The Positives Of Plushies: Stuffed
Animals Have Benefits For Children And
Adults
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Figure: A young girl sleeps with a teddy bear in her arms after receiving medical
treatment at Gheskio Field Hospital (Joshua Lee Kelsey, Wikimedia Commons).

or many children, stuffed animals are loyal and comforting companions. A
Fﬂuffy friend can make a trip to the doctor or sleeping in the dark seem a

little less daunting. For these children, stuffed animals serve as transitional
objects — inanimate objects that provide comfort, particularly in unfamiliar or
distressing situations (Winnicott, 1953). Although stuffed animals are seen as
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children’s toys, they can also serve as transitional objects for adults. Along with
being a source of comfort, stuffed animals can also provide other mental and
physical benefits for the children and adults who own them.

For children, stuffed animals can aid in developing and maintaining sleep
habits. For instance, in a study of school-age children and parents of school-age
children, Golem et al. (2019) used questionnaires and discussion groups to
ascertain the beliefs and attitudes that the participants had towards sleep.
Among the topics discussed, they found that stuffed animals were an
important point of discussion among child participants. Specifically, the
children described the physical and emotional comfort and support that their
stuffed animals provide for them at bedtime (Golem et al., 2019).

Additionally, stuffed animals can help encourage children to read. In another
study of preschool children, Okazaki et al. (2017) investigated the use of a stuffed
animal sleepover program to encourage children to read. To do this, they first
gave children stuffed animals that were left in a library overnight. The stuffed
animals were photographed performing different activities to convince the
children that they were magical and sentient. The children were then left a note
from the stuffed animals, which requested the children to read to them.
Throughout the intervention, Okazaki et al. (2017) also observed the children
and recorded the number of children who read picture books to the stuffed
animals during free playtime before and after the program. They found that
there was an increase in the number of children who read to stuffed animals
after the stuffed animal sleepover program, compared to before the program.
While the effects of the program disappeared after three days, Okazaki et al.
(2017) found that reminding children of the program one month out by asking
them to describe what the stuffed animals did during the sleepover helped
boost their tendency to read.

Finally, stuffed animals may help prevent pain for children following surgery. In
a study of pediatric patients between the ages of 1and 7 who had undergone
surgery, Ullan et al. (2014) provided the children with a rabbit stuffed animal
dressed up as a doctor, along with instructions for parents to use the stuffed
animal to play with their child after surgery. They also took measures of the
children’s pain based on their behaviors post-surgery, such as facial expressions
or crying. Overall, Ullan et al. (2014) found that the children who received the
stuffed animal and instructions to play scored lower on the pain measurements
(meaning that they exhibited less pain), compared to children who did not. The
researchers proposed two explanations for the findings: playing with the stuffed
animals could have distracted the children from pain, or playing with the
stuffed animals could have improved the children’s mood, which in turn could
influence their experience of pain.

Meanwhile, for older adults, stuffed animals have been used in therapeutic
activities too. In a pilot study involving two nursing homes, Trzinski and Higgins



(2001) developed exercises and activities designed to increase cohesion and
socialization among residents. These activities included physical exercises,
games, and having stuffed animals as “group buddies” that accompany
residents to group sessions (Trzinski & Higgins, 2001). They found, based on a
follow-up with residents one year after introducing the activities, that residents
still socialized with their group members and took part in the activities,
including using the stuffed animals, even after the groups were dismissed.
Although future research is needed to understand the effectiveness of the
program and which activities were effective in increasing cohesion and
socialization of the nursing home residents, the results from this study serve as
an example of how stuffed animals might have therapeutic benefits when used
in tandem with other treatments and methods.

Stuffed animals have also been studied in the context of young adult social
behavior. In a series of studies of undergraduate students, Tai et al. (2011) had
participants read statements that induced feelings of being socially excluded,
touch a teddy bear, and then take part in an activity where they were tasked
with allocating money to others. Control participants performed the same
activities but did not touch a teddy bear. Across these studies, they found that
participants who had experienced both social exclusion and touched a teddy
bear acted more pro-socially by agreeing to volunteer for more experiments
and by offering more money than participants who had been socially excluded
but did not touch the teddy bear. This pattern of findings demonstrates that
touching a stuffed animal might alleviate the negative impacts of being socially
excluded while also increasing prosocial behavior.

Lastly, stuffed animals can help inform research that benefits adults with
borderline personality disorder (BPD). Specifically, stuffed animals may serve as
an indicator of BPD in adults, in conjunction with other signs and symptomes.
For instance, in a study of a nonclinical sample of 80 adults, Hooley and Wilson-
Murphy (2012) interviewed participants and also used a series of questionnaires
to investigate the relationship between BPD (as well as related pathologies and
issues) and transitional objects, which included stuffed animals among other
objects. Overall, they found that participants who had more intense
attachments to transitional objects also had higher scores on measures of
borderline pathology, compared to participants who had less or no attachments
to transitional objects. Furthermore, 78% of the participants who reported
intense attachments to transitional objects reported attachments to stuffed
animals (Hooley & Wilson-Murphy, 2012). These findings are supported by
another study of adult female psychiatric inpatients, where Labbate and
Benedek (1996) found that diagnoses of BPD were common among women
who had stuffed animals in their living spaces. Although having a stuffed
animal does not necessarily mean that an adult has BPD, stuffed animals can
help researchers better understand factors that contribute to the development
of BPD and develop effective treatments for the condition.



Although the body of research on stuffed animals is only beginning to grow,
stuffed animals are more than just toys. They have a host of potential benefits
for both children and adults. For children, stuffed animals can provide comfort
and security at bedtime, opportunities to develop and practice reading skills,
and relief from pain in post-surgical settings. Meanwhile, for adults, they can be
used to help researchers study and understand BPD, develop and augment
therapeutic programs for nursing home residents, and increase prosocial
behavior. Future research will be necessary to validate and refine these studies
and to expand on their findings and limitations. However, from the published
research, we know that our cuddly companions won't be leaving us anytime
soon.
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