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INTRODUCTION

Play is the business of babies, and toys are the tools of their trade.  Every year, billions of dollars are spent purchasing playthings for infants and toddlers.  Unfortunately, the infants and toddlers themselves have very little input concerning how those dollars are spent.

Obviously, babies cannot buy toys.  More importantly, they cannot even request specific items.  A preschoolers may see something at a friend’s house or on television and say, “Mommy, I want one of those!” An older child may produce an oral or written “wish list” for her birthday or for Christmas.  For the most part, though, infants and toddlers have a very limited notion of what is available, and they are not particularly adept at articulating their preferences.  Consequently, they are totally at the mercy of their parents when it comes to the selection as well as the purchase of their playthings.

This typically proves to be an extremely difficult task for most mothers and fathers.  While they usually can recall the gifts they really appreciated when they were four, seven or ten-years-old, they have no recollection regarding the toys they played with regularly when they were only one of two-years-old.  Furthermore, toy companies are not benevolent associations.  They are in business to make profits, and the bigger the profits the better - so they will do whatever they can to persuade parents to purchase as many elaborate and expensive playthings as possible.

As a result, mothers and fathers can make many of mistakes, and there is a high probability that whenever an infant or toddler is presented with a toy, she actually will spend less time playing with the item itself than the box, paper and ribbon in which it was wrapped.

Of course, every baby exhibits slightly different inclinations and capabilities, and there is no such thing as a “foolproof” pick.  However, by following a few basic guidelines, parents can see to it that their hard-earned money is wisely invested, rather than wasted, and with some reliable knowledge about what infants and toddlers are like at different stages of development, they can ensure that their baby will have an ample supply of appropriate and enjoyable playthings.
                                                                                          Michael. K. Meyerhoff, Ed.D.

                                                                                          William Gladden Foundation
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WHAT ARE THE IMPORTANT FACTORS TO CONSIDER WHEN SELECTING TOYS FOR INFANTS AND TODDLERS?
There are three fundamental factors to consider when selecting toys for infants and toddlers.  The first and most important is SAFETY.  The second is DURABILITY.  The third is PLAY VALUE (the extent to which a specific toy matches the interests and abilities of a specific child).  Although extremely important, safety and durability are rather simple and straightforward affairs.  Determining play value, however, can be a trying and tricky task for inexperienced parents, and, unfortunately, toy companies tend to hinder rather than help them in this regard.
HOW CAN PARENTS TELL IF A TOY IS SAFE FOR THEIR BABY?

The Federal Government has taken major steps toward protecting young children from their playthings.  There are strict regulations that prohibit toy companies from manufacturing items for babies that have removable parts less than 1-1/4 inch in diameter (which could be swallowed or choked upon), that have sharp corners, edges or protrusions, that have long cords or strings (which could cause strangulation) or that use lead-based paint or other toxic substances.  Nevertheless, parents would be wise to double-check all toys themselves for such features, and they should be especially diligent with imported products, hand-me-downs and garage sale specials.
IS DURABILITY REALLY A PROBLEM WITH TOYS FOR INFANTS AND TODDLERS?

Unlike older children, infants and toddlers are not likely to understand, much less heed, an admonishment to take care of their playthings.  In addition to using a toy in the way it was designed to be used, they will throw, bang, chew, drop and otherwise heap abuse upon it, and they will often do so with surprising strength.  Although some companies have started to offer lifetime guarantees on some of their products, it still makes sense for parents to take any item out of the box and give it a thorough test themselves to make sure it will stand up to rough treatment on a regular basis.  Remember, a toy that can be broken easily will quickly become a potential safety hazard as well as a poor investment.

WHAT ABOUT WASHABILITY?

Although not as critical as durability, this consideration is often overlooked.  Parents must realize that anything in the hands of an infant or toddler will ultimately end up in her mouth as well.  Therefore, a toy that cannot be cleaned easily may eventually become a worthless health hazard.  This means that smooth yet durable plastic is probably preferable to something like “natural wood grain finish,” and that sturdy cotton cloth is probably preferable to something like silk or velvet.  Anything with a lot of nooks and crannies is also likely to create considerable difficulties in this regard.
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IS THE RECOMMENDED AGE RANGE ON THE BOX A RELIABLE INDICATOR OF PLAY VALUE?
NO!  Although the age ranges that the toy companies print on the boxes do constitute good guides when it comes to safety considerations, there are no regulations regarding play value.  It is important to realize that toy companies are businesses – not benevolent organizations.  Consequently, they routinely exaggerate the recommended age range to suit their own purposes, rather than make sure parents receive solid guidance.

