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Despite the well-established benefits of play, a specific type of play, known as
play fighting, remains controversial. This study aims to understand children’s
perspectives about play fighting through semi-structured interviews of 56
preschoolers (aged 4–6 years). A thematic inductive content analysis examined
children’s views on the characteristics of play fighting, the di�erences between
play fighting and serious fighting, the factors influencing their engagement and
enjoyment, and the strategies they usewhen di�culties arise during play fighting.
The findings reveal that preschoolers have a clear understanding of play fighting.
They describe it as non-harmful fighting behaviors performed with minimal
force in a playful atmosphere, characterized by positive facial expressions,
vocalizations, props, and fantasy themes. Children enjoy play fighting because
it is fun, physically active, and involves fantasy themes that allow them to feel
empowered. Preschoolers also recognize that play fighting di�ers from serious
fighting. While they identify similar behaviors, serious fighting involves less
restraint, greater force, and harm.When play fighting escalates, children use self-
regulation strategies to manage the situation and return to a playful state. These
findings suggest that play fighting is a valuable context for social-emotional
learning and development in young children and should not be disregarded as
inappropriate or undesirable behavior. Adults should trust that children know
how to take the best of play fighting and ensure that they have the right to
participate in this critical form of play.

KEYWORDS

physical play, kindergarten, qualitative analysis, children participation, social emotional

competence, rights of the child, rough and tumble play

1 Introduction

Play is so essential to children’s health and wellbeing that Article 31 of
the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (Assembly, 1989)
recognizes it as a fundamental right. Several academies of pediatricians, teachers and
policymakers advocate for ensuring that children have ample time and opportunities
to play, given its significant role in their motor, emotional and social development
(Neto, 2020; Ginsburg, 2007; Pellegrini, 2009; United Nations, 2013). Despite
the well-established consensus on the value of play, there is a specific type of
play, particularly play fighting, that remains controversial. Play fighting is a fun,
boisterous, and socially interactive form of play involving reciprocal physically active
behaviors, such as chasing and fleeing, grappling, kicking, wrestling, and open palm
tagging. Although it may appear aggressive, play fighting lacks harmful intent and
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occurs within a warm and cooperative atmosphere (Carlson, 2011).
Play fighting involves a harmonious balance between competition
and cooperation and has been described using various terms in
the literature, such as playful aggression (Hart, 2016), superhero
play (Bauer and Dettore, 1997), “bad guy” play (Logue and Detour,
2011), active pretend play (Logue and Harvey, 2009), big body play
(Carlson, 2011), war play (Hellendoorn and Harinck, 1997; Levin
and Carlsson-Paige, 2006), and gun play (Watson and Peng, 1992).

Many children, especially boys, enjoy play fighting because it is
fun, promotes positive emotions, and provides an opportunity to
“show what you can do and how skilled you are” (Smith et al., 1992,
p. 217). As children engage in play fighting, excitement, pleasure,
and sometimes frustration rise. Managing these emotions requires
children to skillfully express their own emotions, decode others’
emotions and intentions, and regulate their intense emotions
and behaviors (Veiga et al., 2022a). Peer play fighting increases
during the preschool years, a period when children’s cognitive,
emotional, and motor skills have developed sufficiently for them to
interpret and adaptively respond to their play partner’s emotions
and behaviors (MacDonald and Parke, 1986). Play fighting takes
about 5–9% of girls’ and boys’ recess time, respectively (Lindsey,
2014), although these percentages may increase in preschools
that explicitly allow and support this form of play (Veiga et al.,
2014). Although most research on children’s play fighting suggests
adaptive or beneficial outcomes for children’s motor and social-
emotional development (Smith and StGeorge, 2023; StGeorge and
Freeman, 2017), because of the apparent similarity to real fighting
(Smith and StGeorge, 2023), play fighting is often perceived with
ambivalence, especially by preschool teachers.

