipitous, it was hypothesized that.children would differ on
the underlying reasons for their creation of their imagi-
nary companion. In addition, the functions that the imagi-
nary companion served would parallel the important develop-
mental issues of dependency and aggression.

Given that parents were able to answer affirmatively
on questions that tapped both dependency and aggessive
functions, and that their anecdotal comments were fully
subsumed within these two concerns, it 1s clear that these
two functions do indeed underlie the creation of the imagi--
nary companion. However, the fact that the present sample
could not be differentiated along the dependency/aggressive
dimension suggests that the imaginary companion appears to
most often serve both functions, rather than one to the

exclusion of the other.
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Subset Question Findings

Prior to testing the hypotheses, it was necessary to
divide the subjects into two groups. Towards this end,
various statistical procedures were employed to derive two
mutually exclusive subsets of questions which could measure
the dependency and aggressive uses of the imaginary com-
panions. Use of non-parametric tests resulted in both a
dependency and aggression subset, each of which were valid
measures of their particular function. Thus, the existence
df these two mutually exclusive yet encompassing depictions
of the underlying functions of the imaginary companion
confirm the writings of Nagera (1969) and others that the
phenomenon of the imaginary companion serves important

intrapsychic needs.

Subgroup Differentiation Findings

Once these two subsets were determined, it was then
possible to compute a total dependency and aggression score
for each subject. It was hoped that subjects high on
aggression would be low on dependency, and vice versa.
However, as reported both in Table 2 and Appendix D, this
was not the case. The results of the scattergram (as
reported on page 64) strongly indicate that subjects could

not be divided into two separate and distinct groups. Only
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one out of the 18 subjects scored high on one function and
low on the other. Thus, the findings did not support the
basic assumption of this study that two groups could be
differentiated using the two primary imaginary companion
functions.

This was perhaps the most telling finding regarding
the failure to confirm the original hypotheses. This pre-
-cluded the possibility of further correlational analyses.

Thus, while it was possible to operationalize the
functions of imaginary companions, it was an oversimplifi-
cation of the notion of developmental progression to assume
that intrapsychic development proceeds in a linear fashion.
That is,.to assume that dependency issues recede as aggres-
sion and superego concerns come to the"fore, in a simple,
non-overlapping progression, belies the multidimensional
nature of early experience. |

Interestingly énough, there was a significant positive
correlation (p < .05) between the age of the child and the
overall mean value of the dependency subset questions.

That is, the younger the child, the more the dependency

fucntions were important, while the older children resorted
to using the imaginary companion for dependency purposes to
a lessgser degree. Clearly, this lends credence to the idea
that dependency issues are indeed an earlier developmental

phenomena than aggression. However, while dependency
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concerns become less important as the child gets older, it
also seems evident that aggressive concerns are present at
an early age. This would preclude the possibility of
finding subjects who were either high aggression-low depen-
dency or high dependency-low aggression, as the scattergranm
demonstrated. Rather, the child's imaginary companion was
nmulti-determined, and served to resolve varying degrees of
both dependency and aggression issues depending on the

particular child.

Dependent Variables and Anecdotal Vignettes: Present
Findings ;

Although it was not possible to create two non-overlap-
ping "function" subgroups, it was still considered possible
that either the Rorschach or demographic data, or the
anecdotal vignettes, could meaningfully discriminate two or
more subgroups of children. The CBCL could not be used in
this regard, because 2all of the subjects scored in the same
normative range. Thus, the major dependent variables
(Rorschach and demographic data), as well as the vignettes
describing the child's interaction with the imaginary com~-
panions, were each divided into "high" versus "low" groups.
Attempts were then made to correlate these "high" and "low"

scores with the aggression and dependency'questionnaire
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items. With regard to correlations between the Rorschach
variables and the questionnaire items, most correlations
proved random and/or insignificant. Both the quantity
(Total FM) and the ‘quality (FM+ vs. FM-) of animal movement
responses, however, were significantly associated with more
frequent use of the imaginary companion 4o serve dependent
needs. In particular, use of the imaginary companion when
the child was lonely and a description of the imaginary
companion as often caring for younger imaginary children,
were correléted with both greater number of animal movement
responses and poorer form level of these responses. Both
of these questions operationalize the child's direct use of
the imaginary companion as a comforting agent, as well as
the use of the imaginary companion in an identification
with a comforting agent.