WHY WOULD A TOY COMPANY EXAGGERATE THE RECOMMENDED AGE RANGE?

The interests and abilities of children change rapidly during the early years.  Most items are appropriate for babies for only a very brief and specific period.  For instance, a crib gym is a great device, but not prior to 3 months when a baby first develops the hand-eye coordination necessary to interact with it, and not after 6 months when she can sit up and entangle herself in it.  However, the toy companies have to consider the rather small number of children between 3 and 6 months of age, and they have to consider the even smaller number of parents who would spend substantial money on something they know will be in use for just a few weeks.  Therefore, to sell as many crib gyms as they can, the manufacturer may print a recommended age range of “birth to 24 months,” then attach a small note about safety problems for a child who can sit unaided.
ARE TOYS THAT FEATURE CARTOON CHARACTERS GOOD INVESTMENTS?

Manufacturers spend huge sums of money for the rights to decorate their toys with Disney and other characters, and their cost is included in the price of the products.  Unfortunately, parents often fail to realize that this is merely a marketing gimmick.  The pleasant associations elicited by these characters are developing during later childhood.  For the most part, babies do not know or care about the differences between cartoon characters and generic people or animals.  Consequently, if an item features famous cartoon characters, it is sure to have a higher price than one that does not, and there is no guarantee that it will be more appropriate for or appealing to a baby.

HOW DO TOY COMPANIES EXPLOIT ADULT PERSPECTIVE IN OTHER WAYS?

Manufacturers design and promote their products in ways that capture the attention of adult purchasers rather than child consumers.  Mobiles are a good example.  Most of these products are constructed so that adults walking into the nursery get an excellent view of the various figures fluttering in the breeze.  However, a baby lying in her crib is likely to be looking off to the side instead of directly overhead where the device is suspended, and even when she does look up, all she will be able to see is the relatively uninteresting bottom side of the figures.
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ARE ALL TOYS FOR INFANTS AND TODDLERS DESIGNED POORLY AND IMPROPERLY PROMOTED?

Many commercial products have a high play value for babies, but the vast majority does not.  Since babies do not buy toys, companies focus on their parents instead.  For instance, busy boxes and activity centers are best-sellers because they consist of levers, pushbuttons, dials and other gadgets.  They are designed to hang on the side of a crib or attached to a car seat or stroller, and are said to provide “hours of entertainment” for a child who must be restricted.  Parents usually have fun playing with these devices in the store, especially the more elaborate (and expensive) versions.  They also like the idea of keeping their baby occupied under such circumstances.  However, once the novelty has worn off after a few minutes, a baby will rarely spend much time with any of these items.
SHOULD PARENTS MAKE AN EFFORT TO BUY EDUCATIONAL TOYS?

There really is no such thing as an “educational” toy for infants and toddlers.  If an object or activity arouses the interests and challenges the abilities of a baby, she will enjoy it and perhaps learn something from it.  However, the notion that any item has a special and unique power to teach a child anything is nonsense.  Nevertheless, since academic achievement tends to be an over-inflated priority for many parents, the toy companies are shameless when it comes to touting the educational value of their products.  If parents do not realize that “educational value” is the same as “play value” during the early years, they can be extremely susceptible to the misleading statements of the manufacturers.

DOES THIS MEAN THAT ALL EDUCATIONAL CLAIMS MADE BY TOY COMPANIES ARE FALSE?

They are not totally false, but they are not entirely true either.  In advertisements and on the toy boxes, the manufacturers promise that certain products will teach infants and toddlers “to distinguish shapes and colors” and “to coordinate large and small muscle growth.”  While it is true that children need to learn such things during the early years, they do not necessarily need to learn them from high-priced, store-bought playthings.  There is no toy a child must have to develop an important concept or skill or whose play value cannot be equaled by simple items lying around a typical house.
IS IT WISE TO CONSIDER HOMEMADE ALTERNATIVES?

