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Why do children have imaginary friends 
 
 
It is quite common for children between the ages of three and five 
years to have an imaginary friend, and researchers at Queen's 
University, Ontario, Canada say that between 40 and 65 percent of 
all children have imaginary friends at some point during childhood. 
 
According to Dr. Marjorie Taylor, Ph.D., author of Imaginary 
Companions and the Children Who Create Them and Professor and 
Head of Psychology at the University of Oregon, children with 
imaginary companions tend to be less shy than their peers and are 
better able to focus their attention and see things from another 
person's perspective. 
 
Studies at Yale University have shown that children who engage in 
imaginative play are usually either first-born or only children. Dr. 
Jerome L. Singer, who conducted much of the research, found that 
children with imaginary companions were more imaginative, had a 
richer, more varied vocabulary, an increased ability to show 
empathy for others, and were more able to entertain themselves. 
 
Not only are imaginary friends normal, they're extremely common. About two-thirds of children conjure 
up an imaginary buddy — a person, an animal, or even an inanimate object (six-foot-tall pink fluffy teapot, 
anyone?) — at some point during their early childhood, starting around age two and a half to three.  
Some made-up friends, like your daughter's, are constant companions, others pop up now and then; 
some have names and particular characteristics, while others vary as often as your toddler's mood.  
 
Why do kids dream up pretend pals when real folks are readily available? There are a number of reasons.  
 

• First, imaginary friends give toddlers a chance to exert control over their environment. While real 
friends might take their playthings or disagree about what games to play, imaginary friends won't, which 
makes them ideal companions.  
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• Second, imaginary friends can be helpful scapegoats to blame misdeeds on (lamp gets knocked off 
the table? "Boo-boo did it"), and to express outsized emotions. Your daughter might not feel comfortable 
expressing her anger, but her imaginary friend has no such reservations ("Mr.Bunny HATES shoes!").  
• Third, imaginary friends can help build a child's sense of security and comfort, and offer a chance 
to exhibit confidence and bravery; a child may tell his or her imaginary friend, "Don't be afraid of 
monsters under the bed," and in doing so, soothe his or her own fears.  
• Finally, imaginary friends provide the companionship that's not always available from real friends. 
 
Some parents worry that their child's imaginary friends may distract him or her from having real ones, but 
researchers have found that's not the case.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Kids with imaginary friends have lots of real friends too — plus an active imagination, a rich vocabulary, 
and a great capacity for independent play.  
 
So instead of worrying about this imaginary relationship, think of the rewards, and help your daughter 
reap the benefits by welcoming her friend into your life.  

 
 

Why do children have imaginary friends? 
 
"Children develop imaginary friends to help deal with change or times of transition," say some 
researchers. "These may include the birth of a new child in the family, a friend moving away, death of a 
relative, or starting school." It is siad that in some situations a kid's imaginary friends may develop as a 
way of exploring her world as it allows her to practice newly developing language and experiment with 
new roles. 
 
Imaginative play gives children a sense of control over their surroundings—they can scold, praise, or 
remind their "friend" of things that need to be done and not feel threatened by any repercussions. 
Pretend friends allow kids to more comfortably express negative emotion, and they also help children 
deal with extended times being alone by themselves. 
 

Handling issues with imaginary friends 
 
Doing things for imaginary friends 
You might find that you are being asked to hold open doors, fix a snack, or make up a bed for your child’s 
imaginary friend. Rather than doing it yourself, encourage your child to hold the door open, set a place for 
the friend at dinner or make up the bed. This way you are accepting the imaginary friend but also taking 
the opportunity to develop your child’s skills. 
 

http://www.babyzone.com/toddler_preschooler_fun/Play/article/encouraging-self-entertainment


Talking through imaginary friends 
Some children insist on consulting with their friends all the time – ‘I have to ask Sammy first’. They might 
also ask you to speak through their friends. If this is becoming frustrating, try saying to your child, ‘I want 
to hear what you think – not what Sammy thinks’. 
 
Blaming imaginary friends 
Sometimes children will do or say something they shouldn’t and blame their imaginary friends. You can 
handle this by clearly telling your child that the imaginary friend could not have done this. Then follow up 
with an appropriate strategy, such as making your child clean up the mess. 
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