Prior Rorschach research with both adult (Klopfer et
al., 1954) and child (Ames et al., 1974) populations has
repeatedly depicted animal movement responses as relatively
regressive phenomenon vis-a-vis more human movement
responses. In addition, poorer form level has also been
linked with regressive, immature attempts at organizing
reality (Mayman, 1960). Thus, the fact that these more
regressive Rorschach phenomena are significantly associated
with dependency uses of the imaginary companion supports

the notion that dependency uses of the imaginary companion
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imply a relatively more regressed, immature internal state.
In this regard, a telling finding was reported when anecdo-
tal vignettes, used to partition the sample, were cor-
related with individual Rorschach determinants. The group
described by vignette to be more "aggressive" had signifi-
cantly better quality human movement responses than the
"dependency" group. Human movement responses are relative-
ly rare in children of this age (Levitt & Truumaa, 1972),
and high quality human movement responses are rarer still.
It is thus striking that while the "aggression" and "depen-
dency" groups did not differ in the total number of human

. movement responses, the "aggression" group had almost uni-
formly superior "M+" scores. Given the relatively mature
and sophisticated imaginal capacity implied in such M+
scores, its correlation with the "aggression" subgroup lend
even further support to the linkage of "aggressive" use of
the'imaginary companion with developmentally more adaptive
and mature levels of functioning.

The finding that the relatively younger subgroup
scored significantly higher on two of the dependency ques-
tions as well as on the overall mean dependency subset
score, provides further credence to the idea that depen-
dency uses of the imaginary companion are relatively re-
gressive phenomena compared to aggressive uses of the ima-

ginary companion. Because age and sex were positively
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correlated the findings relating sex of the subject to
particular dependency questions are redundant.

Thus, a number of findings converge in support of the
argument that dependency uses of the imaginary companion
are a more regressive phenomena, and that aggressive uses
of the imaginary companion are more developmentally mature.
Hence, while differences between the subjects in the use of
the imaginary companion were not mutually exclusive, none-
theless compelling data exist which lend relative support

to the original hypotheses.

Present Findings and the Demographic Literature

The demographic data reported in the previous chapter
are strikingly consistent with data reported in earlier
studies on the imaginary companion (Ames & Learned, 1946;
Griffiths, 1935; Hurlock & Burstein, 1932; Jersild, Markey,
& Jersild, 1933; Manosevitz, Prentice, & Wilson, 1973;
Schaefer, 1969; Svendsen, 1934). The similarity of the
present data to prior research serves to enhance the
generalizability of the present work to those previous
research efforts. It also suggests a rather striking uni-
formity of demographic characteristics of these children

across a wide variety of samples.
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Child Behavior Checklist Findings

It was reported that on the CBCL all of the subjects,
except for one subject on one subscale, scored well within
the normal range. Even the one subject with one discrepant
score, scored solidly within thé normal range on the other
seven subscales as well as on the total sum score. These
results provide an important statement regarding the adap-
tive or maladaptive nature of having an imaginary com-
panion. The findings of the CBCL strongly suggest that the
existence of an imaginary companion is not to be equated
with pathological behavioral symptbmatology. Given the
comprehensive depiction of behaviors present in the CBCL,
as well as its well-standardized normative values, the
present results provide the most compelling data yet
gathered as to the nonpathological nature of having an
imaginary companion.

Fur thermore, the fact that having an imaginary com-
panion, at least in this sample of children, did not pre-
clude "normal" or "healthy" functioning, allowed the author
to then compare the Rorschach results of this sample with
that of the extensive normative data gathered by Ames and

her colleagues (1974).
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Imaginary Companion Rorschachs vs. Normative Rorschach Data

The comparison between the Ames et al. (1974) norma-
tive data on children ages 4 - 5 1/2 and the Rorschach data
gathered from the present sample revealed several note-
worthy findings. A summary of this comparison is given in
Table 7.