Among teachers, play fighting is one of the least permitted
types of play (Logue and Harvey, 2009). Indeed, a study on
perspectives about play fighting in the preschool found that both
preschoolers and teachers do not see play fighting as appropriate
in this context (Tannock, 2008). Teachers report discouraging
play fighting primarily to prevent injuries (Tannock, 2008) and
children also recognize the potential to escalate to a serious
fight, mainly because of accidental injuries (Smith et al., 1992).
However, research seems to contradict teachers’ and children’s
perceptions. Although real aggression and play-related aggression
may sometimes appear similar, only a very small proportion
(∼0.3%) of play fighting escalates into actual aggression (Pellegrini,
1989; Pellegrini and Perlmutter, 1988; Scott and Panksepp, 2003).
Play fighting could resemble aggression if not displayed in a playful
atmosphere, characterized by positive affect, reciprocating roles,
and sustained social interaction. This form of play is engaged in
between friends or relatives, with no harmful intent such that
when play ends, most play partners remain together (Fry, 1990;
Humphreys and Smith, 1987; Storli, 2013).

Indeed, there is a well-established consensus on the criteria
distinguishing play fighting from real fighting: positive facial and
vocal expressions, restraint, role reversal, invitation as initiation
and a sense of togetherness afterwards (Fry, 2005; Tannock,
2019; Smith, 2010). While most primary school children (90–
94%) assume they can differentiate between a play fight and a
serious fight (Costabile et al., 1991), this percentage is lower
for preschool children (69%). Besides, when asked to specify
the ways to tell a play fight from a serious fight only a small

percentage of preschoolers refer to qualitative aspects of physical
actions (16%) and non-verbal expressions (16%; Smith et al.,
1992). Although this previous research provided valuable insights
by incorporating children’s perspectives on this ambivalent form
of play, much of it is now over 20 years old, highlighting the
need for updated studies that reflect contemporary educational
practices and children’s current experiences. Indeed, over the
past decades, early childhood education curricula have evolved
to emphasize children’s active participation, encouraging them to
reflect on their experiences and express their perspectives. This
study aims to explore children’s perspectives on play fighting,
examining how they experience and interpret this form of play
and the strategies they use to manage its intensity. Specifically,
this study aimed to explore children’s perceptions regarding: (1)
the key characteristics of play fighting, (2) distinctions between
play fighting and serious fighting; (3) reasons influencing their
participation and enjoyment (or lack thereof) in play fighting, and
(4) strategies employed to manage challenges encountered during
play fighting. By emphasizing children’s perspectives, this study
aims to inform educators and caregivers about how preschool
children experience and understand play fighting, thus providing
insights to better support their developmental needs.

2 Methods

2.1 Ethics statement

The study was approved by the research ethics board at the
University of Évora (#22247), Portugal, and was carried out under
the standards set by the Declaration of Helsinki (General Assembly
of theWorld Medical Association, 2014). After the Ethics approval,
the project was presented to the director and the preschool teachers
of the preschool who consented to participate. Next, caregivers
were informed about the goals and procedures of the study, the
handling and storage of data to ensure participants’ privacy, and
the voluntary nature of participation. Caregivers were asked to give
their written informed consent. The children were also informed
about the purpose of the study and gave verbal consent for their
own participation.

2.2 Procedures

The participants in this study involved 56 children (29 boys),
aged between 4 and 6 years (Mean age= 4,92 years), recruited from
a preschool in Évora, Portugal.

Considering guidelines recommending the use of small groups

interviews to help children feel at ease among peers, thus promoting
richer discussions (Goodwin and Goodwin, 1996; Walsh et al.,
1993), semi-structured interviews were conducted in small groups
of four children from the same classroom. Considering the gender

differences in engagement with play fighting, 14 groups were
formed: eight same-sex groups (four groups of boys, four groups
of girls) and six mixed-sex groups. Interviews were carried out
in a quiet room at the preschool and were ∼20min long, with a
maximum duration of 30 min.
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TABLE 1 Characteristics of play fighting.