YES, during the early years, fun and learning come from general “opportunities” rather than specific “objects.”  Therefore, if parents study even the most appropriate and appealing commercial product carefully, they usually come up with something just as suitable and satisfying without spending any money.  For example, many commercial bath toys are big hits with babies because they allow for a lot of pouring, splashing and squirting while in the tub.  A baby will receive just as much, if not more, enjoyment and education from measuring cups, sponges and a turkey baster.
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SHOULD PARENTS STICK TO “TRADITIONAL” ITEMS?
There is not necessarily any advantage to selecting traditional toys for infants and toddlers.  Some items that have been popular for generations are neither appropriate for nor appealing to many children.  For example, the traditional first toy for an infant is a rattle, but a newborn’s hands remain reflexively fisted, so even if he were interested in a rattle (which is unlikely), he would be unable to pick it up and shake it.  Similarly, stuffed animals are traditional best-sellers, but while some children do develop attachments to these items, they usually receive little attention from most infants and toddlers.
DO GIRLS PREFER CERTAIN TOYS MORE THAN DO BOYS?

Although girls and boys definitely prefer different types of toys during later childhood, there are few such gender differences during infancy and toddlerhood.  Little girls play with trucks and little boys play with dolls as often as the other way around.  Gradually, as they are either encouraged or discouraged to continue various activities, they do start to show some distinct preferences, usually during the third year.  However, parents should be aware that these tendencies are societal and culturally induced, not inherited.  Therefore, they may want to guard against any undesirable sexual stereotypes they may be subconsciously promoting.
SHOULD PARENTS AVOID “WAR TOYS” AND OTHER ITEMS WITH VIOLENT THEMES?

The power of toys to foster antisocial behavior is exaggerated.  During a role-play or fantasy activity, a young child is guided mainly by what is going on inside his head not what he has in his hands.  Avoiding items with violent themes can be part of a general strategy to promote appropriate behavior, but parents must realize that a child who has been exposed to and learned inappropriate behavior patterns from other sources does not need specific toys to expressive himself.  Deprived of a popgun, he may simply pick up a stick; point it at some one and say, “Bang!  You’re dead.”

WHY IS IT USUALLY UNWISE TO SPEND A LOT OF MONEY ON A TOY FOR AN INFANT OR TODDLER?

Although high price may reflect high quality for most purchases, this is rarely true with baby toys.  Remember, the cost of many items is inflated by the use of cartoon characters, educational claims or other approaches that exploit adult perspective or play on parental anxieties.  Furthermore, since interests and abilities change so rapidly during the early years, the “life” of even the most appropriate and appealing items will not be very long.  Finally, the price of a toy increases with the number of things it does, whereas the play value of a toy increases with the number of things a child can do with it.  For example, a battery-operated robot may provide a few minutes of passive entertainment, but a set of snap-together blocks will be used many times and in various ways over several months.
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DOES IT MAKE SENSE TO SUPPLY AN INFANT OR TODDLER WITH MANY DIFFERENT ITEMS?
NO, it is not necessary to supply many different toys to ensure that a baby has plenty of appropriate and appealing playthings.  By selecting wisely, parents can find special items that their child will have fun with and learn from, but they should realize that babies are investigating the world for the first time.  They are fascinated, excited and educated by all sorts of things that adults take for granted.  As long as their child has access to pots and pans, empty boxes, plastic bottles and other such “ordinary” items, parents need not worry about providing plenty of opportunities for fun and learning during the early years.

IS THERE ANY HARM IN SHOWERING A BABY WITH GIFTS ON A SPECIAL OCCASION?

Giving gifts is an act of love, so it is natural for parents to “go overboard” on their baby’s first birthday, Christmas or other “special” event.  However, prior to age 2 ½ or 3, children have no real understanding, appreciation or memory of such events.  Showering a baby with toys may make her parents feel good, but has little immediate or future impact on her.  Unless parents spend more than they can afford, there is no genuine harm.  Nonetheless, it is probably wiser to invest the money in something like clothing or a college fund rather than in expensive playthings.  Older children may be disappointed to receive socks and underwear on such occasions, but a baby will never object.

