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Abstract 

 Parent-child interactions are critical for a child’s overall wellbeing and growth, however there are 

distinct differences in the types of interactions that mothers and fathers engage in. For example, fathers 

more commonly utilize physical play, such as Rough-and-Tumble Play (RTP), to interact and bond with 

their child. Father-child RTP is thought to contribute to a range of child outcomes, including social, 

emotional cognitive and behaviour development.  Literature suggests that the quality of the interaction 

mediates the effect of RTP interactions on child developmental outcomes. However, little is known about 

the influence of father and child characteristics on the quality of RTP. Therefore, this study explored the 

association of both father and child characteristics to the quality of RTP interactions. The study included 64 

families of fathers, mothers and their child (aged 18-24 months). Fathers and mothers completed 

questionnaires concerning child and father characteristics including child social-emotional development. 

Child developmental attainment was assessed using the Bayley-III scales.  In addition, fathers and their 

child completed a video-recorded play interaction, where fathers were instructed to play RTP as they would 

at home. Results demonstrated that the quality of RTP was associated with the frequency of RTP, child age 

and child social-emotional development. The results provide further evidence of the positive link between 

father-child RTP and child developmental outcomes. This study highlights the importance of furthering our 

understanding of the impact of father-child interactions. 
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FATHER-CHILD ROUGH-AND-TUMBLE PLAY   1 
 

An Exploratory Study of the Characteristics Associated with Father-Child Rough-and-Tumble Play 

Quality 

Interactions between parents and children are characterised by complex patterns of behaviours, 

feelings, and expectations that are engaged in by both the parent and the child (Anthony, Anthony, 

Glanville, Naiman, Waanders, & Shaffer, , 2005). Kerr and colleagues (2004) reported that when parents 

engage in positive interactions with their children (distinguished by warm and caring behaviours),  children 

are less likely to display disruptive or externalising behaviours. In addition, parents who demonstrate 

emotional support (e.g., empathy) and cohesiveness (e.g., matching body language) during parent-child 

interactions have children with stronger social skills and capacity (Haven et al., 2014). The way parents 

interact with their children, depending on context and needs, is often categorised as social (e.g., smiling), 

functional (e.g., feeding), or physical (e.g., affection, playing) in nature (John, Halliburton, & Humphrey, 

2013). Although each of these types of interactions are critical for the child’s overall wellbeing and growth, 

physical interactions, particularly play, are more likely to foster prosocial behaviours, such as cooperation 

and emotional self-regulation, in children than functional interactions (Pellis, Pellis, & Bell, 2010; 

Ramchandani, Domoney, Sethna, Psychogiou, Vlachos, & Murray, 2013). Whilst both mothers and fathers 

play with their children,  there can be differences in the way they interact and play with their children. 

Increasingly, evidence supports the beneficial impact of father-child physical play, including rough-and-

tumble play (RTP), on children’s behavioural, cognitive and social development (St George, Fletcher, & 

Palazzi, 2017).  It is now understood that positive outcomes are not simply related to how frequently fathers 

and children engage in RTP but rather the quality of those interactions, though little is known about the 

parent and child characteristics that contribute to the quality of RTP (Fletcher, St George, & Freeman, 

2013; Shannon, Tamis-LeMonda, London, & Cabrera, 2002; St George, Fletcher, & Palazzi, 2017).  

Physical play can be vigorous and may involve bursts of high energy with frequent body contact 

(Englisch, & Zimmermann et al., 2002; Grossman, Grossmann, Fremmer‐Bombik, Kindler, Scheuerer 

2002; St George, Fletcher, & Palazzi, 2017). Throwing and catching, dancing, and swinging paired with 

exhilarating emotions such as surprise, humour and fright are common in this type of play (Grossman et al., 

2002: Hazen, McFarland, Jacobvitz, & Boyd‐Soisson, 2010). Although both mothers and fathers engage in 

physical play with their child (Ramchandani et al., 2013), research suggests that fathers do it more 