Regrettably, Ames et al. do not provide either stan-
dard deviation values orAsubject by subject data in their
summary of Rorschach determinants for each age category.
This therefore precludes the use of either parametric or
non-parametric statistical procedures in the analysis of
this data with the presenf sample.

However, by inspection, certain dramatic differences
were repeatedly demonstrated between the two samples. The
data regarding Rorschach productivity revealed that the
imaginary companion sample was slightly more productive
than the normative sample. Differences in Rorschach pro-
ductivity, however, were trivial compared to the remarkable
differences between the two groups on the human, animal and
inanimate movement response categories. Human movement
responses were nearly 5 times greater on the average than
those reported by Ames et al. Similarly, animal movement
responses were almost 4 1/2 times greater for the present

sample. Lastly, inanimate movement responses were over 8
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Table 7

Imaginary Companion Rorschach Data vs. Normative

Rorschach Data

1

Rorschach Imaginary Companion Anes
Determinants Mean Values Mean Values
R 17.60 14.30
7% 41.70 72.50
F+% 51.50 73.30
M 2.22 ' 0.47
FM 4.44 1.00
m _ 1.44 0.17
M:FPM+m 0.38 0.40
FC 0.28 . 0.23
CF 0.78 1.03
c . 0.83 0.23
Sum C 1.89 1.46
M:Sum C 1.21 0.32
H% 7.00 9.00
A% 33.00 48.00
P% - 22.00 18.70

Note: ' Mean Ames' values determined by summation of mean
values of ages 4, 4 1/2, and 5, divided by 3.
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times greater than that reported by Ames et al. for her
sample of similarly aged children. Movement responses have
long been heralded as the preeminent reflection of the
subject's imaginal capacity and his/her reservoir of inter-
personal viability (Klopfer et al., 1954; Mayman, 1977;
Urist, 1976).

This depiction of the salience of movement responses
in capturing a subject's inner life has one important
caveat. This caveat refers to the degree to which movement
responses are accompanied in a given Rorschach protocol by
the presence of color responses. Inasmuéh as color
_responses have been linked to the capacity to retain,
integrate and/or express emotional reactivity, the failure
t0o produce such responses limits the degree to which move-
ment responses can be viewed as reflecting a rich inner
life. Importantly, the present sample's mean "sum C" value
was'actually slightly higher than the normative values
reported by Ames et al. This substantiates the degree to
which movement responses in the present sample may connote
a strikingly greater propensity for the creation of multi-
ple and viable animate representations. Imaginary com-
panions have long been viewed as striking examples of
certain children's imaginativeness. The present Rorschach
data suggests that this imaginativeness has important and

pPlentiful internal correlates. Indeed, the data suggest
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that the behavioral presentation of these companions is the
striking operationalization of a markedly well-developed
inner productivity of human and animal forms.

In this regard, it is striking that human and animal
movement productivity for the present sample are greater
than even that of the "normal" 10-year-old (1.7M, 1.7FM,
Ames et al., 1974, p. 250). In addition, the human move-
ment responses for the present sample are actually roughly
equivalent to the normal expectancy of an adult Rorschach
record (2—3.M; Ames et al., 1974; p. 265).

Also noteworthy were the heightened presence in the
present sample of two Rorschach determinants often linked
to the presence of significant ego-alien anxiety, that is,
inanimate movement responses ("m") and pure color responses
("C"). Both these type of responses suggest inner tension
and may speak to the presence of gignificant conflict in
these children regarding their powerfully animated inner
worlds. One can speculate, then, that the imaginary com-—
panion does indeed serve as a mediator of conflict and
that the great number of human and animal movement
responses, in turn, suggest that the best avenue for the
working through of these conflicts lies in the creation of
external manifestations of the rich inner lives of these
children. The finding once again that these children's

behavioral performance, as measured by the CBCL, is
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entirely within the normal range, strongly suggests that
the creation of imaginary companions for the present sample
of children was a highly adaptive, symptom-free means of
negotiating their intense inner struggles. These present
findings, then, provide new empirical data amply confirming
Nagera's (1969) clinical findings that the imaginary com-
panion is used "to solve conflicts and to restore . .

