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Literature Review
Imaginative play is often characterized by children creating scenarios, narratives and roles. According to Goldman (2020) imaginative play has been long recognised as a key aspect of early childhood experiences. This form of play provides an opportunity for the children to express emotions and collaborate with their peers, these being significant skills to social competence (Goldman, 2020). Similarly, Goldstein and Winner (2012) suggest that understanding the relationship between imaginative play and social development is vital, as these early experiences shape children’s ability to form relationships and function effectively in social contexts. This review examines the theoretical and empirical research to determine how imaginative play supports social development, focusing on communication, cooperation, empathy and emotional regulation.     
Vygotsky’s Sociocultural Theory (1978) shows a good perspective of how imaginative play develops a child’s social competence. Vygotsky (1978), emphasises play as a “zone of proximal development” where children internalise social norms through collaboration and role play. For example, in pretend play, a child learns to ‘be the teacher’ and regulate behaviour, reflecting self-control and understanding of roles. Piaget’s Cognitive Development Theory (1959) coincides with Vygotsky’s theory (1978), as they both view imaginative play as a way for children assimilate experiences and practice social cues. For example, a child pretending to host a tea party mirrors real-life social situations, which according to Vygotsky (1978) strengthens social understanding. Unlike Vygotsky (1978), Piaget (1959) viewed play as mostly individual at first, but later acknowledged that as children mature, play becomes more social and cooperative. Similar to what Vygotsky(1978) suggests, Parten’s (1933) research focused directly on social participation in play. Parten (1933) identified six stages in play, but imaginative play typically becomes richer in the associative and cooperative stages. These stages being where children negotiate roles and create complex social narratives together. Parten (1933) demonstrates how social development and imaginative play are intertwined as children gain social awareness. Together, these theories show that imaginative play is not just fantasy but a key driver of both social and cognitive development. 
This section reviews empirical studies that have examined the relationship between imaginative play and social development in children. This study is organised thematically, focusing on (1) communication and Language skills, (2) cooperation and conflict resolution, (3) empathy and emotional understanding and (4) Relationships and inclusion. Nicolopoulou (2010) is a key study connecting narrative role play with children’s language and social development, specifically communication and language skills. Nicolopoulou (2010) conducted research with preschool children, typically 3-5 years old, each coming from diverse socioeconomic backgrounds. Nicolopoulou (2010) conducted research in real preschool classrooms over multiple months, comparing two types of classroom programs; narrative play program and control program. Both programs resulting in different outcomes. For example, Nicolopoulou (2010) found that children in the narrative role-play classrooms showed significantly richer vocabulary and more complex sentence structures over time. This is important as it shows imaginative play merges with a child’s communication in view of the fact that children must use language to co-construct imaginary situations, which strengthens both expressive skills and cooperative abilities (Parten, 1933). This is a clear example of how imaginative play serves as a bridge between individual imagination and shared social understanding. 
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