Category
(f)

Subcategory
(f)

Indicators
(f)

Frequencies
by gender

Reference to
behavioral
indicators
(f = 127)

Fighting behaviors
(f = 72)

Punch
(f = 29)

Girls= 13;
Boys= 16

Kick (f = 12) Girls= 4; Boys= 8

Hit (f = 10) Girls= 8; Boys= 2

Push (f = 10) Girls= 7; Boys= 3

Intentionally
purpose (f = 6)

Girls= 6

Tripp someone
over (f = 3)

Boys= 3

Dodge (f = 2) Boys= 2

Chasing behaviors
(f = 17)

Chase and flee
(f = 17)

Girls= 9;
Boys= 8

Force of the blow
(f = 12)

Less force
(f = 8)

Girls= 3;
Boys= 5

Some force
(f = 4)

Girls= 1;
Boys= 3

Physical contact
(f = 9)

With physical
contact (f = 8)

Girls= 4;
Boys= 4

Without physical
contact
(f = 1)

Girl= 1

Speed (f = 8) Slow (f = 4) Girls= 3; Boys= 1

Fast (f = 3) Boys= 3

Alternate between
fast and slow
(f = 1)

Girls= 1

Vocalizations
(f = 8)

Girls= 2;
Boys= 6

Facial expressions
(f = 1)

Boys= 1

Reference to
fighting
themes
(f = 25)

Fighting props (real
or imaginary)
(f = 9)

Guns (f = 6) Girls= 6

Swords (f = 2) Boys= 2

Hammer (f = 1) Boys= 1

Fantasy themes
(f = 16)

Bag guys
(f = 8)

Girls= 3;
Boys= 5

Superheroes
(f = 8)

Girls= 2;
Boys= 6

Reference to
martial arts
(f = 3)

Karaté
(f = 3)

Boys= 3

No harm
(f = 3)

Girls= 1;
Boys= 2

Not identified
(f = 2)

Girls= 2

Contextual
characteristics
(f = 1)

Soft floor
(f = 1)

Boys= 1

f for frequencies of units of meaning.

Each focus group was conducted by the same researcher,
with participants seated in a circle or semicircle to ensure
visual contact among all participants. First, two short videos (52
seconds) of children play fighting at the playground were shown
as a basis for starting the conversation. Second, questions were
directed to the group, encouraging contributions from all children.
The moderator facilitated group discussions by encouraging all
children’s contributions, maintaining neutrality without expressing
judgments, managing the interaction, and monitoring time
effectively. Although there was a predetermined order of questions,
it could change depending on how the discussion unfolded. The
time distribution of the interview was as follows: (1) Introduction
and information about the objectives and functioning of the focus
group (∼ 3 minutes); (2) Video presentation (52 seconds); (3)
Discussion of specific questions (∼20 minutes): 1. With whom do
you play fight? 2. How do you play fight? 3. How do you distinguish
a play fight from a real fight? 4. Why do or don’t you like play
fighting? 5. How could you enjoy play fighting more? 6. How do
you resume playing after something has gone wrong?; and (4)
Conclusion and acknowledgments (2 minutes).

The interviews with the children were video recorded to
facilitate accurate transcription. Participants were assigned a
unique code indicating the interview number, gender, and
participant number within the group. For example, “3B2” refers to
the second boy in the third interview.

2.3 Data analysis

The semi-structured interviews were transcribed and
systematically analyzed following the principles of thematic
categorical inductive content analysis (Bardin, 2013; Esteves,
2006). Units of meaning—phrases, words, or expressions providing
information relevant to the defined categories—were identified,
recorded, and assigned to corresponding categories. Within each
category, subcategories and specific indicators were established
to systematically organize these units of meaning. For example, a
category such as “no physical contact” could include a subcategory
like “no touch in specific areas” with specific indicators such
as “face”. Frequencies for each indicator were calculated, with
higher frequencies indicating greater importance from the
children’s perspectives.

3 Results

Table 1 shows preschoolers’ characterization of play fighting.
Children identified several behavioral indicators of play fighting,
including fighting behaviors (f = 72; e.g., hitting, punching,
kicking, tripping over, pushing, dodging, intentionally falling) and
chasing (f = 17). Children also mentioned some characteristics of
play fighting behaviors such as physical contact (f = 9), the force
of the blow (f = 12), the speed of movements (f = 8), the use of
vocalizations during these behaviors (f = 8), and facial expression
(f = 1). Regarding the force used, some children indicated that
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TABLE 2 Reasons for enjoying play fighting.