Lan] inner equilibrium" (p. 182).

Limitations of the Present Study

The major limitation of the pfesent study was that
while it was possible to delineate two mutually exclusive
subsets of questions to measure the relative degree of
dependency/aggressive uses of imaginary companions, it was
not possible to divide the subjects into two groups which
differed inversely on the dependency/aggression dimensions
(i.e., high aggression-low dependency and low aggression-
high dependency). This limitation made it impossible to
test the original hypotheses.

As stated earlier, another limitation to this study
was the oversimplification of the developmental process
regarding the notion that dependency and aggression repre-
sent two separate, linear phenomena. This linear depiction

of development implied the consequent assumption that ima-
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ginary companions serve primarily to negotiate either de-
pendency or aggression issues, rather than serving multiple
functions for each child.

Another area which may limit the generalizability of
the present findings is the actual sample of subjects.
While attempts were made to obtain a random sample of
children with imaginary companions, the present sample is
fairly homogeneous in terms of race and socio~econonic
background. It is difficult to know whether the present
sample 1s indeed a true reflection of the subsample of the
population who have imaginary companions, or whether raﬁe
and/or socio-economic factors may have influenéed those who
chose to respond to the ofiginal-request for subjects.
Similarly, as the majority of parents in the present sample
were pleased about and often encouraged their child's use
of their imaginary companion, this may also point to a bias
in the sample. That is, it is possible that parents who
were less positive and perhaps more concerned about their
child having an imaginary companion were less likely to
respond to the letter they received.

The data describing the nature and functions of the
child's imaginary companion were obtained almost entirely
from parental reports. To the extent that these reports

were based on subjective and/or overdetermined parental
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needs, a significant degree of error variance may be unac-
counted for.

Given the relatively advanced age of the mothers in
the sample (31~44 years, 1/2 over 37), and the fact that 15
of the 18 mothers worked at least part-time, it is possible
that this sample differs from those of prior research
efforts, as such characteristics have not always been the
cultural norm. It is uncertain to what extent the present
sample's differing along these dimensions limits the
generalizability of the findings reported above.

Finally, as the Rorschach analysis between the present:
sample and the Ames et al.'s normative data could not be
based on actual statistical procedures, it is difficult to
know whether Rorschach productivity was a confounding vari-
able and whether some of the Rorschach differences between

groups would indeed be statistically significant.

Implications for Future Research

The present study was not able to find two mutually
exclusive groups which differed in the use of their imagi-
nary companions. TFuture research should therefore more
adequately assess the relative proportion of aggression
and/or dependency concerns so that a more productive means
of assessing the underlying reasons for the development of

an imaginary companion could be engendered.
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In addition, a follow-up study which could trace the
fate of the imaginary companion might prove useful in
further understanding the intrapsychic meaning of the phe-
nomenon. This follow-up study should ideally link longitu-
dinal Rorschach comparisons with follow-up data. For, if
indeed the imaginary companion serves to resolve conflict,
one could speculate that if the conflicts were adequately
resolved, then human and animal movement productivity would
decline back to normative expectations. Therefore, longi-
tudinal research which could measure both the relative
degree of conflict resolution and its relationship to

.Rorschach configurations would be extremely useful in help-
ing us to more fully elucidate the meaning of the imaginary

companion.
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APPENDIX A

Dear Parents,

The director of your child's school has given me permission
to send this letter home with your child. I am a doctoral candidate
in Clinical Psychology at City University and am in the process of
writing my dissertation. I am studying children who create
imaginary campanions ~ an important aspect of normal childhood
fantasy whose importance has been overlocked. By an imaginary
canpanion, I mean an invisible, make-believe person, animal, or
creature of same kind whom the child may talk about or play with
in a variety of ways.