DO SOME COMPANIES HAVE BETTER REPUTATIONS THAN DO OTHERS?

Various manufacturers have strong reputations for producing first-rate baby toys.  Some display a long list of child development experts as consultants.  A few have “laboratory” daycare centers and preschools for product testing.  However, parents should realize that sales and marketing make the final decisions, not research.  Since the interests and abilities of babies change so quickly, and since their play needs are always so simple, companies would not survive financially with toys designed strictly according to principles of child development.  Less than 50% of the items of even the most impressive manufacturers have a play value that is anywhere near equal to the asking price.

ARE THERE ANY “CAN’T MISS” ITEMS FOR INFANTS AND TODDLERS?

There are certain general categories of toys that are likely to be appropriate for and appealing to most infants and toddlers at certain stages.  However, each child has a unique rate and pattern of development and exhibits individual preferences and tendencies.  Consequently, parents must tune in closely to their child’s special interests and particular abilities of the moment to make the best selections.  The important thing to remember is that virtually any toy will please an infant or toddler for a few minutes, and a few well-chosen items may have some significant and lasting play value for him, but what he desires most and will cherish always are the attention and affection only his mother and father can give him.
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BASIC STEPS IN SELECTING TOYS
FOR INFANTS AND TODDLERS

Department stores, specialty shops and mail-order catalogs contain thousands of toys for infants and toddlers.  Due to the powerful and somewhat unscrupulous promotional strategies employed by many manufacturers, parents can be easily confused and badly misguided as they attempt to make suitable selections.  The following are the fundamental considerations that mothers and fathers should keep in mind to make sure that their money is wisely invested, not wasted.
SAFETY

DURABILITY

PLAY VALUE

SAFETY – Double-check any item selected for an infant or toddler for compliance with federal safety regulations.  Avoid items that have:

1. Removable parts less than 1 ¼ inch in dimension

2. Sharp corners, edges or protrusions

3. long cords of strings

4. lead-based paint or other toxic substances

DURABILITY – Despite whatever guarantee against breakage appears on the package, give any item a rigorous test to see if it actually will withstand the rough treatment it is likely to receive from an infant or toddler on a regular basis; also make sure the item can be washed easily and often.
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PLAY VALUE – To be appropriate and appealing, an item must match the interests and abilities of the child.  In determining play value, there is no substitute for close and careful observation of the individual child, and parents must be prepared to update their determinations regularly.  It is also wise to be wary of the following.
1. RECOMMENDED AGE RANGES – To induce as many parents as possible to purchase an item, the toy companies routinely exaggerate these allegedly helpful guides.

2. ADULT PERSPECTIVE – Since infants and toddlers do not buy toys for themselves, toy companies have a tendency to design and market their products in ways that capture the attention and acclaim of their parents instead.  The use of famous cartoon characters and adult-oriented construction are typical practices of this sort.

3. EDUCTIONAL CLAIMS – Because academic achievement is often over-inflated for many parents, toy companies routinely make promises about the power of their products to teach infants and toddlers, but the fact of the matter is that educational value is merely the same as play value during the early years.  There is no specific item that any child must have to develop any significant skill or concept, or even to develop it earlier or faster, and there is no toy whose educational/play value cannot be equaled or even surpassed by common household items.

4. COMPLEXITY AND PRICE – Simple and inexpensive is preferable to elaborate and expensive.  High prices usually reflect the cost of exploiting adult perspective or playing upon parental anxieties rather than high quality.  Furthermore, the price and adult appeal of a toy tend to increase with the number of things that it does, whereas play value increases with the number of things a child can do with it.
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SUGGESTED SELECTIONS:

BIRTH TO 3 MONTHS

During the period from birth to 3 months, the primary interest of babies is their own comfort.  When they are awake, they are either eating or crying.  Other than a lot of loving care, there really is not much you can give newborns.  Toward the end of the first month, they do start to enjoy looking at and listening to their surroundings, but their ability to interact with their environment remains relatively limited for a while.

             GOOD IDEAS                                                          WHY

A mobile that can be positioned                        From about three weeks of age, a baby

so that the child in the crib                                will enjoy gazing at objects, and

gets the best view, not the                                 especially at human faces.  Due to the

adult standing in the doorway.                          “tonic neck reflex,” she will be looking
                                                                           to the side most of the time rather than

                                                                           directly overhead, and she can focus

                                                                           comfortably only on objects that are 8

                                                                           to 12 inches away.