Category
(f)

Subcategory
(f)

Indicators
(f)

Frequencies
by gender

Enjoying the
core
characteristics
(f = 5)

Physical activity
(f = 3)

Competition
(f = 2)

Boys= 2

Running
(f = 1)

Boys= 1

Fighting behaviors
(f = 1)

Kicking
(f = 1)

Boys= 1

Fantasy themes
(f = 1)

Boys= 1

Is is fun
(f = 3)

Girls= 2;
Boys= 1

Not identified
(f = 2)

Girls= 1;
Boys= 1

It helps to
self-regulate
(f = 1)

Girls= 1

f for frequencies of units of meaning.

TABLE 3 Reasons for not enjoying play fighting.

Category
(f)

Subcategory
(f)

Indicators
(f)

Frequencies
by gender

Negative
consequences
(f = 31)

Physical
(f = 25)

Hurt or get hurt
(f = 25)

Girls= 19;
Boys= 6

Social
(f = 6)

Get grounded
(f = 6)

Girls= 2;
Boys= 4

Too much
intensity
(f = 2)

Girls= 2

Perceived as
not adequate
(f = 2)

Girls= 2

Not identified
(f = 2)

Boys= 2

f for frequencies of units of meaning.

play fighting involves less force (f = 8), while others noted using
moderate force (f = 4). Children also characterized play fighting
by referring to specific fighting props (e.g., guns f = 6; swords f
= 2; hammer, f = 1), and make-believe fighting themes, such as
bad guys (f = 8), and superheroes (f = 8). Some children (f = 3)
also referred to the similarity with martial arts. Moreover, children
noted that play fighting does not result in negative consequences,
such as getting hurt (f = 3) and that it occurs in a space where
children can safely fall (f = 1).

Table 2 shows the reasons for children enjoying play fighting.
The most predominant reasons were the fun of it (f = 3), and
the enjoyment of the core characteristics of play fighting, such as
the fighting behaviors (f = 1), the fantasy themes (f = 1) and the
physical activity (f = 3). A girl also mentioned that play fighting is
a way for other children to self-regulate (f = 1) and two children (1
girl, 1 boy) were unable to explain why they like play fighting.

Concerning the reasons for not enjoying play fighting (Table 3),
the majority (f = 31) focused on the negative outcomes, either

TABLE 4 Ways of increasing the enjoyment in play fighting.

Category
(f)

Subcategory
(f)

Indicators
(f)

Frequencies
by gender

No physical
contact
(f = 27)

No touching in
specific areas
(f = 14)

Face
(f = 8)

Girls= 5;
Boys= 3

Belly
(f = 3)

Boys= 3

General
(f = 2)

Boys= 2

Neck
(f = 1)

Boys= 1

No hitting
(f = 8)

No hitting
(f = 5)

Girls= 5

No punches
(f = 2)

Girls= 1;
Boys= 1

No kicks
(f = 1)

Boys= 1

No pushing
(f = 3)

Girls= 2;
Boys= 1

No tripping
(f = 1)

Boys= 1

Only chasing
(f = 1)

Girls= 1

No harm
(f = 8)

Girls= 8

Less physically
intense
(f = 7)

No
rough movements
(f = 6)

Girls= 6

Less tiresome
(f = 1)

Girls= 1

Gender
stereotypes
(f = 2)

Girls= 2

Not identified
(f = 2)

Girls= 1;
Boys= 1

No objects
(f = 1)

No guns
(f = 1)

Girls= 1

f for frequencies of units of meaning.

physical (i.e., getting hurt or hurt others) or social (i.e., getting
grounded). Only girls mentioned the high intensity (f = 2) and the
perception that it is not an adequate type of play for girls (f = 2).
Two children (1 girl, 1 boy) mentioned that they could not identify
the reasons for enjoying play fighting.

When asked about how their enjoyment in play fighting could
be increased (Table 4), most answers focused on the absence of
physical contact (f = 27), especially in specific areas (e.g., face, belly,
neck). Some children also referred that they would enjoy more play
fighting if it did not involve fighting behaviors, such as hitting or
punching. Also, some children (f = 7) mentioned wanting less
physically intense interactions, with no rough movements (f = 6).
Girls also mentioned gender stereotypes (f = 2), stating that if they
were boys, they would enjoy play fighting. Two children (1 girl)
mentioned they did not know how their enjoyment of play fighting
could be increased.
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TABLE 5 Characteristics of a real fight.

