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Fairies are Real but Witches aren’t:

Children’s Ability to Discern Emotional Fantasy and Reality

Three- to 5-year-old’s ability to discern emotionally evocative fantastic and real information was examined in two studies. In Study 1, 128 children viewed images depicting fantastic or real events that ranged in emotional content, reported whether each event could occur, and rated their emotional reaction to each image. Findings revealed age-related improvements in children’s fantasy-reality distinctions and biases in judgment based on the depicted emotion. For both fantastic and real events, children reported that happy events could occur significantly more often than frightening and angry events. Children’s emotional reactions to the images were significantly related to their fantasy-reality distinctions. Study 2 examined the mechanisms underlying children’s judgments in Study 1. Ninety-two children were administered the task employed in Study 1, with the modifications that sad images were included and children were given a prize for correct responses. For both fantastic and real events, older children reported that happy and sad events could occur more often that frightening events. Additionally, children’s ability to discern fantasy improved when a consequence was presented, but not their ability to discern reality. 