If you have a child who has an imaginary companion and would be
willing to talk with me about it, I would greatly appreciate your help.
Certainly anything we discuss about your child will be kept cam- '
pletely confidential. Or, if you know other children who have
imaginary campanions, I would be grateful if you could put me in
touch with their parents.

If you are interested, please call me at 663-3583. I will be
glad to answer any questions you may have. Thank you very much
for your help.

Sincerely,

‘Wwduv

e Meyer
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APPENDIX B

Parent Interview

Child's name Sex Age DOB
Parent's name (M) (F)
Occupation (M) (F)
Age(M) (F)
Marital Status: Religion:
Siblings: Name Age Sex

Other persons with whom child spends time:

Pets
Child's health Parentfs health
Child's school Grade

Did either parent have an IC?

I. I do have some questions I would like to ask you, but first it would
be most helpful to me if you would tell me about your child's IC(s) in

whatever way occurs to you.

*Person interviewed
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II. Now 1'd like to ask you some questions about the IC.

1. The IC's characteristics: person, animal, other?

age

(younger, older, same?)

sex
appearance or other special features

IC's name

Do you have any thoughts about where the IC's name comes from?

If more than one IC, how much are the different IC's distinct or
interchangeable? Do they turn up together or separately?
Is one more popular than another?

When did the IC(s) first appear? Child's age?
Has the IC changed since then?

How often does the IC appear?

daily

several times/week

once/week

infrequently

How real would you say it is to your child?

Does the IC figure mainly in the child's play alone

in interaction with you

equally in both situations

Are there limitations as to where and/or when the IC turns up?
Inside and outside
With people other than family
At meals
At bedtime
At bathtime
In the car
In solitary play
At school
In play with other children
Other
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-3-

Different children use their companions in different ways. 1I'd like
to go over this list with you to see the variety of ways in which your
child uses his/her companion(s).

Does child teach IC things?

always often sometimes rarely never
Does child take care of IC?

always often sometimes rarely ‘never
Does child scold IC?

always often sometimes rarely never
Does child punish IC?

always often sometimes rarely never
Does child worry about the IC doing things which are dangerous?

always . often sometimes rarely never
Does child worry about the IC being naughty?

always often sometimes rarely never
Does child feed IC?

always often sometimes rarely never
Does child comfort IC?

always often sometimes rarely never

Does child take IC places which might be frightening? (e.g. to the doctor,
to the barbershop for the first time, etc.)

always often sometimes rarely ) never
Does child blame IC for his/her own misdeeds?
always often sometimes rarely never

Does child say that IC '"made her" or "told him to do it" when she/he
gets into trouble?

always often sometimes rarely never
Does child consult IC?

always often sometimes rarely never
Does child consult IC for permission before obeying you?

always often sometimes rarely never

Does child talk admiringly of the IC as able to do things or to have
things which child can't - either because (s)he's too small or it
isn't permitted?

always often sometimes rarely never

Does child talk of IC as being less capable and/or more of a baby

than (s)he?
always often sometimes rarely never

Does child talk about the IC or IC's parents in ways which are

recognizable as "much better" or "much worse" or "just like" you?

always often sometimes rarely never
Does child hold IC?

always often sometimes rarely never
Does child seem to play with IC when lonely?

always often sometimes rarely never
Does child ask for things for the IC which are really for her/him?

always often sometimes rarely never
Does child insist that you do things for IC? (e.g. comb hair, take places, etc.)

always often sometimes rarely never
Does the IC ever do things to you or for you?

always often sometimes rarely never

what?
Does your child boss or order the IC around?

always often sometimes rarely never

inal aggress

D= Onc%moq depe ndu\cn\ws ton
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*
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86.