Category
(f)

Subcategory
(f)

Indicators
(f)

Frequencies
by gender

Reference to
behavioral
indicators
(f = 18)

Fighting behaviors
(f = 12)

Hit
(f = 4)

Girls= 3;
Boys= 1

Push
(f = 3)

Girls= 3

Slap
(f = 3)

Girls= 1;
Boys= 2

Punch
(f = 2)

Girls= 2

Force
(f = 4)

Girls= 3;
Boys= 1

Physical contact in
forbidden areas
(f = 2)

Girls= 2

Do not
identify
(f = 12)

Girls= 6;
Boys= 6

With physical
consequences
(f = 5)

Girls= 5

Reference to
emotional
indicators/
emotional
distress
(f = 2)

Girls= 2

No previous
agreement/No
mutual
consent
(f = 2)

Girls= 2

Reference to
how it ends
(f = 2)

Alone in the end
(f = 1)

Girls= 1

Get grounded
(f = 1)

Girls= 1

Friendship
level
(f = 1)

Girls= 1

f for frequencies of units of meaning.

Regarding the acknowledgment of the characteristics of a real
fight (Table 5), children identified behavioral indicators such as
pushing hard (f = 3), hitting hard (f = 4), slapping (f = 3),
and punching (f = 2), performed without restraint (f = 4) and
in forbidden areas (f = 2; e.g., stomach, mouth). Children also
associated real fights with negative emotional states. The way the
interaction starts and ends was also an indicator used to distinguish
a play fight from a real fight. In a real fight, there is no previous
agreement (f = 2), the interaction ends (f = 2) or is stopped
by adults, who may punish or ground the children (f = 1), and
children do not stay together afterwards (f = 1). The relationship
and the contextual features were also mentioned. One child noted
that real fights tend to happen between children who are not best
friends. Twelve children (6 girls) mentioned that they could not
identify the differences between play fighting and real fighting.

TABLE 6 Strategies used to get back to play fighting.

Category (f) Subcategory
(f)

Indicators
(f)

Frequencies
by gender

Distraction
(f = 9)

Tell a joke
(f = 8)

Girls= 1;
Boys= 7

Play something else
(f = 1)

Girls= 1

Acknowledgment
(f = 7)

Apologize
(f = 6)

Girls= 2;
Boys= 4

Adjust to
other’s needs
(f = 1)

Boys= 1

Ignore
(f = 5)

Get up and
continue playing
(f = 5)

Girls= 5

Do not play
anymore
(f = 1)

Boys= 1

f for frequencies of units of meaning.

Concerning strategies used by children to resume play fighting
after a conflict (Table 6), some children mentioned ignoring the
conflict, by getting up and continuing to play (f = 5) while others
described distraction strategies, such as telling a joke (f = 8) or
playing something else (f = 1), before engaging again in play
fighting. Moreover, some children mentioned that when the play
fight goes wrong, they apologize (f = 6) or adjust their behavior to
the other’s needs. One boy said that he would not play anymore.

4 Discussion

During the preschool years, children already exhibit a
clear understanding of play fighting. In line with standard
definitions (Carlson, 2011; Smith et al., 2004; Schåfer and
Smith, 1996), preschoolers describe it as involving minimal force
fighting behaviors such as punching, kicking, pushing, tripping,
intentionally falling and dodging. They emphasized that these
actions remain non-harmful and occur in a playful atmosphere
characterized by positive facial expressions (e.g., play face),
vocalizations, props (e.g., toy guns, swords), and fantasy themes.
However, there was no consensus on the speed of movements,
with some children describing them as fast, others as slow, or as
alternating between both. Additionally, children highlighted the
importance of contextual features (e.g., soft floor) where these
playful interactions occur.