An unbreakable mirror with                              If the mirror is placed in the proper

smooth edges that can be                                  position and at the appropriate

attached to the side of the                                 distance, a baby will be entranced by

crib.                                                                   the constantly changing images she

                                                                          sees.
A gentle music box next to                               For a baby’s listening enjoyment.

the crib.

A window prism and pictures                          Toward the end of this period, a baby’s
on the wall.                                                       visual skills will improve to the point

                                                                          where she will begin to appreciate

                                                                          objects placed at greater distances.

Pacifiers.                                                           The act of sucking is extraordinarily
                                                                          soothing for a baby, even if it is not

                                                                          accompanied by nourishment.

A rocking chair – for her                                  A baby often will be comforted quickly

mother and father.                                            and easily by being moved gently in a

                                                                          rhythmic fashion.
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SUGGESTED SELECTIONS:

3 TO 8 MONTHS

Between 3 and 8 months old, babies learn to use their hands under the guidance of their eyes.  Their vision and hearing skills improve considerably, and they become interested in looking at and listening to everything around them.  They also are interested in investigating the look, sound, feel, taste, and smell of whatever they can get their hands on, but they have not developed the ability to get to many things on their own.

             GOOD IDEAS                                                          WHY

A crib gym that provides objects                     Starting at about 10 to 12 weeks of age,
for an infant to swipe, bat or pull.                    replacing mobiles with these sturdy
Avoid those where the target                           exercise toys gives a baby the opportunity
objects are suspended by a single                    to practice his new visual and motor skills.
piece of string.                                                 If the target objects are not stable, trying to
                                                                         make contact can be frustrating for an
                                                                         inexperienced baby.  This type of item

                                                                         should be removed once the child can sit up
                                                                         by himself at 5 ½ or 6 months of age.

A well-designed infant seat.                            Since he cannot get around by himself, this

                                                                         item will enable a baby to be moved about

                                                                         the house regularly, providing him with 
                                                                         new and different scenes to hear and see.

A walker – but to be used under                     Toward the end of this period, if he has not

careful supervision only.                                 yet started crawling, a well-designed device
                                                                         of this sort will allow a child to exercise his
                                                                         leg muscles and get to various places he
                                                                         otherwise could not.  However, he also can
                                                                         get into serious danger if not watched             
                                                                         closely.  Use of the walker should be dis-
                                                                         continued once the child can crawl.

A variety of simple objects like                      A baby will be thrilled by opportunities to
teething rings, key chains, clutch                    shake, suck, drop and throw all sorts of
balls, etc.  They should be small                     stuff.  Remember - if he loses something,
enough for easy manipulation, but                  he won’t be able to retrieve it himself, so
too large to be swallowed.                               parents must be ready to do the fetching.                                                                                           
Toy telephone.                                                Initially, a baby will use this item just like
                                                                        all the other items above, but eventually this

                                                                        will become his favorite “gadget” and his
                                                                        first “tool” for role-play activities.
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SUGGESTED SELECTIONS:

8 TO 18 MONTHS
As they approach and pass their first birthday, babies learn to crawl, then to walk and climb.  They can get to and into everything, and they appreciate every opportunity to indulge their curiosity.  They also become adept at manipulating small objects and even operating simple mechanisms.  The best gift for children at this stage is a home that is safe and accessible for them.  They will enjoy certain toys, but their favorite playthings will be stairs, television knobs, pots and pans, flush toilers and other “real world” items.
             GOOD IDEAS                                                          WHY

Bath toys, from rubber ducks to                        Her parents may be interested in clean-
any of the many commercial                             liness, but fun is foremost in the mind of a
products available – plus sponges,                    baby during bath time.  Anything that
boats and floating soap bars.                             allows her to splash, squirt and pour is
                                                                           appropriate.  Toys with water wheels and

                                                                           lots of containers are especially good.