87.
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95.
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Does IC say things which child is not permitted to say? (e.g. curses)

Does IC do specific things that parent does? (e.g. go to college,
go to plays, etc.)

always often sometimes rarely never
Does child describe IC as being strong or powerful?
Yes No Somewhat
Does child describe IC as being particularly attractive?
Yes No Somewhat
Does child describe IC as being very smart?
Yes No Somewhat
Does child describe IC as being very lovable?
Yes No Somewhat

D = original cleperdercy guestion

A=

onaf ral a%rtssf N Jcbwts-h'o 8]

* = finad subsed C[«.USHO"A (see Appendiv C, Table 1)

always often sometimes rarely never
Does IC fight with child?

always often sometimes rarely never
Does IC pinch, bite, hit, ete? (hurt child)

always often sometimes rarely never
Does IC teach your child things?

always often sometimes rarely never
Does IC take care of child?

always often sometimes rarely never
Does IC scold child?

always often sometimes rarely never
Does IC punish child? .

always often sometimes rarely never
Does IC take care of younger imagined children?

always often sometimes rarely never
Does IC accompany child on naps?

always often sometimes rarely never
Does IC grow up, leave home, etc.? :

always often sometimes rarely never
Does IC ever go to California?

always often sometimes rarely never
Is IC described as being a marital partner?

always often sometimes rarely never
Does IC blame child for things?

always often sometimes rarely never
Does IC worry about child?

always often sometimes rarely never
Does IC tell child not to do things which are dangerous?

always often sometimes rarely never
Does IC tell child not to do things which are naughty?

always often sometimes rarely never
Does child express a desire to share things (food, toys, etc.) with IC?

. always often sometimes rarely never

Does IC get into accidents?

always often sometimes rarely never _
Does child talk of IC getting hurt?

always often sometimes rarely never
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97.

98.

99.

What purpose do you think the IC serves for your child?

How did you react to your child having an IC?
concerned encouraging mixed

pleased uninvolved ' not relevant

How involved do you get?
very somewhat no response

at child's request not at all
Do you think you are aware of all that goes on between your child and IC?
aware of all .not aware of all

How insistent is your child re: IC's presence?
very not at all

insists, but not persistent

What adjectives would you use to describe your child?

107



APPENDIX C

FINAL DEPENDENCY AND AGGRESSION SUBSET QUESTIONS

Dependency Questions:

Does
Does
Does
"Does

Does
Does
Does
Does
Does

child teach IC things?

child take care of IC?

child feed IC?

child talk of IC as being less capable and/or more
a baby than s(he)?

child hold IC?

child seem to play with IC when lonely?

child insist that you do things for IC?

IC take care of younger imagined children? )
child express a desire to share things (food, toys,
etc.) with IC?

Aggressive Questions

Does
Does

Does
Does
Does

Does

Does

Does
Does

child scold IC?

child worry about the IC doing things which are
dangerous?

child worry about the IC being naughty?

child blame IC for his/her own misdeeds?

child say that IC "made her" or "told him to do ig"

when she/he gets into trouble?

child talk about the IC or IC's parents in ways
which are recognizable as "much better" or "much

worse" or "just like" you?

IC say things which child is not permitted to say?
e.g., curses)

IC worry about child?

child talk of IC getting hurt?

108
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" APPENDIX E ;

THE CITY COLLEGE
OF
THE CITY UNIVERSITY OF NEW YORK
NEW YORK, N.Y. 10031

THE PSYCHOLOGICAL CENTER
DEPARTMENT OF PSYCHOLOGY (212) 690-6602, 8. 4

INFORMED CONSENT

PLEASE READ CAREFULLY

I would like your permission to participate in a study of imaginary
companions. The s‘udy will involve your being interviewed by the
experimenter and then completing a questionnaire about your child.
It will also involve an interview of your child by the experimenter,
including some psychological tests. In addition, I will speak
briefly with your child's teacher.

The experimenter will answer any questions you may have about
the study. but she can only explain it fully once it is completed.
Your results will be recorded by number only to insure anonymity

and complete confidentiality.

Your signature at the bottom of this page indicates that you agree
to participate in the study and that you have an understanding of

what it will involve.

Subject's signature Experimenter's signature

Date Date

AN EQUAL OPPORTUNITY EMPLOYER
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