Notably, preschoolers did not recognize role reversals as a
feature of play fighting, despite its conceptual relevance in the
definitions of this form of play (Pellegrini, 1989; Smith et al., 2004;
Pellegrini and Smith, 1998). Given that observational studies show
play fighting is common in early childhood (Lindsey and Colwell,
2013; Veiga et al., 2017, 2022b), it is possible that preschoolers are
still developing an understanding of dominance swapping within
these interactions. Similarly, only one child mentioned the play
face, suggesting that its subtle blend of positive yet combative
elements may be difficult for children at this young age to interpret.
While most 4- to 5-year-olds can accurately and reliably recognize
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facial expressions of the six basic emotions (Parker et al., 2013), the
dynamic and fast-paced nature of play fighting may lead them to
relymore onmovement patterns and vocal cues to differentiate play
fighting from real aggression.

Fantasy themes emerged as central to children’s conception
of play fighting. Playing as “bad guys” or “superheroes” was
particularly meaningful, reinforcing research suggesting that
assuming such roles allow children to experience feelings of power
and control in ways they may not in daily life (Bauer and Dettore,
1997). This form of play may foster self-confidence and resilience
by enabling children to engage in scenarios where they can
overcome obstacles and “save the world.” Moreover, role-playing
as superheroes or villains may provide opportunities to explore
important emotions such as fear, anger, and pride (Pellegrini, 2009),
as well as themes of justice, fairness, and empathy (Singer and
Singer, 2005).

Although children did not mention some expected
characteristics like role reversal when describing play fighting,
they identified their opposites in real fights. For instance, children
mentioned similar behaviors (e.g., pushing, hitting, slapping,
punching) but noted that real fights lacked restraint and resulted
in harm. Like findings from rodent studies (Pellis et al., 2022),
children recognized that targets of attack differ in real fights, often
involving restricted areas such as the stomach and mouth. Few
children mentioned emotional distress, the absence of mutual
consent, or the negative consequences of a real fight (e.g., being left
alone or getting grounded), suggesting that these aspects may be
too nuanced for young children to recognize.

Far fewer children could describe a real fight than a play
fight. Given that the construction of meaning and knowledge
derives from children’s experiences and interactions within their
sociocultural environment (Piaget, 1952; Vygotsky, 1978), this
suggests that preschoolers are more familiar with play fighting than
with serious fighting.

Although children generally enjoy play fighting, most could not
articulate why, possibly due to their young age. This finding is in
line with a previous study in which 40% of 5-year-olds struggled
to explain their preference for play fighting (Smith et al., 1992).
However, factors such as fun, active behaviors, fantasy themes,
and physical activity were identified as reasons for enjoyment.
Notably, two preschool boys mentioned enjoying play fighting for
its competitive nature, which, as Storli (2013, p. 3) observed, may
help prevent play fighting from becoming “excessively predictable
and losing its pleasurable quality.”

One girl mentioned that play fighting helps their peers self-
regulate, aligning with Tremblay’s (2006) view that play fighting
serves as a “traditional means by which most children learn
to regulate physical aggression” (p. 485). Empirical studies have
supported this, demonstrating a positive association between play
fighting and preschoolers’ emotion regulation, both concurrently
and longitudinally (Lindsey and Colwell, 2013).

However, some children, mostly girls, expressed dislike for play
fighting, because of the risk of injury. This aligns with a prior study
where 80% of young children cited accidental injury as the main
reason for disliking play fighting (Smith et al., 1992). Fewer children
mentioned fear of being grounded, reinforcing findings suggesting
that some adults prohibit this form of play in kindergartens. Indeed,
research across various countries have shown that play fighting

is the least tolerated and most often prohibited type of play type
among teachers (Logue andHarvey, 2009; Koustourakis et al., 2015;
Storli and Hansen Sandseter, 2017; Storli and Sandseter, 2018).

Two girls explicitly stated that play fighting is not appropriate,
suggesting that certain types of play are perceived as more suitable
for boys than for girls. This reflects traditional gender norms
that have historically linked play fighting to boys, positioning it
as a means of constructing male identity (Thorne, 1993). These
findings align with gender stereotypes associating play fighting
with traditionally male traits such as strength, speed, endurance,
physical contact, and competition. In contrast, female gender roles
have been linked to less intensity, less physical contact, cooperative
and aesthetically expressive activities (Pomar and Neto, 1997).
Gender stereotypes thus significantly shape children’s preferences
and choices regarding play types and playmates (Thorne, 1993;
King et al., 2021).