Books with stiff cardboard pages                     Although their language skills have not yet
that can be manipulated easily.                        developed to the point where labeling
                                                                          sessions or long stories are appropriate, an
                                                                          infant is fascinated by hinged objects, and

                                                                          bookbindings will probably be favorites.
A surprise box – a jack-in-the-box                   As long as she can operate and re-set the
type toy with lids that are easily                       mechanisms without adult intervention, a
closed and then released by                              baby will love to practice her emerging
simple dials, pushbuttons, switches                  skills with this sort of device (and she will
and levers.                                                         not care whether cartoon characters or
                                                                          plain characters pop out of the doors). 
Baubles and boxes – everything                       Babies love handling all kinds of objects -
from commercial collections and                     putting them in and taking them out of
containers to empty thread spools                    containers, and just carrying the objects
and Tupperware.                                               around with her.  Things that can be
                                                                          pushed together, pulled apart, and fit
                                                                          one-inside-the other are special treats.
Balls – especially large inflatable                     A baby will love to tote the ball around
beach balls.                                                        the house and she will get a kick out of
                                                                           kicking them, throwing them and watching
                                                                           them bounce and roll.  The fact that she

                                                                           often can get her parents involved in her

                                                                           ball play is a special added attraction.
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SUGGESTED SELECTIONS:

18 TO 36 MONTHS
During the period from the middle of the second year to the end of the third year, babies gain considerable physical strength and coordination.  More importantly, their intellectual capabilities increase enormously, and they become true “thinkers” for the first time.  Their attention span and memory capacities expand substantially, their language skills (both comprehensive and expressive) advance significantly and they begin to display ever-growing amounts of imagination and creativity.

             GOOD IDEAS                                                          WHY

Crawling and climbing devices of                     Anything that allows a toddler to improve
all kinds.                                                            his physical prowess will be appreciated.
                                                                           Specially designed gyms are appropriate,
                                                                           but large cardboard cartons and soft
                                                                           cushions can do just as well.
Riding toys.                                                       These should be very sturdy and have a
                                                                           low center of gravity.  While a well
                                                                           designed tricycle can be introduced

                                                                           toward the end of this period, it is best

                                                                           to start with simple device that is 
                                                                           powered by feet pushing against floor.
Books.                                                                At first, a baby will prefer picture books.
                                                                           After the second birthday, he will start to
                                                                           enjoy storybooks featuring his favorite
                                                                           characters and themes.
Art supplies, such as crayons or                        These materials need not be fancy or
markers, finger and brush paints,                      costly, but they should be plentiful and
clay or play dough, paper and                           non-toxic.  Be prepared for more “mess”
paste.                                                                 than “art.”
Musical instruments, record or                         Drums and keyboards that only require
tape player                                                        banging or pushing are preferable to an
                                                                          instrument that is plucked or blown.
                                                                          A record or tape player should be sturdy 
                                                                          and easy-to-operate.
Puzzles and games.                                           Puzzles with a few easy-to-handle pieces,
                                                                          and games with simple rules and short
                                                                          playing times are most suitable.
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SOURCES OF HELP AND INFORMATION
Providing their baby with an abundance of enjoyable and educational playthings is a top priority for many parents, but selecting appropriate and appealing toys for an infant or toddler can be a trying and tricky task for inexperienced mothers and fathers.  The following is a list of local professionals and national agencies to contact for information and assistance.

LOCAL PROFESSIONALS

EARLY CHILDHOOD EDUCATOR – Teachers at a local daycare center or preschool can provide detailed information about the play interests and abilities of children at different stages of development.  They also can help parents determine the best toy selections for their particular child at a given point in time.

Telephone #

CHILDREN’S LIBRARIAN – These specialists often maintain a collection of toys so that parents can give various items a “trial run” with their infant or toddler before making purchases.  They also can recommend books and articles about choosing suitable playthings for young children.

Telephone #

CONSUMER ADVOCATE – Local newspapers, radio and television stations and Better Business Bureaus often have personnel who can supply parents with basic toy safety information, and keep them updated on general industry problems and specific product recalls.

Telephone #

NATIONAL AGENCIES

U.S Consumer Product Safety Commission
www.consumer.gov
Lekotek

www.lekotek.org
World Against Toys Causing Harm
www.toysafety.org
National Association of State Public Interest Research Groups
www.toysafety.net
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