Nonetheless, contemporary research emphasizes the fluidity
of gender roles in play, highlighting the influence of social
contexts rather than biological determinants (Paechter, 2007).
Although play fighting has been traditionally associated with
masculinity, children of all genders choose to engage in or avoid
this type of play for various reasons, underscoring the significant
influence of social contexts on children’s play behaviors (Messner,
2015). These findings challenge rigid gender distinctions and
highlight the importance of supporting children’s freedom to
make individual play choices without pressure to conform to
traditional expectations.

For some preschoolers, the intensity of play fighting can be
overwhelming. When asked how their enjoyment in play fighting
could be increased, some children—mostly girls—expressed a
preference for less physical contact and less intense interactions.
This aligns with observational studies (Lindsey and Colwell,
2013; Veiga et al., 2017, 2022b; Storli, 2021), which report
lower engagement in play fighting among girls than boys. These
differences may stem from a combination of biological tendencies
(Auyeung et al., 2009), socialization practices (Lindsey and Mize,
2001), and broader societal expectations (Blakemore et al., 2008).
While boys may have a biological predisposition toward physically
active play, societal norms and expectations reinforce and magnify
these differences. Notably, two girls stated that play fighting is
not suitable for girls and suggested that if they were boys, they
would enjoy it (e.g., “If I were a boy, I would play fight”), reflecting
early gender identity development and the early internalization of
gender roles (Brannon, 2016). Encouraging all children, regardless
of gender, to explore diverse play types can help deconstruct gender
stereotypes and promote balanced developmental experiences.

Although rare, play fighting can sometimes escalate into
aggression. When this occurs, children employ self-regulation
strategies typical of their developmental stage, such as ignoring,
distracting, or acknowledging. The most common strategies
included actively disengaging from a negative stimulus (e.g., “we get
up, shake it off and continue”) and redirecting focus to something
neutral (e.g., “first they stop, then they play with Legos and then
they start play fighting again”) or positive (e.g., “we make a joke,
they start laughing and then we continue”), aligning with previous
findings (Smith et al., 1992). Possibly due to their young age, only
a few children mentioned acknowledging the other’s emotions and
needs and adjusting their behavior accordingly.
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5 Conclusion

Preschool aged children already demonstrate a clear
understanding of play fighting, recognizing it as a non-harmful,
physically active form of social interaction. They describe it
as involving minimal-force fighting behaviors (e.g., punching,
kicking, tripping someone over, intentional falling), that occur in
a playful atmosphere, characterized by positive facial expressions,
vocalizations, props, and fantasy themes. While most children
could not explicitly articulate why they enjoy play fighting, they
identified fun, physical activity and fantasy themes as key reasons
for their enjoyment. Preschoolers already distinguish play fighting
from serious fighting, recognizing that real fights involve similar
behaviors but with no restraint, different body targets, and a
harmful intent. When play fighting escalates into aggression,
children employ well-known self-regulation strategies to maintain
the playful nature of the interaction. These findings highlight the
crucial role of play fighting in children’s social-emotional learning
and development. Therefore, children should not be deprived of
this type of play. As emphasized in the United Nations General
Comment on children’s rights, adults should trust that children
know how to take the best from play fighting, recognize its essential
contribution to their development, and therefore ensure that
children have the right to engage in play fighting.

Preschoolers’ perspectives and attitudes toward play fighting
seem to reflect traditional gender stereotypes. However, research
supports a more flexible view on play preferences. Rather
than being biologically determined, children’s engagement in
play fighting is shaped by social context and cultural norms.
Encouraging children to engage in diverse play experiences, free
from rigid gender expectations, can foster a more inclusive and
balanced approach to social, emotional, and physical development.

Some limitations should be acknowledged. The school
environment often imposes specific behavioral expectations, which
may have influenced how children described play fighting. As a
result, their responses might reflect what they perceived as “school-
appropriate” answers rather than their full perspectives. Future
research could explore children’s views about play fighting in
diverse schools and settings (e.g., homes, after school clubs) and
combine interviews with systematic observations of spontaneous
play. This multimethod approach would provide a richer and
more comprehensive understanding of how children experience
and conceptualize play fighting across different contexts.
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